
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Praise for John Lutz


    “Lutz’s skill will keep you glued to this thriller.”


    —St. Louis Post-Dispatch on Night Kills


    “Brilliant…a very scary and suspenseful read.”


    —Booklist on In for the Kill


    “Shamus-and Edgar award–winner Lutz gives us further proof of his enormous talent for crafting great police fiction…another enthralling page-turner.”


    —Publishers Weekly on In for the Kill


    “Since Lutz can deliver a hard-boiled P.I. novel or a bloody thriller with equal ease, it’s not a surprise to find him applying his skills to a police procedural in Chill of Night. But the ingenuity of the plot shows that Lutz is in rare form.”


    —The New York Times Book Review on Chill of Night


    “Lutz ranks with such vintage masters of big-city murder as Lawrence Block and Ed McBain.”


    —St. Louis Post-Dispatch on Chill of Night


    “A fast-moving novel, a plot-driven page-turner of the first order.”


    —Book Page on Fear of Night


    


    


    More Praise for John Lutz


    “John Lutz is one of the masters of the police novel and he shows his talents to the fullest here. Highly recommended!”


    —Ridley Pearson on Fear the Night


    “A twisted cat-and-mouse game…a fast-moving crime thriller.”


    —Publishers Weekly on Fear the Night


    “The Night Spider is compelling, suspenseful and creepy. John Lutz knows how to make you shiver.”


    —Harlan Coben


    “Lutz offers up a heart-pounding roller coaster of a tale.”


    —Jeffery Deaver on The Night Spider


    “I’ve been a fan of John Lutz for years.”


    —T. Jefferson Parker


    “John Lutz is a major talent.”


    —John Lescroart


    


    


    More Praise for John Lutz


    “Compelling…a gritty psychological thriller.”


    —Publishers Weekly on The Night Watcher


    “John Lutz is the new Lawrence Sanders.”


    —Ed Gorman in Mystery Scene on The Night Watcher


    “Complex, riveting, and chilling.”


    —Jonathan Kellerman on SWF Seeks Same


    “John Lutz just keeps getting better and better.”


    —Tony Hillerman on SWF Seeks Same


    “Lutz is among the best.”


    —San Diego Union


    “Lutz is rapidly bleeding critics dry of superlatives.”


    —St. Louis Post-Dispatch


    “It’s easy to see why he’s won an Edgar and two Shamuses.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “For a good scare and a well-paced story, Lutz delivers.”


    —San Antonio Express-News
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      For he being dead, with him is beauty slain,


      And, beauty dead, black chaos comes again.


      —William Shakespeare, “Venus and Adonis”

    


    
      See my lips tremble and my eyeballs roll,


      Suck my last breath, and catch my flying soul.


      —Alexander Pope, “Eloisa to Abelard”
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      Jan Elzner jolted awake in alarm.


      Something…a sound from the kitchen, had intruded in gentle dreams she could no longer recall. She reached over to prod her husband, Martin, but her hand found only smooth sheet, cool pillow. Maybe he’d been awakened before her and had gone to investigate the sound.


      Jan smiled, drifting back into shallow sleep, sure that her husband would return to bed and everything would be all right. Probably the sound was nothing, the icemaker doing its work, or a delicately balanced object falling in one of the cabinets. Martin would handle the situation, as he did most things. He was a man who—


      A voice.


      Unintelligible, but she was sure it was Martin’s.


      Who could he be talking to at—she glanced again at the clock radio by the bed—three A.M.?


      The talking stopped.


      Jan opened her eyes wider and lay in the still darkness. The distant sounds of a half-awake Manhattan filtered in through the bedroom windows. A faint, faraway shout, a siren like a distant wolf on the hunt, a growling whisper of traffic below. Night sounds. She rolled over on her back, listening, listening….


      Frightened. Though she shouldn’t be.


      I’m not afraid! There’s nothing to fear!


      But she knew she was wrong.


      Martin never talked to himself. She couldn’t imagine it.


      Something clanked, bounced lightly, then rolled over the kitchen’s tile floor.


      She swiveled to a sitting position on the edge of the mattress, her heart drumming a rapid message of alarm. She remembered what her grandmother had told her years ago. The heart knows before the head. Knows everything first. Beyond the bedroom doorway she could see a rectangle of light from the kitchen, angled over the hall floor. Then the light altered as a shadow passed across it.


      What is Martin doing out there?


      She stood up, one bare foot on the woven throw rug beside the bed, the other on cool hardwood floor. That was one of the things she and Martin had liked most about their Upper West Side apartment, the polished oak floors. They knew somehow they could be happy there.


      And we were happy. Are happy!


      What did her heart know that her mind didn’t?


      Fear was like a drug, yet it propelled her through her dread toward the light near the end of the hall. She had to find out—had to know what it was that terrified her. She walked stiff-legged in her silk nightgown, her pale fingers clenched around her thumbs. The only sound she heard now was the faint thump, thump of her bare heels striking the wood floor as she lurched toward light and a horrible knowledge she couldn’t avoid.


      She turned the corner and stood in the kitchen doorway.


      Her breathing stopped as she took it all in—the bright kitchen, Martin curled on the tile floor in what looked like a black shadow, the plastic bag and groceries scattered on the gleaming gray surface of the table. A tuna can lay on the floor near Martin’s right arm. That’s what I heard fall. It must have rolled off the table.


      She heard herself utter Martin’s name as she took a step toward him.


      She wasn’t surprised—not really—when a dark figure straightened up from behind the cooking island and moved toward her. It was more like a confirmation of what her terror had already told her. Something in his right hand. A gun? No. Yes! A gun with something attached to it. A gun with a silencer.


      “Please!” She saw one of her hands float up in front of her face. “Please!” Not me! Not me! Not yet!


      She barely heard the sput! of the gun as the bullet ripped through tissue and bone, between her breasts, into her heart, a leaden missile tumbling and tearing through her world, her life, ending her past, her future, everything.


      She was still alive on the floor, beyond pain but not horror, as the man with the gun momentarily bent over Martin, then delicately stepped over her, careful not to get blood on his shoes, and continued toward the door.


      For an instant she glimpsed the expression on the face of the monster who had taken all that she had and was. Him! He was so calm, smiling contentedly, like a simple workman who’d accomplished a routine and necessary task.


      He glanced down at her with faint curiosity, then obviously dismissed her as dead.


      He wasn’t wrong, only a few seconds early.
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      Flash!


      Fedderman blinked as yet another photo was shot and the auto winder on the camera whirred like a miniature blender. The crime scene unit was all over the apartment, photographing, luminoling, vacuuming, plucking with tweezers.


      The Elzners didn’t seem to mind the intrusion. Or the carnage in the kitchen. Not even what had been done to them.


      Sudden death did that to people. In the midst of all the horror he’d seen during his time in the NYPD, Fedderman had often thought that was the single mercy.


      “About done with these two?” his partner, Pearl, asked the ME, a self-important, meticulously groomed little man named Nift, who, if his life had taken another direction, might have had a film career playing Napoleon. He’d been fussing over the bodies for the last fifteen minutes, giving Pearl and Fedderman some first impressions.


      “Sure. You can diddle with them awhile now. Just be sure and zip up when you’re finished.”


      A nasty Napoleon.


      Fedderman watched Pearl step hard on Nift’s instep, perhaps deliberately, as she moved toward Martin Elzner’s body. Those comfortable-looking black shoes of hers, with the two-inch heels to make her appear taller than her five-foot-one stature, could be dangerous.


      Nift winced and jerked backward, almost kicking away the tuna can on the kitchen floor.


      “Try not to step in any blood,” Pearl said.


      Then she ignored Nift entirely as she bent down and gingerly pried a Walther semiautomatic handgun from Elzner’s dead fingers, then used a pencil inserted in the barrel to transfer the gun to a plastic evidence bag.


      Nift glared at her and made for the door, taking his sick sense of humor with him and not looking back. One thing Fedderman knew about Detective Pearl Kasner was that she didn’t take any crap from anybody, not even Napoleon. It was the character trait that had gotten her into trouble and sidelined her career. It was why Fedderman liked her but figured she wasn’t going to be his partner much longer. Probably this time next year she’d be driving a cab or demonstrating perfume in Macy’s.


      She was a looker, Fedderman thought, with the great rack and nice ass, and could be an actress or model if she were taller. Searching dark eyes, wavy black hair, turned-up nose, a way about her. Fedderman sometimes mused that if he were younger, unmarried, didn’t have trouble getting it up sometimes, didn’t have bad breath, a chronically upset stomach, and wasn’t balding and thirty pounds overweight, he might make a play for her.


      Pearl handed one of the techs the evidence bag with the gun, glancing at Fedderman as if she knew what he was thinking.


      She knows. They were partners. Had been for months, since Pearl’s troubles began. Neither of them was getting a bargain, and they both knew it. That was the idea. If they got tired of each other’s company, that was tough shit. Like with the couple on the kitchen floor.


      Homicide had been called in after the radio car uniforms arrived at the scene, called by a next-door neighbor who noticed what looked like a bullet hole in her kitchen wall. When the super had let them in, they discovered the hole was indeed made by a bullet. It had gone through Jan Elzner, then the wall separating the Elzner apartment from the adjacent unit. The uniforms backed out and secured the scene.


      Pearl and Fedderman had questioned the tenants on either side of, and above and below, the Elzners. None of them remembered hearing anything like a gunshot, but then Nift had said the killings occurred sometime between two and four in the morning. Sleep was deepest then. Or was supposed to be. Fedderman knew that when people were awake at that time, for whatever reason, terrible things could happen.


      He glanced around at the carnage, feeling his stomach kick even after all the years, all he’d seen. He looked at the kitchen table. “How do you figure the groceries? It looks like one or both the Elzners had just come back from shopping and they were putting away what they bought.”


      Pearl gave him one of her sloe-eyed dark looks. “At three in the morning? In their pajamas and nightgown?”


      “It doesn’t make sense now, I know. But maybe they shopped earlier and forgot to put stuff away, then remembered and got up and were finishing the job when they started arguing. Hubby got the gun and did Wifey, then himself. It could happen in the real world.”


      “That would be our world?”


      Fedderman didn’t want to get into some kind of metaphysical conversation with Pearl. “So whadda we tell Captain Egan, murder-suicide?”


      “I don’t like telling the prick anything.”


      “Pearl…”


      “Yeah, yeah…that sure looks like what it was, murder-suicide. Stemming from the pressures of the big city and what comes of marital bliss.”


      Fedderman breathed easier. She wasn’t going to buck the system and cause problems. He had enough problems.


      “But it isn’t complete.”


      “Nothing’s ever complete,” Fedderman said, “but we gotta go with the evidence. Two dead bodies. And what will no doubt be the weapon still in Hubby’s hand, powder burns around the hole in his head. It appears he shot the wife, realized what a shit deed he did, then killed himself. The honorable thing. Murder-suicide. Crime solving being on a kinda assembly-line basis with new crimes always demanding our attention, we chalk this one up and move on to the next problem coming down the line.”


      “Move on but not up,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman knew what she meant. Even if somehow she kept her job in the NYPD, she wasn’t going any higher. Promotions were not for Pearl.


      She knew where she stood and so did everyone else, after what she’d done to Captain Egan.


      Pearl and Egan.


      Sometimes, when he thought about it, Fedderman caught himself smiling.
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      “Ah, it’s Quinn, is it?”


      The man who had spoken stood in the doorway of the West Side walk-up. He was middle-aged and balding, with a long, jowly face, fleshy purple bags beneath somber brown eyes, and a neatly trimmed downturned graying mustache. A big man, but sagging at the middle, he seemed to have been assembled with mismatched body parts so that his expensive tailored blue suit looked like something plucked off the discount rack.


      As only four years had passed, he’d recognized Quinn, and Quinn knew it.


      Quinn didn’t move from where he sat on the threadbare sofa, facing the door. “It is Quinn,” he confirmed unnecessarily to Harley Renz, NYPD assistant chief of police.


      Frank Quinn was a lanky, hard-edged man an inch over six feet, with a twice broken nose, a square jaw, and short-cropped dark hair that wouldn’t stay combed. But what people remembered about him were his eyes, green, flat, cop’s eyes that seemed to know your darkest secrets at a glance. Today was his birthday. He was forty-five. He needed a shave, a fresh shirt, a haircut, new underwear, a new life.


      “You didn’t lock your door,” Renz said, stepping into the tiny, messy apartment. “Aren’t you afraid somebody’s gonna walk in and steal you blind?”


      “To wanna steal anything from here, you’d have to be blind.”


      Renz smiled, which made him look like a dyspeptic bloodhound. Then his expression changed, but he still looked like a dyspeptic bloodhound. “I never told you, but I’m sorry about you and May, the divorce and all. You still see her much? Or the girl? Laura, isn’t it?”


      “Lauri. May doesn’t want to see me. There’s no reason to, except for Lauri. And Lauri isn’t sure what she wants. What she believes about me.”


      “Have you told her your side?”


      “Not lately. May has her ear and keeps telling her what to think. They’re out in L.A. Went there to get away from me.”


      Renz shook his head. “About all you can say in favor of marriage is that it’s an institution. Like prisons and mental hospitals. I was married twenty-six years before my wife ran away with my brother.”


      “I heard about that,” Quinn said. “It was worth a laugh.”


      “Even I can laugh about it now. That’s how things can change in this amazing world. Even your shitty situation could change.”


      Quinn knew what situation Renz meant. Four years ago, Quinn had lost his reputation, his job, and his family, when he’d been unfairly accused of child molestation—the rape of a thirteen-year-old girl. She was a girl he’d never met, much less molested. He knew why he’d been set up. The problem was, he didn’t know how.


      He’d been a good cop, even a great one, widely respected for his toughness and clever approach to cases. He didn’t give up. He didn’t back down. He got results.


      And in the end, he’d been too good a detective not to notice little things during the investigation of a drug dealer’s murder. Quinn had dug deeper, wider, and discovered a network of kickbacks and corruption that involved many of his fellow cops. He was anguished about what he had to do, but he knew, and they knew, that eventually he’d go to internal affairs with his suspicions. Quinn had spoken with his superior officer, Captain Vince Egan, and told him as much.


      But somebody else contacted IA first. About the brutal rape of a young girl in Brooklyn. Quinn had been astounded, but not too afraid at first. He was innocent. The accusation had to be a mistake.


      He was shown a button found at the scene of the crime, and it matched one that was missing from the shirt he’d worn the evening of the rape. Then, astounding him further, the girl picked him out of a lineup, identifying him by size and build and the jagged scar on his right forearm, even though the rapist had worn a stocking mask.


      Quinn knew the accusation wasn’t a mistake. It was a preventative.


      They confiscated his computer from his desk in the squad room, and on it were three suggestive e-mails to this girl he’d never seen. And there was the worst kind of child pornography on the computer’s hard disk.


      It looked bad for Quinn, he was told. And he knew it was bad. He understood the game. He knew what was coming next.


      They were going to show him a way out of his predicament.


      And they did. Retirement with partial pension, or he would be charged with child molestation, the rape of a minor.


      Quinn realized it must have been Egan who’d tipped off the corrupt cops, and who was part of the corruption himself.


      And probably it was the politically savvy Egan who prevented Quinn from being prosecuted, thus keeping a lid on the rot in the NYPD. Quinn, knowing he wasn’t going to be believed anyway, understood the arrangement, the addendum to corruption. He was if nothing else a realist.


      So he preserved his meager pension, but lost his job and everything else.


      Everything.


      He hadn’t known the devastation would be so swift and complete. His reputation, credibility, and marriage were suddenly gone.


      Not only that, he found himself existing only on his partial pension, a pariah unable to find a job or a decent place to live because he was on an unofficial NYPD sexual predator list. Every time he thought he was making progress, word somehow got to whoever controlled his future.


      Whoever had put Quinn down wanted to keep him there.


      After May left, he missed her so much at first that it affected his health. He thought his aching stomach would turn to stone.


      Now, though he thought often of Lauri, he hardly thought of May at all. Renz was right. Things did change.


      Quinn had never cared much for Captain Harley Renz. Ambitious, conniving bastard. He liked to know things about people. To Renz, personal information was like hole cards in a poker game.


      “You been drinking?” Renz asked.


      “No. It’s only ten in the morning. What I am now is fucked up with a headache.”


      Renz drew a tiny white plastic bottle from a pocket and held it out toward Quinn. “Would some ibuprofen help?”


      Quinn glared at him.


      Renz replaced the bottle in his pocket. “This isn’t such a bad neighborhood,” he said, glancing around, “yet this place looks like a roach haven.”


      “The building’s gonna be rehabbed, so the rent’s cheap. Anyway, I’ve hired a decorator.”


      “Johnnie Walker?”


      “Uh-uh. Can’t afford him.”


      “Good fortune might change all that. Might throw you a lifeline of money and regained self-respect.”


      “How so?”


      “I’m here.”


      “You said it was a roach haven.”


      


      “It’s good to know you’re still a smart-ass,” Renz said. “You’re not completely broken.”


      Quinn watched him settle into the worn-out wing chair across from the worn-out sofa. Renz made a steeple with his fingers, almost as if he were about to pray, a characteristic gesture Quinn recalled now. He’d never trusted people who made steeples with their fingers.


      “My proposition,” Renz said, “involves an unsolved homicide.”


      Despite his wish that Renz would make his pitch and then leave, Quinn felt his pulse quicken. Once a cop, always one, he thought bitterly. Blood that ran blue stayed true. Wasn’t that why he found himself sitting around all day drenched with self-pity?


      “You know the Elzner murder case?” Renz asked.


      Quinn shook his head no. “I stay away from the news. It cheers me down.”


      Renz filled him in. Jan and Martin Elzner, husband and wife, had been discovered shot to death ten days ago in their Upper West Side apartment. The deaths occurred in the early-morning hours, at approximately the same time. The gun that fired the bullets was found in the dead husband’s hand. It was an old Walther .38 semiautomatic. Its serial number had been burned off by acid.


      “Like half the illegal guns in New York,” Quinn said.


      “Seems that way. He was killed by a single shot to the temple.”


      “Powder residue on the hand?”


      “Some. But it mighta been transferred there if the gun was exchanged.”


      “Burns near the entry wound?”


      “Yeah. He was shot at close range.”


      “Murder, then suicide,” Quinn said.


      “That’s how it’s going down. That’s what they want to believe.”


      “They?”


      “The NYPD, other’n me. I think the Elzners were both murdered.”


      Quinn settled deeper into the sprung sofa and winced. His headache wasn’t abating. “What makes you different?” he asked Renz.


      “For one thing, I intend to be the next chief of police. Chief Barrow’s going to retire for health reasons early next year. The department’s considering candidates for replacement. I’m one of those up for the job.”


      “You’ve got the asshole part of it down pat.”


      “You were the best detective in homicide, Quinn. You can be that again, if you take me up on my offer.”


      “I haven’t heard an offer,” Quinn said. Christ! Another offer. He licked his lips. They were dry. “But let’s take things in order. What makes you think the Elzners were both murdered?”


      “I’ve talked to the ME, Jack Nift, an old friend of mine.”


      Quinn wasn’t surprised Nift and Renz were friends. A couple of pricks.


      “Nift tells me in confidence that the angle of the bullet’s entry isn’t quite right for a suicide—too much of a downward trajectory.”


      “Does Nift say it definitely rules out a self-inflicted wound?”


      “No,” Renz admitted, “only makes it less likely. Also, there’s what might be a silencer nick in some of the spent bullets, where they might have contacted a baffler or some irregularity in a sound suppressor, and the gun in Elzner’s hand wasn’t equipped with a silencer. There were marks on the barrel, though, where one might have been attached.”


      “But the marked gun and slugs are no more conclusive than the bullet wound angle.”


      “True,” Renz said, “but then there are the groceries.”


      “Groceries?”


      “Some groceries were out on the table, along with a couple of half-full plastic bags, and a can of tuna was on the kitchen floor. The nearest grocery stores and delis don’t remember either of the Elzners shopping there or ordering a delivery that day or evening, and there was no receipt in the grocery bags.”


      “Odd,” Quinn said.


      “People don’t interrupt unbagging their groceries after midnight so they can commit murder, then suicide,” Renz told him.


      Quinn thought Renz should know better.


      He waited for more, but Renz was finished. “That’s it? That’s your evidence?”


      “So far.”


      “Not very convincing.”


      “So far.”


      Quinn stood up and paced to the window, pressing his palm to his aching forehead. He had to squint as he looked down at the street three stories below. The morning was warm but gloomy. Some of the people scurrying along the sidewalks were wearing light raincoats. A few of them wielded open umbrellas.


      “Now, what would be the proposition?”


      “I want you to investigate the Elzner murder secretly,” Renz said, “with my surreptitious help. I’ll sit on the evidence as long as possible, so you and I will be the only ones to know it in its entirety. You’ll be paid well, and you don’t ask where the money’s coming from. And if I—you—solve the case and I become the next chief of police, you’re back in the NYPD and part of its inner circle.”


      “A crooked deal.”


      “Sure, sure. And you’re so fucking ethical. I know your reputation, but you mighta noticed you’re about out of options. I’m holding out a chance for you. And it’s my chance, too. The way it looks, it comes down to me or Captain Vincent Egan as the new chief, and you know Egan’s not gonna play it straight.”


      Quinn had to smile. Renz had gotten his ducks in a row before coming here. Quinn knew something else: Renz would never have come to him with this if somebody higher in the NYPD or in city politics hadn’t approved it. Maybe somebody had his suspicions and wanted to place Egan and Quinn, and possibly Renz himself, under a microscope.


      “There’s no way I can conduct an investigation without Egan and the rest of the NYPD finding out about it,” Quinn said.


      “Egan won’t find out if you work fast enough. And if he does, we’ll think of something else. What I’m asking is that you climb outta this physical and psychological shit hole you been in and do your job the way I know you can.”


      “That last part’d be easy enough,” Quinn said, still gazing out the window.


      “Not without the first part. Can you manage it?”


      Quinn saw more umbrellas opening below, like dark flowers abruptly blooming. He thought it would be nice if the sun would burst out from behind the clouds, send him a sign.


      Screw it. He didn’t need a sign.


      “I can try,” he said, turning away from the gloom. “But even if I get it done, I don’t see how you can get me back in the NYPD.”


      “I can if I’m chief.”


      “All things considered, I don’t see why you’d take a chance on me.”


      “I noticed coming over here, there’s a few schools in this neighborhood.”


      “One right down the street. And there’s a church near here, too. I don’t pay much attention to either of them.”


      “I know,” Renz said. “That’s why I decided to drop by.”
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      Moving day.


      Claire Briggs stood in the center of the vacant living room, looking around with satisfaction at the fresh paint. She decided the off-white made the pale blue carpet look older, but that was okay for now. She’d spent her budget on paint and what new furniture she needed, and she was grateful she could exchange her tiny basement apartment in the Village for this one.


      It was all thanks to her landing a supporting role in the continuing Broadway comedy Hail to the Chef. Claire, with her newly dyed blond hair and faux French accent, played Mimi the restaurant owner, in love with her insane but talented sous chef.


      A slender woman of medium height who looked taller due to her long neck and erect posture, Claire tucked her fingertips in the side pockets of her tight jeans and walked over to peer out the window.


      Twenty-nine stories below, she saw the movers dolly her flea-market antique china cabinet out of the van and roll it down the truck’s steel ramp into the street. The cabinet was tightly wrapped in thick padding to prevent damage. She smiled. Claire was glad to have hired this moving company, Three Hunks and a Truck, on the recommendation of one of the dancers in Hail. Despite their gimmicky name, they were careful and hardworking movers. Not to mention hunks, as advertised. The moving company, actually more like twenty men and several trucks, based across the East River in New Jersey, was fast gaining a reputation in Manhattan for reliability.


      Claire left the window and wandered around the rest of the two-bedroom West Side apartment. She’d had only the living room and kitchen painted; the bedrooms were good enough for now, and only one of them would be used for sleeping. The other would be for storage, a home office, and would contain a small sofa that could be made into a bed—a sometimes guest room. It was a luxury in New York to have an apartment with a spare room, but Claire had always wanted one. It fit into her plans that, even to her, weren’t fully formed.


      She heard voices, scuffing sounds, then the hall door being shoved open. She went into the living room and saw one of the movers holding the door while another wheeled in the china cabinet. The one with the cabinet was husky and blond, with long, lean features and clear blue eyes, handsome enough to be an actor. And maybe he was one, Claire thought. Manhattan was like that. Anyone might be an actor. Anyone might be anything.


      “That wall,” she said, pointing. She wanted them to be careful with the old mahogany cabinet, even though it wasn’t particularly valuable. She was fond of it, and it would hold the stemmed crystal left to her two years ago by her grandmother, now buried in Wisconsin.


      “Nice piece of furniture,” said the blond one, as he and his almost-as-handsome dark-haired partner stripped away straps and padding and wrestled the cabinet against the living-room wall. “’Bout here okay?”


      “A little to the left, if you don’t mind,” Claire said.


      “We don’t,” the dark one said. “You’re the boss.”


      “And a pleasure to work for,” said the blond one with a wink.


      Claire couldn’t help smiling at him. He was definitely a magnetic guy, like a sort of modern-day Viking. If she weren’t involved with Jubal…


      But she was involved. She altered her smile, trying not to make it mean too much.


      It took the three movers about an hour and a half to bring up the rest of the furniture in the service elevator and place it more or less where Claire wanted it. All the time they worked, the blond one paid special attention to Claire, which seemed to amuse the other two, the dark-haired man and a handsome, bald African American who had a dancer’s build and way of moving.


      When they were finished, it was the blond one who presented Claire with something on a clipboard to sign and told her she’d be billed. She preferred to write them a check today, she said; she didn’t like leaving things hanging. That brought a wide smile to the blond one’s face.


      “That’s good,” he said. “You can sometimes get stiffed in this business.”


      He was waiting patiently for her reply, but Claire decided not to play the double-entendre game. Strictly business. She wrote a check, adding a large tip, and handed it to the Viking. He was sweating, standing closer than he had to, emanating heat and a scent that should have been unpleasant but wasn’t. Claire had to admit he made her uncomfortable in a way she liked.


      He made a show of examining the check, then smiled and said, “My name’s Lars Svenson, Claire.”


      “Lately of Sweden?” She didn’t know what else to say and the inane question had jumped out.


      “Not hardly,” Svenson said. “Well, a few generations ago. What about Briggs? What kind of name is that? A married one?”


      “Not yet,” Claire said. “Soon, though.”


      “Soon is no. The date been set?”


      “No.”


      “Question been popped?”


      “Not in so many words. We have an understanding.”


      He gave her a wide, sensuous grin. “Understandings aren’t exactly contracts.”


      She shook her head no to his obvious intention. “I’m afraid this one is.”


      Svenson shrugged. “Well, if he turns out to have murdered his last three wives…”


      She laughed. “Then I’ll need a mover.”


      He gave her a jaunty little salute, then shot another smile at her as he went out the door.


      “Whew!” Claire heard herself exclaim.


      She walked again to the window and watched below as Svenson swung himself into the truck’s cab with the other two men, and the blocky little van pulled away from the curb.


      


      Claire toured the apartment again, checking on where the furniture had been placed. She moved a table closer to the sofa, then exchanged two lamps.


      She was standing with her hands on her hips, planning on where to place wall hangings in the living room, when her cell phone chirped in her purse.


      She hurriedly crossed to where the purse sat on the floor in a corner and dug the phone from it.


      “Claire? It’s Maddy,” came a woman’s voice on the other end of the connection. Madison Capp, the dancer friend who’d recommended the movers.


      “Hi, Maddy,” Claire said.


      “The movers been there?”


      “And left. Thanks for recommending them. They were terrific. They didn’t dent or scratch anything.”


      “And they’re very decorative, aren’t they?”


      “I have to say yes.”


      “Was the big blond one there? Lars whatever?”


      “Yeah. Lars Svenson.”


      “He come on to you?”


      “Somewhat. He an actor or something?”


      “Nope, just a hunk with a line of bullshit. A friend of mine went out with him after he helped move her into an apartment a few months ago.”


      “Oh? She give you any reports?”


      “Haven’t seen her. She left the city. I heard she got a movie part in Europe in one of those erotic coming-of-age flicks. She’s bi.”


      “Bisexual?”


      “No, bilingual. But she must have been more than satisfied with Lars in any language.”


      “Must have been,” Claire said, laughing.


      “Anyway, you’re serious about someone, right?”


      “Right. Jubal Day. He’s an actor.”


      “Ah! Played in Metabolism in the Village last year?”


      “Same Jubal Day.”


      “Then I can see why you’re serious. What’s he doing now?”


      “Metabolism’s touring. He’s in Kansas City.”


      “Too bad he can’t be with you. Well, if you need anything, Claire, give me a call.”


      “I will. And thanks again, Maddy.”


      “So be happy and get back to nesting.”


      Claire replaced the phone in her purse and did just that. She continued her rounds of the apartment, touching, adjusting, rearranging, feeling very domestic.


      She was feeling that way more and more—domestic. It was strange. Maddy had used the word nesting. Birds did that, made a nest, a home. Homemaking. That was what was on Claire’s mind these days, and there was a deep pleasure in it.


      She wondered what was wrong with her.


      She realized suddenly that in the excitement of moving, she’d forgotten to check the box downstairs to see if the postal service had started mail delivery at her new address.


      At first, when she stood in the tiled lobby and opened the brass mailbox beneath her apartment number, Claire thought she might as well not have bothered. The box was empty except for yet another offer to open a new charge account, and a coupon for free pizza delivery.


      Then she noticed the letter-size white envelope scrunched up against the side of the box.


      In the envelope was her second major stroke of luck.


      It was a gracefully handwritten letter from Aunt Em, her favorite relative, who lived in Maine. The letter was creased and folded around a check.


      After Claire had e-mailed the good news about taking over one of the most important roles on Broadway, Aunt Em e-mailed back that she was sending Claire a congratulatory gift. And here it was. Enough money to do what Claire had often told her was one of her fondest desires—hiring a professional decorator. Aunt Em’s generous check was the perfect gift, with the new apartment.


      Claire thought about calling Maddy back and sharing her good news, then decided against it. Maddy thought about little beyond dancing. Her idea of a well-decorated apartment was one with more than one place to sit.


      Which, Claire had to admit, was maybe the reason why Maddy was one of the most frequently employed dance gypsies in New York.


      Claire liked Maddy, but she’d always thought a human being should have more than one interest.


      She was pretty sure she’d locked the apartment door behind her, so she left the lobby to go outside and walk to the Duane Reade drugstore two blocks down, where she could buy a nice thank-you card for Aunt Em.


      It was a beautiful warm day, sunny, so that even the curbside plastic trash bags glistened with reflected light like jewels set along the avenue. Maybe it was only her mood, but people on the sidewalk seemed less preoccupied, more tuned in to the world and happier.


      Sometimes, Claire thought, life could be just about perfect.


      Also surprising.
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      Pearl lay in bed in her crummy fourth-floor walk-up, staring at the cracked ceiling that needed paint like the rest of the place.


      She’d bought decorating supplies last month after renting the apartment six months ago—colonial white latex flat paint with matching glossy enamel. Also brushes, scrapers, rollers, paint trays, plastic drop cloths, even some kind of sponge contraption for trimming corners and around window and door frames. She had everything she needed other than enthusiasm. And time.


      Things kept getting in the way, like murders, rapes, robberies, occupying most of her hours and demanding most of her energy.


      So the painting supplies all sat in a narrow, shelfless closet in the hall, waiting to be used. Pearl hadn’t looked at them in weeks.


      The Job, her job, where was it going? She knew where everyone, including her, thought it was going, since the evening she’d had the run-in with that asshole Egan.


      


      She’d been off duty and had gone into the Meermont Hotel to use the ladies’ room, such facilities being rare and precious in Manhattan. To reach the restrooms she had to walk through the Meermont’s softly lit, oak-paneled lounge, and she’d heard her name called.


      When she’d stopped and turned, there was Captain Vincent Egan seated on the end stool at the long bar.


      She’d smiled, wanting to move on, desperately having to relieve herself. But she couldn’t ignore or be brusque to the man who commanded her precinct, and who in many ways controlled her future.


      “Captain Egan! Hello!” She feigned surprise and pleasure convincingly, she thought, while managing not to stand with her legs crossed.


      Maybe she’d been too convincing. Egan slid his bulky, bullnecked self down off his bar stool and advanced on her. Seeing his unsteadiness, looking into his somewhat glazed blue eyes, she realized with a shock he was drunk.


      “You undercover?” he had asked, moving close to her so she could smell that he’d been drinking bourbon and plenty of it. She glanced over at his glass on the bar. An on-the-rocks glass, empty but for half-melted ice. “If you’re undercover,” Egan slurred at her, “you really shouldn’t have addreshed me as captain.”


      And I really have to go to the bathroom. “I know that, sir. I’m not undercover. I’m between shifts, on my way to meet someone for dinner, and just stopped in to use the ladies’ room.”


      She saw his eyes gain focus and travel up and down her body. She was wearing a sweater, skirt, and navy high heels. The sweater might be too tight. Pearl had dressed up for the man she was meeting, an assistant DA she’d struck up a conversation with in court. She didn’t see much hope that anything might come of the dinner, but still she had to try. Or so she told herself.


      Egan had been swaying this way and that, as if he were on the deck of a ship, while he’d stared at her chest. “I’ve never sheen you sho dolled up.”


      Uh-oh. He was loaded, all right. She’d heard right the first time; he was slurring his words.


      “I’ve never sheen you sho attractive.”


      You’ve never seen me piddle in public.


      “You have great…,” he said. “I mean, I’ve alwaysh greatly admired you, Offisher Kashner.”


      “Captain Egan, listen, I’ve gotta—”


      His beefy hand rested on her shoulder. “Politicsh, Offisher Kashner. You are a fine offisher, and I have noted that. A hard, hard worker. Determined. But are you conshidering politicsh’s role in your career?” A spray of spittle went with the question.


      “Oh, sure. Politics. I really—”


      He’d moved to within inches of her, and his fingertips brushed her cheek. “Lishen, Pug—”


      “I really don’t like to be called that, Captain.” She knew it was short for pugnacious, but she also thought some of her fellow officers might be referring to her turned-up nose. One of them had even said it wasn’t the kind of nose he expected to find on a girl named Kasner. She didn’t bother telling him her mother had been pure Irish. She’d instead elbowed him in the ribs, not smiling.


      But Captain Egan had been smiling, and it was a smile Pearl had seen on too many men. “I happen to know the hotel manager and can get a room here for the night,” he said. “We are, I can shee, compatible. That ish to shay, we like each other. I can tell that. It would be in both our intereshst to think about a room.” He swayed nearer. “They all have bathrooms.”


      “Not a good idea, Captain.”


      “But I thought you had to…uh, go.” He winked. She realized he thought he was being charming.


      “Not that bad, I don’t.” She moved back so his fingertips were no longer touching her face. The bastard actually thought he was getting away with something, making progress with her. It was pissing her off. If she didn’t have to go so bad…


      “I’m your shuperior offisher, Pug.” His hand, suddenly free, dropped to her left breast and stayed there like Velcro. “If you sheriously object—”


      He didn’t finish his sentence. Pearl did seriously object. She hit him hard in the jaw with her right fist, feeling a satisfying jolt travel down her arm into her shoulder. It was a good punch. It sent him staggering backward to sit slumped on the floor between two vacant bar stools.


      He had fought his way up frantically, like a panicked non-swimmer who didn’t know he was in shallow water, flailing his arms and legs and knocking over a bar stool he tried to use for support. His broad face was twisted and ugly with anger.


      He’d looked amazingly sober then. “Listen, Kasner!”


      But Pearl had spun on her high heels and was striding toward the ladies’ room, where she knew he wouldn’t follow.


      She understood immediately the gravity of what she’d done. Knew she’d screwed up. At least there were witnesses in the bar, a lineup of men and a few women, many of them grinning at her in the back-bar mirror as she passed. Hotel guests, most of them. Witnesses. She could locate them if she had to. Asshole Egan would have to know that.


      “Kasner!”


      Now she did turn. She balled her right fist and raised her voice. “You really want me to come back, Captain Egan?”


      He flinched. He was in plain clothes, but he didn’t like his rank and name spoken so loudly. Not in these circumstances.


      Maybe he knew what she was doing and suddenly realized his own vulnerability, because he seemed suddenly aware of the other lounge patrons and the two bartenders, all staring at him.


      He dug out his wallet, threw some bills on the bar next to his empty glass, then stalked out.


      Pearl continued to the ladies’ room.


      When she emerged ten minutes later, calm but still angry, Egan was nowhere in sight.


      As she walked swiftly through the bar toward the lobby, she heard applause.


      


      The dinner date was disastrous. Pearl couldn’t stop thinking about Captain Egan and what had happened, what she’d done. She couldn’t stop blaming herself as well as Egan.


      Anger, depression, stress. Pearl’s world.


      Days had passed, and that world didn’t collapse in on Pearl. Word had gotten around, though, like a subterranean current.


      Still, there had been no reprisals. Egan was married. There were witnesses to his altercation with Pearl, and he’d been close to falling-down drunk, while she’d been sober. Internal affairs was never involved. No official charges were ever filed. NYPD politics at work.


      She, and everyone else, knew that Egan was patiently waiting for his opportunity. Pearl didn’t figure to have a long or distinguished career as a cop.


      


      “Damn!” she said to her bedroom ceiling, and tried to think about something else. Her mind was a merry-go-round she couldn’t stop. Maybe she should get out of bed and paint.


      Yeah, at eleven-thirty at night.


      It was one of the few times in her life when Pearl wished she had something other than her work. But she’d had several disastrous romances and had lost her faith in men. Most men, anyway. No, all men. The entire fucking gender. None of them seemed to be for her.


      Fedderman, being her partner, was the man she spent the most time with. A decent enough guy, married, three kids, overweight, overdeodorized, eighteen years older than Pearl, and more interested in pasta than sex.


      Not much hope there.


      The other men in her life, her fellow officers and men she encountered in other city jobs, sometimes made plays for her. None of them interested her. These guys were far more interested in sex than pasta, or anything else. Invariably, they talked a great game, but it was talk. The few guys she’d given a tumble couldn’t keep up with her in or out of the sack, and they tended to run off at the mouth. Pearl didn’t like that. Pearl figured the hell with them. When it came to what really mattered, they didn’t have it.


      Maybe she picked them wrong. Or maybe that was just men.


      She laced her fingers behind her head and closed her eyes. If she could only meet some guy who wasn’t all front. Who wasn’t shooting angles or afraid to care and act like he cared. Who wasn’t so dishonest with her.


      Who knows how lonely I am.


      Who isn’t so…


      She fell asleep thinking about it.


      Him.


      Like she sometimes did on nights when she didn’t drink scotch or take a pill.


      


      Lars Svenson wouldn’t let the woman sleep. Whenever he knew she was dozing off, he’d lay into her again with the whip. It was a short, supple whip, and about as big around as a shoelace, so it stung and left narrow but painful welts on the woman’s bare back.


      She couldn’t avoid the lashes, because she was lying on her stomach on her bed, her hands tied to the headboard, her feet to the iron bed frame’s legs. She couldn’t cry out, because a rectangle of silver duct tape covered her mouth.


      He lashed her again and she managed a fairly loud whimper.


      Lars stood back and smiled down at her. Through the web of hair over her left eye, she stared up at him. He loved the pain in her dark gaze and the message it sent.


      He gave her a few more, striking her just so, barely breaking the skin.


      It wasn’t the first time for her. He’d known that when he picked her up in the Village bar, where she wouldn’t have been if she wasn’t cruising for this kind of action. She was plump and dark, maybe Jewish or Italian, with a mop of obviously dyed blond hair and the kind of wide smile people called vivacious. He’d seen in her eyes what she wanted. She saw in his that he’d supply it. After only one drink she’d suggested they go to her apartment.


      When they’d undressed, he saw that she was even plumper than she’d appeared in clothes. Not exactly what you’d call fat, though.


      Lars knew where to look. He saw bruises around her nipples, faint scars on her thighs and buttocks. Her back looked fresh, though. He’d take care of that.


      Tiring of using the whip, he propped it in the crack of her ass and went over to the dresser, where he had a cold beer sitting on a coaster so as not to mar the finish. Lars respected furniture.


      The woman was sobbing now. He took a sip of beer and regarded her. It might be time to talk to her, softly tell her what else he was going to do to her. Then he realized he’d forgotten her name. It sounded Russian or something and was hard to recall.


      He grinned. She wasn’t in any position now to refresh his memory.


      She twisted her neck, trying to get him in her range of vision, wondering if he was still in the room. He shouldn’t have gone yet, leaving her bound and gagged. That was breaking the rules.


      Then he remembered. Or thought he did.


      “Flo?”


      She reacted immediately, tensing her buttocks and straining to look in the direction of his voice.


      “If you’re a good girl, Flo, maybe I’ll take you out for breakfast tomorrow.” Letting her know he was staying the long night through.


      She managed only one of her whimpers.


      He decided the bottoms of Flo’s bare feet shouldn’t be ignored.
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      Quinn was up late at the kitchen’s tiny gray Formica table, smoking a cheap cigar and studying the Elzner murder file. Rather, the copy of the file, which Renz had provided.


      He was drinking beer from a thick, clouded tumbler that looked as if it had been stolen from a diner years ago. The foam head had disappeared except for a light, sudsy film along the glass’s sides, and the beer was warm.


      Quinn exhaled cigar smoke and leaned back away from the open file. There really wasn’t much of value inside it. Sure, there were things that didn’t quite add up, that suggested someone other than Martin Elzner had fired the shots that killed Elzner and his wife. But almost always in cases of violent death, there were such loose ends, questions that would never be answered. Lives that were stopped abruptly left them behind as if to haunt and not be forgotten. If you were a cop long enough, you didn’t expect to ever understand everything.


      He propped the cigar in a cracked saucer he was using as an ashtray, then took a sip of beer. There was one thing, though, that stuck like a bur in his mind. The groceries. The Elzners must have bought them before the stores closed, then were putting them away when the shooting occurred. But no one in any of the surrounding grocery stores or all-night delis, where they might have bought groceries, recalled them being there. Of course it was possible they’d shopped just down the block from their apartment and not been recognized. Or had been recognized and forgotten. People didn’t go around paying attention to everything around them in case they might be quizzed later.


      So, maybe the groceries were going to remain another of those unanswered questions.


      But there was also the gun, a Walther .38-caliber semiautomatic. It was a large enough caliber to make plenty of noise, yet no one in neighboring apartments had heard shots.


      That, too, was possible, especially at the time of the Elzners’ deaths. But it made the marks on the gun and the bullet nicks all the more likely to have been made by a silencer.


      Which, of course, would mean a murderer other than the late Martin Elzner. One who couldn’t risk making noise, and who knew no one would bother using a silencer for a murder-suicide. Missing silencer: a killer still at large.


      Quinn glanced at his watch, a long-ago birthday gift from May. Past midnight. He decided to go to bed. Renz had set it up for him to visit the Elzner apartment tomorrow morning, so Quinn wanted to be alert, and to resemble as much as possible the man he’d been.


      Still am!


      He closed the file, then snuffed out his cigar in the saucer and finished the tepid beer that would help him get to sleep.


      Quinn was satisfied with his chances. He never expected or needed a brass ring.


      A toehold would do.


      In the bathroom he brushed his teeth, then leaned close and examined them in the mirror. Too yellow, and they seemed slightly crooked, and maybe that was a cavity way back there. He’d neglected them too long. A trip to a dentist wouldn’t be a bad idea for his appearance. He’d lost a couple of molars in a long-ago fight, and broken the bridgework since. Other than that, he still had his own teeth. He smiled, then shook his head at the rawboned, luckless thug looking back at him. Rough. Downright grizzly. Scary.


      The smile disappeared and he turned away, sickened with himself.


      He’d sunk. He could see it now that he was looking up again. He’d sunk so goddamned far! An outcast, a sexual predator the neighbors whispered about and avoided. He drank too much and thought too much, and spent too much time alone. His wife and his own daughter were afraid of him.


      It isn’t fucking fair!


      He turned again toward the mirror and drew back his fist, thinking of smashing his ruined image, cracking it into fragments so it resembled his broken life.


      There again was his sad smile. And his own sad eyes staring back at him. Movie shit, punching mirrors. Heavy-handed symbolism. In real life it accomplished nothing and meant nothing.


      Self-pity was his problem. Self-pity was like a drug that would pull him down as surely as any of the drugs on the street.


      He went to the closet and rooted through his clothes. Whatever he had, it would have to do until he got an advance on his salary from Renz.


      Bum’s clothes. Goddamned bum’s wardrobe!


      Or maybe it wasn’t that bad. He didn’t have a decent suit but could put together what might loosely be called an outfit. A wrinkled pair of pants, a white dress shirt that had long sleeves and would be hot as hell this time of year, and a blue sport coat that wasn’t too bad if he kept the ripped pocket flap tucked in. Shoes were okay, a black pair, which he’d bought years ago, that weren’t too badly worn and were actually comfortable.


      A shave, a reasonable taming of his unruly hair—starting to gray—and he could still look enough like a cop.


      Which he was, damn it!


      He was a cop.


      


      A lot of blood.


      That was the first thing that struck Quinn the next morning after he’d unwrapped crime scene tape from the door-knob and let himself into the Elzner apartment with the key Renz had taped to the back of the murder file.


      The Elzners had died in their kitchen. Though it wasn’t so evident in the crime scene photos, it looked as if the wife, Jan, had dragged herself a few feet before expiring and left some bloody scratches on the freshly painted white door. Quinn didn’t think the scratches were an attempt at writing a dying message, more the result of death throes.


      Stepping around the crusted dried blood on the kitchen floor, Quinn made his way to the table. The groceries were still there. The can of tuna that had been on the floor near the body was now next to one of the two small, unmarked plastic bags. There were some oranges, a loaf of wheat bread, a jar of peanut butter. Nothing perishable other than the oranges, according to the file. Also there were two jars of gourmet strawberry jam.


      Quinn didn’t touch anything as he leaned down to peer at the price tags on the jam jars. Expensive.


      He left the table and examined the holes in the walls from the bullets that had gone through Jan Elzner. Two holes. One wide and jagged, struck by a misshapen, nearly spent bullet that had passed through too much tissue or bone. The other hole was as circular and neat as if it had been made by a drill bit, from the bullet that had made it through to the next apartment and led to the discovery of the bodies.


      Standing there in the kitchen, Quinn felt something stir deep in his gut. The crime scene didn’t feel like murder-suicide. The roughly outlined positions of the bodies, the half-finished mundane task of putting away groceries. No foresight or even rudimentary planning was evident here.


      Hubby was supposedly the shooter. If the wife had been interrupted by sudden, violent death while putting away groceries, her body probably wouldn’t have dropped where it had. And Hubby wouldn’t have been in such a rush to kill himself that he’d knock a can of tuna off the table.


      Of course it was all possible.


      But it didn’t feel that way. It felt like murder. And an unlikely, perhaps senseless one. An unsuspecting couple living out their domestic lives, and some evil bastard decided they’d had enough and ended it for them, maybe for no reason other than so he could watch them die. Evil. It wasn’t a word Quinn shied away from, because he’d learned long ago it was a palpable thing that never quite left where it visited. And it was here, in the Elzners’ kitchen, his old and familiar enemy.


      Do something about this. You can do something about who did this if you don’t screw up.


      Quinn realized he’d turned a corner and was assuming the killer wasn’t Martin Elzner.


      It was the kind of gut assumption any old cop knew not to ignore.


      


      Quinn went into the Elzners’ bedroom. Everything was neat in there except for the unmade bed, obviously slept in by two. There was a set of women’s pink slippers on the floor near the bed, the kind without heels that you could slide your feet right into. Mules, he thought they were called. But maybe not.


      He made a mental note to check and see if Jan Elzner’s corpse had bare feet. If so, it suggested she might have awakened suddenly, maybe heard something in the kitchen that alarmed her, and hurried out there, in too much of a rush even to step into her slippers. Which would mean she’d been in bed alone at the time, or she would have alerted her husband.


      Interesting, the slippers.


      Mules?


      Quinn nosed around in the bedroom some more, then the bathroom, finding nothing of use or interest.


      He returned to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The usual. A carton of milk, now gone bad. Some half-used condiments, a six-pack of diet Coke, two cans of Budweiser. In the door shelves were a bottle of orange juice, an unopened bottle of Chablis, a jar of pickles, and two plastic Evian bottles, one of which was opened and half-empty. And something else: a jar of the same kind of gourmet strawberry jam that was on the kitchen table.


      Quinn used a dry dish towel wadded on the sink counter to open the jar. It was almost full of jam.


      After screwing the lid back on and replacing the jar, he shut the refrigerator door and tossed the towel back on the counter, near a glass vase containing a small bouquet of neglected yellow roses that had died not long after the Elzners. Then he opened the freezer compartment at the top of the refrigerator.


      Three frozen dinners—free-range chicken. How free were they, really? Some frozen meat wrapped in white butcher paper. A rubber-lidded dish containing chocolate-chip cookies. Quinn leaned forward and peered into the icemaker basket—full of cubes.


      The apartment was warm and the cool air tumbling from the freezer felt good, but he shut the narrow white door and heard the refrigerator motor immediately start to hum. A couple of decorative magnets were stuck to the door—a Statue of Liberty, an unfurled American flag—but there was nothing pinned beneath them. No messages. Such as, who might try to kill us.


      Quinn figured he’d seen enough. He left the apartment, locking the door behind him and replacing the yellow crime scene tape. He was glad to get away from the smell. Even dry, so much blood had a sickly sweet coppery scent that brought back the wrong kind of memories. Too many crime scenes where death had been violent and gory. Years of cleaning up the worst kinds of messes that people made of their lives and other lives. The woman in Queens who’d slashed her sleeping husband’s throat with a razor blade, then mutilated his nude body. The Lower East Side man who’d shot his wife’s lover, then three members of her family, then himself. So many years of that kind of thing. What had it done to him that he hadn’t noticed? Didn’t suspect?


      And why did he miss it so?


      What had made May leave him so soon after he’d been discredited and lost his livelihood? Had she doubted his innocence from the beginning? Or had she seen something in him that was beyond his awareness?


      While he was waiting for the elevator, he examined his reflection in its polished steel door. He looked okay, he decided, with his fresh shave, white collar, and dark tie. A homicide cop on the job.


      Except for the shield. There wasn’t one.


      The elevator arrived with a muted thumping and strumming of cables.


      When the gleaming door slid open, a uniformed cop Quinn knew as Mercer stepped out into the hall. A big, square-shouldered guy with squinty eyes and a ruddy complexion. Quinn had only been in the man’s company a few times, years ago, and wasn’t sure if he’d be recognized.


      Mercer nodded to him and politely stepped aside so Quinn could enter the elevator. Quinn nodded back, studying Mercer’s eyes.


      They were good cop’s eyes, neutral as Switzerland.
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      Marcy Graham absolutely and without a doubt had to try on the soft brown leather jacket, and that was what led to the problem.


      She knew her husband, Ron, was arguing against buying the jacket not because he disliked it, but because he disliked paying for it. All this talk of it putting weight on her was absurd. Her image in the mirror of Tambien’s exclusive women’s shop confirmed it. The tapered cut of the three-quarter-length jacket made her look slender. Not that I have a weight problem. And the price was unbelievable. Half off because it was out of season.


      But later in the years, when the weather was cooler, she could wear such a coat anywhere. What she liked about it was its simplicity. She could accessorize it, dress it up or down. With her blue eyes, her light brown hair, and her unblemished complexion, the soft color of the leather was just right.


      “It makes you look ten pounds lighter,” whispered the salesclerk when Ron wandered away to deposit his chewing gum in a receptacle that had once been an ashtray. “Not that you need it, but still….”


      Marcy nodded, not daring to answer, because Ron was already striding back to where she and the clerk were standing before the full-length mirrors that were angled so you could see three of yourself.


      The salesclerk was a slight, handsome man in a blue chalk-striped suit of European cut. He had brown eyes, with long lashes, and black hair slicked back to a knot at the base of his neck. He also wore rings, gold and silver, on two fingers of each hand, and a dangling diamond earring. Marcy knew the earring and rings were enough for Ron not to like him.


      “Look at yourself from all sides,” the salesclerk urged, nudging Marcy closer to the triptych mirrors. “The coat lends you a certain curvaciousness, doesn’t it?” He winked not at Marcy but at Ron.


      “Don’t try including me in bullshitting your customers,” Ron said. He was smiling, but Marcy, and probably the salesclerk, knew he was serious.


      The clerk smiled at Marcy. “It’s the truth, of course, about what the jacket does for you.”


      “It’s a subjective thing,” Ron said.


      “Or it’s the lines of the jacket complementing the lines of the woman. Or maybe the other way around.”


      “You really think so?” Ron asked sarcastically. Marcy could see him getting angrier. On dangerous ground now. Close to losing his temper with this slight, effeminate man.


      She shrugged and grinned in the mirror at the salesclerk. “I guess my husband doesn’t like it, so—”


      “Ah! For some reason I thought he was a friend. Or perhaps your older brother.”


      Ron glared at the clerk. “I’m not quite sure, but I believe I’ve been insulted.”


      The clerk shrugged. “It certainly wasn’t intentional.”


      “I believe it was.”


      The salesclerk shrugged again, but this time there was a different and definite body language to it. A taunt.


      Marcy thought he didn’t look so much like a harmless salesclerk now, perhaps gay, but not so effeminate. Not the sort of clerk you might expect to find in a semiswank shop like Tambien’s that—let’s face it—put on airs to jack up prices. His lean body appeared coiled and strong beneath the chalk-striped suit, and she noticed that his manicured hands were large for such a thin man, the backs of them heavily veined. Faded blue coloring, what might be part of a tattoo, peeked from beneath his right cuff. Marcy didn’t want to see those hands, with the rings, made into fists.


      “Don’t push it, Ron, please,” she said, starting to unbutton the coat.


      “Push it?” But he was looking at the clerk and not Marcy. Unlike Marcy, he didn’t seem to sense that the slender male-model type might be a dangerous man.


      The clerk smiled. Though possibly fifty pounds lighter than the six-foot-one, two-hundred-pound Ron, he was obviously unafraid. The long-lashed brown eyes didn’t blink.


      “Why not push it?” Ron said. “I don’t appreciate this guy’s attitude.”


      “I apologize for anything you mistook as improper,” the clerk said, his smile turning superior and insincere. His teeth were perfectly even and very white.


      Ron’s face was darkening. Marcy could see the purple vein near his temple start to throb, the way it did when he was about to lose control. Another customer, browsing nearby, a tall woman in designer slacks, a sleeveless blouse, and too much jewelry, glanced at them from the corner of a wide eye and hurried away on the plush carpet.


      “Please, Ron, I’m taking the coat off.” Her fingers trembling, Marcy fumbled at the buttons. “I’ve decided I don’t want it.”


      “Can I be of some help here?” a voice asked. A man who stood in a rooted way, as if he had authority, had drifted over to move between the clerk and Ron. He stood closer to Ron. He was short, bald, had a dark mustache, and was wearing a chalk-striped suit like the clerk’s, only his was chocolate brown instead of blue. “I’m the store manager.”


      “I don’t think you will help,” Ron said, “but this jerk was coming on to my wife.”


      Marcy shook her head. “For God’s sake, Ron!”


      The salesclerk stood with his hands at his sides, perfectly calm. Almost amused. It occurred to Marcy that he might be one of those small men who felt compelled to pick on large men as a way of proving themselves. The kind of man who’d learned the hard way how to fight and was eager to back up his bravado. Showing off for the lady, but mostly for himself.


      “You were flirting, Ira?” the manager asked, glancing at the clerk. His tone suggested he was astounded by the possibility.


      “Of course not. If it appeared so, I certainly apologize.”


      Marcy removed the coat, relieved to be out of it, and handed it to the clerk.


      He gave her a little bow as he accepted the garment and extended a card to her with his free hand, smiling. “If you think about it and change your mind, I’m Ira.”


      “She knows you’re Ira, and she won’t change her mind,” Ron said. “And you won’t change it for her.” He clutched Marcy’s elbow. “C’mon, Marcy. We’re outta here.”


      Marcy let him lead her toward the door. She knew he felt he’d topped the clerk and was ready to leave while he was ahead. She was thankful for that. The situation was already embarrassing enough.


      “Marcy’s a nice name,” she heard Ira remark softly behind them.


      Ron seemed not to have heard, but she wondered if he had.
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      He stood in the doorway of a luggage shop across the street and watched Marcy Graham leave Fifth Federal Savings Bank, where she worked as a loan officer. She paused in front of the bank’s glass doors, set between phony stone pillars, and glanced up at the sky as if contemplating rain, then seemed to reject decisively the idea of going back inside for an umbrella and began walking.


      He followed.


      He knew her routes and her timetable by now, her haunts and habits. After work, she boarded the subway at a stop two blocks from Fifth Federal. He enjoyed watching her walk. She would stride down the block in her high heels, the warm breeze pressing her skirt against her thighs, her breasts and brown hair bouncing with each step, and she would unhesitatingly enter the long, shadowed stairwell to the turnstiles.


      It was a wonder to watch her descend the concrete steps, moving rapidly if there was no one in her way. Almost like a graceful, controlled near-tumble. His eyes took all of her in, the strength and looseness of her legs, the way her arms swung, her hair swayed, her hips switched, motion, countermotion, the rhythm of time and the cosmos. In some women there was everything.


      She would take the train to within two blocks of her apartment building, then walk the rest of the way home, playing out her daily routine, locked in the worn pathways of her life. He knew routine made her feel secure. There was safety in repetition simply because there were no surprises; life was habit and redundancy all the way to the edges of her perception. What a comfort! How wise she was, yet didn’t know herself.


      Sometimes he followed closely all the way from the bank, taking the same uptown train, even riding in the same car, watching her, imagining. In the gray world of the subway, they were both sometimes lucky enough to find seats. And more often than not, there were the usual subway creeps staring at a woman like Marcy. That meant she didn’t pay much attention to him, worrying about the silent watchers who so obviously wanted every part and morsel of her.


      The pink and red of her, the hues of her flesh and hidden white purity of bone.


      Not that Marcy had to worry about the creeps. She belonged to someone already, even if she didn’t yet know it.


      He would follow her up to the multicolored surface from the drab subway stop, then down the street to her apartment in the building with the dirty stone facade. Then he’d cross the street and find a spot where he could stand out of the flow of pedestrian traffic and watch the Grahams’ apartment windows.


      He would see one or the other of them pass from time to time, fleeting movement behind glass panes. Glimpses into another world in which he was only a ghost and she its brightest inhabitant.


      Only a few minutes, perhaps ten, would he stay there. Best not to attract undue attention. But it intrigued him that Marcy and her husband were unknowingly walking where he’d walked, touching what he’d touched, maybe sitting in a chair not long cooled from his own warmth. Living, breathing, touching themselves and each other. Being their private selves in the place he’d just left in order to follow her back to it. He didn’t shadow Marcy home from work so he could find out where she was going, but to observe her closely when she thought she was alone.


      This evening was cooling down and comfortable. It wouldn’t be dark for several hours, so the apartment lights wouldn’t come on anytime soon. That was a shame, because he particularly wanted to see what would happen this evening between Marcy and Ron. After night fell was when watching was best, when Marcy and her husband moved behind the glass. When, if they happened to glance out, they could see only in—their own reflections and the reflection of their world.


      When, even if by chance had they looked precisely in his direction, they couldn’t see him.


      Color me invisible.


      


      A uniform wanted to see him and only him. Captain Vince Egan was puzzled. It took a lot for a uniformed cop to skip the chain of command and confide in a captain. It meant trouble for the cop if he guessed wrong, and if what he had to say wasn’t deemed worthwhile.


      Glancing with satisfaction around his paneled office, Egan understood why it took guts for a mere patrolman to approach him. There were framed photos of Egan with various NYPD elites, posed at banquets and various ceremonies with top New York pols. Among the career photos and commendations were a few shots of Egan with show business types, like the old black-and-white photograph of Egan with his arm slung around Tony Bennett, taken years ago in L.A., though Egan always said it was in San Francisco. And there was one in color with Egan chatting with Jennifer Jason Leigh and Bridget Fonda after a New York movie premiere a while back. Egan with Wayne Newton. All of these photographs were signed.


      An impressive office. An impressive and important person must occupy it. Somebody you didn’t approach lightly with a shit piece of information or some whine about how the department was run.


      Egan was getting tired of waiting. Who the fuck was this guy, and what did he want? And what would be his future after he said his piece and walked out of here?


      This better not be about charity. Some kind of pet cause Egan couldn’t refuse to contribute money or time to without looking like an ass.


      Like the time the guy swallowed his nervousness and asked Egan to make a public announcement about the abominable way chinchillas were treated on chinchilla ranches before they became coats.


      What did Egan care about chinchillas? What the fuck actually was a chinchilla?


      Egan glanced at his watch and wished again the guy would get here. He was already five minutes late, which was inconveniencing people. Like Doris, Egan’s uniformed secretary who called herself his assistant, who ordinarily would have left by now but was waiting in the outer office.


      Doris, sitting straight as a soldier behind her desk as she always did, like she had a pole up her ass, maybe catching up on some word processing. Egan leaned back in his leather desk chair and thought about Doris. She wasn’t a beauty, and Egan didn’t usually mix business with fornication, but since her divorce six months ago, Doris was beginning to look more attractive to him. Sure, she was in her fifties, but she still had a shape, and if she wasn’t a blue-ribbon beauty, she wasn’t butt ugly. And there was another thing Egan liked about her: now more than ever, she needed to hold on to her job.


      Egan smiled. Doris was highly ethical and acted around the office like she didn’t even have erogenous zones. But with hubby having left her for some younger cunt, she still might come around, like her predecessor. What some women will do to stay employed….


      There was a familiar three-knock tattoo on the office door; then it opened halfway and Doris stepped into sight.


      Was she wearing tighter uniform slacks since she’d become single? She was definitely getting grayer, Egan noticed, and thicker through the middle. Still…


      “Patrolman Mercer is here, sir.”


      Mercer. Damn it! He’d told Charlie Mercer not to come here unless it was important. Even now, four years later.


      Egan felt suddenly uneasy. So, maybe it’s important.


      He nodded and sat forward in his leather chair, using his right hand to push away some papers on his desk, as if he’d been busy contemplating them.


      “Send Officer Mercer in, Doris.”
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      Marcy Graham couldn’t figure it out, and she wondered if she should even try.


      There was the leather coat she’d tried on at Tambien’s, the one that had prompted the argument between Ron and that salesclerk who was trying so hard to work her; just doing his job, and Ron got all pissy. It was lying draped over the arm of the sofa, not carelessly but as if someone had carefully arranged it there so she’d see it when she came in. A nice surprise.


      Marcy put down her purse on a lamp table and went to the coat, touched it, stroked it. The leather was so soft. That really was what had attracted her to it in the first place. She lifted a lapel, then an arm, and could find no sales tag.


      She held up the coat at arm’s length and looked it over. There was no clue as to where it had come from. She slipped it on, thinking it felt as good as it had at the shop, and walked to the full-length mirror near the door.


      Smiling at her reflection, she turned this way and that, almost all the way around, gazing back over her shoulder as if at a lover she was leaving.


      She removed the coat and placed it back on the sofa arm. A gift from Ron? Most likely. In fact, that was the only possible explanation. He felt guilty about smarting off and almost blowing up in Tambien’s, and he wanted to make it up to her. It wouldn’t be unlike him. He had a temper, but he could be sweet.


      She stood with her hands on her hips, staring at the coat. Now, how should she react? What would Ron expect when he walked in the door? Should she leave the coat on the sofa? Maybe it was better to hang it in the closet, play dumb, toy with him and make a game of it. The kind they used to play. Or she could lay the coat on the bed and let him find it. That might be interesting. Then she’d show him her appreciation for his unexpected gift, making a gift of herself. The old games.


      There was a slight sound in the hall; then the ratcheting of a key in the dead-bolt lock.


      The door opened and her options disappeared as Ron stepped into the apartment.


      At first he didn’t notice her or the coat as he turned and closed and relocked the door. Then he turned back, saw her, and immediately his gaze shifted to the sofa where the coat lay. He appeared genuinely puzzled, but she knew he could act convincingly if he had to, feigning surprise at seeing the coat.


      “Isn’t that—”


      “You know it is,” she interrupted, smiling.


      “You went back and bought it?” She could see his confusion changing now to anger, and silent alarms went off in her head.


      “Of course not. You know I didn’t!”


      “How would I know that?”


      “Because you bought the coat and put it there on the sofa so I’d find it when I came home.”


      He yanked his tie loose violently so it hung crookedly around his neck, reminding her of a hangman’s noose, then jutted out his chin and unfastened his top shirt button. “Now why the hell would I do that?”


      Marcy was stunned, searching for words. “I…uh…Well, I don’t know.”


      Not because you love me. Your eyes and that throbbing vein in your temple say now isn’t the time to remind you of that.


      “You thought it was a gift from me?” He pulled the narrow end through the knot and let the tie drape loosely around his neck. Almost as if he were preparing to remove it and strangle her with it if that was what he decided.


      “What else would I think? I came home from work and there was the coat you knew I wanted.”


      “And that we didn’t buy.”


      “You could’ve changed your mind.”


      “The point is, I didn’t change it. So where’d the coat come from?”


      “I told you, I assumed it was from you. Who else would have left it there? I was at work all day, and you and I are the only ones who have keys. Except for Lou the super.”


      Ron shook his head. He might have been angrier, only he couldn’t quite figure out who was his target. “Lou’s sixty-five years old and couldn’t afford a coat like that. Besides, it’s impossible to get him in here to fix a leaky faucet, much less shower us with gifts. After the chat I had with him, Lou wouldn’t let anybody in here even for a minute without one or both of us being present.”


      “Then who?”


      He clenched his right hand into a fist, holding it close to his chest. “That asshole salesclerk at Tambien’s—Ira.”


      “But how could he? Why would he?”


      “He knew you wanted the coat.” Ron went to the coat and lifted it, then wadded it and tossed it in a heap back on the sofa. “There was no note or anything?”


      “Nothing. I found it just like you saw it.”


      He picked up the coat again and tucked it, still wadded, beneath his arm. “C’mon!”


      “Come on where?”


      “To Tambien’s.”


      “You’re taking it back?”


      “No. I never took it from! We’re giving it back to Ira the wiseass salesclerk, along with a warning.”


      “We simply can’t give this back, Ron! I can’t. Let’s put this off, think about it some more.”


      “There’s no place else the coat could have come from. Nobody else who might have given it to you.”


      “How could Ira get in?”


      “I don’t know, Marcy,” Ron said impatiently. “I don’t know how magicians guess the right card, either, but they do.”


      “But why would he give me a gift? What would he expect to get out of it?”


      “Jesus, Marcy, what do you think?”


      “We only met once, and you were there.”


      “So what? Maybe he’s one of those fucked-up psychos who only have to see a woman once and some kind of weird connection’s made.”


      “I guess that’s possible….”


      “Goddamned right it is!”


      “If it is, I don’t want to go near him again.”


      Ron drew a deep breath, then sighed and dragged his forearm across his mouth, as if he’d just taken a long, sloppy drink from a stream.


      “All right,” he said. “You stay here. I’m gonna take this thing and return it to Tambien’s. We’re gonna find out about this! And do something about it!”


      And he was out the door and gone.


      


      An hour later Ron was back, empty-handed. Marcy watched her husband remove his sport coat and drape it on a hanger in the hall closet. He seemed calmer now. His face wasn’t so flushed, and the blue vein in his temple wasn’t even visible. “Did they take the coat back at Tambien’s?”


      “No,” Ron said. “They claimed they didn’t sell it. Said it was sold in at least a dozen shops in and around New York. I told them maybe Ira just walked out with it so he could give it to you. Ira got pissed and I threatened to twist his head off. He just smiled, the little bastard.”


      “I think he might be dangerous,” Marcy said. “There’s something creepy about him.”


      Ron shrugged. “Whatever he is, I told him if he ever came around here again, I’d cut off his balls.”


      Before or after you twist off his head? “What did he say?”


      “That Tambien’s wouldn’t take the coat in return unless I had a sales slip. He and that numb-brain manager went into their professional salesclerk mode, polite but underneath it acting like assholes.”


      “So what’d you do?” Marcy asked.


      “I told them I didn’t want a refund; then I tossed the coat on the floor and walked out the door. You shoulda seen the look on their faces.”


      “That’s an eight-hundred-dollar coat, Ron.”


      “Not to us, it isn’t. It’s worse than worthless.” He stalked into the kitchen and a few minutes later returned with a glass of water with ice cubes in it. Marcy watched him take a long sip, his head back, the Adam’s apple working in his powerful neck.


      “You still think Ira somehow sneaked in here and left the coat?” she asked when finally he lowered the glass.


      He’d downed half the water. His head bowed, he stared into the glass and swirled its remaining contents around so the ice cubes rattled. “I don’t know,” he said. “I honestly don’t. But if it was him, he won’t do something like that around here again. He’s been scared away.”


      Marcy wasn’t so sure.


      For some reason she doubted if Ira had ever been scared away from anything in his life.
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      This time Harley Renz knocked politely on Quinn’s apartment door.


      Quinn peered through the round peephole and viewed the distorted police captain. Renz shifted his weight impatiently and raised his elongated arm to look at his watch. Busy man in a hurry, taking valuable time off to talk to a lowlife like Quinn.


      Quinn waited awhile, until Renz knocked again, louder, before opening the door.


      “Quinn,” Renz said simply, nodding hello. “I would’ve called up on the intercom, but I saw there was sixty years of enamel over the button.” He studied Quinn, who was in his stocking feet but was wearing new gray slacks and a white T-shirt, and didn’t look quite so like a thug as he had during Renz’s last visit. “You got a haircut.”


      “Got a lot of them cut,” Quinn said. “You wouldn’t have noticed just one.”


      Renz smiled. “Some new threads, too. I’m glad you put the money I sent to good use. May I enter your shit can abode?”


      “Sure. You’re a fit with the decor.” Quinn stepped back and to the side, closing the door behind Renz after he’d entered.


      Renz sat down on the sofa and crossed his legs, then looked around. “I don’t know or care if that’s an insult. You’ve cleaned up the place. No magazines, newspapers, or orange peels on the floor. And is that new mold in the corner?”


      “Mold’s the same. Orange peels clashed with the carpet, so they had to go. You clash, too.”


      “Remember I’m your friend now, Quinn. Your way up and back in.” Renz made a big deal of sniffing, wrinkling his nose, and squinting. “It doesn’t smell as bad in here. Is that insecticide? Or are you burning incense?”


      “Have you come to pay me more money?”


      “Do you need more?”


      “Not yet,” Quinn said honestly.


      “Come up with anything in the Elzner apartment or murder file?”


      “Not much,” Quinn said. “The groceries bother me. The strawberry jelly.”


      “Jelly?”


      “Jam, actually. A fairly expensive gourmet brand. There were two jars in with the groceries in the plastic bags and on the kitchen table. And there was a nearly full jar of the same stuff in the refrigerator.”


      Renz uncrossed his legs and crossed his arms, thinking about that. “Somebody else bought the groceries. Somebody who didn’t know the Elzners had plenty of jelly.”


      “Jam.”


      “Still odd, though. Two jars…”


      “Maybe they were a gift from somebody who knew how much one or both of the Elzners liked that kind of jam.”


      “A gift.” Renz made a steeple of his fingers. He liked the idea of a gift, except for…“But why would somebody buy the Elzners a gift and then kill them?”


      “Maybe he hadn’t planned on killing them.”


      “Maybe.” Renz grinned. “And he just happened to be carrying a gun equipped with a silencer. The important thing is, if you’re right, it points to a third party for sure. A killer still on the loose.”


      “A third party who might’ve left before the Elzners were killed.”


      Renz sneered at Quinn. “Don’t send me up, then bring me down. You’re coming around to my way of thinking about this case; you know you are.”


      “I’ve moved in that direction,” Quinn admitted. He didn’t want Renz to think he’d moved almost all the way. “Also, it might be coincidental that the plastic grocery bags aren’t the kind that have the name of the store on them. Or it could be the killer deliberately bought groceries someplace where they couldn’t be traced by the bags and someone might remember him.”


      “Very good, Quinn. I was sure you’d have a different slant on this and come up with something new. You didn’t disappoint me.”


      “I’m flushed with pride. Are you here to tell me anything new?”


      “Yeah. I’m afraid things have changed. Egan found out you’re on the case. I think from a uniform named Charlie Mercer.”


      “Big, square-shouldered guy, blue and brown?”


      “Fits him.”


      “He was coming out of the elevator in the Elzners’ building when I stepped in.”


      “He get a good look at you?”


      “Like I got at him.”


      “Then there’s no mistaking it; the bastard must’ve told Egan.” Renz’s brow furrowed. “Mercer’s made a mistake. One he’ll pay dearly for, and sooner than he thinks. Egan’s probably already notified the chief’s office. Maybe somebody in the news media. That last won’t help him.”


      “Why not?”


      Renz’s forehead relaxed, but the furrows didn’t fade away. “Because I’ve gone on the offensive. I’ve notified all my media contacts I’ve taken a chance on a good man—that’d be you. The safety of the community comes before NYPD politics and petty revenge, so I’ve asked Frank Quinn to look into the Elzner case because he’s the best. If the story’s not already on the news, it will be soon, before Egan’s. The department won’t move to take you off the case, because it’d be bad PR. There was never a criminal charge and a trial in the rape case. The public’ll see you as a hero, Quinn. A victim of unsubstantiated rumor who deserves a second chance. I’ve also assigned a team of detectives to work under your command.”


      Quinn was surprised. “Team?”


      “Two detectives, but you’ll have additional temporary help, if and when you need it.” Renz leaned forward on the sofa. “You know how it works, Quinn. The killing of a typical Manhattan couple means media by the shit load. Media means pressure. Can you deal with it?”


      “I can deal. This team…are these good cops you’re giving me?”


      “Sure, they are. Your old partner from your radio car years, Larry Fedderman, and his new partner, Pearl Kasner.”


      Fedderman. Quinn almost smiled. Other than the people who’d set him up, Fedderman was probably the only one in the NYPD who didn’t think Quinn was guilty of raping a minor. Fedderman had paid for it, in wisecracks and dirty looks and shitty assignments. The word was, he still believed in Quinn. “Fedderman’ll do. What about Kasner?”


      Renz shifted on the sofa cushion as if he’d just noticed he was sitting on something sharp. “She’s got kind of a reputation in the department, but she’s also got great skills.”


      Uh-oh. “Reputation?”


      “She’s got what you might call a temper. Not so unlike yourself. She gets in the same kinda trouble you used to.”


      “She in any of it now?”


      “Yes and no.”


      “What’s the yes part?”


      “Vince Egan made a play for her in a hotel lobby, and she knocked him on his ass.”


      Quinn stared incredulously. “A working cop swung on an NYPD captain? She’s on her way out, then.”


      “Let’s just say she’s on the bubble.” Renz explained to Quinn that Egan was drunk at the time and there were witnesses. It was the kind of trouble the NYPD didn’t need aired in public. An IA investigation had been spiked before it could get under way. “It’s the kinda process you should understand,” Renz said.


      “Egan’ll get her some other way.”


      “Not if you, Pearl, and Fedderman break the Elzner murder case.”


      Quinn understood Renz’s angle better now. He jammed his hands in his pants pockets and paced in his stocking feet. “I don’t like this. Too many last chances. How about Fedderman? He got something big riding on this, too? Will solving this case somehow cure him of a fatal disease?”


      “You’re the one who might be cured of a fatal disease, Quinn. Loneliness and rot.”


      That one got through. Quinn stopped pacing and turned to face Renz.


      “You oughta know last chances aren’t so bad,” Renz said. “In fact, they’re what life’s all about.”


      Quinn felt the anger drain from him. Renz was right.


      “You can meet with Fedderman and Kasner tomorrow morning,” Renz said. “You name the time and place. I didn’t figure you’d want the meet here, since the apartment’s not set up for entertaining, even without the orange peels.”


      “Tomorrow’s supposed to be a nice day,” Quinn said. “We can meet just inside the Eighty-sixth Street entrance to Central Park, say around ten o’clock.”


      “That’ll work. They’ll be in plain clothes.”


      “I’ll watch for Fedderman. What’s Kasner look like?”


      “You should know Fedderman’s put on some weight, mostly around the middle. Kasner’s short, a looker with brown eyes, a lotta dark hair, and a good rack.”


      “And a good punch, apparently.”


      “A short right,” Renz said, grinning as he stood up from the couch. “I got the story from a bartender I know at the Meermont. She knocked Egan ass over elbows. You and Pearl, you oughta get along fine.”


      “Like salt and pepper,” Quinn said, liking Kasner a little already, even though he knew she might be playing a double game, reporting to Renz as well as to him.


      “More like pepper and pepper,” Renz said, going out the door.


      Quinn listened to Renz’s receding footsteps on the creaking wooden stairs, then the faint swishing sound of the street door opening and closing.


      He wasn’t sure what he was getting himself into, but at least his life was moving forward again.


      Or some direction.


      


      Pain!


      It would never stop. Or so it seemed.


      The woman continued crawling toward the door, and the whip continued to lash her bare buttocks, her meaty thighs, and sometimes, to surprise her, her bare back.


      She’d known what she was getting into—so this was her own doing, as her father used to say. She was to blame. She bore the guilt like invisible chains. When she’d received the pain and punishment she deserved, she’d be the better for it. The chains would drop away and she’d be pure again.


      She was off the carpet now and crawling faster toward the door, knowing she wasn’t going to escape, that she had no chance, as always. A woman with an M.B.A. and a responsible job…what am I doing here? She clenched her teeth and whimpered. She wouldn’t scream. That was one of the rules. She’d been commanded not to scream. And if she did, if her neighbors heard and called the police, how would she explain? Her bare knees thumped on the hardwood floor, and her hands made desperate slapping sounds louder than her moans.


      The whip whistled near her ear, sending a line of fire across her upper back and curling around her shoulder. It burned again across her tender inner right thigh. He knew how to use a whip, this one.


      Ten feet from the door.


      The whip set fire to her right buttock. There was less time between lashes now. She crawled even faster, hurting her knees and the heels of her hands. The whip followed, flicking her like a dragon’s fiery and agile tongue.


      The man standing over her was the dragon.


      Afterward, maybe she’d lie with him, cuddled in his arms, and he’d pretend to love her. It wouldn’t be real, like what he was doing to her now wasn’t exactly real, but that didn’t matter. She had no right to expect real.


      As she stretched out an arm and her fingertips brushed the door, he clutched her ankles and dragged her back and away from freedom.


      It began again.


      What am I doing here?
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      Bent Oak, Missouri, 1987.


      Two days before Luther Lunt’s fourteenth birthday, state employees in Jefferson City dropped a cyanide pellet in the gas chamber, killing Luther’s father.


      Luther’s mother had already been dead for more than a year. She’d died on the same day and in the same way as his sister, Verna, beneath the thunder and buckshot hail of his dad’s Remington twelve-gauge. Luther had hunted with the gun twice and knew what it could do to a rabbit. What it had done to his mom and Verna was lots worse.


      Seeing it, hearing it, smelling it, even listening to the slowing trickle of blood from his mom’s ruined throat, was the kind of thing that stayed in the mind.


      Luther cried almost nonstop for days and nights, wondering why Verna had to go tell their mom what she and Dad had been up to. He shouldn’t blame her, Luther knew, as she was only twelve, and it was his father, after all, who’d squeezed off the shots from the old double-barrel.


      But the fact was, Luther did blame Verna, as well as his mother. They all knew anyway, and it was Verna and his mom who brought it all into the open, who uttered the words that made it real so something had to be done about it. Everything had been going along fine until then. Going along, at least.


      And since his father had taken it on himself to start going into Verna’s room, he’d stopped coming into Luther’s.


      Verna’s fault.


      Verna and his mom’s.


      Then his father’d been taken from Luther to rot away in a cell in Jeff City, waiting to die when his appeals ran out.


      Leaving Luther alone.


      “He’s suffered something terrible,” Luther’s great-aunt Marjean from Saint Louis had said of him after the murders, “but I’m eighty-seven years of age and get by hardscrabble on my Social Security. No way I can help the poor thing.”


      So Luther had gone into the foster-care system, and was taken in by the Black family, Dara and her husband, Norbert. The Blacks had temporary custody of three children besides Luther, who was the oldest. Dara Black, a stout woman with an apple-round face who almost always wore the same stained apron, watched over the children in the old farmhouse, while Norbert was away painting barns and houses in the surrounding countryside.


      Luther used to watch her bustle around the house, smiling too much and even sometimes whistling while she got her work done. Luther was aware that she knew and didn’t know that Norbert was molesting the children. Nobody ever talked about the subject. Luther thought that was best.


      The state paid the Blacks a stipend for their foster care, and Norbert’s painting brought in some more money. And it was true Luther would someday have to learn a trade, which was the excuse Norbert came up with to take Luther in as an unpaid apprentice, meaning Luther would do a lot of the heavy work, lugging five-gallon paint buckets, moving ladders and scaffolding, scraping weathered paint off hardwood with Norbert’s good-for-shit tools. What Luther learned mostly was how to work all day in the boiling sun.


      The day after his father was executed, he ran away.


      And eleven months and three days later he was found sleeping behind a Dumpster in Kansas City and returned to the Black farm.


      Life as Luther knew it, with its hardships and terrible, intricate balances, began again.
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      New York, 2004.


      Anna Caruso remembered.


      She had no choice, because now he was back, and they were reminding her of him in newspapers, on television, in conversations overheard in subways and at bus stops and in diners. Frank Quinn, her rapist.


      They were also reminding people of his past, of the terrible thing he’d done to her a little over four years ago, but Anna could already sense the drift of the story. Quinn, who had never even stood trial for what he’d done, would be forgiven. After all, he’d never been charged, much less found guilty. And wasn’t a rapist innocent until proven guilty? Even a child molester? It was in the Constitution.


      That was what the prosecutors had told Anna and her mother and family, how they couldn’t arrest and try Quinn because, in the minds of the prosecutors, there simply wasn’t enough evidence for an arrest. A big man, a stocking mask, a scar seen by a terrified child in her dim bedroom, a button like one missing from one of Quinn’s shirts and a thousand other shirts. Evidence, but not solid. Then there were the child porn sites visited on his police computer. It would all make for emotional but not really substantial testimony, so said the prosecuting attorney. It was a shame the rapist had been smart enough to use a condom, or they’d have DNA to use against him.


      On the other hand, Anna might be pregnant.


      What the hell kinds of alternatives were those, when whichever happened to you, you’d be wishing for the other?


      Anna at eighteen wasn’t much bigger than she’d been on her fourteenth birthday. She had breasts now, and her legs and hips were those of a woman rather than a child. But she was still thin, frail, and afraid. Still, in many ways she was the same narrow-faced, brown-eyed girl Quinn had molested, but now made even more beautiful by the sweep of her jaw and her slightly oversize but perfect nose. She was a raven-haired, Hispanic child-woman with a bold, even hawk-like look in profile. But when she turned, you saw in her eyes that she was haunted and, in her way, would always remain young and in pain.


      Sometimes she wondered if it would have been otherwise except for Quinn. Had he actually somehow altered her exterior as well as interior growth? Had he cursed her for all time?


      She looked away from the cracks in her bedroom ceiling and closed her eyes. This was not fair! Especially this morning. This is not goddamn fair!


      For the past several days she hadn’t been able to control her thoughts. The dreams were back, which meant he was back, his hunched form as he squeezed through her stuck bedroom window in her mother and father’s apartment—her mother’s now, since her father had left. Quinn, when she’d first seen him. A big man who appeared huge in night and shadow, wearing a stocking mask that disfigured his face and made him other than human. His bent spine had scraped the metal window frame through his shirt, making the only sound in the quiet room. A sound that remained to this day in Anna’s mind, that played over and over and begged for meaning and release. She knew it was in her music sometimes, and she tried to stop it.


      Anna, a month shy of her fourteenth birthday, had been too terrified to scream. She was paralyzed; her throat was closed, so she had to struggle for breath. There in her perspiration-soaked bed, her panties and oversize T-shirt seemed so little cover and protection.


      And they were.


      Some of the details of what followed she still chose not to confront. They were hidden somewhere she never wanted to revisit.


      She did recall that her attacker’s sleeves were rolled up and she noticed the jagged scar on his right forearm. Something told her to remember the scar. Remember.


      She knew even through her terror and agony that he was being deliberately rough, trying to hurt her.


      Why? What had she done? She didn’t even know this man.


      Or did she?


      She rejected the notion as soon as it entered her mind, and she concentrated on being somewhere else, someone else, until this was over. Someone else was being humiliated, soiled forever, ruined forever. The sisters at school had warned her, had warned all the girls.


      Whores! A whore in the Bible! What could be worse?


      You know you’re sinning. You know and don’t care!


      When finally he rose from her, leaving her destroyed and unable to move on the sweat-soaked bed, she saw something pale in the night and knew he was wearing a condom.


      She realized later it wasn’t for her—it was for him. He didn’t want to catch some dreadful disease from her. That made what happened all the more demeaning.


      “Anna!”


      Her mother’s voice.


      Anna had dozed off again, lost in the old dreams she thought were gone. No, not gone, but finally confined in a place in her mind where they couldn’t escape.


      But they had escaped. Like tigers. Quinn was back.


      “You’ve overslept, Anna. Get up. This is your big day. What you’ve been slaving for the past four years. You don’t want to be late.”


      Anna made herself roll onto her side, then sat up gingerly on the edge of the mattress, as if the old pain would be there with the old shame. She was thirteen again. Unlucky thirteen.


      That was the problem—Quinn had the power again. When she saw his photograph, his name in print, heard people talking about him, she was thirteen even though she was almost eighteen.


      She wished she could kill him. The nuns would tell her she shouldn’t think such thoughts, but she’d graduated and she could think whatever she wanted now.


      She wished she could kill Quinn. That was her almost constant thought.


      “You don’t want to be late,” her mother warned again.


      And Anna didn’t. She had to concentrate on the present, not the past. Her first day of summer classes at Juilliard. The first day of her music scholarship.


      What she’d been slaving for. Her therapy and escape that, as it turned out, hadn’t quite worked.


      She stood up unsteadily and made her way toward the bathroom.


      Unlucky thirteen. Unlucky Anna.


      At least she had her scholarship. That was all that was left for her, all that was left inside her…her music. Thirteen. A child.


      She knew she wasn’t going to kill anyone.
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      Quinn sat in the sun on a bench just inside the Eighty-sixth Street entrance to Central Park and watched them approach.


      Fedderman looked the same, only a little heavier, the coat of his rumpled brown suit flapping, his tie askew, the same shambling gait. He had less hair to be mussed by the summer breeze, and he seemed out of breath, as if he was trying to keep up with the quick, rhythmic strides of the small woman next to him.


      Pearl Kasner seemed to generate energy even from this distance. She was economical, deliberate and decisive in her movements to the point that there seemed something robotic in her resolute walk. She was a study in contrasts of light and dark, a mass of black hair framing a pale face from which dark eyes glared, lips too red, a gray skirt and a black blazer despite the warm morning. It was as if a small child had been given only black and white crayons and told to draw a woman, and here she was, with a compact completeness about her and a vividness almost unreal.


      Quinn stood up from the bench, feeling the sun warm on his shoulders. “Hello, Feds.”


      Fedderman smiled. “Quinn! Back in harness where you belong!”


      The two men shook hands, then hugged. Fedderman slapped Quinn on the back five or six times before they separated.


      “Make the most of this chance, buddy!” he said.


      “Count on it,” Quinn told him.


      “I’m here,” Pearl said.


      Quinn looked at her. “So you are. Sorry if we ignored you. Fedderman and I are old—”


      “I know,” Pearl said, “you go back a long way. You’ve watched each other’s backs, broken bread together, flirted with the same waitresses, fought the same fights. Fedderman filled me in.”


      Fedderman grinned at Quinn. “This is Pearl. She’s a fighter.”


      Quinn stepped back and regarded Pearl. Despite her sarcasm, she was smiling with large, perfect white teeth. “I’ve heard that about you, Pearl. A fighter. Also that you have talent as a detective.”


      “And I’ve heard about you, Lieutenant.”


      “Just Quinn will do. Officially, I’m only doing work-for-hire for the NYPD.” Quinn buttoned his sport coat to hide ketchup he’d already dribbled on his new tie. “So, everybody’s heard about everybody else, except maybe for some things I might tell you about Fedderman. And we all know why we’re meeting here.”


      “Because your apartment’s a shit hole,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman shook his head. “Pearl, dammit!”


      “Mine’s a shit hole, too,” Pearl said. “Tiny, hot as hell, and thirsty for paint.”


      “Roaches?”


      “They won’t tolerate the place.”


      Quinn grinned at her. She was still smiling, a dare in eyes black enough to have gotten her burned as a witch four hundred years ago. Probably, Egan would like to burn her now. There was something in her favor. What kind of pain is driving you?


      “Am I the boss?” he asked her. “Or are we gonna have a contest?”


      “It’d only be a waste of time,” Pearl said.


      Quinn decided not to ask her what she meant. “You two go ahead and sit down,” he said. “I’ve been sitting awhile.”


      When they were on the bench, Fedderman slouched with his legs apart. Pearl sat stiffly, with her notepad in her lap, looking as if she were about to take dictation.


      Quinn told them what he’d learned from the Elzner murder file, and what he speculated.


      Pearl made a few notes and listened intently. He got the impression her eyes might leave scars on him.


      “The jam bothered me, too,” she said when he was finished. “An almost full jar in the refrigerator, and they bought two more identical jars when they went grocery shopping.”


      “Which means they didn’t know how much jam they had,” Fedderman said, “or they were gonna hole up in their apartment for a few weeks and live on strawberry jam, or someone else did the shopping for them. Someone who didn’t know what kinds of foods they were out of.”


      “Or someone who thought they just couldn’t have enough gourmet jam,” Pearl said. “I lean toward your possibility number three, that somebody else bought the groceries.”


      Fedderman leaned forward and scratched his left ankle beneath his sock. Quinn wondered if he still wore a small-caliber revolver holstered to his other ankle. He looked up at Quinn, still scratching. “So, we working on the assumption somebody killed both Elzners?”


      “It’s the only assumption we’ve got, “Pearl said, “if you don’t want to finish your career doing crap assignments, I don’t want to be out of work, and Quinn doesn’t want to go back to being a—”


      “Pariah,” Quinn finished for her.


      She nodded. “Okay, pariah. I like that. It’s so Christian.”


      “It isn’t biblical,” Fedderman said, “it’s ancient Greek.”


      She stared at him. “That true?”


      “I have no idea. You’re so naive, Pearl.”


      “That I doubt,” Quinn said. He made a show of glancing at his watch. “So as of now, we’re on the job.”


      “We don’t have anything new to work with,” Fedderman pointed out.


      “Then we’ll work with what we have. Again. You two go back over the evidence and see if there’s anything I missed. Then we’ll talk to the Elzners’ neighbors again. Anyone in the adjoining buildings who might have seen anything. See if there wasn’t a dog that didn’t bark in the night, that kinda thing. You do the murder file again, Pearl. Fedderman and I will work on the witnesses.”


      Pearl looked as if she might say something about being assigned to paperwork, but she held inside whatever words she wanted to speak. She knew Quinn was assessing her, testing her. Something told her it was one of the most important tests she’d ever have to pass.


      “We’ll meet back here at six this evening. If it’s raining, the meet’ll be at the Lotus Diner on Amsterdam.”


      “That place is a ptomaine palace,” Pearl said.


      “I know,” Quinn said. “I chose it because I don’t think it’s gonna rain. Where’s your unmarked?”


      “Parked over on Central Park West,” Fedderman said.


      “Let’s go, then. Pearl can drop us off at the Elzners’ building, then take the car on to the precinct house and get busy with the murder file.”


      Pearl and Fedderman stood up. Fedderman stretched, extending his back and flailing his arms, which still looked abnormally long even though he’d put on weight. Then he and Pearl walked in the warming sun toward Quinn. They all knew they were probably wasting their time, but nobody objected.


      Quinn was pleased with the way their first meeting had gone. Beneath the bullshit and hopeless humor was the beginning of mutual understanding, maybe even respect.


      Maybe the beginning of a team.
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      He lay curled in a corner, a folded white cloth clutched in his left hand. He was smiling.


      Slowly he raised the saturated cloth to his nose and inhaled deeply of the benzene fumes. Benzene was a solvent not often used these days, but he’d become accustomed to it a long time ago, adapted to it. His drug of choice for the visions and memories long and short.


      He inhaled again, his eyelids fluttering. He was back in the Elzners’ kitchen, carefully, silently, removing groceries from plastic bags and placing them on the table before putting them away. As usual, he was wearing flesh-colored latex gloves. He giggled, looking down at them in his dream; they were like real fingers, only without fingernails. He reached for the tuna can.


      And there was Martin Elzner, the husband. This time he’d been willed there, but he appeared as he had that night—that early morning. Elzner was stunned, his mouth hanging open, surprise, anger, fear…all flashing like signs in his eyes. His sandy hair was mussed from turning in his sleep. Had it actually stood up in points like that? It made him look even more astounded to find this stranger in his kitchen, busy at a domestic task.


      The stranger—who wasn’t a stranger—set the tuna can on the table. The husband’s sudden presence in the dim kitchen was a surprise to him, too. Yet not exactly a surprise. He was doomed to disappointment and betrayal and knew this could happen, would happen, and he was prepared for it. Wanting it?


      He smiled.


      He inhaled.


      Back to Elzner, too astounded even to speak. More fear in his eyes as he saw the gun with its bulky silencer. A terrible understanding. He grimaced and turned sideways, raising a hand as if to wave some irritating insect away if it buzzed near again. Death could be such a pest.


      Step close…. Don’t shoot the hand…. They must think he died last…a suicide, poor deranged creature.


      The betrayer would die second.


      Close enough. Up came the gun, steady in seconds, inches from his head. The satisfying putt! of the silenced gun, like a tiny engine trying once to turn over. Martin Elzner, down with a loud double thumping sound on the kitchen floor.


      Backward, step backward, as it actually occurred. The choreography of dreams.


      A sudden clattering. His free hand had brushed the tuna can near the edge of the table. As it actually occurred. If the sound of Elzner hitting the floor hadn’t awakened his wife, the can striking and rolling across the tiles would.


      He inhaled. He wondered if the tiles had been damaged. The floor was actually quite attractive. An unusual beige with flecks of—


      Enough. There she was as she’d been, standing in the doorway with the sudden alteration of her life, the cancellation of her past and future, all on her face. They knew. They always knew.


      His hand not clutching the cloth moved down to his crotch as she instinctively lurched toward her fallen husband, her true love, her only, her lifemate, her deathmate, drawing her, drawing her, gravitation, the inevitable physics of love, the end of love….


      The end of love…


      


      After a while it was time for the second show. He played in his mind once more that night in the Elzners’ kitchen. It amazed him the force of his intellect, the control he had over his recall. He’d reached the point where he could even fast-forward or rewind the reconstruction, as if he were pressing mental buttons, watching the sped-up images moving back and forth across his spectrum of recollection: stop, pause, replay. Slower now—relishing it, seeing it, and reliving it from a more vivid angle….


      Unpacking the groceries, the tuna can. There was Martin Elzner, the husband. Surprise, surprise…. Pause, play, speedup, aim, fire the silenced handgun. The acrid scent of the shot lingering in the air, in his mind. Fast-forward. He inhaled. Jan Elzner was barefoot, in her knee-length flimsy nightgown…half speed…. She sees her husband on the floor, the blood, a rich scarlet almost black, and moves toward him, the blood…. Wait until she’s very near him, almost over him…slow motion….


      Her eyes…what she knew!


      The hand without the folded, saturated cloth moved back down.


      He climaxed as he squeezed the trigger again and again.


      The colors! The colors are magnificent!


      He inhaled.


      


      Finally evening.


      It hadn’t even hinted at rain that warm summer day, so Quinn met with his team of detectives again on the park bench just inside the entrance at Eighty-sixth Street. He sat awkwardly but comfortably on the hard bench, sipping from a plastic water bottle he’d bought from a street vender, and watched New Yorkers enjoying their park while there was still daylight and the muggers hadn’t yet come out with the stars. There were more people now that it was cooler, a woman pushing a stroller, a few joggers, and some helmeted and padded rollerbladers zooming about like cyber creatures who’d escaped a video game.


      Pearl and Fedderman approached together. They looked hot and tired. Pearl’s pace was dragging and Fedderman had the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up and was carrying his suit coat slung over his shoulder. Quinn thought back to a time when the younger Fedderman had entered rooms with his coat slung like that on a crooked forefinger over one shoulder and would say “ring-a-ding-ding,” like Sinatra when he was a hot item in Vegas and everywhere else. Quinn couldn’t imagine that coming out of the older, heavier Fedderman, who carried the weight of his experience on his shoulders along with the coat.


      “Ring-a-ding-ding,” Fedderman said wearily.


      Quinn grinned and Pearl stared at both men. She still looked beautiful, her irises so black in contrast with the gleaming whites of her eyes. Her mascara had run a little with the heat, making the right eye appear slightly bruised, as if she’d gotten into a scuffle sometime today. Not impossible.


      “Old joke,” Quinn explained.


      “Secret male-bonding bullshit,” she said.


      “Nothing to do with you, Pearl,” Fedderman assured her, thinking he was too tired to put up with her if she decided to be in one of her moods.


      Quinn thought the brief ring-a-ding-ding jingle could apply to Pearl. She was somehow even more attractive when worn down from a difficult and probably futile day’s work. He pulled from beneath his folded sport coat, where they’d stayed cool out of the sun, the other two water bottles he’d bought and handed them up to Pearl and Fedderman. Both detectives expressed gratitude, then uncapped the bottles and took long sips. Quinn watched Pearl’s slender pale throat work as she swallowed.


      “So what’ve we got?” he asked when they were finished drinking.


      “Nothing new,” Pearl said, using her wrist to wipe away water that had dribbled onto her chin, “but at least we’re more sure of what we do have. I mean, we’ve got everything in the file almost goddamn memorized.”


      “Cop work,” Fedderman said with a shrug. He rested a hand on Pearl’s shoulder while looking at Quinn. “One thing she hasn’t mentioned yet. We questioned the witnesses again and one of the tenants in the Elzners’ building, a lonely old guy down the hall, responded to Pearl’s feminine wiles.”


      Quinn took a sip of water and stared at Pearl.


      “I use them sparingly and selectively,” she said.


      “So how did this old guy respond?”


      “By remembering something he hadn’t had a chance to tell the police. He’s three apartments away and was only questioned briefly and by phone.”


      “So why did you question him?”


      “His apartment’s by the elevator.”


      Quinn smiled.


      Pearl smiled back. “He can hear the elevator through the wall. Like a lot of lonely old people who live alone, he doesn’t sleep well, and he was awake most of the night of the Elzner murder. He heard the elevator, and recalled it because of the late hour. He said he’d never heard it before at that time.”


      “Two fifty-five A.M.,” Fedderman said to Quinn.


      “Exactly?”


      “He said he looked at his watch,” Pearl said. “He sleeps wearing it. Said it sounded like the elevator stopped at his floor. His and the Elzners’. About twenty minutes later, it went back down.”


      “He seem credible?”


      “Very. And his watch is the kind made especially for old guys with failing eyesight, about the size of an alarm clock and with luminous hands and numerals you could read a book by.” She took another sip of water, then watched a wobbly rollerblader for a moment. “It really isn’t much.”


      “It helps fix the time of death,” Quinn said.


      “So what have you come up with?” Fedderman asked.


      “I visited my sister, Michelle.”


      They both looked at him. “The stock analyst?” Fedderman asked.


      “The same.”


      Pearl shook her head and grinned. “Their credibility’s not the highest.”


      “Not about stocks, no. But Michelle isn’t only interested in stocks. She’s a math and computer whiz. She runs comparative analyses on other things, sometimes just for amusement. I asked her a question yesterday, and she spent most of last night and some of this morning finding the answer. Insofar as it can be found.”


      “Question about killers?” Pearl asked.


      “Right. She used her sources via the Internet and came up with statistics gathered from and about serial killers. It seems a surprising number of them don’t plan concretely but come prepared for murder, compelled to seek situations where they’ll have little choice, and the deaths, in their minds, won’t be their fault.”


      “Sounds like public-defender bullshit,” Fedderman said.


      “He means they set up the situations,” Pearl said. “Like teenagers baiting their parents. Grown-ups aren’t supposed to lose their tempers, so if they can be made to, whatever comes of it is their responsibility. Or so think the teenyboppers.”


      Fedderman uncapped his plastic bottle and took a swig of water. “Some of them think that way up to about age seventy.”


      “It’s not the analogy I’d have chosen,” Quinn said, “but it’s pretty accurate. I think of it as Michelle’s scenario-for-murder theory. If the Elzner murders weren’t random, if the killer at least expected he’d have to do them and was prepared for it, or even possibly planned it in detail just in case, that means he killed for his own internal reasons. The kinds of reasons that don’t go away.”


      “And?” Fedderman said.


      “He’s gone through a door that opens only one way, and leads only to another door.”


      Fedderman shook his head. “You’ve gotten cryptic in your old age.”


      Pearl understood immediately. “You saying we should wait for him to kill again?” she asked. “That maybe we got a serial killer here?”


      “In the bud,” Quinn said, smiling.


      The smile sort of gave Pearl the creeps. It wasn’t about amusement. It was more the smile of a hunter who’d picked up the spoor of his prey. Who now wouldn’t be shaken off, no matter what.


      In fact, it was exactly that kind of smile. She knew where she’d seen it before: while walking past a mirror in the bedroom of the sister of a murdered child, when she’d unexpectedly glimpsed it on her own face. It had scared her a little then. It scared her now.


      And Pearl wondered, how did Quinn know so much about doors?


      


      Marcy Graham got home from work before Ron. The subway had been a mob scene, and the first train had been so crowded she had to wait for a second. To add to her ordeal, some oaf in a big rush had stepped on her toe as she’d been climbing the steps to the street.


      Tired, overheated, irritated, she sat down on the sofa and worked her shoes off. She examined her ankles, which were as swollen as she thought they’d be after a hard day on three-inch heels. The toes of her left foot, which was slightly larger than her right, felt as if they’d been pressed together in a vise. Dressing for success was dressing for discomfort.


      Marcy sat and massaged her sore, stockinged feet for a while, then realized she was thirsty. Probably dehydrated after the struggle with crowds and summer heat on her way home.


      It seemed too warm in the apartment. She stood up, leaving her shoes lying on their sides on the floor, and padded over to the thermostat. After edging the dial down a degree, she heard the air-conditioning click on. The apartment could be a cool refuge, and would be soon.


      It was freshly painted and comfortably furnished. The advance Ron had gotten on his new position at work had been well spent, even if maybe too hastily. Decorating the apartment, buying new clothes they’d both need if they were to stay in style, then paying off old debts, had left the checking account almost in the red.


      Marcy swallowed dryly, reminding herself of her thirst.


      Feeling a rush of cold air from an overhead vent, she made her way into the kitchen. She was pretty sure there were some diet Cokes in the refrigerator.


      And there they were on the bottom shelf, a six-pack, the cans still joined by their plastic harness.


      As Marcy worked one of the cold cans loose, then straightened to close the refrigerator door, she noticed a wedge of Norstrum Gouda cheese, her favorite to spread on crackers for snacks. It was shrink-wrapped and unopened, yet she was sure she’d eaten some since the last time she’d bought groceries at the D’Agostino.


      She pulled open the plastic meat-and-cheese drawer and saw a half-consumed wedge alongside a plastic container of leftover meatballs. She shrugged. Apparently, she’d bought two wedges when she last shopped. That should be all right. Did cheese ever really go bad? Might it be the only thing in the world that didn’t?


      Sipping soda from the can, she went into the bedroom, bending down adroitly to pick up her shoes on the way. It would feel good to ditch the panty hose and get into some cool slacks and a sleeveless blouse. She removed her gray skirt and blazer, then sat on the bed and peeled off her panty hose. After draping skirt and blazer on a hanger, she took off her blouse and dropped it in a white wicker clothes hamper. She extended her elbows out and back, in a practiced gesture made somehow graceful, and unhooked her bra, then slipped it off. Bra and panties followed the blouse into the hamper. Nude now, she went to her dresser to get another pair of panties.


      When she opened her lingerie drawer, there was a small, flowered box of chocolates. It was lying on top of her folded panties. No note. No card. No explanation.


      She picked up the box and examined it more closely. The plastic encasing it hadn’t been disturbed, and it was an expensive brand.


      A gift from Ron?


      Not likely. She remembered the dustup over the coat.


      Yet the chocolates had to be from Ron. Who else had access to the apartment, to her dresser drawers? And, in truth, the leather jacket that caused all that trouble had to have come from Ron. Unless she bought into the weird idea that Ira, the salesclerk at Tambien’s, had a way into the apartment and harbored a compelling crush on her. But the truth was, there wasn’t any way Ira could even know where she lived.


      Ron. It must have been Ron. But what was going on? Did he have some kind of mental glitch? He’d been under strain with the new position. Marcy knew people weren’t always logical. They did do inexplicable things and then sometimes denied them even to themselves—like that girl where she used to work who sent people to various addresses for deals on clothes and jewelry. Only the addresses weren’t real, and the shops and people she referred to didn’t exist except in her mind. Ron’s little eccentricity wasn’t as serious as that.


      So, if he had a kind of mental hitch in his thinking, leaving her gifts and not remembering, what was the harm? It was probably only temporary. So why should she—


      Marcy heard the door from the hall open and close. Ron. He was home!


      It took her only a second to decide not to mention the chocolates. It sure hadn’t helped to show him the coat.


      She shoved the box beneath her folded panties and closed the dresser drawer.


      Just in time. His shadow rippled over the carpet as he approached the bedroom doorway.


      “There you are,” he said, smiling when he saw she was nude, in the middle of changing clothes. “I bought you something.”


      He tossed her a glittering object and she caught it. Almost weightless. A thin gold bracelet with a tiny diamond in a plain setting.


      “Don’t think it’s real. Some guy on the street was selling them, and I couldn’t resist.”


      “It’s beautiful.” She slipped it on her wrist, then rotated it before her as if she were on the Home Shopping Network. Fully clothed, of course.


      He watched her, obviously enjoying her pleasure. “It’s a pretty well-made knockoff. Either that or it was a hell of a sale.”


      Marcy went to him and kissed him on the lips, and after a few seconds felt him return the kiss. His arm slipped around, behind her bare back. He truly did love her. So maybe he did have this strange compulsion to buy her gifts, sometimes anonymously.


      She could live with that.
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      Quinn finished the last of his spaghetti and used his half-eaten roll to sop up sauce from his plate. He was in his sister Michelle’s dining room. She had a spacious—by New York standards—apartment on the West Side with a river view. Never having seen a floater gaffed like a fish and hauled to shore, she obviously didn’t think about what Quinn did when she looked at the river.


      About once a month she’d invite Quinn over for dinner and prepare spaghetti using an old family recipe for the sauce. Quinn had become tired of the recipe, which called for too much garlic, but he always made it a point to eat all that was served. His sister had been his lifeline to a world where he could hold his head up, and he didn’t want to insult her. Besides, the apartment, furnished in expensive modern, was a welcome change from his usual surroundings, and Michelle always served a good red wine with her meals.


      Though she ate out most of the time, Quinn knew she enjoyed cooking. Michelle had lived in a lesbian relationship with a woman named Marti in Vermont until six years ago. She’d told Quinn about it after their parents were both dead, not long after the passing of their father. Both their father and mother would have been horrified if they’d known the truth about her, or so Michelle assumed. Quinn, who’d seen the full range of the human spectrum as a New York cop, didn’t give it much thought. As far as he was concerned, Michelle’s sex life was none of his business.


      When Marti had been struck by a car and killed only months later, Michelle returned to New York and put her formidable mathematical ability and her Harvard M.B.A. to work. She was deeply involved now with her job and her computer. Quinn didn’t know anything about her love life and didn’t ask. Anyway, he was in more of a position to be stoned than to cast the first one.


      Michelle poured them both another glass of the excellent Australian red she’d found, probably on the Internet, and surveyed Quinn over the dirty dishes and what was left of the salad and hard-crusted rolls. Four years older than Quinn, she’d put on weight and was a big woman now, but still more large-boned than fat. Though she looked more like their mother, she shared Quinn’s square jaw and green eyes. Also his unruly brown hair, which she wore almost as short as his but in a considerably neater style.


      “You going to take me into your confidence?” she asked.


      “Are you kidding?”


      He filled her in on his thinking about the Elzner case.


      She stared at him for a moment, then asked, “What about your partners? What sort of people are they?”


      She’d met Fedderman years ago and liked him. Quinn told her about Pearl.


      “Sounds like the type who thinks outside the box,” she said.


      He knew she wasn’t talking about Fedderman, the good, stolid cop. “There are some who’d like to put her in a box. I think she’s a damned fine detective, but she’s got a temper and a political tin ear.”


      Michelle grinned. “And doesn’t that sound familiar?”


      “Also,” Quinn said, “I’m still not completely sure I can trust her.”


      “Oh? How so?”


      “Only because Renz assigned her to me, and I know I can’t trust Renz. It’s possible that part of her job is to keep him informed about me.”


      “Spy on you?” Michelle was never one to equivocate.


      “Yeah, you could use that word.”


      “I suppose it’s something to keep in mind.”


      “On the other hand, Renz might simply have assigned her to me because she’s—”


      “A fuckup.”


      “Well, she might seem so to him, but she really isn’t that. She has…maybe too much character.”


      “Ah. You like her.”


      “Sure. You can’t help but like her. But lots of people liked Hitler before he became Hitler.”


      “Hitler, huh?” Michelle leaned back in her chair and sipped wine, regarding him over the crystal rim.


      “What are you thinking?” he asked.


      “Figuring the odds.”


      “Like always,” Quinn said. He didn’t have to ask her about the object of her figuring.


      He finished his wine, then stood up to clear the table.


      It was past nine when Quinn got back to his apartment and found his phone ringing.


      He shut the door behind him, crossed the living room in three long strides, and scooped up the receiver.


      “It’s Harley,” Renz said after Quinn’s hello. So now they were on a first-name basis. “I got some info for you, Quinn.” Almost first-name basis.


      “Will I like it?”


      “Doesn’t matter. Info’s info. And does it matter what you like?”


      “I hope that’s a rhetorical question.”


      “Or what you hope? Anyway, I talked to my source in the lab. Marks on the gun that was in Martin Elzner’s dead hand were definitely made by a sound suppressor attached to the barrel. They’re consistent with a Metzger eight hundred model, a rare sort of one-size-fits-all for semiautomatic handguns.”


      “Never heard of it.”


      “Neither did I, but then neither of us is a silencer expert. Turns out it’s a cheap unit made in China and marketed mostly mail order. Not a lot of them are sold. They advertise in magazines for gun nuts and guys who see themselves as soldiers of fortune and other kinds of armed romantic figures.”


      “What with the big market in used guns and gun gear, it could be difficult to trace even though it’s not a popular item.”


      “Yep, it mighta changed hands ten times at gun shows, or was sold from car trunks.” Renz seemed almost happy about the odds. That Harley! “On the other hand, we can try. I’ll keep you informed.”


      Quinn thanked Renz and hung up, thinking it was hard enough to find a particular gun in this wide world, much less a silencer.


      But if searching for it helped to silence Renz even a little bit, the Metzger 800 was still doing its job.


      


      Pearl had a late supper alone in her apartment, a Weight Watchers chicken dinner washed down with scotch and water. My own worst enemy.


      She rinsed out the empy glass and replaced it in the cabinet, and dumped what was left of the dinner into the trash. Dishes done.


      Sometimes she wondered what her life would be like if Vern Shults had lived. They’d been very much in love when they were twenty, or Pearl had thought so. What was left of her family had ostracized her for becoming engaged to a devout Catholic. How devout even Pearl hadn’t guessed. Vern had announced to her one night after sex that he was breaking their engagement; he’d decided to study for the priest-hood.


      A week later, he’d been found dead in his bathtub, drowned after apparently falling and striking his head. Leaving Pearl as alone as a woman could be alone.


      God moving in His mysterious circles. Pearl trapped in the celestial geometry.


      Where she remained trapped.


      She watched TV for a while, then didn’t think she’d be able to sleep, so she got the glass back down from the cabinet.


      


      Marcy Graham couldn’t sleep, knowing the anonymous gift of a box of Godiva chocolates was only about ten feet away in one of her dresser drawers, not fifteen feet away from her sleeping husband. She remembered how unreasonable he’d been about the leather jacket from Tambien’s, the problems it had caused.


      Even if the chocolates were from Ron, he might not admit it. Or for some reason she couldn’t understand, he might not even remember leaving them for her.


      Marcy waited until her nerve built, then quietly climbed out of bed and opened her dresser drawer. Moving silently, she removed the box of chocolates and carried it into the kitchen.


      She couldn’t resist opening the box and sampling one of the chocolates.


      Delicious! Light caramel with a cream center.


      She ate another before closing the box and sliding it into the trash can beneath the sink. Then she tore off a paper towel and placed it over the box so it wouldn’t be visible to Ron if by chance he decided to throw away something.


      When she returned to the bedroom, she carefully slipped back into bed and lay awake awhile, listening to Ron’s deep, even breathing.


      She was sure he was still asleep.


      She felt safe now.
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      He didn’t anger easily. He was beyond that.


      He’d thought.


      He paced silently. This was an insult, a rejection. A thoughtless, callous act. Who wouldn’t anger at the sting? Sting at the slap?


      There was no reason to fear making too much noise as he paced. The steady, reverberating buzzing covered the slight sound of his soft-soled shoes on the tiles.


      The buzzing, in fact, seemed to be growing louder and was getting under his skin. Where’s it coming from? What’s its source? He’d checked outside, but there was nothing in sight that might be making such a relentless sound. And inside the building no one seemed to be cleaning their carpets or running an appliance without cessation.


      The buzzing continued. It was almost as if he were trapped in the confines of a small space and being observed by some gigantic, predatory winged insect that threatened him, that could almost reach him with its painful and paralyzing venom, that would never give up because it knew that eventually it would reach him.


      Black…black…


      The sound became even louder and more piercing, a buzzing that tripped the frequencies of his body and caused a terrifying vibration in every cell. A buzzing like death and dying. The buzzing of ending and becoming. Of the swarming insects of decay and the whirring of buzzards’ wings, of bees and wasps in the damp and dark of the underground. Beelzebub…


      He knew if he didn’t do something it would make him scream. And if he screamed…


      With trembling fingers, he groped in his pocket for the Ziploc plastic bag that contained a folded cloth.


      


      At first Anna Caruso was pleased to be living her long-sought dream, wandering Juilliard’s Lincoln Center campus, the library, and Alice Tully Hall, where she knew someday she would give a concert or at least play in the Juilliard orchestra or symphony. It could happen. The Meredith Willson Residence center towered over the campus, but Anna’s partial scholarship didn’t include residency. She rode the subway each day to Juilliard, usually lugging her viola in its scuffed black case so she could practice at home, as well as in one of the school’s many practice rooms.


      She’d taken up the viola seriously about six months after the rape. The instrument suited her. It was slightly larger than a violin, tuned a fifth lower, and produced a more sonorous, melancholy tone. While playing it did nothing to cheer her, it was somehow soothing.


      Her bliss at attending Juilliard lasted only a few days. Anna was soon disappointed in the way things were going, her progress with her lessons, her relationship with her instructors, but most of all she was disappointed with herself. Discouraged. She was told that was normal. Suddenly she was among musicians of equal or superior talent. It was natural that she should be overwhelmed at first. And, of course, there was Quinn, in her mind and in her music now. Her hatred for Quinn.


      As soon as she entered the apartment and saw her mother, she knew something was very wrong. Linda Caruso was slumped on a chair by the phone and obviously had been crying. Her eyes were red and she clutched a wadded Kleenex in her clawlike right hand with its overlong red nails.


      “Mom?” Anna went to her, and her mother immediately began sobbing.


      When she gained control of herself, she looked with pain in her eyes at Anna. “Your father died a few hours ago. A heart attack.”


      Anna felt the news like a physical blow to her stomach, and her body assumed the same hunched attitude as her mother’s. At the same time, recalling all the things her mother had said about her father, all the old arguments, she wondered how her mother could be so upset. She staggered backward and sat on the sofa.


      “But he didn’t have a bad heart!”


      “He did,” her mother said. “We just didn’t know it. According to Melba, he didn’t even know it.”


      Melba was Anna’s cousin, a chatty fool Anna couldn’t stand. “Was it…I mean, did he go to the hospital?”


      “No, it was sudden. Melba said he didn’t suffer. At least there’s that.” Her mother ground the wadded tissue into her eyes, as if trying to injure herself and started crying again. Her loud, rolling sobs filled the apartment, transforming it. The very walls seemed to weep.


      “Jesus Christ!” Anna said.


      “Don’t curse, Anna. At a time like this…”


      “All right,” Anna said absently. “Will there be a funeral?”


      “Of course. He’ll be laid out at a mortuary near where he lived. Melba didn’t know exactly when or where the funeral will be.”


      Anna’s father, Raoul, had left her mother only months after the rape, and in a way Anna blamed herself for their divorce. Her father had moved into a home on the edge of Queens, near the auto repair shop where he kept the books. Anna had heard the place was a chop shop, where stolen cars were taken and dismantled to be sold for parts, but she’d never believed it.


      She visited her father less and less frequently in his sad and solitary home, and they’d gone out for breakfast or lunch and struggled for words, but Anna had never quite stopped loving him. His loss was an unexpected force taking root in her, entangling and weighing down her heart.


      Unconsciously she crossed herself, surprised by the automatic gesture. How odd, she thought. Religion wasn’t where she’d found any solace. Her music was her religion. Her music that might not be good enough. She felt, just then, like playing the viola.


      Her mother stopped sobbing. “Anna, are you okay?”


      “No,” Anna said.


      


      Marcy Graham had noticed that morning when she poured the half-and-half for Ron’s coffee that it was thinner than usual and barely cool.


      She opened the refrigerator and laid a hand on jars and shelves as if checking for fever. Not as cold as they should be. When she checked the cubes in the icemaker, she found they’d melted into a solid mass. She wrestled the white plastic container out, chipped away with a table knife, and dumped the ice into the sink.


      “Fridge fucked up?” Ron asked.


      “Looks that way. I’ll call the repairman.”


      “Nothing should be wrong with it. It’s under warranty. Don’t let anybody tell you it isn’t.”


      “I won’t. Don’t worry.”


      “Think it’s safe to use this cream?”


      “I wouldn’t,” Marcy said. She stood back and looked at the refrigerator, less than a year old. Then she opened the door and memorized the phone number on the sticker affixed to its inside edge and went to the phone.


      Which is how she found herself here in her kitchen, home early from work to meet the repairman.


      He was Jerry, according to the name tag above his pocket, a grungy guy in a gray uniform. But he was young and rather handsome, and he kept his shirt tucked in. A pattern of dark moles marred his left cheek just below his eye and he needed a shave, but still he would clean up just fine. Not what Marcy had expected.


      She hoped he wasn’t so young he didn’t know what he was doing. He had the refrigerator pulled out from the wall and had spent the last half hour working behind it. A stiff black cover lined with fluffy blue insulation leaned against the sink cabinets, and whenever Marcy went to the kitchen to see how Jerry was doing, she saw only his lower legs, his brown work boots she hoped wouldn’t leave scuff marks, and an assortment of tools on the tile floor.


      Finally, only about an hour before Ron was due home from work, Jerry scooted backward, out from behind the refrigerator, and reached for the insulated panel. It took him only a few minutes to reattach it.


      He stood up, came around to the front of the refrigerator, and opened the door so he could work the thermostat. Immediately the motor hummed. He stuck his hand between a milk carton and orange juice bottle, then turned to Marcy and smiled. “Better’n new.”


      “You sure?” Marcy asked.


      “Why? You wanna make a bet it’ll stop cooling?”


      Marcy grinned. “No. I wasn’t questioning your work.”


      “This was an easy one,” Jerry said. “There’s a belt attached to the motor that turns a fan blade, so a blower moves cold air and evens out the temperature in the refrigerator. Those belts usually last at least five years before they break.”


      “My luck,” Marcy said.


      “Oh, this one didn’t break, I’m sure of that.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If it’d broke, I’d have found it laying there. It’s missing.”


      “Underneath the refrigerator, maybe?”


      “Nope. I looked everywhere for it.”


      Missing? Marcy frowned. “How could it not be somewhere in the kitchen?”


      The repairman smiled and shrugged, then leaned down and began tossing wrenches and screwdrivers and things Marcy didn’t recognize back into his metal toolbox. “It ain’t up to me to figure ’em out. I just fix ’em. You mind if I use your phone?”


      Marcy told him she didn’t, and listened as he called his office to report he was finished and leaving for his next job.


      After she’d signed at the bottom of a pink sheet of paper on a clipboard, he told her she should take care and left.


      Alone in the apartment, she felt suddenly afraid. It was one thing for her anonymous benefactor to leave gifts, but why would he sabotage the refrigerator? Was that what really happened?


      Would Ron have done such a thing? Had he even had the opportunity?


      Unexpected presents were one thing. They were eccentric, weird, even, but flattering and not at all scary. Though they sure as hell made you wonder. She stared at the blank white bulk of the humming refrigerator. This was different. This was eerie.


      She went to the left sink cabinet and opened it, then reached in through the hinged lid of the plastic trash can and felt beneath the loosely folded paper towel on top. Then she felt deeper beneath the paper towel.


      Nothing. At least, not what she expected to feel despite her icy hunch.


      She removed the plastic lid and looked to be sure.


      The box of chocolates she’d thrown away last night was gone.


      


      Pearl sat at her kitchen table and sipped from a bottle of water. She’d just finished a late-night snack of leftover pizza, which had been warmed and zapped of all form and structure in the microwave. It had become a kind of edible Dalí painting—surreal, like her world.


      She could feel the beginnings of trouble, a gentle, hypnotic draw that could deceive and suck her into a maelstrom if she’d let it. If she fell for it.


      As she sometimes did.


      She found herself thinking about Quinn too often. He’d seemed at first so much older that an affair with him wasn’t an option. She wasn’t one of those helpless, hopeless women looking for a substitute father.


      But he actually wasn’t that old. Besides, she had a birthday coming up.


      It was the weathered look to his features that made him appear older, as if he’d spent a hard life in the outdoors and the sun had leathered and seamed his features. A difficult life, especially lately, buffeted by storms within and without. With a face that suggested character and toughness even if masculine beauty had passed with the years and hard knocks. She could imagine him slouched in the saddle on a weary horse, overlooking a windswept plain. Big white horse, since he was the hero of her imagination.


      Bastard belongs in a cigarette commercial, not in the NYPD.


      She finished her water and smiled at her own recklessness. She didn’t always have to be her own worst enemy. Sometimes she was like a kid who couldn’t help reaching out and touching a flame.


      She leaned back and looked at the stained and cracked kitchen walls that had once been some weird yellow color. She knew what she should do now. She should paint. Everything she needed to brighten up the place—brushes, rollers, scraper, drop cloths, masking tape, five gallons of colonial white paint—was waiting in the hall closet. And she had the blessing of the landlord. One thing about a dump like this, she could do what she wanted here, short of setting it on fire. Yes, she should paint.


      Pearl knew she could spend the next few hours at least getting started on the job, maybe finish a couple of walls, and still have time to get a good night’s sleep before meeting Quinn and Fedderman tomorrow morning.


      She also knew she wouldn’t paint. She had the Elzner case for an excuse.


      She couldn’t put out of her mind what Quinn had said about the Elzners not necessarily being the first victims, but maybe simply the latest, of a serial killer who did couples. It seemed to Pearl that Quinn was working on insufficient knowledge to make such a statement. On the other hand, this wasn’t an ordinary man or an ordinary cop. He’d been right a lot of times in his long career.


      Couples. Why would anyone want to murder couples? Resentment? Because they were happy couples and he was single and unhappy? Not likely. How many single, unhappy people were out there wandering around and not killing anyone? In New York alone?


      Me. I’m a suspect.


      So’s Quinn.


      Depressing thought.


      Okay, enough. Time to give up and go to bed.


      She stood up from the table and placed her empty glass in the sink, then went into the bathroom and brushed her teeth. She secured the apartment all the way, chain lock and dead bolt, and turned out the lights, so there was only the illumination from outside that filtered through the flimsy drapes. On her way to the bedroom she gave the hall closet containing the paint and supplies a wide berth and didn’t glance in its direction.


      At least I didn’t succumb to that temptation.


      She made a detour into the bathroom to wash down an Ambien, which the doctor had prescribed so she could escape her thoughts and go to sleep. The pills worked okay, but she didn’t want to take too many and become dependent, so she spaced them out, trying not to take them on successive nights.


      This was a logical night for one of the pills, what with the microwaved pizza’s potential effect on her dreams. Pepperoni and anchovies. She wasn’t about to give her subconscious and stomach that kind of chance to team up against her. It was a pill night for sure. Her belly was already growling in pizza protest.


      Nude but for her oversize dark blue NYPD T-shirt, the window air conditioner humming and rattling away as it sent a cool breeze over her bare legs, she lay on top of the sheets and thought about the Elzner case.


      Which led her to think about Quinn.


      There he was again, slouched on his damned horse.


      C’mon, pill!
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      Marcy Graham woke again from the dream she’d been having lately. Someone would be in the room with her and Ron, standing at the foot of the bed, watching them sleep. She would drift nearer and nearer to consciousness, then come all the way awake with a start.


      And there would be no one there.


      Again! So real!


      She sat up in bed and looked around in the dimness, then relaxed and lay back, noticing her sheet and pillow were damp with perspiration though the room was cool. Ron stirred beside her, then sighed and rolled over onto his side, facing away from her. She took comfort in his bulk, in his nearness.


      Yet she couldn’t return to sleep, so real was that dream. More real than at other times, she realized. She could almost recall the man’s dark form, the silent, motionless way he stood and stared.


      But it didn’t make sense, any of it. What kind of maniac would want to simply watch other people while they slept?


      Unless he wasn’t simply watching. Maybe he was making sure they were asleep so he could…do what? Something else? Something more? Knowing he wouldn’t be disturbed.


      Marcy flung herself onto her side and fluffed her pillow so violently she woke up Ron. He rolled onto his back and looked over at her.


      “Somethin’ wrong?” His voice was slurred by sleep.


      “I can’t sleep.”


      “Yeah. I gathered s’much. Wha’s wrong?”


      “Nothing.”


      “Fine.”


      “Something!”


      “What?”


      “I don’t know.”


      He breathed in deeply and sighed. “An’ you want me to find out.”


      “Would you?”


      Instead of answering, he sat up and opened the drawer of the nightstand on his side of the bed. She knew he kept a souvenir baseball bat there, but while it was a miniature bat, bearing Sammy Sosa’s signature, it made a handy club about the size of a policeman’s nightstick.


      She watched his muscular, slope-shouldered form, dressed in white undershorts and sleeveless undershirt, cross the room and go into the hall, saw the hall brighten as lights in the living room came on. She could hear him moving around out there, checking things, looking where someone might hide, opening closet doors. Master of his domain, stalking a possible enemy who’d gotten through the defenses.


      Suddenly uncomfortable alone in the dim room, Marcy climbed out of bed and went to join him. Besides, if by some remote chance an intruder was in the apartment, two against one would be better than just Ron—though Marcy sure didn’t want to put that to the test.


      Ron was standing in the middle of the living room, the miniature bat held low in his right hand.


      He looked over at her, hair tousled, eyes sleepy. “Nothing. The door’s still locked, everything looks normal, nobody hiding anywhere in here.”


      “Did you look in the kitchen?”


      “Sure. Normal. Everything’s okay, Marcy.”


      “The bedroom.”


      “Huh? We just left the bedroom.”


      “There are places to hide there.”


      “Sure, I guess there are.”


      She smiled at him. He’d been brave for her. Now he was humoring her. But that meant he was thinking of her, showing his love.


      “You wait here while I go check.”


      He trod barefoot back into the bedroom, looking forward to going back to sleep. But why not give Marcy her way? He was too tired to argue. And he’d been revved up a few minutes ago, thinking maybe she had heard something or knew somehow there was someone in the apartment.


      Damn, he’d been revved up!


      Calmer now, reassured, he entered the dim bedroom and didn’t bother turning on the light. As he moved toward the closet door, he held the bat higher. Anything’s possible.


      “Don’t forget to look under the bed,” Marcy called from the living room.


      Ron paused and lowered the bat.


      


      The man lying flat on his stomach beneath the bed switched the long-bladed knife to his other hand, on the side of the bed where he could see Ron Graham’s bare feet. Watching the feet gave him some idea of where Graham’s face and vulnerable throat might appear any second if he peered beneath the bed. Using the knife might be awkward. It was all a question of body position. Graham would be surprised and horrified and frozen for a second, allowing the opportunity for a quick body shift and a slash with the knife. But the bare feet were so important, where they were, where the toes were pointed. The man with the knife lay very still, his upper body an inch off the floor, watching the pale bare feet, watching….


      


      Ron walked close to the bed and sat down on it. He sure didn’t feel like bending over and checking for monsters. He would humor Marcy only so far.


      “Nobody under there!” he called to her. “Just a few dust bunnies.”


      He rose and went to the closet, quickly opened the door, felt afraid as he inserted an arm and parted the clothes to make sure no one was hiding back there in the darkness.


      Then he caught himself. He’d bought into Marcy’s delusions.


      What the hell am I doing?


      Feeling foolish, he grinned and stepped back, closing the door. Shaking his head, he returned to the living room.


      “All clear,” he told Marcy, who was standing near the sofa looking worried.


      She let out a long breath, then hugged him tightly.


      He kissed her cool but damp forehead. “Can we go back to bed now?”


      “Yeah. I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve been worried lately and having the damnedest dreams.”


      “Dreams can’t hurt you.” He put his arm around her waist and led her back toward the bedroom.


      “They can sure as hell scare you.”


      When they were back in bed, he moved close to her. “Since we’re awake…,” he said.


      She felt her nightgown being tugged and worked upward, and she dug her heels into the mattress and raised her back until her breasts were no longer constrained by the taut material. His fingertips and then his lips were light on her right nipple. Desire moved at the core of her and she raked her fingers through his damp hair. Still she was outside of herself, of what was happening. She wanted to do this, but it was too soon after being so frightened.


      He was toying with her left nipple now, not going to stop. She knew him so well. He wasn’t going to be talked out of this. And she didn’t really want to talk him out of it.


      “Can I use my vibrator?” she asked. “I need to relax, and I’m still pretty shook up.”


      “You’ll be shook up in a different way soon,” he reassured her.


      “Ron…”


      He raised his head. “Okay.” He kissed her between the breasts, using his tongue on her bare flesh, then shifted his weight and stood up. The vibrator was fine with him, anyway. He’d tell her where and how to use it, then let her decide she was ready, then—


      “Hurry, please!” she said behind him as he opened the closet door to get the vibrator down from the top shelf. He smiled and didn’t answer.


      And gasped when he saw the face and eyes staring out at him, felt the cold blade slice in and up toward his heart. Everything was devoured by the searing pain…his world, his loss, his love, his hope…. All of it fell away and he dropped swiftly and breathlessly in a dark elevator plunging toward blackness.


      He tried to say Marcy’s name, as if it were the magic that might somehow stop the fall and save him, but that, too, died in darkness.


      


      Marcy, lying back with her eyes closed and massaging her nipples with her fingertips, sensed something was wrong. Then she heard the funny, gasping sound Ron made and sat up in bed as suddenly as if a puppeteer had yanked her strings.


      She saw Ron standing against the black background beyond the open closet door, then watched him sink to the floor.


      Marcy tried to call to him but made only a strangled, cawing sound.


      And out of the closet stepped her nightmare.


      


      Half an hour later, while walking away from the Grahams’ apartment building, their killer decided this had been much better than his last late-night encounter.


      It was because of the knife.


      He’d left his gun in Martin Elzner’s hand. The police could do wonders with their ballistics tests, and they could connect gun to crime, therefore he could no longer have it in his possession. It was simply too risky, and he’d learned not to take unnecessary risks within the larger risks that he must take. So, as planned, the gun made a convincing prop.


      But it should have been a knife to begin with. Always a knife.


      So he’d left the gun, wiped clean of fingerprints other than those of Elzner’s dead hand. The silencer, too, was of no further use, so he’d disposed of it by tossing it in a Dumpster. Surely by now it was lost in a vast landfill.


      Two days later, at a flea market on the West Side, he’d bought a produce knife, the sort used by warehousemen and shippers of fruits and vegetables. It was a long folding knife, slender, with a bone handle and a high-quality steel blade that would hold an edge.


      When he’d bought the knife, he was sure it would do what he needed, and now it had.
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      Most of the blood was from the wife. Quinn could almost taste its coppery scent along the edges of his tongue in a way that brought saliva and a queasy stomach.


      Along with Pearl and Fedderman, he stood in the Grahams’ bedroom near the body of the husband, Ronald. The dead man was lying tightly curled on his side on the floor, partly encircling most of the blood that had spilled from him, as if he’d tried to conserve the precious substance and failed. The frozen expression on his face suggested he’d experienced an agonized death. Quinn had seen similar expressions on the faces of too many victims of gunshot or knife wounds that incapacitated immediately but allowed a period of suffering before the end.


      “That one’s pretty simple,” said Nift the ME, who was standing near the bed where the wife lay. “He was stabbed once beneath the sternum with an upward angle that got the heart.” He motioned toward Marcella Graham. “This one, on the other hand, is more complicated. Over a dozen stab wounds, and deliberate damage to erogenous zones.” He motioned toward two lumps in the puddled, crusted blood on the bed. “Those are her nipples.”


      “Jesus!” Fedderman said.


      Nift grinned at the veteran cop’s reaction. “I’d say your killer had his beef with the wife, and Hubby had to be eliminated so he wouldn’t interfere.”


      “You’re playing detective,” Quinn said.


      “That’s okay,” Nift said. “You can play medical examiner.”


      Quinn ignored him and stuck to business. “Did she die early or late in the game?”


      “The pattern of bleeding suggests she died with the last stab wound, to the heart.”


      “He wanted her to suffer,” Pearl said.


      “What about time of death?” Quinn asked.


      “Early morning,” Nift said. “One or two o’clock. Three, three-thirty at the outside. I’ll be able to make a closer estimate later.”


      Quinn had moved to get a different perspective of the room, which was well furnished and looked freshly painted. Most of the furniture looked new.


      “They live here long?” he asked nobody in particular, getting into the mode of command again. An assumption of authority that had become part of him. He sent a look Fedderman’s way.


      Fedderman understood and left the bedroom to talk to one of the uniforms who’d taken the call and were first on the scene. Nobody said anything until he returned a few minutes later.


      “The Grahams moved in three months ago. Neighbors didn’t know much about them. Guy next door said they argued a lot. He could hear them through the ducts.”


      “We oughta find out what else he might have heard through the ducts,” Pearl said.


      Quinn seemed not to have heard her. He was studying the room, the way the dead man lay, the closet door hanging open and how the clothes were draped on the hangers, the way the wife was sprawled on her back with her nightgown up so her breasts showed. What had happened to her breasts. He felt his stomach turn and he swallowed bile that rose bitterly at the back of his throat. All these years on the job, and he still didn’t understand how people could do this kind of thing to each other.


      He made himself walk over and look more closely at the wife, and at the area around her body.


      “Looks like our killer was hiding in the closet,” he said, “and surprised the husband when he opened the door. After stabbing the husband, he went for the wife.”


      “Killer musta gotten blood on him from the wife,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn wasn’t so sure. Someone expert enough with a knife knew how people bled, and could avoid being marked.


      “No sign of him having washed up,” Pearl said, “but we can check the drains for traces of blood to be sure.”


      “Maybe she had a lover on the side, and Hubby came home unexpectedly,” Fedderman said. “The lover hid in the closet, but maybe made some noise the husband heard and went to investigate. Bad things ensued.”


      “Hubby must have had time to get undressed and ready for bed,” Pearl said with an edge of sarcasm.


      “Could have gone that way. The wife’s lover mighta been trapped in the closet for hours, hoping for an opportunity to leave before daylight.”


      “Like in those French bedroom farces,” Pearl said.


      Nift laughed.


      Quinn and the others looked at him.


      “Detectives!” Nift said. “Your theories are all bullshit.”


      Quinn cocked his head at the little man. “Why so sure?”


      “You didn’t look close enough at the husband. He’s still gripping the knife he used to kill his wife, then to stab himself through the heart.”


      Quinn returned to the husband and got down on one knee beside him. He could see the end of a knife handle in one of the dead hands drawn close to the husband’s midsection. He moved an arm slightly to peer at the knife, which appeared to be a paring or boning knife with a long, thin blade.


      “Murder-suicide,” Nift said.


      Quinn nodded. “Looks that way, Detective Nift.” He glanced at Pearl and Fedderman and made a slight sideways motion with his head to signal they were leaving. “We’ll give you a while, then get back to you about exact time and cause,” he said to Nift.


      “It’ll all be in the autopsy report,” Nift said. He looked down at Marcella Graham and shook his head sadly. “Damned shame, great rack like that.”


      Quinn didn’t look at him as he left the bedroom, Pearl and Fedderman following. They made their way through the techs who were busily luminoling the living room, nodding to a few they knew, then went into the kitchen.


      “Some blood on the soap,” said one of the techs, a curly-haired guy about Nift’s size, leaning over the sink. He was slipping a small bar of white soap into a plastic evidence bag. “Looks like somebody washed up here. There’ll be more blood residue in the drain.”


      “If any of it’s the killer’s blood, we got this asshole’s DNA,” Fedderman said.


      “Then all we’d need is the asshole himself,” Pearl said, “and we’d have a match.”


      “Knife come from there?” Quinn asked, nodding toward an open drawer above one of the base cabinets.


      “Probably,” said the tech. “That’s the drawer where the knives were kept, and it was open like that.”


      Quinn walked over and peered into the drawer. It had one of those plastic dividers. He saw an elaborate wine cork puller, spatulas, a long-tined fork, and lots of knives with wooden handles. Like the knife in hubby’s hand.


      He turned away from the drawer and looked at the refrigerator. It was large and appeared to be fairly new. There was a big clear bowl on top, probably for salads, and next to the bowl a slender glass vase with a yellow rose in it. “Fridge been dusted?”


      The tech nodded. “Not that it matters. The way the prints are smeared and overlaid, I can tell you somebody was in here recently wearing gloves.”


      “Why would Ron Graham have worn gloves?” Pearl asked Quinn and Fedderman.


      But it was the tech who answered. “I’ve seen this before, when it was somebody in the kitchen doing cleaning while wearing rubber gloves. Some women protect their hands that way.”


      Everybody’s a detective, Quinn thought. But the tech was right. Not too much could be made of the gloves. Still…


      “Found any rubber gloves in here?” he asked the tech.


      “Not so far.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Quinn went to the refrigerator and used two fingers to open it. Pearl and Fedderman crowded close to peer inside with him.


      “Nothing unusual,” Fedderman said in a disappointed voice, feeling cold air spilling out around his ankles as he looked at milk and juice cartons, condiment jars and bottles, soda and beer cans.


      Pearl, who’d been standing very close to Quinn, opened the meat drawer, then the produce drawer.


      “Cheese,” she said, as if about to be photographed.


      Quinn and Fedderman looked where she was pointing, near a head of lettuce. There were four large wedges of white cheese there, identical except that one of them was half gone, with the plastic wrapper tucked around it. The labels said the cheese was NORSTRUM GOURMET and it was imported from the Netherlands.


      “Look at the price of this stuff,” Fedderman said.


      “That’s why it’s gourmet,” Pearl told him. “It’s probably delicious.”


      “Four wedges. Or almost four. Stuff must last a long time, and it’s pretty costly to be buying it four wedges at a whack.”


      “And there’s no sign the Grahams were planning a party.”


      Quinn was listening to them, pleased by their acumen and absorption. They were into the case all the way now, as he was. It was much more than a job.


      “Dust the cheese for prints,” he said.


      The tech grinned. “You kidding? Cheese doesn’t—”


      “The wrappers,” Quinn said. “Dust the plastic wrappers.” He nudged the refrigerator door shut and glanced at Pearl and Fedderman. “Let’s go downstairs.”


      He didn’t say anything while the three of them were in the elevator, waiting till they were outside on the sidewalk and out of earshot of anyone in the building.


      “I think it’s our guy,” he said.


      “Yeah,” Pearl said. “Making it look like murder-suicide.”


      “But he used a knife this time instead of a gun,” Fedderman pointed out. “Does that add up?”


      “If it doesn’t touch on his core compulsion,” Quinn said.


      “Or if he’s read the literature on serial killers,” Pearl said, “and knows enough to alter his methods.”


      There was a break in traffic, so they crossed the street to where the unmarked was parked in bright sunlight.


      When they were seated in the car—Fedderman behind the steering wheel with the engine idling and the air conditioner on high—Pearl, in the backseat, said, “Nift’s gonna go with murder-suicide, and it might wash. The weapon still in hubby’s hand, no sign of a break-in….”


      “It won’t wash for long,” Quinn said. “It can’t. There was a chair pulled out from the kitchen table as if somebody’d been sitting there. And there were skid marks on the floor near the bed. Somebody’d been hiding under there and dragged dust with him when he slid out.”


      “Maybe the husband, hiding and waiting for the lover to show,” Fedderman suggested.


      “But he was in his underwear,” Pearl said. “I think the killer was hiding under the bed. He thought he saw his chance, got out, and was about to leave, maybe out the window, and he heard the Grahams coming and made for the closet.”


      “Where would the Grahams be coming from?”


      “I don’t know. The kitchen, maybe. They might’ve both been awake and gotten up for a snack.”


      Fedderman was quiet for a moment, trying to work out a scenario that made sense where the husband might have slid under the bed in his underwear. Part of a plan. It was difficult if not impossible.


      “And there’s the cheese,” Pearl said. “How many people buy something that expensive four at a time?”


      “It happens,” Fedderman said. “The rich are, you know…different.”


      “The Grahams weren’t the Rockefellers.” Pearl looked out the side window, across the street toward the apartment building they’d just left: red brick above a stone facade, green awnings, ivy growing up one corner out of huge concrete planters. No doorman, but a security system with a keypad, buzzer, and key-activated inner door. It wasn’t the best building in the neighborhood, but it was a good one. It would be interesting to find out what the Grahams were paying in rent.


      Fedderman put the car in drive but didn’t pull away from the curb. “We haven’t had breakfast, and looking into that refrigerator made me remember I was hungry.”


      “Maybe there’ll be some prints on the cheese wrappers,” Pearl said in a hopeful voice.


      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Quinn said. “Our guy must have known whatever he bought for his potential victims might be examined, so he probably wiped everything he carried into the apartment. He’s smart.”


      “So are we,” Pearl said from the backseat.


      “A cheese omelette doesn’t sound bad,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn smiled, then said, “Drive.”


      


      After lunch, while Pearl and Fedderman were questioning the Grahams’ neighbors, Quinn sat on a bench in a pocket park on East Fiftieth and called Renz on the cell phone Renz had furnished. It was supposedly a secure line, or nonline, less likely to be tapped than a regular wire connection. Easier to listen in on with a cheap scanner, perhaps, but no one knew Renz had the phone.


      “You’ve solved the Graham case,” Renz said when Quinn had identified himself.


      “Taken the first step,” Quinn said. He had to speak somewhat loudly because of an echo effect and the constant trickling sound of a nearby artificial waterfall. “We can be pretty sure both Grahams were murdered.”


      “What’s that noise?” Renz asked. “You calling me from a men’s room?”


      “Maybe you didn’t hear—”


      “I heard you,” Renz cut him off. “Of course they were murdered. Just like the Elzners. That’s why I hired you, remember? I figured we had a repeater and the case would blossom. Thing is, Egan will still be seeing murder-suicide.”


      “That’s what Nift thinks. I let him think it.”


      “Good. I know the basic facts of this case, though, and after the autopsy Nift will have to reveal everything to Egan.”


      “I thought Nift was your man in the ME’s office.”


      “He is, right now. But Nift is for Nift. And all he can do is delay. He’ll tell Egan it was murder-suicide; then Egan will figure out what you already know. Which is what?”


      Quinn explained to Renz about the positions of the bodies, the dust dragged out from beneath the bed, the chair pulled out from the kitchen table, the four wedges of expensive gourmet cheese.


      “Cheese this time, eh?” Renz said when Quinn was finished. Then added, “And a knife instead of a gun. We’ve got a repeater who changes his method.”


      “It happens,” Quinn said. “Our guy’s method isn’t tied in with whatever makes him tick.”


      “Whatever makes him sick,” Renz said. “That’s for you to find out. Get in this motherfucker’s mind, Quinn.”


      “Before Egan does,” Quinn said.


      “That’s our game. How are Pearl and Fedderman working out?”


      “They’re both good ones. Fedderman’s got bloodhound in him. Pearl’s a terrier.”


      “Just so they remember Egan wants to send them both to the pound.”


      “It’s always in their thoughts,” Quinn assured Renz.


      “I was gonna call you,” Renz said, “seeing as cooperation runs both ways. We got a trace on that silencer used in the Elzner case, the Metzger eight hundred Sound Suppressor. In the past five years, one hundred thirty of that model was sold through two outlets: a biannual newsletter called ‘Handgun Nation,’ and a magazine, Mercenary Today.”


      “And you traced all hundred thirty?”


      “It turned out to be easier than we thought. A militia group in Southwest Missouri bought a hundred of them, and they were all accounted for when the government shut down their operation two years ago and confiscated their weapons. The other thirty, we’ve tracked. They’re all accounted for but one. It was bought mail order four years ago from Mercenary Today by a guy named Ed Smyth—that’s with a Y—in Tacoma, Washington. He says he sold it at a gun show a year later to a bearded man in a pickup truck. No sales record because it wasn’t a gun, just gun paraphernalia.”


      Quinn didn’t bother asking about the bearded man in the pickup. “What else do we know about Smyth with a Y?”


      “That he bought a Russian revolver on that same date. He says he’s a collector, and he lists his age as seventy-nine.”


      “Not our guy.”


      “Not unless he’s the oldest psychosexual serial killer on record. And Tacoma police think he’s telling the truth about the silencer. They know him because he’s a gun nut, and they say he’s honest.”


      “So we need to track the bearded guy in a pickup who bought the silencer. That should be easy.”


      “It should be,” Renz said, his tone suggesting he’d been waiting for Quinn’s sarcasm. “Smyth is a straight shooter in more ways than one. He etched his Social Security number in the silencer. Now we have it, and it’s being sent out to various pawnshops and gun dealers. If the beard sold it, we’ll nail him.”


      But Quinn knew he wouldn’t be the killer. Whoever they were tracking was too smart to use anything as a weapon that might be traced to him. And there was something else. “Renz—”


      “Harley.”


      “Harley, you’ve traced silencers sold within the last five years, but what if the silencer was bought before that? There might be hundreds or thousands of them out there you don’t know about.”


      “It wasn’t marketed in this country until five years ago.” Renz, ready for him again. Quinn could almost see his smirk. Irritating.


      “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”


      “Wanted to see if you’d think of it. If you’ve retained your old sharpness. I’ve seen cops get old fast, once they retire. And I gotta tell you, Quinn, it took you a while.”


      “Just keep me informed on the silencer,” Quinn said, and pressed the button to disconnect.


      He thought he heard Renz laughing as the phone went dead. Quinn almost hoped the silencer they were after had been smuggled in from another country.


      


      Egan sat in his office feeling that everything was pretty much under control. He’d figured double murder faster than anyone predicted, with Nift’s help. Renz thought Nift was his man, but Nift was Nift’s man only and was hedging his bet on who’d be the next chief. The arrogant little ME called and told Egan right away that the knife found in the husband’s hand wasn’t the murder weapon. The blades were close, but they didn’t quite match the wounds.


      The papers and TV had the story the next morning. Egan had seen to it. The New York media became frenetic and inflamed over few things more than a serial killer. Since both couples had been killed around three A.M., and the female victims had been of obvious erotic interest to the killer, the media dubbed him the Night Prowler.


      Egan liked it. Leave it to the New York press. Now New Yorkers had a killer they knew by name—nickname, anyway. A killer they could visualize and hate and fear. A star in a city that fed on stars.


      He leaned back in his desk chair and grinned at the way things were going. A nocturnal serial killer! Just what was needed to increase the pressure on Renz, Quinn, and that pocket-size bitch Pearl. Fedderman he saw as no problem.


      Egan felt confident. This was the kind of fight he never lost.


      


      The Night Prowler.


      Okay, why not? He rather liked it.


      “The Night Prowler” set his quarter-folded Times aside on the wrought iron table and smiled. He was having a breakfast of soft-boiled eggs and a croissant at a West Side restaurant that had tables set up on the sidewalk outside. Someone driving past in the line of traffic was for some reason envious or offended by the smile and raised a middle finger at him, but he didn’t mind. His thoughts were elsewhere, in a very special place the driver would never visit in his paltry, miserable life.


      His gaze fell again on the folded newspaper.


      The Night Prowler.


      Yes, he approved!


      And he knew himself well enough to realize that soon the Night Prowler would have to satisfy his special needs. The buzzing would begin again, softly at first, the cacophony and energy of discordant colors. He knew who the next one should be, but she was unmarried and lived alone. And she was apparently without a lover.


      Not his type, as the incredibly inept police profilers would say.


      Then why does she call to me so in the night?


      He should make sure about her. Definitely he should make sure.


      His waiter came by and the Night Prowler pointed to the half-eaten croissant on his plate.


      “I believe I’ll have another. They’re delicious.”


      Why does she call to me so…?
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      It had rained lightly but persistently the morning of Raoul Caruso’s funeral, but by the time many of the mourners and family arrived at Anna’s father’s modest frame house in Queens, the sun was shining. Food—ravioli, salad, and chocolate-chip cookies—had been prepared there by a neighbor who’d been a good friend of Anna’s father.


      Anna looked at the woman, a dark-eyed, onetime beautiful widow in her fifties who’d put on weight but was still attractive. She wondered if her father and his neighbor had had an affair. The woman, whose name was Lilitta, had certainly been deeply distressed at the funeral.


      Anna’s father’s employer, a swarthy man named Stick, who looked cheap and disreputable even in his expensive suit, had stood next to her at the funeral but didn’t drive to the house afterward. Anna’s uncle Dale, her father’s brother and Melba’s father, whom she’d met only half a dozen times, came to the house. He was seated on the edge of the sofa with a paper plate full of ravioli balanced on his knee and listening to a woman Anna didn’t recognize, who was sitting next to him. Melba, who was fifteen and made ill by the funeral, was curled in a chair looking as if she wanted to cry and make her eyes even more red and puffy.


      With eyes almost as red from crying as Melba’s, Anna’s mother approached Dale and whispered in his ear. Dale nodded, set his plate aside on a lamp table, and stood up. Anna watched them climb the stairs to the second floor. Lilitta, standing over by a big steel coffee urn, also saw them, and put down her foam cup and followed.


      Anna hesitated, then followed Lilitta. As she took the stairs, she looked over and saw that Melba hadn’t noticed them and was seated with her head bowed and her eyes clenched shut, absently picking at a zit on her chin.


      At the top of the stairs Anna heard voices and went to an open door at the end of the hall.


      Her father’s bedroom.


      The three of them were standing at the foot of the bed, talking calmly, but Lilitta seemed to be holding in anger as well as grief. Anna looked at the bed, at Lilitta, and wondered.


      “It’s difficult but we oughta do it,” Dale was saying. “We’re family, and from what Raoul told me”—a glance at Lilitta—“almost family.”


      Anna’s mother saw her and waved her in.


      “We’re going to look through some of your father’s things,” she said, “and see what he might have wanted us to take to help us remember him. You should do this, too, Anna. It’s posterity.”


      Anna wondered if the three of them were being sentimental, or actually looking for items of value. Either way, she couldn’t stop them, so she decided to play along.


      Acting tentative and guilty, as if her father might still be alive, they began opening drawers. Dale went to the closet and yanked open its door, which was warped and stuck on the wood frame. He was about the same size as his late brother and began selectively removing clothes, a shirt, two pairs of slacks, a sport jacket.


      “Isn’t it a little soon to be doing this?” Anna asked.


      Lilitta smiled at her.


      “We need to be realistic,” Anna’s mother said, looking up from the dresser drawer she was rooting through and shooting a glance at Dale.


      Anna understood. Her mother feared that if given the opportunity, Dale would return to the house alone and confiscate anything of value.


      Dale seemed oblivious of this as he held up the sport jacket to inspect it for wear or moth damage.


      Anna’s mother removed a wooden box from one of the dresser drawers and placed it on the bed next to the folded slacks. She opened the box and began spreading jewelry out on the tufted white spread.


      Anna could see at a glance that all of it was cheap; she recognized the steel Timex watch her father had always worn and sworn by. Lilitta picked up the watch and held it as lovingly as if it were a $20,000 Rolex.


      While the other three were occupied by the jewelry on the bed, Anna went to the closet. On the top shelf were stacks of old Newsweek magazines, a dusty rotary-style phone, and a shoe box. Anna slid the shoe box down and opened it to find that it contained what looked like a new pair of jogging shoes. As she was returning the box to where she’d found it, she noticed an old wooden cigar box that had been behind it on the shelf.


      When she reached for the cigar box, she found it surprisingly heavy. With a backward glance to make sure no one was paying attention to her, she stepped deeper into the closet and lifted the box’s lid. The scent of ancient tobacco wafted up to her.


      Inside were about a dozen silver dollars with a thick rubber band around them to keep them in a neat stack, and a small revolver.


      Fascinated, Anna looked at the revolver, then lifted it from the box and hefted it in her right hand. It felt good, as if it belonged there. It was blue steel with a checked walnut grip, and she could see the dull brass of the cartridge cases in the cylinder and knew it was loaded.


      Her father’s gun.


      Her gun now. Posterity.


      My gun.


      Possessing it gave her a sense of secret power she didn’t want to lose.


      Barely hesitating, she slipped the revolver beneath her blouse and tucked its cool steel bulk into her waistband. Later she could go into the bathroom downstairs and transfer it to her purse.


      “Anna?”


      Her mother’s voice.


      Anna turned, still holding the open cigar box.


      “Whatcha got, honey?”


      “Money,” Anna said, and held out the box.


      The cheap cuff links, rings, and tie clasps on the bed were forgotten as Anna’s mother took the box from her hand.


      “Not much,” Dale said, obviously disappointed. “Twelve dollars.”


      “Silver ones, though,” said Anna’s mother. “They might be worth something to a collector.”


      “Kinda thing the people who’ll auction off the household items will keep for themselves. I don’t wanna sound greedy, but the fair thing’d be to divide them coins three ways and forget them.”


      Anna’s mother looked at Lilitta.


      “He means family,” Lilitta said. “Dale, you, and Anna.” She held up the Timex. “I’ll keep Raoul’s watch, if nobody minds.”


      “No objections,” Dale said, and carried the box over to the bed.


      “You take my share,” Anna said to her mother.


      She watched as Dale and her mother carefully meted out the twelve silver dollars, four for Dale, eight for Anna’s mother, taking them from the top of the stack in order, one by one, and making it a point not to look at the dates. Lilitta observed the process closely, her face impassive.


      Everyone was involved with the money and uninterested in whatever else might have been in the cigar box.


      Like the gun tucked firmly against Anna’s hip.


      


      Lars Svenson emerged from the Hades Portal Club in the East Village and drew a deep breath of cool night air. He was dressed in black leather from the toes up—black Doc Marten boots, tight black pants, and a studded black vest over a sleeveless black T-shirt.


      He hadn’t been completely satisfied inside the club, where he was a regular patron. The woman he’d attempted to pick up belonged to somebody bigger and probably meaner. That was actually okay with Lars, as he’d gotten close enough to see that the bruises on her face were dark makeup. So he hadn’t scored sexually tonight, and he hadn’t scored for dope. Lars still needed relief from his barely contained guilt and rage, which meant he was still looking for meth or cocaine, and for somebody to hurt.


      From the time he was a teenager, Lars’s relationships with women always led to violence. At first he tried to deny that was what he wanted, what he truly needed, but always the yearning was there, the compulsion only sometimes held in check. Gradually his willpower and his denial eroded, and during the past few years he accepted his need and learned how to lure his victims with feigned concern and kindness.


      He soon found that it was like baiting a trap, a contest of wits his opponents had little chance of winning. He learned to enjoy it. It was like the hunting he used to do in the Minnesota woods—find the game, flush it, and make it yours. The only real difference he could see was that now he was in New York and it was women he hunted. And between hunts he enjoyed going directly to willing victims who endured pain for pay. It was like hunting birds in cages.


      Just last week, even after moving furniture all day, he still felt the energy and the need, so he’d gone to a club and used his blond good looks and his pickup skills to get a young woman named Tina to invite him to her apartment.


      Lars smiled, remembering Tina’s trusting, round face and zaftig body, even fleshier than he’d imagined when she’d stripped off her bra and panty hose. Tina liked to play rough. Or at least she thought she did. Lars had shown her what rough was, once she was tied and gagged and his for the rest of the night.


      His smile had become such a wide grin that a passing couple of guys, faggots, stared at him as he strode along the sidewalk. He was recalling Tina’s futile struggles and muted cries for help, the terror and pain in her eyes, and then the resignation. After all, she’d gotten herself into this, said her eyes, after Lars had patiently explained it to her over and over. It wasn’t difficult to get her to believe it; she came with guilt built in, part of the package.


      She’d welcomed his advances in the club and even told him she enjoyed bondage and discipline, rough sex with a little pain. Verbal commands and the whip were okay, if used sparingly. B&D and S&M. She hadn’t mentioned which she enjoyed more. Her oversight.


      In the morning he untied Tina and asked if she wanted to go out for breakfast, but she awkwardly crept from the bed with sore and stiffened limbs and cowered in a corner, staring at him in mute disbelief.


      Lars laughed, and as he got dressed, he told her what a stupid bitch she was. He didn’t glance back at her when he left the apartment. He wouldn’t be surprised to see her again; she might even come looking for him. They were like that, some of them, once you took them to a higher level. They needed to go higher and higher, and Lars was willing to fly them all the way to heaven so they could escape their hell. They’d beg him to, after a while. They’d plead and pledge their souls. What they wanted, they loathed, but their problem was they loved it even more. It was like a drug addiction.


      Speaking of which…Lars was going to go out of his gourd if he didn’t score some dope pretty soon.


      He tried to think of something else as he roamed the gray morning streets, watching for possibilities.


      The something else was Claire Briggs.


      She was the type Lars liked, slender and helpless, fems all the way, natural submissives once they were shown the path, once they were kicked in the ass and shoved along the path. And she lived alone, some kind of actress, probably with a rich family that might come across once he taught her how to mooch.


      Claire Briggs. Definitely worthwhile.


      Lars spotted a guy he recognized standing outside the entrance to a diner, a gigantic black dude with dreadlocks, looked like a former NFL linebacker who’d taken up reggae. While bigger than Lars, he wasn’t as solid. The soft life was making him vulnerable. He was talking to a woman with straight blond hair that hung almost to her ass. The guy’s name was Handy and he dealt.


      The woman said something about pancakes, then sashayed her ass inside the diner, making the long hair swish. Handy stayed outside, leaning back against the brick wall and smoking a cigarette like it was an art.


      “Handy,” Lars said when he was about twenty feet away; he didn’t want the dealer to miss seeing him and go inside after the woman. “Remember me, my man?”


      Handy flicked away his cigarette and gave Lars a wide, gleaming smile. “I remember your money.”


      “I wanna reintroduce you,” Lars said, forgetting all about Claire Briggs.


      For the moment.
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      Hiram, Missouri, 1989.


      “He’s sixteen,” Milford Sand said, “of an age when he can damn well work and pull his own weight around here. Hell, I was—”


      “I know,” his wife Cara said, “you were working in the mine when you were fourteen. This boy, Luther, is the only survivor of a house fire that killed his foster family in Missouri; then he somehow survived almost a year of life on the streets in Kansas City.”


      “So he’s no innocent,” Milford said.


      “So he needs time to heal body and soul, Milford. Please show him some compassion.”


      Milford snorted and jammed his arms into his suit coat almost hard enough to split the seams. “He can heal his soul while he’s working with his body.”


      Milford Sand was fifty-three, almost twenty years older than his wife, but he looked as if he could be in his late sixties. His narrow back was bent from sitting hunched over at his desk at the Hiram Lead Mine, where he kept the company books, and his face was pale and pinched. His cheap drugstore spectacles, which were too small, gave him a slightly cross-eyed appearance. Milford monitored the household money the way he tracked expenses at the mine, and there was no point in spending for prescription glasses when the ones on the revolving rack at Drexel’s Pharmacy would do just as well.


      He studied his thinning brown hair, strained blue eyes, and puckered mouth as he adjusted his tie knot in the dresser mirror. He’d once overheard somebody at the mine say his natural expression was that of a man about to spit. Milford wasn’t insulted; the comment hadn’t been far off the mark. “The agency said this boy—Luther—has had some experience as a housepainter. I’ll talk to Tom Wilde about taking him on as an apprentice.”


      “I don’t know—”


      “That’s true,” Milford interrupted in a weary, tolerant tone. “You don’t know, and there’s no need for you to worry about that part of it. You just try and make the lad feel at home; I’ll take care of his employment this summer so he can earn his keep.”


      “Maybe he should go to summer school. He’s already two grades behind.”


      “Maybe he’s simply unable to do the work and needs to learn a trade.”


      “Milford—”


      “I have to get to the office.” He snatched up his heavy brown leather briefcase from the floor alongside the dresser, an adroit and powerful motion for such a frail-looking man, and headed for the door. Then he paused. “What time’s the agency bringing the boy?”


      “One this afternoon. Try and get home if it’s at all possible.”


      “I’ll speak to them at the mine.” He forced a lemony smile and hurried from the room.


      A few seconds later Cara heard the screen door slam downstairs, the hollow thumping of his footfalls on the wooden porch, then after a minute or so the grinding of his car starting in the garage and the crunch of tires on the gravel driveway. Morning sounds. It was how Cara started each long day, listening to Milford leave for the mine.


      The mine. All he thought about was the mine, his job, numbers, and lead. Profit and loss, this column or that. Cara thought the lead in the air was probably poisoning the whole town.


      It was certainly poisoning their marriage.


      


      Luther was surprised by the house that Saturday afternoon. He’d expected something smaller. This was a cream-colored frame monster with gray trim, a gallery porch, and a steep, tiled roof with lots of dormers. It looked like the house Luther had seen in Hansel and Gretel drawings—only much, much larger. There were a few other houses something like it on the wide, tree-lined street, but this one was the biggest and in the best condition even though it was old like the rest of them. The yard around it was wide and level, with a low stone wall in front and with lots of trees and shrubs. There was a long gravel drive that ran to a garage in back that looked newer than the house.


      It was warm when he and the woman from the state agency got out of the air-conditioned car. There was plenty of shade in the yard, and twenty or thirty industrious sparrows pecking away busily on the green lawn. The sparrows all took flight when Luther slammed the car door. He hefted his lumpy duffel bag and walked around the car toward the wide wooden porch steps.


      The porch was shady and had viney potted plants and a glider and rocking chair on it. “Looks like Norman fuckin’ Rockwell lives here,” Luther heard the agency woman mutter under her breath. She was slender, with lustrous blond hair, and was better-looking than most of the state employees. Luther knew she would have been pissed off if she was aware of how he’d been studying her.


      Their footsteps made noise on the plank floor, and the front door opened before the agency woman pushed the doorbell button.


      Inside, the woman introduced herself to Mr. and Mrs. Sand as Helen Simpson, which was a good thing because Luther had forgotten her name somewhere on Interstate 40. He watched and listened as she went through the routine that was so familiar to her, complete with smiles and pats on Luther’s shoulder at proper intervals; then she left the house and walked down the drive to her dusty white agency car. Business finished.


      And there sat sixteen-year-old Luther Lunt with his new foster parents. The three of them listened to gravel crunch as Helen Simpson backed her car out of the drive. Then it was quiet in the big three-story Victorian house that Milford Sand and his wife had restored.


      Luther would be the only charge here, which he liked. And he liked the wife, Cara, right away. She was kinda old—maybe even in her thirties—but still pretty, with her curly dark hair and brown eyes. She had an oval face that looked like it belonged in one of those heart-shaped lockets you opened up to see the photograph. And she smiled at Luther as if she meant it.


      On the other hand, the husband, Luther’s new temporary father, acted like he had a stick up his ass. While working the streets as a male prostitute in Kansas City, Luther had seen his kind of little weasel before. He thought he might need the wife to protect him from Mr. Sand. He was sure, just by looking, that she wasn’t like Mrs. Black.


      Cara—Mrs. Sand—was smiling at him. “Would you care for a glass of lemonade, Luther?”


      Time for the act. “I sure would, Mrs. Sand.”


      She stood up from the sofa, where she’d been seated next to her husband. For a moment she looked as if she might cry. “I wouldn’t expect you to call me mother, Luther, but Cara would do fine.”


      Milford stood up also. He bent over and brushed imaginary lint or dust from his pants. “I’d like to stay, but I need to get to the mine.”


      “Mine?” Luther asked.


      “The Hiram Lead Mine, where I’m head of accounting.”


      “Sounds neat,” Luther said.


      Milford nodded solemnly. “It is neat.” He pecked Cara on the cheek. “I’ll be back in time for dinner, dear. Bye, Luther.”


      “Bye,” Luther said to his retreating back.


      Cara went into the kitchen, then returned with two glasses of lemonade. She handed one to Luther, then sat down again on the sofa across from the wing chair where he sat.


      “He works so hard,” she said of her husband. “Even sometimes on weekends. When they’re behind at the mine.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” Luther sipped lemonade and glanced around. “You sure got a beautiful house, all the room and nice furniture.”


      “Why, thank you, Luther. Mr. Sand and I spent months restoring it. The first two floors are done, and we’ll get around to the third-floor bedrooms someday.” She took a sip from her tall, frosted glass and crossed her legs, tugging down her flowered skirt demurely to cover her knees. “We sanded the floors, brought the kitchen up to date…. It’s such a job, keeping up with an old house. It never stops.”


      “Maybe I can help,” Luther said.


      “Why, thank you.” She smiled. “Maybe you can.”


      “I know you and Mr. Sand are putting yourselves out for me.”


      “Not at all. We volunteered because we like to help children—young men—like yourself. And if it’ll make you feel any better, Mr. Sand’s going to speak to someone about helping you learn a trade. A housepainter. You’ve done some of that, haven’t you, where you came from?”


      “I can paint some,” Luther said. His voice was tight, remembering the fire spreading over spilled paint, gaining glowing life, burning in a widening circle and filling the house with fumes. He’d thought the other kids were gone and the house was empty except for the scumbag Norbert, and Dara, who didn’t care. They were supposed to be all by themselves, fucking in the upstairs bedroom, not paying attention while the fire spread. It was when the screaming started that Luther—


      “More lemonade?”


      “No thanks,” Luther said, grinning shyly at Cara. “I best be getting unpacked, if that’s okay.”


      Cara placed her glass on a coaster and stood up. “Of course it’s okay. I’ll show you your room. I hope you’ll like it.”


      “I will,” Luther said, following her.


      


      The next Monday, after a breakfast of pancakes and eggs prepared by Cara, Milford drove Luther into town to introduce him to Tom Wilde.


      Wilde’s Painting Company was a green-and-yellow flat-roofed building that looked as if it had once been a corner service station. A rusty and dented Ford pickup truck and a newer-looking white van were parked outside. The van was lettered with the company name and phone number and had racks on top and three paint-splattered aluminum extension ladders lashed to them. One of the pair of overhead doors was open to reveal a shadowed interior of shelves lined with paint cans and folded canvas drop cloths. Nearby were several stepladders, a pair of wooden sawhorses, and stacks of white plastic five-gallon paint buckets.


      Milford parked his blue Ford Fairlane sedan at the curb, diligently setting the emergency brake even though they were on level ground. He said nothing as he and Luther got out of the car and walked toward the building.


      Luther thought the old pickup truck looked interesting and wondered if he’d be driving it. Driving Norbert Black’s pickup was the only thing he’d found enjoyable about working for Norbert. Of course Luther didn’t have a driver’s license, which never bothered Norbert but might be of concern to Tom Wilde.


      As they got closer to the building, Luther detected the familiar scent of paint thinner. Then he saw in the dim interior of the building a stocky figure in white overalls, standing at a workbench with his fists on his hips. Drifting from what had obviously once been a service bay for cars came the thumping and vibrating rhythm of an electric paint mixer violently shaking a gallon can of paint.


      The man at the workbench sensed he wasn’t alone and turned. He was between thirty and forty, with kindly, handsome features arranged in a permanent, squinting smile. He had bushy brown hair and a somewhat oversize, lumpy nose threaded with red veins. His was the sort of face that made you like him at once, or at least trust him. Luther saw now that his white overalls were splattered with a rainbow array of paints.


      The man reached behind him and switched off the frantically thumping mixer; in the silence he looked at Luther and smiled wider. “This the lad?”


      “This is him,” Milford said, and formally introduced them.


      “I’m told you have some experience as a painter,” Wilde said. He had a soft, precise way of speaking, like a teacher.


      “Some,” Luther told him. “Painting barns, some houses.”


      “That oughta be good enough. Pay’s every two weeks, minimum wage. That’s about all I can afford.”


      “That’d be fine.”


      Nobody spoke for a while; then Milford said, “I’ll leave you two to tell paint stories and get acquainted.” He looked at Wilde. “I might have to work late at the mine. Can you drop Luther off at the house after you’re finished with him?”


      “Won’t be a problem.”


      Luther and Wilde watched as Milford returned to the Ford. He glanced back and waved to them as he was lowering himself behind the steering wheel; then he drove away fast, making the car’s wide back end dip.


      “He sure seems to like his job,” Luther said.


      Wilde laughed. “A kinda workaholic. And don’t let his frail appearance fool you. He spent time in the military as a ranger, then some years at hard labor in the mine while he was getting his accounting degree. You never want to mix it up with him, Luther.” As if reminded of his interrupted task, he turned on the paint mixer again, then motioned with his head. He and Luther walked outside, where it wasn’t so noisy and they could talk.


      “We got a job today?” Luther asked, still trying to imagine Milford Sand as a hard ass tough guy. It was just possible.


      “Sure do. You good at cutting in?”


      “Cutting in?”


      “Trimming with a brush.”


      “I’ve done that,” Luther said. He had, a few times. Mostly for Norbert he’d lugged materials, scraped and sanded, or rolled paint onto large surfaces, doing the backbreaking work. Maybe painting where there were wasps or hornets nearby on hot days beneath the eaves of barns or farmhouses.


      Wilde looked at him in a way that made Luther think he was taking his measure. “What you have to know, Luther, is I’m no ordinary painter. There are tricks to this trade. I can match colors perfectly, tell people what color schemes will work, tint and layer paint so things show their best, make rooms look larger or smaller, create light and shadow where none really exist. You understand what I’m saying?”


      Luther nodded. “You’re kinda like an artist.”


      Wilde grinned. “Sometimes, Luther…sometimes. What I am all the time is a craftsman. That’s why people hire me. That’s what I need you to be working toward—craftsmanship. Use your God-given talent and don’t abuse it, and it’ll take care of you. You believe that?”


      “Maybe.”


      “An honest answer.” Wilde walked back inside and switched off the mixer, then came back out into the sunlight. “Craftsmanship. You interested?”


      “I think so,” Luther said honestly.


      “Me too,” Wilde said, and patted him on the arm. Not We’ll find out. He was on Luther’s side. “Help me load the van and we’ll go spread some paint and cheer up our corner of the world.”


      


      Surprisingly, the day went fast for Luther. He found that he was interested in painting, if it was done the way Tom Wilde did it.


      They worked on an old house on the other side of town, a three-story Victorian, which was something like the Sands’ house, that was being totally redecorated. It was ideal for the task of teaching.


      During the next few days Wilde showed Luther how to stencil a border around a room, how to tint paint and shade the beveled edges of door panels to make them appear recessed so the doors looked thicker, how to use the mixer and paint scale to match colors precisely from only a tiny paint chip. Luther applied himself carefully and didn’t make too many mistakes. The ones he did make didn’t seem to upset Tom Wilde, who helped to correct them. Wilde worked steadily but not fast; he was more interested in results than in making money on the job.


      The week went by, almost without Luther realizing it had happened.


      His days flew past, and in the evenings he enjoyed watching Cara Sand work around the house, dusting, vacuuming, preparing dinner for Milford, who always seemed to arrive home late from his job at the mine. Cara had those wonderful dark eyes, and Luther couldn’t help staring at the roundness of her hips beneath her housedress, the graceful turn of her ankles. There was something about her flesh, its creaminess, that made him yearn to touch it. He was sure she didn’t suspect he was thinking of her in that way, and he didn’t want her to guess. Sometimes in her presence it was an effort not to get an erection, which she might notice if for some reason he had to stand up suddenly. It wasn’t just the way Cara looked, her lush body and perfect eyes and lips; it was her smile and the way she listened to people when they talked—really listened.


      Luther loved most of all to watch Cara working in the kitchen, the way she stood at the sink, up against it, with its edge pressed into her stomach, making her round breasts appear even larger, while she peeled potatoes or washed dishes. He studied how her clothes clung to her and her calf muscles gave shape to her legs when she stretched to reach things high in the cabinets.


      She caught Luther once staring at her when she stooped low to reach something toward the back of the refrigerator, but she pretended not to have noticed. He knew she’d caught him looking, though, and she knew he knew—a special and unspoken secret between them. It was the things people didn’t say that made them close.


      Cara was somehow able to sense when Luther was hungry and would prepare snacks for him. Once she even baked him a peach pie after he mentioned it was his favorite. Her voice became like music. “My growing boy,” she would call him as she placed food before him, with that smile that flooded his heart.


      Luther began to dream about Cara almost nightly. On some mornings he’d discover he’d had an orgasm in his sleep. But his dreams were not only carnal; in his mind Cara was a lady. He never considered actually touching her, or declaring how he felt about her. You didn’t shit in your own nest was something he learned early on the streets. But Milford, Luther decided, was crazy to spend so much time at his job.


      The Saturday after getting his first paycheck, Luther walked down to the drugstore and bought a razor and shaving cream, which he barely needed, and a bar of soap that was better than the cheap stuff provided by Milford that left him itching and scratching.


      It was at the drugstore that he first heard people talking about him, and where he first heard the gossip about Tom Wilde.
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      New York, 2004.


      Quinn got the phone call from May late at night.


      “Frank?”


      Even though he was in bed and half-asleep, he recognized her voice immediately. Besides, she was the only one who called him by his first name.


      He scooted back to lean into his wadded pillow and pressed the plastic receiver harder to his ear. “Something wrong, May?”


      “Something I have to tell you. I’m sorry to call so late, but I couldn’t sleep thinking about it.”


      “Is it about Lauri?”


      “No. She’s fine.”


      “We still don’t speak,” Quinn said.


      “I know. I’m sorry about that, Frank.”


      Are you? It was you who turned her against me. If you’d believed in me…


      Quinn sighed, wondering what kind of trouble was coming his way. “So what else are you sorry about?” he asked.


      “How you might take what I’m going to say.”


      “I’m lying down.” Trying to make a joke of it.


      “I’m going to be married.”


      Quinn felt as if the ceiling had dropped on him, though he knew he shouldn’t care. May was no longer his wife and hadn’t been for years.


      Still, they shared a history; they were part of each other.


      Married! Jesus!


      “Who’s the lucky man?” he forced himself to ask, loathing how trite and hollow it sounded.


      “Elliott Franzine. He’s a cost accountant.”


      Whatever that is. “A successful one?”


      “Reasonably. He works hard.”


      “Sounds like a settled, secure guy who keeps regular hours.” Not like a cop.


      “He is. You know that’s what I always needed, security.”


      “There’s really no such thing, May.”


      “Then call it predictability. That’s what was missing in our marriage. It’s the uncertainty that eats away, Frank.”


      She was right about that. He’d seen it with too many cops’ marriages. “Yeah, I can understand that, May. I wish you and…”


      “Elliott.”


      “…Elliott the best. I really do.”


      “Frank—”


      “Life moves on.”


      “What about your life? How are things going for you? Some of the news about those New York murders is reaching us here on the other coast.”


      “I’m back on the force, in a way. But you might call it a probationary situation. It’s kind of my last roll of the dice.”


      “It’ll work out for you, Frank. I’ve got a feeling.”


      Do you have a feeling I didn’t rape Anna Caruso?


      But he didn’t put the question into words.


      They talked for a while longer, about their daughter, the upcoming wedding, where May and Elliott were going on their honeymoon—Cancun. At least it was a place where Quinn and May had never been.


      After hanging up, Quinn couldn’t come close to going back to sleep.


      May Franzine…


      Around midnight he gave up and climbed out of bed. He went into the kitchen and got down an unopened bottle of scotch from the back of a cabinet shelf.


      May and Lauri Franzine…


      What was he, disappearing?


      


      It was raining the next morning, so Quinn went to meet Pearl and Fedderman at the Lotus Diner on Amsterdam.


      It was a long, narrow place, with wooden booths along a wall of windows opposite the counter. A haze of cooking smoke hung just beneath the high, stamped tin ceiling. There were half a dozen customers eating breakfast alone, three at the counter, three in the booths. Two of the ones at the counter were having only coffee and reading the Post, probably about the Night Prowler. The scent of overfried bacon made Quinn a little queasy the moment he came through the door. The line of booths went beyond the counter and windows. He sat in one of the back booths and was trying without much success to get down coffee and a glazed doughnut while waiting for his detective team.


      He’d used an umbrella and walked here from his apartment in order to clear his mind. It had worked to an extent, but his head still ached and his stomach objected to the half bottle of scotch he’d killed last night. His ankles felt cool every time somebody came or went, and the draft from the open door flowed over his pants cuffs that were still wet from his walk through the rain.


      Pearl was the reason for the latest cool draft. She’d driven her unmarked here alone. Fedderman and a detective named Drucker had worked late yesterday evening questioning the Grahams’ neighbors who held jobs and weren’t available during weekdays. Fedderman and Drucker were going to reinterview neighbors in adjacent buildings today and would arrive soon in Fedderman’s plain Ford Victoria.


      Quinn started to stand to make himself noticeable, but Pearl spotted him and walked toward the booth. She had on black slacks today, black boots that looked waterproof, and a black raincoat that was trimmed in green and came to her knees. She wasn’t carrying an umbrella.


      She unbuttoned the coat, draped it over a brass hook on the opposite wall, and slid into the booth to sit across from him. He saw the alarm on her face. “You look like shit, Quinn.”


      He knew he should take offense but didn’t; she was, after all, right. “Tough night.”


      She made a face as she got a whiff of his breath. “And you smell like a still.”


      “I did imbibe.”


      He explained what had happened, telling her almost everything about May’s late-night phone call. Once he’d begun talking, he couldn’t stop; the words were inside him like winged things that had to get out, had to be heard and shared.


      Her reaction surprised him. “Your sleeve’s unbuttoned. Your cuff got dunked in your coffee.”


      Quinn looked down and saw the brown triangular stain on his dangling white shirt cuff. He tried to button the cuff with his left hand but couldn’t. His fingers were trembling in a way they hadn’t for months.


      Pearl reached across the table and deftly fastened the button. “Is Feds bringing Drucker by here this morning?”


      “That’s the plan,” Quinn said.


      “Let’s change the plan. You don’t want anybody else to see you like this. I’ll drive you home.”


      Quinn must have noticeably recoiled at the thought.


      “On the other hand,” Pearl said, “there might be some booze left in that bottle. You’re going to my place and catch up on the sleep you should have had last night.”


      “Pearl, I really don’t think I’m at that point.”


      “You look like a goddamn wino, Quinn. C’mon.”


      She stood up and reached for her coat.


      Quinn looked again at his stained cuff and his unsteady hands. His head throbbed and his stomach was sour. He decided not to argue with Pearl. He trailed her meekly out of the diner.


      As they were walking toward the car, she said, “I think you need a real breakfast instead of that jolt of caffeine and sugar you were working on.”


      Pearl taking care of him. Maternal Pearl. Quinn couldn’t help wondering where this might lead.


      “After you get something to eat, you sack out on my sofa and I’ll tell Fedderman and Drucker you’re not feeling well today.”


      “Listen, Pearl…”


      “Don’t thank me, Quinn. And don’t question what I say. It’d be best if you skipped working today and were sharp tomorrow, instead of being a booze zombie two consecutive days.”


      Less than an hour later he sat with his sleeves rolled up at her tiny kitchen table, where she served him a cheese omelette and toast with a glass of orange juice, no coffee.


      When he’d finished breakfast and was ensconced on Pearl’s sofa with his shoes off, she tinkered around in her bedroom a few minutes, then left. He opened a narrowed eye and caught her smiling at him as she went out the door.


      It was a particular kind of smile that Quinn recognized, both affectionate and proprietary.


      Lord, Lord, Lord…, he thought, and dropped into a sleep blacker than black.


      


      Claire had just finished washing the bedroom windows when there was a knock on the door. That was odd, she thought. Someone had bypassed the intercom and somehow gained entrance to the lobby and elevators.


      On the other hand, not so odd. Probably whoever was knocking had simply entered along with another visitor or one of the tenants. Or maybe for some reason the intercom wasn’t working today.


      Claire’s lover, actor Jubal Day, had lost his role in Metabolism when it folded last week in Kansas City; he was back in New York with Claire. He’d decided to stay with her, even if it meant having to accept roles he didn’t want in off-off-Broadway theaters with folding chairs and leaky ceilings. Though she feigned disappointment about the Kansas City play, Claire was delighted. Handsome, lanky Jubal, with his tousled dark hair and piercing blue eyes, belonged with her. Belonged to her.


      As she entered the living room, still holding the folded rag she’d been using on the bedroom windows, he was standing up from where he’d been dozing on the sofa. She grinned and waved him back down, since he looked too sleepy to be coherent anyway, and continued to the door.


      When she opened it, she needed a few seconds to recognize the man standing in the hall. He was tall, blond, and muscular, wearing a black suit with a black pullover beneath the coat.


      He smiled. “Lars Svenson,” he reminded her.


      “I know. It took me a while.”


      “I’m not always a furniture mover. I have another life.”


      Claire grinned. “Everybody has several.”


      “I thought in this one,” Svenson said with an easy confidence, “I’d come by and see if you wanted to share a little of it.”


      “Uh, Mr. Svenson…”


      He shook his head, widening his smile that was too obviously meant to charm. “Claire, it’s Lars. And I don’t mean any harm. It’s just that for some reason you stuck in my mind. I move furniture for a lot of people, and usually it’s just a job. But—”


      He stopped talking abruptly and his expression changed. The smile was gone as if Claire had Windexed it off with the rag in her hand.


      “Somebody looking for a job?” Jubal asked behind her.


      Svenson recovered nicely and the smile was back. “Already did the job,” he said, his full attention now aimed at Jubal. “I just came by to make sure everything was to the lady’s satisfaction. We do that.”


      “We?”


      “Mr. Svenson was one of the movers who schlepped all our furniture up here,” Claire said.


      “You shittin’ me?” Jubal asked Svenson, nudging Claire a few inches to the side. “You mean you actually get dressed up like a Midwesterner’s idea of a New Yorker and visit all your customers days later to make sure you put the sofa in the right place?”


      “Mostly, we only do that with the pretty ones.” Svenson’s smile was the same, but something had changed in his pale eyes. “I know you’re not Claire’s husband; are you her brother?”


      “Closer than her brother.”


      Svenson’s unblinking gaze didn’t waver, but now he seemed amused rather than angry. “Like maybe her bodyguard?”


      “Among other things,” Jubal said. Claire caught something in his voice; he was afraid, but he wasn’t backing off.


      “Hopefully, bodyguarding isn’t necessary,” Svenson said.


      “Hopefully.”


      Svenson smiled again at Claire, then nodded. “If you decide you want anything rearranged, you know how to get in touch with me.” He backed away, then turned and sauntered to the elevator, not in any rush. Everything in his body language said he was in control and unconcerned.


      Claire made a move to close the door, but Jubal reached out above her and held it open. They both watched until the elevator arrived.


      “Thanks again for the business,” Svenson said to Claire, and gave a little wave as he stepped inside and the elevator door slid closed behind him.


      “Guy’s some creep,” Jubal said as he shut the apartment door and latched it.


      “He does have a nerve,” Claire agreed, “coming back like that.”


      “And he doesn’t look at all Swedish. I doubt his name’s really Lars Svenson.”


      “We can’t hold that against him,” Claire said jokingly. “Your own name’s been changed.”


      “That’s common among actors, but not furniture movers.”


      Jubal slumped down again on the sofa and used the remote to switch on cable news. The screen was split four ways to accommodate two men and two women in severe business garb arguing about the Supreme Court. It reminded Claire of a rerun of Hollywood Squares that had gotten out of hand.


      She went into the kitchen and got a fresh bottle of Windex from beneath the sink to use on the spare bedroom’s windows.


      Whether he was Swedish or not, she couldn’t get Lars Svenson out of her mind, which aggravated her because she knew that was exactly what he wanted.


      Well, not exactly. He was, after all, a man.


      Claire realized she wasn’t really attracted to Svenson. At least not in the usual way.


      She was afraid of him.
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      The woman in the mirror hadn’t been rich before, or what she’d describe as poor, and hadn’t been married before. This was quite a change. The woman was smiling.


      The mirror, bolted to the wall near the door to the hall, was a leftover from the previous tenant. Reflected in it was Mary Navarre, a woman in her twenties, with her mother’s ginger hair and her father’s Spanish eyes, and what he used to call her noble nose. She was of average height and slender, dressed in a light tan Gucci knockoff she’d bought before the inheritance.


      Mary turned away from the mirror and looked around the spacious apartment on West End Avenue. She began mentally placing her furniture, which was still in a rental storage building in New Jersey. She was grateful again for the inheritance, but she would have preferred to wait a few years.


      She missed her mother, who’d drowned while swimming off the coast of Florida five years ago. And she missed her father, who’d died of emphysema six months ago, soon after her marriage to Donald Baines. She and Donald hadn’t thought they could make it on one salary, even though he’d received a raise along with his transfer to the New York office, so Mary assumed she’d have to find some kind of work in or around Manhattan.


      However, they’d been shocked when they learned after her father’s death that Mary, his only living child, would receive almost a $1 million inheritance.


      Mary’s father, Hector, had arrived in the United States in 1980, one of the Marielitos that Castro had allowed to leave in order to empty Cuba’s prisons and mental institutions. Hector Navarre had been imprisoned for killing a man in a machete duel over a woman. The man happened to be a deputy commissioner of the state. It had happened when Hector was still a teenager, but he’d been in prison for almost twenty years.


      When he suddenly found himself free in Southeast Florida, he’d made the most of his situation. He saved his money and within a year had opened a dry-cleaning establishment with a partner who’d supplied most of the cash. Hector’s end of the deal was sweat equity. Within another three years, they’d opened three more dry cleaners in Miami. Hector secured financing, bought out his partner, and further expanded the business, establishing cleaners in Fort Lauderdale and on the other side of the state in Tampa. When he died, he still had much of the money obtained from selling to a franchise operator five years ago, almost immediately after his wife’s death.


      It truly is a great country, Mary thought, and not for the first time. She didn’t plan to waste this opportunity provided by her father’s money. The wealth carried with it an obligation. She would delay having a child and attend New York University in the spring. Eventually she’d obtain a degree, the first in her family. Perhaps she’d go into the dry-cleaning business. Donald had no problem with any of her plans. He wanted her to succeed.


      He wasn’t flawless as a husband, but he did wish her the best.


      Luck in love and money, having the right parents, the right husband, being in the right place at the right time. It was what life was about, and whatever happened, you had to make the most of it, because it could also swing the other way.


      The intercom rasped, startling her. Mary crossed the room to it and pressed the button.


      The decorator was downstairs, precisely on time for their appointment. She buzzed him up.


      They would go over preliminaries and make plans for the apartment. Mary would listen carefully to his advice, then deliberate and tell him what she preferred.


      For the first time in her life, she knew exactly what she wanted.


      


      The Night Prowler strolled along Broadway at ten that evening and ignored everyone going in the opposite direction. He didn’t like making eye contact with passersby; he wanted no connection, no relationship to take even tenuous hold. He managed his life and his time and chose his relationships carefully. All kinds of relationships. He kept his colors bright.


      He paused and looked across the street to where a glowing red sign sent its brightness shimmering over diners at an outside café, lending a glow to the hair of the women and a satanic hue to their features. The women, caught laughing with heads thrown back, daintily dipping spoons into soup, leaning back in their chairs and smiling, raising skewered meat or salad to red lips, talking intently over coffee or dessert. Even at this distance their jewelry glinted like bright taunts attached to the softness of their flesh. The men seated across from the women leaned toward them, close to them, drawn by the timeless thing that had drawn reptilian ancestry and still lived.


      Fools with their fools!


      A waiter emerged from the restaurant, and diners at one of the tables stood up to leave. An oblivious bicyclist pedaled by like a haughty trespasser. The tableau was ruined and became part of past and memory.


      Almost nothing in the world was perfect. For God’s sake, he, among all, understood that. But once concessions were made, choices settled, plans laid and carried out—there could be perfect moments. Imbalances in the cosmos could be shifted, measurements recalibrated, objects and colors brought into sharp focus. Colors could be felt and heard like music. Like music!


      So much better than the gray buzzing, a maelstrom of all colors, a breakdown of order and control.


      The universe would come to bear and press down and in, until finally pressure triggered action. Beneath the smooth flesh, bones, bleached white and beautiful, an absence of color.


      Then the kaleidoscope would lurch and there would be new patterns and colors and hopes and order and design. There would be internal silence, almost. There would be a new mystery even if the same old need survived.


      The need was immortal because love and hate and betrayal never changed. Not of their own accord.


      They had to be changed.


      In the brightness of an intersection, the Night Prowler glanced down at the name he’d scrawled five times in red ball-point ink on the inside of his wrist, where his blood pulsed and coursed visibly in a blue map of destiny.


      Mary Navarre.


      


      “You okay today?” Fedderman asked the next morning when he approached Quinn and Pearl, who were seated on the park bench off Eighty-sixth Street. He was wearing his usual baggy brown suit and had a folded Newsday tucked beneath his right arm.


      “Still a little shaky,” Quinn said. “You and Drucker learn anything yesterday?”


      “Not really. The usual see no, hear no, tell no. A next-door building in New York can be like another world.” He looked more closely at Quinn. “You sleep in your clothes?”


      “Sort of. Those nighttime cold medicines knock you out.”


      Fedderman looked at Pearl, who’d said nothing since his arrival. Not like Pearl. He sighed, and Quinn watched his eyes and saw his old partner catalog information in his mind.


      Quinn knew it wouldn’t do any good to tell Fedderman he’d spent the night on Pearl’s sofa and nothing happened between them. Feds would believe what he chose, but he’d keep his mouth shut about it.


      Fedderman held out the folded newspaper. “You might wanna look at this.”


      “We take another flogging in the press?”


      “You in particular. There’s an interview in there with Anna Caruso.”


      Quinn unfolded the paper and saw the photograph of a beautiful young woman with dark hair and somber brown eyes. Not a child. No one he remembered.


      But there was her name beneath the photo, and there was the old accusation in her eyes.


      In the interview she recounted her rape by Quinn, then talked about her life now, how she’d put the horrible experience behind her. Or thought she had. Here it was again because Quinn was getting another chance. One he didn’t deserve. No one had served a day in prison for what had happened to her, and that injustice still haunted her. She didn’t like it, but she could live with it, she told the interviewer. Her father died recently, and she was concentrating on coping with that and going ahead with her music. With her life.


      She played the viola and that was therapeutic. She wouldn’t be afraid, or think about Quinn. She would be fine, she said. People shouldn’t worry about her. People had better things to do. She had better things to do.


      Hate burned between the lines.
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      Donald was out of town and wouldn’t be back until tomorrow night. After lunch at the Café Un Deux Trois, Mary reminded herself she was moderately wealthy and took a cab instead of a subway to the apartment on West End Avenue. She needed to take a few measurements and reconsider the window treatment for the master bedroom. Nothing must disturb the magnificent view.


      As soon as she opened the apartment door, she saw the bouquet of fresh yellow roses. The flowers were in a clear glass vase, on a metal folding chair that was the only piece of furniture in the room.


      Mary went to the bouquet and saw that there was a card attached by a green ribbon. But when she gingerly reached in among the thorns and maneuvered the card to where she could examine it, she found it blank.


      She looked for some other marking on the flowers or the rounded vase, but there was nothing to indicate who’d sent the flowers or delivered them.


      But Mary knew who’d sent them. Donald. He’d ordered them by phone so she’d find them when she came to the apartment, as he knew she would today and every day until they moved in.


      It was so like him; he was thoughtful that way.


      Still, it was odd that he hadn’t instructed a message be placed on the card. Or maybe he thought the blank card would heighten her interest and surprise.


      He knew her so well.


      Mary loved to be surprised.


      


      “There doesn’t seem to be much of a pattern to the murders,” Pearl said. They were driving along in the unmarked. She was behind the wheel, with Fedderman beside her, Quinn in the backseat.


      “Other than they took place in the kitchen,” Fedderman said, “and there were items around, food and such, that didn’t seem to belong.”


      “Marcy Graham and her husband were killed in the bedroom,” Pearl reminded him. She made a quick left turn in front of a delivery truck, pissing off the driver and drawing an angry blast of the horn. “Screw you,” she said absently, while smoothly avoiding a pothole. Trash was still piled at the curb, waiting to be picked up, and its cloying smell wafted in through the car’s vents. None of the car’s occupants remarked on the odor; they were used to mornings in New York.


      They were on their way to the Graham apartment to look over the crime scene again and try to find something they’d missed. That was what it had come down to, covering already explored territory, hoping for something like a match-book with a message written inside it, a forgotten receipt for the murder weapon, a hidden safe-deposit box key, like in TV or the movies. Why couldn’t it happen in the play called Real Life?


      “There’s a pattern,” Quinn said, “just not clear yet, even at the edges. It’ll continue to emerge, no matter how hard our Night Prowler tries to disguise it.”


      “I like it you’re so sure of yourself,” Fedderman said.


      “These scuzzballs are all slaves to compulsion, Feds. It’s why they have to kill in the first place.”


      “He’s been a pretty successful slave up to this point,” Pearl said.


      “The kitchens,” Quinn said. “If you think of the apartments as sets in a play, the murders began in the kitchens, even if the Grahams were actually killed in their bedroom. Something drew them from their bed, maybe a sound in the kitchen, where the murder weapon came from, where the extra gourmet cheese was placed in the refrigerator. The killer was probably hiding in their closet, but he’d stopped off first in the kitchen.”


      “Some weird play,” Fedderman said. “Like something by that Mammal guy.”


      “Mamet,” Quinn said. He and May had gone often to live theater. It was their singlemost expensive indulgence. Quinn hadn’t been lately.


      “Isn’t the mamet some kind of little animal?”


      “No.”


      “Did you ever get around to seeing The Lion King?”


      “No.”


      “You think something formative happened to our guy in a kitchen and he never let it go?” Pearl asked.


      “Sounds right,” Fedderman said before Quinn could answer. “Assholes like this, they can go on a killing spree if their eggs are runny. I don’t see how that helps us much. The trouble is, our killer’s crazy and we haven’t got inside his mind yet. Maybe there’s no pattern to the killings because he’s a certifiable fruitcake without any pattern to his thinking.”


      “Three things,” Quinn said from the back of the car. “The kitchens, the food items that were out of place, and the fact that the victims were reasonably attractive married couples living in apartments in Manhattan. That’s the pattern.”


      “Except that I got a kitchen,” Fedderman said. “And my wife and I used to live in an apartment in Manhattan. And if you looked in our refrigerator, you’d find things so out of place you’d be afraid to eat them.”


      “He’s got a point,” Pearl said, “even though he left out reasonably attractive.”


      “He usually does have a point,” Quinn told her. “That’s how he’ll keep us honest.”


      Quinn looked out the dirt-streaked car window at the Grahams’ apartment building.


      “We’re here.”


      Wherever here is.
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      Hiram, Missouri, 1989.


      A breeze blew in low off the river, carrying rain that settled as a warm mist. Painting outside became impossible; the colors diluted and ran as soon as they were applied. So Tom Wilde postponed the exterior job, which was his only work at the time, and sent Luther home for the day. He dropped him off in front of the Sand house about two o’clock in the white van with the ladder racks on top, telling him they needed to get an early start tomorrow and they’d have a long day, so Luther should make sure he got a good night’s sleep.


      Luther waved to Wilde and watched the van sway around the corner, its wipers sweeping the wide windshield. He clomped up onto the wood porch to get out of the mist and started to ring the doorbell.


      Then he remembered—he lived here. This was his home. At least for a while.


      He drew back his hand from the doorbell button and tried the door. It was unlocked. He pushed it open and went inside.


      Will I always feel like a trespasser?


      At first he thought the house was completely quiet, maybe unoccupied; then he heard a faint sound.


      Someone was humming.


      He made his way in the direction of the sound, to the kitchen, and there was Cara humming a song he didn’t recognize while she rolled dough for a pie. She was perspiring slightly, so her face glowed, and each time she leaned forward and ran the wooden rolling pin over the dough, her large breasts swayed beneath the thin material of her blouse.


      She stopped flattening the pale ellipse of dough, wiped the back of her wrist across her moist forehead, then picked up a red sifter that looked like a can with a crank and sprinkled more flour on the dough. As she put down the sifter, she saw Luther and stopped humming.


      “You been watching me, Luther?” She was half smiling, not seeming to mind if he’d been quietly observing her. She smelled like sweat and peaches.


      “Just for a few seconds, ma’am. I liked watching. You seem to enjoy your work. Cooking, I mean.”


      Her smile widened. “Baking, you mean.”


      “Well, yeah, sure.” He shifted uncomfortably. It wasn’t like him to be ill at ease in the presence of a woman, after his experiences in Kansas City. But he knew what those women wanted, how to act for them and toward them. This was…well, a lady. There were miles of distance between a woman and a lady.


      “C’mon over,” she said. “Sit and talk with me awhile, Luther.”


      He sidled over to the table, pulled out one of the wooden chairs, and sat, a self-conscious teenage boy not quite sure where to situate his arms and legs.


      “This is gonna be another peach pie,” she said. “Special for you.”


      Luther didn’t know what to say. He mumbled his thanks.


      “How you and Mr. Wilde getting along?” Cara asked, leaning into her rolling again.


      “I like him fine,” Luther said, trying not to look at her breasts. He found himself wondering about the Sands’ sex life. It couldn’t be much, the way they were so bitter to each other just beneath almost everything they said. And that was when Milford wasn’t flat out ignoring his wife. Luther knew Milford could turn mean with Cara; he’d overheard some of their bedroom spats. Once, he even heard a slapping sound. Maybe Milford had hit her. Then again, maybe that was what she wanted. Luther recalled a woman with a rich husband back in—


      “Luther? You still with me, boy?”


      He grinned. “Still here, ma’am.”


      “You call me Cara, you hear?”


      “I hear, Cara.”


      He was trying to find a word describing how he felt with Cara here in the kitchen. Peaceful was the best he could do. He felt at peace. There hadn’t been much of that in his life. Was this how it was to have a mother?


      He doubted it. There was something different here.


      Cara placed the rolled-out dough in a pie plate, shaped and patted it down, and cut away the excess. Then, very adroitly, she began using her fingers to puff up the crust in little scallops around the plate’s edge.


      The motion brought her face close to Luther’s. He could feel the heat of her breath and smell her perspiration. She turned her face toward him, smiling, her eyes only a few inches from his, her lips only a few inches….


      Then he found himself kissing her.


      Thought hadn’t been involved; there hadn’t been time to think not to do it.


      But now he thought about what he was doing. About what a total idiot he was. What a risk he was taking. Fear cut through him.


      She’ll tell Milford. What will Milford do?


      Worst of all, he liked Cara. A lot. And now look what he was doing!


      Oh, God!


      When he was about to pull away, confused and upset with himself, she leaned forward and began kissing him back, hard, using her tongue. Their lips still locked, she came around the corner of the table to bend at the waist so she could reach him better where he was seated in the chair. Luther felt the chair lean sideways, then topple as its legs slid on the tiles, and he and Mrs. Sand—Cara—were suddenly on the kitchen floor, their bodies pressed close together.


      All of a sudden, he was the other Luther, from the cruel streets of Kansas City. The Luther without hopes or dreams or illusions. He knew women in ways far beyond his years. He knew what Cara wanted, how to treat her.


      She’s playing in my backyard.


      One of his hands snaked inside her blouse, the other began working her denim slacks down over her hips and buttocks. She moaned and fumbled to unfasten his belt buckle.


      Luther kissed her again, then drew his head back, slowing this down. Her breath was hissing in the quiet kitchen and she was staring up at him, her breasts trembling as they rose and fell.


      A beat. A pause. They could change their minds here. Change the future. They both knew it. Embarrassed grins, hurried buttoning and zipping, and it could be as if this never happened.


      They helped each other undress. Neither wanted to take the time to go into one of the bedrooms. There was a heavy woven throw rug on the floor in front of the sink. Luther folded it in quarters and slid it beneath Cara’s raised hips before using his mouth on her, then mounting and entering her.


      If she was surprised by Luther’s experience and lack of inhibition, she didn’t show it. Yet there was a glint of wonder and confirmation in her eyes. He knew now that her sex with Milford had been lacking, and that she was in new territory, and he, Luther, was her expert guide. But she was the expert on what sex could mean, and where it could carry them. They had so much to teach each other.


      He showed her what he knew and how well he knew it.


      And he was eager to learn from her.


      For Luther, this wasn’t simply sex. It was love.


      


      Luther began going home every day for lunch. Hiram wasn’t that big a town, so wherever the painting jobs were, usually it wasn’t that far to walk. If Tom Wilde suspected anything, he never let on.


      Cara would take Luther into the bedroom now, and Luther knew he was enjoying her where Milford lay with her. Being in the master bedroom seemed to make it better for Cara. She’d clamp her legs tight around Luther and bite his bare shoulder, or grab a handful of his sweat-damp hair and urge him on.


      Cara never talked about her life with Milford, never complained. It seemed enough to her that she had Luther.


      One afternoon after sex, when Luther lay with his head on Milford’s pillow and looked across white linen at Cara, he said, “I hear some gossip now and again about Tom Wilde.”


      She laughed. “Is all of that still floating around? Been a lotta years ago.” She turned onto her side, dug an elbow into the pillow, and propped her head sideways on one hand. “What is it you heard, Luther?”


      “That Tom used to teach at the high school and got himself in trouble with some of the boys there.”


      “Yep,” Cara said. “Same old rumor. And that’s all it is, Luther. You think Milford and I would let you go to work for a child molester?”


      “Not you,” Luther said.


      “Luther! Milford’s not that kinda man!”


      “How do you know the rumors about Tom aren’t true?”


      “No witnesses ever came forth, Luther. It was just stories floated around by people that wanted Tom Wilde to lose his job. The father of some boy was said to have complained to the board of education, but if that’s so, whatever he said stayed a secret. And none of the boys came forward to point an accusing finger.”


      “So what happened?”


      “What happened is Tom Wilde lost his job. This is a small town, Luther, and it don’t take chances with child molesters teaching school, even if they’re just suspected child molesters.” She leaned over and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Luther, you don’t worry any about Tom Wilde in that regard. I know some other stories about him, concerning some of the so-called ladies of the town, and I tend more to believe those rumors.”


      So did Luther, whatever the rumors. He’d been with child molesters, with Norbert Black and with others for pay. Wilde wasn’t like any of them. Of course, Luther also knew people could have many different sides.


      He decided not to worry about Tom Wilde, but if anything made him suspicious or uneasy, he’d tell Cara.


      He had a friend now, as well as a lover.


      


      Tom Wilde knew Luther must have heard the rumors about him, but Luther never mentioned them. But then he wouldn’t. It was obvious, once you got to know Luther, that he was more worldly than he first appeared. Wilde had looked into his background and even suspected he’d worked as a male prostitute in Kansas City.


      Maybe it was because of those days and nights on the street that Luther didn’t particularly care what was in Wilde’s past. Wilde figured Luther was a good-size boy and strong, and with his teenager’s assumption of immortality, he wouldn’t be afraid of him whatever he’d heard.


      Anyway, their arrangement wasn’t forever. At the end of summer Luther would go to school and paint only part-time, if at all.


      The summer was going very well. Wilde was getting plenty of jobs. Luther was a hard worker and a deft and steady painter on his way to becoming a craftsman. And he was a remarkably apt pupil. He’d learned quickly whatever Wilde taught him, even to the point where Wilde trusted him with jobs that required genuine artistry. Luther had talent. Wilde could spot it, because he used to teach art, and now and then one of his students displayed a gift Wilde tried to reach, tried to develop. Usually it did no good. The gifted student ignored or abused the gift and lurched ahead into a life of mundane matters and average, at best, accomplishments. It used to make Wilde sick to watch it happen. The waste. The terrible waste! A town like Hiram could suffocate an artist, and for Wilde, it was agonizing to watch art die.


      Maybe that closeness and caring for some of his more talented students was what started the rumors so long ago.


      Or maybe it was something else.


      Wilde had become aware of the rumors early. At first they angered him. Then amused him. Because he knew they were untrue. He was sure that, being unfounded, they’d soon wither on the vine of gossip and drop off.


      He’d been wrong about that. The rumors had grown and grown. The rumors had changed his life, and taken on a life of their own that persisted to this day.


      The rumors were also wrong.


      It wasn’t boys that interested Wilde, it was girls. One girl. Which made it more difficult to fight the rumors and constant innuendo.


      Wilde remembered how it had been, the sideways glances, the lump in his stomach, the sleepless nights. The ponderous weight of it all had ground him down as if he were being milled to pulp and powder.


      Finally the small-town gossip and viciousness had cost Wilde his teaching job.


      He was sorry about the job, but not the girl.


      When it came to the girl, he’d do it all over again.
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      New York, 2004.


      Dr. Rita Maxwell sat in her leather-upholstered swivel chair and studied the open file on her desk. Her office was almost soundproof; the raucous noises of traffic ten stories below on Park Avenue barely penetrated the thick walls and were almost completely absorbed by the heavy drapes and plush carpeting.


      The office was furnished in earth tones that were almost a monotone brown, but with green accents, like the throw pillows on the sofa, a leaded glass lampshade, a Chinese vase, the green desk pad, a vine cascading from its planter on a top corner of a bookcase. It all had an ordered, restful effect that seemed very professional, which was important to Dr. Maxwell. Psychoanalysis was most effective in surroundings that lent confidence.


      Rita had been in her Park Avenue office for six years now, after practicing for ten years in Brooklyn. She’d gained a solid reputation and, she was sure, helped a good many of her patients. Her fee had risen to $300 per hour—an “hour” being forty-five minutes actual office time. Her patients were happy to pay it, because almost anyone in Manhattan who wanted to undergo analysis, if they were careful about whom they chose as their analyst and asked for references, would hear of Dr. Rita Maxwell. Her business depended on word-of-mouth advertising, and she received plenty of it and knew why. She got results.


      Was she arrogant? She didn’t think so. Not in the usual meaning of the word, anyway. She was tall, handsome rather than cute, with close-cropped blond hair and knowing green eyes. At forty-five, she was a jogger and sometimes marathon runner. She was fit and strong and appeared healthy in every way. Her broad-shouldered, almost masculine figure was made for well-cut clothes. Successful, rich enough, and as beautiful as she wanted to be, she thought she had a right to be satisfied with her personal life, but only that—satisfied.


      Professional arrogance—that was something else. That kind of arrogance she possessed and even nurtured. And it worked to her advantage. Whatever the conflicts of her patients, they soon sensed in her a confidence that she could identify their problems and solve them. Something about her suggested that a violent sea might break over her calmness and reason, and as rocks they would remain.


      Rita seldom disappointed.


      And she wouldn’t disappoint this patient, she thought, as she scanned the David Blank file on her desk.


      Not that David Blank was his real name.


      The questions were, who was he, really? And why was he using a false identity?


      The questionnaire Blank had filled out when he arrived was either vague or unverifiable. His address was patently false, and he always paid her receptionist, Hannah, with a cashier’s check. Rita never called his bluff on these falsifications. Blank’s lack of confidentiality, of trust, intrigued her. What was its genesis?


      Certainly, there were good reasons for many of her patients to use false names, or ascribe embarrassing problems to “friends.” But that didn’t seem to be the case with Blank. In fact, Rita was sure she hadn’t yet touched on the reason he’d become one of her patients.


      She’d made some assessments. He was fastidious, perhaps compulsive, and obviously quite secretive. He’d refused even to give his age, and had one of those faces that made it difficult to determine how old he was. Anywhere between thirty and fifty, with a shock of what was supposed to be prematurely gray hair but was unmistakably a wig. He was obviously well educated—or at least well read—and had the bearing of a professional.


      And he was smart; she was sure of that.


      But if he thought he was smarter than Rita Maxwell, especially playing at her game, he was doomed to disappointment. Already she was sure she could get to his core conflict, to the real reason why he came to see her, that he couldn’t yet bear to talk about. She simply needed something more to grab hold of, to use as gentle leverage to get at the truth. There were layers and layers to David Blank, she was sure. And it would be her challenge to discover what lay beneath them.


      Hannah was at lunch, so it was Rita who buzzed Blank up ten minutes later, precisely on time, as usual, for his appointment.


      He was wearing a light tan sport jacket today, dark brown slacks, and a pale blue shirt open at the collar. There was a diamond ring that might be expensive on the middle finger of his left hand. His watch was gold, but looked antique and was of a make unfamiliar to Rita. There was no way for her to hazard an intelligent guess at David Blank’s wealth, but he must be comfortably fixed or he couldn’t afford her.


      He gave her his warm smile and nodded. “How are you, Dr. Maxwell?”


      “Fine, David. Shall we begin?”


      His smile became a wide grin. “The clock is running, Doctor.”


      He settled into the leather recliner while she came out from around her desk and took her usual place in a nearby wing chair. Though there was a comfortable sofa in the office, Blank declined to use it, saying he didn’t feel like being a stereotypical patient lying down alongside his shrink. So he used the reclining lounge chair, setting it back halfway so he was half sitting, half lying.


      “Where were we,” he asked, “when we were so rudely interrupted by the rush of time?”


      “Montana,” Rita said. She switched on her tape recorder. She taped all her sessions, with her patients’ knowledge and approval. It was easier and more beneficial than taking notes.


      She recited all the pertinent information, along with time and date, to catalog the tape, then began the session.


      “Ah, Montana…,” Blank said.


      Rita waited, but he didn’t elaborate. “At the end of our last session,” she reminded him, “you were twelve and had been sexually molested by the wife of the rancher who hired you to learn to herd cattle.”


      “The state agency got me away from there,” Blank said, “only to place me a month later in a foster home where my guardians had the idea that any infraction of their rules meant severe punishment.”


      “What kind of punishment?” Rita asked dutifully. She had a notepad and pen and pretended to take notes to supplement the tapes. The note taking seemed to comfort her patients. Actually, it gave her something to do and allowed for a certain detachment that kept her patients talking.


      “They denied us solid food.”


      “Us?”


      “There were three other foster children besides myself.”


      “Where was this, David? You didn’t mention.”


      “A farm in Illinois.”


      “What did they grow there?”


      “Corn, soybeans, alfalfa.”


      Rita made some meaningless squiggles on her notepad.


      “One time, just for skipping school, I was denied solid food for three days.” Blank sounded justifiably outraged.


      “Didn’t you have a chance to complain to your caseworker?”


      “Hah! My so-called caseworker was more interested in getting into my pants than anything else.”


      Ho, boy! Rita thought. And began taking her mock notes faster, feigning interest.


      “Can you tell me why some women are like that?” Blank asked. “I mean, I was only thirteen at the time.”


      “Were you big for your age, David?”


      “Jesus, Doctor!”


      Rita blushed. He’d managed to embarrass her, which didn’t happen often. “You know that wasn’t what I meant, David.”


      “Do you know the answer to my question,” he persisted, “about why some women are interested in young boys?”


      “There are different reasons. Why don’t you tell me about this caseworker, and maybe I can shine some light on her particular motivation. She might be a very important person in your life. You didn’t mention her name.”


      “No, I didn’t. And I wouldn’t describe her as having motivation. It was more like a compulsion.”


      “True. You’re right. It was probably a compulsion.” If it ever happened. She locked gazes with him. “Are you interested in compulsive behavior, David?”


      “Sure. You might say that’s one reason I’m here.”


      “So tell me the other reasons.”


      “Let me tell you what it’s like to be twelve years old and go three days living on nothing but water.”


      “I thought you wanted to talk about the amorous caseworker.”


      “This was a year before that. You can swell your stomach with water, but it isn’t like food.”


      “I wouldn’t think so.”


      “Oh, sure.”


      “Sure what?”


      “The amorous caseworker.”


      For a few seconds he was in control of the session, and he handed control back to me.


      Which means he’s really in charge.


      He did tell her about his relationship with the caseworker. About trysts in the barn, in the woman’s car, in the farmhouse when there was no one else home. The caseworker had been interested in sadomasochism and bestiality, and forced all sorts of aberrant behavior on the young David Blank. “If it was abnormal sex, she was into it,” he said bitterly.


      “I don’t know if there is such a thing as abnormal sex,” Rita said. “There’s a wide spectrum of human behavior.”


      He sat up slightly and gave her a sharp look. “I guess you’re right, but this kind of stuff was really over the edge.”


      He continued telling her in minute detail about what he and the caseworker had done all those years ago in the quiet farmhouse or in the hot, buzzing barn that smelled of hay and manure. He had a great imagination.


      Rita let him talk, barely listening. The recorder would pick it all up and preserve it for later contemplation. It was lies, anyway, she was sure. Camouflage for…something. And eventually she’d discover what.


      He stayed on the subject for the rest of his appointment, playing his game with her, rambling on at $300 per hour.


      Making me earn my money.


      She smiled slightly. He couldn’t verbally dance and dart and dodge forever. She was patient and wily. She would beat him at this nimble game of deception.


      But one thing bothered her a great deal: she was sure he knew she knew he was lying, and he didn’t seem to care. That made it more difficult for her to figure out his reasons for coming into analysis. If he were simply going through a charade that even he knew was too obvious, why would he waste his time and hers?


      Rita did know that David Blank, whoever he was, wasn’t the sort to waste time or anything else.


      Between appointments, or in the early-morning hours when she couldn’t sleep, she found herself wondering about her mysterious patient, worrying the puzzle and getting nowhere. Sometimes it seemed he was the analyst and she the patient, though the reasons for this were just beyond her comprehension.


      But Rita’s confidence was unwavering.


      Sooner or later she’d meet the real David Blank.


      And know his reason for coming to her.


      


      Mary Navarre and Donald Baines had just seen Hail to the Chef on Broadway and then had a late-night snack at a diner on West Forty-fourth Street. They were still in a good mood from the hit musical comedy when Donald keyed the apartment door, reached in, and flipped the light switch. Then he stood aside to let Mary enter first.


      It was still one of her great pleasures to enter the recently decorated apartment, to see the expensive neutral leather furniture, the art on the walls, the retro slat-blinds window treatments. She would pause inside the door and let her glance take it all in before continuing her entrance.


      But this time her gaze didn’t stray but went directly to the white box on the sofa cushion. Not only didn’t she know what it was, she was sure it hadn’t been there when they left for the theater.


      Donald must have somehow arranged for this; it was the only explanation.


      She moved toward the large, rectangular box. Its lid was lifted on one corner and a fold of white tissue paper protruded as if testing the air.


      “What the hell is that?” she heard Donald say behind her.


      An act? It wasn’t her birthday or their anniversary. She couldn’t think of any reason she should receive a gift from her husband except for pure impulsiveness, which wasn’t entirely beyond Donald.


      “One way to find out,” Mary said, and lifted the lid off the box.


      Inside was more white tissue paper. She unfolded it and recognized the crimson silk kimono she’d admired two days ago in Bloomingdale’s.


      But Donald hadn’t been with her. Had she mentioned the kimono?


      “It’s beautiful,” she said, pulling the kimono from the box and holding it up so they could both admire it. “But how did you know?”


      “Know what?”


      “That I wanted it and decided it was too frivolous for the money.”


      “Why would I know?”


      “Because you ordered it from Bloomingdale’s.”


      He came over to stand next to her and reached out and touched the smooth material. “Much as I’m tempted to take credit, Mary, this isn’t a gift from me.”


      She looked up at him. He seemed to be telling the truth. And why would he deny buying the kimono now that she’d accepted it?


      “It must be from a secret admirer,” he said. He didn’t seem to be kidding.


      “An admirer with a key?”


      “Obviously. Or maybe he bribed the super to let him in.” Spurred to action by that possibility, he went to the phone.


      Mary laid the kimono over the box and stared at it, listening to Donald in the background as he questioned the super.


      When he came back, he said, “Nobody was let into our apartment.”


      “If the super was bribed,” Mary said, “maybe he’s lying.”


      “He didn’t sound like he was lying,” Donald said. He looked hard at Mary, his brow furrowed so his eyes were squinted. “You sure you didn’t order this and forget about it?”


      “I wouldn’t forget, Donald. Besides, that would explain the kimono, but not how it got inside the apartment.” Maybe you ordered it and forgot, like with the bouquet. Everyone had their little mental glitches; maybe this was one of Donald’s—mystery gifts. Maybe he’d instructed the super to admit the deliveryman and had only pretended to phone downstairs. Maybe the flowers had been from him, too. Roses, a silk kimono…There could be worse faults in a husband. “Even if you didn’t give this to me,” she said, “thanks.”


      “Don’t thank me for what I didn’t do.” He seemed genuinely irritated. “The kimono isn’t from me any more than the roses you found in here before we moved in.”


      “Do you think we should change the locks?”


      “We should consider it.” While I bide my time and see if more mysterious gifts turn up after your shopping expeditions. He thought he’d known everything about Mary, though they’d only been together a little over a year. Maybe he was learning something new. Maybe she was having a secret affair.


      He immediately rejected the idea. After all, she’d told him about the roses.


      If she had bought the kimono, or if she was some kind of kleptomaniac, sick, that could be dealt with medically.


      But he had to know.


      What if he hired a private detective to follow her and find out if she behaved in any way peculiar during her shopping? It was something to consider.


      If Mary was ill, he wanted to help her. And if there was some other reason for the unexplained gifts—first the flowers, now the kimono—he sure as hell wanted to know what it was.


      Either way, he was afraid of what he might learn.


      


      Renz sat on the sagging sofa, opposite Quinn in Quinn’s apartment, glancing about while gnawing his lower lip.


      “You’ve certainly done wonders with the place,” he said. “With each visit I see improvement. Is that a new bent lampshade? Was that wall always a mossy green? And is it my imagination or are the roaches smaller?”


      “You said you had something important to discuss,” Quinn said, marveling that this was his friend and protector in the NYPD and not his enemy. What kind of dung had he gotten himself into?


      “Is this what they call shabby cheap?” Renz asked, refusing to let go of his own cleverness. Then he looked sheepish, wilting beneath Quinn’s baleful stare. “Oh, all right. It’s this.” He held up the folded newspaper he’d brought with him.


      “That the Times?”


      “The Voice.”


      “You’ve always struck me as a typical subscriber.”


      Renz shrugged. “The poetry in my soul.” He dropped the paper on the glass-ringed coffee table. “What’s interesting in this edition is another installment of the saga of Anna Caruso.”


      “The papers like her story,” Quinn said. “I can understand that.”


      “Then you should also understand this. The more they like her story, the less they like yours. In this particular piece you are the villain. There’s an old photo of you coming out of the precinct house just after your hearing. You look angry, and about to unzip your pants.”


      Quinn knew the shot. The photographer had caught him coming down the concrete steps and swinging his arms. His right hand, which was about two feet away from his body when the photo was taken, appeared in only two dimensions to be adjusting his fly.


      For a few seconds he felt again the injustice of his situation, the old futility and rage. I’ve become the victim of my own good intentions—can’t the fools see that? He’d never been naive enough to think something would inevitably right the wrong done to him, but he hadn’t counted on self-pity enveloping and smothering him.


      He became aware of Renz smiling at the expression on his face.


      “I thought that was your end of the bargain,” Quinn said. “To get me out from under the rape charge that was never filed.”


      “And so can’t be disproved,” Renz pointed out.


      And Quinn knew the accusation wouldn’t have been disproved if charges had been filed, even though he was innocent. Every cop knows truth is usually one of the early victims in the legal process. For a while he’d forgotten that, and it had cost him. He was still paying and, as Renz knew, was almost tapped out and dealing from desperation.


      What Quinn didn’t know was that Renz thought he was guilty. That was why he’d come to him. To catch a sicko like the Night Prowler, you had to think like him, get into his mind, and be him. And who better to do that than his spiritual brother?


      Set a sicko to catch a sicko.


      “I’ve been watching the media on this one,” Renz said. “If I might brag a bit, I’m something of an expert when it comes to media in this town.”


      “I give you that,” Quinn told him.


      “What I see happening, even though it’s still in the beginning stages, is you gradually morphing from heroic and beleaguered ex-cop, getting his second chance, to lecherous bully with a badge, getting a few more free whacks at the public. And all at the cost of a sweet young thing who withers at the thought of you, and is, to boot, very photogenic.”


      “She’s withering at the thought of somebody else.”


      “Don’t we both know it?” Renz shook his head sadly. “And don’t we both know it doesn’t make any difference unless you step it up and catch this loony who’s offing happy couples in their prime?”


      “That’s why you came here? To light a fire under my ass?”


      “Something like. Tell me why I shouldn’t.”


      Quinn gave him a progress report. Though even to him it didn’t sound much like progress.


      “You’ve got shit,” Renz said.


      “We’ve got pieces—”


      “Pieces of—”


      “All right, all right!” Quinn waved his fist in a gesture that was threatening enough that Renz quieted down and settled back on the sofa.


      “We’ve got pieces,” Quinn continued, “that haven’t yet been put together. The beginnings of a pattern. Of a picture. It’s how these cases always shape up in the beginning. You’re the one who knows media, Renz. I’m the one who knows police work.”


      Renz sighed. Made a big show of it, in fact. He picked up his Voice and stood up from the sofa, stretching and working one shoulder, moving his arm in a slow circle as if he were a big-league pitcher worrying about his rotator cuff.


      “I’m gonna leave you with the thought that you don’t have much time,” he said. “Once your image is fucked, so are you. And what’s happened is, your image’s asshole is all greased and ready.” He dropped the folded paper back on the table. “You don’t believe me, read about it in the Voice. It’ll tear your heart out. It’ll make you wanna send money and flowers to little Anna Caruso.”


      “I already want to,” Quinn said to Renz’s back as he walked out the door.


      He seemed not to have heard.


      Or to have noticed the tears in Quinn’s eyes.
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      Hiram, Missouri, 1989.


      Luther had spent the last month learning more and more about what was becoming his trade, and what Tom Wilde assured him could be raised to approximate, if not become, art. Luther became an expert at stenciling, layering, tinting, and shading, using tone and texture and creating illusion.


      His affair with Cara continued. Milford spent his evenings with his ledger books, working overtime in his office at the mine. Luther spent his evenings with Cara. She became more easily aroused and erotic under Luther’s touch, and he continued to learn from her. He thought that if she loved him only a fraction of how much he loved her, he’d be happy. She couldn’t love him more, because she was everything to him.


      Nothing was out of bounds to the lovers. No part of either of them was secret to the other.


      Which was why, when Milford unexpectedly came home from work early one evening, he walked into his bedroom and found Cara and Luther blissfully locked in mutual oral pleasure.


      On Milford’s side of the bed.


      He stood stunned, unable to believe what he was seeing. He had to look more closely to be sure that, yes, the woman was actually Cara. Doing…what she chose not to do with Milford.


      So engrossed were the lovers in each other that they had no idea he was there. That somehow added to Milford’s astonishment and indignation—it was as if he didn’t exist to them. Worst of all was his feeling that he was the interloper, the one who didn’t belong here.


      Here, my home, my bed, my woman…God, God, God…


      Slowly he unclenched his fists, letting an inner steadiness, a solidity, focus his anger even if he couldn’t control it. He went to the closet and opened its door, then began rooting around behind the hanging clothes.


      He’d made enough noise to distract Luther and Cara from each other.


      “Milford?” Cara’s voice was choked.


      Well, no wonder! Milford felt the rage in the core of him become white-hot.


      “Milford!” she said again behind him, now with a curious hoarseness he’d never heard before, as if she were some other woman. “What are you doing?”


      His hand closed on warm walnut. “Looking for my shotgun.” How calm and matter-of-fact was his voice.


      “Milford—Mr. Sand—wait a minute!” Luther now, talking to his back. “Let me explain how this happened. Maybe you’ll understand. Honest, I’m not trying to make excuses, but this was something Cara and I didn’t do on purpose. It just happened! It was nobody’s fault!”


      Young, so young. Milford smiled grimly. Not going to get any older.


      He reached up on the closet shelf and found his box of shells. Then he turned and faced his wife and her lover as he broke down the double-barreled twelve-gauge and began loading it.


      “No, no, Milford!” Cara retreated to the headboard and curled in the fetal position against it, as if shielding herself from an approaching tornado. Luther, the other nude figure in the disgusting scene, stood up from the bed and held out a palm in a signal for Milford to halt what he was doing.


      “Give this some thought, Milford. Don’t do this, please!”


      He seemed afraid now, but not in the slightest embarrassed. Milford thought that was odd, thinking how devastated he’d feel in Luther’s place. How wrong.


      Well, Milford had read about Luther’s background. What had the filthy animal learned during his time on the streets?


      And taught Cara!


      Milford finished slipping the shells into their chambers and deftly locked the shotgun closed. It made a cold metallic clucking sound—so efficient, a hard, impersonal substance forged precisely to its purpose, not like flesh.


      He could smell their sex now, the heat and wetness of it. It made him more sure of what he was about to do. He thumbed off the safety.


      “You can’t do this, Milford!” Luther said. He was hurriedly getting dressed, already had his pants half on and was buttoning his shirt.


      “Scum,” Milford said calmly. “Street scum that doesn’t deserve to breathe.”


      Cara remained curled on the bed, wrapping her bare arms about her head and whimpering.


      Luther was imploring but not giving ground, as if he had a few bargaining chips left to play and might yet be persuasive. “Think about this, Milford! I mean, like, really think about it!”


      “I am thinking about it. Are you?”


      “Yes. And I’m sorry! I apologize for this. And I really mean it! Will you give me a chance to leave? Will you promise not to hurt Cara? That’s all I’m asking!”


      “No and no.” Milford raised the shotgun to his shoulder and sighted down its long twin barrels to the end of everything.


      Luther was hobbling toward the door now, carrying his shoes in one hand and fumbling to button his jeans with the other.


      “I’ve been a fool!” Milford screamed at him. “And you betrayed me! You betrayed me! Scum! Street scum!”


      Milford squeezed the trigger for the left barrel. The right barrel was for Cara. The reload was going to be for him.


      The hammer clicked on the shell, but the gun didn’t fire.


      Luther continued his flight out the door, not looking back, an absurd figure dressing and hopping and ducking simultaneously. Astonished, Milford squeezed the trigger for the right barrel.


      Nothing. Another misfire.


      The shells must have been on the closet shelf too long. They were too old, Milford figured.


      Milford screamed and hurled the shotgun at the door Luther had slammed shut behind him.


      


      He heard Milford’s scream and what sounded like the heavy shotgun clatter off the door and drop to the floor. But Luther didn’t slow down. He kept running through the house, down the stairs and toward the front door, bumping into things, brushing furniture aside. Something fell and broke behind him. Like his life.


      Then he was outside, across the wood porch and down the steps and into the warm night.


      Away!


      Life on the streets had taught Luther some hard lessons, and when he came across the shotgun several weeks ago, he made sure it was unloaded, then left it where he’d found it in the back of the closet. The half-dozen shells in the box on the closet shelf he didn’t leave exactly as he had found them. He removed all their pellets and powder, then replaced them in their box and made sure nothing looked as if it had been disturbed.


      It was a precaution that saved his life.


      But now what was he going to do? It was just past dusk, and the darkening, tree-lined street was deserted and quiet, but for the ongoing scream of crickets. A car’s headlights passed a block down at the intersection, but that was the only movement. Luther was sure no one had seen him leave the house, or heard the disturbance inside.


      His heart was hammering and he was perspiring. Sweat stung his eyes, making it difficult to see. He dabbed at his eyes with his shirtsleeve, then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, tasting Cara. Cara!


      Should he go back and do what he could to protect her?


      No, that might only make things worse. After dealing with the shotgun, Luther had searched the rest of the house to make sure there were no more guns. Milford wasn’t armed and wouldn’t shoot her. And whatever else he might do, with a knife or his bare hands…well, it would already have been done.


      A dog began barking far away, as if to remind Luther of a wider world beyond the dark street. He noticed the smell of recently mowed grass.


      The best thing he could do was get farther away from the house and neighborhood and stay away. He’d phone later, though, and make sure Cara was all right. He wouldn’t give up on her. He wouldn’t!


      But what would he do now?


      Where would he go?


      What would happen to him?


      It wasn’t the first time in his young life he’d asked himself those same questions he couldn’t answer.


      Each time, the terror and loneliness were worse.


      What will happen to me?


      


      Luther awoke, slumped low on the seat of Tom Wilde’s rusty pickup truck, and knuckled sleep from his eyes. The morning light flooding through the cracked windshield was blinding.


      He squinted at his watch. Past ten o’clock. Unable to think of where else to go last night, he’d finally walked to Wilde’s closed painting and decorating company and found a place to sleep in the cab of the old truck parked on the back corner of the lot. In the morning he’d go to work and try to figure out what he might do on a more long-term basis. As long as he had a job, he’d have some money and some options—if the state didn’t send a caseworker to find him.


      He thought there was a good chance Milford wouldn’t bother notifying the state for a while. He’d probably prefer that Luther find his way to another part of the country. Then he could cook up some phony story as to why Luther had left, rather than admit his wife had slept with their foster child. That admission would stop the money they were receiving from the agency in exchange for their temporary care of kids adrift like Luther.


      Luther looked at himself in the dirty rearview mirror and smoothed back his hair. His eyes were bloodshot and there was a look to them he hadn’t seen since Kansas City. Eyes of the lost and desperate.


      The afraid.


      He tucked his hair back behind his ears, then opened the rusty old door and climbed down out of the truck. Tom Wilde had driven the van home yesterday, but now it was parked at the curb; Wilde would be inside the building, probably wondering where his apprentice Luther was this fine, bright morning.


      There was a sharp pain in the small of Luther’s back, and one of his legs was stiff. He’d only been able to get comfortable enough to sleep in short stretches on the hard, cracked vinyl of the pickup’s seat.


      He clenched his fists, put them behind his neck, and leaned back at the waist. Something popped in his spine, and his back felt better. He felt awake and strong enough to work today, to lug five-gallon buckets of paint and scamper up ladders. Or he was sure he’d be able to work as soon as he limbered up.


      As he limped stiffly to the front of the building and its entrance, he tried not to think about what happened last night. But that was impossible.


      He’d have to tell Tom Wilde, because Wilde would eventually find out about it. And before leaving for their painting job, Luther wanted to phone Cara, even if it meant he’d be talking to Milford. He wanted to make sure Cara was all right, that Milford hadn’t hurt her.


      If Milford had done something to her…


      Luther decided not to think about that.


      When he pushed open the door and stepped into the storeroom and office, there was Wilde sitting on the high stool at his workbench. He wasn’t dressed for work. Instead of his paint-spattered coveralls, he was wearing faded jeans and a dark blue pullover sweater that would be way too hot in another hour. His shoulders were rounded, his head bowed as if it were too heavy for his neck to support.


      “Tom?”


      “Morning, Luther.” But he hadn’t yet looked at Luther.


      When Wilde did raise his head to look, the light showed bruises on his face, and an eye that was rapidly turning dark.


      “What happened?” Luther asked.


      “Milford was here.”


      “This morning?”


      “Early. He was waiting for me to show up.”


      “What’d he say?”


      “That you were finished working here, and I didn’t have any choice in the matter. He used his fists on me to make sure I understood. That was his excuse, anyway.”


      “What’d he have against you?”


      “I was handy. He’d rather have been beating on you. What happened, Luther? What the hell’d you do?”


      “He didn’t tell you?”


      “No. He was too busy pounding on me.”


      Luther decided to let Milford keep his embarrassing secret. And there was no reason to spread the story that Cara had slept with Luther. That would be the worst thing for Cara. So if Milford wanted to protect his reputation and wound up protecting Cara’s, too, that was okay with Luther.


      “We had an argument, was all. He lost his temper. Who’d have thought a worm like Milford would have a temper like that? I called him some things, said some stuff I shouldn’t have.”


      “You must have,” Wilde said. “I can tell you there won’t be any making up. Not with a man like Milford. I warned you he’s more dangerous than he seems.” He lowered his eyes again, staring at the floor, then looked up and met Luther’s gaze. “It’s not just that Milford’s capable of hurting people real bad; he’s also got a lot of weight in this town. The folks that know him are scared to cross him, and he can make my work and my life impossible if I side with you. I’ve gotta do what he says, Luther. I have to let you go. I don’t want to, but I have to.”


      “I understand,” Luther said. “You been good to me, Tom, and I don’t wanna cause you any more harm.”


      “Milford was looking for you, Luther. He won’t give up till he finds you. Where’d you spend the night?”


      “Here. In the cab of the pickup.”


      “Jesus! You were here when Milford was!”


      “I guess. I musta slept through it.”


      “Lucky for you.” Wilde dug in his jeans pocket and came up with a wad of bills. “Here’s what I owe you, plus a little extra. It’s all I can do for you, Luther.”


      Luther accepted the money and thanked Wilde.


      “Where you going now?” Wilde asked.


      “I don’t know. I can’t hang around here.”


      “No, I guess you can’t. I’m sorry.”


      “That’s okay, Tom. None of it’s your fault.” Luther moved toward the door. “See you.”


      “You be careful.” Wilde got down off the stool and came over and shook Luther’s hand, then gave him a powerful, awkward hug. “You watch out. Maybe take a bus outta here, but keep watching out the corner of your eye till you clear the town limits.”


      “I might do that, Tom. Thank you. You been good to me.”


      Luther eased out the door and walked away, not looking back. The sun was hot on his back, as if urging him on.


      But he wasn’t going to the bus station. He wasn’t going to leave town, because that would mean leaving Cara.


      Confident that Milford would be working in his office at the mine, Luther wandered around town for a while, trying to figure out where to go. If he got a motel room, Milford would eventually find him. And maybe not so eventually. Life on the streets in a place the size of Hiram was impossible. The homeless were made to move on or were arrested for vagrancy. The sheriff’s department would pick him up the first day.


      Luther had no idea where to go, what to do.


      What now? What will happen to me now?


      He found himself only a block from the Sands’ big Victorian house. Maybe Cara would be there alone. He might talk to her, be sure she was all right before leaving. She might have some ideas.


      He couldn’t be absolutely sure Milford wasn’t home. His pulse quickened as he approached the house and went up the steps to the wide front porch. He looked up and down the block. Unless someone was peeking out a window, he hadn’t been seen. The only unnatural sound was a car alarm beeping insistently blocks away. A bee droned out from the branches of a nearby sweet-smelling honeysuckle and circled Luther as if sizing him up, getting up the nerve.


      A few seconds after he’d rung the doorbell, Cara opened the door and stared out at him in surprise.


      She looked fine, unmarked. Maybe Milford had taken it all out on Wilde.


      “Cara…you okay?”


      “I am.” He saw now she’d been crying. Fresh tears glittered in her eyes. “Milford went to see Tom Wilde,” she said.


      “I know. I just came from there. Wilde had to fire me. Milford beat him up and didn’t leave him any choice. I don’t know what to do now, where to go. Listen, Milford isn’t…?”


      “He’s not here. After coming back from Wilde’s, he went to work. To his office at the mine, where he’s spent most of his time the past ten years.”


      She opened the door wider and touched Luther’s arm lightly with the tips of two fingers, drawing him inside with only the slightest pressure, as if by some magnetic force that bound them with the slightest contact.


      “I needed to come here and see you,” Luther said. His breath caught in his throat.


      He would have said more, but Cara suddenly clung to him and was kissing him hard on the mouth, grinding her lips against his. She moaned and began to tremble, digging her fingers into his back and turning their bodies so they moved back and were away from the lace-curtained window in the door and no one might notice them from outside.


      When they separated, she gazed into his eyes as if at worship and said, “You came to the right place, Luther. Here’s where you finally belong.”


      He believed her. Whatever name was on a mortgage or a marriage license, he was the one who belonged here, with Cara.


      With Cara he was home.
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      New York, 2004.


      He knew when she was due home from work, and he’d be watching out the window. Even from twelve stories up, he’d recognize her. He’d seen her leave for work, followed her and observed her eating lunch at an upscale restaurant on Central Park West. She was wearing a light gray dress and carrying a red purse and a folded black umbrella in case of rain. He’d know her by her clothes and by her long dark hair and by her walk, proud and erect, back slightly arched, head held high, her pace slightly faster than those around her. Almost as if she were on parade and could feel the gaze of someone watching her closely, focusing on only her out of the throngs of passing people.


      Maybe she senses it already. Maybe she knows.


      In the end, when destiny and time meet, they all seem to know, seem to understand that they knew all along and were betraying me. They understand the meaning and the justice and that they must pay. They’re struck by the meanings of life and of death simultaneously and see that there is no difference. A blink, a missed heartbeat, a final exhalation, nothing…the buzzing…color the length of light, nothing more. Their final wisdom is the lesson and the gift.


      He glanced at his watch, then went to the window and raised the blind. Pressing his forehead against the glass to gain a better angle, he looked down. Blue distance.


      And there she was!


      He gasped at the beauty.


      


      Mary Navarre strode along the sidewalk toward her West End apartment, veering slightly now and then to navigate the flow of pedestrian traffic and pass slower walkers. She was wearing the leather strap of her red purse diagonally across her torso as a precaution against snatch-and-run thieves, and she was wielding her folded umbrella in her right hand almost like a weapon with each stride. She might have intimidated those walking toward her, were it not for her smile.


      She used the keypad to enter the lobby, then checked for mail in the brass box with her apartment number above it.


      Nothing but advertising circulars and a notice urging residents to attend a neighborhood meeting to discuss increasing block security against the threat of terrorism.


      Maybe Donald could attend, Mary thought as she relocked the box, then used her key on the door to the inner lobby and elevators.


      As she pressed the up button, she saw that one of the elevators was on the twelfth floor, the other on the fifth. The arrow pointing to twelve didn’t move, but the one resting on five immediately began to descend. It stopped briefly on three, then continued down to lobby level.


      When the door slid open, a heavyset woman Mary had seen before nodded to her and left the elevator in a swirl of navy blue material, trailing a long scarlet scarf. Trying to look thinner. Mary wondered why overweight people so often tried to hide their bulk beneath tentlike clothing that only accentuated their size. Then she remembered stepping on the bathroom scale this morning, and tried not to think about the five pounds she’d somehow gained during the past month. She and Donald, himself getting thicker through the middle, had been enjoying too many rich meals in too many good restaurants lately.


      It has to stop….


      As she took possession of the elevator and pressed the button for the twelfth floor, Mary swore to herself again that she was going on a diet. Maybe try the Atkins. Her favorite meal was steak with a salad, rolls, and a baked potato, all washed down with a strong martini. She should be able to give up the potato, maybe a roll.


      On twelve, the elevator slowed and stopped, then settled slightly as it found its proper level, and the door slid open.


      As Mary stepped out into the hall, she was aware of the adjacent elevator’s door sliding closed.


      In the apartment she paused inside the door as she often did and admired the spaciousness and tasteful decor, reminding herself again that it was all hers and Donald’s.


      It wasn’t until she went to the kitchen for a glass of water that she noticed the two shrink-wrapped steak filets on a corner of the kitchen table. They were prime cuts, thick and lightly marbled, the way she liked them.


      She stared at the steaks, puzzled. How on earth…?


      When she’d gotten a glass of orange juice this morning, had she accidentally removed the steaks from the refrigerator and forgotten them?


      But she doubted that. She was sure she hadn’t even opened the refrigerator’s meat compartment. She’d had no reason. Besides, she didn’t remember the steaks even being in the refrigerator. Maybe Donald had bought them and planned for a romantic dinner at home this evening. Maybe he wanted to surprise her because they had something to celebrate. That would explain everything.


      “Donald?” Her voice surprised her. It was higher than normal. Frightened.


      “Donald!” Better.


      She went into the living room and called his name again. Kept calling it as she roamed the apartment, peering into all the rooms.


      She was alone.


      As she walked back through the living room, she noticed one of the blinds was raised.


      Something else that doesn’t belong.


      But she made no further connection between the blind and the steaks in the kitchen. After all, she might have raised the blind and forgotten. Or maybe Donald had done so.


      Mary lowered the blind, restoring—in her mind, anyway—elegance and balance to the room. She only absently took note of the smudges on the windowpane, as if someone had leaned against it in order to peer out and down.


      She went back to the kitchen and gingerly touched the shrink-wrapped steaks with the backs of her knuckles.


      They were cool.


      Can’t have been here long.


      Mary sat at the table and stared at the expensive cuts of meat she was sure she hadn’t seen before.


      Donald again? Playing his games?


      She knew he’d deny it.


      This is strange. This is goddamned strange.


      She recalled stepping out of the elevator into the hall, the hiss of the adjacent elevator’s door closing, what she’d felt, how the hair on the nape of her neck seemed to stir. She hadn’t thought much about it at the time. And maybe she shouldn’t think about it now.


      Nothing…it means nothing…. Imagination…I am not afraid…


      But maybe I should be!


      Mary put the steaks in the refrigerator’s meat compartment and left the apartment immediately. In the lobby she realized she’d forgotten her umbrella, but she decided not to go back for it.


      She’d kill time down the street at Starbucks, sip a café mocha while she browsed through this morning’s paper, and return to the apartment later, when she was sure Donald was home.


      Definitely, they needed to talk.


      


      The Night Prowler had stood in the elevator on the twelfth floor and waited for her, his fingertip on the button marked open so the door wouldn’t close and the elevator would remain where it was.


      When he heard the adjacent elevator arrive, he removed his finger from open and pressed lobby. The door slid closed just as the door next to it was opening. He actually caught a buzzing glimpse of her gray skirt—its hem, for only an instant—as she emerged into the hall.


      As the elevator plunged, he leaned against its back wall and breathed in deeply. For an instant she’d been so near. The scent of her! Not of her perfume, but of her!


      The scent of her flesh, of her color and movement and smile and glance!


      She knows!


      She might not realize it yet, but she knows. Somehow, on some dark level of consciousness in the ancient country of her mind, she has to be aware of what fate plans for us, of the inevitability and momentum of desire, to know how close we are, united, merged, cleaved unto each other, almost as one.


      Original sin. Original betrayal.


      Almost as one…


      She knows!
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      God, this is awful!


      Pearl had a terrible taste in her mouth and her teeth felt mossy. She’d fallen asleep on her sofa watching cable news, and the precarious state of just about everything seemed to have taken over her mind. She couldn’t quite recall her dreams, but they’d left a residue of gloom.


      She’d had dinner alone at home—a small steak, French fries, deli slaw, and a glass of cheap red wine. Satisfying. After doing the dishes at the sink, she’d put on some old jeans and a worn-out shirt and painted in the living room until she got tired. Then she did a hurried cleanup and decided to drink a soda while she watched television before going to bed.


      A new reality TV show was on. Several men and women had been living together for weeks in isolation in a lighthouse on a small island. One of the women had finished last in a round-robin tennis match, and viewers were calling in to vote on which of the men should marry her.


      Huh?


      


      Pearl had dozed.


      Now it was past one A.M., and on television a man in a blue suit with a red tie was arguing with another man in a blue suit with a red tie about abortion.


      Pearl blinked and sat up. The TV was pulled out toward the middle of the room. Behind it, the wall was almost completely painted. This visual affirmation of accomplishment didn’t afford the satisfaction Pearl had imagined. In her depressed state she wondered why she’d felt the surge of optimism and energy that prompted her to drag painting materials from the hall closet and begin rolling the wall.


      She thought it might have had something to do with Quinn, but when she looked at it another way, that seemed preposterous. Quinn was old enough to be her father—biologically, anyway. Theirs would be the kind of romance you saw in old Humphrey Bogart–Lauren Bacall movies, where nobody noticed or cared that Bacall was young and Bogart was closing in on senility. Or like Fred and Ethel on I Love Lucy. What the hell was Ethel doing with a fossil like Fred?


      On the other hand, Pearl thought, it might not be so bad to be the celluloid Lauren Bacall. Or, for that matter, Ethel. Instead of a woman on the verge of unemployment, and getting hooked on an aged ex-cop everyone thought was a child molester.


      Almost everyone, anyway.


      The talking heads on TV had switched subjects and were discussing the federal deficit. Pearl heard something about “sacrificing future generations.”


      The truth was, the future didn’t look so good for Pearl, Quinn, and Fedderman. They were way out on a limb that some very important people were trying to saw off. Egan was a total asshole, and even Quinn didn’t trust Renz. The local media were starting to get nasty, and Quinn was the only one who thought there’d been any actual progress on the case.


      Pearl decided she’d call Quinn’s sister tomorrow, maybe try to meet her someplace for coffee, and get a renewal of optimism. Michelle Quinn seemed constantly buoyed by whatever magic she worked on her computer to suggest her brother was innocent of the rape accusation. There was always the possibility she’d somehow fit together cyber pieces and make progress on the Night Prowler puzzle.


      The Night Prowler. Pearl didn’t want to think about that sicko tonight. She wouldn’t be able to sleep. Quinn, innocent, was suffering like some poor schmuck in the Bible who’d been exiled to a far land to do penance, while the Night Prowler, a killer, took his sadistic satisfaction with impunity.


      Pearl decided not to let herself get riled up. She noticed she hadn’t put the lid on one of the paint cans. Oh, well. By now there was probably a skin of dried paint over the surface. As good as a lid. No need to bother with it tonight, tired as she was. In the morning she’d stuff the paint and other materials back in the closet and try to forget about them.


      One of the TV pundits was waving his arms and trying to outshout the other guy, assuring everyone the future was secure. Pearl used the remote to switch him off in midsentence and went to bed.


      Even in her life there were small satisfactions.


      


      There she was. He was almost certain.


      New York was big, but people still unexpectedly saw someone they knew.


      She wasn’t wearing the fuck-me oufit she’d had on when they first met. This morning she was dressed like a rich-bitch business broad and walking out of a building that looked like it cost a fortune every month to live there. By her actions he knew she lived there and hadn’t been visiting.


      Her hair was different, though. More fluffy or something.


      He was across the street and tried to get nearer to confirm her identity, but the uniformed doorman, who acted like he knew her, hailed her a cab and she was gone before he could get close.


      Not that it mattered. He was sure enough, and a closer look wouldn’t have revealed all that much. The lash welts he’d laid on her were carefully applied where they’d be concealed by clothes. Same with the bruises, except maybe where he’d grabbed her by the ankles and dragged her back from the door.


      She loves games, doesn’t she? And doesn’t it figure?


      He knew how it worked with a bitch this wealthy; she had this swanky apartment, where she lived the straight life, and another apartment down in the Village, where she was the kind of woman who’d let herself be picked up by somebody who’d dish her what she needed. Someplace where she could really be herself.


      He watched her cab disappear in traffic, then looked again at the tall, modern building behind the brightly uniformed doorman. He’d like to see this one again, but he’d never be able to get into her apartment here, with the kind of security this luxury fortress must have. And she probably wouldn’t visit her Village apartment all that often. She must have a good job, a great one, and she’d need to be careful, so he’d have to get lucky and catch her outside. Or maybe he’d see her again in one of the clubs.


      He was sure they could be happy together in their misery, at least for a while.


      She could afford him and his bad habits. She had what he wanted. She’d want to give it to him.


      He’d see to it.
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      “You see the problem, Romulus,” said Victory Wallace, who was decorating a brownstone on West Eighty-ninth Street. His clients were a wealthy oil wholesaler and his wife, who were relocating from Turkey. The old building would never have dreamed this could happen.


      They were in the bathroom off the master bedroom on the second floor, a spacious cubicle of beige tile, with veined marble flooring and vanity tops. The shower stall, large enough to accommodate half a dozen, and with myriad gold-plated spray heads aimed in all directions, had doors with what looked like handwritten love letters pressed between layers of etched glass. Overhead was a gold chandelier that looked as if it belonged in a palatial grand hall in Saudi Arabia rather than in a West Side bathroom. Oddly, Victory Wallace (whose real name was Victor Padilla) had made it all seem right. But then, that was his talent.


      Another of his talents was the grande-dame act he’d made part of his professional personality. Romulus was used to it and ignored it, though he did appreciate its marketability and Marlene Dietrich shadings.


      “I mean, Romulus, my clients are under extreme pressure and determined to move in next week, and I must make everything tight and right. You do see the problem, dear man?”


      Romulus flicked lint from the sleeve of his black Armani suit and nodded.


      Victory, who affected the startled gaze of a deer reminded of hunting season, stared at him as if he’d expected more response. “My clients want something done with this awful steel support pole. They insist. And it’s load bearing. It simply can’t be moved!” He was a slender man, with a wasp waist, wearing tight designer jeans and a charcoal shirt with bloused sleeves. Sometimes he wore a red beret. Costume was part of the extreme shtick that was often necessary for clients at this stratospheric price level. “I mean, a big steel supporting pole in the middle of the bathroom! It looks like a drainpipe from upstairs, something human refuse gurgles through!” He made a gargoyle face, momentarily sticking out his tongue. “You do see what we’re dealing with here?”


      “Box it in,” Romulus suggested.


      Victory pressed a palm to his forehead as if stricken with a migraine. “No, no, we’re way beyond the plaster-dust stage, Romulus. There’s simply no going back. No time.”


      Romulus looked at the gold-plated faucets and the deliberately exposed gold plumbing beneath the marble basin. Vulgar. Garish. “You said the pole looks like plumbing. So don’t try to hide it. Flaunt it. Make it gold-plated like the other plumbing. It would show well, but I warn you it would be expensive.”


      Victory waved his long right arm out to the side as if trying to flick away pesky cellophane that had stuck to his fingers. “We’re way, way beyond expensive. Money isn’t the issue at all. Simply not part of the equation. The problem is that the pole’s surface isn’t the sort of alloy that will accept gold plating.” He grinned in a way he no doubt thought fetchingly at Romulus. “That’s why I called you for advice, dear man. Everyone in the trade says that in a dilemma like this, call Romulus and call him first. He’ll ride to the rescue like the cavalry in one of those Cinemascope Westerns, where all the colors look like they’ve dripped off Gauguin’s palette. Well, you have gotten the call.” Victory cupped a hand to his ear as if listening. “Do I hear a bugle playing charge?”


      “I can paint the pipe and make it look like gold plating. But it will be every bit as expensive as real gold.”


      “Not an issue!” Victory reassured Romulus. “Now here’s another request that would save my life and give my clients sheer bliss: can you, extra please, do the job rush rush?”


      “Three days from now okay?”


      Victory shook his head and brushed away the words as if they were bees swarming about him. “Two? Could you possibly make it two days? Put a rush charge on your bill. Twenty percent.” He made a backhand motion. “Thirty.”


      “Two days,” Romulus said.


      “You are the best, dear man!”


      “Of course I am.”


      Romulus left the brownstone and walked half a block to where his black Cadillac was parked. He knew precisely what to use on the steel pole: a special paint he’d concocted utilizing gold leaf and an off-brand primer. Neither ingredient was easy to find on short notice, but he was sure he had some among the wide array of supplies he maintained just for this kind of request. The paint had to be applied expertly in three or four coats, but the finished product looked amazingly like genuine gold plating.


      Romulus settled back in the Cadillac’s cool interior and pulled away from the curb. He smiled as he drove along narrow side streets, watching New York slide past outside the car’s tinted windows, the tiny restaurants pretending to be sidewalk cafés, the cars double parked, the lovers walking close to each other, the life-worn and weary seated on concrete stoops, the lost wandering in slow confusion.


      Life was good for Romulus and getting better. Everything was under control. For now, at least. There was order and satisfaction in this world of his own making.


      He’d invented his job description: specialty painter. That was what it said on his gilded white business cards, along with his professional name: Romulus.


      It hadn’t been easy for him to gain the respect and admiration of those who at first regarded him as merely another subcontractor, a spreader of paint who was particularly neat in his work.


      But they soon learned he wasn’t an ordinary painter, which was why he now commanded such an exorbitant price from the top decorators who hired him, and who then passed on an even more exorbitant price to their wealthy clients. He matched colors precisely, shaded beveled edges and moldings so door panels appeared shadowed and deeper even in direct light, calculated colors so they best complemented furnishings. He altered texture, tinted to make rooms appear larger or smaller, created light and shadow where none really existed.


      He was an artist. An original. That was what his clients wanted, just as they wanted original gowns and one-of-a-kind everything else.


      He would arrive at the job in his black Cadillac, wearing an Armani suit and carrying all his supplies in a single large black suitcase. Romulus did final work after the common wall painters had left, usually letting himself in with a key provided by the decorator. He preferred to work alone, without anyone observing or interrupting him. He didn’t like suggestions, or having to answer stupid questions.


      Romulus wasted no time after returning to his condo, which had been refurbished to suit his professional needs. He gathered his materials, then stood at his workbench and began to tint cautiously, adding drops at a time, stopping to clamp the gallon paint can in the electric mixer bolted to the bench. The mixer perfectly imitated the hand motion of an expert bartender shaking a martini, only with much more speed and force, churning the can’s contents thoroughly. He added gold leaf, using thin latex gloves and flaking it gently and expertly with his fingertips so it drifted down like metallic snow. After each test mix he would spread a few strokes of paint on a length of pipe he was sure was the same composition as the steel support pole in the brownstone, then lay the pipe on a wooden block before a small fan that would dry it within minutes.


      It took him almost three hours to find the precise formula, but the result was magical.


      Romulus would bail out Victory on this job, and Victory would assume the persona that served him so well and strut and brag about the brownstone’s interior to his fellow decorators—among the most sought after and expensive in New York. It would be good for Romulus’ business.


      For his art.


      His work was done painstakingly, with tools mostly of his own making and with small, fine brushes, and it gave him the kind of visceral elation and soul-deep satisfaction da Vinci himself must have enjoyed.


      It was the second highest level of elation Romulus could achieve.


      


      Lars Svenson sat at his table in Munchen’s and studied the brunette at the end of the bar. She was junkie thin and her dark eyes burned in the back-bar mirror whenever they caught him staring at her.


      There were several things besides her gauntness and eyes that he liked about the woman. Like the way she sat with her legs wrapped around each other on the high stool, one black pump about to fall off her foot. The way she gazed from time to time with such hopelessness into her drink, knowing he was watching her, had to know. The dark bruises on her bare arms, and on the sides of her neck.


      He was especially intrigued by the neck bruises.


      When he carried his drink over and sat on the stool next to her, she didn’t seem surprised. And why would she be? This was why she came here. Why every woman in the place came.


      Losers’ lounge.


      “You a regular customer here?” he asked, giving her his smile at half wattage. Not coming on too strong too fast.


      “I don’t know if that’s precisely the word,” she said, not looking over at him.


      “I’m Lars.”


      “I’m strung out, Lars.”


      “Hard night?”


      “Not so far. I’m still looking.”


      “Maybe I can help you.”


      “You really think you have what I need?”


      He turned her on the stool so she had to look at him, then gave her the whole smile. “I know exactly what you need, and I can supply.” He signaled the bartender for fresh drinks.


      Her dark eyes were steady on him now. Pools of need. “We gonna have a few drinks now, get to know each other before we go to my place?”


      “We should get to know each other,” Lars said. Terribly sincere, terribly concerned Lars. “You should be careful. You might take somebody home who might really hurt you.”


      “I keep trying.”


      


      By midnight Lars had her tied spread-eagle and whipped to a rag. She’d never stopped liking it.


      By twelve-thirty he’d found her stash in a hollowed-out romance novel. Crap coke, but it would do.


      By three A.M. she’d showed him how she got the bruises on her neck.


      By six he’d left her sleeping or unconscious or dead.


      He never had learned her name.


      At a little after seven A.M. he was sitting on a bench in Washington Square. Around him the city was waking up and stretching and getting into its mood.


      He didn’t feel good. The pressure was gone, but he knew it would return. It kept coming back after each time, sooner and sooner. And there was something odd this time. Different, anyway. He found himself wondering how the woman was. Feeling…what…sorry for her?


      Not likely!


      A guy across the square, big man but old, dressed in a bunch of rags, pushed himself up from where he’d been sitting on the grass and kicked at a pigeon. Good luck with that. He hacked and spat phlegm on the grass, then hitched up his oversize pants and limped away in the direction the pigeon had flapped.


      Don’t wanna be like that guy…not ever….


      Younger, stronger, employed Lars stood up shakily from the bench. He needed to get home, have some real sleep, then get to New Jersey for an afternoon move. His stomach was knotted and for some reason he felt like sobbing.


      Not that he was actually going to sob. He had it under control.


      He started walking toward Waverly, deciding it was probably bad drugs making him feel so down.


      Where’d she buy the shit?


      Maybe he should get rid of the rest of it, that he’d stolen from the woman—doing her a favor—and slipped beneath his shirt before letting himself out of her apartment. Throw it down a fucking sewer someplace and forget it.


      Maybe he should think about that.
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      They’d begun meeting sometimes in Quinn’s apartment rather than on the park bench. Pearl’s apartment was too small, and Fedderman lived in a house in Queens with his wife and kids, and wisely tried not to take his work home with him.


      Pearl had helped Quinn make the place presentable, even bought some flea-market furniture and moved out the stained and sprung sofa that looked a likely place for something to nest. Some aerosol disinfectant helped, too. The various age-old cooking odors, combined with the lingering scent of the foul cigars Quinn sometimes smoked, were brought under control. The apartment smelled…okay.


      The three detectives would sit around drinking beer or soda, Quinn in his big armchair, Pearl and Fedderman on the sofa, a large bowl of chips or pretzels before them on the coffee table. Pearl had tried to get Quinn and Fedderman to show some respect for the marred old table by putting out cork coasters, but they were ignored after the first time. When she objected, Fedderman looked at her as if she were insane. What were a few more damp rings on a table with so much character? Besides, they had much more important matters on their minds.


      “What we have,” Quinn said, after washing down a pretzel with a swig of diet Coke, “are two multiple murders, a husband and wife both times. The women were the primary victims, judging by the wounds. A gun was used in the first murder, a knife in the second. Both husbands and wives held jobs. But then, most households have two working partners. They were roughly in the same age group, and the women were attractive. The same could be said of thousands of couples in New York. In fact, there’s nothing distinctive these couples had in common.” He looked at Pearl. “You see any other similarities?”


      She put down her Budweiser can. On a coaster. “You’ve only cited one significant difference—the murder weapon.”


      Quinn thought about that. It only might be significant. “The killer got rid of the gun during the first murder, planting it in Martin Elzner’s hand to fake a murder-suicide, and probably had to go to a knife for his next murder because he had no second gun. Necessity over compulsion.”


      “Or maybe the killer’s still exploring his compulsion,” Fedderman said. “Finding his way by trying things out, deciding which weapon he prefers.” He looked at Quinn and said, “Do you really think we’re getting anywhere?”


      “I don’t know,” Quinn said honestly. “We can tick off some common threads, but they’re the kinds of similarities that can be pointed out about most couples.”


      “For the most part,” Pearl said. “But here are some other similarities: Both couples were childless and lived in apartments. The killer was either let in or gained entry with a key. There were items that didn’t seem to belong—groceries spread out on the kitchen table, duplicate items in the refrigerator. In the second murder there was a leather jacket the husband tried to return to where it wasn’t bought, and he accused the salesclerk of giving it to his wife.”


      “Gifts,” Fedderman said. “The groceries included expensive gourmet stuff the wives liked. And Marcy Graham had admired the jacket shortly before her death.”


      “Our guy had to know something about the wives,” Pearl said. “Maybe he was in their circle of acquaintances.”


      “The couples didn’t seem to know each other,” Fedderman said, “and they moved in different circles.”


      Quinn swallowed a slug of Coke. “Let’s stick to similarities. Pattern.”


      “The victims were fairly well off financially.”


      “You have to be, to live in Manhattan these days,” Pearl said, then glanced around. “At least in the kinds of apartments they had.” She stretched and reached for a pretzel. “Maybe the killer was leaving gifts for the wives, even though he didn’t know them.”


      “A secret admirer,” Fedderman said.


      “Something like that. It’s kinda like he was courting them, plying them with presents.”


      “Not many serial killers are romantics,” Quinn pointed out. “If that’s what we’re dealing with.”


      “And the husbands woulda put a stop to it,” Fedderman said.


      “One of them tried,” Pearl said. “He went to a shop where she’d admired the jacket but didn’t buy it, and he raised hell trying to return it.”


      “So the killer at some point learned she wanted the jacket.”


      “Yeah, the salesclerk said she wanted it bad, but Hubby said no.”


      “Our killer must have seen her try on the jacket.”


      “Or overheard her and her husband talking about the incident,” Quinn said. “Maybe even days later.”


      “More likely he was watching her in the shop,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn nodded. “Or worked there.”


      “The clerk, that Ira guy, is a creep,” Pearl said, “but he’s got an alibi you couldn’t budge with dynamite.” She finished her beer and placed the can back on its coaster. “The gifts—if that’s what they were—are about the only pattern we have that might mean something. And the kitchens.”


      Quinn recalled her supposition that the killer had suffered some kind of childhood trauma involving a woman in a kitchen. The kind of speculation that was usually Freudian bullshit, but not always.


      “Maybe his mother was a terrible cook,” Fedderman said.


      No one acknowledged him. He shrugged.


      “We do know our killer has an affinity with kitchens,” Pearl said.


      “Like me,” Fedderman said, patting his ample stomach.


      Pearl ignored him. “The rest could be coincidence. We need more pattern. More commonality that looks and smells like evidence.”


      “We all know what we need,” Fedderman said in his cop’s flat voice.


      At first Pearl was irked, thinking he was ragging her; then she realized what he meant. The more they learned about the Night Prowler, the sooner they’d nail him.


      There was one sure way to learn more.


      Quinn went ahead and said it. “We need another victim.”


      “Another pair of openers,” Fedderman said. “When he kills, it’s like dealing us more cards to play.”


      “And it increases the pressure on us to stop him, making our job harder. It’s a trade-off and he has to know it. That’s the kind of game we’re playing.”


      Pearl gave Quinn a look he’d learned to interpret. The frustration was getting to her. She was heating up like a teakettle that bitched instead of whistled.


      “Our guy’s under pressure, too,” Fedderman said. “He’s gotta go for another double dip soon.”


      Pearl said, “This is becoming a crock of shit, Quinn.”


      “It was that from the beginning.”


      “This is the pressure we were talking about,” Fedderman said. “Egan and the killer want us talking like you two.”


      Pearl said, “Feds, shut up about pressure. And kitchens and card games.”


      Fedderman ate a pretzel.


      Pearl turned her attention back to Quinn. “So this is gonna be our strategy? We sit around like ghouls waiting for another slaughter so we can pick through the entrails?”


      “Like cops,” Quinn corrected her. “And we don’t sit around.”


      Fedderman stood up and tucked his shirt in tighter, where his suspenders buttoned to his waistband.


      “What the fuck are you doing?” Pearl snapped at him, surprised by his sudden movement.


      “Not sitting around. Getting up to go fetch another beer. You want one?”


      “I’ll tell you what you can do with your can of beer—”


      “Don’t!” Quinn interrupted her, but he was grinning.


      That made Pearl really mad.


      


      David Blank was, as usual, punctual. But he seemed less at ease this visit as he settled into the deep leather recliner. He smiled, but not with his usual smugness, and glanced sideways expectantly at Dr. Rita Maxwell. His look said that they both knew the clock was running, time was money.


      Rita decided to play on his unease, perhaps draw him out. She maintained her silence.


      After almost a full minute Blank said, “Ticktock, Dr. Rita.”


      “That’s what bombs do, David.”


      “Clocks too. But it’s funny you should mention bombs. Time bombs.”


      “Did I read your mind?” Time bombs?


      “A paragraph or two,” Blank said.


      “Do you feel something’s ticking inside you, David?”


      “As if I swallowed my watch or something?”


      “You know what I mean. Something, some complex feeling, or a set of emotions that might lead to a kind of explosion.”


      “Explosion? No, I don’t think so.” He was silent for a moment. “But what if there were a certain pressure building? How would a person relieve that pressure by means other than an explosion?”


      “The pressure comes from conflict, David. You share your conflict. You tell someone like me, and I can possibly help you to help yourself.”


      “Help me stop the ticking?”


      “In a sense, yes.”


      “But what if the explosion’s already taken place?”


      “Has it?”


      “What if?”


      “Then it might be guilt causing your conflict and pressure. I might be able to help you there, too.”


      “My, aren’t you versatile.”


      Sarcasm. I’m losing him. “You know how it works, David: confess your guilt and it lessens because it’s shared.”


      “That isn’t logical.”


      “I know, but it’s human. That’s how it works with people. Always has. Have you ever gone to confession?”


      “You mean in a church? No, I’m not Catholic.”


      “That’s what confession is for, alleviating guilt. It’s a cathartic act, to unburden yourself to another. The church learned that centuries ago, and it still holds true. For Catholics, a priest might be sufficient. For others, perhaps someone like me would do.”


      “And I fall into the category of others.”


      “You said you weren’t Catholic.”


      “The church believes confession leads to salvation,” Blank said. “I’m not interested in salvation.”


      “Oh, David, I think we all are.”


      He seemed to consider that carefully. “Not all of us. Not the ones who are already lost.”


      “Do you consider yourself one of the irretrievably lost?”


      “I must be, if I’m not interested in salvation.”


      “Then what is your interest? Your reason for coming to me? You must have one, or you wouldn’t be here.”


      “I’m interested in relief. Simple relief. Because of what I might do if I don’t find it.”


      “Then we have two questions. What do you need relief from? And what might you do if you don’t find relief? I suspect if we answer the first, we can take care of the second.”


      Blank didn’t speak or change expression.


      “Are drugs involved?” Rita asked. “If so, I can—”


      “Not exactly drugs.”


      Rita waited. She sensed Blank was on the edge, finally about to open up to her. She remained silent. Knowing when not to speak had been the hardest thing to learn in her profession. At this point there was nothing to say; Blank had to make up his own mind.


      The muffled sounds of traffic below and far away filtered through the double-pane windows and heavy drapes. Faint noises from another world. They only made the office seem more quiet and isolated.


      Like a confessional.


      “I’m sure something is about to happen,” Blank said.


      Rita waited.


      “It always happens sooner or later. They find out. I always know that from the beginning, but it doesn’t change anything. It’s part of the reason. They learn about me. And then…”


      Rita waited.


      “There are lots of reasons why people confess, Dr. Rita.”


      Rita waited.


      “I was sixteen, living in Colorado. It was summer at a ski resort where I worked part-time. An older woman, about thirty, was a waitress at the lodge. She was a blonde and sexy. Bridget Olson was her name, but she wasn’t foreign or anything; she didn’t speak with a Swedish accent. I think she was from Iowa. She’d been divorced and drank too much, and she was always extra nice to me. The guy who ran the lodge made movies, but I didn’t know what kind then. Bridget did, though. She asked me one night…”


      Blank talked on while Rita sat pretending to take notes, listening to the familiar cadence of her mysterious patient’s voice. There was no need to pay attention. The recorder was preserving it all on tape.


      Not that it mattered.


      She knew it was all lies.


      I’ll find out, she thought confidently, letting him talk on and on, trying to shock and divert her. She idly watched her pencil move almost of its own accord and create obscure scrawling, like messages in another language. It was as if she were making note of David Blank’s earlier words that nibbled at truth and might be more prophetic than he imagined:


      It always happens sooner or later. They find out. I always know that from the beginning, but it doesn’t change anything. It’s part of the reason….


      They learn about me.


      Rita knew that eventually she’d learn.


      If David Blank—or whatever his name was—wanted an opponent to outwit in a game of his own making, he should have gone elsewhere.


      He was smart; she was learning that about him. And he was confident.


      What he needed to learn was that no matter how smart he was, there was somebody who could best him. In order to reach him, to understand him, his confidence in his superiority had to be shattered.


      Rita’s job.
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      The apartment was quiet and dark, cool enough that the air conditioner wasn’t running. A faint breeze wended through the shadowed rooms from a window that was open a crack. The bedroom seemed, like the apartment and the city around it, to be asleep itself, or at least in a state unlike complete wakefulness. It was the kind of place where dreams visited the dreamer.


      Mary Navarre woke up next to Donald, who continued to sleep peacefully beside her. She was sure she’d heard a sound in the kitchen.


      She prodded Donald in the ribs and whispered his name urgently.


      He mumbled something and raised his head to look at her.


      “I’m sure I heard a noise out in the kitchen,” she said, hearing the fear in her voice.


      “’Frigerator,” he said sleepily. “Icemaker or somethin’.”


      “It was more like somebody moving around out there, trying to keep quiet. I thought I heard the refrigerator door open and close.”


      He took in a deep breath, then sighed and propped himself up on his elbows. Donald was a big man, long-limbed but fleshy and with thinning blond hair. He was out of condition and not particularly strong to begin with, but his size was a comfort to her.


      He cleared his throat and swallowed so he could be better understood. “So you want I should go out and talk to this hungry burglar?”


      “You’re not taking this seriously enough. Maybe we should call nine-eleven.”


      “Lotta trouble for nothing.”


      “Maybe not.”


      He wearily sat up in bed, then turned his back to her as he planted his feet on the floor. “I’ll go out and look. It’ll put your mind at ease, and besides, I could use a glass of water.”


      She wondered if he was showing off, trying to impress her with his seeming nonchalance. “Okay, you go look while I call nine-eleven.”


      “Don’t do that, Mary. Really. All it’ll be is a big pain in the ass. And next time, if something serious does happen and we call, they might not respond. I’m gonna go out there and find an ice cube on the floor, or something that fell over in a cabinet.”


      “It didn’t sound like either of those things.”


      He reached back and patted her knee. “Maybe not in your sleepy mind.”


      “I was awake, Donald. I couldn’t sleep.” A lie. I’m afraid enough to lie to him.


      He stood up and began plodding barefoot toward the bedroom door.


      “Wait!” She was out of bed in a hurry, slipping on her robe. “I’ll go with you.”


      While he waited, she went to a row of books on the windowsill and picked up one of the plaster pineapple bookends. It was painted plaster, but lead filled and plenty heavy enough if she had to use it.


      Donald pried it from her rigid fingers. “I’ll take it.” He hefted the bookend in his right hand. “I wouldn’t want you to panic at a mouse and accidentally hit me with this thing.”


      “We don’t have mice.”


      Mary followed him from the bedroom. Why am I doing this? Why don’t I stay and call nine-eleven?


      But it was all happening too fast, and she couldn’t let him go out there alone. Besides, he was probably right. She told herself he was probably right. Whatever she heard, or thought she heard, was probably nothing she needed to fear.


      But she was afraid.


      The kitchen was softly illuminated from the light on the stove. Mary stood just behind and to the side of Donald as he stepped through the doorway. She heard his intake of breath and saw his body stiffen, and she moved to the side so she could see around him.


      A man was seated at the kitchen table. Before him was an opened milk carton, half a glass of milk, and a partly unwrapped loaf of bread. Mary realized she smelled something familiar and an instant later saw what it was—spicy lunch meat. The man was eating a pastrami sandwich. He was leaning forward over the table and had just taken a big bite when they’d interrupted him.


      He seemed surprised, though not exactly. More like disappointed and angered.


      What happened next took her breath away.


      It was almost as if he’d expected to be discovered. He was ready to act. In one smooth and lightning motion, he was up out of his chair and around the table, wielding a long knife. Mary saw in that instant that he was wearing flesh-colored rubber gloves. The bite of pastrami remained in his mouth, forgotten and unchewed, a long red slab of the thinly sliced meat protruding like a shredded tongue. Donald, paralyzed with shock, had no time to react. It was as if his assailant had rehearsed for this moment, as if it were choreographed. The man was on him without hesitation and the knife blade flashed.


      The explosive violence, the sudden blood flow and horror, rooted Mary where she stood. Donald lay folded on his side like a full-scale, discarded doll at her feet, the plaster pineapple still clutched in his right hand. It had all been so fast, so fast!


      It has to be happening to someone else. I’m here but only watching, like a movie…. Time, time for everything, about to stop…


      A powerful hand gripped her hair and yanked her head back and she knew her throat would be slashed.


      Instead, the long knife blade lanced like ice low into the softness of her belly. It took her breath away and numbed her more than hurt. Each time she began to fall, the blade winked in the kitchen light, piercing her and holding her up with its force. Somewhere in her terror her mind was working. She wanted to drop, wanted this to end, but he wouldn’t let it happen. Not yet. She couldn’t die.


      He knows where to stab me where it hurts but won’t kill me!


      He’d been standing back from her and slightly to the side. So he doesn’t get too bloody. Now he shifted position and his face was inches from hers and in brighter light.


      I know him! My God, I know him!


      He stabbed her differently then, harder, just beneath her breasts and twisting up to touch and detonate her heart. The explosion of pain turned the world white and then dim, dimmer….


      The last thing she saw was her killer’s leering face, with its lolling pastrami tongue—familiar, faint memory from a thousand nightmares that had become real. She sank, sank, and both her palms were flat on the floor, in warm liquid. Through silent blackness she crawled until her feeble, bloody right hand contacted something solid, a wall.


      With her forefinger she blindly began to write.
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      Hiram, Missouri, 1989.


      They heard his heavy footfalls on the front porch’s wood floor; then the door opened and closed.


      It was no surprise. As was his custom, Milford was home in time for the dinner Cara had simmering on the stove. She’d set the burners on warm and the oven’s thermostat at 150 degrees; then she’d come up to the master bedroom, where Luther waited.


      Luther raised his nude body off Cara and sat on the edge of the bed. He was breathing hard, watching the bulge of his slight belly go in and out like a bellows. A bead of perspiration clung to the tip of his nose, then plummeted to leave a dark, almost perfectly round spot on the carpet. He studied the spot for a moment, losing himself in it while his breathing evened out.


      There was no hurry. The lovers knew Milford’s habits. He’d stay downstairs and sit in his usual chair and have his usual before-dinner scotch.


      Nevertheless, Cara was nervous. She climbed out of bed and dusted herself with deodorant powder; then she slipped her dress over her head and smoothed the material. After switching the slowly rotating overhead paddle fan to a higher speed, she went to the vanity mirror and arranged her hair. Luther, who was by now back into his Levi’s and holding the rest of his clothes, kissed the side of her neck. She locked gazes with him in the mirror and they exchanged smiles that were amazingly similar in their secret desires and contemplations.


      Luther headed for the door.


      “Luther!” she whispered in alarm.


      He paused.


      “Don’t forget.” She pointed to the covered china plate on the dresser that held a sandwich along with vegetables from the beef brisket dinner staying warm downstairs. Some of Milford’s food that Milford wasn’t going to eat.


      Luther grinned at her and picked up the plate, his shirt draped over his wrist to free his hand that wasn’t holding his shoes. Barefoot, he left the bedroom and padded down the hall to the narrow stairs in the back of the vast house. He wasn’t worried about making some slight noise. If Milford happened to hear it downstairs, he’d attribute it to Cara moving about above him, or simply to the sounds an old house frequently made, like the creaks and groans of an old person acknowledging age.


      When he reached the undecorated third floor, Luther relaxed. Milford and Cara planned on painting and furnishing the rooms on this floor, but they hadn’t gotten around to starting the project and both of them knew they probably never would.


      Moving more freely, Luther made his way down the hall to where a stout rope with a knot at the end dangled from the ceiling as if waiting for a hangman to tie a knot. He put down his shoes temporarily, yanked on the rope, and the folding stairs to the attic levered down from their opening in the ceiling.


      Luther retrieved his shoes, climbed the stairs, then with a practiced effort raised them from above.


      He was in the dim, shadowed attic, with no sign below of his passing.


      Cara had fixed him up with a cot and a sleeping bag, and even an electric hot plate in case the food she gave him needed warming. He had books, most of them on painting and interior decorating, which he read by the light of one of the bare bulbs that hung from rafters by their cords. He’d removed one of the lightbulbs and replaced it with a screw-in socket, from which ran an extension cord that provided power for the hot plate and an ancient but quiet box fan. When he read at night, he usually draped the old blanket he’d cut in half over the vents at each end of the attic so no light escaped. That was when it became uncomfortably warm and he’d lie nude on top of the sleeping bag.


      If he got too uncomfortable, late at night he’d venture down the back stairs into the main part of the house. Milford was no worry; he also enjoyed a nightly before-bed scotch and slept soundly.


      Sometimes Luther and Cara had sex in the early-morning hours while her husband slept upstairs or, if they were in the attic, while he snored beneath them. Most of the time, however, they followed a routine of making love during the mornings or afternoons, when Milford was at the mine office and Luther had free run of the house. They could act with more abandon if they weren’t afraid of waking Milford.


      Occasionally Luther would sneak down from the attic and quietly slip into Milford and Cara’s bedroom and watch them sleep, wondering how it would be if he were Milford, if Cara and the house, and being a solid citizen in Hiram, were all his to have and to hold and enjoy.


      Maybe it didn’t matter, he told himself. He was quite happy with things as they were, living secretly in his cozy attic nest. It was almost as if he were Cara’s pet, under her protection. She’d told him once during sex that it gave her a delicious thrill knowing he was in the attic while she and Milford were living their dull lives downstairs, or while Milford was making love to her.


      In a sense, Luther thought, things had worked out very well. Everyone had what they wanted. Everyone was…happy enough, which was about all anyone could ask of life in this hard world.


      So, during the night, Luther would leave the attic only secretly, and not often. He also ventured outside occasionally in the daytime, making sure no one saw him coming or leaving the house. Though lately he hadn’t gone out at all; there was always the possibility he’d draw attention, that someone would recognize him and ask where he was staying, what he was doing with himself these days.


      The limited times of sunlight and fresh air weren’t worth the risk, considering everything he needed was here, in the vast old house he regarded as his home. In the mornings, after Milford had left, Luther showered and brushed his teeth in the downstairs bathroom. Cara did his laundry separately, washing and drying during the day so Milford wouldn’t notice extra clothing he didn’t recognize. Luther had a jug of drinking water in the attic, and a chamber pot if necessary, if he couldn’t wait until morning.


      The best times were after Milford had left for work and the two lovers were on their own. Cara sometimes came up to the attic and told Luther how she adored him while she woke him gradually with her mouth. Usually they’d finish downstairs in the main bedroom where it was cooler. Afterward, Luther would casually get dressed, then help Cara with some of her housework. Sometimes they made love again, and sometimes they didn’t. It was all up to them. Confined and secretive though they had to be, they both had more freedom than they’d ever experienced.


      Luther sat down on his cot and fitted the earpiece of the battery-operated portable AM-FM radio Cara had given him. Then he stretched out on his back on top of the sleeping bag, laced his fingers behind his head, and listened to his favorite local station. He was confident no one way down on the first floor would hear his movements. And even when Milford and Cara were upstairs in their bedroom, Luther was still two stories above them. It was almost like having a private apartment in the same building, separated by more than an entire floor. Why should Luther worry in his spare but comfortable home in a corner of the Victorian’s vast attic?


      Roy Rabbit, a local disc jockey, was on the radio, playing the kind of music Luther liked, old songs from the 1960s. Lots of Beatles stuff. Luther especially liked the Beatles. The Monkees he thought were just okay.


      When Roy Rabbit said good-bye and segued into news, Luther removed the earpiece and turned off the radio. He ate the sandwich Cara had made for him, but not the green beans and carrots, telling himself it was because they’d gotten cold but knowing he would have skipped them, anyway.


      After dinner he listened to the radio some more, then read for a while, before falling asleep.


      


      It was well after midnight when Luther awoke, warm and with a parched throat. He reached for the nearby water jug but decided a lukewarm drink wasn’t what he needed. Something cold would be a lot better. And as he stood up from his cot, he realized he was hungry.


      He left the attic, not raising the stairs behind him, then crept down the back steps to the third, then second floor. On the landing he stood very still, listening. He was sure he could hear Milford snoring.


      Luther followed the sound down the dark hall, then peered in through the couples’ half-open bedroom door.


      There was Milford, a lump beneath the white sheet that Luther wouldn’t have minded seeing as a shroud. Cara lay gracefully on her side next to him, one long, pale leg outside the sheet.


      Luther smiled, staring at the leg. It seemed the limb of something beautiful in the act of being born. Then he returned to the landing and made his way to the first floor and the kitchen.


      He got a cold can of Pepsi from the refrigerator, and then noticed a slice of peach pie on the top shelf.


      Why not? Pepsi and pie. If the last piece of pie was being saved for Milford to eat tomorrow, Cara would make up some story. She was getting good at that.


      He was at the table and had just finished the pie and was reaching for the Pepsi can when he heard a sound and jerked his head around so fast he felt a brief pain in the side of his neck.


      Cara was standing in the doorway with her forefinger to her lips. She was wearing her pale blue silk nightgown that showed the generous contours of her breasts and her hard nipples.


      “Jesus, Cara!” Luther whispered.


      She walked over and picked up the pie plate, which now contained only crumbs, and carried it over and set it in the sink.


      “Was that Milford’s pie I ate?” he asked.


      “None of it’s Milford’s pie.” She grinned. “C’mon.”


      Carrying the half-full soda can, Luther stood up and followed her into the living room.


      The background hum of the refrigerator receded. It was quiet and dim in the living room, but within seconds they could see by the streetlight’s soft illumination filtered through the lace curtains.


      “Milford’s sleeping like the dead,” she said. “He won’t hear us.” She took Luther’s hand and led him to the sofa.


      “Over there,” he said, and pointed.


      She giggled. “Milford’s chair?”


      “Can’t think of anyplace better.”


      Luther took her other hand, so he was holding both, and walked backward, drawing her to the big wing chair that directly faced the TV. He placed the Pepsi can on an accounting magazine on a nearby table, then stripped off his jockey shorts and sat down. Cara removed the panties beneath her nightgown and sat on his lap. He kissed her cheek and ear and used his hand on her. It was cold from carrying the soda can, but that didn’t last long.


      She wriggled around so she could kiss him on the lips. They remained kissing while she adjusted her body so she faced him squarely, straddling him. Then she raised herself so he could suck her nipples. Within minutes she lowered herself onto him. She made a sound now familiar to Luther, like a soft and desperate breeze sighing through summer leaves.


      


      Half an hour later, Cara was back in bed beside the lightly snoring Milford, and Luther was back in his corner of the attic, warmed by his love and his secret.


      Sleeping the best sleep of his life.
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      New York, 2004.


      Pearl and Quinn reached the scene before Fedderman.


      Quinn had gotten the call from Harley Renz at eight A.M. Another married couple had been slain in their Manhattan apartment. Mary Navarre’s blood had seeped through a crack in the kitchen floor and spread beneath the tiles. Some of it found its way to the apartment below, leaving a narrow, scarlet streak on the wallpaper above the stove.


      The super let himself in and discovered the bodies at seven forty-five, after being shown the apartment below and recognizing that the substance on the wall was blood. He’d wisely touched nothing, locked the Navarre apartment door behind him, and called the police from his own phone. Renz, or someone in Renz’s camp, had intercepted the call and gotten to Quinn immediately. The crime scene unit hadn’t yet arrived. The two uniforms who’d taken the call after it had gotten past Renz were outside in the hall. It was only Pearl and Quinn in the apartment, along with the dead.


      “We have our pattern now,” Pearl said in a disgusted tone. They were in the kitchen, staring at Donald Baines curled on the floor, and his wife, Mary Navarre, sprawled dead in a crusting pool of blood on the other side of the kitchen. When the super had told them the victims’ names, that was all they had been—names. Now, too late, they were people. Had been people. Pearl suppressed the nausea and cold anger that built in her whenever she first came on a homicide scene. Violent death always stayed around awhile, hanging in the air like a malevolent ghost.


      Quinn slipped on his latex gloves, and Pearl did the same.


      “The kitchen again,” Quinn said.


      Moving carefully and not stepping in any blood, he and Pearl made their way over to the table. On a certain level they were both pleased. The killer was far enough along on his sick and deadly journey that it could be said he was leaving his signature at the scenes of his murders.


      “Something new,” Pearl said, looking at the carton of milk, unwrapped loaf of bread, and half-eaten sandwich on the table. She touched the milk carton; even through the glove she could tell immediately that it was room temperature. “It appears the killer was interrupted while having a snack.” She bent low to examine the sandwich more closely. “Pastrami.” She eased up the top slice of bread with her fingertip and peered beneath it. “Mustard and pickles.” There was no mustard container on the table. And no pickle jar. But the sandwich was definitely homemade, not a carryout or delivery.


      Quinn was stooping over Donald’s body. “Stab wound.” He straightened up with difficulty, a grinding cartilage sound reminding him his knees were no longer what they’d been, then went over to Mary’s corpse. “Lots of stab wounds in this one. I count twelve and I probably can’t see them all. Mostly around the breasts and pubic area.”


      “Fits our guy,” Pearl said. “Focus is on the woman.”


      “Hubby’s got something that looks like a pineapple clutched in his hand. Not a real one. Plaster or metal. As if he was going to use it as a weapon. There isn’t any blood or hair on it, though.”


      “A shame.”


      Quinn twisted his body so he could scan the tabletop. He wasn’t moving his feet much, what with all the mess on the floor. “Check the fridge.” His own words sounded incongruous to him, as if he were asking the little lady to see if there was cold beer on hand.


      Pearl opened the refrigerator door. “Well stocked, and there’s a squeeze bottle of mustard and a jar of what looks like the same kind of pickles that are on the sandwich.” She pulled out a deep plastic drawer lettered that it was for meat, and there was the package containing the rest of the pastrami. “Meat’s in here.”


      “So our killer built himself a sandwich, put away the meat and condiments he used, then sat down at the table to eat.”


      “Like he didn’t want anything perishable to spoil.” Pearl felt a chill. “Maybe he planned on coming back for seconds some other night.”


      “Or he’s compulsively neat.”


      “What he did here isn’t neat.”


      “What about the milk?” Quinn asked.


      “It’s warm. And there’s no glass. He was drinking it straight from the carton. Kind of homey and familiar. Bad mannered, though.”


      “Should be plenty of DNA evidence,” Quinn said. “Saliva on the milk carton and sandwich.”


      “Maybe even tooth marks.”


      “It’d all be very helpful, if only we had samples to match it against.”


      “We will someday,” Pearl said, “and we’ll use them to nail this bastard to the wall.”


      Quinn glanced at her and smiled slightly, no longer surprised by her vehemence. What is it, genetic?


      “What if it was one of the victims who was having the snack?” Pearl asked.


      “Good question. Medical examiner can answer it later. But I don’t think he’ll be able to help us with what Mary tried to write on the wall.”


      “Huh?”


      “C’mon over here,” Quinn said, “and I’ll show you.”


      Pearl followed him to where Mary Navarre lay, and they both stooped low to be closer to what she’d begun to write with her own blood on the wall.


      “It looks like a caret,” Pearl said.


      “You kidding?” Fedderman’s voice. He’d entered the apartment and come up behind them. “It’s too pointy, upside down, and doesn’t have any leafy stuff growing outta the top.”


      “She means a caret, like an A without a cross stroke, to show where something should be inserted in print.”


      “Ah,” Fedderman said. “So maybe the victim was starting to print an A when she died. Or it could be the first part of an M.”


      “Looks like she died last,” Quinn said, “like Marcy Graham. Only one or two stabs to finish the husband—I can’t tell for sure and don’t wanna move the body—then our killer took out all his frustration on the wife.”


      “He hates women, all right,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl gave him a look. “Don’t they all? It’s why the scumbags kill.”


      She left the kitchen and walked into the bedroom. It was restful and tastefully and expensively furnished. Not like my bedroom. The bed was unmade, the duvet and a blanket folded on a chair. It looked as if the victims had been sleeping with only a light sheet over them, and it was thrown back and wadded as if they’d climbed out of bed in a hurry. Maybe somebody heard a noise. On the windowsill was a lineup of books—mysteries, biographies, including some recent bestsellers. There was a gold-painted pineapple bookend supporting them on the left, nothing on the right. That was where Hubby found his weapon, Pearl thought. It appeared as if one or both of the victims woke up afraid of something. Hubby grabbed hold of a convenient blunt object, the pineapple bookend, and bravely went to investigate. The alpha male. His wife, Mary, followed and shouldn’t have.


      Why don’t people call 911?


      Pearl walked back into the kitchen and told Quinn and Fedderman what she’d observed. Then she went to the refrigerator again and looked for duplicate items or gourmet food. Nothing unusual, but if the couple got stranded in the apartment, it would be months before they’d starve.


      She wandered over to the door to the hall and examined it. “No sign of forced entry.”


      Quinn and Fedderman didn’t answer; she realized they’d both made a note of the door’s condition when they entered. Pearl was a bit surprised to realize this didn’t annoy her; it was great to be working with pros.


      There was a crisp snapping sound as Quinn peeled off his gloves. “Egan’s army’s gonna be here soon. Let’s get the jump on them. I’ll go downstairs and talk to the super. You two start with the neighbors and the doorman. Later we’ll get together at my place and compare notes.”


      Pearl nodded. Maybe I’ll stay the night at your place.


      Where did that come from?


      She started toward the door to the hall, Fedderman close behind.


      


      The Night Prowler stood beneath the shower and let hot needles of water drive away his thoughts. It was a time of satisfaction and peace, of triumph. When he turned off the shower, he knew he wouldn’t hear the buzzing.


      He’d been prepared, and his dark knowledge had been validated. He’d stood at the foot of their bed and observed them, Donald who didn’t know, and Mary who knew but wouldn’t admit it. They slept lightly, Mary close to Donald, as if her asleep self knew she was being watched and was disturbed. They loved each other, the Night Prowler was sure. They didn’t love him and wouldn’t have, even if they’d known they were two-thirds of a ménage à trois.


      Mary had known, of course, but tried to hide from the knowledge.


      He smoothed back his wet hair with both hands, then reached out and turned off the shower. In the white steaming bathroom he dried himself with a rough terry cloth towel; then, leaving his hair damp, he went out into the coolness on the other side of the door. He didn’t bother putting on clothes; no one could see in, and he was comfortable as he was. He got a glass of ice water from the refrigerator, then sat in a corner of the sofa and used the remote to switch on the TV.


      He smiled. There on cable news was a wedding photo of Mary and Donald. The caption at the bottom of the screen read, WEST SIDE SLAYINGS.


      A wedding photo! Wonderful! Handsome couple.


      The newlyweds in the photo disappeared and there was a blond-haired young woman in a navy blazer, standing with the victims’ apartment building in the background. There were several police cars parked at the curb, and people milling about in front of the building. The journalist, whose name was Kay Kemper, wore a serious expression that didn’t work because the top of her fluffy hairdo kept standing straight up in the breeze, then settling almost back down, like a lid that didn’t quite fit but wouldn’t stop trying. “The police aren’t talking,” she was saying into the microphone while staring at the camera, “but sources tell us this is almost certainly another deadly attack by the Night Prowler. Both victims were purportedly stabbed to death, Mary Navarre and her husband, Donald Baines. The couple was childless. Neighbors say…”


      The Night Prowler stopped listening closely; he knew all about the victims, more even than they’d known about each other, their secret places and desires. Mary he knew from reading her mail, both snail and e, from the scent of her clothes, clean and unwashed, from what she ate and liked and disliked. He knew what authors she read, what cosmetics she used, her medications and birth control pills, her breathing and scent when she slept, the up-close warmth of her flesh, her intimate thoughts murmured in her sleep. Her favorite colors.


      And he knew about last night. Far more than anyone else would ever know. The way he’d possibly made enough noise to wake them. Though they might just as easily have slept through his secret visit as they had the others. They’d surprised him there in the kitchen, but not completely. He had, in his way, been waiting for them, sitting with his knife close at hand, sitting with a plan imprinted in his mind, a plan that required action not thought. A plan that was justice and balance and vengeance. Freedom, at least for a while. Escape and salvation, at least for a while. Oh, he was ready for surprise as he sat with his blade and his plan, eating his sandwich and drinking milk. A late-night snack, and not the first.


      He was prepared, as he had been night after night. There were no real surprises in life. It was just that people had trouble reaching and touching what they knew was coming. Mary and Donald, all of them, they knew before they knew. Everything that walked or squirmed on earth knew at the end, learned at the end, welcomed the end. The terminally ill dying in hospital wards. Animals sagging limp in the jaws of predators, patient yet impatient.


      Their deaths are a benediction.


      Adrift on his thoughts, the Night Prowler only half heard what Kay Kemper was saying as he sat watching her glossy lips move, the way she shaped her vowels and unconsciously ran the ripe tip of her tongue, so pink, over her white upper incisors when she glanced down to check her notes flapping in the breeze. An errant blond strand of hair interfered with her vision and she brushed it back, almost losing the notes.


      The Night Prowler wondered if the station would ever make up its mind what it wanted to do with her hair. Such indecision. It should be shorter and closer to her head, and lose the bangs, please! Her lips were remarkably mobile, stretching and inverting, ideal for unnatural acts, never still, as if they had too many nerve endings in them: “…had moved into their apartment only, pink tongue, two months ago, looking, pink, to…brutally, pink, murdered sometime last night…impacted by…say they heard nothing…any suspects…hopefully, pink, the fear…. Detective Frank Quinn was unavailable, for comment…no leads…”


      Frank Quinn.


      The Night Prowler stretched his left arm and placed his glass of water on the floor near the sofa. Quinn’s name was appearing more and more in conjunction with the Night Prowler. It was becoming difficult to think of one and not the other. A team. A chess set. Adversaries.


      Enemies.


      The Night Prowler knew how to deal with enemies. What to expect from them. It had been his first hard lesson in life.


      On the table next to the sofa was a small bottle with a rubber stopper, along with a folded white handkerchief. The Night Prowler unstopped the bottle and carefully tilted it to let a few drops fall onto the handkerchief, which he picked up and pressed lightly over his nose and mouth.


      He breathed in deeply. A cool and silent wind blew somehow without motion. Walls fell away, and curtains swayed wide to reveal vistas of light and color. Truth became evident, and what wasn’t evident didn’t matter.


      He wished now he still had his gun. He should never have used it to begin with; he should have saved it for killing from a distance.


      Should he obtain another gun? It would have to be done illegally; there could be no record of a transaction, and no one must know of his possession of the gun. So there was only one way. That would be stealing. Blatantly breaking the law.


      He threw back his head and laughed at the azure blue truth of it. His pursuer Quinn had broken the law, hadn’t he? With that young girl, that beautiful child with flesh the hue of—


      But he’d seen only photographs of the child. Anna something.


      Handkerchief to nose. Breathe in, breathe in…


      How could Quinn do such a thing? Where was honor, love, and fidelity? He was a cop! How could he betray that girl? She hadn’t betrayed him. She hadn’t had the opportunity.


      Yesterday’s Quinn.


      Today’s Quinn, second-chance Quinn, was a mechanical, determined hunter, a relentless agent of a god that was like Judas. The god of the girl he had raped. The Night Prowler’s god of gray.


      Handkerchief to nose…


      Yes, Quinn was a dangerous man, and that was a fact the color of blood.


      Quinn was a stalker who would follow and follow and become his prey so there would be no escape. They were, in the end, always the same, hunter and quarry, both of them diminished by either’s death.


      That mustn’t happen. Not to me. Us…


      Sleep was taking control now, a drug relaxing every muscle, comfortable and familiar, welcome as death that thwarted pain.


      Mary, Mary…


      He mustn’t. Must not…


      Enemies!
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      Renz had done his job well in stalling Egan’s troops. It had been a full twenty minutes before the crime scene techs and detectives from the precinct arrived at the apartment of Donald Baines and Mary Navarre. After they arrived, information Quinn and his team hadn’t had access to began flowing within the NYPD. Renz phoned Quinn that evening to bring him up to date, while Quinn was waiting for Pearl and Fedderman to arrive.


      “Hubby was killed by a single stab wound to the heart. Mary Navarre had sixteen stab wounds in her. Probably the fatal one was to the heart, though several of the others would have eventually proved fatal.”


      “How long did she last before she died?” Quinn asked, remembering the trail of blood on the floor where Mary had crawled or pulled herself to the wall to scrawl her indecipherable message that was abbreviated by death.


      “ME says it’s difficult to know for sure, but after the wound to the heart, not more than a minute or so. Blood patterns indicate some of the more debilitating wounds were suffered first.”


      “How about prints or DNA?”


      “No prints, of course. Our man favors gloves. We did pick up some DNA samples from the milk carton and the half-eaten sandwich. And we’re still checking blood on the scene to make sure none of it’s from the killer.” Renz paused. Quinn could hear him making rhythmic little puffing sounds into the phone, a nervous habit, as if he were halfheartedly trying to whistle. “How do you read it, Quinn?”


      “The bloody mark Mary made on the wall?”


      “No, no, that doesn’t mean shit. I mean, how do you read the situation in the apartment?”


      “Something disturbed the victims’ sleep and they went to investigate, Donald first. They interrupted the killer eating a sandwich and drinking milk from the carton. He had to kill them.”


      “Really? I’ve been caught drinking milk from the carton.”


      “Word’s gotten around,” Quinn said.


      “Hubby was carrying a heavy bookend and primed for action.” Renz, serious again.


      “The killer was ready for them. Almost waiting for them.”


      “Whaddya mean, almost waiting?”


      “He knew the risk and thought they might wake up. He had to know.”


      “You think he wanted them to wake up?”


      “Maybe not last night, but sooner or later. He probably kept pushing it, increasing the risk.”


      “Tell you the truth, Quinn, I don’t see it, but you’re supposed to be the expert on how these sickos think.”


      “It doesn’t take a psychic, Harley. After all, he was eating a sandwich while wearing rubber gloves, and he must have had his knife where he could reach it in a hurry. It doesn’t look as if Donald got to use his pineapple bookend.”


      “He didn’t. There was no trace of blood or hair on it. Quinn…you realize you’re saying our Night Prowler did something to wake them up? That he wanted them to find him making himself at home in their apartment?”


      “It reads that way. Like the way he’ll eventually yearn to be caught and confess his crimes. It builds in them; they keep pressing, taking more chances. It’s part of the package.”


      “So the shrinks say, but it doesn’t make sense.”


      “Except in the killer’s mind, and he’s the one eating pastrami sandwiches with his gloves on.”


      “Not to mention stabbing people through the heart,” Renz said.


      “Not to mention. You know how it works, we have to get inside this guy’s sick brain and figure out how he’s thinking. Gotta be him, at least for a while.”


      That’s why I hired you, baby.


      “That’s the only way we’ll be able to predict what he might do when, where, and to who,” Quinn said.


      “Isn’t that to whom?”


      “Fuck youm.”


      Renz chuckled, pleased to have gotten to Quinn. “Well, this is his third set. If there was any doubt before, there isn’t now. We’ve got a serial killer who does happily married couples.”


      “All three couples were married,” Quinn said, “but two of the wives used their maiden names. There are plenty of couples living together in New York who aren’t married.”


      “So, you’re saying them being legally hitched was coincidental?”


      “I’m saying if the killer knew the victims were married, he knew more about them than just their names and addresses. He couldn’t have just picked them out of a crowd, or run his finger down the phone book with his eyes closed and chosen three married couples.”


      “Then victims and killer knew each other. That should make it easier for us.”


      “Or maybe they didn’t know each other at all. Maybe he’s somebody in a position to know people’s marital status.”


      “Jesus! He might be employed by the state or city in some kinda record-keeping capacity.”


      “Or by a bank or credit bureau. Someplace where you can get real and deep information about people without them knowing about it. Or maybe someplace where you can get their keys and steal them or make copies—like a parking garage or a store where women might check their purses.”


      “Their keys?”


      “Sure. There was no sign of forced entry into any of these apartments, but our killer came and went at will. After all, he was practically living in their apartments while his future victims were asleep.” And maybe when they weren’t home. Quinn made a mental note to have Pearl and Fedderman check the victims’ neighbors to find out if anyone noticed someone coming or going during the day, work hours, in the weeks before the murders.


      “Sounds to me like you’re giving a two-sided problem eight sides, Quinn. Could be the killer and victims knew each other, that they were friends. Or thought they were. What’s simple is usually right.”


      “Now you’re bragging.”


      “Don’t be such a prick. You know I’m probably right—probably correct.”


      Quinn knew Renz was making a classic mistake, settling on a theory too soon and ignoring other evidence. Yet he was right about the obvious usually being what happened in a homicide. But this killer was definitely different; Quinn had felt it from the time he’d read the Elzner murder file. “Yeah, it’s possible. We still have to sort it all out.”


      “What about computers? These victims own one?”


      Quinn remembered a laptop on a corner of the desk. “Everyone has a computer.” Except for washed-out ex-cops.


      “We’ll check it and make sure it wasn’t hacked. The other victims’ computers were okay.”


      That was something Quinn hadn’t thought to consider. Slipping mentally? Or just being buried by technology like the rest of the poor schmucks my age?


      “Maybe we shouldn’t be too quick to dismiss the bloody mark on the wall,” he said, not wanting to come up short again.


      “Egan doesn’t think it’s important. Poor woman just didn’t get her message down in time.”


      “He’s probably right, or the killer would have smeared it.”


      “Now you want some good news?” Renz asked.


      “Don’t tease me, Harley.”


      “We’ve made some progress tracking the silencer.”


      “Be still, my heart.”


      “We got it narrowed down some more.”


      “To the northern hemisphere, I’ll bet.”


      “What with the way records are kept these days, and what you can do on the Internet, this isn’t as long a shot as you think. I’ll tell you, Quinn, the computer is a marvelous instrument.”


      Quinn wondered if Renz was jabbing at him for not factoring in what might be on the victims’ computers. Or was he slyly referring to the fact that a computer had helped to set up Quinn for the rape accusation? “That’s what Michelle says.”


      “Michelle?”


      “My sister.”


      “Oh, yeah, the Quinn kid that turned out okay.”


      “Remember to let me know about the silencers, Harley.”


      Quinn hung up, thinking what a waste of time it was, even with the aid of computers, tracking silencers. Guns were difficult enough to trace, but mail-order silencers that had no individual serial numbers and changed hands maybe several times since their purchase…Quinn thought again that the only good thing about the silencer hunt was that it would help to keep Renz occupied and not ragging him and his team. Though it hadn’t seemed to have that effect so far.


      The intercom rasped. Pearl and Fedderman.


      Quinn buzzed them up and threw the bolt on his door.


      


      They both looked exhausted. Pearl’s hair was stuck in lank bangs to her perspiring forehead, and her white blouse was patterned with wrinkles. Fedderman’s eyes were bloodshot and his baggy brown suit looked as if it had been used in a tug-of-war. Pearl flopped herself down on the sofa while Fedderman trudged out to the kitchen to help himself to a beer.


      “You coulda asked us,” she said, irritated, when Fedderman returned carrying only one can of beer.


      “Blame our host,” Fedderman said. “We come in expecting a buffet, maybe some canapés, and there’s nichts.”


      “Canapés and nichts in the same sentence. You don’t hear that very often.”


      “Shows I’m well traveled and you’re not.” Fedderman popped the tab on the can and licked foam from between his thumb and forefinger.


      “Shows what a putz you are.”


      “My old German grandmother would tell you who’s what part of the anatomy.”


      “I’m going out to the kitchen and get two more beers and a bag of potato chips,” Quinn told them. “Then we’re gonna talk police work. Unless you two have been doing other things all day.”


      Neither answered as he walked into the kitchen.


      When Quinn returned with the beer and chips, Fedderman said, “If memory serves, there were a couple of murders just this morning, weren’t there?”


      “I told you he was a putz,” Pearl said.


      Quinn said, “He didn’t exactly deny it.”


      He yanked open the top of the potato chip bag and placed the bag on the coffee table. Then he opened the beers and handed a can to Pearl, took a swig of the other. He sat down in his chair opposite the sofa.


      Fedderman sat down next to Pearl, who threw a potato chip at him. “Have a canapé.”


      The chip landed in Fedderman’s lap. He picked it up and ate it.


      Quinn told them about his phone conversation with Renz.


      “You think that silencer thing will actually get anyplace?” Fedderman asked.


      Quinn shrugged. “It keeps you-know-whom busy.” He looked from Pearl to Fedderman. They looked as if they would have sprung at each other’s throats, only they didn’t have the energy. “So how was your day?”


      They told him it hadn’t been good. Other than the woman who’d noticed the thin trail of blood on her wall in the unit below the murder apartment, no one in the building had seen or heard anything unusual.


      “What about the doorman?”


      “We were including him,” Pearl said. “But he admits he’s not always on the door. He might have been running an errand or hailing a cab for one of the tenants. And sometimes he sneaks a smoke down in the stairwell of the building next door.”


      “Did anyone mention seeing something or someone unusual during the two weeks or so leading up to the murder? I mean, during daylight, working hours?”


      Pearl and Fedderman stared at Quinn.


      “No,” Fedderman said, “but we didn’t specify those hours and we didn’t go back as far as two weeks.”


      “You will tomorrow,” Quinn said.


      Pearl took a pull on her beer and glanced at Fedderman. “I told you we shouldn’t come here.”


      An incurable wiseass, Quinn thought. But so was Sherlock Holmes.


      


      Pearl and Fedderman had left less than five minutes ago. Quinn had just finished throwing away the empty beer cans and putting the potato chip bag back in a kitchen cabinet when there was a knock on his apartment door. Someone must have bypassed the intercom and let themselves in as Pearl and Fedderman were leaving.


      But when Quinn peered through the glass peephole into the hall, there was Pearl.


      “I forgot my purse,” she said when he’d opened the door. “My gun’s in it.”


      Quinn stepped back so she could enter.


      She went to the middle of the living room, placed her fists on her hips, and glanced around. Quinn looked, too. No purse.


      Pearl went to the sofa and felt along the sides of the cushions.


      “Ah!” she said, and pulled the small purse up from where it was jammed between the cushions.


      She held the purse up by its strap, as if it were a fish she’d just caught, and smiled at Quinn. “You got any more beer?”


      “I can get you one,” Quinn said.


      He went into the kitchen and came back a minute later with an opened can of Budweiser. “Tell Fedderman I’d have given one to him, only he’s driving.”


      “Oh, he went ahead with the car. I told him I’d subway home. It’s not that big a deal, and there was no point making him wait.”


      Quinn felt his pulse quicken. He looked closely at her.


      “This apartment,” she said, motioning with her arm, “probably hasn’t been this neat in years.”


      “Pearl, you never forgot anything in your life, much less your gun.”


      She stooped and placed the beer can on the carpet, then came over and stood too close to him. “I can save you, Quinn.”


      “How is that, Pearl?”


      “I can give you back your self-respect.”


      “You helped me clean my apartment, now you’re ready to start on my life.”


      “Question is, are you ready?”


      The scent of her hair, even her perspiration, was like perfume to Quinn. He remembered the way she’d looked at him as he was leaving her apartment after spending the night there and felt a tightening in his groin even as internal alarms were triggered. “Fedderman knows you didn’t forget your purse.”


      “Piss on Fedderman. You’ve been friends with him a long time. You must have something on him.”


      Quinn grinned. “Pearl, Pearl…”


      “I can save you,” she said again, and stood high on her toes and kissed him.


      He kissed her back and felt her lips part, then the warm strength of her eager tongue.


      When they pulled away from each other, she smiled up at him. “I’ve got another side, you know.”


      He did know. He picked her up and carried her into his bedroom.


      She seemed to like that.


      Their lovemaking qualified as frenzied, Quinn surprising himself. Pearl was on top, grinning down at him, working her hips to a marvelous silent beat, her large breasts swaying with the rhythm. After a while he rolled her off and mounted her, careful to support himself with his elbows and knees. She was so small, yet there was a compact strength to her. He was gentle but took control. She was ready for it and clamped her legs around him, somehow still managing to work her hips in response to his powerful thrusts. Her warm breath was near his ear and she made urgent, throaty sounds that grew louder and louder.


      When it was finished, they lay on their backs, side by side, staring at the cracked ceiling and listening to their ragged breathing gradually even out. They’d wanted and enjoyed each other more than either of them had imagined possible. They were both still shocked and, in a way, frightened by what still gripped them. During the past half hour everything had changed for both of them, forever.


      After a few minutes the only sounds in the small, warm room were of the city outside the window, the complex stage on which they would continue to act out their lives.


      Where the hell…, Quinn wondered.


      …is this going? Pearl asked herself.


      


      Less than a mile from where Quinn and Pearl lay, the Night Prowler was curled in his corner with his benzene and his dreams. These were some of the best times, knowing what he was going to do next, who would be his next victims.


      He wasn’t completely a slave to his compulsion. He had free will. He knew the actress would be perfect, with the graceful, practiced music of her every move, as if her walk drew energy from the ground. But she wasn’t married and so wouldn’t do and couldn’t do. Living together in sin, delicious sin, that wasn’t like marriage, no matter how hard people pretended.


      The actress had called to him without knowing. She was unaware of her own silent voice and that she was an actress in more ways than she suspected. Yet she wasn’t one of them, one of his, so he’d decided to forget her, as he had so many others. They were like bright coins of little value that he hadn’t bothered stooping to pick up.


      He closed his eyes and pushed all thoughts of the actress away, and lovely Lisa strode toward him across vistas like a high-fashion model on a celestial runway. She emerged from shadow into light and into focus. Staring inward, he marveled at her beauty.


      My God!


      Tears tracked down his stiffened cheeks. There was no need for the actress. Not if he had Lisa.


      He could see her clearly now in every detail. Such was the power of his mind to re-create beauty and essence. Lisa tucking in her chin and giving him a flirtatious look. Lisa smiling. Lisa whirling. Lisa complete.


      He rewound time and there she was, Lisa Ide, manager of the jewelry store she and her husband, Leon Holtzman, owned on West Forty-seventh Street. Lisa working behind the glittering showcases. Lisa in her kitchen, yellow, at the big white stove, hot grease smell, stretching and reaching to get something from the back of the refrigerator, white blue, doing dishes by hand, suds yellow rubber fingers, facing away from him, wearing the tight, tight black slacks he’d seen her in, her flesh, her flesh. She had her auburn hair swirled high and piled jauntily toward the back of her head, precisely the way she’d worn it when he’d watched her leave the jewelry store and stride along the crowded sidewalk.


      Fading…


      He raised the folded cloth to his face and inhaled, smiling but still crying.


      There she was! In focus, in color…


      He could dial in on her much faster now, the way he needed to, the way he needed her. Lisa Ide, with her bright blue eyes so widely spaced, ocean, and her wide mouth with its full lips, wet red, and slight overbite. Lisa Ide dining at the sidewalk café across from Lincoln Center with her husband Leon, raising her coffee cup to her mouth, pursing her lips so softly. A small woman but so complete, so perfect in so many ways. Her lushness, the endless and wonderful spectrum of her coloring. A man like Leon, a simple merchant whose work was his life, would never in a thousand years understand Lisa. He dealt in precious stones and yet was unaware of what was precious and so near him.


      A man like that deserved nothing but death.


      Yes, there was no doubt who was next. The Night Prowler could feel the fatal knowledge stirring in him like a thing aborning that would begin its rapid and relentless growth. It was barely potent now, harmless, but it would grow teeth and claws. And it would have its way.


      He pressed the folded cloth hard to his nose and inhaled deeply, but the benzene was losing its effect and he felt himself simply falling asleep.


      The buzzing, briefly, but fading away…


      And he dreamed, unable now to escape from her: Lisa standing in the bathtub, about to lower herself into the warm water. Lisa pausing nude on the stairs, like Picasso’s painting somehow unscrambled and made whole woman. Lisa watering flowers. Lisa in bed asleep and almost smiling. Lisa’s hair and eyes and flesh and lips and glance and smile…the music of her colors and her walk. Of her pain to be. Moana Lisa…


      He understood that destiny and dream were one.


      Detective Quinn, Lisa Ide. What I know and you don’t.


      Soon-to-be-famous Lisa.
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      Quinn awoke to the scent of coffee and frying bacon.


      He suddenly recalled last night—Pearl.


      Now she was in his kitchen preparing breakfast. Where had this domestic Pearl come from? For that matter, the Pearl she’d displayed last night had been quite a surprise.


      He climbed out of bed nude and trod heavily into the bathroom.


      “Quinn?” Pearl’s voice from the kitchen stopped him. Must have heard the floor creak.


      “Yeah?” His sleep-thickened voice came out as a growl. “Yes?” Better. Civilized.


      “You have time to shower and shave before breakfast.”


      “Uh-huh.” He continued on his way to the bathroom.


      When he was clean and shaven, he slicked back his wet hair, then returned to the bedroom and rummaged through his dresser drawers until he found an old robe he hadn’t worn in over a year. The gentleman in his dressing gown. He put on the robe but couldn’t locate his slippers, so he padded barefoot into the kitchen.


      Pearl was standing at the stove holding a spatula. She’d made a pass at combing her thick hair, but it was still flat where she’d slept on it. She was wearing the clothes she’d had on yesterday. They looked as if she’d been wearing them for a week. Her blouse had wrinkles that might never iron out. This was not a woman who looked as if she belonged in a kitchen, yet she had the table neatly set, crisp bacon already on plates, and eggs sizzling in a frying pan.


      “I thought you might want to go out for breakfast,” he said.


      The coffeemaker’s glass pot was full. Two clean cups sat nearby. He went over and poured himself a cup of the strong black brew. There was no cream in sight. How did she know I like my bacon crisp, my coffee black? She must have been observing all this time.


      Pearl was smiling at him. “Eating at home’ll be better.”


      Home? “What I thought,” Quinn said, “was we might have breakfast at the diner down the street, then take a walk. Maybe you could pick up some clothes at one of the shops near there.”


      She raised her eyebrows, puzzled. “Why would I want to buy clothes?”


      “Fedderman’ll be here sooner or later this morning. He’ll see you’re wearing the same clothes from yesterday. He’ll know you spent the night.”


      Careful…don’t break what happened last night like the eggs. “Makes no difference to me. Sunny-side up?”


      “Over well. It does make a difference to me.”


      “If that’s how you feel about it…. Break the yellow?”


      “No.”


      She used the spatula to slide one egg onto a plate with the bacon, then deftly flipped the egg remaining in the skillet.


      “I don’t think it’s such a good idea, Pearl, advertising that we slept together.”


      She motioned with her head at the egg. “Hard enough?”


      “Sure.”


      “Fedderman left a message on my machine at home this morning. He said since I didn’t pick up, he assumes I left and took the subway here and we can meet later. He won’t be here for another hour. I’ll go out after breakfast and find something else to wear.” She transferred his egg from skillet to plate and grinned at him. “Not that Fedderman will be fooled.”


      Quinn knew she was right, but he still wanted to maintain deniability. If it was important to presidents, why not to Quinn? “It’s possible that someday he might have to testify about our relationship under oath.”


      “You have a point there,” Pearl said, but she seemed amused by the idea. Toast sprang to attention from the old toaster with a sound like a sledgehammer striking a sack full of steel springs, startling Quinn. Pearl plopped each slice of hot toast on a saucer and placed the saucers on the table, then sat down to eat.


      Quinn sat across from her, watching her carefully butter a piece of toast. He sprinkled salt and pepper on his egg. What the hell am I doing here? How did this happen? “Pearl—”


      She passed him the butter. “You rather have jelly?”


      “Butter’ll do.”


      “What about last night, Quinn?” Pearl taking the offensive.


      “It was fantastic,” Quinn said, and meant it. He found it wonderful watching her smile from across the table.


      Easy…don’t fish for an answer you don’t want…. “I need to know if it was a onetime thing.”


      “I don’t see how it can be, Pearl. You’re already an addiction.”


      She stood up and walked around the table, swallowing a bite of toast, then leaned down and planted a buttery kiss on his cheek.


      “This…us…it won’t interfere with the job. I promise.” She sat back down.


      “I won’t let it,” Quinn told her.


      After breakfast he fished in his wallet and gave her a hundred-dollar bill from the money Renz had paid him.


      “Quinn—”


      “Jesus, Pearl, it’s for clothes! A change of clothes was my idea, so at least let me buy them for you.”


      “Why should you?”


      “Because I’m the one worried about Fedderman.”


      She was quiet for a while, still not liking even the faintest notion that he was treating her like a hooker. Last night must not be tainted.


      “I’ve got my own money,” she said.


      Quinn gave up. He cleaned up the kitchen while she went shopping.


      She came back half an hour later carrying a single paper sack, then went into the bedroom to change.


      She emerged in the same wrinkled slacks but with a new black T-shirt lettered GIANTS across her oversize breasts.


      “There aren’t any decent places to shop around here; this was all I could find. It’s a boy’s medium.”


      The T-shirt fit fine everywhere other than the chest. A boy, medium, wouldn’t have put that kind of strain on the material. The dark blue blazer she’d worn yesterday had been draped over the back of a chair and wasn’t so wrinkled. When she put it on over the T-shirt, GIANTS was still visible in convex yellow lettering.


      “Best I could do on short notice,” she said.


      “Was that the only team they had?”


      She started to answer, but the intercom interrupted her. Quinn walked over and buzzed Fedderman up.


      As soon as Fedderman stepped into the apartment, he stood still and looked at Pearl, then at Quinn. “Pathetic.” Back at Pearl. “Couldn’t you find a Yankees shirt?”


      “Why Yankees?”


      “You know…. ‘Whatever Lola wants…’”


      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It’s a song from a Broadway play. Damn Yankees.”


      “I can’t afford Broadway plays on a cop’s salary.”


      “I know. I’m rubbing it in.”


      “You are such a prick, Fedderman.”


      Quinn held out an arm to stop Pearl in case she decided to advance on Fedderman. This was going to be a big problem. He’d really screwed up last night. Complicated things. “Okay, okay! It’s time for us to get to work.”


      Pearl was glaring at Fedderman, who was smirking.


      “Everybody pretend,” Quinn said, and strapped on his shoulder holster. “Please.”


      “The whole world pretends,” Pearl muttered as they were walking toward the elevator.


      “Keeps us employed,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn wondered for how long.
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      “You seem relaxed today,” Rita Maxwell said to David Blank.


      Blank sat back in the recliner’s soft leather and closed his eyes. “You seem surprised. Even your most troubled patients must have a good day now and then.”


      Rita decided to work with what he’d given her. “What in particular is making you feel good today?”


      “Fit and finish.”


      “Can you be more specific, or are you talking about your car?”


      “I’m talking about the cosmos. Today everything seems to fit together precisely in its proper place.”


      “And the finish?”


      “The colors are perfect.”


      “You refer to colors often.”


      “That’s because I paint. Landscapes, mostly. Though sometimes figures. Nudes. The different hues on a human body are amazing in their number and subtlety.”


      “You mean eyes, hair…?”


      “That too. Human flesh, though, if you look closely, if you listen…”


      Listen? Color and sound mingled. Cross-sensory perception. Not unusual in a talented artist, though not to such a degree. “What do you hear if you listen, David?”


      “Sometimes beautiful sounds. On bad days, when the colors fade or run together, a gray buzzing. Not today, though. I hear a humming like soft music, different with every woman.”


      “Only women?”


      “I’m not sure. Are you suggesting I’m a repressed homosexual?”


      Huh? “No, I’m not.” Blank didn’t seem angry. More as if he were amused. “Do you have issues concerning your sexuality?”


      He opened his eyes and laughed loudly. “Issues…I love that! Isn’t that a term for what you’ve given birth to?”


      “It can be.” Rita put a touch of amusement in her voice so he’d know she wasn’t serious. He was loose today, all right. In a good enough mood to joke with, and where might that lead? “I think we can assume you haven’t given birth.”


      “No, not to anything.” He laced his fingers together. “Not in the conventional sense, anyway.”


      She was puzzled. “You mean your art?”


      “Of course. There was a woman who posed nude for me, a model named Carol. So beautiful. I worked so hard to capture her tension and all her hues.”


      “Tension?”


      “In a physical sense. Angle and muscle tension. Not everyone can be a good artist’s model.”


      “I wouldn’t think so.”


      “An artist and his model are usually in a strictly business relationship. And that’s how we started out. Then one day, in my apartment studio in the Village, she fainted. I thought I’d demanded too much of her, trying to use every second of the rare and perfect light…. It was golden; you could hear and touch it.”


      He gave Rita a sideways glance to make sure she was paying attention. She nodded and wriggled her pencil.


      “I felt guilty,” Blank continued. “I was sorry for her. So I picked her up and carried her to my bed, where she could rest, and as I laid her down, she opened her eyes, and the way she looked at me and smiled, I knew….”


      He continued his tale of seduction and sexual adventure while Rita pretended to take notes.


      “Two people were never closer than we were,” Blank was saying. “We hardly ever went outside the apartment for the next month, only sending out for…”


      Rita moved the pencil steadily, noticing that her squiggling, meaningless marks were for some reason beginning to resemble Arabic script. The session with David Blank had settled into its usual pattern, and she was only half listening to him, thinking lies, lies, lies….


      Except for the first ten minutes.


      When he’d gone, she would rewind the tape and listen to the first part of the session carefully. It hadn’t been so much what he was talking about, but rather the relieved, buoyant tone of his voice, as if some great pressure were no longer exerting its force on him.


      Blank still hadn’t revealed the real reason why he was coming to see her, his actual problem. But his wasn’t the usual game of diversion and deflection that tentative patients played. She understood what he was doing: He was setting the riddle out there for her to unravel. And a part of him wanted desperately for her to succeed, because he understood the terrible pressure would return and he was afraid. Buzzing. Order and color. Fit and finish. The psychosis as car. And David Blank knew he was speeding toward another collision.


      The cross-sensory perception, now that was interesting. If true.


      He did seem sure that Dr. Rita Maxwell was his answer, that she could and would eventually help him, perhaps save him. But first she had to know what he was concealing. Who was Carol?


      Sooner or later, Rita would know. However and why ever he’d found his way to her, David Blank—whoever he was—whoever Carol was—had chosen the right analyst.


      Patience was in order. Progress was being made. Rita was slowly learning, always learning, and would find the answer to the riddle of David Blank.


      


      Quinn sat on the hard wood and concrete bench just inside Central Park and watched the joggers and cyclists. An attractive woman in her early twenties pedaled past on a mountain bike, something everyone needed in a city as flat as a Monopoly board. Quinn watched her graceful form recede as she stood high on the pedals to pick up speed, her hips swaying with her effort, her long brown hair catching the sunlight. He wondered about her life. She might be a student at NYU, or a young professional, a wife, a mother, an actress, a musician or artist, a hooker or an off-duty cop. The human mystery.


      He decided maybe it was time to use the media.


      Dave Everson was a journalist with the Times who had long ago given Quinn his direct-line number at the paper. Everson was a journalist Quinn trusted, and he remembered the number. Quinn drew out his cell phone from the pocket of his sport jacket folded on the bench, and for the first time in years he called it.


      “I’ll be damned,” Everson said when Quinn had identified himself. “It’s been a while.”


      “Too long,” Quinn said.


      Everson was no fool; he knew Quinn had something in mind. “So what do you need?” There was the slightest tremor of excitement in his voice.


      “Heat.”


      Everson laughed. “You’ve already got that, Quinn.”


      “For somebody else,” Quinn said.


      “Ah…. With conditions, I assume.”


      “You’ll be first in line as things break, Dave.”


      “And you want to be an anonymous source.”


      “No, I want the bastard to know I’m at his heels.”


      “Hey, that’ll be a much better story. Mano a mano. I do like you, Quinn.”


      “I can be a likable sort. We dealing?”


      “Proceed.”


      


      Claire Briggs frowned and checked again for the chemical reaction.


      Blue. Again. No mistake.


      She was pregnant. So said her home-testing kit.


      She had to tell someone, but not before Jubal. He must be the next to know.


      At four o’clock Jubal was back from his two o’clock audition for the role of the sensitive hero in the Lincoln Center production of the Vietnam play Winding Road, which was set to open in three months.


      “So how’d it go?” she asked, but she knew from his expression how it had gone.


      He wore a light blue sweater like a cape, its arms knotted at his chest, though the weather had been too warm for a sweater when he’d left the apartment. Now he unfastened the loose knot and tossed the sweater onto the sofa in a heap.


      “It went like shit!” He flung himself down next to the sweater in a similar heap and sat frowning.


      “Jubal…” Claire moved toward him as he hung his head and his shoulders began to quake.


      Then he looked up at her, grinning. “I got the part!”


      Claire stood still and took a deep breath. “Oh, damn, you had me!”


      Jubal shrugged, still with the grin. “Well, I can act!” He jumped up and hugged her, lifting her off the floor and spinning her in a dance across the room.


      When he put her down, she was almost too dizzy to make her way to a chair and fall into it, gasping and laughing.


      “It’s a day for good news,” she said when she could talk without choking or coughing.


      Jubal was pacing, too excited to sit. “Actually, it’s only a callback, but I can be sure of the outcome. Everything fell into place, as if I trained all those years just for the part. I was last to audition. I’m one of three choices and the other two aren’t even close. One’s Victor Valentino.”


      “Never heard of him.”


      “He was in Back Alley last year. Guy looks like a thug, but he can act. He might wind up playing the tough sergeant.”


      “Who’s the other guy?”


      “Randy Rallison.”


      Claire had acted with Rallison. He had difficulty remembering his lines, and many in the cast suspected he had a drug or drinking problem. “A zombie onstage compared to Jubal Day.”


      “I’m positive the producer feels the same way. He gave me the wink as I was leaving. I’m sure he gave me the wink.”


      Claire sighed and rested a hand on her stomach. She couldn’t stop smiling.


      “We’re going out for dinner and celebrate!” Jubal said.


      “We have more than one thing to celebrate.”


      “I know we do! The way your career’s going. And this apartment is great! We’re lucky, Claire. Damned lucky!”


      “I’m glad you think so, Jubal. But we’re luckier than you know. I’m pregnant.”


      He stopped pacing and stood still. His features rearranged themselves into a mask. She had no idea what he was thinking. Doubt flashed through her mind like a lightning bolt.


      “I shouldn’t have surprised you like that.” She heard the quaver in her voice and hated it. Her stomach began to ache. She knew then what she needed, what she had to have.


      “You know this for sure?”


      “I’ve missed two periods and my home test says I’m pregnant. I’m sure. I feel…different. There isn’t any doubt.”


      Now he was grinning. “My God! You’re pregnant!”


      He came to her, lifted her gently to her feet, and kissed her.


      “We can turn the spare room into the baby’s room,” he said. “We can spoon-feed the kid and change his diapers—”


      “Or hers.”


      “Hers. And push him-her in the park in a stroller.”


      “We can watch her-him take her-his first step.”


      “Teach him-her how to grip a baseball.”


      “And how to say please and thank you.”


      “And not spit the spinach.”


      “We can get married,” Claire said.
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      “New computers,” said Sergeant Rudd, who was manning the precinct desk when Pearl walked in. He was an aging, broad-shouldered man, with white hair, a whiskey nose, and eyes the color of lead bullets. “We need to keep up with the feds when it comes to technology.”


      Pearl looked over to where the clerk sat and saw him wrestling a keyboard out of a box. The computer on his desk did indeed look new, and had a monitor featuring an impressively large flat screen.


      “How are they preserving our information?” Pearl asked.


      Rudd stared at her.


      “I mean, are they transferring all the data from the old computers to the new ones?”


      “Oh, sure. I overheard the technicians talking about some kind of ZIP drive thing. Nothing to it, according to them. But far as an old cop like me’s concerned, a computer makes a good boat anchor.”


      “Dinosaur,” Pearl said, walking on toward the squad room.


      “You too,” Rudd said behind her. “You’re just a smaller, prettier one. ’Specially this morning.” She turned and saw his seamed face split into a grin. “There some kinda reason for that?”


      Holy Christ! Was it that obvious to the trained eye? Pearl felt herself blush and pressed on, ignoring Rudd’s chuckle.


      The squad room was a mess. Half a dozen technicians who looked like teenagers in pale blue blazers were setting up new computers on the old steel gray desks, or on typing tables beside the desks. The twentieth and twenty-first centuries were colliding here. There were only two detectives around, a smarmy little creep named Weatherington, and a large, potbellied man she knew only as “Big Mike.” They were both undercover vice, which as far as Pearl was concerned was exactly where they belonged.


      She stood still for a moment, taking in the electronic carnage. Then she went back to the booking area.


      “Looks like some kinda college frat prank goin’ on in there, don’t it?” Rudd said.


      “Maybe it is.” Pearl motioned toward the squad room with her thumb. “Which of those desks used to be Quinn’s?”


      Rudd returned his attention to the paperwork that occupied him. It was almost as if he expected the question; he’d been day desk sergeant for over five years and had the answers. “Second on the left as you walk in the door.”


      He didn’t ask Pearl why she’d asked. She thanked him and returned to the squad room.


      She went to the second desk and saw the new computer on it, but there was no old one sitting on the floor to be removed later.


      “What happened to the computer that was on this desk?” she asked the young technician who was working at the desk two over.


      “Didn’t replace that one,” the young woman said. She weighed about seventy pounds and had glasses the size of CD-ROMs. “It was new enough that we just ramped up the memory. Five-twelve RAM now.”


      “Wow,” Pearl said. “How new?”


      “Three or four years old is all.”


      “Any of the others like that? New enough they were kept?”


      “Not to my knowledge,” the young woman said, and began undoing a tangle of cables.


      Pearl thought about going back and asking Rudd where Quinn’s old computer might be, but she decided against it. She had a pretty good idea.


      She sat down at one of the new computers and booted it up. “Programs the same on all of these?” she asked another of the teenage techies. This one was a boy with a bad complexion and a bushy unibrow over watery brown eyes.


      “Just like your old one only bigger and faster, ma’am. Sort of like a second marriage to a younger man.”


      Pearl looked at the pimply punk, wondering if he might be coming on to her. But he seemed oblivious as he did something to the back of one of the tower units with a screwdriver. He removed the cream-colored metal shell case which was apparently attached only by a few small screws, then began tinkering with the computer’s electronic guts.


      Pearl leaned to the side so she could see. “That the hard drive?”


      “Hard as you like it, ma’am.”


      Pearl stared at the kid. He smiled and went back to his work.


      What’s with me this morning? Does the male sex somehow smell recent activity?


      Pearl keyed in her PIN and went to the software program that matched items in the evidence room with dates and case numbers. As soon as she typed in Quinn’s name, a reference number came up that would act as a guide, much as the Dewey decimal system helped to locate library books.


      She copied the number on a Post-it, then shut down the computer and walked back to the evidence room.


      A sleepy-eyed sergeant was on duty behind a counter, sitting down and engrossed in a New York Post. Pearl flashed her shield and logged in, and the sergeant went back to reading what looked like yet another piece on Anna Caruso.


      Pearl pushed through a wooden swing gate and entered a caged-in area in a windowless room built onto the back of the precinct house over twenty years ago.


      It wasn’t hard to find the computer, wrapped in plastic on the second shelf of a tier of metal shelves. Pearl glanced around. At this hour she was alone. She had privacy.


      She made sure the tag on the computer matched the reference number, then dragged it over to the edge of the shelf and turned it around. After peeling back about a yard of masking tape, she slipped the plastic wrapping from the computer.


      Pearl had been afraid to borrow a screwdriver from one of the techies, but she’d brought the Swiss Army knife she carried in her purse.


      Its screwdriver worked just fine. It took her less than ten minutes by her watch to detach and lift off the computer’s rectangular metal case, remove the hard drive, then replace the case. Within another few minutes she had the computer rewrapped and taped, and back in its original spot on the steel shelf.


      The hard drive was shiny steel and about the size and shape of a paperback book. She tucked it into her waistband beneath her blouse, then returned to the squad room.


      “Going out,” she said to Sergeant Rudd, who was still busy with his paperwork.


      “Why? Those kids making you feel dumb?”


      “’Fraid so.” She grinned.


      “Used to be,” Rudd said, “people got smarter as they got older.”


      “That was always just a rumor,” Pearl told him as she pushed open the heavy door and went out into the morning heat.


      As she walked toward her unmarked, she glanced at her watch. Not yet eight o’clock. If she remembered correctly, the stock market didn’t open till nine-thirty. If she drove fast and didn’t get bogged down in traffic, she should have time.


      Of course she could make her destination in plenty of time if she used the light and siren. Trouble was, she wasn’t on a call, and it wasn’t an emergency, so strictly speaking, it was against regulations.


      Pearl decided to use the light and siren.


      


      When she turned the car onto Michelle Quinn’s block, the dashboard clock said it was eight-fifty. The stock market wouldn’t open for another forty minutes, so it was possible that Michelle was still in her apartment.


      Pearl left the unmarked in a no-parking zone and jogged across the street toward Michelle’s building. It was the first time she’d seen it. Her other meetings with Michelle had been at a coffee shop near her office in the financial district. It was an obviously expensive building, with a uniformed doorman who looked like the dictator of a small country. Michelle must know her stuff as a stock analyst. In fact, from what Pearl had heard, any analyst out of prison and still employed after the recent bear market must know his or her stuff.


      She gave the doorman her name and told him who she was here to see. He studied the tiny screen of a personal digital assistant he produced from a secret pocket in his tunic. One of his eyebrows arched.


      “She isn’t expecting me,” Pearl said.


      She stood back and admired his epaulets as he phoned upstairs to see if Michelle Quinn was home and receiving visitors dressed like Pearl.


      She was, and she was.


      Quinn’s sister was standing with her door open so Pearl would locate the apartment easier. Michelle was dressed for work in a pinstripe gray skirt and blazer, a lighter gray blouse, with a red-and-gray tie—or rather dressed for going to work, with her white sneakers sharply contrasting with the somber outfit. Pearl knew that like many New York career women, Michelle would carry her conservative, uncomfortable shoes in her purse until she reached her office.


      When Pearl approached, Michelle smiled and extended her hand. “Something important?”


      “Maybe. I don’t want to take up a lot of your time,” Pearl said as they shared a handshake.


      “If it’s about Frank, go ahead and take it up.” Michelle ushered her into a spacious and tastefully furnished apartment with a magnificent sun-touched vista of the city and the Hudson River beyond. The air, which seemed fractured by the crystalline light made somehow more intense by passing through the slanted panes, carried a faint, pleasant lilac scent.


      “Nice place,” Pearl said, wincing inwardly at her understatement. Most people in Manhattan would kill to live here. Pearl, maybe.


      Michelle offered her coffee, which Pearl declined; neither woman had time to waste.


      They went through the living room into a book-lined den furnished in rich wood and soft leather of the sort that looks worn-out the day it’s bought. On a wide walnut desk sat a blue-and-gray computer—it might have been lifted from the control panel of the starship Enterprise. Michelle motioned toward a chair, but Pearl declined again and reached into her purse. She drew out the hard-disk drive she’d removed from Quinn’s old computer. “This is—”


      “I know what it is,” Michelle interrupted. Caution had crept into her voice. She gave Pearl a look, something like the one Quinn sometimes gave her.


      “I won’t tell you how it came into my hands,” Pearl said, seeing Michelle’s problem, “but I will tell you where it’s from. It was part of the computer that was on your brother’s desk in the squad room when he had his problem.”


      Michelle stared at the tiny steel rectangular box and frowned. Pearl wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but she felt like telling Michelle not to fret so much. This was something she was getting from a cop; it wasn’t Enron all over again.


      Of course, on a personal level, it might be worse.


      Michelle moved closer and reached out and accepted the hard drive, gripping it firmly, obviously keenly aware that her fingerprints were now on it. This was a woman who sized up the game and didn’t make a move lightly.


      “I’m sure a lot’s been deleted,” Pearl said, feeling better about Michelle now. Quinn said she could be trusted all the way, his good true friend as well as his sister.


      “Not much actually gets deleted,” Michelle said, “unless whoever’s doing it really knows how. Or whoever’s trying to recover it doesn’t know. Prisons are full of people who mistakenly thought they deleted incriminating evidence on computers.”


      “I remember from seeing on my own computer how it keeps a kind of log—times and sites visited on the Internet. A chronological record of where I’ve been. If you were to arrange them chronologically…” Pearl was increasingly aware that she didn’t know what she was talking about. Not enough, anyway. But then, wasn’t that why she was here?


      Michelle was staring at her, waiting.


      Pearl pressed on. “If you could somehow recover those times, dates, and places on the Internet, the child porn sites, and compare them with when your brother was on duty, we might be able to prove he was somewhere else when at least some of those sites were visited.” Pearl gave her a level look, trying to appear intelligent. This Michelle was intimidating. “Is any of this even remotely possible? Might that information still be accessible?”


      “It probably is.”


      The woman’s face didn’t give away much, Pearl thought. Mount Rushmore with makeup. “So what would you have to do to get to it?”


      “Risk my career.”


      “Like I’m risking mine,” Pearl said. “And Quinn’s not even my brother.”


      Michelle smiled. And in that instant Pearl knew her romantic relationship with Quinn was no secret. Maybe Michelle had talked to Quinn. Or Sergeant Rudd. Or maybe Michelle somehow had read her, simply figured it out. Maybe it had been on the damned radio.


      “Good point,” Michelle said. She examined the disk drive more closely. “It’s an internal drive, so it doesn’t simply slide in a computer bay ready to go. Somebody must have used a screwdriver to remove it.”


      “You’re the expert,” Pearl said.


      “I can reinstall it in another computer and examine it. There are ways, software programs, that can retrieve almost anything supposedly deleted. And most people—probably the ones we’re dealing with—think once they’ve pressed the delete key, they’ve actually irretrievably deleted whatever it is they want to get rid of.”


      “You have this software?”


      “If I need it, I can obtain it. But I might be able to get to what we need using another computer’s system programs. It might take some time.”


      “When can you start?”


      Michelle removed her blazer and carefully folded it inside out and draped it over the back of a chair. “Now. This morning. It promises to be a quiet day in the markets. Money’s on the sidelines waiting to see what the Fed’s going to do.”


      “Yeah,” Pearl said, “the feds.”


      Michelle grinned. “I’ll make a few phone calls, then set to work on this. Don’t expect anything right away—like today. Where can I get in touch with you?”


      Pearl leaned over the wide, polished desk and wrote her name and cell phone number on a tablet. “Here, or you can try Quinn’s number.”


      “Uh-huh.” But while her tone was dubious, Michelle appeared secretly pleased. Pearl thought it was nice to be approved of.


      “You have my word the source of any information you come up with will remain confidential if at all possible. But the truth is, that’s all I can promise.”


      “I understand. Your word’s good enough.”


      “Thanks,” Pearl said. “I mean, really thanks.”


      She thought Michelle was going to say she was welcome, but instead she said simply, “He’s my brother.”


      “One other thing,” Pearl said. “Unless you come up with something we can use, there’s no need to tell Quinn about any of this.”


      “Unless for some reason he asks. I’m not going to lie to him. He’s had enough of that.”


      “So he has,” Pearl said. “I’ll quit using up your morning and find my own way out.”


      Michelle didn’t waste time on amenities. She was already sitting down at her desk as Pearl was leaving.


      Back down on the sun-warmed sidewalk, Pearl thought about what she’d done: stolen police property from the evidence room and involved Quinn’s sister. And undoubtedly Quinn himself, if the theft came to light and there was nothing exculpatory on the hard drive.


      Everyone involved might take a big hit, even Fedderman. None of them would be trusted again. The law had been broken. Loss of careers would be the least of their problems.


      Computers, Pearl decided, were dangerous instruments.


      


      Lars Svenson writhed around in his bed for several hours, but sleep never came. He considered using more of the stash he’d stolen from his latest conquest, but that was what had probably put him on edge in the first place.


      He sat straight up in bed, sweating and trembling. This was pure shit. It felt like there were bugs crawling around just beneath his skin.


      He was never going to get to sleep, and he’d be like he was dead when he started work this afternoon.


      If he was going into work. The way the day was shaping up, he might call in sick. Or take a vacation day.


      Right now he was going to climb out of bed and get dressed. Get out of the apartment and take a walk. Maybe have a drink or two somewhere and try to numb himself, relieve the pressure that was building and building in him.


      Walk some more. Maybe for hours.


      Sometimes, if he walked far enough, walking helped.


      Sometimes it didn’t.
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      Lisa Ide realized she’d forgotten her glasses. She’d need them to read the tiny ornate print of the menu at Petit Poisson, where she was due in half an hour to meet two old friends from college. Over lunch and pastries they would have a grand time talking about long-ago allies and enemies. Maybe there’d be photographs to examine, old and recent. Lisa was looking forward to this lunch; it held the promise of being a real bitchfest.


      She stopped walking and moved back against a building to avoid the flow of pedestrians. She was less than halfway to her subway stop. There was still time for her to return to the apartment, get her glasses, then take a cab to the restaurant.


      Her mind made up, she began striding hurriedly back the way she’d come, breaking into a graceful half walk and half run to make the blinking walk signal at the intersection.


      In the hall outside her apartment door, she fumbled with her keys and dropped them. Reminding herself she had plenty of time, she bent over and picked them up, then keyed the lock and opened the door. Within seconds she should be leaving with glasses in hand.


      Where are they?


      She’d read herself to sleep last night, a Michael Connelly thriller, and probably placed the glasses on top of the book on the nightstand before switching off the light on her side of the bed and dozing off.


      But she’d taken only a few steps toward the bedroom when she recalled wearing the glasses in the kitchen this morning to read the calorie count on the cereal box. And later when she’d looked up a phone number in her address book.


      She went to the phone on its table near the door.


      No glasses.


      The kitchen, then. I probably carried them back into the kitchen an hour ago when I got bottled water from the refrigerator. Of course! I must have set the glasses down when I used both hands to loosen the cap on the plastic bottle.


      As she was moving toward the kitchen, she heard a slight sound from the bedroom, perhaps something falling.


      She stopped. Leon must have taken ill and come home.


      No, that wasn’t like Leon.


      But if it’s anyone, it must be Leon.


      Maybe he’d returned from the shop for something he forgot. She was here because she was absentminded, so why not Leon?


      “Leon?”


      She waited for an answer in the heavy silence of the still apartment. There was none. She called louder: “Leon!”


      Okay, he must not be home. The sound from the bedroom had simply been something falling over—a picture frame, maybe—or had been from the apartment upstairs. Or perhaps the faint noise had been only in her imagination. Lots of possibilities. She didn’t have time to worry about them now.


      Lisa continued on her way to the kitchen. As she walked through the door, she immediately saw her glasses lying next to a folded dish towel on the sink counter.


      Great! Nothing to do now but snatch up the glasses and be on my way again.


      As her fingers closed on the thin steel frames, she glanced at the digital clock on the stove. Still plenty of time.


      She was leaving the kitchen when she noticed the bouquet of yellow roses in the center of the table.


      She stopped cold, then went over to look at them. There were half a dozen of the freshly bloomed, cut yellow roses in a plain glass vase with water in it, no card. Quite beautiful. She couldn’t resist leaning over the table and sniffing the nearest blossom, enjoying its fragrance.


      Leon again? Another of his mystery gifts? Like the strange earrings I discovered in my jewelry box, the ones he’s pretending I had for years and forgot about?


      If so, she wasn’t supposed to find the roses yet; they were a surprise for this evening. Did he think it was their anniversary or her birthday? Either was possible. He’d gotten the dates of important occasions wrong before. Lisa remembered when the shop had been forty-eight hours early for Valentine’s Day, which the sale sign Leon had placed in the window proclaimed as TOMORROW. Lisa had to smile.


      She thought about calling her husband’s name again, or double-checking to make sure he wasn’t in the bedroom.


      But if he was in the bedroom, it was because she’d surprised him by coming back to the apartment unexpectedly, and he didn’t want her to know he was home. He was hiding, hoping she wouldn’t discover him or the roses.


      Lisa stood wondering what to do, then decided she should do nothing.


      Let Leon have his fun. Maybe he knows what he’s doing. He might be leading up to something. Like a European vacation or a Caribbean cruise.


      Lisa left the apartment, making sure the door was dead-bolted behind her. This evening she’d pretend the roses were a big surprise. Whatever was going on was weird, but there was nothing to do but roll with it.


      Only when she was back on the crowded sidewalk, waiting for the traffic signal to change so she could cross a busy intersection, did she let the thought occur to her fully: What if somebody else put the roses in the kitchen and went into the bedroom when I returned home unexpectedly?


      Somebody not Leon!


      “Move it or lose it, lady!”


      The light had changed to a walk signal. A florid-faced little man was trying to get around her, bumping her hip with his attaché case. Threads of sparse black hair were plastered across his otherwise bald scalp, and he was wearing a natty gray suit and what looked like a blue ascot.


      “Move it or—”


      “I never heard that one before,” Lisa said. “Is it copyrighted?”


      The fussy little guy did what she should have done—ignored the remark.


      She let him pass and stride out ahead of her as they crossed the street.


      Beyond him Lisa could see Petit Poisson’s sign.


      And was that woman in the blue dress Abby? The pudgy one hurrying into the restaurant?


      If so, she’s put on weight. Lots of weight.


      Lisa forgot all about the yellow roses as she quickened her pace. She didn’t want to be the last to arrive at the restaurant.


      A person could get talked about.

    

  


  
    
      39

    


    
      Hiram, Missouri, 1989.


      Luther watched them sleep. Milford had drunk more than his share of scotch after dinner and seemed almost unconscious, too deep in his slumber even to snore. His breathing was as persistent and rhythmic as the sea. Cara slept more lightly beside him.


      Luther, moving closer, could see the delicate flesh of her closed eyelids responding as her pupils shifted beneath them.


      She’s dreaming. Maybe about me.


      He might wake her and they could go downstairs, or up to his attic nest. Or—and this they had never dared—they could have sex right there in bed beside Milford, to the regular beat of Milford’s own breathing and ignorance. Luther considered it; Milford hadn’t budged since he’d entered the bedroom, and probably since long before that. His hair wasn’t even mussed. Luther could wake Cara with a kiss, place a palm over her mouth to quiet her if necessary, and then…


      Don’t be an idiot!


      Realizing he was breathing hard enough to hear, Luther backed away from the bed. As if sensing his presence, Cara raised a hand lightly to her forehead, then lowered it. Her eyes remained closed.


      Let the Sands sleep for now. Luther would prowl his secret domain.


      He left the bedroom and closed, but didn’t latch, its door behind him. After only a few steps he felt safe. Sound wouldn’t carry through the thick walls. Not bothering to be quiet, he descended the creaking stairs to the first floor.


      This was his time, his own dim world where he could indulge himself with whatever he needed at the moment—food, drink, shelter, woman….


      At the moment he was hungry. Maybe because of the benzene he’d been inhaling in the attic; it did that sometimes, made him want sex or food later. It could also affect his judgment, something he realized only in retrospect.


      Luther made his way into the kitchen, which was illuminated by the night-light on the stove and moonlight filtering through the curtained window. He remembered the scent of dinner a few hours before when he was lying on his cot reading in the attic, almost the taste itself, rising all the way through the vents and cracks and air spaces of the old house to its highest regions. The Sands were having turkey, one of Milford’s favorites that Cara prepared regularly. Thanksgiving at least once a week. There were always leftovers, and she would make sure there was plenty of white meat for Luther.


      He smelled something else when he entered the kitchen. Roses. There was a clear glass vase in the center of the table containing half a dozen yellow roses Cara had brought in from the garden. She loved roses, especially the yellow ones. The scent of roses reminded Luther of Cara, and he knew it always would.


      He opened the refrigerator and there was a large remaining portion of the bird on a platter and covered with aluminum foil. He removed the platter and placed it on the Formica table.


      When he pulled back the foil, he was pleased to find more than half of a good-size turkey, baked to a perfect golden brown. Even one of the drumsticks remained, but Luther knew he couldn’t chance eating it. Milford liked drumsticks and would wonder. Luther would satisfy himself with a few thick slices of white meat for a sandwich, washed down with milk from the carton. Afterward, he’d rinse off the knife he’d used to carve the meat and replace it in its drawer. Then he’d return the turkey, milk, and condiments to the refrigerator, making sure there were no telltale crumbs, and creep back to his cot in his secret space above.


      He found half a loaf of bread in the metal box with the yellow rose decal on it, and laid it next to the turkey and milk on the table. Back to the refrigerator for the milk carton, a jar of mustard, and another of pickles. On impulse he took a jar of olives, too, to eat on the side.


      Before sitting down to his feast he glanced at the stove clock. It was three A.M. The time of deepest sleep. Or so he’d read in a recent copy of Psychology Today.


      Luther had finished all but a few bites of his sandwich and was considering another when he heard something off to the side and behind him. He knew what it was immediately—someone’s sharp intake of breath.


      He stopped chewing and turned his head slowly, not really wanting to look, to find out who’d made the sound, praying it was Cara so his heart could start to beat again.


      Cara! Please, Cara!


      His prayer was only half answered.


      Milford stood in the doorway, Cara behind him and peering around his shoulder. Milford appeared stunned. Cara looked horrified. Time itself paused. Luther knew they were all like figures in a painting, no one moving.


      He wished it could stay a painting forever.


      Milford moved first, lurching toward Luther, only to stop short, as if he hadn’t quite gotten over his surprise enough to change direction and go around the table. “What the fuck are you doing here?”


      His hesitancy gave Luther courage. “I live here.”


      Milford appeared more puzzled than enraged. “You what?”


      Luther looked past him at Cara, who still hadn’t moved or changed expression. She obviously wanted nothing so much as to whirl and run, only there was no place to go.


      “I live here,” Luther repeated, wondering himself where he was finding the courage. Love. It must be love for Cara.


      Milford put his fists on his hips. He was wearing only his Jockey shorts and his musculature was evident. He was thin, even skinny, except for a small pad of flesh that hung over his elastic waistband, but there was a reedy look of strength about him. “Well, now, you little jack-off, if you live here, how come I haven’t noticed you around?”


      “Maybe you haven’t looked close enough.”


      “And maybe you better explain what’s going on here with the one chance I’m gonna give you before tearing you apart so you look something like that turkey. You can start by telling me how the hell you got in here.”


      “I’ve been in here.” Luther noticed his heart rate had decreased, but he was still frightened. In control, though. Claiming what was his. Or what he wanted so badly that it should be his. “I come and go through the door, just like you do.”


      “Without a key?”


      “I have a key.”


      Milford peered up at the ceiling, as if for some message written there, then back down at Luther. “You’re doing a piss-poor job.”


      “Of what?”


      “Explaining.”


      Luther glanced at Cara. Her eyes were wide and disbelieving, dark and deep in their shadowed sockets. This was the time they knew would come—both of them—though they’d never spoken of it. He had to be strong.


      He faced Milford. “I’m…Cara and I love each other.” In the corner of his vision he saw Cara bend forward with the force of his words, as if she’d suffered a blow to the stomach.


      Milford was stupefied. His eyes widened like Cara’s and he looked at her, then back at Luther. There was a click, then a low humming. The refrigerator coming on. Its soft, steady sound only served to intensify the silence.


      “I’ve been living in the attic for over a month,” Luther said. “Cara’s been taking care of me. She loves me, not you.”


      Milford laughed, but it was an ugly sound, more like a bark. “In the attic, huh?” He placed both palms on the table and leaned forward. “Listen, Luther, you are one stupid kid. I ask you for the truth and you hand me this fantastic bullshit nobody’d believe. You shoulda made up something better than that, something that could be taken seriously, because—”


      “Ask Cara.”


      “I don’t have to.”


      “You don’t want to.”


      That stopped Milford. He stood up straight and looked over at Cara.


      She bowed her head and stared at the floor. “It’s true.”


      Milford actually staggered back a step. “What?”


      “It’s true about the affair.”


      “You’ve been fucking this…this kid?”


      She nodded, afraid to look at him.


      “A pattern of lies,” he said softly. “A lie in every look you gave me, in every word you spoke….”


      “I guess that’s so.”


      “You are a cheating, deceiving whore!”


      “Maybe I am, Milford. Yes. Yes, I am.”


      Milford roared and slammed his fist down on the table. Luther’s body jerked. The carving knife clattered off the platter. “You two have been making a fool of me for a month?”


      “I didn’t say we were making a fool of you.”


      “Now we’ll see what kind of fool you are,” Milford said, glaring at Cara. “Look at me, goddamn you!”


      She managed to do that, her lower lip trembling.


      “Don’t hurt her,” Luther warned. “Don’t you hurt her.”


      Milford ignored him. He and his wife might as well have been in the kitchen alone. “You have a choice to make, Cara, and by God it’ll be final! You understand what I’m saying?”


      She nodded. Now that she’d managed to meet Milford’s eyes, she couldn’t turn away from their pain and accusation.


      Luther stared at Cara, but she wouldn’t look at him. He knew this was the balance point—the beginning or the end. Cara held everyone’s future in her hands.


      Tell him, Cara! Tell him! If only you’re not too afraid! Don’t be afraid, please!


      But she was too afraid.


      “It only happened twice, Milford, and I’m sorry. I do beg your forgiveness. If Luther’s been living in the attic, I swear to you I don’t know anything about it.”


      Luther felt the floor drop out from beneath him.


      Black air rushed past him, roaring in his ears. He was betrayed, crushed inside, and unbelieving at least for a few seconds.


      Then the reality of what Cara had said exploded in him.


      It was his only reality.


      He was floating, standing up but floating, the carving knife gripped tightly in his right hand, feeling a hot rage rising within him like a red rush of hatred, a red flood of vengeance, a red tide of blood that rose and crashed like an ocean….


      


      When he awoke, he was perspiring heavily and thought he’d been dreaming, that he was on his cot in the attic and he’d had a nightmare.


      Whew! Awake! Everything’s okay, okay….


      Only it hadn’t been a dream and it wasn’t okay.


      Luther wasn’t lying on his cot. He was on the kitchen floor, slumped awkwardly with his back against the wall. There was something in his mind, a dark dread he couldn’t name.


      He was terrified of looking to his left, but he looked.


      Milford was sprawled in a scarlet pool of blood near the table. Cara was on the floor just inside the door, lying on her stomach with her head turned so Luther could see one open eye. The other eye was beneath the level of the thick blood that had collected and crusted where the side of her face was pressed against the floor. Red, so red…. Her nightgown was torn, slashed. She was slashed!


      Oh, God, God, God!


      Luther made himself look again at Milford. Plenty of blood, but not like with Cara. Milford had simply been stabbed. Her flesh was sliced, in tatters.


      Cara! Cara!


      Suddenly Luther thought about the turkey above him on the table, the turkey he’d carved and had been eating, the white bones, the white meat sliced, the white flesh, and the shreds of skin dangling.


      He slid all the way to the floor, propping himself on his elbows, and began to vomit.


      It was a long time before he stopped.
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      New York, 2004.


      The Night Prowler read the quote again, feeling his anger build, and perhaps his fear. It was right there for the world to see on the front page of the Times, and attributed to the bastard Quinn:


      
        He has some way of knowing whether his victims are married, even if the wife is using her maiden name. Which means he either has access to and knows how to use public records, or he and the victims had previous contact, possibly knew each other well.

      


      The Night Prowler wadded the front section of the paper and hurled it toward a wastebasket. It missed. It didn’t matter. He didn’t believe in omens; he believed in destiny.


      He stood up, walked to the window, and looked out into the night that belonged to him. The city was darkness and scattered points of light, each a false promise. There was little color in the night, but there was security.


      According to all the literature, he was at the point in his “career” where he should be feeling intense pressure to kill more and more often, while he secretly yearned to be caught. He laughed out loud and didn’t like the way it sounded, almost like a cawing, and clamped his lips together.


      The literature was only half-right. He didn’t at all wish to be caught. He’d anticipated the natural reactions within his mind and body, and the tricks of the mind the hunters tried to get you to play on yourself. Oh, he knew how to deal with them!


      He was always mindful of the hunters, of Quinn. But he had to be. That was logical. It was caution, not stress.


      He observed his reflection in the glass between himself and the night and a world that was mad. He smiled. After a pause his reflection smiled back. Everything was under control.


      He turned away from the window and his gaze fell on the wadded newspaper on the floor near the wastebasket.


      The media had their story line: Quinn, the hunter, versus the Night Prowler, the prey. And the prey should be feeling the pressure. Quinn had figured out something, so he must be closing in. Since he must be closing in, he must ultimately be successful. It worked out that way in movies, on TV, and in books.


      But that was a scripted, different sort of destiny.


      The Night Prowler smiled. Real life wasn’t that simple.


      Neither was real death.


      Death from a distance.


      He’d figured out where to get a gun.


      


      Lisa had put the yellow roses in a better vase and set them on the buffet in the dining room. She rearranged them carefully, until they were just right.


      When Leon came home from the shop, where he’d worked later than she had, he glanced at them and smiled. “Beautiful,” he said. He took a more careful look at the Post folded beneath his arm, then tossed the paper on the coffee table. “So how was lunch with your old college pals?”


      “Fine. Everyone still looks good. Janet is still beautiful, but Abby’s put on lots of weight.”


      “She’s fat?”


      “Some people might think so.”


      “You always liked Janet better than Abby, didn’t you? I mean, from what you told me about them.”


      “Janet was my roommate. She’s only in town visiting. She and her husband John live someplace called Morristown.”


      “Sure. In New Jersey.”


      “No. This one’s in Tennessee. She’s acquired this funny accent.”


      Leon smiled. “I bet you sounded funny to her. She here on business?”


      “Partly. She’s leaving in a few days.”


      “Too bad.” Leon absently picked up the paper he’d tossed on the table. “Night Prowler. That’s all you read about or see on TV. Nothing but gossip that turns out next day or week not to be true. Where the hell is Walter Cronkite?”


      “Somewhere on his sailboat, I imagine. And good for him.”


      “The news is all sensationalism.” Back on the table went the paper.


      “All about money.”


      “Yeah, isn’t everything?” Leon didn’t sound unhappy about it. “You three girls talk about your love lives?”


      “Leon! Of course we did.”


      “So what’d you say about me?”


      “Everything.” Lisa managed to get it out without laughing.


      “Know what that means?”


      “We have dinner out at the restaurant of my choice?”


      “You got it,” Leon said. But he sat back on the sofa and worked his loafers off, using only his feet. Lisa wished he wouldn’t do that. It was hard on his shoes. One of them, anyway. “Before we leave, let’s have a drink.”


      “I don’t want one,” Lisa said, “but I’ll get you one. There are martinis mixed in the refrigerator.”


      “Thanks,” Leon said. “Straight up.”


      So that was it for the roses. He didn’t ask about them, so he probably did buy them for me and secretly had the super let himself in and place them on the table. Well, if he doesn’t want to discuss them, neither do I. We can play this game forever. There are worse kinds of husbands than the sort who leave gifts lying around. Janet and Abby can eat their hearts out. Though Janet’s husband in that photograph is a nice-looking guy, some kind of war hero and engineer. He looks like a winner. The guy Abby’s living with is a geek who looks like he lost most of his hair to the mange.


      Lisa decided to join Leon in a before-dinner cocktail, so she got two stemmed martini glasses down from the cabinet near the stove.


      As soon as she opened the refrigerator door to get out the half-full mixer, she saw the decorative box of Godiva light chocolates, her favorite candy. There was a small red bow on the box, but no card.


      She smiled and shook her head.


      Oh, Leon…


      


      Anna had been reading in bed, Bradlee’s unauthorized biography of Yehudi Menuhin, but she’d become restless and put down the book. Then she’d gotten up, paced awhile, and gone to the closet to get down her father’s gun that she’d sneaked from the house in Queens.


      Back in bed, she lay again propped on her pillow, but instead of a book, it was the gun that rested heavily in her lap.


      Anna had read the day’s papers, all of them. Quinn, Quinn, Quinn. His photo, his words, his lies, were everywhere. They were starting to make him a hero again. And his victim, whom they barely mentioned if at all…. Well, that was a long time ago.


      To everyone else, anyway. Not to Anna.


      She absently began stroking the gun, then realized what she was doing and stopped. According to the pop psychologists, a gun was supposed to be a penis substitute. Maybe it could be, but it was the deadly mechanical aspect of the pistol that intrigued Anna. She began squeezing the trigger over and over, letting the firing pin fall on empty chambers as the cylinder rotated. The mechanism sounded precisely the same each time—a muted, substantial metallic click.


      This is one of the few things in life that works as it should, each time, every time, until time itself wears it out.


      The gun was such an impersonal instrument—heavy for its size, precise in design and construction, oiled, smooth, efficient and deadly in its purpose. It didn’t know shooter from victim, right from wrong, justice from injustice. It simply fulfilled its purpose. Mechanical, irrevocable, it promised a trip to eternity, one-way, nonrefundable.


      Eternity was where Quinn belonged, if for no other reason than that it was somewhere else. Somewhere Anna was not.


      She climbed out of bed again, got the box of bullets down from the closet shelf, and carefully loaded the gun.


      It felt better loaded, even heavier and more potent.


      It felt serious.


      Holding its cool bulk in both hands was definitely reassuring. She decided to start carrying it in her purse, or tucked in her belt beneath her blouse or raincoat. She knew it was illegal to carry a gun without a permit, but it made her feel safer. And it wasn’t just a feeling. Anna was sure that with it she was safer.


      She reluctantly put the gun and the box of cartridges in the drawer of her nightstand. In doing so, she looked at the clock radio and saw that it was almost midnight. She wouldn’t get much sleep before subwaying into the city tomorrow morning. She wouldn’t be at her best for her lessons.


      But that didn’t have to matter. Anna decided to get up at the usual time, dress, and go into the city, but she’d skip Juilliard tomorrow. She’d take a walk and enjoy the park or the city streets. When she went out now, she usually wore sunglasses so people wouldn’t recognize her. Not that most of them would, anyway. But if they did, she knew what they must be thinking, how they must be seeing her.


      Her mind was made up; there would be no music tomorrow. She’d take a walk.


      She’d find something to do.


      She switched off her reading lamp, fluffed her pillow, and rolled onto her stomach.


      If only I could switch off my mind!


      She closed her eyes in the dark and found more darkness.


      After a while she dozed off, hearing the music she wasn’t going to play, terrified of sleep.
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      Hiram, Missouri, 1989.


      Oh, Christ! I killed them! I killed them both!


      Cara!


      Christ! Christ! Christ!


      Luther pressed his back hard against the kitchen wall, scooting and digging in his heels, as if he might make himself a part of the wall, or be somewhere or something else.


      Still with his shoulders against the wall, he slowly worked his way to a standing position. He was unable to look at Cara or Milford. The bloody knife he’d been gripping lay at his feet and kept drawing his gaze, as if by some kind of unnatural force. The kitchen was so hot it was dizzying. And there was the blood with its coppery sweet scent, the vomit on the floor, on Milford’s white T-shirt. And already the stench of the dead, Luther was sure.


      The dead!


      Hearing himself whimper, Luther carefully found his way across the kitchen without stepping in any blood. Trembling, he worked his body around Cara and through the doorway to the hall. He went to the bathroom and stripped off his bloody Jockey shorts and T-shirt and let them lie in a heap in a corner. Then he stepped into the claw-footed iron tub and turned the shower on cold, then warmer. He began to scrub with the soap, cleansing the blood from his face and neck, his arms and chest and stomach, his hands, his hands, his hands. He scrubbed his hands with a stiff-bristled brush until they were chafed and sore, long after the blood of Cara and Milford had disappeared from his reddened flesh.


      Then he toweled dry, naked and shivering, and went up to the attic.


      If only I could lie down here, be safe here forever.


      But he knew better. He was thinking that clearly.


      Quickly he dressed in his jeans, sneakers, and a blue pullover shirt with a collar, a recent gift from Cara. His mind and body seemed oddly detached from each other. He only knew he had to get out of the house, to get far away.


      After leaving the attic, he went into the master bedroom on the second floor and found Milford’s wallet on the dresser. And there were Milford’s keys alongside some loose change. His car key! Luther slipped the bills—a little over $50—into his own wallet, then slid the change and keys into his jeans’ tight side pocket.


      It was almost four A.M., in the still moonlight, when he opened the garage door and backed Milford’s midnight blue Ford Fairlane, with its headlights off, down the long gravel driveway and out into the street.


      At first he had a little trouble getting used to the car, but it was an automatic shift and he was soon comfortable enough driving. A block away from the house, he turned on the car’s lights.


      Luther understood he was in trouble—major trouble—and that even beginning to cope with it was beyond him. He was making one mistake after another; he was aware of it but knew nothing else to do. He was running on fear and instinct, and not reason. Soon Milford and Cara’s bodies would be discovered, and everyone would be searching for Luther. Everyone!


      He knew only that he had to gain distance as fast as possible. Distance might somehow make him safe. At least give him time to think. Distance, in time and miles, had always been his ally. It might save him again.


      Careful not to drive too fast and draw the attention of any sheriff’s car or highway patrol cruiser that might be prowling the deserted streets, he rolled down Main toward the highway out of town. The highway he wanted to drive forever.


      Luther wasn’t much worried about the sheriff; he was probably at that all-night truck stop, if he wasn’t home in bed asleep. But Nester, that creepy deputy, might be driving around town, working the graveyard shift.


      When Luther was passing Wilde’s Painting Company, he saw that the lights were on in the office and storeroom.


      Wilde! Tom might know what to do! Tom Wilde might help him! The one person he trusted!


      Help close to home!


      Luther slowed the big Ford, turned the corner, and pulled into the rear drive, where the van was backed close to the overhead door. He parked tight alongside the van, then got out of the car. The small passage door near the overhead was unlocked. Luther looked up and down the dark street before he ducked inside.


      Tom Wilde was standing at his workbench, going through his familiar routine of assembling materials: paint cans, buckets, and scrapers. Getting ready for today’s job, which would start later this morning. Luther knew the job would be a long drive’s distance; Tom meant to get an early start and use the morning light.


      He stood watching Wilde from behind, feeling an unexpected flood of affection for him. The familiar, slightly round-shouldered figure in comfort-cut baggy jeans and a speckled white paint shirt, with a bush of unkempt hair and ears that stuck out a bit too far, somehow inspired confidence and trust.


      Wilde sensed someone was there and turned, startled.


      “Luther! God, boy, you scared the crap outta me.” Wild looked more closely at him. “What are you doing here at this hour? Something wrong?”


      “Something’s plenty wrong, Tom!”


      Luther tried to explain everything to Wilde, but he soon began to cry. Ashamed, embarrassed, afraid, he sat down on a five-gallon paint pail and sobbed.


      Wilde let him cry. He placed a hand gently on Luther’s shoulder, a reminder that he was there, that he cared, and waited patiently, giving Luther all the time and tears in the world.


      When Luther’s raking sobs became less violent and frequent, Wilde walked over to a cabinet above the workbench and got down a bottle of Four Roses bourbon and an eight-ounce water glass. He poured about two fingers into the glass, then brought it to Luther. “Drink this. Gulp it down without breathing in.”


      Luther did as he was told, and the liquor hit him with a warm force that jolted his thoughts. He did breathe in now and immediately regretted it, inhaling the alcohol fumes and almost choking.


      “Keep breathing deep, Luther.” Wilde’s hand was back on his shoulder. “You gotta show ‘old man booze’ who’s in charge.”


      Luther sat with his elbows on his knees, his head bowed, breathing as Wilde had instructed. Gradually the choking sensation went away as he sucked in the cooling scent of the bourbon. It was clearing his head like a breeze on a warm night.


      He was better now, had his self-control back. Control. Control was so important. “I’m okay now, Tom.”


      “Good. Let’s talk. Things usually aren’t as bad as they first appear. And whatever’s wrong, maybe I can help.”


      “Nobody can help me now,” Luther said in a flat voice.


      “Lots of times people think that and they’re wrong. I’m your friend. Try me. See if I can help. You’ve got nothing to lose. Where’ve you been staying since you had your falling-out with Milford?”


      “I been with Cara.”


      “Cara? You mean Cara Sand?”


      Luther nodded.


      “I don’t quite understand,” Wilde said.


      Luther watched him walk over to the workbench, pour some bourbon into a glass for himself, and down it in one gulp. It didn’t seem to affect his breathing. He gave Luther his worn, wise smile.


      “Cara Sand, huh? Okay, I’m ready. You can tell me, Luther.”


      And Luther did, in his new, flat, so very calm voice.


      


      When Luther was finished talking, Wilde went over to the workbench and had a second drink.


      “I don’t wanna doubt you, Luther, but you sure you didn’t dream all this?”


      “I’m sure.”


      “How about we drive back to the Sand place and you can show me?”


      Luther stood up. “I don’t wanna go back there! I can’t!”


      Wilde looked at him and nodded. “Okay. Mind if I give them a call?”


      “Go ahead. They won’t answer.”


      Wilde used the phone on his cluttered desk and stood listening to the ringing on the other end of the connection, looking at Luther.


      “They oughta be home, this time of morning when it’s not even light out.”


      “They’re home,” Luther said.


      After a good three or four minutes, Wilde hung up the phone.


      He stood chewing on the inside of his cheek for a while, the way he did when he was thinking hard. Then he rolled the desk chair over near Luther and sat down in it so they were close and facing each other.


      “You need to go to the police and turn yourself in,” Wilde said. “I’ll go with you, and I’ll see you get a good lawyer.”


      “I can’t. I told you what I did. They’ll execute me or I’ll spend the rest of my life in prison. You know that’s true, Tom. You promised you’d be honest with me.”


      “Yeah, you’re right, that’s what’d happen if all you told me’s true.”


      “It’s all true. I’m not giving myself up!”


      “Then what you’ve gotta do,” Wilde said, “is get outta Hiram, go far away. You won’t do that in Milford’s car. The highway patrol’ll be looking for it and nail you within hours of the bodies being found.” He shook his head as if trying to clear it of unwelcome thoughts. “You need to go to a big city in another state, where you can change your name and make a new life. I know that won’t be easy, but unless you want to turn yourself in to the law, that’s your one and only chance. You’ve gotta become somebody else. A different you. It might not be much of a life, after what’s happened, but at least it’s something.”


      “That’s all I’m looking for, a chance. Something. Because right now I’ve got nothing. I don’t care what the odds are, Tom. Worse comes to worse, they’ll catch me and I’ll be right where I’d be if I gave up now.”


      Wilde smiled sadly. “Very logical, Luther.”


      “Ain’t it?”


      “It’ll be dark for a while yet. You drive Milford’s car a few miles outside of town and park it well off the road. I’ll follow in the pickup and drive us both the rest of the way.”


      “Rest of the way where?”


      “To where my fishing boat’s tied up. They’ll be looking for Milford’s car, but not a boat.”


      Luther didn’t like the idea of being all alone in a small boat out on the wide, dark river. Still, he’d be safe there from everything but the river.


      “You take the boat downstream. I’ll give you some tackle and a casting rod so it’ll look like you’re fishing, if anybody takes note of you.”


      A boat…. The idea was growing on Luther. For the first time he felt a twinge of hope. Maybe he could escape this, after all, get away clean from what he’d done, somehow start over, make it right. Make his whole life right.


      “You’ll be with the current, so you can get pretty far downriver before daylight. Then, when it’s light, when you see a likely spot, you dock the boat and…”


      “What?”


      “Then you’re on your own, Luther. I’ll have helped you all I can.”


      “What about you, Tom? I don’t wanna get you in any trouble. Won’t you be suspected as an accomplice?”


      “I don’t think so. Nobody’ll notice my old boat’s missing. And I sure won’t bring it to their attention. If it is found downstream, it’ll look like it came untied and drifted away. Wouldn’t be the first time.”


      Luther swallowed. He looked ready to begin sobbing again. “Tom—”


      “Don’t thank me, Luther. Do it by going somewhere and creating a good life for yourself. That’ll be my thanks.”


      Wilde stood up from the desk chair.


      “It’s not the end of the world, if we won’t let it be, Luther. Let’s get moving while it’s still dark out.”


      Wilde kept his small wooden rowboat pulled up on the bank, near a deserted A-frame cabin built by a weekend fisherman years ago. The cabin had been abandoned after flood damage. The receding water left what remained of a small wooden dock, and a narrow, rutted dirt road that ran from the county highway almost to river’s edge. The road was overgrown and disappeared in spots, and even after a light rain, it was muddy and almost impassable.


      As Wilde parked the pickup near the A-frame, Luther could see why nobody would notice the boat was missing. Hardly anyone other than Tom must come back here. The only place that there was a break in the trees was a low, marshy stretch of ground that was a breeding pool for the mosquitoes that closed in on the two men as soon as they got down out of the truck.


      Wilde slapped at one of the voracious insects on his arm and reached into the pickup’s rusty bed for his heavy metal tackle box.


      Luther went to the back of the truck and got the casting rod, another tackle box, and a net. With both hands full, he felt a mosquito sting the back of his neck but couldn’t slap at it. “Damned bloodsuckers!”


      “Aren’t they, though?” Wilde said, and led the way down the steep mud path toward the boat and the sloping riverbank.


      The boat was pulled up about twenty feet from the water. It was a wooden fourteen-footer with a couple of oars lying in the bottom beneath three plank seats. Its hull was mud-streaked and rotted in places and had once been a light green with a red stripe around the waterline. Now it was mostly a weathered gray color, and the waterline stripe was hard to make out except near the bow. Though it was far from the water, this was flood country and sometimes inaccessible, so a thick, slack rope ran from a cleat on the bow and was knotted around what looked like an old automobile axle driven into the bank.


      “You sure this thing floats?” Luther asked seriously.


      Wilde laughed softly. “It’s like you, Luther, more seaworthy than it looks.”


      “I don’t plan on going all the way downriver to the sea,” Luther said.


      Wilde untied the boat and tossed the rope into the bow. Luther pushed while Tom Wilde pulled, and together they slid the boat along grass and mud and into the water. Standing knee deep, Wilde wrapped the bowline around a slimy branch that extended out low from the bank.


      Luther and Wilde went back to where they’d left the fishing tackle and carried everything down and loaded it into the boat. Moonlight glanced dully off the water. They were in a small cove, and though a stretch of the black, tree-lined opposite bank was visible, Luther was sure no one was observing them. He slapped at a mosquito, this one trying to lance blood from the back of his wrist, and felt the insect mash beneath his hand.


      “Once you get out on the river,” Wilde said, “they won’t be bothering you. They can’t abide the current.”


      Both men were breathing hard from their efforts with the boat and heavy fishing tackle. They stood silently for a while, catching their breaths, trying to figure out how to say good-bye.


      For the first time escape seemed not only possible to Luther, it seemed likely. He might actually take the boat downriver, sink it or dock it in some secluded spot, then make his way to safety and another chance, another life. He could be someone else entirely, the person I want to be, as Tom Wilde suggested.


      Tom Wilde, who’d been like a father to him, but who was also the only one who could implicate him in the murder of Milford and Cara.


      Luther, his head cleared by passing time, had been thinking about that. There was plenty to indicate he’d been in the house at the time of the killings, but if caught, he could always say he was also an intended victim of an intruder who’d murdered the Sands. He’d claim he defended himself with the kitchen knife, then dashed through the house and outside and escaped. He knew how it would look for him, so, of course, he ran away. In that situation anyone would have run.


      His life on the streets had taught him the value of having a cover story in case he needed one.


      But it was a cover story Tom Wilde could contradict, and would, if he was under oath in a court of law.


      Luther looked at the heavy steel tackle box in the boat, and the thick bowline. He realized he was different now. Someone else. Someone harder. He’d gone through a door and now he was confronted by another. Whether to open it was his choice.


      “I guess this is good-bye, then,” Wilde was saying.


      Tom Wilde, who’d been kind to him and taught him a craft—an art. His mentor and only friend.


      His greatest danger.


      “I guess it has to be,” Luther said.


      


      Neither Wilde nor Luther ever returned to Hiram. Milford Sand’s Ford Fairlane was found parked among some cottonwood trees off the highway outside of town. It was assumed Luther had murdered the Sands and made his getaway in the car. But without Luther, how the murders occurred was only speculation, and Luther was never seen again.


      Tom Wilde’s old pickup truck was found parked next to the ruined A-frame near the riverbank. A week later his boat was discovered capsized in the weeds five miles downriver.


      It was assumed he’d been fishing and perhaps struck his head while falling from the boat and drowned.


      Every so often, the river claimed a life that way.
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      New York, 2004.


      Finding out where he lived had been easy. He was in the phone book.


      It was the first place Anna thought to look, but she’d been surprised to find Quinn’s name, address, and phone number. It was unsettling, how simple it had been. As if he might also be in the Yellow Pages under RAPISTS.


      So here she was this morning, not at Juilliard with her viola, but across the street from Quinn’s apartment with her gun.


      What’s a nice girl like you…?


      She wasn’t sure herself.


      Anna was running on pure emotion now and knew it. This wasn’t smart. In fact, this was totally dumb, what she was doing. But something in her was making her do it; to resist it would have been to escape something that had the most powerful hold on her she could imagine. That, too, was unsettling, that people could be made captive and controlled by something inside themselves. One of the reasons it was disturbing was that it explained in part why Quinn had raped her, almost provided him with an excuse.


      There is no excuse for evil. It has to be—


      There was Quinn, emerging from his apartment building! Quinn in the flesh!


      Anna felt dizzy; for the first time in years, she laid eyes on the monster of her memory. He was big, but not as big as in her fearful thoughts and terrifying dreams. She knew larger, more ominous-looking men. Her friend Agatha’s father, and Professor Fishbien at Juilliard. But Quinn did look like what he was—a thug, a rapist, a liar. Not that he wasn’t dressed respectably enough, in brown slacks and a tan sport coat. He was even wearing a tie.


      Sheep’s clothing…


      As Quinn buttoned his jacket, Anna caught a glimpse of a leather strap and knew it was part of a shoulder holster.


      I have a gun, too! I have a gun, you bastard!


      Quinn glanced up at the sky as if checking for rain, then began walking. He had a lumbering yet athletic gait, relaxed but poised to move fast on short notice. He seemed amiable but at the same time dangerous, a man who would enjoy a cruel joke. Staying on the opposite side of the street and well back from him, Anna began to follow.


      Quinn walked only a few blocks and entered a diner, where he no doubt would have breakfast.


      Anna decided to wait for him.


      She found a spot across the street and moved back into a shadowed stone angle at the base of an office building. Hardly anyone paid attention to her as they hurried past. If they did happen to glance at her, as far as they were concerned, she was just another young woman waiting for a friend or a lover, or she was building up nerve to go for a job interview. She was like thousands of others who were tending to business, professional or personal, in the city.


      Still, Anna felt as if she were being stared at, maybe because of the gun in her purse. She pretended to be bored, and now and then, more for herself than for anyone who might be observing her, she glanced at her watch as if concerned with the time. Waiting for someone…that’s what I’m doing….


      Anna watched people coming and going at the diner for almost an hour. Then Quinn emerged, with two people she’d seen go inside not long after she’d taken up position across the street. One was a balding, middle-aged man in a horribly wrinkled brown suit that emphasized his stomach paunch. The other was a short, dark-haired woman with vivid features, even from this distance, wearing a conservatively tailored gray skirt and dark blazer that didn’t disguise her curves.


      They must be the other detectives Anna had read about in the papers. “Team Quinn.” The rapist’s friends and helpers.


      Anna felt an overwhelming curiosity about Team Quinn. She wanted to know where they went on days off from work, what food they liked, which TV shows, what were their hobbies. How did they spend their free time, the time when she was trying to think about anything other than Quinn and what he had done to her? What did the other two think about Quinn’s second chance? Quinn, who had never seen the inside of a courtroom as a defendant, much less spend a day in confinement. They were supposed to be hunting a killer, and catching him would somehow—at least in the minds of some—rehabilitate Quinn.


      A real rapist. Real detectives. How will they spend their workday?


      The three detectives walked slowly and casually along the sidewalk, talking and gesticulating to each other. Then they stopped near a plain white car and chatted a few minutes more. Quinn stood with both hands in his pockets and seemed to be doing most of the talking now.


      The baggy-suited man got into the car, and the dark-haired woman walked around to the driver’s side. But before she did, in the brief time the other man was in the car and she and Quinn were alone on the sidewalk, she dragged her fingertips lightly along Quinn’s arm and smiled at him.


      Interesting…


      Still smiling slightly at Quinn, who stood motionless watching her, the woman slid into the car behind the steering wheel.


      Quinn still didn’t move as the car waited for a break in traffic, then pulled away from the curb. Several pigeons, which had been pecking away in the gutter, flapped into the air to get out of the way, then circled and settled back down exactly where they’d been.


      When the vehicle—probably an unmarked police car—had rounded the corner, Quinn began walking. He moved easily, with one hand still in a pants pocket, not in any rush. At a magazine kiosk near the corner, he stopped. The hand came out of the pocket and deposited some change on a stack of magazines, and he picked up a newspaper. After a glance at the paper, he tucked it under his arm and continued on his way.


      There was no doubt in Anna’s mind what she should do. She had no car, so obviously she couldn’t have followed the other two detectives.


      That left Quinn.


      Don’t do it. Turn around and go home. Dumb, dumb…


      But here she was and she had nothing to do but follow him.


      Anna gave up trying to talk herself out of it. She was already walking behind Quinn, anyway, though she hadn’t made the conscious decision to do so. It was as if choices were being made for her by some higher power.


      She was sure it had something to do with the gun, but she didn’t understand the connection.


      


      Leon Holtzman was hungry.


      The illuminated red numerals on the bedroom clock indicated it was two forty-five A.M. Leon’s stomach had been upset that evening and he’d eaten light when he and Lisa met friends at the French Affaire for drinks and dinner. The mint cappuccino he’d had for dessert hadn’t helped his digestion, as he’d foolishly claimed it would. Lisa had warned him about drinking coffee to medicate a dyspeptic stomach: So what are you, Leon, a doctor? He wasn’t. He should have listened.


      After parting with the other couple outside the restaurant, Leon and Lisa cabbed back to the apartment, bouncing over what seemed like dozens of potholes. Each crevice caused the driver to accelerate and then brake suddenly, as if he were in a series of hundred-foot drag races. At times Leon thought he might lose his small but excellent dinner in the back of the taxi. Once, grim-faced, he’d suggested to the driver that the cab should be equipped with a barf bag.


      It was past eleven o’clock when they arrived home, so he’d taken some expired prescription medicine of Lisa’s to calm his stomach and gone straight to bed.


      Now, less than four hours later, whatever was bothering Leon seemed to have left him, possibly due to the medicine whose brand or generic name he’d have to remember. His normally healthy appetite had returned.


      He glanced over at Lisa’s shadowed form and listened to her breathing. She was obviously sleeping well, and Leon didn’t want to disturb her. He held his breath as he climbed out of bed and located his pants on the chair where he’d folded them the night before.


      The bedroom was dim and he was still disoriented; he had to brace himself with one hand on the dresser as he slipped his left leg into the pants and his big toe found resistance. Almost falling, he cursed under his breath. Fifteen—no, ten!—years ago, he could have put on his pants in a dark room while running. Jumped into his damned pants! That was the young Leon Holtzman!


      Standing up straight, he fastened his belt rather than let it dangle, took another look at Lisa to make sure he hadn’t awakened her, then quietly made his way toward the kitchen.


      He saw right away that the hall was brighter than it should be. Lisa must have forgotten to switch off the kitchen light when she came to bed—again. With what the utilities charged these days! What if he gently woke her up, talking to her nicely, of course: Lisa, honey, I just wanted to tell you, so maybe you won’t forget next time, that you went to bed and left the kitchen light on—again.


      No, that was probably a bad idea.


      Leon was still slightly irritated by his wife’s forgetfulness, distracted as he entered the kitchen.


      He stopped short just inside the door.


      Incredible!


      His mind tried to catch up, tried to figure out if he should be terrified, angry, or both at the sight of the strange man seated at his kitchen table and sipping milk from the carton. Unsanitary! Leon inanely wondered if he should berate the stranger for his thoughtlessness and lack of manners. He heard his mother’s long-ago words: This is how disease spreads, Leon.


      He began to recover from his surprise and stammered incoherently as he took a few steps toward the stranger in his kitchen, who was casually placing the milk carton on the table.


      The man rose to greet him, as if to shake hands.


      


      Lisa awoke.


      Leon?


      She sensed that her husband was gone even before she reached an arm over to check and felt only cool linen.


      Was he ill?


      He hadn’t felt well most of last night at the restaurant, and the cab ride had made him worse. Cab ride from hell! The subway would have been better!


      She recalled now what had awakened her, a noise from the hall bathroom, or maybe the kitchen.


      So Leon had gotten up and was either trying to find something to ease his discomfort, or he was feeling better and was in the kitchen rummaging about for something to eat. It would be one or the other.


      Lisa decided to get out of bed and go find out which.
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      Quinn was on his way to meet Pearl and Fedderman at the park entrance the next morning when his cell phone beeped.


      He slowed his pace but continued walking as he drew the phone from his pocket and held it to his ear.


      Harley Renz answered his hello with “You up for another one this morning, Quinn?”


      At first Quinn thought Renz had somehow found out about him and Pearl and was being a wiseass. Then he realized what he must mean and stood still. “You sure it’s our guy?”


      “That’s your job, isn’t it?”


      A woman danced around Quinn, deliberately grazing his hip, and glared at him for taking up sidewalk space to have a phone conversation.


      Screw you, lady. “Don’t waste my time, Harley.”


      “Waste time? The principals in this little drama aren’t going anywhere. A man and his wife, dead in their apartment on the West Side.”


      “You sure it’s his wife?”


      “What are you, the morality police?”


      “Harley…”


      “Okay, I’m assuming,” Renz admitted. And he gave Quinn an address in the seventies.


      As soon as the connection was broken, Quinn called Pearl and told her his location, then called Fedderman, who was already driving in from Queens in the unmarked to pick up Pearl. The morning was moving fast.


      After replacing the phone in his pocket, Quinn made his way to some shade beneath an awning in front of a luggage shop and waited. There had been no point in walking the rest of the way to the park.


      Which was a shame, he thought; it was a beautiful day in the neighborhood.


      


      Renz hadn’t been quick enough this time. When Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman arrived, there were already half a dozen police cars and an ambulance positioned in front of the victims’ building.


      Pearl parked the car half a block down and they walked back.


      “The uniform on the door,” Fedderman said, “I know him. Name’s Mehan and he’ll talk to me if I ask.”


      “Go ahead and ask,” Quinn said. “Pearl and I will go up to the apartment and get started.”


      Mehan was one of those beefy, redheaded guys with a pink complexion that made him look as if he’d burn if he even got near a beach. He saw them approach and without moving anything but his eyes gave them a look—not curious, not even interested, just a look.


      But there was a flash of recognition when he saw Fedderman. “Wha’ say, Feds?”


      “Not much.” Fedderman moved off to the side so Mehan could get a clear look at Quinn and Pearl.


      Quinn flashed his new shield to be polite and Mehan nodded.


      Pearl followed Quinn into the lobby. It was an impressive vista of marble, mirrors, and oak paneling, but there was a faint ammonia scent, as if the floor had just been mopped and disinfected. Another uniform was standing like a good soldier by the elevator. He was compliant; if Quinn and Pearl had made it past Mehan, they were okay to go farther. Security folding like an accordion.


      “You’re lookin’ for fourteen B,” he said to Quinn.


      Quinn thanked him.


      The uniform smiled and nodded to Pearl as she and Quinn waited for the elevator.


      On the fourteenth floor there was another uniformed cop posted outside an apartment with its door wide open like an invitation to the hospitality suite at a convention. This cop, a big curly-haired guy who looked like he should be a country-western singer, recognized Pearl.


      “Stayin’ outta trouble, Pug?” he asked with a grin.


      “You better watch out that I’m not,” Pearl said as she and Quinn moved past him into the apartment. She might have been joking; Quinn never knew for sure.


      Great place, Pearl thought, looking around the living room. Lots of space, high ceilings, new-looking furniture, and the flawlessness of fresh, cream-colored paint. I’ve gotta get painting again in my apartment. The drapes were a pale blue that complemented furniture upholstered a darker blue, where it wasn’t brushed steel. Pearl wasn’t one for the modern look, but this place she could live in.


      What she was wondering now was, who died in it?


      Nift, the Napoleonic little ME, was standing off to the side in the living room, ignoring a couple of techs dusting everything for prints. As usual, Nift was nattily dressed, this time in a chalk-stripe black suit that would shame Fedderman when he came upstairs. Of course Fedderman wouldn’t notice. Nor would he notice Nift’s white-on-white shirt and improbably lush silk tie. Fedderman bought his ties in drugstores.


      “Guy looks like a Wall Street asshole,” Pearl whispered to Quinn as they approached.


      Nift had just finished peeling off his rubber gloves. He looked over at Quinn and Pearl and smiled. “Ah, even more detectives.”


      “Fill us in,” Quinn said.


      “Why? Are you hollowed out?”


      “Don’t be such a prick,” Pearl said.


      Nift gave her his imperious look, as if to say, yes, the peasants are still revolting. “You gonna report me for insubordination, Sugar Ray?”


      “She’s gonna report me,” Quinn said, “for dropping you out a window. Don’t waste our time—do your job and give with what you’ve got.”


      Nift grinned at Quinn to let him know he wasn’t afraid. “Didn’t you threaten to do that window thing to me before?”


      “Yeah, but you came around.”


      Nift appeared unfazed, but he did get cooperative. “Two dead in the kitchen, a Lisa Ide and one Leon Holtzman. Husband and wife, or so I was told by others of your ilk. Leon was stabbed three times, Lisa approximately twenty, many of the wounds in erogenous zones.”


      “On both bodies?” Quinn asked.


      Nift seemed to consider going smart-mouth again, then changed his mind. “Only on Lisa. Leon got it in the heart, as she did. But he died fast, and my guess is her other stab wounds were inflicted first.”


      “The killer enjoyed his work,” Pearl said.


      “And who wouldn’t? Anyway, this all seemed to transpire this morning, sometime between two and four o’clock.” Nift absently smoothed his wonderful maroon-and-black tie. Quinn noticed he wore a gold clasp to keep the tie from dangling and getting bloody. “That’s about all I can tell you for sure, until after the postmortem.”


      “Any signs they resisted?” Pearl asked.


      “To speculate would be playing detective, Detective.”


      “Nift, how would you like—”


      “There are only a few defensive wounds on the victims’ hands and arms, not as if they put up what you’d describe as a struggle.”


      “I’d describe talking to you as a struggle. In fact—”


      “Look like the same knife that killed the other married couples?” Quinn interrupted. Sometimes it was difficult to maintain a businesslike atmosphere with Pearl around.


      “The Night Prowler’s knife? Yeah, it could have been. Remember, I’ve only done the prelim, so that’s all I can tell you right now.”


      “Nift—”


      “Let’s go,” Quinn said, gripping Pearl’s elbow and steering her away. After a few steps she jerked her arm out of his grasp and gave him a look he felt bounce off the back of his skull.


      They went into the kitchen to examine the carnage.


      There was the husband on the floor, dead with his eyes open in suspended surprise. There was the wife about five feet away from him, lying on her back in a bed of blood, with her legs splayed and her bared breasts carved by a madman. Her left nipple was missing. Pearl thought she saw it on the floor near the woman’s hip, but it was difficult to know for sure, the way it was coated with dried blood.


      “He’s getting more violent,” Pearl said, feeling bile rise in her throat. Don’t get sick and lose it. Not in front of Quinn. Or Nift. Can’t be weak….


      “Check out the table,” Quinn said.


      Pearl looked to her left and saw an open milk carton.


      She went over and peered closely at it without touching it. “Expiration date’s not for another three days.” She touched the carton lightly now with the inside of her bare wrist. “Room temperature.”


      Two detectives who’d been in a back room, apparently the bedroom, entered the kitchen. One was a seriously overweight guy with a shaved head. His partner was a handsome African American in his forties who looked as if he worked out and lived in a health store. They were Egan’s troops.


      Quinn and Pearl reached for their shields. “We’re—”


      “We know who you are,” the bald one said. He gave Quinn a nasty grin. “I thought you were assigned to juvenile.”


      “I’m Lou Jefferson,” said the black cop. “My partner’s Wayne Frist.”


      Pearl was giving Frist a dead-eyed look. “We all going to cooperate?” she asked.


      Frist looked away as if dismissing her.


      “As long as we’re here together,” Jefferson said, “we might as well make nice.”


      “We already got the victims’ names,” Quinn said, trying to prime the pump.


      “Here’s some more on them.” Jefferson was referring to his notepad. “They owned a jewelry store on Forty-seventh, L and L’s Diamond Emporium. I know it; it’s one of those long, narrow places lined with showcases. They sell mostly diamonds, but also other kinds of gems and jewelry. There are a couple of valuable pieces laying around the apartment, but Wayne and I just finished tossing the bedroom. Nothing seems to have been stolen, but we’ll try to get an inventory from somebody who’ll know.”


      “Lou…,” Frist said, sending an angry look Jefferson’s way. Clearly, he thought Jefferson was being too cooperative.


      “Anybody see or hear anything suspicious?” Quinn asked.


      “We haven’t talked to the neighbors or doorman yet. We just got here about twenty minutes ago.”


      “I’ve gotta get some air before I puke,” Frist said with a sideways glance at Quinn. He eased around a puddle of blood and out the door.


      “He seems so sensitive,” Pearl said.


      Jefferson paid her no attention and addressed Quinn. “You talked to the ME, so he told you about stab wounds and such?”


      “Yeah, he was very cooperative.”


      “For such a dickhead,” Pearl added.


      Jefferson grinned and flipped his notepad closed. “I heard she was kinda rowdy,” he said to Quinn.


      “Oh, she is.”


      Not giving up his grin, Jefferson gave them a little half salute and left the kitchen to join his partner.


      “What a putz,” Pearl said.


      “Forget being testy for a while. What do you think here?”


      “Gotta be our guy,” Pearl said.


      Quinn stooped low and looked at the couple whose marriage had ended so suddenly and unexpectedly. Lisa had been quite beautiful. Leon, the older of the two, with gray hair and beard stubble, had been a lucky man.


      Pearl went to the refrigerator and opened it. “Gift box of chocolates,” she said. “Expensive. Any woman would appreciate a present like that.”


      Quinn stood up, hearing the cartilage in his knees crack. “I’m sure we’ll learn that Lisa loved chocolate.”


      “And she loved jewelry, judging by the wedding ring she slept in and those diamond stud earrings she must have been too tired to remove when she went to bed last night. They look like they cost what a cop makes in a year.”


      “She and Hubby owned the shop,” Quinn said, “so why not?”


      “I wasn’t criticizing,” Pearl said. “I was complaining.”


      There was nothing unexpected in the bedroom. The kingsize bed was unmade, two pillows obviously used and the covers thrown back. It looked as if the bed’s occupants had gotten up in mild haste and expected to return.


      Pearl and Quinn didn’t spend a lot of time there.


      When they returned to the living room, the techs were still busy and Nift hadn’t left. He was talking on the phone near the door. Pearl drifted away and took a short tour of the rest of the apartment, in part to admire the decor.


      When she got back, Quinn was standing by the window. Pearl went over and stood next to him, then looked down to see what he was staring at.


      Jefferson and Frist were below, talking to the uniformed doorman, who must have just come on duty, his schedule altered by the murders.


      “I went into the dining room,” Pearl said softly. “There’s a vase of yellow roses in there. Fresh ones.”


      Quinn looked over at her.


      “This is the third murder with at least one yellow rose present someplace in the apartment.”


      “More pattern, huh?”


      “I’d say so. And it’s always possible Mary Navarre, the only roseless victim, received roses earlier and they wilted and she threw them out. I know they weren’t in her trash, but she might have dropped them down to the incinerator.”


      Fedderman entered and walked over to join them.


      “Let’s go,” Quinn said, sounding businesslike.


      “Where?” Fedderman asked.


      “It’s ten o’clock. Frist and Jefferson are down there interviewing the doorman, who was no doubt asleep at the time of the murders and doesn’t know anything. You two start with the neighbors. By the time Frist and Jefferson get done jerking around outside, you’ll be a couple of apartments ahead of them.”


      “Sounds right,” Pearl said.


      The three of them moved toward the door. Nift had just hung up the phone and was standing there.


      Pearl paused in front of him. “Leonard or Robinson?” she asked.


      Nift stared at her. “Huh?”


      “You called me Sugar Ray. Which Sugar Ray?”


      “Oh. I don’t know. Who the fuck cares? Only Sugar Ray I know is Leonard.”


      “I’m Robinson,” Pearl said, and gave his tie a sharp yank so the gold clasp popped off and bounced on the carpet. “Find that or you’ll be a suspect.”


      She was out the door and gone before Nift could get over his shocked anger and think of a counterpunch.


      


      Anna Caruso stood across the street from the apartment building Quinn and his detectives had entered. She wasn’t noticeable because she was only one of several dozen people gathered in a knot of onlookers that shrank and grew as passersby joined the group and others left.


      There really wasn’t much to see except parked police and emergency vehicles, including an ambulance. What people were waiting to see, Anna knew, was if someone would be carted out and placed in the ambulance either alive or dead. That was how people were. Since the ambulance had been there for some time and there was obviously no rush, the odds were improved that someone inside the building was dead. Anna had heard several of her fellow gawkers speculate that this might be another Night Prowler murder.


      Anna shrank back a few feet to be less noticeable as her interest increased. The two guys in suits who had to be cops had left after talking with the doorman, and now Quinn emerged from the building.


      He, too, walked over to accost the doorman, who excused himself for a moment to hold the door open for one of the building’s tenants. The doorman seemed a little annoyed, as if murder shouldn’t interfere with his job. There were doors to open, packages to sign for, cabs to hail.


      After about five minutes Quinn left the beleaguered doorman alone and walked toward the corner.


      Anna followed, hanging back and staying, as was her strategy from watching movies and TV, on the opposite side of the street. Tailing somebody really wasn’t all that difficult. For Anna, it had become an obsession.


      What would it be like to be a cop, instead of playing music?


      At the intersection a cab pulled over near a fire hydrant and a woman laden with shopping bags struggled out from the backseat.


      Quinn picked up his pace and retrieved one of the plastic bags the woman had dropped, then exchanged a few words with her and took over the cab. Anna saw him in sharp profile as he leaned forward in the back of the cab and told the driver their destination.


      She decided not to try to follow. What was the use? By the time she found a cab herself, Quinn would be well out of sight. The “follow that cab” method seemed to work only in fiction.


      She stood rooted by anger as she watched the cab drive away. Usually she rode the bus or took the subway. Quinn could afford cab fare these days, on the money the city was paying him—the city that should have prosecuted him.


      Anna wandered back to the building, where she knew two more Night Prowler victims probably lay dead.


      Her thoughts were jumbled by her insistent rage. She should feel sorry for the victims, but she could only feel sorry for herself. After all, if it weren’t for the Night Prowler and his victims, Quinn would still be under whatever rock he’d retreated to in order to escape a trial and prison.


      While Anna lived with her rage and shame, circumstances had worked in her attacker’s favor. A serial killer roamed the city, and the police thought Quinn was their best chance to stop him. The city needed Quinn, so the city embraced him—after discarding Anna.


      It isn’t fair! she kept repeating to herself as she walked faster and faster.


      Her anger was a driving force she could no longer control.


      It isn’t fair!
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      Seated in the back of the cab, Quinn called Harley Renz on his cell phone and gave him the details of the latest Night Prowler killings.


      He slipped easily into cop talk, clipped, incisive, and impersonal.


      “It’s gonna get even stickier,” Renz said when Quinn was finished. “The public’ll be leaning on the pols, who’re already leaning on the department higher-ups, who’re leaning on folks like me. Shit rolls downhill and picks up speed, Quinn, and that’s where you are, at the very bottom of the hill.”


      “Well, let’s hope it hits the fan before it reaches me. You got anything I should know?”


      “Only that Egan and his pals are saying bad things about you. Off the record, of course.”


      “Off the record to the media.”


      “So astute you are sometimes.”


      “Maybe I can be astute and deduce something before Egan’s troops do.”


      “They sense a shift in the balance, Quinn; innocent Anna is becoming the seriously wronged and sympathetic party, and you’re on your way to becoming the villain again.”


      “I sense it, too,” Quinn said. “We’ll just have to work through it. When you can, let me know what the postmortems reveal.”


      “Okay. Speaking of Egan’s troops, who drew the case?”


      “Couple of guys named Frist and Jefferson.”


      “Both deep in hock to Egan. Jefferson’s okay, just in a bind and covering his ass. Frist is a jack-off under the best of circumstances.”


      “That’s kind of how I read them. Frist is afraid of Pearl.”


      “Who isn’t?”


      “Anything new on the silencer?” Quinn asked, getting in a dig.


      “You laugh about the silencer, but we’re narrowing it down. It’s the kinda police work you never did grow into, Quinn, which is why your career turned to garbage.”


      Quinn thought Renz might have a point.


      “Where you going now?” Renz asked.


      “How’d you know I’m going someplace?”


      “I deduced from the car engine and traffic noise, plus the rattling when you hit potholes indicates a New York cab.”


      “That’s good deducing.”


      “I’m a policeman, you know.”


      “I didn’t. I’m on my way to my place to reexamine the murder files. I want to make sure of something.”


      “What would that be?”


      “Deduce,” Quinn said, and cut the connection.


      


      The buzzing had abated.


      The Night Prowler sat at an outdoor table at a restaurant on Amsterdam and ate eggs over easy while enjoying the beautiful morning. It was the beginning of another warm day, but with a gentle breeze that made being outside comfortable and chased away exhaust fumes.


      Three tables away sat a woman with long brown hair, sipping coffee and studying papers she’d removed from a briefcase that was alongside her chair. She had striking blue eyes and slender, delicate features. The expanse of nyloned leg visible between black high-heeled pumps and the hem of her blue skirt was difficult not to keep glancing at, and she knew he was watching her—he was sure of it.


      You like being observed, studied. You like it very much.


      Are you feeling between your thighs, in the core of you and in your heart, what I’m feeling? Are you?


      Sensing his thoughts, he was sure, she looked over at him, then quickly back down at her papers on the table. No change of expression. But he’d seen her blush, caught the subtle alteration of color in her flesh, the soft rose hue that came and went with emotional tide.


      The Night Prowler didn’t change expression, either. He simply looked slightly away and took a sip of his own coffee, talking to her in his mind.


      You’re not as untouchable as you’d like to think. You can be touched, so pink and red and brown. You’re a confection. What color are your nipples? You can be had. You can be had by me.


      She used a pen to make a notation on one of the papers, not looking over at him. But he knew she’d heard in her mind the message of his own.


      A man in his thirties, with wind-mussed blond hair and carrying his suit coat slung over his shoulder, entered the restaurant’s cordoned-off seating area and sat down across from the woman. She smiled at him and immediately tapped the edges of her papers on the table to align them, then leaned sideways gracefully and slid them back into her briefcase.


      The Night Prowler made it a point to ignore her now, not wanting to be noticed and outnumbered. He tried to avoid scenes.


      But I haven’t forgotten you. I put you away in my mind and I’ll get you out later, when I need you.


      Nothing will come of it.


      Or maybe something will.


      He looked down and saw that he was gripping his spoon almost hard enough to bend it. Lowering the spoon to the table, he felt a sudden chill, as if the morning had cooled abruptly.


      This woman was a total stranger, he cautioned himself. They had never spoken. He knew nothing about her other than how she looked. How she held herself in repose. How she moved.


      But wasn’t that enough? Wasn’t that how it was supposed to work, according to the literature, to the police, to the hunter Quinn? Compulsion. Something distinctive about the woman might have triggered my compulsion!


      The cops, the FBI, assumed that after a certain amount of blood and benediction, the serial killer’s compulsion would become stronger and seize complete control of him, and eventually force mistakes.


      Control was something the Night Prowler refused to relinquish. Powerful hidden desires could be coped with and managed. They could be channeled and fulfilled. That was something the so-called experts were afraid to acknowledge. But they knew it. And if they didn’t, they were learning. He was teaching them.


      He finished his eggs, which were cooling in the breeze, then signaled the waiter for a refill on his coffee and began reading the newspapers he’d bought at two separate kiosks. This was enjoyable, sitting in the sun and at his leisure leafing through the papers for news of himself. His anonymous, famous self.


      His gaze fell on a name he recognized. In a weekly celebrity feature called “Showbiz Shebangs,” halfway down an inside page. Claire Briggs.


      But what made him sit up straight was the information that surrounded her boldly printed name. He read the paragraph again:


      
        Actress Claire Briggs, currently charming Broadway audiences in Hail to the Chef, will be married next week to her longtime love interest, actor Jubal Day. Time and place are of course a secret, now that Claire glitters as a major Broadway star. Congrats to the happy couple.

      


      The Night Prowler read the paragraph several times, completely forgetting about the woman three tables away. He couldn’t help smiling as he added cream to his coffee and stirred. He watched as the marbled liquid absorbed the whirlpooled white strands and became a uniformly rich but light caramel color. What color are your nipples? Then he turned his attention yet again to the show business gossip column. He couldn’t stop reading it.


      Compulsion? Maybe. But surely there’s a proper time for compulsion if it’s controlled. If it’s focused. So enjoy, enjoy….


      Who said the papers never printed good news? Claire Briggs was getting married. She of the braided hair and beguiling grace.


      Claire Briggs!


      Congrats to the happy couple!
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      When Quinn climbed out of the cab in front of his apartment building, he saw a gray-haired man about sixty sitting slumped on the concrete stoop.


      Future me, if this investigation doesn’t work out.


      The man’s bearing suggested he’d been there awhile but was prepared to wait longer. He was wearing gray slacks and an untucked tropical print shirt. When he saw Quinn, he became more alert and removed his sunglasses, then stood up stiffly, as if his back ached.


      As Quinn approached, he saw that the shirt had a colorful ornate design of parrots and exotic blossoms. The man was older and taller than he first appeared, and there was something in his patient stance and in his eyes that said he was a cop.


      He smiled, just a bit, and asked curiously, “Quinn?”


      “Quinn,” Quinn said, and shook the man’s proffered hand.


      His grip was firm and dry, and he didn’t make the handshake a contest. “Name’s Nester Brothers. I’m here about the Night Prowler murders. There somewheres we can talk?”


      “We can go upstairs to my place, or there’s a bar a few blocks over.” Quinn glanced at his watch. “I know it’s only eleven o’clock, but—”


      “Bar,” Nester said.


      Ten minutes later they were seated in a front booth of Whichi Woman, a small lounge that served almost inedible sandwiches along with booze, and featured bad music on weekends. It was a pickup parlor for mostly legitimate singles on the prowl, but occasionally vice cleared away the hookers. The bland-featured, overweight bartender had the door propped open as an invitation to fresh air, but the place still smelled of last night’s stale beer and disappointment.


      There was only one other customer in Whichi Woman, a despondent-looking business type hunched over what looked like a martini at the far end of the bar. Quinn wondered if the poor bastard had just been fired. Every inch of his elegantly hunkered form suggested it was a miserable world and he was miserable in it.


      When Nester had a beer in front of him, and Quinn a club soda with a twist, Nester looked outside the spotted window at the cars creeping along and being left behind by the flow of pedestrians. “Shit pot fulla traffic,” he said, “but it looks like it’s goin’ no place fast.”


      “It mostly is,” Quinn said. Isn’t? “First time in New York?”


      “Yep.” Nester took such a big, hearty swallow of beer from his frosted mug that it might have hurt him.


      “Business or pleasure?”


      “Business. You. I came here to see you about this Night Prowler asshole.” Another long pull of beer. Nester was some robust drinker, considering it wasn’t yet noon. “I used to be a cop.”


      “It shows.”


      “I s’pose it does. I was a sergeant in the Saint Louis Police Department. I’m retired now. Got pensioned off after a back injury few years ago. Before the Saint Louis job, I was a sheriff’s deputy in a little river town in Missouri. Place called Hiram. What I do now that I’m not workin’ is sit on my ass and read the paper, watch TV news, an generally try an’ stay outta the wife’s way. ’Nother thing I do is spend time online. You ever get online, Quinn?”


      “Not much anymore.”


      “Most everything ever printed about the Night Prowler killin’s is online. While I was readin’ about ’em, somethin’ started to bother me, an old cop’s kinda hunch that starts in the gut instead of the brain. You fathom what I mean?”


      “I fathom.” Quinn sipped his club soda to be sociable and signaled the bartender for another beer for Nester, whose mug was almost empty. The bartender was busy hoisting a metal barrel out from behind the taps and simply nodded to show he’d seen Quinn.


      “I thought you oughta know about the Sand case.”


      “Never heard of it,” Quinn said.


      “No reason you shoulda. It happened in Hiram back in ’89, half a continent away.”


      Both men were silent while a hard-looking waitress, who’d just come on duty, placed a fresh beer on the table and withdrew.


      “That woman have a cussword tattooed just below her left eye?” Nester asked.


      “She did,” Quinn said. “New York.”


      “Back to Hiram in ’89,” Nester said, “where you never saw that kinda tattoo and probably still don’t. Fella and his wife, name of Milford and Cara Sand, were found stabbed to death in their kitchen. Ugly scene, ’specially the way the wife was carved up, round the crotch and tits. Ordinary enough couple, though Milford could be a bit of a shit. Sometimes they were foster parents, and they had this sixteen-year-old boy, Luther Lunt, stayin’ with ’em at the time.”


      Quinn got his notepad from his pocket and found that he’d used the last sheet of paper. He pulled a napkin from a holder on the table and began making notes on it.


      Nester waited patiently until Quinn had caught up. “’Bout three in the mornin’,” he continued, “young Luther stabbed the both of ’em to death in their kitchen, then hightailed it outta town. Nobody in Hiram ever seen him again. What made me come see you is I noticed a lotta similarities in the Sand murder, which I helped investigate, and these Night Prowler killins of yours.”


      “Such as?”


      “They all but one took place in kitchens in the early-mornin’ hours, all the victims were married couples, all stabbed to death but for that pair that got themselves shot, all with food layin’ around like somebody’d been snackin’ or grocery shoppin’ recently.”


      “Did there happen to be fresh-cut flowers at the crime scene?” Quinn asked.


      “Sure were. Half a dozen roses right there in a vase on the kitchen table.”


      “Remember what color they were?”


      “Yellow.”


      Quinn felt his blood begin to rush. “Any doubt the kid did the deed?”


      “None whatsoever. His prints were on the knife, autopsy showed he’d likely had recent sex with the wife, and he bolted like a scalded rabbit. He stole the Sands’ car and used it to get outta town. His prints and some of the family’s blood was all over it when we found it parked off the road outta sight among some trees.”


      “This Luther have any priors?”


      “Nothin’ violent, and only one conviction, but he was a rough number with several arrests. Vagrancy, male prostitution, theft. He’d been a street kid in Kansas City.”


      “Working his way up to murder,” Quinn said, sipping his drink.


      “Well, he made it all the way. It looked like he’d been secretly livin’ in the Sands’ attic for a while, ballin’ the wife and havin’ a grand old time, till old Milford caught ’em together. Least that’s the theory.”


      “You buy into it?”


      “Sure, there’s nothin’ else.” Nester was already halfway through his second beer. “An’ Luther ain’t been seen nor heard of since the murders.”


      Quinn thought about what he’d just heard. “I’m glad you came to see me, Nester. I’ll find out more about this Luther Lunt. Sic the feds and their computers on him.”


      “I done that already,” Nester said with a note of pride. “I still got connections, friends in high-tech places.”


      “Great. Will you copy me what you have?”


      “No need. Got it all in my pocket. An’ you can have it after only one more beer.”


      Quinn laughed and signaled the woman with the bold tattoo. “Nester, I bet you were one hell of a good cop.”


      “Still am,” Nester said. “It ain’t the kinda profession you ever really retire from.”


      “That’s something we can drink to,” Quinn said.


      


      Claire Briggs stood with her arms crossed in the center of the bare bedroom and looked around with satisfaction.


      This was to be the baby’s room, and would look like it as soon as it was decorated. Right now it wasn’t very impressive. The absence of furniture revealed cracks in the plaster walls, and there were scrapes and gouges in the paint from when the movers took out the furniture, knowing the room was going to be redone and they didn’t have to be careful. The windows were dirty and the old blinds didn’t admit enough light. The tarnished brass ceiling fixture, which might have been original to the 1920s building, cast barely enough illumination to chase away the pale shadows.


      But Claire had a vision for the room: bright yellow paint, a white picket fence flush with one of the walls, with stenciled daisies and red geraniums peeking through the slats. There would be new blinds and white curtains. It would be a well-lit, cheerful room, a place of optimism and beginnings. And at night, when the switch was thrown and the new ceiling fixture winked out, artificial stars—invisible during the day—would twinkle across the ceiling in an accurate representation of the heavens. Something for her baby to gaze at from earliest infancy.


      Her baby.


      Her child—hers and Jubal’s—was beginning to occupy her thoughts more and more, even though she also had her wedding to think about. At the oddest, most unlikely times during the day, she would dream or wonder about the child she would bear. These thoughts of the baby and its future had even begun happening onstage, though thank God they hadn’t interfered with her performance.


      Her pregnancy didn’t show yet. If she had to get pregnant, her timing couldn’t have been better. She could act weeks longer in Hail to the Chef, she was sure, maybe even for a while after the baby began to show. Her reviews had been that good and the box office was holding up. Then a long break from show business would be welcome. Time to play mommy.


      Sometimes she could hardly wait for her pregnancy to be far enough along that she might have an ultrasound done and could determine the baby’s sex.


      Or did she and Jubal really want that information?


      It was something to be decided later. Claire was happy now and she lived for now; that was the important, overriding thing. She hadn’t dreamed her pregnancy would mean so much to her. There must be something in all that talk about hormonal behavior.


      Sometimes she felt guilty for not looking forward more to her and Jubal’s wedding. It was going to be a small, brief ceremony in a church in the West Village, and would be attended only by a few friends and family. Claire’s longtime friend from Wisconsin, Sophie Murray, was flying to New York and would be her maid of honor, and a fellow actor of Jubal’s, Clay Simms, was to be best man. It wasn’t that Claire felt blasé about the wedding; it was just that the ceremony was only a formality. She and Jubal might as well have been married the past four years.


      It was the baby that was everything to Claire now. Even more than her career. (And that was something she never would have predicted!) She knew she couldn’t explain that adequately to Jubal. He wouldn’t understand. But he might after the baby was born. In fact, she was sure he would.


      That certainty was something else that made her happier than she’d ever been. Her acting, her relationship with Jubal, her pregnancy. Everything in her life seemed to be falling into place.


      All the way across the board, Claire was on a gambler’s roll.


      Time after time, coming up roses.
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      Somewhere in the chaos must be something useful.


      Quinn sat back in his kitchen chair and looked at the spread of handwritten notes, computer printouts, and copies of forms and records Nester had given him. What was laid out on the table had all been contained in a large folded brown envelope the retired cop and sheriff’s deputy wrestled out of a back pocket.


      An envelope content that hadn’t been wrinkled or folded, though, was a copy of a black-and-white snapshot of Luther Lunt taken by Cara Sand. It had been discovered in the bottom of one of her dresser drawers when the Hiram police searched the house after the murders. Luther was outdoors, barefoot, wearing faded jeans and a white T-shirt, a slender but muscular kid with tousled hair, leaning with one hand against the trunk of a large tree and smiling at the lens. He looked wholesome and innocent. While his body might have passed for twenty-one, his face could have been fourteen. Cara Sand must have known what she was doing when she’d decided to have an affair with him.


      Quinn stretched out an arm and reached for the diet Coke on the table. He sipped and thought. This Luther Lunt was some pumpkin despite his appearance of naïveté. He’d led a tough, impoverished life, which must have suddenly become heaven when he moved in with the Sands and had his way with the willing wife. And from reading newspaper clippings and Nester’s notes, Quinn was sure Luther had indeed led a phantom life in the attic, descending into the real world only when the master was away, or occasionally at night for a secret tryst with Cara or for food. Food in the kitchen, where he’d apparently been interrupted around three A.M. while eating a sandwich and drinking milk from the carton.


      Domestic murder in the early-morning hours. Every cop knew that was the prime time for it, if not in the bedroom, in the kitchen. Home, sweet…yeah.


      Murder could be prosaic, so why not in the middle of a late-night snack?


      Quinn let his chair tilt forward so its front legs contacted the floor, then looked again at the photograph of Luther Lunt. The boy standing and smiling, in what was probably his victims’ backyard, would look much different now. He might have gained weight, lost some or all of his hair, grown a mustache or beard. The subtle rearrangements of time.


      But whatever his appearance, Luther was out there somewhere in New York.


      Staring hard at the photograph, Quinn could feel his presence. There was always a moment when hunter somehow made a mysterious connection with quarry, whether each or only one of them realized it. This was the moment for Quinn, the instant he’d been waiting for, perhaps prompted by Nester’s visit and Luther’s photograph. Quinn was now locked on to Luther in a way he hadn’t been before. Luther grown older…thirty-one now, if his recorded birth date was correct. Luther an adult and a fugitive who’d adapted and led what might seem an outwardly normal life.


      Quinn knew he was out there, and knew he was feeling the vise tighten as he killed more often, and increased with each murder the odds of his being caught. Luther Lunt, feeling the pressure, irritable, not sleeping well lately, off his appetite because of the ache in the pit of his stomach.


      And there was no reason he shouldn’t feel even more pressure.


      Quinn decided to give Dave Everson a call at the Times. The Luther Lunt photo should be in the papers and on TV news. The media would make sure the prime suspect in the Night Prowler murders would have his photograph appear all over the city and beyond. They’d do a better job than a police artist in aging Luther, giving him no hair or shorter or longer hair, facial hair, a double chin, lines in his face, experience in his gaze. Though still a young man, his hard years would show on him, scars inside and out.


      Quinn knew this kind of media blitz worked sometimes. Someone out there would see the original photographic image or one of the artists’ renderings and decide maybe they did know Luther Lunt, though that wasn’t what he’d be calling himself these days. They wouldn’t be sure at first; then they’d think about it—whether they wanted to or not—and eventually they’d phone the police.


      Usually they’d be wrong about whoever it was they suspected; any photograph, especially an old one in black and white, resembled a lot of people.


      Then one day one of the callers would be right. The adult Luther Lunt would be identified. And at Quinn’s convenience, he and Luther would meet.


      Quinn stood up and stretched until his aching spine made a soft popping sound and he felt better. Then he went to the phone in the living room, where he could sit down again but in a softer chair.


      It was time for Luther Lunt to become a celebrity.


      


      The Night Prowler watched the television screen in horror and rage. First the photograph had been in the newspapers, stopping and momentarily paralyzing him as he walked past a news and magazine kiosk on Broadway. Now the long-ago image was on seemingly every channel broadcasting the evening news. There stood a young Luther Lunt, leaning against the tree in the backyard that had been part of his home. Time made it seem like a photo of someone else, all part of a world the Night Prowler wanted to remain in the past. The photo had been taken by Cara, obviously on the spur of the moment, then put somewhere and forgotten.


      And now here it was, an instant, a reality, preserved and displayed years and years later, as if a page in an album had been turned. Photo by Cara, a fraction of time in our bubble of time, in which we lived, loved, feared….


      The buzzing began again, a gray cacophony of every color, not loud now, but growing louder.


      As the Night Prowler watched the TV, a retired FBI profiler was explaining Luther’s mental illness in pseudomedical terms and talking about what kind of man he’d be now. An artist’s conception of how Luther might appear at different weights and with varying hairstyles and beard and mustache styles showed on split screen while the former profiler yammered away in her strange combination of scientific and media speak.


      She knows nothing about her subject! Nothing!


      Neither does the pathetically untalented artist!


      Some of the media gave credit to the journalist who “broke” the story, a man named Everson. But the Night Prowler knew who really found and loosed the relentless demons from the past. It was the demon of the present—Quinn!


      Of course the Night Prowler knew why. He was supposed to think now that Quinn was on his heels, ready to run up his back if he made the slightest mistake.


      Or if he had made a mistake!


      Quinn was a tracker, a stalker who dealt in the past and eventually closed on a present where he and his prey would meet. And it was the pressure he could exert that made his prey slow down, hesitate, and make a seemingly innocuous wrong move that could lead to disaster. It was like an obscure code, the rules of this game, which Quinn assumed he knew better than his quarry. Advantage, Quinn: The pursuer could make many mistakes and the game would continue, while the pursued could afford only one miscue and it would be game over. The increasing pressure on the hunted would inevitably lead to that fatal oversight or miscalculation.


      So Quinn thinks.


      The Night Prowler used the remote to switch off the TV. He smiled grimly. Different people felt pressure in different ways, and found different ways to relieve it. White powder, pink sex, green money, red vengeance, the blue eyes of the gods…


      The Night Prowler went to the cabinet beneath the kitchen sink and groped in darkness for the handgun that was hidden behind the plumbing and wrapped in an oily rag.


      He got the gun out and stared at it. An ugly, functional thing, manufactured to kill. Black forever…. It had belonged to a man the Night Prowler knew sold drugs and would not report its theft. He absently ran a fingertip over the rough texture of its checkered grip, an indecipherable topography of its past.


      A gun like this, who knew its history?


      Who knew its future?


      He rewrapped the gun and carefully wedged it back in its hiding place beneath the sink.


      But out of sight wasn’t necessarily out of mind. Just as Quinn was now never completely out of the Night Prowler’s thoughts, which condition was certainly and precisely what Quinn intended. That was his strategy. That was part of how the pressure was applied.


      That was how it was supposed to work. Ask any TV pundit or armchair psychologist who’d never shed anyone’s blood and who never dreamed their own might be shed. There were well-documented ways to understand and hunt down the serial killer. Millions of words had explained the who and how of the phenomenon and even the why. Book after book had been written on the subject.


      But not all prey were alike. Sometimes the hunter wasn’t fully aware of what he was tracking.


      Sometimes the hunter wished that somewhere along the trail, he’d missed a turn.


      Black forever…


      


      Lisa Ide’s Visa card showed a charge for lunch the afternoon before her murder. She’d dined at an East Side restaurant Quinn had never heard of, Petit Poisson. Fifty-nine dollars with tip for a salad, pastry, and drinks. Nothing petite about the price.


      He doubted that Lisa had dined alone, so he sent Pearl to see what she might learn from the restaurant’s staff.
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      When Quinn had first brought up the subject of Petit Poisson, Pearl assumed he was inviting her to lunch, and someplace expensive. But this was work, the Job. They were being colleagues, not lovers. She wondered if it was possible to be both.


      When she walked into the restaurant, she understood why the prices were high. This was a premier rent area, and there was room for only about a dozen tables.


      What Petit Poisson lacked in size, it made up for in elegance. Pearl could imagine sitting at one of the smaller round tables with Quinn, next to thick red drapes over leaded windows facing the street. Chairs and a large sideboard were elaborate and gilded. Light was furnished mainly by candles and an ornate brass chandelier dangling low on a thick chain from the center of the beamed ceiling. The restaurant tried, but it wasn’t a cute place as its name suggested; it was more as if a rowdy peasant tavern had been bought and redecorated by decadent dandies just in time to beat the revolution.


      Pearl dealt firmly with the imperious maître d’, who referred her to a waiter named Chan, who pronounced his name as “Shawn.” He spoke with what sounded like a genuine French accent.


      Chan was amiable and cooperative and of indeterminate lineage. Yes, he must have waited on that table at the time on the charge receipt. Yes, he recognized the charming woman in the photograph Pearl showed him. (Here if he had a mustache, Pearl was sure he would have twirled it.) No, he hadn’t realized she was the latest victim of the Night Prowler. He shook his head sadly at the waste and the pity. No, she hadn’t dined alone. There were two women with her, approximately her age. Of course there would be a record of their presence if they paid by charge, and who paid with cash these days?


      The restaurant manager, who wore a silky, flawlessly tailored blue suit, sashayed over and introduced himself as Yves with a silent S. He politely inquired if there was a problem. When Pearl flashed her ID and explained that the problem was a homicide, he guided them to a far corner of the restaurant in case one of the few early diners might glance over and be gastronomically upset by police presence.


      Pearl was polite but gave the impression she might any second draw her weapon and shout “Freeze!” Yves was cooperative, though not as friendly as Chan, and without nearly as convincing an accent.


      He used the accent to instruct the waiter to return to his station. Yves said it as if he meant Chan’s station in life.


      When Chan had departed, Yves ushered Pearl into a tiny, cluttered office. It wasn’t nearly as elegant as the dining area, or as Gallic, though there was a big color photo of the Eiffel Tower framed and mounted on the wall behind the desk. It was taken on a misty night starred by the many lights of Paris, and the famous landmark had probably never looked better.


      Yves said the charge and debit forms from the date of Lisa Ide’s lunch hadn’t yet been transferred to the bank, so there should be a record of who shared the table with her, assuming of course they paid separately by card.


      He got several banded reams of receipts from a safe alongside his desk and sat rummaging through them, flicking them rapidly with his thumb like a gambler counting money. The receipts were apparently in chronological order, because when he got to the desired date and time, he slowed his rampage through the forms and settled on one, then two more, and separated them from the others.


      Pearl already had a copy of Lisa Ide’s signed receipt, so she waited while Yves duplicated the other two forms on a printer hooked up to his computer.


      She looked at the copies after he handed them to her. Chan’s name and the same table number were at the top of each copy, along with the printed date and time. And there were the signatures of the women who’d dined with the dead: Abby Koop and Janet Hofer.


      Pearl thought Chan should have drawn a smiley face alongside his signatures—lent some cheer to the place. But it wasn’t that kind of restaurant. Pearl smiled and thanked Yves as she stood up and shook his hand. “Montand,” she said.


      He appeared puzzled.


      “That’s why your name was familiar to me. The famous French actor, Yves Montand. He starred with Marilyn Monroe in something or other.”


      “I’m afraid I never heard of the man,” Yves said. “Marilyn Monroe, though.”


      “Are you or were you ever French? This is the police asking.”


      “Not really.” Yves smiled, but the admission seemed to pain him.


      “It doesn’t matter,” Pearl said.


      And she meant it. She was happy. She had names. Soon she would have addresses. Soon she would talk to the two women who were friends, or at least acquaintances, of Lisa Ide.


      Wouldn’t Quinn be pleased? Mon Dieu!


      At the office door she turned and said, “Au revoir.”


      “I hear that all the time,” Yves said.


      


      Quinn agreed to meet Pearl at the Nations Café, a multi-cultural eatery on First Avenue near the UN Building. She’d phoned and told him she had the information she needed and they could question the two women who’d lunched with Lisa Ide at the West Side French restaurant near the time of her and her husband’s murders. They were, as it turned out, old college chums of Lisa.


      Quinn thought the three women probably spent most of their lunch conversation reliving the past, unaware of how short Lisa’s future was, and would have little to add to the investigation. But Pearl seemed proud, and she had a right. There was real satisfaction in doing detective work and knowing you’d inched forward. And talking with the two women would explore a lead that should be investigated, even if it came to nothing.


      The more Quinn saw of Pearl’s work, the more impressed he was by her insight and thoroughness. And the more he understood the underlying fear and loneliness that had created her protective shell. Or might his newfound emotions be affecting his judgment? Might Pearl be deliberately playing him? It had been so long since Quinn felt this way about a woman.


      How the hell could a man know?


      Quinn did know Pearl played hard and for keeps. And Pearl could be tricky. That was what attracted him to her in the first place. Well, maybe not in the first place….


      Such were Quinn’s thoughts as he waited for the traffic signal to change, then crossed East Fifty-sixth and continued strolling along First Avenue toward the diner. He wasn’t in any hurry. He was only a short block away from his meeting with Pearl and was fifteen minutes early.


      It was a warm evening but cooling down. Good weather for walking in the city he loved despite its warts. As usual there was plenty of traffic on First, all heading north at a fast clip. He breathed in diesel exhaust as a truck pulled away from a loading area. The lumbering vehicle drew angry horn blasts as it edged into a convoy of taxis cruising the curb lane for fares.


      Quinn didn’t mind the mingled exhaust fumes, maybe because they reminded him of the city and cars. He liked cars, though owning one in Manhattan hadn’t made sense to him even when he could afford it. But he felt good standing near the rush of traffic and hearing its constant, growling din.


      Later, if he could afford it again, maybe a car.


      A photo clipped from the newspaper and taped to the inside of a florist’s shop window caught his eye. The shop was closed and dim inside, so the rectangle of newsprint on white was particularly noticeable. He walked closer to examine it.


      What he’d thought at first glance turned out to be true. The photo in the clipping was that of Luther Lunt, along with a rendition of a projected older Luther with less hair and heavier features. The present Luther. Approximately.


      The city was spooked, Quinn thought, standing and staring at the clipping. Then he noticed the decal or etching just above it, a spiderweb of what looked like cracks in the glass.


      As he watched, another web appeared, along with a white-edged hole in its center.


      Not decals or etchings at all.


      There was no sound of shots over the noise of the traffic, so it took Quinn a few seconds to realize the significance of what he was looking at—bullet holes!


      Someone’s shooting at me!


      He crouched low and ran for the cover of a parked car, peering through its windows at the people on the opposite sidewalk. No one seemed to have noticed anything unusual. Had the shots come from a window?


      He was about to look up when he caught movement in a passageway between two buildings across the street. A dark shape moving fast. The flit of a sneaker sole, rising, disappearing. Running!


      Getting away!


      Like hell!


      Quinn was out from behind the car and dashing across the street. Horns blared and someone shouted; he heard the screech of brakes an instant after a front bumper brushed his pants leg. He zigzagged to avoid another oncoming car, stopped cold to let another pass, then was up on the sidewalk and running hard toward the passageway where he’d seen the dark figure disappear. The Night Prowler—he could feel it!


      He bumped someone walking along the sidewalk and heard the man’s expulsion of breath. Then he was in the darkness of the passageway, running toward faint light at the opposite end.


      For an instant he glimpsed movement and was sure the Night Prowler was still in the passageway, moving as if picking up speed. Perhaps he’d paused halfway and begun to walk, thinking he hadn’t been seen, that he was safe.


      Quinn ran faster, seeing movement again, this time to the left, as his quarry reached the next block. All right, he knew which way the figure had turned; he had direction. His side ached and he was breathing in fire, but he kept his legs pumping, lifting his knees higher.


      At the end of the passageway Quinn slowed, gripped rough brick wall, and half ran, half swung around the corner.


      Gasping for breath, he smelled the East River. He was on a street running parallel to its bank. Sutton Place. Again he saw movement, ahead of him, more than one figure.


      No one behind him.


      Then up ahead, faster movement, and he saw the figure he’d been pursuing turn onto East Fifty-seventh Street.


      Good! As he approached the corner, Quinn saw the sign at East Fifty-seventh: DEAD END.


      Thank God!


      He ran down the short block to a concrete ramp with a black iron handrail. In the corner of his vision he saw NO DOGS ALLOWED as he negotiated the ramp and found himself in a small parklike area where neighborhood pet owners walked their dogs, despite the sign, or wandered down to the river’s edge and stared at the listless slide of gray water.


      There was a brick surface lined with benches, some large trees in grassy rectangles, a sandbox where the kids could play, and a statue of a wild boar to disturb their dreams. On his right was a raised brick walkway. A low concrete wall topped with a curved iron rail faced the murky water.


      Half a dozen people were in the park. All were walking dogs, except for a couple leaning on the iron rail and watching the river while they held hands. No Night Prowler….


      A tall woman wearing a ball cap, tank top, and jeans was standing off by herself, but her animal, a large black Lab, was off leash and bounding around. The woman had a clear plastic bag over her hand like a glove and was calling, “Jeb! Jeb!” Presumably the Lab. The dog skidded to a halt, then stood gazing back at her in a calculating way, then in the direction it had been running. It yearned to go but was frozen by command. “Jeb! C’mere, baby!”


      The conflicted Jeb reluctantly turned around and began slouching toward his owner.


      Had Jeb been chasing someone?


      It was possible to scale a fence and escape from the park through the grounds of the building next to it.


      Quinn sucked in air and began running again, in the direction the dog had strained to go.


      As he passed the crouching, resigned dog, he saw it glance up at him.


      A few seconds later he heard the scratching and clatter of paws. Jeb, running behind him, gaining ground.


      “Jeb! You get back here!”


      Quinn saw a low dark streak flash past him. Jeb, rocketing out on four good legs and with sound canine lungs. Jeb with a solid sense of purpose at last.


      He’s chasing something, all right! He’s—


      Everything heavy on earth slammed into Quinn’s chest.


      He stumbled, stopped running, and stood bent over, trying to endure the pain that was tightening around him. His left arm was stiff, aching.


      Heart attack!


      “You okay, bud?” A man’s voice.


      Quinn tried to say he wasn’t, but he couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even croak. He sank to his knees, then went all the way down. A small brindled dachshund stared at him in watery brown-eyed sympathy.


      “Is he all right, you think?” A woman. Jeb’s owner.


      Quinn saw lower legs, shoes, men’s and women’s, a pair of dark pants with cuffs. Lying doubled up on the ground, he couldn’t lift his head to see higher.


      “Guy looks plenty sick.” The man. The dachshund was yanked back on its leash, as if its owner feared Quinn might be contagious. “Anybody got a cell phone to call nine-eleven?”


      “I do!” answered several voices.


      Shit! An ambulance…emergency room. Well, maybe not a bad idea. Steel bands contracting around my chest…that’s how it’s supposed to feel and it does….


      “There you are, you bad dog!”


      Something pink and wet and warm was suddenly on Quinn’s cheek and nose, then all over his face.


      Don’t ever be a police dog, Jeb.


      


      The Night Prowler stood in the steel and Plexiglas bus stop shelter, but he didn’t board either of the buses that pulled to the curb near him to take on or let off passengers. He was able to lean in a corner of the kiosk and gaze through the clear plastic over the top of an advertising poster touting a Broadway play about marriage and infidelity. Apropos, thought the Night Prowler.


      What he could see over the top of the poster were the twin wooden green doors of the small brick church that had been in the Village for years. There were more than the usual number of cars parked nearby, and half a block down from the church a white limo sat at the curb, its uniformed chauffeur waiting patiently behind the steering wheel. But those were the only signs that a wedding was taking place inside. The chauffeur was busy studying a newspaper, and the Night Prowler was certain the man hadn’t noticed anyone letting buses pass by at the stop half a block away on the other side of the street.


      It was a beautiful morning for a wedding. A gold-and-blue day. The sun was no captive of clouds, and its pure light illuminated the white wooden cross on the church’s roof as if to shout, She’s here! She’s here! Claire Briggs in white, with eyes like the blue mystery of oceans, so alluring, so deep, about life, about death…the old knowledge…blue and deep unto darkness….


      Both church doors opened at the same time, and tuxedoed ushers leaned down and fixed kick-plates so they wouldn’t swing closed. Claire would be coming out! The Night Prowler swallowed his breath, a bubble of life.


      People began filing out of the church. Some were dressed in suits with ties, others more informally, a few even in jeans. Friends from the theater world. Most of the women were dressed up. Everyone was smiling as they tried to obey the frenetic, arm-waving instructions of a skeletal-thin man in a gray suit. They milled about, then formed lines down each side of the dozen or so concrete steps. The steps didn’t allow enough room, so the lines extended along the sidewalk. Several people not connected to the wedding stopped on the Night Prowler’s side of the street and stood waiting to see what was happening. Wedding? Or funeral?


      There she is!


      Claire in a wedding white dress, standing next to her new and not-so-handsome husband Jubal Day! Putting on a little weight around the middle lately, Jubal?


      The Night Prowler stood transfixed, his breathing shallow, as bride and groom made their way down the church steps beneath a shower of birdseed (rice being prohibited at the church, as it was harmful to the birds as well as a waste of human sustenance), running a gauntlet of grins and good lucks.


      Claire smiled and gracefully used her left hand to brush the shower of airborne well wishes out of her hair, then adjusted her turned-back veil. Over the distance the Night Prowler could smell the fresh white shampoo scent of her hair, could hear the music of her happiness. It was amazing, the force and foresight of his mind!


      Astounding! I’m with her, seeing her from here and beside her! Now and later. Two places at once? Why not? It’s called objectivity. It’s called destiny. And it’s there to see, if you can see it. What’s the future but the present roaring toward us?


      He realized the doctor would have a medical term for what he was thinking, the priest a religious term, yet they wouldn’t believe, not really. It distressed him sometimes, the failure of imagination in the highly educated.


      They’re fools hamstrung by their torrent of facts and fears, their comforting black-and-white delusions. Like…. Well, never mind that now.


      Claire!


      She tossed her bouquet high into the air, and a girl about twelve who would never be pretty caught it and hugged it to her spindly body as if a prince might spring from it.


      Claire laughing…mouth wide, throwing her head back the way she does….


      Into the limo…new car smell, slick leather seats…slide, slide…the door shuts; then the chauffeur’s door up front…the smooth vibrant power of the engine, the engine, the faces at the windows, all smiling in, shouting silently…our wedding guests…. The wedding, the engine, the blue-gold day beyond the tinted glass, running figures like the palest of shadows, life, sliding, sliding away outside the window as the limo gains speed….


      The kiss to the clean white future! Lips, teeth touch…the cleaving unto the husband…white and flesh…


      Happy Wedding Day, Claire!


      Yours and mine.
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      They were in the doctor’s antiseptically clean, neatly arranged office in Roosevelt Hospital. Quinn sat in an uncomfortable wooden chair with upholstered arms, facing the desk at an angle. There were no windows, but the room was so bright from fluorescent lighting set behind frosted panels that there was an impression of natural light. On a shelf along with some medical reference books sat a small glass vase with a rose in it, which Quinn was sure was plastic. In the air was a faint scent of peppermint.


      The doctor’s name was Liran. He was a small, effeminate man, with dark eyes, thick black hair, and the kind of slender, long-fingered hands Quinn thought a surgeon should possess. On the wall behind him hung an improbable number of framed diplomas and certifications. Before him on his desk were spread various black-and-white images and printed-out results of tests done on Quinn.


      Quinn was optimistic. The pain in his chest had receded in the ambulance and was almost gone completely by the time they’d arrived at the hospital’s emergency entrance. He’d wanted to leave, and it was only reluctantly that he agreed to undergo a series of diagnostic procedures and spend the night. When the nurse had asked him who they might contact about his condition, he’d thought about giving them Pearl’s name and phone number, then decided against it. He could imagine Pearl barging in and taking charge, possibly irritating the staff to the extent that they might recommend a transplant.


      “We’ll wait to see how I am in the morning before we call anyone,” Quinn told the nurses.


      They made it clear they didn’t like that idea, even if they had to go along with it.


      He heard them talking about him out in the hall when they left. “So let him die alone,” one of them said. He liked a nurse with a sense of humor.


      They left him alone until they returned with a young doctor, who began questioning him about his “event” and eventually recommended what needed to be done to gain further information about his symptoms. Through most of the night Quinn was poked, probed, made to drink foul liquids, scanned, X-rayed, and had his molecules jangled by an MRI machine, until finally he was given a sedative that didn’t work very well.


      Morning had been a long time dawning.


      “We detect no damage to the heart,” Dr. Liran said with an Indian accent, “but the images show considerable arterial blockage.”


      Quinn asked what that meant.


      Dr. Liran shrugged behind his desk. “That you’ve lived as long as you have, even though you’ve eaten too much fatty food, and inherited a predisposition for plaque buildup on arterial walls.” He smiled softly. “You’ll be glad to know you’re rather typical in that regard, Mr. Quinn.”


      Quinn decided to drive to the point. “Did I have a heart attack?”


      “A mild one, perhaps, that left no visible damage.”


      “Or it might have been indigestion?”


      Dr. Liran laughed merrily. “Oh, only if you’re an incurable optimist. You are only slightly away from being a prime candidate for angioplasty, Mr. Quinn.” The doctor regarded his test results, drumming his manicured nails on an opened file folder. “I see that you are a police officer. Do you get adequate exercise?”


      “No.”


      “Control your diet?”


      “No.”


      “Smoke or drink?”


      “A cigar or a glass of scotch now and then. Occasionally both at the same time.”


      The doctor gave Quinn a look that might have carried mild disdain, then peered down again at the clutter of material on his desk. “You had been running when you were stricken?”


      “Yes, I was chasing someone.”


      “Uh-hm.” That seemed to satisfy Dr. Liran. He let the subject drop. If he recognized Quinn from newspapers or TV, he gave no indication. Probably he was too busy saving lives to follow the news. He had his own serial killers to deal with.


      “So what happened is nothing to worry about?” Quinn asked hopefully.


      Dr. Liran looked pained. “I would say it’s definitely something to be concerned about. It was your body demonstrating to you the direction in which you’re going, which is toward a severe heart attack if you don’t take proper and reasonable precautions. I would like to impress upon you that despite lack of detectable damage to the heart, what happened to you is in itself quite serious.”


      “A wake-up call,” Quinn said.


      “That’s not the medical term, but it will do. I’m going to prescribe some pills to help lower both your blood pressure and your cholesterol count, but they won’t lower them enough by themselves. Much of this is up to you, Mr. Quinn. Here with your prescriptions is a suggested diet. Follow it, and avoid strenuous physical activity until we place you on an exercise program. I want to see you again approximately one month from today. When you know your schedule, call and make an appointment. If you don’t call us, we’ll call you.”


      Quinn accepted the papers the doctor was holding out for him, then stood up and thanked him. “Don’t worry, Doctor, I’ll call.”


      Dr. Liran smiled. “They all say that. Either way, I suspect we’ll be seeing each other again.”


      


      “Acid reflux,” Pearl said later that morning, after Quinn explained to her—with some modification—why he hadn’t appeared for their meeting last night. “That’s acid bullshit, Quinn, and we both know it.”


      They were in the unmarked, Pearl driving, on their way to talk to Abigail Koop. Fedderman was on his way to question Janet Hofer, the other woman who’d had lunch with Lisa Ide shortly before she died. Hofer was still in New York on an extended vacation.


      “The important thing is, I almost caught the bastard,” Quinn said. They’d stopped at Krispy Kreme five minutes ago. He opened the paper sack as Pearl jockeyed the car too fast around a corner.


      “The important thing is, you had a heart attack.”


      “There was no heart attack. I told you, the hospital said I was fine. It could have been simple acid reflux causing chest pains.” He’d heard somewhere of people having acid reflux and thinking it was a heart attack, so why wouldn’t she believe him?


      Pearl said nothing and stared straight ahead as she drove, letting Quinn know she was plenty ticked off and not buying what he was selling.


      “If I’d been ten years younger, I would have worn him down,” Quinn said. “We almost had him.”


      “How can you be so sure it was the Night Prowler?”


      “He shot at me.”


      “What?”


      He told her about the bullet holes appearing in the shop window.


      She drove for a while without saying anything.


      Then: “He’s stalking you, Quinn.”


      “Us, maybe.”


      “More likely just you. That macho thing.”


      “Yeah, you’re probably right, but we can’t be sure. The three of us need to be careful.”


      “You’re just the guy to talk about being careful.”


      “Put it away, Pearl.”


      “God! A heart attack.” Afraid again. He’s made me afraid of losing something again. “Did they give you any medicine or instructions?”


      “Some pills. Put me on a low-fat, low-cholesterol diet. That means low food.”


      “Jesus, Quinn! You’re eating a doughnut!”


      “I’m a cop, Pearl. I’ve got a right.”


      “Don’t you make light of this, Quinn!”


      “I’m starving, Pearl. This is breakfast. It’s all I’m going to eat.”


      “Believe it,” Pearl said.


      Quinn decided to be quiet the rest of the way to Abigail Koop’s apartment.


      “Acid reflux, my foot…,” Pearl said under her breath.


      


      Koop was a fleshy but attractive woman with beseeching brown eyes peering out from beneath dark bangs. Quinn wondered where he’d seen such soft eyes before, then remembered a dachshund gazing at him when he was on the ground with his heart…event. Unlike the dachshund, Koop had a slightly crooked nose, an uncertain smile, lots of jewelry, and a manner suggesting she yearned desperately to be liked.


      Her West Side apartment was like her, overfurnished and with a tentative decor that didn’t know quite what it wanted to be. A traditional gray sofa squatted on a maroon-and-black Persian carpet and faced an Early American TV hutch on top of which was a lineup of Harry Potter novels anchored by large bookends that were busts of Lincoln. Everything in the room seemed to be of different heights and placed next to everything drastically shorter or taller than itself. A small, bucolic landscape was mounted on one wall, a large, modern museum print on another. Please like something about me, implored the room. Or maybe Quinn thought that because of how he’d sized up Abigail Koop.


      “Please call me Abby,” she told them as soon as he’d announced they were the police detectives who’d phoned for an appointment.


      They agreed to do that, then sat side by side on the gray sofa while Abby sat down on a delicate little chair that was possibly French Provincial. Abby perched with her thighs pressed tightly together beneath the skirt of her gray business suit. Her hands were folded in her lap. She stole a glance at a clock on a table, then seemed sorry about it. Pearl figured Abby was going in late to work in order to have this conversation.


      “We won’t take up much of your time,” Pearl said.


      “It was a shock, what happened to Lisa.” Abby began nervously twisting the forefinger of her left hand with the thumb and forefinger of her right, as if testing to see how firmly the finger was screwed into its socket.


      “You were good friends?” Quinn asked.


      “I suppose you’d say so. We were good friends in college, anyway. But time passed and we lost touch. I moved back to New York from Connecticut last year and didn’t even know Lisa was in town until we ran into each other about a month ago and exchanged phone numbers.”


      “The other woman you had lunch with, Janet Hofer, did you know her the same way?”


      “Yes, I did. In college. Janet and I kept in touch enough to exchange Christmas cards, photographs, that sort of thing. Then she called and told me she was coming in to the city for a jewelry convention and I suggested we have lunch with Lisa and talk about the old days.”


      Quinn and Pearl glanced at each other. Jewelry. Like Leon and Lisa. “What kind of jewelry?” Pearl asked.


      “Nothing expensive. Janet sells it part-time, sets up a booth at shows, holds jewelry parties, that kind of thing.”


      “Paste?”


      Abby looked at him, not understanding at first. “Oh! Yes, I suppose. Nothing with real stones in it, or real gold or silver, unless it’s plated. She and Lisa joked about that at lunch, how they had the high and low ends of the market covered. Not that Janet didn’t carry some very attractive items. I bought some from her.” She held up an arm on which dangled several gold hoops. “These bracelets.”


      “Nice,” Pearl said. Pearl, who thought of bracelets as handcuffs.


      “Did Lisa tell you anything that suggested she or her husband might be in any kind of danger?” Quinn asked. It was probably only a coincidence that both women dealt in different sorts of jewelry. And it wasn’t as if Janet Hofer had been murdered. Now, if any of the other victims had sold jewelry…


      “No,” Abby said. “Lisa talked as if everything in her life was going well. She showed us pictures of her husband, her apartment—showed Janet, anyway, since I’d seen them when we’d run into each other last month. She seemed…oh, I would say, well, normal.” Twist, twist went the finger. Must hurt, Pearl thought.


      “You never met Leon?” Quinn asked.


      “Never. Just saw his photo. Nice-looking man, but older than Lisa. Not that that isn’t okay…with me. Especially since he seems—seemed—to be something of a romantic.”


      “How so?” Quinn asked.


      “Lisa said he’d been leaving her presents, but not letting on they were from him. Playing games with her, in fact. Sex, love, were all about games, she said.” Abby was looking away from Quinn and directly at Pearl. Woman to woman.


      Pearl nodded. Lisa was right about that. She hadn’t known how right.


      “What kinds of gifts?” Quinn asked, not letting on that he felt like grabbing Abby and shaking the information out of her.


      “Oh, candy. A blouse she’d admired once when they were shopping together for something else. Caviar real recently. Lisa was wild about caviar. Myself, I just see it as fish eggs.”


      Quinn didn’t recall seeing caviar or an empty caviar container in Lisa and Leon’s kitchen.


      “Flowers—”


      “What?” Pearl asked sharply.


      Abby stared at her. “Flowers. Lisa said Leon had given her flowers. Not officially from him, of course. Like he was a secret admirer. Playing his romantic games.”


      “What kind of flowers?”


      “Roses, I think she said.”


      “Yellow ones?” Quinn asked almost lazily, not wanting to lead her.


      “They might have been yellow.”


      Abby absently twisted her finger harder, then must have hurt herself, the way she looked down and stopped and folded her hands in her lap.


      “Yellow. Uh-huh. In fact, I’m pretty sure she said they were yellow.”


      


      Back down in the unmarked, Pearl started the engine and switched on the air conditioner while Quinn used the cell phone.


      “I’m busy this morning,” Harley Renz said when Quinn had identified himself. “Everybody’s on my ass from the mayor to the guy who can’t get close enough to kiss the mayor’s ass. Say you got something for me, Quinn.”


      “Stomach contents,” Quinn said.


      “Jesus, I just ate. Talk plain.”


      “Did the ME list the postmortem contents of Lisa Ide’s stomach?”


      “Yeah. Sure.”


      “Caviar?”


      “Among other things. How’d you know?”


      “I’m a detective. It’s my job to find out things. You told me that yourself.”


      “About the caviar?”


      “About finding out things.”


      “Dammit, Quinn!”


      Quinn waited.


      “All right, all right, maybe I rag you too hard. It’s in me, and you sure as hell deserve it. What does this caviar mean, other than the late Lisa had a hoity-toity dinner before she died?”


      “It means she really did love caviar and that she and Leon were definitely done by our guy. He left caviar in their apartment recently, somehow knew Lisa was crazy about it and made it one of his gifts to her. He also gave her yellow roses. This makes three out of four Night Prowler murders where yellow roses were or had been somewhere around.”


      “Maybe the husband, Leon, really left her the gifts. He musta known she liked caviar, and he mighta given her the roses.”


      “Not the husband.”


      “Why not?”


      “He and Lisa are dead.”


      “Yeah. That might be convincing to a jury.”


      Quinn related what else they’d learned from Abby Koop.


      “So now we got our solid link,” Renz said, warming to the information and obviously pleased. “Think we should feed the information to the media? It’d take some pressure off me.”


      “And put more on the Night Prowler,” Quinn said. He made a mental note to call Everson and give him a heads-up on the information Renz was going to give out. “Make sure the media know about the other anonymous gifts, too. I want this asshole to think we’re pounding at his heels.”


      “Like you were last night?”


      “How’d you find out about that?”


      “I got a connection at the hospital who saw your name on the patient list and did some checking. But don’t worry about it, Quinn, my source won’t say anything if he doesn’t wanna go to prison for drug theft. And I’m not gonna pull you off this case. By the way, we recovered the bullets.”


      “What bullets?”


      “The ones that were fired at you last night on First Avenue. Thirty-two caliber. I sent somebody around to recover them and had ballistics run a quick, confidential test. In case we might wanna make a match in the future when he tries for you again, or maybe shoots somebody else.”


      “But he’s still using a knife on his victims.”


      “He won’t try to use one on you. He doesn’t wanna get close enough. And he almost got you last night. You mighta died from a heart attack, even though he missed you. You hear the shots?”


      “No, but that’s not surprising. He fired from across the street—maybe even out a window—and there was a lot of traffic noise.”


      “So he mighta used a silencer.”


      “I suppose.” The silencer again. “But like I said, it was noisy on the street, and I took right after him. The people on the other side of the street might have heard a shot. I didn’t take time to ask.”


      “I still say he’s using his silencer. Speaking of which, the only silencer of that model unaccounted for in our neck of the woods was bought three years ago by a Wilhelm Whitmire, eighty-nine years old, who lives on West Eighty-seventh. He said he decided last year he was too old and shaky to have guns around, so he sold all his. Nobody wanted the cheap-ass silencer, so he tossed it in the trash five or six months ago.”


      “So you hit a dead end.”


      “Not necessarily. One of the other silencers might have been bought somewhere else and transported to the New York area. Maybe even from another country.”


      Quinn didn’t bother to say he’d pointed that out to Renz weeks ago. Enough about the silencer.


      “You sure nobody else knows about my hospital stay?” Quinn asked.


      “Not in the department, no. And I won’t tell anyone. It’s not that I don’t have a heart myself, but I’m thinking of the greater good. It’s my duty to protect the public, and you’re our best bet to nail this fucking Night Prowler.”


      “You were born to command, Harley.”


      Renz chuckled. “To serve, you mean.”


      “Whatever you’re doing, the condition of my heart’s the last thing you better discuss with the media or anybody else.”


      “Not to worry, Quinn. It’s between you, me, and your arteries.”


      Quinn broke the connection.


      Pearl looked over at him. “What was all that heart talk?”


      “Renz knows about my night in the hospital. He’s got a connection there who told him.”


      “Is he pulling you off the case?”


      “No.”


      “I didn’t think so. He doesn’t know what a heart is, because he doesn’t have one.”


      “He’s not going any further with the information,” Quinn said. He gave Pearl a look she hadn’t seen before. One that scared her. “And neither are you.”


      Pearl nodded and put the car in drive.


      She thought about the expression on Quinn’s face, what was in his eyes. Her breathing was coming a little hard. She’d been on the Job long enough to know people, and men in particular. The genuinely bad guys. The flip side. This Quinn had healed stronger where he’d been broken and was not a man to be messed with. The real and dangerous deal.


      Pearl rather liked that about him, but she decided it would be wise to pull in her horns.


      Until he loosened up, anyway, with her help. And she could help him because she knew how guys like him thought, and they all thought the same way. Quinn couldn’t throw away the rage because he thought it made him strong.


      It was something she’d have to change.


      That and some other things.
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      Fedderman joined Quinn and Pearl for lunch at the Diner on Amsterdam. They had a booth that looked out on the street. The sun blasting through the spotted window made the place too warm. It was also noisy and the food wasn’t very good. There were dead flies on the windowsill.


      Pearl was afraid to eat the tuna sandwich she’d ordered. Quinn picked at his egg-white omelette. Fedderman voiced doubts about his meat loaf sandwich but devoured it, anyway. Pearl suspected it would make him sick. She said they weren’t coming back here—ever. Neither man disagreed with her.


      “So what’d you get out of Janet Hofer?” Quinn asked Fedderman, sipping diet Pepsi through a straw, certain the guy behind the counter had screwed up and given him the real stuff.


      “Nice woman, sells jewelry. I bought this from her.” Fedderman lifted his wadded brown suit coat from the seat beside him and held it out to show a bejeweled red, white and blue top hat pinned to the lapel.


      “Patriotic,” Pearl said.


      “It cost less than you think.”


      “You have no idea what I think.”


      “Hey! Easy, Pearl.”


      “Stick to the job, Feds, so we can get outta this shit hole as soon as possible. I don’t wanna hear about goddamn lapel pins.” She looked at Quinn, who was obviously struggling not to laugh. Pearl frowned.


      “She’s right,” Quinn told Fedderman. The wink was in his voice, and it made Pearl even madder, but she said nothing.


      Fedderman told them about his interview with Janet Hofer. It didn’t add anything, but it corroborated Abby Koop’s account of the conversation the three women had at lunch. Lisa Ide had been receiving anonymous gifts, including expensive jewelry and her beloved caviar. Lisa Ide had received yellow roses. Lisa Ide was dead, along with her husband.


      Since it was no secret, and was going to be in the news if it wasn’t already, Quinn told Fedderman about the shots that had been fired, and how he’d almost caught up with Luther Lunt last night. He didn’t mention the chest pains or the night in the hospital. Neither did Pearl.


      “Renz is feeding the information to the media,” Quinn said. “Along with details about clues left behind in the Lisa and Leon murders.”


      “That’s gonna pressure Lunt,” Fedderman said in a concerned voice, “and he’s already hunting for you.”


      “That’s another way of saying he’s being flushed out into the open.”


      “Or that he’s doubled back on his trail like a tiger and is about to ambush the hunter.”


      Pearl looked at Fedderman. “I didn’t know you knew anything about hunting.”


      “I do about hunting people,” Fedderman said, “and the people I hunt. And our Night Prowler’s about ready to crack. News reports that we’re practically inside his clothes with him are gonna drive him up the wall.”


      “Nothing there but the ceiling,” Quinn said.


      Fedderman nodded. “That’s my point. No place to go next but out the door, and we’re between him and it. Especially you, Quinn.”


      “That’s the idea,” Quinn said, “to bring him and us together.”


      “I hear you,” Fedderman said. “And for the first time I think it’s really gonna happen.” He shook his head. “But, at this point, who can predict what this sick freak is gonna do? All that pressure—”


      “On everybody involved,” Pearl said. She took a sip of her iceless iced tea and made a face. “Something’s gotta crack someplace soon.”


      “Or somebody,” Fedderman said, giving her an appraising look.


      


      Another of those composite drawings, all distressingly black and white. They thought they knew everything about him now, Quinn and his loathsome companions. They did know about the anonymous gifts, what the anchorwoman called my—his—sick obsession. The Night Prowler made a mental note of the woman’s name and the local channel she appeared on, and the red, red of her full lips carefully shaping her black vowels. Maybe someday he’d demonstrate to her about obsessions, make her obsessive about dying because it was better than living another moment under his hand.


      He knew what Quinn was doing, trying to increase the pressure on him to crack, like those serial killers in all the films and novels. Didn’t the fools ever stop to think it seldom happened in real life? Almost always it was chance that led to such a killer being caught—unpaid traffic tickets, official black on white, an improbable crossing of paths with an unknown witness, a call to jury duty, a neighbor’s complaint about noise…. Minimize those kinds of risks and the police might chase their blue tails forever.


      But he knew it was true that the dark, cold pressure, the unreasonable fear that was being brought to bear, might lead to one of those minimal risks actually working for the law. What might not have been a mistake early in his magnificent run of victims might be a fatal error further down the road of rage and redemption.


      And maybe it didn’t have to be a mistake. Yesterday on Columbus Avenue the Night Prowler had encountered an old man he used to play chess with in Central Park. Wilhelm Whitmire had been old when they’d first met, and seemed ancient now. In their conversation he mentioned that the police had talked to him recently about a silencer he’d bought and then thrown away months ago.


      The Night Prowler recalled hearing about the silencer when it had been discarded, then secretly digging it out of Whitmire’s trash still piled at the curb. It was the silencer he’d used when he’d shot the Elzners. He was sure it wasn’t traceable, but still the law had talked to Whitmire. They’d gotten that far. They were in the neighborhood.


      Quinn again, getting closer, turning the screws.


      He suddenly found himself yearning for an end, for green closure.


      God! Not closure! How he hated that overused and abused word! When would people learn that closure was a temporary state? That people never “got on with their lives” except in the sense that they had no choice? Time would pass; they would grow old and overwhelmed and die along with their fears and dreams and become dust.


      The Night Prowler wasn’t dust and didn’t intend to become it anytime soon. He knew what he had to do, what time and events demanded.


      There were many ways to deal with pressure. He liked his way best.


      Claire?


      No, the time isn’t right; the fruit isn’t ripe. There’s a critical point in every marriage. A testing point. Time like a blade. Everything in the balance. Both parties know it. On the edge of the knife…


      He reached for the folded cloth at his side, then held it expertly to his nose, little finger extended, and breathed in deeply.


      White! White to the horizon…the narrow fine line of the horizon cleaving earth from sky, bone from flesh, present from past, one world from another…


      The fire in the marrow, the edge of the knife.
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      Ready for the chess game.


      Dr. Rita Maxwell was standing behind her desk as usual as David Blank entered her office. It was best to be standing, smiling, and putting the patient at his or her ease, yet still maintaining a position of authority.


      “David, it’s good to see you again.”


      He smiled back. “Same here, Dr. Maxwell.”


      How amiable and cooperative we are this afternoon. “Why don’t you sit down, David, the clock is running.”


      He grinned wider. “Isn’t that the truth, Doctor?”


      She sat down on the sofa this time, very informal, as he lowered himself into the recliner he liked, tilting the backrest so he was lying almost horizontally. He watched her from that position from the corner of a narrowed eye, almost like someone feigning sleep.


      “We’re in the truth business,” she said, keeping it conversational and meaningless for now. She was determined to make appreciable progress this session, to peel back another of the layers concealing the real David Blank. David Blank—who wasn’t in the phone directory, who didn’t appear on any of New York’s public records she could access on her computer. Who are you?


      Again he nudged her off balance. “I’d like to apologize for being evasive,” he said, his eyes closed lightly. “I’ve been avoiding the truth, lying to you.”


      “I suspected,” she said, keeping the irony from her voice.


      “This is difficult for me,” Blank said without changing expression. His eyes were still closed, as if he were napping and talking at the same time.


      “Like a confession?” Dr. Maxwell asked. She wondered if he might be playing her, setting her up for an even bigger lie than the ones he’d told earlier. If that were possible.


      “Well, maybe…Why would you describe it as that? A confession?”


      “To be honest, I interpreted some of what you’ve told me as a manifestation of guilt.”


      “What kind of guilt?”


      “There is only one kind.”


      “Ah, that’s wonderful, Doctor! You know! Guilt is like every color always, a dreadful buzzing gray.”


      “That’s very descriptive. Really. I do want to assure you that confession here will be confidential and liberating. And between us only, I promise you.”


      “Liberating…” He seemed to taste the word as he said it. “Do you believe that?”


      “Oh, yes. It’s why I’m here.”


      Dr. Maxwell liked that answer. She glanced at the tiny recorder on the corner of her desk to make sure it was running. Though it was soundless, its red pinpoint of light glowed reassuringly.


      “We might start,” Dr. Maxwell said, “with you telling me your real name.”


      “Your real name is Rita.”


      Deflection. And unabashedly obvious. He wasn’t quite in a mood to relinquish control. “Yes, of course it is.” Keeping her tone neutral.


      His eyes remained closed as he spoke. There was no sign that the pupils were moving beneath the thin flesh of his eyelids. “If a person did have something he wanted to confess, Rita…say, that he had to confess, if you know what I mean…”


      “I know, David.” Keep talking, keep talking.


      “Say, like a serial killer who secretly yearns to be stopped, to be caught; how would a serial killer deal with the sly pressure, the self-destructive danger of his increasing need for confession?”


      Whoa! “That’s quite a question.”


      “Do you have quite an answer?”


      “I’m afraid I don’t. Not yet.”


      “I do.”


      Dr. Maxwell found herself glancing at the closed office door. It wasn’t often that she’d been frightened during her sessions. And she wasn’t ready to admit she was frightened now.


      Uneasy, yes…


      “What is your answer, David?” She felt a chill as she asked. She was playing his game, she knew, finding herself being led. To where? “What would such a person do?”


      “Obviously, he’d find someone other than the police to confess to.”


      “To what effect?”


      “Why, then the buzzing would stop, the pressure would ease, and he’d be unburdened, liberated, and free to kill and kill and kill.”


      My God, it made sense! A horrible kind of sense, but sense.


      “Anyone he’d confess to would have to notify the police,” Dr. Maxwell said. “Even a priest. Even a psychoanalyst. Of course, we’re speaking hypothetically,” she added hopefully. Knowing on some level, beneath so many layers of her own, that she’d lost control of what was happening here.


      His eyes were open now and he was looking directly at her. His right hand crept beneath his unbuttoned sport coat and emerged holding a long-bladed knife. The blade had obviously been wiped recently, but there was still a smear of what looked like blood on it. Dr. Maxwell’s mind darted to her receptionist in the outer office.


      Hannah! If I can somehow alert Hannah!


      If he hadn’t…


      “Only one of us is speaking hypothetically, Doctor.” His voice was calm, and somehow different. This was the real David Blank, whatever his name, whatever his ancient name, and he terrified her.


      “Hannah?”


      “She’s in the closet, where no one coming into the office will notice her. The phone’s disconnected, but it doesn’t matter. She won’t be booking any more appointments.”


      Dr. Maxwell heard herself swallow, a sound like tiny bones breaking beneath flesh. Words froze in her throat. She didn’t know what she was trying to say, anyway.


      David Blank sat up and swiveled his body on the recliner so he was facing her, holding the knife up and out so she could see and appreciate the length of its gleaming blade.


      “We have another twenty minutes, Doctor.”


      She swallowed again.


      He smiled. “All these weeks are about to pay off. You’ve gotten what you wanted. We’ve finally made a real breakthrough. I’d like you to hear my confession.”


      Dr. Maxwell knew that this time none of it would be lies.


      Her insatiable need to learn, the driving curiosity that had propelled her to a scholarship to one of the toughest, most prestigious universities on the East Coast, then through a near-fatal bout of meningitis, then through medical school and a grueling internship, and all the way here, to a plush office on Park Avenue, somehow found its way through her horror.


      “Why don’t we start with your real name?” she managed to croak.


      Dying to know.
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      “The part’s good and the money’s good enough,” Jubal said to Claire over his glass of wine at the Café Caracole on West Fifty-seventh.


      Claire took a sip of ice water—no alcohol for her while she was pregnant—and nodded agreement. Jubal’s “almost sure thing” as a soldier in Winding Road had fallen through without explanation, as so often happened in their business; hot could become cold in less than a minute.


      Now, undeniably, it made sense for him to accept this role of the helpful and romantic neighbor in As Thy Love Thyself at a theater near Chicago. It was just that right now, especially right now, Claire didn’t like the idea of being alone.


      “Who’s going to put on his shoes and run out at midnight to bring me my blueberry muffins?” she asked. During the last few weeks she’d developed a craving for the oversize, shrink-wrapped muffins sold by the deli down the block.


      Jubal stared at her, then realized she was joking and laughed, dribbling wine onto his good green tie. He shook his head and dabbed at the wet spot with his napkin, but she knew the tie was probably ruined. Merlot was like grape paint.


      “I should have known you were joking,” he said, “but women, all of them, seem to lose a measure of logic during pregnancy.”


      “You’re saying we think with our hormones?”


      “Pregnant women do. Temporarily. Nothing wrong with that. Mother Nature.”


      “Mother Nature makes me want you to stay here in New York, even though I know you’re right. The part’s a real opportunity for you; it suits you.”


      “I suit it.”


      “Whatever. Our lives can’t be freeze-framed until I deliver, and I’m only into my third month.”


      “And it doesn’t even show.”


      “No need for bullshit, Jubal. It’s beginning to show too much. I know you should accept this offer. Go to Chicago, do the part, and don’t worry about me—us. I’m still getting by with the help of wardrobe and oughta be able to fake it until the end of your run.”


      “Then we can be unemployed together.”


      “But with more than enough money to get by, and with bright prospects when we feel like finding day care and going back to work.” Day care. She couldn’t imagine it. Not with her—their baby. But she knew it would come to that someday soon. Other women managed the painful, early parting, the surrender of some of their responsibility for what was so precious to them. She’d be able to handle it when the time came, she was sure. She thought about how that first day must be, the looks, the puckered mouth, the tears, the leaving behind….


      Not sure.


      “We can both still practice our craft,” Jubal said. “We have to.”


      Claire wasn’t positive she still had to, hormones having reshuffled her priorities at least for now, but maybe he’d meant they had to continue acting for financial reasons. She smiled. There was always that, even though right now they had quite a pad and it was growing. But there were expenses, medical bills, decorating the baby’s room; it all added up. At least they had some insurance to cover medical expenses. Not much, but some.


      “Too bad we don’t have decorator’s insurance,” she said.


      “Huh?”


      She smiled. “Just thinking out loud. Not making much sense. It’s a preggy prerogative.”


      “Point taken.” He poured more wine. “This bother you? Me drinking in front of you?”


      She shook her head no. “I don’t miss it. And it’s not forever.”


      “I’ll have to leave for Chicago tomorrow evening. They want to get into rehearsal right away.”


      “You’ve only just read the script.”


      “I can read it again on the plane. There’s a red-eye to Chicago. I can read instead of sleep.”


      “Yeah, then you can be so tired, you’ll fuck up during rehearsal.”


      “Not to worry, I have a contract.”


      You have phone conversations. “Signed?”


      “Well, no, not yet.”


      “Thinking with your actor’s hormones,” Claire said.


      “Okay, you’ve topped me—I can take it.” He raised his glass. “To the future.”


      She lifted her water goblet and they clinked glasses. “Our future.”


      Jubal peered around his raised glass at his wife seated across the table from him. Actor’s hormones. She has no idea how grateful I am for this role.


      He knew Claire had always underestimated his acting abilities. Of course she wasn’t alone in that.


      They drank to the rest of their lives.


      


      Pearl having sex.


      Her tiny bedroom hot and humid with the scent of sex.


      She’d personally checked with Dr. Liran and knew it was okay; men with hearts like Quinn’s seldom suffered an attack during the sexual act. Better for him than a drink and a cigar, the doctor had said. Pearl sure as hell hoped so.


      She’d already been satisfied. Quinn had learned about her fast and knew how to bring out a tenderness in her that even Pearl hadn’t suspected she possessed. He could make the uneasiness and loneliness dissipate, at least for a while. With Quinn she was herself. With Quinn she was reborn.


      Pearl was no stranger to multiple orgasms, but she doubted it would be possible this time, though she wasn’t sure why.


      Quinn’s weight was heavy on her, even though he was propped on his elbows and knees. The bedsprings were squealing, the headboard banging against the wall. His labored breathing was harsh in her right ear. She adjusted her legs, trying to get more comfortable.


      Jesus! What am I doing?


      She couldn’t help it. Something about the ceiling fixture directly above held her attention. The fixture was old, metal of some sort, with a stamped floral design that had been painted over so many times it was almost indiscernible. It held two lightbulbs, and if their glare needed softening, it was up to the tenant to buy some sort of shades to fit over the bulbs.


      Quinn gasped and his body became rigid. She thought he’d climaxed, but he hadn’t. He began thrusting into her again. And again. It wasn’t that Pearl wasn’t still enjoying it on a certain level (what the hell, it was sex), it was just that by now she was out of the mood.


      That fixture has to go. Has to be replaced. Maybe by something on a chain that throws more light. Or a paddle fan with a light kit. There’s an idea.


      My God, I’m like that unfeeling woman in the joke who’s trying to figure out during sex what color to paint the ceiling.


      Well, maybe not quite that bad.


      This isn’t like me!


      Then she realized why staring at the light fixture so intrigued her. It had sparked something related in her mind. Something about the Night Prowler investigation. It was so strange, how the mind worked. She couldn’t quite get a grip on what was nibbling at the edges of her consciousness.


      Something on the other side of the wall that the headboard was banging against crashed to the floor. Probably something in the closet that held the painting supplies Pearl seldom used or even looked at.


      Decorators!


      Yes, decorators!


      Additional suspects. Stones unturned.


      She lowered her legs. “Quinn!”


      Startled, he straightened his arms and reared back, withdrawing from her. “Wha’s wrong…I hurt you?”


      “Decorators, Quinn.”


      “Huh?” He glanced around as if he’d been warned. His unruly hair was damp and mussed and a bead of perspiration dripped from his forehead onto her pillow. She heard it plop onto the taut linen. He drew in a deep breath and released it slowly, then peered down at her quizzically. “You did say decorators?”


      She squirmed out from beneath him, which wasn’t difficult, the way they were both sweating. “Everyone who might have been given a key to enter the victims’ apartments in the times leading up to their deaths—supers, trusted neighbors, tradesmen like plumbers and electricians—have all been questioned by the police.”


      “Including interior decorators.”


      “Exactly. When people can afford a professional decorator, they often turn over the apartment to him and trust his judgment on everything.”


      “Everything?”


      “Yes. And they don’t want to be home while the work’s being done.”


      “You know this?”


      “Sure. Every woman knows this. Who wants to live with sawdust in their hair? And if the owner or tenant wants to give the decorator free rein, he usually gets a key to keep the entire time the job’s in progress.” Pearl was staring at Quinn, a bit surprised that he seemed dubious. “Something, no?”


      “Something, maybe,” he said. “The murder apartments had been redecorated within the past few years—like a lot of apartments in Manhattan—and the decorators were given keys by their clients, like you said, but they’ve been cleared. They all had alibis that checked out.”


      “But what about the tradesmen they hired? We talked to tradesmen hired by the building owners or supers, usually to make repairs. Interior decorators often subcontract out the painting, carpeting, whatever. They want things done right, so they like to use people they usually work with and can trust. Their people.”


      Quinn sat up cross-legged on the bed. “I follow. Who might the decorators have given keys to without the clients even knowing about it?”


      “Right. So, we might have more suspects. We talk to the decorators again and see if they gave apartment keys to any of the tradesmen they hired. If so, whoever they lent the keys to might have secretly had them duplicated.”


      “So they could come and go as they pleased from then on,” Quinn said, “and learn all sorts of things about the occupants by looking through their desk and dresser drawers.”


      “And searching their computer hard drives, especially if they figured out how to get online. Most people have their passwords written down someplace handy to the computer, in case they forget. Like they do with safe combinations.”


      It made sense. Enough sense, anyway. Quinn stood up from the bed and used the heel of his hand to wipe perspiration from his eyes.


      “Where you going?” Pearl asked.


      “To take a shower. You and I are gonna get dressed and make some phone calls, set up appointments to talk to decorators.”


      “You’re gonna leave me like this? Unfinished and unfulfilled?”


      “You were the one thinking about work.”


      She grinned. “This isn’t the NYPD way. This is ‘copus interruptus.’”


      “Don’t worry, we’ll get back to it. Wanna take a shower with me?”


      “You bet.”


      She scooted down to the foot of the bed and stood up, wondering if they’d slip and fall and break something in the old claw-footed tub. “What do you think of that ceiling fixture?”


      He glanced up. “Looks more like a glob of paint with a couple of dirty bulbs screwed into it.”


      “So you’d replace it?”


      “Yeah, definitely.”


      “With what?”


      “I dunno. Maybe I’d ask someone, or hire a…” He gave her a suspicious look, obviously wondering at what point she’d been thinking about light fixtures and decorators during the past half hour.


      Pearl was afraid she might have hurt his feelings. Men were so vain when it came to that sort of thing. And she really, truly did not want to hurt Quinn.


      If she had bruised his ego, she made it up to him under the shower.
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      Claire borrowed Maddy’s old Volvo and drove Jubal to LaGuardia for his flight to Chicago.


      “Don’t think too much about me or the baby,” she told him as they walked toward the security area leading to the concourses. “Concentrate on the play.”


      “That won’t be easy.” He was holding a black carry-on, which contained his laptop and a copy of the As Thy Love Thyself script. He sneaked a peek at his wristwatch, the way people do when they’re in a hurry.


      “Good luck!” Claire said. Don’t go! Don’t leave!


      Damn hormones!


      He slung the carry-on’s thick strap over his shoulder and smiled at her, then kissed her, letting his lips linger. “Be careful driving home. Take the tunnel.”


      “I always do. You be careful yourself. Love you.”


      “Me, too.”


      They kissed again, and then he was gone from her, striding toward the metal detector with the shortest line. He swerved to avoid a couple carrying an infant and trailing wheeled suitcases and a portable stroller laden with wadded blankets and a stuffed animal.


      Us in less than a year.


      Within a few minutes he was through security. He turned and waved to her, giving her another smile. Handsome actor. Colleague, lover, husband. She loved him so fiercely at that moment she was afraid she might break into sobs.


      Goddamn hormones!


      It’s worth it. It’s worth it.


      The drive back to the apartment alone seemed to take forever. Then she spent another twenty minutes finding a parking space within two blocks of her building. Why Maddy even owned a car in Manhattan was beyond Claire.


      To lend to needy friends—like me.


      She wished she were thinking more clearly these days.


      When she walked into the apartment, she immediately felt better. Balanced on the sofa back, where it would be clearly visible, was a large shrink-wrapped blueberry muffin from the nearby deli, the food that had become her vice during pregnancy. This one was particularly large, perhaps six inches across the top.


      Jubal must have bought it earlier and stashed it, then sneaked it onto the sofa just before they left for LaGuardia. Yes, she’d walked out of the apartment first, and he’d followed with his luggage, then keyed the dead bolt.


      Or had he stepped out into the hall first?


      Claire couldn’t remember and soon gave up trying to reconstruct in her mind the sequence of their departure.


      It didn’t matter. There was the muffin, his gift, his thoughtfulness.


      There was his love for her.


      


      The direct flight to Chicago had taken a little less than three hours. The carry-on strap was digging into Jubal’s shoulder with every step as he strode toward the point beyond security where people waited to greet incoming passengers. It hadn’t been an easy flight. An infant two seats in front of his had begun wailing during takeoff and only stopped occasionally to catch its breath so it could maintain volume. Concentrating on As Thy Love Thyself was impossible, so Jubal had put the script back in his carry-on and, despite the din, had dozed on the plane and was still slightly groggy.


      He became more alert when he saw a slight, shapely woman leaning casually against a post with her arms crossed. Her posture was one of easy grace, one leg slightly bent at the knee so her pointed toe retained balance, her body elegantly curved. A dancer’s line. She was wearing tight blue slacks and an untucked white T-shirt snug over small, pointed breasts. Her blond hair was styled close to her head in a boy cut to emphasize her gamine features.


      Dalia Hart.


      She spotted Jubal and came alive with a glow. Grinning widely, she pushed away from the post she’d been leaning on and ran to greet him.


      He let the carry-on drop to the floor and gathered her close in his arms.


      She nuzzled the base of his neck, flicking with her tongue. “Glad to see me?”


      “Understatement,” he said.


      “I know,” she said through her smile. “I can feel it.”


      He kissed her hello as fervently as he’d kissed Claire good-bye only hours ago in New York.
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      Rain had begun to fall, or rather hang in the air, a heavy mist that made umbrellas useless and found its way beneath exposed cuffs and down the backs of collars. At least the heat had broken, Quinn thought as he struggled out of a cab and stepped into a puddle, which made his right sock wet.


      A woman wearing rubber boots sloshed through the water and claimed his place in the back of the cab even before he had a chance to shut the door. He barely got out of the way and avoided being splashed as the vehicle rejoined start-and-stop traffic on Park Avenue.


      While Pearl and Fedderman were continuing their interviews with interior decorators who’d been employed by Night Prowler victims, Quinn had cabbed here to meet Harley Renz at a psychiatrist’s office. Renz had requested the meeting but hadn’t told Quinn the reason for it. As he crossed the wide street toward the sedate, prewar building, Quinn thought it was way past time for Renz to find his way to a psychiatrist’s office.


      The lobby was gold-veined gray marble and soft oak paneling, understated and elegant. It was unattended. Quinn paused on a large rubber mat and stamped water from his shoes, noticing a security camera mounted in a corner and aimed his way. He found a directory near the elevators and quickly located his destination.


      The office, on the ninth floor, was at the end of a wide hall. Its door was open about six inches in coy and silent invitation.


      He pushed the door open all the way and stepped inside. Something about the subtle, chemical scent of the place alerted him. Then he noticed smudges on various objects, like someone had gone through with a greasy feather duster, from when prints had been lifted. Now he recognized the scent; more obscure prints had been made visible with the Super Glue method.


      Crime scene.


      Quinn was in a receptionist’s outer office and waiting room. There was a desk with a computer on it, a bank of tan file cabinets, softly painted earth-tone walls, restful prints of water lilies. Current magazines were spread out on a coffee table before a long beige sofa, a Forbes, a New Yorker, an Architectural Digest. A Mr. Coffee sat on a small table in a corner, a stack of white Styrofoam cups next to it along with packaged cream and sugar. Mr. Coffee’s burner light wasn’t glowing, but the glass pot was half filled.


      Quinn saw that a closet door on his left was hanging open. A man’s worn blue windbreaker on a wire hanger was the only garment. There was an X of masking tape on the floor, no doubt to indicate where a body had been stuffed into the narrow closet. The tape was smeared with blood and curled where it lay over a dark stain on the carpeted floor. Quinn noted that the carpet had absorbed a lot of blood, so when the door was closed, it wouldn’t be visible to anyone coming in from the hall. A killer thinking ahead?


      He went to another half-opened door alongside the reception desk and used the back of a knuckle, so as not to disturb or leave a print, to push it open all the way. Not necessary, since the scene had obviously been gone over by the crime scene unit and the body removed, but habits formed in the presence of death died harder than some homicide victims.


      There was Harley Renz, lying on his back on a brown leather sofa, his legs crossed at the ankles, his fingers laced behind his head. He looked over and smiled when Quinn entered the room. “Welcome to the confessional.”


      “Sorry I missed it. I bet you had some doozies.”


      “I was too late myself.” Renz motioned lazily to where an outline of a human body had been marked out crudely with tape on the carpet near the desk.


      “Was that the Dr. Rita Maxwell whose name was on the building directory,” Quinn asked, “or was she the one in the closet?”


      “This one was Dr. Maxwell.” Renz sat up but remained slumped and relaxed on a corner of the comfortable-looking sofa. “The vic in the outer-office closet was her receptionist, one Hannah Best. This Dr. Maxwell”—he pointed to a wall displaying photographs and framed diplomas and certificates—“was some impressive babe.”


      “I read about the case in the papers,” Quinn said. “The doctor and her assistant were stabbed to death. The pattern didn’t fit the Night Prowler, so I didn’t pay too much attention.”


      “I don’t think it fits, either,” Renz said, “but I thought you might wanna take a look at the scene. You never know what might trigger an errant thought, wandered somehow into an infertile brain.”


      “True enough. Any leads?”


      “One. Like I said, there’s probably no connection, but sometimes New York can be a small town. Both these women were stabbed only a few times each, as if more to send them on their way without a lot of time, trouble, or passion than for any sadistic enjoyment. Not like what your guy does to them. Still, we got women stabbed to death here. The media’s taken note. And a Park Avenue analyst murdered in her office—lots of people will be disturbed by that.”


      “You mean people who were disturbed to begin with and had motive and opportunity to kill Dr. Maxwell.”


      “Among others. Just think of all the secrets passed in confidence in this quiet, restful room.” Renz grinned. “But we know there’s really no such thing as secrets in confidence.”


      “They exist,” Quinn said, “but briefly.”


      “Like true love.”


      “I noticed a security camera in the lobby. Did it show anything?”


      “You mean like a shot of the killer on his way in or out? No. It had recycled and was on its next loop by the time we knew it was there. Everybody coming or going on the tape was here well after the murders.”


      “What about the doctor’s files?”


      “They don’t appear to have been disturbed. It seems the killer entered the outer office, killed ‘Hard Luck Hannah’ the receptionist, and hid her body in the closet. Then he came in here and did the doctor.”


      “Maybe a patient thought twice after revealing something during analysis and wanted to take it back.”


      “Always that possibility, with a victim like this.”


      “It wasn’t done on a whim,” Quinn said. “The only blood from the receptionist is in the closet. Looks like she was knocked out and stuffed in there before she got knifed.”


      “That’s how I figure it. The killer just wanted her out of the way. Dr. Maxwell was the primary target.”


      “Have you searched her files?”


      “That’d be a touchy matter legally,” Renz said. “We’re working on a warrant right now.”


      “Have you searched her files?” Quinn repeated in the same tone.


      “Yeah. And found about what you’d expect. But there are some interesting names in there.”


      “Potentially useful to a shameless climber like you,” Quinn said.


      “They might prove useful to our side.”


      He was right. Our side. Our team. It made Quinn wince.


      “And aren’t you just the one to talk about shame?”


      Quinn felt his anger rise but pushed it back. “You mentioned you had a lead.”


      “Sort of a lead. The receptionist kept a patient schedule on a software program in her computer, but she was old-fashioned and distrustful of technology. Like us. So she also kept names and appointment times in a book. One of the names in the book is missing in the computer and file cabinet. A patient named David Blank.”


      “So, you think Blank did the killings, then deleted his appointment from the computer calendar and removed his file, but he didn’t know about the book.”


      “So I surmise. He was the last appointment the afternoon of the murder. The first appointment the next morning discovered the bodies and called the police. We’re pretty sure Blank had previous appointments, because the records show gaps in the doctor’s schedule. Several of them. Damned computers. Global search and delete. Handy for felons.”


      “Bits and bytes have no moral compass.”


      “If you say so. There’s a recorder over there on the desk. Some of the other patients said it was how Dr. Maxwell worked. She listened to her patients and recorded the sessions so she could review them later, then placed the tapes in the files. There’s no cassette in the recorder.”


      “So, David Blank wanted to remove all evidence of his having been a patient.”


      “Sure looks that way. And turns out he’s proving difficult to locate. The few David Blanks we can find have been eliminated as suspects, so all we have is a name. The David Blank in Hannah Best’s appointment book didn’t and doesn’t exist. Only he’s real, because he probably murdered these two women.”


      Quinn walked over and stared down at the taped outline on the floor, trying to imagine a human being lying there. A woman Renz had called a babe, with friends, family, and a medical degree. Looks, brains, she’d had it all, but had was the operative word. Don’t get sentimental. Maybe she didn’t have a family. But even I have a family. Some remnants of a family. The soon-to-be Franzine family. “If Blank did the deed after taking pains to create a false identity, he planned to kill the doctor from the beginning of his visits.”


      “Why would anybody do something like that?” Renz asked, sounding deeply perplexed. “Go to a shrink knowing you were setting up to kill her?”


      “I have no idea,” Quinn said. “But then, I don’t think I need one. Like you said, this doesn’t fit the pattern.”


      “Still, it’d be nice to solve it. Throw some meat to the media wolves and take some heat off you.”


      And you. “I’ll point out one thing. There might have been someone else who deleted and removed files. Somebody more successful than David Blank at covering his tracks.”


      Renz looked at him with a kind of growing anger. “A killer who might have been a patient we never heard of and never will?”


      “It’s possible. Somebody who knew about or never made it into Hannah’s appointment book. Who wants you looking for David Blank instead of him.” Quinn motioned with an arm toward the file cabinets in the office, then toward the reception area on the other side of the wall. “How can we know what else might be missing?”


      Renz ran a hand down his face, stretching the flesh beneath his eyes so he looked mournful. “Jesus H. Christ! Leave it to you to make everything complicated.”


      “It’s what you get for leaving it to me, Harley. And almost everything is complicated, if you’re really trying to get at the truth.”


      “I’m not interested in the truth, Quinn. I’m interested in evidence. That’s all that counts in court.”


      Quinn thought Renz might have something there.


      He thanked Renz for calling him to the scene, then filled him in on what Pearl and Fedderman were doing and left.


      He didn’t try pointing out that evidence was supposed to lead to truth, no matter how it played in court. There were only so many links in Renz’s chains of logic.


      Enough to reach where he wanted to go, but no further.


      As Quinn closed the door on the bloodied office, he wondered if the law would ever catch up with David Blank.


      But then, it wasn’t his concern.
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      Successful decorators were a flighty bunch, flitting all over the city as if in a panic, difficult to catch up to. They were late there, in the wrong place here, ahead of schedule there. Apparently, they could arrange anything but time.


      Pearl finally located Victory Wallace at a crumbly red-brick building just off Christopher Street in the Village. It was obvious that the building was being refurbished. A tubular slide ran from a second-floor window down to a rusty Dumpster. The front shop window was covered with graffiti-marred plywood featuring BOOK ’EM ALL in large black letters. The first three letters looked somewhat suspicious, and Pearl could interpret the original message. Sometimes she shared the thought.


      Two vans and a pickup truck overloaded with debris—rotted lumber, broken wallboard, splintered lathing, an old door—were parked near the entrance. The building’s front door was not only open but off its hinges. Pearl wondered if it was the door in the truck.


      She heard hammering as she stepped inside. Daylight streamed narrowly in through the few unboarded windows, completely missing areas that were illuminated by flood-lights. A fine dust hung in the air. Plaster dust, Pearl assumed. A burly man in jeans and a sleeveless shirt was on a ladder, using a trowel to spread drywall mud over seams in newly applied wallboard. A skinny, shirtless teenage boy, his upper body covered with tattoos, was sanding dried applications of the putty-colored substance—the cause of so much dust. His dark hair had a film of gray over it, making him look prematurely aged. At the far end of the area, whose interior walls had been removed, a man in baggy overalls was using a circular saw on boards laid over a pair of sawhorses. To Pearl’s left, another workman was on a stepladder, wielding a red-handled hammer.


      In the middle of all this heavy-duty, purely practical activity stood an improbable figure in tight black leather pants, boots with built-up heels, and a sky blue shirt with puffy sleeves. Pearl wished she had the guy’s waist, not to mention his ass.


      “Are you Mr. Wallace?” she asked between passes with the power saw.


      He turned toward her, quite a handsome man, with a firm chin and dark lashes, and held up his middle and forefinger in a V gesture. “Victory, my sweet. I’m Victory.” He looked her up and down without being bashful about it. “And you are Detective Kasner. The one who called.”


      “Unless there’s another Detective Kasner,” Pearl said. Keeeeeeeyow! went the power saw. B-bam, b-bam! went the hammer. “Can we please talk someplace quiet?”


      “The walls!” shouted Victory.


      If they have ears, they are surely deaf. “What about the walls?”


      “What do you think of a subtle flesh color for the walls?”


      Pearl glanced around. “I don’t know. What kind of place is—” keeeeeyow!—“this gonna be?”


      “An erotic Internet dessert cafe.”


      Pearl cupped a hand to her ear. “Exotic desserts?”


      “Erotic!”


      B-bam, b-bam!


      “Ah,” said Pearl. She pointed to her right ear and shrugged. “Someplace quiet, okay?”


      Victory nodded and led her to a back entrance, then through a door to a small, shaded courtyard with dead flowers surrounding a maple tree. The hammering and sawing were barely audible out here.


      “Better,” Pearl said. “Now, how do I get a job at an erotic Internet café?”


      Victory gave her a dubious look and smiled. He said nothing, still trying to figure out the game. After all, cops, murder, it was all more than unsettling.


      “And what is an erotic Internet café?” Pearl asked.


      “Like any other Internet café, dear, only we subscribe to the most amazing Web sites, and the confections are of different shapes. Dough can be worked into many forms other than bagels and doughnuts, some of them quite suggestive if not titillating.”


      “And you’ve been hired to decorate the place?”


      “Indeed I have.”


      Good choice. “Flesh-colored walls seem right, then,” Pearl said, “but without a trace of blush.”


      “Consider your vote cast.” Victory waved an arm for emphasis. Pearl saw that his shirt had French cuffs with gold-coin cuff links—probably real gold. There was profit in bullshit. “If this is about poor Marcy Graham and her husband, I already talked to one of your fellow officers. To what do I owe this second tête-à-tête? Am I perchance a suspect?”


      “Nope. You’re in the clear. So far,” she added, trying to wipe the smarmy smile off his face.


      The smile didn’t waver. “I watch Law and Order, dear detective. I know that truth always rises to the top.”


      “In real life it takes someone like me to push it up there.”


      “And where might we find real life?”


      Pearl laughed. “It’d take a better detective than me to tell you that. But Marcy Graham and her husband found real death just months after you decorated their apartment. It says in the file you were given a key by Marcy.”


      “Indeed. That isn’t unusual. Most of my clients don’t mind me letting myself in, and they prefer not to be home during remodeling.”


      “Did you give the Graham key to any of your subcontractors? The tradesmen who do the physical part of your work.”


      “A few times. But I always got it back from them before nightfall. I am not unmindful of security. I mean, these days…” He waved a hand as if to gesture toward particular days all around them. These days.


      “Did any of the people you hired have the opportunity to have the key duplicated?”


      Victory looked nonplussed, and that was the only word for it. “Oh, my!”


      “That a yes?”


      “I’m afraid it is. But all the people I use are old acquaintances, each and every one of them totally trustworthy.”


      “We both know it’s impossible to be sure of that.”


      “True. But this isn’t love or war, dear, it’s interior decorating.” He raised a ringed forefinger. “Strike that. It can be like war sometimes. When the client thinks something doesn’t tie in. Or when it comes time to pay the cost of art, instead of simply talking about it.”


      “I’d like a list of all the tradesmen you employ,” Pearl said.


      “I hate to cause them a problem.”


      “Do I look like a problem?”


      Victory grinned lewdly. “Oh, do you ever!”


      “That would be a yes on the list?”


      Victory shrugged. “I suppose.”


      Pearl gave him her pen and notepad.


      When he was finished writing, she said, “What are they using for bedroom ceiling fixtures these days?”


      “Retro crystal chandeliers, stained-glass Japanese lanterns, brushed aluminum—”


      “What about one of those ceiling fans with a light kit?”


      “Oh, my God!”


      Brushed aluminum, Pearl thought.


      As she was leaving, the guy working the power saw glanced over at her and managed a kind of come-hither motion with his tongue. Pearl tried to ignore him but had to admire his dexterity.


      Keeeeeeeyow!


      Pearl hoped he was cutting off a finger.


      Victory watched Pearl through the bright rectangle of the front doorway as she crossed the street to her parked car.


      I wish I had her ass.


      He liked the lady cop; she had balls. But he certainly didn’t want to see her again. It was unnerving, being so close to an actual murder case. A homicide was déclassé, but nothing compared to an arraignment and trial, not to mention prison, not to overlook…. Well, it could prove squalid and mortifying. Judges, juries, could be so unpredictable in these times. Victory knew innocent people were convicted of murder with alarming regularity. What was that movie…?


      It had gotten four stars—he remembered that. It would come to him.


      He went over in his mind the names he’d written on the detective’s pad. He needed to be thorough so as not to invite suspicion of some kind, or suggest complicity with a monster.


      He’d listed everyone, he was positive. The detective with the delectable derriere had the names of all the tradesmen he’d employed in the past two years.


      Satisfied that he could put the entire dreary business out of his mind, Victory returned to contemplating the walls-to-be. It wasn’t only the color that concerned him; he had to coordinate other elements with the carnal and crust motif. The walls were background; something now needed to be on them to pop and provide contrast. Perhaps clear-laquered, risqué lingerie, framed as art. And surely there were baking utensils that suggested erotic usage.


      Yes! But possibly he was approaching this backward. First the lingerie and utensil wall hangings, then the color? There was still time to decide. And he knew someone who might perfectly match color with context to combine sex and food, two of the basic human imperatives.


      Victory hadn’t for a second considered including Romulus in his list of tradesmen. That was because Romulus wasn’t a tradesman. He didn’t merely glow in the galaxy of simple craft. Romulus was too complex and brilliant for that. He was unique. A bright star rather than a workaday drudge with a talent for hammer, saw, or paintbrush.


      He was hardly a slayer of anything other than poor taste.


      Romulus was an artist, like Victory himself, a spiritual brother and not part of the mundane world that so often tried to intrude on their own.


      A genuine artist. And in this fucked-up, fucked-over city, what was more precious than that?


      


      The Night Prowler watched Claire leave her apartment building and stride with her incredibly graceful walk on the opposite side of the street. How she could move—her hips, her arms, the kick of her legs—in time with some celestial music he could hear and see in elegant kaleidoscopic wonder. Was she also a dancer? So many Broadway stars could dance, as well as sing and act. Many had begun as chorus line dancers and had become actors. Or was it the other way around? He didn’t know, actually, but to him Claire was a dancer.


      She was walking with bold purpose.


      On her way to meet someone? Someone who should be me?


      She turned a corner and the Night Prowler had to jaywalk, jogging across a lane of slowly moving traffic to keep up. An annoyed driver screamed at him that he was an asshole. The Night Prowler ignored him instead of killing him and walked swiftly on.


      Ah! There she is! In the shadow of the valley of—


      Then she walked into the brilliant pale light cast downward by a theater marquee. She was going to see a movie? Alone?


      But she didn’t stop at the glassed-in booth to buy a ticket before entering the lobby.


      The Night Prowler slowed and moved sideways to skirt the closed shops.


      He watched through glass doors as Claire talked smilingly to the young man taking tickets. Finally he grinned back at her, charmed as he would be, and Claire brushed past him and across the carpeted inner lobby.


      The Night Prowler pushed the door open and pretended to study movie posters in the outer lobby while actually keeping an eye on Claire. The theater was having a science fiction retrospect, and the poster was for I Married a Monster from Outer Space. He was pretty sure he’d seen that one years ago; he remembered the luscious brunette with the bangs, screaming on the poster. Four stars.


      Claire was at the concession counter, waiting patiently behind a bald man buying popcorn. The Night Prowler moved closer, standing before the poster nearest the main lobby entrance. It advertised the feature for tonight, Creature from the Black Lagoon. The Night Prowler recalled that one, too, and knew it was a classic. Richard Carlson spitting into his scuba mask and swimming around in Florida. Didn’t Carlson also star in I Led 3 Lives? Of course that one was television. Three lives? That was nothing!


      After the bald man had sprinkled salt on his popcorn and finally walked away, Claire moved up a step and pointed at something in the display case. The woman behind the counter stooped, straightened, and handed her a large box of candy. The Night Prowler recognized the brand even from this distance—chocolate-covered mints in a green-and-white package. He recalled from an e-mail he’d read on Claire’s computer that they were her favorite candy.


      So, she was weaning herself away from the muffins, or suddenly they’d become repulsive to her. Women—


      Coming this way!


      He turned away so she wouldn’t see his face, and in the reflection of the Black Lagoon poster glass, he watched her walk past, not glancing at him. The creature, some sort of amphibian with a permanent scowl, glowered at him. It knew what he was about.


      The Night Prowler waited at least a minute before turning around. Then he went outside and bought a ticket, even though the woman in the booth warned him the movie was well under way.


      Inside the theater he went to the concession stand and bought half a dozen boxes of mints before going into the darkened auditorium and finding a seat.


      He got comfortable, opened one of the mint boxes, and began eating Claire’s favorite candy. He let the chocolate melt on his tongue while he thought about her. On the screen an attractive scuba diver, with long, beautiful legs, was swimming in dark waters. She was obviously afraid even as she stroked deeper, propelled by the screenplay. Danger, death, could suddenly embrace her from any direction in the murky depths. It was much like life outside the movies.


      Someone in the audience tittered. The Night Prowler pressed a fingertip against the back of the unoccupied seat in front of him and thought a sharply pointed knife would penetrate the material easily, then cut through the back of anyone seated there and reach the heart. Bloodred, scarlet blue in the dark. If he acted out what he was thinking, the person, the titterer, would die immediately and the few other patrons in the theater would assume he was simply asleep, while his killer got up and walked out.


      It could be done. It was a thought. People who talked in movies, who rudely intruded in other people’s dreams and diversions, deserved death.


      The volume of the music rose, and so did the swimmer. Wide-eyed and fearful, she was yanked up, just in time, into the boat, where she was safe.


      At least for a while.


      Not very realistic, thought the Night Prowler, forgetting about the titterer.


      It would have been better in color.
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      The sun was bright and there were no clouds in the morning sky, but thunder roared like a distant lion in the east. Quinn was sitting on one of the concrete and wooden benches just inside the Eighty-sixth Street entrance to the park, looking out at a gentle slope of ground shaded by mature trees. Beyond the slope a few sunbathers were out on towels or webbed aluminum loungers, though it was still early and the day’s heat was just beginning to build.


      Quinn thought it was a beautiful morning that belied his troubles. He glanced at his watch. Pearl and Fedderman should be along soon.


      “So, this is where you meet,” said a voice behind him.


      Harley Renz walked into view. He was wearing a dark blue suit with a light pinstripe, a blue shirt and patterned red tie fastened with a gold clasp. Somebody had spent a lot of time buffing his shoes to a high gloss. He belonged in the park like Fred Astaire belonged at an Ozark clog dance. Quinn figured there must be a TV interview scheduled for this morning. He could see a shiny black Lincoln at the curb out on Central Park West and thought it was probably Renz’s driver waiting for him.


      “You might get rained on,” Renz said with a smile, as if he didn’t think that would be so bad. “Hear that thunder?”


      “It’s out at sea.”


      “Where you are,” Renz said, still smiling. He lightly hooked a thumb in his belt, so he looked like a catalog clothes model, and glanced around. “Your roach trap apartment’s in the Nineties. There’s an entrance to the park closer to where you live, so why don’t you meet your partners in crime solving there?”


      “This is more central to us.” Which was true. It was also true there was a playground near the Ninety-first Street entrance, and Quinn didn’t want to spend time on a park bench too close to it. The media had enough to work with, as it was.


      “I was on my way to Channel One, then the precinct, and I thought, I bet Quinn has something to report. I knew this was where you and your team met sometimes, so I had my driver stop off here so we could chat.”


      Quinn told him about Pearl’s key-reproduction theory.


      “And?” Renz asked.


      “We’re still checking it out. It makes sense.”


      “Which is your way of saying you don’t have diddly shit.”


      Quinn nodded. “Your way of saying it is better. But we’re not done. Pearl and Fedderman have been on it and might have something when they get here.”


      “On it how?”


      “Checking places where apartment door keys might have been duplicated.”


      “Jesus, Quinn. Do you know how many—”


      “It’s not as long a shot as you might think. There are certain blanks for particular kinds of locks that are usually on apartment doors.”


      “Blanks?”


      “Plain, unnotched keys that haven’t been cut.”


      “And there are only millions of apartments in Manhattan. If one half of one percent of their occupants had duplicate keys made, it’d mean you only had hundreds of thousands to check out.”


      “Remember, we’re looking for tradesmen who had keys duplicated. That narrows it down.”


      “To only tens of thousands.”


      “Harley, you’ve been spending time trying to trace a silencer that doesn’t have an individual serial number.”


      “And found a guy living on the West Side who threw one out in his trash a few months ago.”


      “If it’s the same silencer.”


      “It might be.”


      “So do you have your troops searching landfills?”


      “No. Too much of a long shot. And I wouldn’t have them going around visiting hundreds of places that duplicate thousands of keys.”


      “Pearl and Fedderman might come up with something. They’ll sense where to go. They have good cop instincts.”


      Renz looked away, up at what might be the only cloud in the sky, then back at Quinn. “Yeah. Pearl’s a hell of a detective. And some parts of Fedderman’s brain are still active.”


      “You assigned them to me.”


      “Shows what I know. Pearl’s a good fuck, would you say?”


      Quinn felt the anger rise hot in him, almost lifting him off the bench.


      “Cool down,” Renz said. “The word is out about you and Pearl, and even you have to admit the relationship isn’t very professional.”


      “It’s not professional at all. It’s personal.”


      “Quinn, there is no personal.”


      Quinn thought he might be right. If you were a cop long enough, groping around in other people’s dirty secrets and desires, your mental fingertips grew calluses. You lost a certain respect and sensitivity for privacy. He leaned back on the bench and crossed his arms, looking up at Renz. “You mentioned you were on your way to do some media this morning. About the Night Prowler?”


      “Sure. What else is New York media interested in?”


      “You said the word was out about Pearl and me. Has it hit print or TV yet?”


      “No, but it will. And when it does, they’ll hammer both of you hard. It’ll be rough, but you’ll still have a little time. Maybe. Depending. Possibly. How can anyone say for sure, other than the participants, what happened behind closed doors?”


      “Somebody must have said,” Quinn pointed out. “How else would the word have gotten around?”


      “Nobody in the NYPD had to be told. All anybody had to do was look at Pearl to know she was in love and in heat.”


      “Dammit, Harley!”


      “Okay, I’ll show some respect. But you know the news wolves in this town. And they’ve already fallen in love with Anna Caruso and are leaning toward lynching you. They probably won’t feel too kindly toward Pearl, either.”


      Thunder rolled again, but it sounded farther away.


      Renz shot his cuff as he glanced at his gold watch. “I gotta stop wasting time talking with you. After Channel One I got another interview with Kay Kemper. If it isn’t one info babe, it’s another.”


      “Careful what you say to Kemper. She likes to rake the muck.”


      Renz laughed. “You, the muck, telling me to be careful. Telling anybody.”


      He turned and gave a dismissive wave as he walked toward his waiting car and driver. Quinn had to admit the suit looked great on him. It was the only thing he liked about Harley Renz.


      Other than he was better than Vince Egan.


      


      Ten minutes later, Pearl and Fedderman drove up in the unmarked and parked in the space Renz’s Lincoln had occupied. As they approached the bench, Quinn thought Pearl looked businesslike in a gray jacket and dark slacks, a V of white showing where the coat was buttoned. Fedderman limped along as if his feet hurt; compared to Renz’s nifty attire, Fed’s brown suit hung on him like rags. One of his shirt cuffs protruded from the coat sleeve, unbuttoned and flapping around as he swung his arms. The general effect was that of a portly scarecrow on the move.


      “Traffic,” said Pearl, who’d been driving. She said it by way of explanation, nothing of apology in her tone. Could she apologize? For anything? “Been waiting long?”


      “No, and I’ve had company.” Quinn told them about his conversation with Renz.


      “Guy’s a genuine prick,” Pearl said.


      “So everyone says.” Quinn used the back of his hand to wipe sweat off his forehead. Pearl had to be hot in that blazer, and Fedderman in his shoddy suit. “Was Renz right to be skeptical of our search for the literal key to the case?”


      “He was right,” Pearl said. “I never knew there were so many places that duplicated keys every day in the areas of the murders. The locksmiths—and only some of them are—know the blanks and brands common to apartment keys, but lots of their customers pay cash. Records aren’t available, and charge receipts yielded nothing.”


      “Renz has been right so far,” Fedderman said, as if he’d only been half listening to Pearl. Quinn could see now there were crescents of perspiration beneath the arms of his suit coat. Or were those stains from yesterday? “But only so far.”


      Pearl and Quinn both looked at him.


      “Suppose we assume the killer duplicated his own keys. You’ve seen that some of those machines are portable, Pearl, and using them doesn’t take a great deal of skill or training. So let’s work this backward.”


      Pearl didn’t know what he meant. She looked quizzically at Quinn.


      “He means start with tradesmen who worked in any of the murder apartments, and also have their own portable key cutters.”


      “That’d narrow it down,” Fedderman said.


      “Would it ever!” Pearl grinned and kissed him on the cheek.


      Fedderman blushed and glanced almost guiltily at Quinn.
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      Jubal rolled off Dalia and sighed, still trying to catch his breath. Dalia liked to go twice sometimes, once on top, then on the bottom. He couldn’t imagine Claire even suggesting such a thing—not since she’d become pregnant.


      They were in Chicago’s venerable and almost shabby Tremontier Hotel, where they were registered under their real names, Dorthea Hartnagle and Arnold Wolfe. It wouldn’t do to let the others in the production of As Thy Love Thyself know they were longtime lovers. Show business could be a small world, and Jubal was married to an actress.


      The room was warm and smelled of sex and the rose fragrance perfume Dalia always wore. Jubal had come to love the combined scent. It almost made him hesitate in lighting a cigarette, but he reached over to the bedside table, carefully avoiding Dalia’s overturned champagne glass, and got his pack of Camels and a hotel book of matches. He fired up a cigarette, then leaned his head back on the damp pillow, took a long drag, and exhaled.


      “Jesus, that’s good!”


      Dalia was staring over at him, grinning. “The sex or the cigarette?”


      “All of it.”


      “Your wife know you’re back smoking?”


      “Somehow that doesn’t seem like the logical question.”


      “I guess it isn’t.”


      “There’s a lot Claire doesn’t know about me.”


      “Yeah, I bet you’re really misunderstood and abused.”


      “You know what I mean, how it is.”


      “Do I ever.” Dalia rolled onto her stomach and felt around for the bottle of Dom Pérignon on the floor. She found it, then righted the champagne glass and poured what little was left of the bottle into it. She sat up cross-legged and nude on the bed and experimentally sipped champagne.


      “Flat?” Jubal asked.


      “Yeah, but so am I now, after the way you’ve been bouncing on me.” Another sip drained the glass and she placed it back on the table. “Does Claire know about your sitcom offer?”


      “Not yet.” The producer of a pilot film for a proposed new cable sitcom, West Side Buddies, about a group of female-obsessed New York pals and neighbors, had called Jubal’s agent and said he might be right for the part of the Mets bachelor shortstop, Eric. There were no guarantees, but Jubal’s agent said he’d gotten word Jubal had a real shot at the role.


      “Then you are going back to New York to audition?”


      “I don’t know yet.”


      “Don’t be an idiot. You want the role, don’t you?”


      “Sure. There are top people involved. But it’s in New York, and you’re here.”


      “And I’ll still be here when you get back. Go! Astin can stand in for you for a couple of days. You won’t be bailing out on us; everyone will understand.” Astin was Astin Jones, Jubal’s handsome and calculating young understudy. There were people in the cast who thought he might be better for Jubal’s part than Jubal. “Hell, everyone will envy you for the opportunity. If they knew about the offer, they’d be urging you to go for it.”


      Especially Astin.


      “You afraid somebody’s gonna take your place permanently while you’re away?”


      Jubal knew what she meant but played dumb. “We’ve been meeting each other for a long time and nobody’s taken my place.”


      Dalia let him get away with it and didn’t say anything. She pretended to check the empty champagne bottle to see if anything more could be coaxed from it.


      Jubal drew again on his cigarette, then leaned to the side and snuffed out the butt in the glass ashtray near the base of the lamp. The scent of tobacco smoke now dominated the room.


      “Maybe I will go,” he said.


      Dalia dropped to her side, then scooted over on the mattress, snaked an arm around Jubal’s neck, and kissed him on the mouth.


      “I’ll show you maybe,” she said, smiling down at him.


      


      At the airport Jubal checked in and passed through security faster than expected. Before the flight to Chicago he’d had to remove his shoes at LaGuardia, but apparently what might have been exploding wing tips aroused no suspicion on this end. He went into a gift shop and browsed to kill time.


      He wasn’t all that eager to see Claire.


      He was going to miss Dalia.


      Claire was in another city and he’d mentally pushed her aside; it was difficult now to readjust to her. He was still in a Dalia frame of mind.


      Jubal knew he’d done a good job of pretending with Claire. Well, not at first. Initially he’d been shocked, and he supposed glad, when she told him she was pregnant. Then came the marriage, and reality began setting in. Marriage, an infant realer by the hour, genuine commitment, a mutual checking account, mutual everything; it was stifling. None of it correlated with Jubal’s plans.


      At first he told himself people had to make concessions in life, that he should grow up. But he wasn’t good at convincing himself. He wanted. He needed. Very badly. And not what he already had. Even he hadn’t realized how selfish he was about his future, his career.


      Not that he felt he should apologize for his selfishness. Or feel guilty about it. He and Claire were both in show business, and they knew the kinds of sacrifices that had to be made. It was like a religious cult, acting; esoteric, demanding, unforgiving to those who betrayed it. He’d kept his religion, but Claire was losing hers.


      So he’d begun seeing Dalia again. Dalia ran in his blood and had done so long before Claire. Their on-again, off-again romance had survived for almost seven years, mainly because of the sex, which seemed only to get better and more imaginative with time.


      During an off period with Dalia, while she was away working on the West Coast, Claire had become a force in Jubal’s life. She’d spun a web that enthralled and hypnotized him, occupying all his thoughts.


      But lately, not only because of his deteriorating relationship with Claire, but also probably because of his marriage making Dalia forbidden fruit, and only more desirable, Jubal thought more and more about Dalia. Even making love to Claire, he thought about Dalia.


      Dalia was the woman he thought of when he saw the ruby necklace in the airport gift shop showcase.


      Dalia loved rubies. She had several ruby rings, a ruby bracelet, and at least one ruby pin that Jubal knew of. He couldn’t recall her wearing a ruby necklace.


      This one held a single large stone in a silver setting on a unique silver chain. It reminded the already-lonely Jubal painfully of Dalia. He longed to make her a present of it.


      The necklace was overpriced, like almost everything else in the shop. Jubal stood staring at it, considering.


      Every addiction is expensive. Even Dalia.


      He knew if he didn’t buy the necklace now, it might not be there when he returned from New York, so he decided to purchase it, then conceal it someplace for a while.


      “Can I help you?” a voice asked. The graying, matronly woman behind the counter had been observing him in his reverie. “Help you?” she asked again.


      Jubal didn’t think she could. Not really. He’d have to figure out a way to help himself.


      “That necklace…” He pointed. “The ruby one. Would you show it to me?”


      Every addiction…
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      Hubby was home.


      The Night Prowler had left the apartment after observing Claire sleep. He’d known Jubal was gone, and that he wouldn’t be away for very long. Chicago wasn’t all that far from New York.


      But he hadn’t expected him tonight. Not at this hour.


      Close! This had been close! And I’m not ready for it yet. I don’t want it to happen.


      It was past three A.M. when the Night Prowler had left Claire. He’d felt secure standing at the foot of her bed, knowing that if he chose to stay, he’d be alone with her until dawn. As I would be if I chose to wake her.


      Not yet, not yet….


      So he’d left. He was surprised when he’d crossed the street and happened to see Jubal striding toward the apartment building.


      You’re supposed to be somewhere else.


      But here he was. Handsome young would-be celebrity, moving confidently and with a preoccupied air about him, almost floating down the street, a parade all by himself. Nicely cut suit, tie loosened and askew, hair mussed in a carefully arranged manner, as if he suspected there might be cameras about and wanted to convey a candid flattering moment. Always on; that was the rule. Practicing for greater fame and the fortune that must accompany it.


      Jubal Day. Home to Claire!


      Must have taken a late flight. Cheaper, or the only seat available. Jubal was carrying no luggage. Traveling light. And why not? I’ve seen your closet; you have a wardrobe here. It’s waiting for you. Like Claire.


      Like me.


      


      “Thanks for the mints,” Claire said. She’d gotten up early and decided to let Jubal sleep. Then, when she’d gone into the living room after getting the coffee brewer going, she noticed the two green boxes of chocolate mints on the table. Her favorite candy. Jubal must have bought them for her on the way home. It was so thoughtful and loving of him. She wouldn’t tell him she’d experienced one of her sudden cravings and consumed an entire box of the mints only last night.


      Barefoot and shirtless, he stood staring at her, puzzled. “Mints?”


      She grinned. He was an actor, all right. And if he wanted to play it this way, that was fine. She went to him and kissed him, standing close while he held her. “Never mind. Want some coffee?”


      “Can’t think of anything I want more.”


      “I should be insulted.”


      “Don’t be. I didn’t mean—”


      She laughed. “You’re still half-asleep. When did you get in?”


      “About three.”


      Claire glanced at a wall clock. “It’s not even nine o’clock. Go back to bed, darling, and have your coffee later.”


      “Can’t. Audition at ten. That’s why I set the alarm.”


      “I didn’t hear the alarm.”


      “My watch.”


      “I didn’t even know your watch had an alarm.”


      Jubal’s heart jumped. It was the watch Dalia had given him. He’d forgotten to exchange it with his old one before leaving Chicago.


      He went to Claire and kissed her. “Every watch these days has an alarm.” He walked into the kitchen and she followed.


      “Technology,” she said. “I can’t keep up.”


      “Coffee,” he said. “And you keep up just fine. The way things are, nobody can know everything.”


      He poured his coffee, careful to stand so the watch wasn’t visible, making it all look so natural, knowing in his bones she was buying into it.


      How can anyone who isn’t an actor cheat on his wife?


      


      The damned photograph was still everywhere, opening old wounds. The Night Prowler had avoided the newspapers and TV for a while, thinking the media mania would subside, or at least go off on a tangent. There was, after all, other news.


      But when he’d turned on the TV yesterday, there was a cop in a suit talking to Kay Kemper about the Night Prowler murders, about how the police were getting closer all the time and it wouldn’t be long before an arrest was made. And on the street this morning there was the photograph again, staring from one of the twine-tied stacks of tabloid papers aligned before a kiosk.


      It was that bastard Quinn’s fault. He was behind the photograph, the demeaning, humiliating news releases, the increasing pressure, everything. Quinn. He was like something out of legend that never stopped, that couldn’t be stopped. It made the Night Prowler furious that he couldn’t help admiring Quinn even as he loathed him.


      Quinn!


      The Night Prowler bolted from his chair with the force of his impulse.


      No, not impulse, thought! Idea. Strategy.


      He put on his new NYPD cap he’d bought in a Times Square souvenir shop (irony-dripping blue), his amber sunglasses, and went outside and down the street to a subway stop. Not the nearest stop; he wasn’t that foolish.


      The morning rush was almost over, but there were still twenty-five or thirty people waiting for the next train. No one seemed to be paying much attention to him, staring instead into the dark tunnel in anticipation of the train, or at the littered concrete floor, or down into the shadowed trench where the third rail lay and the gray rats roamed. Fear and the city. He was thankful for subway etiquette.


      After riding the subway to the Fifity-third and Lex station, far enough from his apartment, he found a public phone near the Citigroup Building. He already knew the number. Had it memorized. Because he’d been considering this not only this morning, but for the past several days. Working out what to say, how to say it, how to be taken seriously.


      If they didn’t put him on hold and forget him.


      Two can waltz with the New York media. Two can use them, the rabid, hypocritical creatures who gorge on other people’s grief, then vomit it through mindless smiles and call it news. Two can feel the rhythm and do this destructive, deadly dance of ruination, of blackness and red.


      Blackness and red, crimson to black…


      He punched out the phone number, waited, then told a woman on the other end of the connection he had vitally important information for Kay Kemper.


      Who was he?


      “I’m sorry, I can’t reveal that because I fear the consequences. All you have to know is I’m a former New York cop who was high in the department. I have tremendous respect for Kay Kemper. She’s the only one I’ll trust. I’m afraid to talk to anyone else. She can judge the veracity of my information.”


      Afraid of nothing!


      After only a moment’s hesitation, the woman transferred his call.


      The world belonged to the bold.
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      Quinn was tired and felt old. Along with Pearl and Fedderman, he’d spent much of the day talking to tradesmen on the decorators’ lists who’d done work the past year in the murder apartments and were known to have their own key-making machines.


      There weren’t that many, but it had taken a while to identify and then find them. First the detectives asked the tradesmen themselves if they had the machines, then asked them about other tradesmen. Checking, cross-checking, not turning up a lie. As it turned out, not that many carpenters, painters, or plumbers also made or duplicated keys.


      When they’d finished going down the list, it seemed they’d pursued another ghost of a lead. It wasn’t that Pearl’s idea was a bad one; it was just that there was no way to be sure one of the tradesmen didn’t possess a key-making machine and the skill to use it and had managed to keep the capability a secret. As well he might, if he were the Night Prowler.


      They’d had dinner at a place on the West Side called Placebo, and stayed there over coffee until almost seven o’clock, commiserating with each other over how the investigation was going. When they went outside, they found that while the sun was low, the evening seemed just as hot and humid as the day had been.


      Rush hour traffic had died down when Pearl and Quinn dropped Fedderman back where he’d left his car on Central Park West near Eighty-seventh, the nearest parking space he’d been able to find. It was only a few blocks away, but the overheated and exhausted Fedderman didn’t feel like doing more walking and they didn’t blame him. He lurched like one of the undead in a baggy suit toward his car, opened the door, and dropped in behind the steering wheel.


      After watching Fedderman drive away, Pearl pulled the unmarked back into traffic and headed for Quinn’s apartment.


      Pearl said, “Idiot!” as she yanked at the steering wheel to avoid hitting a house-size SUV crossing the intersection.


      She’d been the one who jumped the light, but Quinn said nothing. He became aware that his right foot was pressing against the car’s floor on the passenger side, as if there were a brake pedal there. He made himself relax—somewhat. Sometimes he thought it would be a miracle if he lived through this investigation.


      A cell phone chirped and he blanched at the thought of Pearl driving and talking on the phone simultaneously. Then he realized it was his own phone.


      He dug it out of his pocket and answered.


      “Quinn?” Harley Renz’s voice.


      “Yeah. It was my number you called.”


      “So what’s this latest bullshit?”


      “I guess I’m gonna have to ask you the same question.”


      “Kay Kemper.”


      “You mean your interview with her?”


      “I mean the story about you and those other teenage kids.”


      Other teenage kids? “Tell me what this is about, Harley.”


      “You don’t know? Sure you don’t. On her six o’clock news report Kemper reported that a reputable anonymous source informed her you mighta molested other kids besides Anna Caruso. She said others in the NYPD had confirmed there were rumors to that effect at the time of the Caruso rape.”


      “Others? You mean somebody in the NYPD is dishing out this crap?”


      “My impression is her primary source was a former cop, but she didn’t come right out and say that.”


      “Egan. It has to be Egan, or one of his flunkies.”


      “If Egan didn’t dream up the idea, he’ll sure take to it, and he’ll try using it against us. So, is it true?”


      Quinn was glad they weren’t having this conversation face-to-face; he might have grabbed Renz by the neck and squeezed. “It’s as true as the Anna Caruso story.”


      That didn’t seem to be what Renz wanted to hear. Instead of saying anything immediately, he made a soft wheezing sound, as if breathing through a stopped-up nose. “Well, in a way it doesn’t matter.”


      “It matters a hell of a lot to me.”


      “Sure it does. What I mean is, the media’s already playing you off against Anna Caruso. Now these rumors, true or not, lend more credibility to her story.”


      “If there really are rumors, whoever’s spreading them can’t come up with a complainant or a witness, Harley, because these molested girls they’re talking about don’t exist and never did.”


      “Jesus, Quinn, Anna Caruso identified you.”


      Quinn was silent for a long time, barely noticing when Pearl missed a startled pedestrian by inches. “So where’s this leave us, Harley?”


      “I said when you started that you had a short shelf life, Quinn. It just got shorter.”


      “I’m telling you—”


      But Renz had hung up.


      Quinn broke his end of the connection and slid the phone back in his pocket.


      “So what was that all about?” Pearl asked, glancing over at him as the car struck a pothole hard enough to cause one of the sun visors to flip down.


      He told her.


      She didn’t ask him if the new accusations were true. He appreciated that.


      “The assumption is that the source is a former New York cop,” Quinn said.


      “Genuine anonymous sources,” Pearl said, “usually try staying as anonymous as possible.”


      Quinn sat and watched her drive. “Meaning?”


      “Maybe the source isn’t NYPD. The informer might have wanted Kay Kemper to think so because it would lend credibility to his lies.”


      A white work van cut off Pearl as she slowed to take a corner. She honked the horn and the driver glared at her and raised his middle finger. Pearl sat quietly, as if she hadn’t seen.


      It was a possibility, Quinn thought. “The most likely source would be the Night Prowler himself.”


      “Sure. You’re getting under his skin. He had to do something to get back at you, so he used Kay Kemper. It all fits. And it’s the way assholes like that operate.”


      “The Night Prowler—”


      “I meant Kemper. She probably knows the story’s bullshit, but she’ll do anything for ratings.”


      “He must be getting frustrated, to pull something like this.”


      “That’s the idea, isn’t it?” Pearl said. “We want him frustrated. We break the fucker so he messes up, and we nail him.”


      The white van hadn’t moved after cutting off Pearl. She leaned on the horn and the driver, a guy in a dark shirt with a cap set way back on his head, repeated his obscene gesture.


      Pearl lowered her window and waved her shield around. “I’m a cop! Move that van now, shit for brains, or I’ll arrest you for vehicular stupidity!”


      Watching the van driver maneuver his big vehicle out of the way by putting two wheels up on the sidewalk, Quinn thought again that Pearl was some item.


      “He has a lotta nerve, that stewhead!” The car shot forward and Quinn noticed his foot was mashing down again on his nonexistent brake pedal.


      “Guy’s probably tired and on his way home from work,” he said.


      “Not the van driver, the Night Prowler.”


      Quinn sat back and closed his eyes. Pearl…


      “I’m staying over with you tonight,” she said.


      He didn’t answer.


      “You need me, so it’s settled.”


      She was so right. And she still hadn’t asked if the rumors about him were true.


      Pearl.


      


      There was still enough daylight to see to shoot. The setting sun had turned the horizon, barely visible beyond a dark row of trees and distant buildings, a vivid burned orange threaded with gray.


      The Night Prowler was standing on the slope of an abandoned quarry outside Newark, New Jersey, where many amateur target shooters, not to mention rat hunters, went to sharpen their aim. He was the only one left in the orange-tinted, failing light, but still he sighted in carefully on bent tin cans or beer or wine bottles protruding from the landfill near the base of the quarry.


      He stared intently over the sight of his handgun, squeezed the trigger gently, and saw a slight puff of dust as the bullet struck a yard to the side of what looked from this distant like a pound coffee can.


      Not good enough!


      He had to improve! Had to learn to shoot for distance. And he was lucky enough to have the handgun; he couldn’t risk buying or stealing a rifle, as difficult as they were to conceal. And using one would be a problem, anyway. Long guns were, let’s face it, noticeable. New York wasn’t Wyoming.


      It amazed the Night Prowler how swiftly Quinn had struck back. Tit for tat, this for that, death for that. He squeezed off another shot. Closer. It seemed that Kay Kemper had no sooner mentioned on TV the rumors of more child molestations by Quinn, than Victory called and told the Night Prowler he’d learned of a woman cop—Detective Pearl, no doubt—asking about key reproductions. The hardware store where she’d been making her inquiries was not only in Victory’s neighborhood, it was also in the Night Prowler’s, and only a few blocks from his apartment.


      Drab gray officialdom in my personal territory! Intolerable!


      So, the law was concentrating now on who might have had keys to the murder apartments. No problem, so far. But it was only a matter of time before they learned he had a portable machine for setting locks and cutting keys. And he’d done work in all the apartments where the murders occurred.


      Only a matter of time. In-fucking-tolerable!


      Another shot.


      Another miss.


      At least the phone call to Kay Kemper had gone as the Night Prowler expected. She’d been interested and tried to pump him for more information about himself. But he’d sold her on the idea that he was a former cop, and he was afraid for his life if it became known he’d turned snitch on the NYPD. He had a pension and a sick wife to consider. Kay Kemper had bought it, true blue, probably because she wanted so much to believe him, wanted the story.


      And as the Night Prowler had suspected, Quinn’s enemies in the NYPD took the opportunity to stick more barbs into him. Yes, they’d heard the rumors, they said anonymously. No fire, but a sky full of smoke. No proof, but then there hadn’t been any lock-tight proof in the Anna Caruso case, and everyone in the NYPD knew who’d committed that crime. Everyone in the city.


      The Night Prowler smiled, aimed, shot.


      Another miss.


      Smile became frown.


      Is Quinn impossible to kill? Is that what the message is here? Is Quinn being favored by fate?


      There! Something!


      The Night Prowler had glimpsed movement about twenty feet away, where there was a low mound of what looked like cinders and assorted trash someone had dumped. It had been there awhile. The labels on cans and bottles were faded, and even in the dying light swarms of flies were visible droning around the base of the mound.


      But something other than insects had moved. The Night Prowler was sure of it.


      He crept closer, holding the gun before him in both hands, like cops on countless TV shows.


      And there was the movement again!


      A rat?


      No, an ordinary squirrel.


      The Night Prowler aimed, fired, and the squirrel leaped into the air violently as if electrified, then dropped to the trash pile dead.


      Blood makes the difference! Shooting for real. The blood!


      He walked over and looked down at the gray and the red that was the squirrel, the glimpse of white that was the purity of bone. Most of the animal’s head was missing.


      Fate was no longer something to fear. Neither was time. Death was an ally. The Night Prowler’s luck had changed.


      And Quinn’s.


      


      “Bad luck, I’m afraid,” said the voice in Jubal Day’s ear.


      Jubal was in the living room, on his cell phone. He’d just returned from reading for the role in West Side Buddies at a small studio on West Forty-fourth Street. He and the producer and Jubal’s agent had gone out for drinks afterward. There were two more auditions to be held, they said, two more candidates for the role. If neither of them made the grade, then Jubal looked good for the part. His world was opening before him. His career was about to be launched big time. If only—


      “Jubal, did you hear?”


      The caller was Don Henson, the director of As Thy Love Thyself, in Chicago.


      “Yeah, Don, so what’s going on?”


      “Astin’s come down with some kind of bug that’s got him flat on his back with a hundred and three temperature. We’re lucky the theater’s black tonight, but we have to have you back here.”


      “How soon?”


      “Yesterday. Tonight. Early tomorrow morning at the latest. We’ve made some revisions, and you’re going to have to run through them before going on tomorrow evening.”


      Jubal’s mind was bouncing around in his skull. Would it hurt his chances for the TV series if he cut and ran out of New York? Probably not. He’d already read for the part, and it was doubtful they’d want him back for another reading.


      Unless one of the other two candidates for the role came through big and made the decision difficult.


      “Jubal, you’re all we’ve got, my man. No troops in reserve. You’ve gotta do this!”


      “I will, Don. Don’t sweat it. I still have time to catch a flight out tonight.”


      “You’re a prince, Jubal. I owe you a piece of the kingdom.”


      “Careful, Don, I might claim it one of these days.”


      “Hey, that’s how it works.”


      “When it works. I’ll be at the theater tomorrow morning, I promise.”


      “Early?”


      “Before you get there, Don.”


      “I doubt it. I don’t do much sleeping lately.”


      “You can sleep well tonight,” Jubal said, and hung up.


      Now what?


      Claire was in the kitchen puttering around, trying to decide if she was hungry. She wasn’t going to like Jubal dropping in for a few days, then streaking back to Chicago. Jubal didn’t like it himself.


      But then there was Dalia.


      Jubal realized he had something to do before he told Claire he was packing and leaving within an hour. While she was busy in the kitchen, he went into the bedroom so he could retrieve the necklace he’d bought for Dalia. He’d concealed it well by taping it to the outside of the back of one of the dresser drawers. The drawer would have to be completely removed before the necklace was visible.


      He was reaching to remove the drawer when—


      “Jubal.”


      Claire’s voice spun him around.


      She was standing in the doorway, smiling. “Scare you?”


      Almost to death. “No, not at all.” He grinned. “I was just about to start packing.”


      Her smile disappeared. “For what?”


      He told her about Henson’s phone call.


      “What about West Side Buddies?”


      “I don’t think it should make any difference.”


      Claire looked disappointed, even for some reason afraid.


      He tried to lighten the mood. “I don’t feel like cabbing back to the airport and jumping on a plane again, but it’s nice to be needed.”


      She came to him, moving more heavily in her pregnancy, and kissed him on the lips. “Now more than ever.” When she pulled away, she said, “How soon do you have to leave?”


      “Within an hour at most. I’ll grab something to eat at the airport.” He extended his hands, palms out, a gesture he’d practiced before a mirror: Nothing I can do about this, and I’d move heaven and earth if I could change it. “I’m really and deeply sorry about this, hon.”


      “I know,” she said, biting her lower lip but not crying, not crying. “I’ll help you pack.”


      Jubal decided Dalia would have to wait for her necklace.


      There was no choice, as with so much else in this world. Women. The way they got beneath your skin and into your blood; they ran like a chemical in your veins.


      Women were a problem.


      


      “You’re telling me,” Harley Renz said the next evening on the phone to Quinn, “that you’ve got nada times nada.”


      “So far,” Quinn admitted. He was sitting in the heat on the bench inside the Eighty-sixth Street entrance to the park, waiting for Pearl and Fedderman. The bench was in the shade, but that didn’t help much, hot and muggy as it was today. “We’re not a helluva lot closer than we were last week.”


      “Last week when you were shot at?”


      Renz rubbing it in. “That week,” Quinn said. He’d been there awhile and wondered if his rear end might be welded to the hard slats of the bench.


      “Listen, Quinn, my sources tell me there’s another TV feature on Anna Caruso in the works, this one by Kay Kemper. She’s making this her story.”


      “Anna Caruso’s?”


      “Kay Kemper’s. She cares not at all about Anna except that the kid means ratings. You mighta noticed, local news in this city is a competitive business. The thing is, whenever Anna’s sweet young face appears on television, you look more and more like the villain in the piece. Especially with your rugged bad looks. Especially now that the rumor is you’re a serial child molester. There are voices telling me to yank you off the streets, Quinn.”


      “Arrest me?”


      “Of course not. Not without proof. But lots of people in the department and at City Hall would like to see you run over by a cab and no longer be a problem. Pressure keeps building, Quinn, on me, on you—”


      “And on the Night Prowler. He’d love to see you take me off the case. He’s probably the one who planted the child molestation story with Kay Kemper.”


      “Maybe. But don’t bet against Egan.”


      “Point. Where we going with this, Harley?”


      “Nowhere, faster and faster. That’s the fucking problem. It’s a matter of days, and you’re gonna be gone. I’ve got no choice, Quinn. I talk to you and you keep coming up blank.”


      “Speaking of blank,” Quinn said, “did you ever get a lead on Dr. Maxwell’s patient David Blank?”


      “Nothing. The guy doesn’t exist.”


      “You’ve come up blank.”


      “That’s cute, but—”


      “You’d think the Night Prowler would have broken under pressure by now, wouldn’t you? He’s been at it a long time with us on his heels.”


      “He’s one of the toughest,” Renz said.


      “Suppose he had a way of relieving that pressure. Like seeing a good psychoanalyst. Somebody he could talk to about these killings.”


      “Confess to, you mean?”


      “Maybe even that.”


      “The analyst is obligated to tell us about criminal activity, especially murder.”


      “Unless the analyst becomes a victim herself.”


      Renz didn’t answer for a while, his breath hissing into the phone. “David Blank and Dr. Maxwell, huh? It’s a stretch, but possible. Sick fucks like that do suffer from a growing need to confess. That’s why we got the Miranda law. But even if true, it doesn’t help us. If the Night Prowler and David Blank are the same person, his charade worked. We got us a dead analyst who served her purpose, and David Blank is still nowhere to be found.”


      “It gives us more insight into the Night Prowler. And that’s what this is all about, figuring how he thinks.”


      “It doesn’t help us,” Renz repeated. Not as much as you being a serial molester.


      Quinn couldn’t deny it. All he could muster was “But it might.”


      “There’s only a few grains of sand left in the hourglass, Quinn. This is something I can’t control. Keep that in mind.” Renz hung up without saying good-bye.


      Quinn sat in the shade with the dead phone and watched the unmarked pull to the curb out on Central Park West. He watched Pearl and Fedderman climb out of the car and make their way toward the park entrance and bench. They looked tired again. Pearl was plodding and Fedderman seemed as if he could barely drag his cheap suit along with him. His pants had worked themselves so low he looked like a prison gang-banger; they puddled around his feet and would have dragged the ground if not for his big clunky shoes. These two did not look like the NYPD’s finest.


      Unsurprisingly, they reported no progress.


      Quinn related the conversation he’d just had with Harley Renz.


      “Sounds like we’re royally fucked,” Fedderman said, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief that looked as if it had been used to change oil.


      “I can’t think of a better way to put it,” Pearl said.


      “We’re all in a lousy mood,” Quinn said. “Let’s get outta here. Get into some air-conditioning.”


      “I gotta get back to the precinct house and pick up my car,” Fedderman said. “I’m going out to dinner with the wife. We got reservations.”


      I’ll bet she does about you. “Take the unmarked,” Pearl said.


      “Thanks. Drop you two at Quinn’s place?”


      They both nodded, and the three of them trudged glumly toward the car. Nobody spoke because there wasn’t anything to say. That was the problem. They were headed toward a wall and they all knew it, and talking about it wouldn’t change a thing.


      Pearl was driving, Fedderman in front with her, Quinn in the backseat.


      The car had just pulled out into traffic and was starting to accelerate when gunfire came at them from the park.
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      There was a muted cracking sound from outside the car, and a louder crack as a small hole appeared low in the passenger-side window. The sounds were so close together it was impossible to know which came first. Fedderman said, “What the fuck?” and held out a bloody hand, then slumped forward.


      Pearl figured it out right away but couldn’t accelerate out of trouble because of stopped traffic ahead. The car jerked to a halt. Quinn rammed a thumb down and unbuckled his seat belt. “Get down, Pearl!” He slid low behind the front seats.


      Another shot sounded off to their right.


      Quinn heard Pearl shouting into the radio, loud but not frantic. “Ten-thirteen, shots fired, officer down! Eighty-sixth and Central Park West!”


      She repeated the call for help, which would immediately attract every cop within blocks.


      “Feds,” Quinn said, “you hit bad?”


      “His arm, I think,” Pearl said.


      “Upper arm,” Fedderman said. “I got the bleeding stopped. Can’t you move the fuckin’ car, Pearl?”


      “Sure. Other than the motor’s dead and we’re blocked in.” Another shot. “I can’t see him. I can’t see him, dammit!”


      Quinn sat up straighter and saw the top of her head above the level of the dashboard as she peered into the park trying to spot the shooter. “Get down, Pearl!”


      “I can’t see the motherfucker.”


      “Down, Pearl. Goddammit, get down!”


      Another shot. The rearview mirror suddenly became detached and whizzed and whirled, clattering around the confines of the car like a gigantic insect trying to escape. The passenger-side window turned milky as the deflected bullet snapped over the slumping Fedderman.


      Pearl got down.


      It had been quiet but for the shooting. Now sirens were yodeling all around them. There were shouts and blaring horns outside. A siren so near and loud it hurt Quinn’s ears, and the screech of tires as a vehicle braked hard.


      The siren growled and grumbled to silence. Quinn cautiously raised his head and saw a police cruiser directly alongside. He pointed toward the park, and the cop riding shotgun nodded. The two uniforms piled out and the near one took shelter behind the cruiser, while the other jogged bent low toward the stone wall that ran along the edge of the park.


      “Stay low and call again for an ambulance,” Quinn said to Pearl as he worked the door handle and prepared to slide out of the car.


      “Radio’s damaged. They know Fedderman’s shot and should be sending medical.”


      “Look after him till they get here.”


      “Look after yourself, Quinn. Remember your heart.”


      Quinn knew she was right about an ambulance being on the way, but he wanted to make sure, so he used his cell phone to verify the request. Then he was aware of his heart fluttering like a panicked bird in his chest. But what else would you expect? It was the rush of adrenaline. And there was no pain.


      He stayed low, opened the door, and eased out of the car to join the uniform hunkered behind the patrol car. Smashed sunglasses lay flat on the pavement near one of the cops’ regulation black shoes. Quinn could see other units that had responded. Sirens were still wailing and an ambulance with lights flashing was picking its way like a broken-field runner through stalled traffic on Central Park West.


      Slowly the cop behind the car stood up straight. His partner was still crouching with gun drawn behind the low wall. Beyond him, Quinn could see blue-uniformed figures moving among the trees in the park. The cop next to him, an old-timer with gray tufts of hair sticking out from beneath his cap, looked at Quinn and said, “All the noise we made, the shooter’s shagged ass outta here by now.”


      Quinn nodded, feeling a lot of tension flow out of him. It had been a while since the last shot was fired, and a virtual army of blue was on the hunt in the park.


      He walked around the unmarked to see how Fedderman was doing. Behind him, he heard the gray-haired cop say, “Stepped on my fuckin’ glasses.”


      The paramedics were already moving Fedderman out of the car and working him around so he could lie on a stretcher.


      Pearl was also out of the car and had come around to Fedderman’s side. She touched Quinn’s shoulder lightly as if to assure herself he was solid and all right; then he was aware of her moving away.


      “It’s just my arm,” Fedderman kept saying, trying to sit up. One of the paramedics, a guy with biceps the size of thighs, gently forced him back down.


      “Call Alice and tell her I’m gonna be okay,” Fedderman said, looking up at Quinn.


      Quinn nodded. “Soon as you’re in the ambulance.”


      “Get her on the phone now. I can tell her myself.”


      The oversize paramedic shook his head no.


      “Sorry, Feds,” Quinn said. “He’s bigger’n I am.”


      “Bigger’n anybody.”


      “You better cooperate and let them stop that bleeding.”


      “Yeah, I guess so.” Suddenly pale, as if what happened had finally caught up with him, Fedderman settled down flat on the stretcher and remained motionless while they strapped him in and transported him to the ambulance.


      There had been a lot of blood, but Quinn didn’t think the bullet wound was life threatening.


      Still, you never knew for sure until the doctors got to you.


      A uniform came over and handed Quinn a slip of paper. “Number for you to call.”


      Quinn thanked him. He didn’t recognize the phone number written on the paper, but he figured the call would be from Renz. He looked over to where Pearl was filling in a couple of plainclothes detectives as to how the shooting occurred. There were people who looked like reporters huddled around them, but, so far, no TV camera crews had arrived. Quinn decided he’d call Renz back and then get out of there before TV did close in and spot him.


      It occurred to him that he was the one tracking a killer. The one who’d just been shot at. And he was the one running from the press as if guilty of something.


      Quite a world. Upside down.


      


      It wasn’t Renz who answered Quinn’s call; it was Egan. He’d know about the shooting. When a cop was shot anywhere in the city, it didn’t take long for the word to spread.


      “Where are you, Quinn?”


      “Outside the park on Central Park West. Shooter was inside the park, firing out.”


      “I thought maybe you were the one that got shot.”


      Hoped, more like it. “Pearl and I are okay. Fedderman took one in the upper arm.”


      “You think the Night Prowler was the shooter?”


      “Yeah, I think we can be sure of that.”


      “Does anybody in that fucked-up situation think he can be nailed before he gets out of the park?”


      “No, and there’s not much chance of it. He was probably out of the park before we went in after him. And even if he stayed in the park, he’d be hard to find. It’s gonna be completely dark soon.”


      “Far as you’re concerned, it already is completely dark. You gonna be there awhile?”


      “Not much longer. Soon as Pearl and I are done here, we’ll drive to the hospital to check on Fedderman. I’ve gotta call his wife.”


      “Okay. Stick at the hospital till I see you there. I wanna talk. I want you to listen.”


      “I’ll be there.”


      “You better.”


      “And Fedderman’s gonna be okay. Thanks for asking.”


      Quinn cut the connection.


      


      The Night Prowler sat on the subway, which was rattling its way downtown. He tried to look relaxed. It wasn’t easy. The risk he’d taken! If he hadn’t been alert, even lucky, and made his way out of the park several blocks away on Central Park West, they might have had him. Quinn might have won.


      He concentrated on sitting still and looking at the ghostly reflection of his pale face in the opposite dark window. The man in the window, with the darkness sliding past behind him, appeared calm, but tension was running through his body like a spasmodic electrical current. The gun was an unyielding lump beneath his belt at the small of his back, concealed by his untucked shirt. The gun.


      He’d missed! He was sure of it!


      He’d assumed the detective in the car’s front passenger seat would be Quinn, but the second he squeezed the trigger and caught a glimpse of the man’s profile, he knew it was the other one—Fedderman.


      The trailing shots had gone into the stalled car; he was sure of that but couldn’t know if any of the bullets found their mark.


      He could hope they had, but that was all. Soon as he got back to his apartment, he’d check TV news. Surely, Channel One would have something on the Central Park shooting. And the other local channels might break into regular programming.


      This fucking city will jump to attention when I make it jump!


      The Night Prowler shook his head, causing a woman seated on the other side of the subway car to glance up at him curiously, then quickly look away.


      He struck a casual pose, a bored expression, while his mind worked furiously. What am I thinking? That’s not what this is about, making the city jump. That’s not what I’m about.


      He needed, first of all, to find out about Quinn. Maybe Quinn was dead. It was difficult to imagine, but maybe one of the wild shots into the car had struck him in a vital spot. Maybe he was at least wounded.


      Stress.


      He could feel the word even as he thought it. Could feel it insinuating itself throughout mind and body. He knew he had to hold stress at bay so he could function at the high level he demanded. That his mission demanded.


      Benzene.


      But lately the fumes that had carried him to a placid and advanced mental state hadn’t worked their magic as quickly or as well. The body adapted to everything eventually; the Night Prowler knew that.


      But he had to do something to relieve his stress. And soon.


      Knowing Quinn was dead would help immensely. Would change the world.


      But right now he looked down and saw that his hands were trembling in his lap.


      The train lurched and slowed and light crept in at the edges outside the dark windows.


      His stop.


      Almost home.


      


      Alice Fedderman took the news like a cop’s good and faithful wife, stricken with worry but with a calmness about her.


      She’d been expecting this for years. Any phone call, long ago and long forgotten, might have brought her the same news. And now here it was.


      But not as bad as it might have been. That was the kind of thing you told yourself, that you grabbed hold of and clung to at a time like this.


      Her husband was alive.


      She was on her way to the hospital and not the morgue.
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      Because of the incompatibility of cell phones and hospitals, Quinn had used a pay phone near the waiting area to call Alice. He’d noticed while talking that his heart rate had picked up again.


      He hadn’t thought about his heart during the action at the park until Pearl cautioned him. It had slowed its rhythm and seemed normal since he’d arrived at the hospital. But maybe talking to Alice Fedderman was more of a strain than he’d imagined.


      May had waited for phone calls like the one to Alice. So would Pearl, but in a different way, because she was a cop herself.


      And I’ll be waiting.


      There was a thought that sobered him.


      When he returned to the waiting area, a spacious, carpeted alcove off the main hall, a tall, redheaded doctor, wearing wrinkled green scrubs, was talking to Pearl.


      When Quinn joined them, the man identified himself as Doctor Murphy. He had about him a sharp scent that might have been medicinal or simply an agent in soap.


      Pearl, sitting slumped in one of the carefully arranged gray chairs, said, “Fedderman’s going to be okay.”


      Quinn had thought that would be the word, but still he was relieved. “His arm…”


      “The bone was nicked,” Dr. Murphy said. A green surgical mask dangled high on his chest like some kind of neck-wear he’d loosened. “Most of the damage was done to soft tissue. The bullet appeared to have struck something and was flattened before it hit him, or it might have penetrated the bicep and gone into his side. As it is, his arm will be in a cast for about six weeks. Then, with therapy, he’ll be able to recover ninety percent of previous mobility.”


      “What in the movies they call a flesh wound?” Pearl asked.


      The doctor looked at her and raised an eyebrow.


      “A car window,” Quinn said. “That’s what the bullet went through before it hit him.”


      “He’s lucky the window wasn’t down. Detective Fedderman is still under anesthetic and will be a while in the recovery room.”


      “His wife’s on the way here.”


      Doctor Murphy smiled. “She won’t mind the news, considering how bad it could have been. I’ll instruct the nurses to inform me when she arrives.” He nodded to both of them and stalked back to the hall and through wide swinging doors, which hissed open at his approach.


      “Egan’s on his way here, too,” Quinn said.


      Pearl snorted. “Tell me it’s because he’s injured.”


      “Pissed off is what he sounded like.”


      “Well, he’ll cheer up when he sees me.”


      “He doesn’t have to know you’re here.”


      “Yes, he does.”


      Quinn sighed. “Listen, Pearl—”


      “I’m thirsty.” She stood up and strode toward a drinking fountain in the hall near the phone Quinn had used, a woman beyond reason.


      Quinn sat down, leaned back, and stretched out his legs, crossing them at the ankles. All things considered, he didn’t feel so bad about this evening. The essential news was good: no one had been killed, and Fedderman would be his old self once his arm healed.


      Yawning, Quinn reached over to a lamp table and picked up the only magazine, a dog-eared People. Jennifer Lopez worked hard to keep in shape. There was scandalous news about a distant Kennedy relative. Sean Penn was acting up again. A new movie was going to star the winner of a cable TV talent hunt show. This he learned just from the cover.


      “Getting educated?”


      Quinn looked up to see the blocky, muscular form of Captain Vincent Egan. He was surprised to see that Egan was wearing a tuxedo, his face flushed above the tight collar and white tie.


      “On your way to the prom?” Quinn asked.


      “On my way to a banquet at the Hyatt, as a matter of fact. Where I’m going to see the commissioner, where maybe a lowlife like you might find part-time work next year serving the haut monde.”


      “There’s fish on the menu?”


      “Be as much of a smart-ass as you want, Quinn. I won’t have to put up with you much longer. I’m gonna recommend at the banquet that you be taken off the Night Prowler case. It’s beginning to look bad for the department, setting a serial child molester to catch a serial killer.”


      Quinn felt himself getting angry and tried to control it. What Egan wanted more than anything was for him to stand up and lose his temper, take a swing at him as Pearl had done. Pearl. He caught sight of her down the hall, talking on the pay phone, and hoped she’d have sense enough to stay away until Egan was gone.


      “What I came here for,” Egan said, “was to see if you had anything to say that would lead me to believe you were any closer to the Night Prowler.”


      Covering your ass. “I’d say we were pretty close to each other a few hours ago.”


      “That’s true. When he unfortunately missed who he must’ve been aiming at. But that’s not quite the kind of close I had in mind. Out of fairness, I stopped by to give you one last chance to come up with something positive that suggested progress.”


      “That’ll be your story, anyway.”


      Egan pulled a cigar from his pocket and fired it up with a lighter. The hell with hospital rules. And New York rules that said you couldn’t smoke anyplace other than inside your house or apartment and within five feet of an ashtray and exhaust fan. “That’ll be my story,” he confirmed, and blew an imperfect smoke ring.


      He turned and swaggered away, not an easy thing to do in a tuxedo, and it took all the willpower Quinn had to remain in his chair. He hadn’t budged through the entire encounter with Egan.


      A nurse said something to Egan, no doubt about the cigar. Egan blew smoke her way and didn’t break stride.


      He did break stride when he saw Pearl.


      Now Quinn stood up. Don’t be stupid, Pearl, please!


      Pearl walked toward Egan, smiling. Quinn had seen that smile. No, no…


      She leaned toward the surprised Egan and whispered something in his ear. Then she walked away, toward Quinn.


      Egan stared after her and seemed to puff up with rage. His flushed face glowed like red neon above the pristine whiteness of his formal shirt and tie.


      Quinn thought surely Egan was going to come after Pearl. Instead he whirled and trod swiftly down the hall, then stamped around the corner as if trying to crack walnuts with every step.


      “What did you say to him?” Quinn asked Pearl.


      “That you were my fella and he better get off your ass. That you had a health problem, and if anything happened to you, I’d hold him personally responsible.”


      “I sincerely doubt that’ll help matters,” Quinn said, and told her about his conversation with Egan.


      Pearl seemed unimpressed.


      “It’ll help,” she said.


      Quinn didn’t feel like arguing. He wasn’t sure he believed Pearl, but whatever she’d whispered made Egan seem almost to explode, and that was all to the good.


      Besides, here came an angry, frightened Alice Fedderman, charging down the hall toward them at a run.
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      Unlike Dr. Rita Maxwell, who leaned toward earth tones, Dr. Jeri Janess favored green. Her office was furnished mostly in shades of green. It was a restful color and many psychoanalysts made it the basis of their decor.


      The office wasn’t as plush as Dr. Maxwell’s. It was on Second Avenue near the turnoff to the Queensboro Bridge. An air conditioner, taller than it was wide, hummed smoothly in one of the casement windows, softly overwhelming any sound that might filter into the office from the street nine stories below. Dr. Janess wanted to avoid the stereotypical setting for analysis, so there was no couch. Other than her desk chair, there were only two extremely comfortable leather armchairs, both green leather with brown piping.


      Dr. Janess sat now in one of the chairs across from her new patient, Arthur Harris, and continued sizing him up, looking and listening for clues. She was sure she’d heard his name somewhere before. He was well dressed, and in many ways average-looking. You’d make a great spy, Mr. Harris. There was his mustache, which was darker than his hair, and she suspected it was false. His wire-rimmed glasses looked like cheap drugstore frames, and if they weren’t clear glass, the lenses were incredibly weak.


      Jeri Janess was an attractive African American who’d spent her formative years in a rough section of Harlem as one of six children raised by their mother. She’d listened to her father’s bullshit on the rare occasions when he visited. Listened to her brothers justify behavior that had gotten two of them shot and another beaten so badly he was in a wheel-chair for life. Listened to the lines of her uncle and the neighborhood creeps who tried to get into her pants from the time she was thirteen. And she’d watched her mother taken in by her father. Watched one of her sisters marry at sixteen, then turn to drugs and hang herself in a neighboring vacant apartment. It all made Jeri want to learn why people behaved that way.


      And she had learned.


      Arthur Harris, my ass.


      But it wasn’t unusual for new patients to be coy about their identity. At least Harris hadn’t told her he was there because “a friend” had a problem. Dr. Janess decided to play along with the lie for a while. Eventually she’d find out everything she needed to know about Arthur Harris, what was bedeviling him and why, and perhaps how she could help him.


      “How would you describe this tension and restlessness you mentioned?” she asked.


      “It’s like something expanding under my skin, squeezing me in at the same time it’s pressuring me so I might explode.”


      “Like a secret that needs to get out?”


      He stared at her. “Oh, that’s wonderful! Yes, like a secret, buzzing inside me. And if I confessed it, I’d relieve all the pressure. The tension would go away. Only I don’t know the secret myself!”


      Obviously, you’ve read Freud. “Perhaps we can find it out together. When you have more confidence in yourself and in me.”


      He put on a shy act, lowering his gaze. “Maybe someday I will have that confidence, Dr. Janess.”


      “You and I both need to work on it, and it will happen.”


      “I believe you.”


      I don’t believe you. Not yet. “Would this problem be about women, Arthur?” she asked with sudden directness. An ambush.


      The shyness lifted from his features. “If you’re a man, everything’s about women. So the answer’s yes and no.”


      “That’s how most men feel about women,” Dr. Janess said, smiling to let him know she was joking and their appointment time was up.


      It wasn’t until several hours after Harris had left that she remembered where she might have heard the name. In a college history class years ago, or more recently watching a documentary on television.


      She sat at her computer and went online to Google “Arthur Harris” and make sure.


      Her memory was correct. Arthur “Bomber” Harris, sometimes referred to as “Butcher” by his countrymen, was the British vice air marshal who’d enthusiastically overseen the RAF’s carpet bombing of German cities and the deaths of thousands of civilians during World War II.


      Of course it was a common enough name, and it could be coincidental that her new patient had it.


      But she doubted it. Considering his behavior and obvious prevarication, she was sure he’d simply recalled the name as she had and borrowed it.


      The first piece of the puzzle. Now she was determined to learn more about her Arthur Harris, and about this pressure he described. And she had something to work with. Maybe she’d ask him if he was aware he had a historical name, see how he’d react.


      Dr. Janess signed off her Internet service, sat back, and smiled.


      Arthur Harris, you and I are going to get to know one another sooner than you think, and better than you think.


      


      Quinn called Harley Renz from his apartment at eight the next morning, using the kitchen phone so he wouldn’t wake Pearl. When he’d left her in the cool breeze from the air conditioner, she’d been sleeping soundly, something not to be prodded.


      “Has Egan talked to you?” Quinn asked when Renz answered his cell phone.


      “No.” Renz seemed puzzled. “Was he supposed to?”


      Quinn told him about Egan coming to the hospital after Fedderman was shot.


      “I haven’t heard anything about you being yanked off the case,” Renz said. “That’s supposed to be up to me. And if Egan mentioned it to the chief or commissioner at the Citizens Award Banquet, I’d know about it by now. Probably would’ve learned about it before the banquet was over.”


      “What do you think stirred him up so that he came by the hospital and made that kind of threat?”


      “Like all predators, he sensed weakness and saw opportunity. A cop was shot and civilian lives were threatened. It looked like your lack of progress was starting to endanger people. And you know what, it looks that way to me, too.”


      “But I’m all you’ve got, Harley, and we both know I’m getting closer. Old cops like us can feel it when a case is coming to a head. The Night Prowler can feel it, too. That’s why he shot at the car.”


      “Shot at you, you mean.”


      “Probably. Are you warning me to be more careful?”


      “I’m remembering what you said about being all I’ve got.”


      “I still don’t see why Egan would spout off to me at the hospital, then go to the banquet and stay mum.” Quinn had decided not to mention to Renz that Pearl whispered something in Egan’s ear that almost made him launch like a rocket.


      “Obviously, he changed his mind. But he might not keep it changed for long. Here’s another piece of information for you, one Egan doesn’t have and won’t for another two or three hours. I had my contact in ballistics run another quick comparison for me. The bullet that was dug out of Fedderman’s arm isn’t from the gun that was used to take a shot at you outside the florist shop on First Avenue.”


      “So Lunt watches cop shows on TV and knows about ballistics tests, so he ditched the First Avenue gun. He’s not stupid.”


      “He’s not that.”


      Quinn watched a small cockroach wander into a patch of morning sunlight on the kitchen floor near the window and stagger toward the wooden molding. It reminded him of Egan. It reminded him of his life the last few years—trying to escape the light.


      “You still there, Quinn?”


      “Yeah.” The roach flattened itself and disappeared in the shadowed space between molding and floor. With the rehabbing and so many vacant apartments in the building, it was impossible to get rid of all the roaches, no matter how much insecticide was sprayed around.


      “Quinn?”


      “Fedderman’s okay, by the way. I tell you because I’m sure you were going to ask.”


      “No, I wasn’t,” Renz said. “I already called the hospital this morning and they let me talk to Fedderman. He’s gonna be released this afternoon with his arm in a cast. And he wants to keep working the case.”


      “He shouldn’t.”


      “That’s what Alice says.”


      “What did you tell him?”


      “I said, sure he could work the case, no matter what his wife says. Let the two of ’em fight it out.”


      Quinn started to tell Renz what a jerk-off he was, but he realized Renz had hung up.


      Quinn did the same, and looked over and saw Pearl standing in the kitchen doorway. Her eyes were puffy, her hair was a mess, and she was wearing only Quinn’s oversize T-shirt that she’d slept in. He thought she looked beautiful in the morning sun that illuminated her half of the kitchen. He forgot about the cockroach and how bad life had seemed a few minutes ago.


      “Who were you talking to?” she asked.


      “The hospital. Fedderman’s being released this afternoon.”


      “Great! He can go home and sit on his ass and eat chicken soup for a while.”


      “He’s gonna keep working the case, unless Alice wraps him in duct tape to stop him.”


      “Duct tape. We haven’t tried that.”


      “Pearl, get dressed.”


      “Like you are?”


      Quinn realized he was sitting at the kitchen table in nothing but his Jockey shorts.


      “We don’t have to meet Fedderman at the bench this morning,” Pearl reminded him.


      “True. Let’s go out and get some breakfast, read the paper.”


      “I’m not hungry. And we pretty much know what’s in the paper.”


      “Pearl—”


      “There’s no reason we can’t go back to bed for a while. We’re undressed for it.”


      She had him there.


      


      Claire woke up craving chocolate.


      Her unreasonable and overwhelming physical cravings during pregnancy made her uneasy. They were so unnatural, so unlike her, that they reminded her of the profundity of what must be happening inside her body and mind. To be so at the mercy of one’s nature, one’s hormones, was unnerving. If she had to, no matter what, have chocolate on waking in the morning, what other irresistible urges might compel her?


      She climbed out of bed, pulled her nightgown off over her head, and examined her nude body in the full-length mirror on the back of the bedroom door. She was still able to disguise her pregnancy with the right clothes, the right costuming in Hail to the Chef, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before she’d have to remove herself from the cast. She wanted to do it herself, and not force Fred Perry, the director, or Chris Jackson, the playwright, to inform her when it was time.


      She decided again that she enjoyed being pregnant, despite the many complications. Stretch marks—who cares? Morning sickness—so what? She smiled in the mirror and patted herself on the belly before padding barefoot into the bathroom to shower.


      Claire was careful climbing into the high-sided porcelain tub. Lifting one leg high and balancing on the other was becoming noticeably more difficult every day, and a fall could be disastrous for the baby.


      She pulled the plastic curtain closed, adjusted the water to warm, and luxuriated in the shower. All her senses seemed more alive these days.


      


      Back in the bedroom, after drying off with a fresh towel, then combing her wet hair, Claire opened the third dresser drawer to find a pair of panties, and her eye fell on a glint of silver.


      She pulled the drawer open farther, nudged lingerie aside, and saw what looked like a silver clasp for a chain, maybe to a necklace or bracelet. When she moved a bra at the back of the drawer, there behind it was a beautiful ruby necklace.


      Claire was astounded, and after her initial surprise, pleased.


      The necklace had to be a gift from Jubal, one he hadn’t had time to present to her properly, so he’d hidden it in the drawer for later. Odd, though, that he’d chosen her lingerie drawer. But he knew she was dressing casually these days and seldom wearing a bra, and the necklace had been in the very back of the drawer.


      Or maybe he’d intended for her to find it. A surprise. Like some of the other surprise gifts he’d engineered lately.


      She glanced at the bedside clock radio. It was almost nine-thirty, eight-thirty in Chicago. Jubal would be awake, not yet at the theater but possibly at breakfast.


      Claire was chilly after her shower, so after holding up the necklace to admire it, she slipped on a pair of panties, then her robe and slippers, and went into the kitchen to put on some decaffeinated, doctor-approved coffee. She realized she was still holding the necklace. Her craving for chocolate had suddenly abated. She smiled. Jewelry could have that effect on a woman, even pregnant.


      She got the coffee brewing, then put on the necklace and fastened its clasp behind her neck. It felt cool against her flesh. She checked her reflection in the dark, mirrored door of the microwave oven and approved.


      When there was about an inch of coffee in the glass pot, she interrupted its flow from the brewer to pour a warm but too-strong quarter of a cup. Then she sat at the table with what she thought of as an espresso and used her cell phone to call Jubal’s.


      


      Jubal was kissing Dalia’s left nipple when he heard the opening notes of the William Tell Overture.


      “What the hell was that?” Dalia asked, pushing his head away.


      It took Jubal a few seconds to refocus his mind and give her an answer. “Cell phone.”


      “I thought it was the fucking Lone Ranger.”


      Jubal scooted away from her on the mattress, rolled heavily onto his side, and reached for his sport jacket draped over a nearby chair. Locating the phone and digging it out of an inside pocket took more time than he wanted, more overture.


      “Yeah?” he said into the phone. Too early for manners, and his sleepy mind couldn’t quite shake thoughts of Dalia. Thoughts and possibilities.


      “Jubal?”


      Jesus! Claire!


      “Hi, Claire.” Sideways glance at Dalia. “I was just thinking about you while I was getting dressed to go out for breakfast.”


      “I called about the necklace.”


      Necklace? No, no! He couldn’t think clearly. Had to answer her. And without a meaningful pause. “Necklace?”


      She laughed. “Don’t sound so guilty. I think you know the one I mean. It’s a ruby on a silver chain. Elegant. Perfect.”


      “You, uh, found a necklace?”


      “In my dresser drawer, hidden among my lingerie.”


      “Hidden?”


      “Well, it was way in the back of the drawer.”


      “I don’t know anything about—”


      Jubal understood then what must have happened. The necklace had come loose from where he’d taped it to the outside back of the drawer above her lingerie drawer. Dalia’s necklace. And as luck would have it, it hadn’t dropped to the floor or bottom of the dresser but had snagged on something and fallen into the drawer below. Or maybe she hadn’t pushed the drawer the necklace was taped to all the way closed.


      Either way, she had the necklace.


      He thought about lying, but he was committed now to an earlier lie.


      Jubal knew when not to push. If he reversed his field here and took credit for the necklace as a gift to Claire, she might sense something was wrong. He decided his best course was to continue playing dumb.


      “I’m tempted to pretend I meant this necklace as a gift,” he said, “but I have to be honest with you. The sad truth is I know nothing about it.”


      Dalia knew he was talking to Claire and was staring at him from her side of the bed. She puckered her lips and sent an air kiss his way.


      Damm it, Dalia!


      “Jubal?”


      “Honestly, Claire. We bought the dresser secondhand. The necklace must have belonged to a previous owner. Or still belongs. It’s probably just paste, maybe a kid’s necklace, or it wouldn’t have been left there.”


      “I don’t think it’s paste. It looks pretty good. And I think there’s a tiny silver stamp on the clasp.”


      “Real or not, Claire, it isn’t from me. I wish it were.”


      She was silent.


      “You do believe me, Claire?”


      “Of course I do.”


      “Show it to me when I get back. If it’s high quality, we’ll see if we can find out who it belongs to. And if we can’t…finders keepers.”


      “Okay, Jubal.” A beat. “Any problems with the play?”


      “No, I slipped right back into it. Born for the part. Any part.”


      “No news yet on the sitcom?”


      “Nothing yet. I told you, they had two more auditions to consider.”


      “That’s right, you did. Love me?”


      “Love you.”


      “I’ll let you get to breakfast.”


      “What? Oh, yeah. How are you? How’s the baby?”


      “We’re both fine. Both hungry. Like you must be.”


      Jubal glanced at Dalia and felt a stab of guilt. But only momentarily.


      “Love you,” he said again to Claire.


      She told him she loved him, too, then hung up.


      “That was pretty damned convincing,” Dalia said. “Maybe too convincing.”


      Jubal set the cell phone on the chair and lay on his back next to her. “Damm it! Claire found the necklace.”


      Dalia raised her head and propped her chin on her elbow. “What necklace?”


      “One I was going to give you. Since I left on such short notice for my flight out of New York, I couldn’t get to where I’d hidden it in the apartment. I was sure it’d be safe where it was for a while, though; then I could remove it and give it to you. But obviously I was wrong.”


      “Claire suspects you bought this necklace for someone else?”


      “No, I played dumb, as if I knew nothing about it, and I think she believed me.”


      “My guess is she did. I only heard your end of the conversation, but like I told you, you’re good.” She smiled. “At everything.”


      “If I wasn’t good enough just now, we’ve got a problem.”


      Still sprawled on his back, Jubal stared at the smoke alarm above the bed. He was pretty sure Claire had believed him, yet there was something about her voice. And she’d been acting strange lately in ways he ascribed to her pregnancy, pretending to find other, smaller gifts and not knowing where they’d come from. It was damned weird. Something seemed to be going on, and he couldn’t quite figure out what it was.


      He felt the mattress shift as Dalia slid over to be near him, her body hot against his. She kissed him wetly on the neck. “I know how to solve the problem,” she whispered in his ear.


      “Oh? How?”


      “Buy another necklace.”


      


      Claire sat by the phone, holding her coffee cup but not raising it to her lips.


      Something was wrong. She could sense it. Maybe being pregnant gave you ESP.


      She got up, poured a full cup of coffee, and carried it into the living room so she could sip it while sitting on the sofa and watching local news.


      When she used the remote, it was already set for Channel One. A slick anchorwoman and a guy in a suit were talking about that serial killer, the Night Prowler. The suit was a cop, and he was assuring her that the police had leads they were following and would soon bring a resolution to the case. By that, Claire assumed he meant solve it.


      Then the woman began asking about gifts the Night Prowler had apparently left in his victims’ apartments, often in the kitchen. The candy, gourmet foods, yellow roses, jewelry.


      Jewelry!


      Claire stiffened, spilling coffee onto the rug.


      Oh, Christ! She hadn’t thought of this. She should pay more attention to the news.


      She found she was standing but didn’t recall getting up.


      Wait a minute! Calm down, for God’s sake. Think about the odds on this. You’re being stupid. You’re being…pregnant!


      She went into the kitchen and ran water on a paper towel, then carried it, along with a dry towel, back into the living room. She rubbed the coffee spots on the rug with the wet towel, then patted them with the dry one, standing and using the sole of her slipper to press moisture from the stains.


      It was an effort bending over to pick up the towels. Claire carried them into the kitchen, depressed the foot pedal on the plastic wastebasket so the lid would lift, and dropped them in with the trash.


      And noticed something green in the wastebasket—an empty chocolate mints box half concealed by crumpled junk mail.


      The mints she’d assumed were a gift from Jubal, and that were uneaten when Jubal left town.


      The mints whose box she hadn’t thrown away.


      Claire felt her throat tighten. If not Jubal, who had eaten the mints and put the box in the wastebasket?


      Jubal might really not have known about the mints. Or about any of the other gifts.


      Or the necklace.


      He wouldn’t have lied to her about something like the necklace. Not Jubal.


      The sense of dread she felt was for good reason.


      I’m not being an alarmist. I’m not! Pregnant isn’t stupid.


      She went to the phone and called the police.
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      “We’ve gotta go with it,” Pearl said. “It’s the pathetic sum total of what we’ve got. And maybe Claire Briggs really is in danger.”


      “We all listened to her story,” Fedderman said. He was on the outside in their booth in the Lotus Diner because of his arm, which was still in a plastic cast and a sling. The breakfast crowd had thinned in the diner, leaving behind unbused tables and the strong scent of burned sausage and toast, ignored coffee residue cooking in a pot. “I don’t know about you two, but my guess is she’s got a problem with her husband. He probably bought the necklace for somebody else and she found it.”


      “Hidden in her drawer?”


      “Like the purloined letter.”


      Pearl and Quinn stared at Fedderman. Pearl said, “The purloined letter wasn’t hidden under a bra.”


      “She’s been getting anonymous gifts,” Quinn pointed out. “Including food.”


      “Or so she says.” Fedderman inserted a finger beneath his cast and tried to scratch an itch, then gave up. “The woman’s a confessed chocoholic.”


      “So am I,” Pearl said. “If that’s why you don’t trust her, you don’t trust half the human race.”


      “I don’t trust anywhere near half. And Claire’s an actress. How can we know if she’s telling us straight? A pregnant actress, at that.”


      Pearl glared at him. “Meaning?”


      “Hormones,” Fedderman said.


      “Hormones what?”


      “Just hormones. If you’d ever had a kid, you’d know what I’m talking about.”


      Pearl wished she could reach his injured arm.


      Fedderman sipped his coffee, thinking his hormones explanation had carried the argument. “I say we have the local precinct run some extra patrols past her building. There’s millions of single women in New York, and every day hundreds of them place Night Prowler calls, none of which pan out. I don’t see why this Claire woman’s anything special that needs our personal attention.”


      “She’s a celebrity,” Quinn said.


      “Not much of one.”


      “Costarring in a Broadway play.”


      “Not for much longer, the way she’ll put on pounds. And every other woman you pass on the street in New York’s an actress. All you gotta do is ask ’em.” Fedderman scratched again at the plastic cast. It was obviously driving him nuts. Pearl was glad.


      Quinn looked at Pearl, who was calmly buttering her toast. Apparently, both detectives had had their say about Claire Briggs.


      “Renz thinks she’s enough of a celebrity that we have to cover ourselves just in case she’s right,” he said.


      “What do you think?” Pearl asked.


      “I don’t think we can ignore her story. She fits the pattern. And I know, before you tell me, the problem is that lots of women do. And lots of husbands with twisted senses of humor in this city are giving their wives anonymous gifts just to throw a scare into them as a joke.”


      “Some joke,” Pearl said. “Really fucks us up.”


      “We’ll look over the Briggs apartment, give Claire some instructions, then put a nighttime stakeout on her building starting tonight. We’ll work in shifts so we can all get at least some sleep.”


      “We’ll be doing nothing but waiting for Egan to drop the hammer on us,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn thought he might be right, but he didn’t see that they had any choice. And in truth, he didn’t so much mind concentrating their efforts on Claire Briggs. Something was going to break soon; he knew it in his mind and his gut. Almost thirty years as a cop told him something was going to break. And Claire Briggs might be the reason. Maybe Fedderman was right about her being an actress and able to take them in, but Quinn was sure one thing about Claire wasn’t an act. She was genuinely terrified.


      So, they’d establish their stakeout and wait and wait. And maybe Quinn’s gut would be right again.


      And if it wasn’t…


      Quinn didn’t have much time to agonize over the possibility.


      


      Pearl fell asleep holding a Styrofoam cup half filled with cold coffee. She was behind the steering wheel of the parked unmarked down the block from Claire Briggs’s apartment building. The car’s windows were down and the damp, close night had permeated the interior and left a film of condensation over glass and metal. That and the bitter aftertaste of too much coffee had put Pearl in a lousy mood.


      She awoke with a start and a curse as she realized the cup had tilted and coffee spilled onto her thigh. The sudden action caused her to drop the now-empty cup to the floor between her feet.


      Stakeouts. She’d always disliked them. She licked her lips. They felt gummy. She was glad she couldn’t smell her own breath. Stakeouts.


      The Briggs apartment was a high corner unit, and Pearl had a fix on its windows. Claire had left the street-side blinds open as instructed. If a light came on in the kitchen or anywhere else, even a faint one, Pearl should be able to see it. Late as it was, the windows in all but four of the other apartments were dark. Pearl glanced at her watch—three-seventeen.


      She felt some relief; she’d dozed off only about ten minutes ago.


      Not that anything figured to happen. Claire Briggs’s story was only slightly more credible than those of so many other callers who’d contacted the police lately. It was odd how a killer like this affected a certain kind of woman. Loneliness probably made some of them pick up the phone and tell someone on the other end of the line anything that would create interest, draw attention. Loneliness was such a powerful driver of single women.


      It’s as if we—


      Pearl sat up straighter as she saw one of the building’s street doors open and a man emerge. He paused and looked around, then adjusted his cap, pulling it low as if a wind might blow it off, though the night was calm.


      She watched the darkly dressed man walk along the deserted sidewalk, in the opposite direction from where she was parked. Probably, she told herself, he was a tenant. Or a late-night poker player. An insomniac out for a stroll. A guy who worked odd hours, though that didn’t seem likely.


      Yet here she was working odd hours.


      It wouldn’t hurt to talk to him, listen to his story. She wasn’t here just to sit in the muggy night without moving, like a human mushroom.


      Anyway, there was something about the way the man was walking, with a deliberate casualness, his shoulders slightly hunched, now and then glancing off to one side or the other.


      Pearl realized she was feeling more and more that the man was acting as if he might have something to hide, slinking along in his dark pants and shirt and wearing what looked like a blue or black baseball cap pulled so low on his forehead.


      Slinking?


      Yeah, slinking.


      When he was almost to the corner, she started the engine.


      But when she pressed her foot down on the accelerator, something was wrong. There was back pressure. The car lurched forward and the right front tire dug into the curb, causing the steering wheel to come alive and jerk from her grip violently enough to bend back her thumb.


      The engine died.


      Pearl contorted her body to reach down low. Her fingers closed on the Styrofoam coffee cup that had dropped to the floor and gotten wedged beneath the accelerator pedal.


      Disgusted, she flung the empty cup aside and got the car started again. The front wheel jumped the curb, then bounced back into the gutter, and she pulled out into the street.


      But by the time she’d driven to the intersection, the dark man was nowhere in sight.


      She worked her aching thumb back and forth a few times to make sure it would be okay, then stepped down hard on the accelerator and did a fast turn around the block.


      Still no sign of the man.


      Pearl slowed the car and used her cell phone to call and wake Claire.


      She hoped.
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      Pearl knew there was a phone on the nightstand beside Claire’s bed. Unless she had the ringer turned off, it had to be jangling almost in her ear.


      It rang four times before it was picked up.


      “Claire?” Pearl asked.


      “Who is this?” The voice on the other end of the connection was small and afraid.


      “Detective Kasner. I don’t think there’s anything to be alarmed about, but I’m coming up to talk to you.”


      “Is everything okay?”


      “It is. I’ll explain when I get there. When I knock, check through the peephole and I’ll show you my badge. Check everyone who knocks, just like we told you.”


      “This sounds creepy. You sure something’s not going on?”


      “Yes. I’ll be there in five minutes.”


      After breaking the connection, Pearl called Quinn on his cell phone.


      Their conversation lasted as long as it took Pearl to park in front of Claire’s building.


      Using the key Claire had supplied so they wouldn’t have to be buzzed in, Pearl entered the building. She crossed the deserted lobby and pressed the elevator button. The elevator was at lobby level and the door opened within seconds. The man who’d left the building must have ridden it down.


      Pearl took the elevator to the twenty-ninth floor. It took longer than she would have liked. She walked fast down the hall to Claire’s apartment and knocked three times.


      The light in the peephole dimmed almost immediately and Pearl held up her shield.


      Locks snicked, a chain rattled, and the door opened.


      Claire had on a blue robe and slippers. Her eyes were puffy and her hair mussed, but she looked wide awake as she stepped aside so Pearl could enter. She also looked scared.


      Pearl assessed her. Pretty, even rousted out of bed at three in the morning, but not that pretty. Maybe I could have been a Broadway star.


      “What’s going on, Detective Kasner?”


      “Call me Pearl. And probably nothing’s going on. I saw a man dressed in dark clothing leave the building a little while ago, and he acted a little furtive. When I tried to catch up with him in the car, he was nowhere in sight. I wanted to check to make sure you were all right.”


      “Nothing woke me up until your phone call. And the chain was still on when you knocked.”


      “There are lots of ways to refasten a chain lock on the way out. If you don’t mind losing a wire hanger, I could show you.”


      Claire’s pretty face turned pale as she realized the significance of what Pearl was saying. “You mean you think he might have been in here while I was asleep?”


      “That’s how we think he operates.”


      “Yeah. It was a dumb question. I read the papers and watch the news. Here’s another dumb question: do you think he had time to come back into the building after you drove away?”


      Pearl knew what she meant: might he be in the apartment now? “Not such a dumb question, Claire. I don’t think it was possible, but we can have a look to put your mind at ease.” Pearl got her gun from her belt holster, though she was sure it was unnecessary. Sometimes you had to act for show instead of go. Claire was a taxpayer and no fool; if they did find somebody in here, she’d want her protectors able to react and save her from injury or death. “Can I do a walk-through?”


      Claire shivered. “Can I stay close?”


      Couple of yeses. Pearl smiled. She moved to the side to make sure there wasn’t enough angle for anyone to be crouching concealed behind the far sofa arm; then she walked to the closet by the hall door and opened it.


      Nothing but a few coats and bare plastic hangers. And on the single shelf a couple of shoe boxes and a collapsible umbrella.


      Pearl continued clearing the apartment, room by room. She went down the short hall to the kitchen, feeling Claire close behind. She groped around the corner and flipped the light switch.


      No Night Prowler.


      Using faint illumination from the previous rooms, she checked the bathroom, then went into the bedroom, which was brightly lit. Claire watched while Pearl investigated the closets, the small bathroom off the bedroom, even under the bed.


      Pearl straightened up and smiled. “We’re alone. Unless there’s another room.”


      “The baby’s room,” Claire said. “Baby-to-be.”


      Bolder now, she led Pearl down the hall to a closed door. She rotated the knob and pushed the door open, then backed away so Pearl could enter first.


      There was enough light from the hall for Pearl to see pretty well, but she threw the wall switch, anyway.


      Unoccupied.


      Great room! Pearl noticed the stars that had been glittering on the ceiling were no longer visible in the brighter light. There was a section of white picket fence on one wall with painted flowers behind it. A white crib. A padded love seat lined with stuffed animals. The room was ready for baby.


      “The stars come out when the light’s turned off?” Pearl asked.


      “Every time. Just like outside.” Claire was relaxing now. Whatever threat this night had brought seemed past. “My husband Jubal thinks she—or he—might grow up to be an astronomer.”


      “Let me take a look in the closet and we’ll be clear,” Pearl said.


      There was a knock on the apartment door, and Claire jumped. “Damn! I didn’t know I was so nervous.”


      “Healthy to be nervous,” Pearl assured her. “That should be my boss.”


      “Detective Quinn?”


      “Yeah.”


      “He looks kinda tough, but he seems very nice.”


      “Yeah. Wait a minute while I check the closet and we’ll go let him in.”


      Pearl walked to the closet door and pulled it open.


      Empty. Not even hangers.


      “We need to know the sex before we buy baby clothes,” Claire explained.


      “Can’t you find that out ahead of time?”


      “We’d rather be surprised.”


      Another knock on the door.


      Pearl holstered her 9mm and led the way to let Quinn in.


      Rumpled and tired-looking, he said hello to Claire, smiling to put her at ease. Then he turned to Pearl.


      “Any sign of him having been inside?”


      “None. We just did a walk-through.”


      He only nodded to indicate he’d heard as he looked about, then began idly moving deeper into the apartment.


      “Everything’s no doubt fine,” he assured Claire as she and Pearl followed him. He drifted down the hall to the kitchen, the bath…tracing Pearl and Claire’s earlier route, glancing about in case he might notice something they hadn’t. Of course he wouldn’t come right out and tell Pearl that, for fear she’d get ticked off and start acting like…Pearl. “Your husband left town last night?”


      “Yes. He took the red-eye to Chicago. An emergency. Well, an emergency if you’re an actor. The understudy who took his place in a play got sick and Jubal had to fill in for him.” Claire realized how ironic that sounded and shook her head with a grin.


      “I get you,” Quinn assured her. “The show must go on,” he added unnecessarily, drawing a look from Pearl. Anything to soothe poor Claire.


      “Would you like some coffee, now that we’re all awake?” she asked.


      Pearl was surprised when he said he would.


      When Claire had bustled off to the kitchen to put coffee on, he said to Pearl, “The Night Prowler might not have known hubby wasn’t home. He might have come in here ready to kill if he had to, as usual, then noticed Claire was alone in bed.”


      “You think that would’ve stopped him? Being one victim short?”


      “He’s always killed in pairs before. It seems to be the happy couple that sets him off.”


      “So he might come back when he figures hubby’s returned.”


      Quinn smiled. “You’re ahead of me, Pearl.”


      Keep it in mind.


      He moved away from her, into the child’s room.


      “Marvelous,” he said, glancing around.


      “When you turn out the lights, there are stars on the ceiling.”


      “Really?” But he didn’t try it to see. “If I’d had a room like this as a child, I might have grown up to be president.”


      “Probably happier, whatever you turned out to be.”


      Claire was back and had heard them. “Look,” she said, and flipped the toggle switch back and forth to demonstrate the stars set in the ceiling.


      “Ah, that’s something rare. You’ll be raising a future astronomer—”


      Quinn stopped talking when he heard Claire gasp and saw how pale she was. Pale, but her eyes were dark with terror.


      “Claire?”


      She was pointing at the love seat with its lineup of stuffed animals. “There! That stuffed bear! It wasn’t there! The brown-and-white bear!”


      “You’re sure?” Pearl asked, unable to help thinking Claire was sounding a little like Dr. Seuss.


      “Positive. I bought all the stuffed animals myself. Four of them. There are five now.” She moved closer to the love seat, so it was obvious she was pointing at a small brown-and-white bear with a toothy smile. It was wedged between a stuffed dog and a fuzzy alligator and was wearing a pinstripe baseball uniform and a Yankees cap. “It wasn’t there before!”


      “We believe you,” Quinn told her. He absently clutched her shoulder and squeezed gently to reassure her.


      Then he went to the bear and picked it up, wondering if the paw he couldn’t see, because of the way the bear was angled between the stuffed animals flanking it, would be wearing a fielder’s glove or catcher’s mitt.


      It was wearing neither.


      It was clutching a single yellow rose.
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      The Night Prowler rode the elevator up to his apartment, touching a fingertip to the hard steel surface of the knife taped to his chest beneath his shirt. He stood motionless but feeling the motion as he rocketed through the dark core of the building.


      He’d been ready for the unexpected, expected the unexpected. But Claire had been sleeping in the big bed alone.


      Where was her husband?


      Away somewhere, probably in some other city, some other world. He was an actor, so maybe he had to reshoot a scene in a movie or TV commercial, or had to attend a story conference. A business trip. But he’d return—Me! Home, dear!—to where the journey began and where it would end.


      No one could plan for everything, so tonight had been simply another night.


      It wasn’t yet time to act if Claire slept alone. She and her husband would understand that; being actors, they would surely know the entire cast had to be in place before the curtain was raised, lowered, and the lights came up, died. It was all necessary for effect, for illusion layered over illusion until it became reality.


      So, for a long time, he’d simply stood silently in their bedroom, a dark angel at the foot of the bed, and watched Claire sleep. Watched and listened to her breathe. Then he’d gone into the smaller bedroom, the room of the child that might have been, and lay on his back on the carpet and stared at the stars.


      He left the gifts, the stuffed bear for the child-to-have-been. Irony, the cuddly, smiling beast that rips with razor claws. And he’d fixed to its paw, with a piece of cellophane tape from the desk, the single yellow rose for Claire.


      He looked in on her before leaving, to make sure her sleep hadn’t been disturbed. How safe and beautiful she looked, the paleness of her flesh where her leg extended from beneath the white sheet, as if she were seeking in sleep a foothold in the waking world. The slow pink rhythm of her breathing was hypnotic….


      The elevator stopped its ascent. The door slid open. The Night Prowler didn’t move.


      Finally he pressed the down button.


      He couldn’t go home yet, not to needs unfulfilled and gray terrors that wouldn’t remain dead. Not to the buzzing he knew would begin and would become louder and louder.


      He couldn’t and wouldn’t.


      As on so many nights lately, he’d roam the colorless, early-hour streets, where there were few to see him. Sometimes he’d wear his sweatpants and jogging shoes so he wouldn’t arouse suspicion as he ran faster and faster and farther until the needs and terrors were left behind, at least for a while. Some of the terrors had faces only glimpsed. Quinn’s broad, powerful face. Quinn, the god of the law; Quinn, the chess master, red and black.


      Quinn the hated and feared. One can’t exist without the other.


      Hate, fear, frustration, needs. A recipe that boiled in the brain.


      Quinn knew that and was counting on a mistake, an opening, a checkmate, and a death.


      Soon the husband half of the acting team would return to wife and apartment, his final destination. Home, dear!


      And soon enough, when the cast was reassembled, the Night Prowler would return to his stage and play the role he was born to and borne to. Destiny from the womb. There was a birth order worldwide, not only within families.


      Chess has nothing to do with fate.


      He wasn’t wearing jogging shoes tonight, but he would run.


      


      Anna ran in the building’s basement on the industrial-model treadmill her overweight neighbor Mr. Jansen had offered. It helped him to run off stress, he’d told her, so maybe it would do the same for her.


      And it did help. This wasn’t the kind of neighborhood where people jogged along city streets for their health. For their health they went most places in pairs and avoided certain street corners. For their health they stayed indoors most nights and kept their drapes closed and their shades down and minded their own business.


      Mr. Jansen called his treadmill “Mr. Torture.” Joking, of course. He was diabetic and his doctor said he had to get his weight down, so it wasn’t as if he had much choice. It was the kind of treadmill that had a digital display showing how far you’d gone and how many calories you’d burned. And you could put a headband on with a wire that plugged into the display so you could observe your pulse rate in red digital numbers. Anna’s heart rate was well over a hundred. More than it should have been, according to the table stuck on the treadmill’s control board.


      She was winded. Her legs ached and her sides hurt with every breath, but she continued to run. She felt oddly detached from her discomfort, her legs and arms pumping mechanically. Physical exhaustion could do only so much to alleviate stress. It was the mental friction that set thoughts on fire and burned away the soul, and that you could never really outrun. But you could try, so the treadmill growled along while Anna’s jogging shoes beat out their weary, relentless rhythm on its unforgiving rubber belt.


      While she ran nowhere she thought about Quinn.


      She thought about her gun.


      Finally she pressed the off button and the treadmill slowed and then stopped. She leaned forward with both elbows resting on the steel handrails, her head bowed, and tried to catch her breath.


      This was, she realized, quite literally getting her nowhere.


      She thought about her gun.
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      Jubal and Dalia showered together to cool down and relax, but wound up having sex again in the tiled shower stall of their Chicago hotel room.


      When finally they were soaped, satiated, rinsed, and dried, they decided there was another atavistic desire to appease—hunger. Jubal phoned down to room service for a late supper of club sandwiches and French fries, a beer for him, an iced tea for Dalia, who was worried about her weight.


      By the time they were dressed, the food had arrived. The bellhop set everything up on the table by the window that looked out over downtown, and Jubal tipped him and ignored the way he glanced sideways at Dalia, who had a kind of glow about her.


      Since there wasn’t much to see out the window at night unless they switched off the room lights, and they didn’t particularly want anyone to see in, Dalia closed the drapes before they sat down to eat.


      “Claire called my cell phone number again a few minutes before you got here,” Jubal said, and took a huge bite of his sandwich. Plenty of mayonnaise. Good!


      Dalia looked a bit surprised. It wasn’t like him to bring up the subject of his wife during meals. She simply stared at him, slowly stirring her tea, until he was finished chewing and could continue.


      “She’s got things stirred up in New York. Called the cops. For some reason she thinks the Night Prowler’s after her.”


      Dalia looked blank for a moment. “The serial killer who’s got every woman in New York scared shitless?” It was a rhetorical question. “Why would she think that?”


      “A few objects she can’t explain—probably because she doesn’t remember—have turned up around the apartment. This Night Prowler jerk leaves his intended victims anonymous gifts before he kills them, like he’s courting them or something.”


      “Can you explain the gifts?”


      “Not other than Claire’s hormones are running wild with the pregnancy. Her mind’s fucked up.”


      Dalia, who’d never been pregnant, mulled that over and came to no conclusion.


      “She does say when she called the cops, she found an extra teddy bear in the room she’s got decorated for the baby. Said she bought four and now there’s five, and the new bear was holding a yellow rose.”


      “Is that significant?”


      “According to the news, the Night Prowler likes to leave his victims-to-be yellow roses.”


      Dalia delicately placed a few fries on her sandwich plate, then pushed the rest of them away, where they wouldn’t tempt. She sipped her iced tea and sat back. “Sounds creepy.”


      “Sure. She’s probably imagining it. That’s all I can think of.”


      “And she wants you to come home so she’ll feel safe?”


      “No, she told me I should stay here and do my work. She said the cops’ll be looking out for her.”


      Dalia gave him a level, questioning look. “You worried about her?”


      “Sure. I don’t want some crazy killer to carve her up.”


      “I mean really worried?”


      Loaded question. Jubal wished now he hadn’t mentioned Claire’s phone call. Women were…women. Careful here….“Not really worried,” he said, “because I don’t think anything’s really going to happen to her.”


      “How can you be so sure?”


      “I know Claire. And I know Claire pregnant. She could let her imagination get the best of her and one thing would lead to another. Right now, it’s how she is.”


      It wasn’t how she was, not really, and Jubal knew it. It was probably the ruby necklace that had started Claire’s mind whirring. She might not have entirely believed his lie, and he didn’t like the cops involved. He knew how to handle her. She needed reassurance. He should bolster his story, maybe surprise her, and soon, with a matching ring or bracelet.


      His explanation was good enough for Dalia. She opened her mouth wide, cocking her head sideways in a way that reminded Jubal of a shark about to close on its prey, and attacked her club sandwich.


      Jubal thought there was something wonderfully carnal about her.


      


      The next night that the stakeout was in place, Quinn ran it from the vestibule of an apartment building across the street that had a clear view of the entrance to Claire Briggs’s building. They were going on the assumption the Night Prowler hadn’t noticed Pearl starting to follow him last night in the unmarked car. Or if he had seen the car, as far as he knew, it had been innocently parked down the street, or was accelerating after turning a corner.


      Fedderman was inside the building across the street, Claire’s building, positioned in a storage room with its door propped open a crack so he had a view of the lobby. He had a hard wooden chair to sit on, which would help keep him awake, and a thermos full of strong coffee. He’d been on a lot of stakeouts during his years as a cop, and he knew how to maintain a kind of not-quite-asleep awareness that allowed him to survey an area for hours effectively without moving and without missing anything. He thought when he retired, he might find a job as a human security camera.


      Pearl was parked in the unmarked half a block down, near where she’d been last night, using binoculars to help her keep an eye on Claire’s apartment windows. It was warmer than last night, without much of a breeze, and she was uncomfortable even with the windows down. She knew she couldn’t start the engine and switch on the air conditioner; noise and exhaust fumes might give her away. She, too, had a thermos full of coffee, and also her portable plastic potty. She’d considered telling Fedderman about the device, then figured it wouldn’t be worth the grief.


      A couple of undercover cops were nearby, one in a closed dry cleaners a few doors down the street, another dressed as a homeless person in a doorway. In Claire’s living room, reading by one of those lights you clip on a book, was a tough, reliable cop named Ryan Campbell. Quinn knew him from the old days, when Campbell had once taken two bullets in the arm and still hauled down a stickup artist who’d just shot a bartender. Campbell had held the man in the iron vise of his uninjured arm until help arrived.


      Claire had shown herself several times at her apartment windows so it would be evident she was home. Home and vulnerable. She was being brave about this. Or acting brave.


      Quinn checked with his two-way to make sure everyone was in position; then he settled down and smoked a cigar, making sure its glowing ember was shielded from sight by his cupped hand.


      Stakeout mode. One of the things about police work he hadn’t missed. Wait, wait, wait…and almost always nothing happened until the next night, or the next, or the next.


      Then suddenly everything might happen.
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      Sometimes Quinn sat, and sometimes he stood so he wouldn’t fall asleep.


      But even standing and leaning against the wall in the black vestibule, he was in danger of dozing off.


      He looked away for an instant, changing position to rest his weight on his other leg, and didn’t notice the darkly dressed figure that appeared from deep shadow beneath a neighboring awning and entered Claire’s apartment building.


      Pearl had seen the man, almost rubbing her eyes to convince herself she was awake and hadn’t imagined him. He’d suddenly appeared out of darkness, strolling casually but quickly, and entered the building as if for the thousandth time, as if he belonged there. Cops can move like that after a lot of years on the job, as if they belong wherever they happen to be at the moment. Pearl knew she hadn’t yet reached that point and wondered if she’d be a cop long enough to achieve such natural invisibility.


      She used her two-way to contact Quinn.


      He came awake all the way and alerted everyone: “Somebody in the building. Might be our guy.”


      Who else, at two forty-five in the morning?


      “Got him,” Fedderman said softly from his vantage point in the storage room. “He’s crossing the lobby.”


      He watched as the man pressed the up button and stood seemingly relaxed, absently rolling something minute between the thumb and middle finger of his right hand, waiting for the elevator to arrive.


      It must have been on a low floor, because it didn’t take long to reach lobby level.


      Fedderman was patient and waited until the elevator door had slid closed behind the man before making any more noise.


      Fedderman, louder: “He just stepped into the elevator.”


      Quinn made sure everyone else knew what was happening, then left the shelter of the dark vestibule and crossed the street.


      


      Half a block down, Pearl climbed out of the unmarked and moved toward him at a fast walk. This part made her nervous. The Night Prowler would be out of the elevator soon, might even glance out one of the windows at the ends of the halls and check the streets below. Pearl definitely didn’t belong in the neighborhood, a lone woman cutting across the street diagonally to save time.


      Don’t fuck up now.


      Quinn was already in the building. She picked up her pace.


      Campbell, likewise, knew what might be coming and was ready for it.


      He left the lights out in the apartment, and in the dimness moved quietly down the hall and into Claire’s bedroom. He didn’t want to wake her, have her hysterical before anything happened. Most of all, he didn’t want her harmed. He’d make damned sure she wasn’t harmed!


      But he wanted this asshole to actually enter her room and make it official, wanted him nailed in the courtroom the way Campbell was about to hammer him here in the bedroom.


      He took up position in a corner, close to the wall the door was on. When the sick fuck entered—if he enters—if he even comes to this apartment—Campbell would be like God Himself meting out rough justice.


      


      When the elevator had risen several floors, Fedderman pressed the button to bring the other elevator down to the lobby from where it was high in the building.


      The elevators were the old, slow kind, and the one containing the Night Prowler suspect was still rising when Quinn and Pearl entered the building. Quinn looked tired but alert. Pearl looked so eager she reminded Fedderman of a wirehaired terrier he’d owned long ago. Better not tell her that.


      Quinn looked at the glowing elevator button, then glanced up at the floor indicator light. The rising elevator was only a few floors below Claire’s.


      “He had a building key,” Fedderman said. “Didn’t even hesitate opening the inner lobby door and coming in.”


      “Maybe one of the tenants,” Pearl suggested, not believing it.


      “We’ll have a better idea in a few seconds,” Quinn said.


      The indicator light stopped at twenty-nine. Claire’s floor.


      “Jesus!” Pearl said.


      Quinn glanced toward the street door, which he’d left propped open. “The uniforms are on the way.”


      “So’s the other elevator,” Fedderman said, staring up at the falling indicator light, “but it’s slower than a damned diving bell.”


      


      In the bedroom’s quiet darkness Campbell heard only Claire’s even breathing.


      Then he stood straighter. He’d heard what had to be the front door’s dead bolt snick, then the door open and the faint click of the latch. His mouth was dry cotton and his drumming heart was the loudest sound in the room. He worked his fingers in and out of fists and smiled thinly, not surprised to realize he still enjoyed this. It was what he was about.


      Claire moaned in her sleep, then rolled onto her side.


      Not now! Don’t wake up now!


      She wasn’t breathing as deeply and evenly, perhaps rising toward wakefulness. Campbell was getting worried. But didn’t something always go wrong?


      It was a well-built apartment and the floors didn’t squeak. He couldn’t be sure of the location of whoever had entered. He stood staring fixedly at the bedroom door, which he’d left open about six inches.


      C’mon in, asshole. Come right on in.


      And the intruder did come in. Quickly and quietly. He seemed almost to float across the room, then stood motionless at the foot of the bed.


      Campbell held his breath and watched. Fuckin’ creepy.


      The Night Prowler stared down at Claire in the dim, buzzing silence. Almost as if he were offering a prayer.


      For someone about to die.


      Then he turned toward Campbell.
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      The figure at the foot of Claire’s bed was on Campbell in a second. The veteran cop had no time to react. He felt a burning sensation in his left arm. One he’d felt before.


      Knife!


      He knew he was cut.


      Instinctively he grabbed the knife arm of his assailant and bent it back. Not easily. He was shocked by the man’s physical strength. Campbell head-butted him, gave the arm an extra twist, and the knife dropped to the floor.


      Something slammed into the side of Campbell’s face. The Night Prowler’s fist. Other goddamn arm! He moved in close and the two men began to grapple. Campbell knew he must be losing blood, but the wound couldn’t be serious or he’d feel a greater loss of strength in the arm that was cut. Still, this asshole was powerful. The Night Prowler wrenched his arm free from Campbell’s grasp, gave the veteran cop a bear hug that lifted him off the floor, then flung him halfway across the dark bedroom. The nightstand toppled and the lamp on it went flying.


      The Night Prowler was struggling toward the door now, with Campbell hanging on and trying to trip him up, drag him down. A small, pale hand clutched Campbell’s opponent’s throat, surprising Campbell. Claire! Awake and in the fray! Jesus! No!


      Campbell felt the Night Prowler’s weight shift and saw the man’s open hand slam into the side of Claire’s head. She fell back into dimness and he heard her body hit hard against a wall. Campbell didn’t think she was badly hurt, but in the corner of his vision he saw her slide to the floor, stunned.


      Then he felt something behind his left knee, pressure on his left shoulder, and he was on the floor himself with a jolt. Pain! Base of the spine.


      The Night Prowler was loose and darting toward the living room, the door to the hall, and escape.


      Never, dammit!


      Campbell scrambled halfway to his feet and launched himself after the fleeing dark figure. He managed to grasp an ankle and hold on as he was dragged across the floor. Frantically he tightened his grip, until his fingers ached as if they might break or his nails might bleed.


      They were in the living room, where it was darker than the bedroom. Campbell reached up with his free hand, clutched the fleeing suspect’s belt, and hauled himself to his feet. For his effort, he was punched in the stomach, grabbed beneath the arm, and spun around. Strong! I’m getting old or this is one powerful guy.


      As they clung to each other and fought to control the fight, they turned in a clockwise circle. Furniture bumped and scraped the wall. A lamp crashed to the floor. Neither man spoke, but they were breathing hard and grunting in their battle to gain the upper hand. It was almost as if they were locked in a mad dance, but the direction was steadily toward the door.


      Campbell was losing, and he knew it.


      


      In the hall, Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman heard the struggle. They ran toward the apartment door, and Fedderman was about to put a shoulder to it when Pearl reached out and turned the knob.


      The door opened to the living room and the two powerful figures grappling in the dark.


      Quinn went in first, feeling the others close behind. He heard the door bounce off the wall and slam shut again behind them, cutting off even the dim light from the hall.


      No time for that now!


      He led the charge.


      Campbell’s breath whooshed out of him as something drove hard into his left side. He was forced back and away, losing his grip on the Night Prowler and collapsing to the floor. He was in a three-point stance, his knees and one palm rooted to the carpet.


      He knew what was happening. Help had arrived and made the wrong guess as to which of the struggling shadows was the Night Prowler.


      Not me, damn you! Not me!


      But Campbell could only scream the words internally. He was still trying to inhale before his heart gave out, when someone grabbed his injured arm. Somehow a yelp of pain made its way out of his gaping mouth.


      Apparently, it was enough. The arm was released and a voice in the dark said, “Campbell?”


      Campbell finally gasped and drew in wonderful oxygen.


      Still unable to speak, he blocked out his pain and managed to get to his feet. Around him in the dark he could hear a lot of movement, but not as if there was a struggle. Lucky fucker’s gonna make it outta here!


      Campbell had lost. A sense of hopelessness and defeat rushed through him so forcefully that he felt like weeping.


      The lights came on.


      Pearl, groping over rough plaster, had found a smooth plastic wall switch and flipped it up.


      In the almost blinding brightness, everyone stared wide-eyed.


      Standing with his hand on the knob of the door to the hall, staring back at them, was Jubal Day.


      Campbell tried to take a step toward Jubal but couldn’t get his body to respond to his will. You didn’t make it out, you bastard. I beat you!


      Jubal, as surprised by the sudden brightness as Campbell, was also motionless.


      With everyone momentarily paralyzed, this was a game that could be won by whoever moved first.
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      Fedderman was closest to Jubal, which was why he might have been the first of the good guys to move. He took a long step and reached out for Jubal but was met with a stiff left jab. Pearl was there. She slipped another left and got inside Jubal’s arms so he didn’t have leverage to punch hard. He immediately backed away and raised both arms in surrender.


      She spun him around and shoved so he was pressed with his chest and the right side of his face against the wall. He didn’t resist as she worked his hands behind him and cuffed his wrists.


      “You can’t do this!” he said in a shocked voice as he felt the handcuffs dig into his flesh. He turned around unsteadily and stared at everyone.


      “Can and are.” Pearl pulled her shield and held it up where he could see it.


      The door opened and the two uniforms from downstairs, who’d been on the last elevator ride, came in with guns drawn.


      “We got him,” Pearl said, waving at them to lower their weapons. “We nailed the bastard before he could get out the door!”


      “Jubal?”


      Everyone turned to look at Claire standing in the living-room doorway. She was sagging against a wall, staring uncomprehendingly at her husband. “You’re in Chicago….”


      “He’s here,” Quinn said. “And he’s under arrest for murder.”


      “Don’t listen to this bullshit! Call me a lawyer, Claire!”


      “Jubal…?”


      “A lawyer!”


      Fedderman read him his rights, then grabbed his left arm above the elbow. Pearl had the other arm.


      “I notice you didn’t ask if your wife was hurt,” Pearl said to Jubal.


      He glared at her in a way that made her glad he was cuffed.


      Quinn looked over at Campbell. His left arm was bleeding, but he otherwise seemed all right. The knife wound didn’t look too serious.


      “Knife’s in the bedroom,” Campbell said.


      Quinn sent Fedderman in to bag it. Fedderman seemed awfully reluctant to release his grip on Jubal, as if nobody in his right mind finally captured something so elusive, then didn’t hold tight to it.


      “Looks like this is what we want,” Fedderman said when he returned holding up the plastic evidence pouch containing the knife. He displayed it like a prize. “Thin blade about ten inches long, sharp edge and point.”


      “It’s goddamn sharp, all right,” Campbell said.


      “You want an ambulance?” Quinn asked, making sure but knowing the answer.


      “Fuck a bunch of ambulances,” Campbell said.


      Tough old bastard. We need more like you. Quinn glanced at one of the uniforms, the younger of the two, black, with a calm look about him, eyes never still.


      “We’ll drive him to the hospital in the cruiser,” the cop said. He looked at Campbell and grinned. “You’ll need some stitches, Sarge, if you’re not too scared.”


      Quinn expected Campbell to explode.


      Instead, he said, “This little prick’s kinda my protégé.”


      The cop nodded. “I’ll see the old fart’s taken care of.”


      “And I’ll see you spend the rest of your career chasing Times Square sketch artists,” Campbell growled.


      They threatened each other all the way down the hall to the elevator.


      Claire was staring at her husband, still trying to grasp the metamorphosis. This man who looked exactly like her husband was one of the most brutal and dangerous killers in the city’s history. “Jubal? Can you explain? Will you tell me what’s going on? Please?”


      “Are you hurt?”


      “No, I’m okay.”


      “I shouldn’t talk without a lawyer, Claire. You know that. I’m sorry. Just get me a lawyer.”


      “We don’t even have a lawyer.”


      Quinn knew Jubal was being smart, but he didn’t say so. “Do you want someone to stay here with you?” Quinn asked Claire.


      “No. Really, I’m all right.”


      “Take the suspect down to the elevator and wait for me,” Quinn said to Pearl and Fedderman.


      Each of them gripped Jubal by an arm, and Fedderman used his free hand to bunch the back of Jubal’s collar. They marched him toward the door he’d been so anxious to exit.


      They could have been more gentle.
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      When Quinn was alone with Claire, he went to her and rested a hand lightly on her shoulder. He’d expected her to be trembling, but she was steady. Strong inside, even if she looks frail as a bird.


      “Can I go with him?” she asked.


      “You can, but there’s no point to it at this hour. He’ll go through the booking procedure; then he’ll be moved to a holdover cell. You get referrals in the morning and contact an attorney. In the meantime I’ll see he gets a public defender to protect his rights. I promise you that.”


      He could see her thinking about it, trying to sort out her allegiances. Should I take the word of the arresting officer? Who saved my life. Or should I stand by my husband? Who tried to kill me.


      It took her longer than it should have to make up her mind.


      “Thank you,” she said.


      “Do you think you might need medical attention?” Quinn asked. “I mean, for your pregnancy.”


      “No. I’d be able to tell if I were hurt that way.”


      “Someone will call you tomorrow morning. We’ll send a car for you.”


      She nodded.


      “Sure you’re gonna be okay?”


      “Okay as anyone can be, lost in all the questions.”


      “We’ll sort things out and have the answers for you. Meantime, try to worry as little as possible.”


      “Easy to say.”


      “Yeah, I know. Like so many things.”


      “I didn’t expect this!” she said, then bit her lower lip and stared up at the ceiling. She didn’t look as if she were going to cry, though.


      Quinn glanced down at her pregnancy, which was beginning to show, and thought of what she faced alone. God help her.


      “It’ll all be okay after a while,” he lied, and patted her gently on the shoulder. He felt suddenly cheap, conning her along, even though he was trying to help. “Better, anyway.”


      He could find nothing else to say to this woman whose husband had been about to murder her, so he turned away.


      


      After Quinn left, Claire went to the door and locked it, then trudged back into the bedroom.


      Jubal! How could this be happening?


      She’d never felt this way, as if she were alone at the edge of a cold hell. As if there were some dark inadequacy in her. As if this were all because of something she’d done.


      Was it…was it something I did?


      Or didn’t do?


      She sat stunned on the edge of the bed and tried not to sob.


      Was it?


      She wanted to scream.


      She wanted to throw herself on the bed like a child and beat the mattress with her fists until she was exhausted.


      Her misery was a weight that would never lift. She felt beyond crying, but tears that were someone else’s tracked down her cheeks.


      She wanted to die.


      The baby!


      She didn’t want to die.


      She wanted chocolate.


      In the dark closet near the door, the Night Prowler waited.
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      They were all gone. The Night Prowler was reasonably sure of that.


      Better to make absolutely sure.


      So Romulus, whose real name was Tom Wilde, stood in stifling heat and darkness, smelling the white acrid scent of mothballs, waiting for his breathing to even out, listening for movement or voices outside the closet.


      He’d entered the apartment just before the husband, Jubal, and had been surprised in Claire’s bedroom by the big cop, the tough one. He’d gotten the cop with his knife, which was a damned good thing because it took at least some of the fight out of the determined bastard.


      The cop had clung to him all the way down the hall and into the living room. In the mad struggle in the dark and the confusion after the other cops arrived, Wilde was shoved against the coat closet door and felt the knob jab him in the hip. He turned in the blackness and found refuge in the closet, just before the lights came on to show at the bottom of the door as a thin yellow line.


      Certain he’d be discovered, he was about to make a hopeless, desperate break for freedom, when he heard the cops turn their attention to someone else.


      It took Wilde a few seconds to realize what had happened—Hubby had flown home unexpectedly and surprised everyone.


      And been surprised.


      They must have caught Jubal at the door when the lights came on and assumed he was leaving instead of entering the apartment.


      The Night Prowler almost fainted with gratitude.


      He’s me! Tonight he’s me!


      Wilde could have cheered when he heard Jubal insist on a lawyer before trying to explain himself to the police. A homicide charge was nothing to mess with unless you had counsel.


      Damned right! Wilde had known that ever since Hiram, Missouri.


      Since the night of the Sand murders.


      He’d suspected Luther was still seeing Cara and followed him to the Sand house, waited for him to emerge, then realized he must be sleeping there. Years before, Wilde had lost his teaching job because of a secret affair with one of his art students, Cara Smith, who’d later married Milford Sand. The embers of that affair had never died, and they became flame again—at least in Tom Wilde.


      He went to the Sand house late one sleepless night to talk Luther into leaving, for the boy’s own good, and had seen lights and heard shouting coming from the kitchen. When he investigated the source of the commotion, he found opportunity as well as pain.


      In his rage it had seemed so simple, the desperate logic that had moved countless men before him: if Cara couldn’t be his, she’d belong to no one.


      The scene in the kitchen, the brilliant colors, remained vivid in Wilde’s memory; the blood, the interrupted meal that he could taste, the interrupted lives…. How suddenly everything could change, could stop.


      When Luther regained consciousness and was still in shock, it hadn’t been difficult to convince the intoxicated and naive young man that he’d committed the murders. And, of course, his good friend and mentor, Tom Wilde, would help him to escape, would send him downstream to safety in his boat.


      And that part of it was God’s truth; Wilde did want Luther to get clear and free.


      But Luther must have recalled what had really happened in the Sand kitchen, and in a fury tried to kill Wilde but botched the attempt. It was Wilde who took the boat out from the bank. A mile downriver, Luther’s weighted body sank to the bottom and was never found.


      Wilde had taken the advice he’d given Luther: lose yourself in a large city and become another you. Be a different man living a different life.


      It hadn’t been easy, this creation of another self. It didn’t happen overnight, but it happened. Wilde had found in himself a resourcefulness and talent he’d only faintly known existed.


      But over the years Wilde-Romulus came to realize that the past was always there, as if it were upstream and around the bend in a winding river, invisible but there, always there, while time flowed on. Cara!…Claire!…


      


      Now, hiding in the dark closet, Wilde thought enough time had passed. Besides, the police might soon realize their mistake and return.


      Timing…so important.


      He was sure he’d heard the faint shuffling of feet, probably Claire walking back to the bedroom. Since then, no sound from the other side of the closet door. She was alone.


      Thought she was alone.


      The buzzing…


      He swallowed, steadying himself for what was to come, maintaining control.


      Soon.


      The police would have taken the knife, but there were others in the kitchen. Lots of them.


      Very soon.


      Night. Black. Red.


      


      The elevator arrived at the end of the hall on the twenty-ninth floor.


      When the door opened, Pearl and Fedderman guided the handcuffed Jubal inside, and the three of them stood huddled as far to the rear as they could move.


      Quinn stood facing away from them and pressed the button for the lobby. In the reflection of the polished steel control panel, he watched his two detectives and Jubal Day. Quinn seemed relaxed, but he was tensed and ready to help if Jubal panicked or for some other reason got rambunctious. That happened sometimes. The suspect, facing a hopeless future, suddenly decided to lash out at his fate, his past, his sickness, at anyone close enough to reach. The demon in him trying one last time to escape.


      The door slid closed, and the elevator began to drop.
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      Now!


      The Night Prowler soundlessly rotated the knob and opened the closet door about six inches.


      The living room was still dark, but there was a light on somewhere in the back of the apartment, the bedroom.


      For several seconds he stood without moving, listening, listening….


      Then he stepped from the closet and silently made his way toward the kitchen.


      Claire would be in the bedroom, still trying to figure everything out, nursing her grief and pain, too much of it to allow sleep.


      She’d be awake and alone.


      That was best, that she be awake. If it’s going to be just the two of us.


      In the kitchen he tried to decide between a boning knife—perhaps too flexible and fragile—and a serrated bread knife with sharp twin points.


      And, of course, the sturdy, all-purpose chef’s knife. Hail to the Chef!


      Did he want her to come here, to the kitchen, or should he go to her?


      Where will you die, Claire?


      He decided on the bedroom. Enough had gone wrong tonight already, so why take chances?


      It would be quick. He’d be careful not to make any noise on his way to the bedroom, then when he entered she’d be astounded and paralyzed with terror. Her throat would be solid. She’d be unable to breathe for a moment, much less cry out.


      Then it would be too late.


      


      No one spoke as the elevator descended. Quinn resisted the temptation to stare upward, as people did out of habit in elevators, instead keeping his gaze fixed on Jubal’s reflection in the shiny control panel.


      Suddenly he saw an arm extended alongside him.


      Pearl pressed the emergency stop button, and the elevator slowed, lurched, and was still.


      Fedderman said, “What the hell, Pearl?”


      Quinn turned and looked at her. “Why?”


      She jerked a thumb toward Jubal. “He’s just been in a fight for his life with a tough cop and made a run for freedom.”


      “And?” Fedderman said.


      “He isn’t breathing hard.”


      Quinn stared at Jubal.


      It was true. Jubal’s complexion was pasty and he was obviously distressed, frightened, but his chest wasn’t heaving and his pale lips were pressed together. His breathing was even. After going several rounds with Campbell? And he wasn’t marked up from his struggle with Campbell and then with Campbell’s reinforcements.


      He isn’t the Night Prowler!


      Which meant…


      “Good Christ!” Fedderman said.


      All three of them had figured it out and were reaching for the 29 button. It was Pearl who pressed it, with Quinn’s finger mashing down on her thumb.


      The elevator began its slow ascent back toward Claire’s floor.
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      “Cara?”


      Claire gasped and looked up from where she sat slumped on the edge of the bed, her elbows on her knees.


      In that instant the Night Prowler hesitated.


      So beautiful in her sadness, in her secret knowledge. Not now, not yet….


      She sat up straight. It took her a few seconds to recognize the man standing in her bedroom doorway. The decorator. “Romulus…” Then she said automatically, “Not Cara. It’s Claire.”


      He smiled as if embarrassed. “Yes. Claire.”


      “What on earth are you—” And she noticed the knife in his hand, pressed flat against his thigh. From the kitchen. Her own knife.


      Her right hand rose to touch her lower lip. “My God! You’re—”


      “Don’t scream, Cara.”


      Cara again?


      She couldn’t move or look away from him. Her breath wouldn’t come. Her heart went wild and seemed about to explode.


      He sighed and moved toward her.


      Not Cara! I’m not Cara!


      


      When finally the elevator door slid open, the three detectives left a baffled Jubal Day standing alone in handcuffs and ran down the hall toward the apartment door.


      “Hey!” Jubal called after them.


      They didn’t turn around; their hurried feet made a desperate shuffling sound on the hall carpet.


      “Hey! What is this? What’s going on?”


      They ignored him.


      The door glided shut and the elevator began to descend before Jubal could stop it.


      


      Claire found the strength to move and scooted back across the mattress, staring at the knife, then up into Romulus’ eyes. They were such a beautiful blue, so sad and serious. And intent. Terrifying in their certainty.


      He’s ahead of me. He knows what we’re going to share and he’s going to make it happen. There’s no changing his mind.


      She decided to pick up a pillow and throw it at him, thinking that in the few seconds he was blinded when it struck his face, she’d make a run to get around him and reach the door. The element of surprise. It wasn’t much of a chance, but it was everything.


      It was as if he’d read her thoughts.


      He simply sidestepped the pillow and began moving around the bed toward her, his expression unchanged.


      Smiling, he gave her the angle to the door now, and she knew he wanted her to run for safety so he could intercept her, so she would come to him. He was waiting for her nerve to break. Giving her a slight chance. Knowing she’d take it as he got closer, because what else could she do?


      What else could she do?


      


      “Fast and hard,” Quinn said, thinking the noise might help, might stop or at least delay what was surely about to happen.


      If it hadn’t happened already.


      Fedderman, huffing like a winded bull, knew what he meant and lowered his shoulder as they neared the apartment door.


      Pearl already had her gun drawn.


      


      Claire had taken her first running step, and the Night Prowler his, when the sudden crash of the apartment door flying open made them both freeze.


      There was no thought of fighting them this time. Instinct and logic were the same. The Night Prowler bolted toward the window. If he could smash through the glass, reach the fire escape!


      Claire knew what he was doing and picked up the other pillow on the bed and hurled it at him as she had the first, with all her might.


      This time it struck him in the face and he paused, brushing it aside.


      The cost of his hesitation was only a second or two, but it was the ultimate price.


      Quinn was through the bedroom door first, Pearl and Fedderman almost running up his back.


      The Night Prowler lifted his right arm and at first Claire thought he was raising his hands, giving himself up. But his hand held the knife, his arm drawn back as if he were about to throw it at her.


      Giving them no choice!


      She knew somehow he wasn’t going to throw the knife. She didn’t even bother trying to get out of the way.


      The bedroom roared with the thunder of gunfire and the Night Prowler dropped the knife and staggered backward, hugging himself as if cold. He stared at Claire for a long moment.


      As if I betrayed him.


      Rolling his eyes in what might have been sudden panic, he dropped to a sitting position, then keeled over and lay curled on his side as if preparing to take a nap.


      His cheek was pressed against the carpet and he knew he was dying. His final horizon was only inches away.


      The last thing he saw was the vivid scarlet of his blood clashing with the blue carpet fibers.


      It was wrong, all wrong!

    

  


  
    
      73

    


    
      “His name’s Romulus,” Claire said, standing numbly and staring down at the corpse in her bedroom. “He decorated the baby’s room. Painted it.”


      Quinn didn’t have to bend down and examine the dead man on the floor to know he wasn’t Luther Lunt.


      “He called me Cara.”


      Quinn stared at her. “Cara?”


      “Never before. But when he first came into the bedroom. And just before you got here. Is he—”


      “Dead?”


      “No. I know he’s dead.”


      “He’s the Night Prowler,” Quinn said.


      “And Jubal? Where’s Jubal?”


      Quinn glanced at Fedderman. “Take her to her husband, and get the cuffs off him.”


      When Fedderman and Claire were gone, Quinn and Pearl looked at each other.


      They’d read a few things wrong. They both realized now that the victims who scratched at the freshly painted door and wall were trying not only to leave dying messages but to direct attention to the paint itself, and to the painter. Mary Navarre’s inverted V, or caret, that Quinn thought might be the first two strokes of an M or A scrawled in blood on the wall, was actually the first, vertical stroke of an R; death had come just as the second, horizontal stroke was about to begin, and her lifeless hand dropped almost straight down.


      And they hadn’t delved deeply or soon enough into suspects who might have duplicated keys to the murder apartments. The decorators obviously regarded their specialists, people like Romulus, as unlike the other tradesmen they employed, and above suspicion because they were fellow artists.


      “We should have figured it out,” Pearl said.


      “Maybe,” Quinn said. “Unless the name Romulus is on this guy’s birth certificate, we’re going to find out who he really is, and what might have made him do what he did.”


      “And who Cara is.”


      “Was,” Quinn corrected, recalling the information in Nester Brothers’ crinkled brown envelope.


      Pearl had gone over to the window near the body and was looking down at the street. “Everybody’s gathering down there. More cruisers, unmarkeds, media wolves. And I think I see Renz. There’s somebody down there that might even be Egan. Can’t be sure, though. One asshole looks pretty much like another from this height.”


      Quinn grinned at her, loving her just then the way maybe Jubal Day loved Claire. A couple of actors, not acting.


      “Bring ’em on,” he said.
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      Two days later, Quinn learned what Pearl had whispered in Egan’s ear that day at the hospital, what had infuriated Egan so and made him back away from his threat.


      Using the hard drive Pearl had given her, Michelle had matched the incriminating e-mails and Web site visits on Quinn’s NYPD computer with days, and even times, when police records showed Quinn was somewhere else.


      Someone had learned Quinn’s password—easy enough to do with a glance over Quinn’s shoulder when he was signing on—and had used Quinn’s computer.


      Of course Michelle was implicated in stealing the computer’s hard drive, and the actual crime had been committed by Pearl. But if Egan wanted to charge either of them, they could take him down with them. They could take him down even further than they’d fall.


      Egan had no bargaining chips and knew it. The only way he could prevent the hard-drive information from being made public was if he revealed who’d really raped Anna Caruso, which would clear Quinn. Mercer, the actual rapist, had duplicated the scar on Quinn’s forearm and made sure Anna saw it. And he’d stolen a button from Quinn’s shirt in Quinn’s locker and left it at the scene of the rape. Mercer would try to implicate Egan. But without the hard drive, there was no solid evidence that Egan was involved.


      The purpose of the rape was to get rid of Quinn and stop an internal affairs investigation into a narcotics kickback scheme involving Egan, Mercer, and half a dozen other cops.


      That investigation would become active again, and the chips would fall wherever.


      What Egan would have to do even before that happened, if he wasn’t fired, was resign from the NYPD with his skin intact but not his reputation.


      He was, in short, where Quinn used to be.


      Well, maybe in a worse place.


      


      Anna Caruso made a public apology to Quinn, who was reinstated in the NYPD. There were photographs in all the papers of them hugging each other while NYPD brass smilingly looked on.


      Only the day before, Anna had thrown away in a storm sewer her father’s gun she’d used to shoot at Quinn on First Avenue. The night he’d chased her on foot and almost caught her before his heart acted up.


      Anna decided life was a series of near misses, and sometimes hits, and the thing to do was to forget about them and live on.


      And play music.


      


      Dr. Jeri Janess was gratified to be making progress with her new patient. He’d come to her and confessed what was plaguing him: his drug addiction and increasing desire to enter into sadistic relationships with willing participants. As was inevitable, the victimization of his subjects was working its internal destruction in him. He sought now to escape his compulsion, and had come to Dr. Janess for help. So much confidence was he placing in the doctor that he’d finally offered up his real name: Lars Svenson.


      After Svenson had left her office, the doctor leaned back in her desk chair and couldn’t resist a satisfied smile. She switched on her recorder to make a brief oral summation, as she always did immediately following an appointment. She recited the patient’s name and the date, then heard the hope in her voice as she said, “We’re getting somewhere….”


      


      May Quinn married Elliott Franzine in a small, private ceremony in a seaside chapel on the California coast. Quinn didn’t know whether he should send a wedding gift. Pearl told him only if it might explode.


      They settled on a silver serving platter. Quinn received a polite thank-you note, and a month later a note from Lauri complaining that “Elliott” was seriously dorky and way too strict.


      Quinn decided May’s new marriage was going better than he’d expected.


      


      Quinn and Pearl worked smoothly in the NYPD for a while, then they broke the rules again and moved in with each other.


      The Village apartment they rented needed painting, but instead of hiring someone they decided to do the work themselves.


      


      Jubal Day didn’t get the West Side Buddies sitcom role. And after As Thy Love Thyself’s run in Chicago, the roles he landed came further and further apart.


      “It’ll get better,” Claire would assure him. “Something always comes along. Some perfect part, or one that doesn’t seem perfect but turns out to be. You know how this business is.”


      Jubal did know, and knowing didn’t help.


      His days grew longer, and so did his black moods and frustrations.


      On nights when the baby let them sleep, and the only sound was the high breeze down the avenue playing at the windows, he would lie in bed desperately missing Dalia, finding his life more and more intolerable. With misery came sleeplessness and contemplation.


      It was odd the way people thought, the way destiny directed their minds and lives. They assumed they had free will, but sometimes they didn’t. They were simply rushed along by fate, making up their minds the only way they could, helpless even though they sensed what was happening.


      That was how Jubal felt, moved by dark powers he couldn’t understand, much less escape. If this was true evil, it was irresistible, and indistinguishable from fairness, from what he deserved. It masqueraded as hope. That was why it would win in the end.


      He couldn’t help thinking back on what happened the night he returned to New York unexpectedly to smooth over the necklace situation with Claire. When he opened his apartment door, it was as if he found yet another door. Whether he opened that door was now his choice. It was a choice he was terrified to make, though he knew that on a certain level he’d already made it. In something like this, there were really no surprises.


      So, here he lay beside Claire, wondering if the baby he didn’t want would again begin to bawl, missing Dalia, missing the life he’d envisioned for himself. Trapped like so many poor fools. Resigned like most of them. Thinking the forbidden thoughts.


      Suppose there’d been no necklace, and no Jubal Day or Arnold Wolfe on the passenger list of the late-night flight from Chicago. Suppose he’d flown to New York under an assumed name, using identification he could buy at half a dozen places in Times Square or the Village. Suppose he’d arranged for an alibi in Chicago with Dalia. She’d swear to anything for him, for the two of them to be together. Suppose he’d been in his apartment for what the police had first assumed.


      Suppose…


      One intolerable gray morning, when Claire unfolded the stroller and left the apartment to take the brat for a walk in the park before it started to rain, Jubal phoned Dalia.


      The moment she heard his voice, she realized she’d been expecting his call, and knew what he was going to suggest.
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      At the cross, her station keeping,


      Stood the mournful mother, weeping,


      Where he hung, the dying Lord.


      —Anonymous

    


    
      A mother is a mother still,


      The holiest thing alive.


      —Coleridge, The Three Graves

    


    
      If I were hung on the highest hill,


      Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!


      I know whose love would follow me still,


      Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine.


      —Kipling, Mother O’Mine
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      Did she suspect?


      Have even an inkling?


      He wondered about that as he watched the woman stride along the sidewalk, then shift her purse slightly on her hip as she turned and took the three concrete steps leading to the vestibule of her apartment building. She seemed tired this evening, as if something weighed on her, some of the bounce gone from her step.


      No surprise there, he thought. Surely there’s something in us that lets us know within minutes, at least seconds, when the world is about to end.


      


      Up? Down? Stop? Go?


      The elevator couldn’t seem to make up its mind.


      Janice Queen stood alone in its claustrophobic confines and felt her heart hammer. Not that this vertical indecision was anything new to her. There was only one elevator in her apartment building, and only one way to get to her unit if she didn’t want to trudge up six flights of stairs, so it wasn’t as if she had much choice. But she’d always had a fear of being confined in close places, elevators in particular. She could never escape the grim knowledge that if there were a serious malfunction—nothing that hadn’t happened before to someone—beneath the thin floor under her feet was a black shaft that would lead to sudden and almost certain death.


      At least two times a day, at least five days a week, she rode the elevator up or down the core of the old but recently refurbished apartment building.


      Ah! Finally the elevator settled down, having more or less leveled itself at the sixth floor. When the door slid open, it revealed a step up of about four inches, enough to trip over if you didn’t notice, and to provide a glimpse into the black abyss. A kind of warning.


      Janice was living her life contentedly, going back and forth to her job at the bookshop, going out on the occasional date, or to hang out with friends at Bocco’s down the block, or to pick up some takeout at the corner deli. Hers was a life like millions of others in the city.


      The elevator could end it in an instant.


      Ridiculous, she thought, as she stepped up onto the soft carpeting of the sixth-floor hall, nevertheless feeling uneasy while momentarily astride the abyss.


      Her apartment door was only a few feet away from the elevator, which meant she could hear, even late at night, the device’s cables strumming soft and somber chords just behind her walls, as well as a muffled thumping and bumping as it adjusted itself at each stop. Which meant she thought about the damned elevator too much, even dreamed about it, and had become reasonably convinced that death by elevator was her destiny.


      She unlocked her way into her apartment and went inside. Dim. She flipped the light switch, and there she was in the full-length mirror that she paused in front of to check her appearance each time she came or went.


      There was the rumpled, wearier version of the Janice she’d said good-bye to this morning on her way to work, not quite forty, still slim, with generous breasts, passable legs, and shoulder-length brown hair framing a face that was sweet rather than classically beautiful. Too much jaw, she thought. And those damned lines. They were only visible if the light was cruel or you looked closely enough. Fine lines like drool extended down from the corners of her lips. Crow’s-feet threatened to appear at the corners of her dark eyes. Intimations of a lonely future. She still attracted men, but of course it was easier to attract than to keep them. Or, sometimes, to get rid of them.


      The mirror was mounted on the door to a small closet. She looped her purse’s leather strap over the doorknob, then removed the lightweight gray blazer she’d worn to work over her dark slacks and white blouse, and hung it in the closet between her heavier coat and a blue Windbreaker. She might drop the blazer off at the dry cleaner’s tomorrow morning, wear the Windbreaker if it was cool enough outside and looked like rain. The bookshop’s owner, Dee, was out of town, supposedly on business but actually seeing a married man with whom she was having a hot affair. Janice wasn’t supposed to know about it, so she pretended right along with Dee. So there Dee was, getting her brains screwed scrambled while Janice, who now and then felt a spasm of jealousy, was dutifully opening the shop early every morning this week.


      Not enough sleep for Janice, since she was addicted to late-night movies on television. Her lessening love of the moment, Graham, was also traveling, as he often did in his sales job, and wouldn’t be back in town until tomorrow. They’d almost but not quite argued when she said good-bye to him at Bocco’s. Janice knew their relationship was winding down and had decided to end it herself rather than wait for Graham. As she grew older, she more and more felt the need to exercise control in her life. Always before, she had waited. Not this time. Maybe the pain would be less severe.


      She did know from experience that sooner or later another Graham would enter the bookshop, or use some timeworn pickup line at Bocco’s.


      As she closed the closet door, the intercom buzzed, startling her.


      She went to it and pressed the button. “Yes?”


      “Federal Parcel,” said a male voice, made distant and metallic by the intercom. “For a Janice…Queeler?”


      “Queen?” she asked.


      “Queen. Sorry.”


      Janice pressed the button to buzz in the deliveryman.


      A few seconds later the elevator cables began to thrum in the wall. He was on his way up with her package.


      She opened the door and stepped out in the hall to meet him.


      The elevator did its laborious dance, its door hissed open, and out he stepped, a medium-sized guy, dark hair, kind of handsome, wearing wrinkled khakis and a sweat-stained blue T-shirt, white joggers. He was carrying a long white box that looked like the kind used to deliver long-stemmed flowers, only made of heavier cardboard. He smiled, glancing down at the box to double-check the label.


      “Janice Queen?”


      “Yes.” She saw no pocket in his shirt, no protruding pen or pencil. Other than the box, there was nothing in his hands, either.


      Should have brought a pen from the desk. There’s one in my purse, just inside the door.


      No clipboard?


      None of this struck her as wrong until a second too late.


      As she reached forward to accept the package, he shoved her violently backward into the apartment. She bumped hard against the mirror, hoping it wouldn’t break.


      He was suddenly inside, the door closed behind him. Now he was reaching into a pocket with his free right hand, drawing out what looked like a partly wadded sock, a sap.


      Is this happening? Is it real?


      Somewhere in her stunned, panicked mind she decided to scream, and she’d inhaled to do so when the object from the man’s pocket struck the side of her head.


      She was on her hands and knees, sickened by the pain.


      Someone else. This is happening to someone else. Please!


      There was another starburst of pain, this time at the back of her skull.


      The floor opened beneath her, and she was plunging down a dark shaft toward a deeper darkness.


      


      Pearl Kasner trudged up the concrete steps from her subway stop and began the three-block walk to her apartment. She was short and buxom, curvaceous in a way her gray uniform couldn’t conceal. A few men walking the other way fixed their stares on her breasts then quickly looked away, the way men do. As if the wife might be around somewhere watching.


      She was tired and her feet were sore. There’d been a cash pickup at Fifth National, so she’d worked after hours. Helping the Brink’s guys make sure the depositors’ money was safe. Not that there was really much danger the place would be robbed.


      But some danger. Enough. And enough pay.


      Hard on the feet, though. Pearl spent a lot of time standing around. And being nice. That could be tiresome.


      No job was perfect, and all things considered, she liked this one. Liked wearing the gray uniform instead of the blue. Easier hours. Fewer complications. And flat feet in middle age either way.


      A couple of suits walking toward her stared at her breasts, then one of them lifted his gaze to her face. He smiled.


      None of the men said anything, though. Because of the uniform.


      Or maybe because she was wearing a gun.


      


      Cold.


      Pain.


      Janice Queen couldn’t move. Not a muscle.


      Where?


      Janice opened her eyes to bright light and a familiar gray tile wall. She knew she was in her bathroom. Uncomfortable. Cramped. She tried to raise her head but couldn’t. She raised only her eyes and saw the chromed showerhead.


      Knowing now that she was seated leaning back in her bathtub, she let her eyes explore. She was nude, her body textured with gooseflesh where it showed above the water.


      Water?


      That was why she was so cold. Water was running from the spigot. Only cold water. It was well above her waist.


      Her arms were crossed just beneath her breasts and bound so tightly she couldn’t move them, couldn’t feel them. Straining hard, she glanced toward her feet, which she at least could barely feel. Her calves and ankles, even her thighs, were bound together tightly with gray duct tape. Janice could wriggle her toes—underwater—but that was it.


      Her head was throbbing so that the pain was almost unbearable.


      She tried to call out and discovered she couldn’t make a sound. She couldn’t move her lips. Her probing tongue found rough surface when she managed to part her lips slightly. The roughness and tackiness of tape. There had to be duct tape across her mouth.


      The deliveryman entered the bathroom. He was nude, as she was. He only glanced at her, which frightened her even more because it was as if she no longer mattered much to him. Not alive.


      He turned his back on her, stooped, and began searching through the cabinet beneath the washbasin, pulling out liquid soap, a large bottle of shampoo. He placed the containers on the edge of the tub, then left the bathroom. She heard him rummaging around in the kitchen, banging cabinet doors, opening and closing drawers.


      The water was almost up to her armpits now. She panicked for a second, then made herself remain calm. What was he going to do with the soap and shampoo?


      Is he going to wash me? Is this some crazy sexual thing? Will he do something to me then go away?


      It’s possible. It could happen. It must happen!


      She was part of the singles world and knew about the kinky things that went on in Manhattan. The hard-earned knowledge was something to cling to for hope. He might satisfy whatever oddball compulsion drove him, then simply leave.


      When he returned he was carrying boxes of dishwasher soap and laundry detergent from the cabinet beneath the sink. And he had his long white box, which he placed on the toilet seat lid. The dishwasher soap and laundry detergent he put next to the other cleaning agents.


      The water was at the base of her neck now. In the lower edge of her vision she could see long strands of her brown hair floating on the surface. It reminded her of seaweed she’d seen fanned and floating like that years ago when she was on a Caribbean vacation.


      If only she could scream!


      He gave her another glance, then leaned over her and turned off the water.


      The sudden silence after the brief squeal of the faucet handle seemed to herald her salvation.


      She wasn’t going to drown!


      Thank God!


      He straightened up slowly, then abruptly yanked the clear plastic shower curtain from its rod. He’d had the curtain draped outside the tub so it would remain dry, and he was careful to keep it that way. He crouched down and carefully spread it over the tile floor by the tub.


      When he was finished spreading the plastic curtain, down on his knees now, he reached over and lifted the lid of the white cardboard box.


      She only caught a glimpse of what was inside: knives, a cleaver, and something bulky gleaming bright orange with an arc of dull, serrated extension. Her mind flashed back to weekend days in her father’s woodworking shop in the garage. A shrill scream of steel violating wood—a cordless power saw!


      Even taped tightly as she was, she created tiny ripples as she trembled in the cold water.


      The man remained on his knees on the shower curtain. He reached toward her feet—no, toward the chromed handles and faucet. She heard him depress the lever that opened the drain, and water began to gurgle softly as it started to swirl from the tub.


      Still trembling with cold and fear, Janice saw the man stand up and was shocked to see for the first time that he had an erection.


      He leaned over her, staring into her eyes in a way that puzzled her.


      And she was puzzled in her terror. What? She screamed the simple question silently through the firmly fixed rectangle of tape.


      What are you going to do to me?


      He bent lower and worked an arm beneath the crook of her bound legs, the backs of her knees. Hope sprang up in her. He was going to work his other arm beneath her back so he could lift her from the tub. Then do what? Carry her into the bedroom? Rape and torture her?


      She glanced again toward the white box and felt a thrill of terror.


      But instead of reaching beneath her shoulders, he placed his hand at the back of her head and forced it forward so she exhaled noisily through her nose. With his other arm he lifted her legs, causing her upper body to slide down so her head was beneath the water.


      Her bound lower legs began pumping up and down, but he held them high enough so that they contacted only air. While they flailed frantically, they were the only part of her moving even in the slightest. The way he had her head, she couldn’t breathe out, only in.


      Only in!


      Cold water flooded into her lungs. She could do nothing but welcome it.


      She watched him watching her on the other side of the calm surface as she drowned.
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      The day Frank Quinn’s life was about to change unexpectedly, he had a breakfast of eggs, crisp bacon, and buttered toast at the Lotus Diner. Afterward, he leisurely read the Times over a second cup of coffee, then strolled through the sunny New York morning back to his apartment on West Seventy-fifth Street.


      He thought, as he often did, that there was no other city like New York, no place like Manhattan, with its sights and sounds and smells. With all its flaws, it had become a part of Quinn.


      He didn’t mind at all.


      As soon as he got home, he sat down in his brown leather armchair for a smoke. A guy who called himself Iggy supplied the Cuban cigars Quinn favored. Quinn didn’t ask where they were from other than Cuba. A spot of minor misdemeanor wasn’t that great a stain on the fabric of justice. Quinn had thought that way as a homicide detective, and now that he was retired at age fifty, after taking a bullet in the right leg during a liquor store holdup, he’d become even more lax. So he smoked his Cuban robustos. And at times, for convenience, he parked his aged and hulking black Lincoln in No Parking zones, propping an old NYPD plaque in the windshield.


      These two infractions were about the only transgressions he’d engaged in after retirement, but then there hadn’t been much opportunity to do more.


      He sat now in the worn and comfortable chair that had become formed to his body, feeling lazy and watching pedestrian traffic on the sidewalk outside the ground-floor apartment. The window he was looking through had iron grillwork on the outside, to keep intruders out. But sometimes Quinn saw its black bars as prison bars, to keep him in, and had to smile at the irony. All the people he’d put away, the murderers—several of them serial killers—and here he sat comfortably behind bars smoking Cuban cigars.


      Quinn could afford better digs, after his lawsuit against the NYPD contesting a false child molestation and rape claim had resulted in a six-figure settlement. But he was used to living on a cop’s salary and used to his apartment. And it didn’t make sense to drive something newer and more stealable than the reliable old Lincoln he’d bought cheap from a friend and fellow ex-cop. He’d even gone back to work as a homicide detective for a while, until the liquor store shooting. He knew then it was time to leave the party.


      He settled back in the oversize chair and watched a man and woman hurry past outside. They were huddled close together, stealing glances at each other. Quinn let himself jump to the conclusion they were in love.


      He drew on the cigar but didn’t inhale. Didn’t want lung cancer.


      Nobody here to warn him about that now. Berate him. Threaten him. Maybe get so infuriated she’d kick him in the leg. The leg that had been shot.


      It was okay to smoke cigars in the apartment, now that Pearl had moved out. That was about the only thing good about Pearl’s absence, as far as Quinn was concerned. He missed her small but vivid presence.


      Not that Pearl couldn’t be acerbic, insulting, too intense, hyperactive, even violent.


      Well, he wasn’t perfect.


      Some people said they were a good match. Quinn was tall, rawboned, with a battered nose and disconcerting flat green eyes. He had straight and unruly gray-shot brown hair that made him look as if he had a bad haircut even when he had a good haircut. Women liked the package. He was one of those men homely enough to be handsome. A rough-hewn sophisticate. He came across as laconic, when he wasn’t laying on phony Irish charm.


      Pearl usually had plenty to say. She was an inch over five feet tall, compactly and sexily built, and so full of energy that if you stood close you might hear her humming like a transformer. She had black, black hair, dark, dark eyes, and a broad and ready white, white smile behind red, red lips. She looked too there to be real.


      But she was real, too real ever to lay on any kind of phony charm.


      That might have been the thing about her that charmed Quinn. No wheels within wheels with Pearl. She was one big wheel that might roll right over you. Maybe even back up, if she really didn’t like you.


      She still liked Quinn, he was sure. Trouble was, she no longer seemed to love him.


      Pearl was the one who’d decided to move out.


      She’d quit the NYPD shortly after Quinn retired, before she could be fired for insubordination. Fired ten times over. Pearl had moved in with Quinn, who had a more than adequate income, between his pension and interest and dividends from the settlement. It had taken years to get the settlement and full exoneration. It had been worth it.


      They’d been happy for a while, then Pearl had gotten restless. She missed the action. Now she lived across town and was a bank guard. Some action there. Stand around and look stern for the depositors. But she seemed content enough. Maybe it was the gun on her hip. Quinn wondered.


      He was a great reader of people, but he truly didn’t understand Pearl. Another facet of her charm.


      The buzzer over the intercom blasted away like a wasp whirring menacingly nearby.


      Pause, then again.


      No pause.


      Whoever was leaning on the button wouldn’t let up.


      Hell with them. Let them get tired and go away.


      Quinn drew on his cigar, exhaled, studied the smoke.


      The buzzing continued unabated. Must be hard on the thumb.


      Who’d be doing this? Trying to aggravate him, if he did happen to be home and not seeing visitors, which was his right. Legal right.


      He glanced at his cigar, then propped it in the ashtray on the table alongside the chair and stood up. He was wearing faded jeans, a wrinkled black T-shirt, worn moccasins, needed a shave, and looked more like a motorcycle gang member than an ex-cop. Lean-waisted, broad-shouldered, and ready to rumble.


      Whoever was outside leaning on the button didn’t seem to care what he was stirring up. His mistake. Quinn didn’t go to the intercom to answer. Instead he opened his door to the first-floor hall and took a few steps so he could look through the inside glass door and see who was buzzing him.


      The man leaning on the button was big but sagging in the middle, with a dark blue suit that didn’t fit well. He was fat through the jowls, balding, had purple bags beneath his eyes, and looked one part unhappy and two parts basset hound.


      Deputy Chief Harley Renz.


      Quinn strode down the hall to the glass door and opened it.


      Renz smiled at him and leaned back away from the buzzer.


      In the abrupt silence, Quinn said, “Get in here.”


      Renz’s smile didn’t waver as he followed Quinn into the apartment.


      


      Renz looked around, sniffed the air. “You’re still smoking those illegal Cuban cigars.”


      “Venezuelan.” Quinn motioned for Renz to sit in a small, decorative chair that no one found comfortable.


      “If I had a beer,” Renz said, “I’d tell you a story.”


      “Could it be told by phone?”


      “You’d miss the inflections and facial expressions, and sometimes I use my hands like puppets.”


      Quinn went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He found a very old can of beer near the back of the bottom shelf and opened it for Renz. He didn’t bother with a glass.


      Back in the living room, Quinn settled again into his armchair, held but didn’t smoke his cigar, and watched Renz take a pull on the beer and make a face.


      “That your breakfast?” Quinn asked.


      “Brunch. This beer must be over five years old.”


      “Close.”


      “You still off the booze?” Renz asked.


      “Down to just the occasional drink. I was never an alcoholic.”


      “Sure. Well, I can tell by this brew you aren’t chugging it down soon as you buy it. Besides, I know you’re off the sauce in any meaningful way. I checked.”


      “Must’ve been disappointed.”


      “Yeah. I wanted to be your enabler.” Renz glanced about casually. “Pearl around?”


      Another question whose answer you already know.


      “Pearl doesn’t live here.”


      “Oh. I forgot. Hey, you got another one of those cigars?”


      “Only one. I’m gonna save it for later.”


      Renz shrugged. “I don’t blame you. What the hell, all the way from Venezuela.” Another pull of beer. No face this time. The stale brew was growing on him. “Reason I asked about Pearl is I thought she might be interested in hearing this, too.”


      “I’ll pass it on, but without the hand puppetry.”


      Renz looked around. “Not a bad apartment, but it smells like it could use a good cleaning. And it looks like it was decorated by Rudyard Kipling. Needs a woman’s touch.” He pointed toward a framed print near the old fireplace that wasn’t usable. “Ducks flying in formation in front of a sunset. That one never goes out of style.”


      “I hope this is a one-beer story,” Quinn said.


      “Ah! Your tactful way of suggesting I get to the point.”


      “Get to the point.”


      Renz leaned closer in the tiny chair that looked as if it might break under his weight. “Dead women are the point. Two of them.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially, as if they might be overheard. “Only you and I know about them now, plus a few trusted allies in the NYPD.”


      “And the killer.”


      “Did I say they were killed?” Renz shrugged. “Well, I’ll let you make up your mind. The first was Janice Queen, here on the West Side. The second Lois Ullman. Both single, attractive, in their thirties, brunettes—what you might call the same type.”


      “So you think it was the same killer?”


      “Oh, yes. Both women were drowned in their bathtubs, and there were traces of the tape that was used to bind and gag them beforehand. Then they were dismembered with surgical precision, their body parts stacked in the tubs in the same ascending order: torsos, thighs, calves, arms, and heads. The killer ran the showers, using whatever liquid shampoos or other cleaning agents were available on the body parts, until every visible trace of blood disappeared down the drains, leaving only the pale remains of the victims.” Renz leaned back. “I see I have your rapt attention.”


      “Rapt,” Quinn admitted, and drew thoughtfully on the cigar, feeling like a character in a Kipling story.


      “The killer sent me a brief note, taunting several of our city’s homicide detectives, even included your name. I guess he didn’t know you retired. He assured me there would be more such victims.”


      “If anybody in the NYPD knows this,” Quinn said, “it’s sure to explode in the media soon like a hand grenade.”


      “We need to be ready for that.”


      “We?”


      “I’ve decided you are the man,” Renz said. “Serial killers are your specialty. You brought down the Night Prowler, and you can bring down whatever the media decide to call this sick creep.”


      “You left out the part about me being retired.”


      “I can work it out so you and your team will be doing work for hire. It’ll be the way you like it, with all the resources of the NYPD at your disposal, through me, and all the advantages of working outside the department.”


      Quinn knew what Renz meant—the advantages of being able, if necessary, to work outside the law.


      “Who’s on my team?” Quinn asked.


      “The same people who helped you nail the Night Prowler. Pearl and Fedderman.”


      “Pearl’s working as a bank guard. Fedderman’s living down in Florida, learning how to play golf.”


      “They’ll say yes to you, Quinn. Just like you’ll say yes to me.” Renz waved an arm toward the window that looked out on the sidewalk. “Ever notice how much that ironwork resembles prison bars?”


      “Never.” Quinn looked at Renz through a haze of cigar smoke. “You thought you’d be chief by now.”


      “Instead I was demoted, but I’m back up to deputy chief.”


      “I heard. Also heard that’s as far as you’re going.”


      “I’m like you, Quinn. I don’t quit. I don’t stop climbing. What the hell else is there in life? I think you understand.”


      “Sure. We nail this sicko, and you get the credit and promotion. Life’s been breathed back into your career.”


      “And you save the lives of the killer’s future victims.”


      “Don’t go altruistic on me, Harley.”


      “Well, okay. Then your answer is yes.”


      “Was that a question? I didn’t hear a question.”


      “Since we both know the answer, a question isn’t necessary.”


      “Have you talked to Pearl or Fedderman?”


      Renz smiled. “I thought I’d let you do that. One way or another, you can talk anybody into anything.”


      “Not Pearl,” Quinn said.


      Renz thought about that and nodded.


      “I’ll talk to them,” Quinn said. “But no promises.”


      “Good!” Renz was careful to place his beer can on the table where it would leave a ring, then stood up. “I’ll get the murder books to you, then try to find you some office space near the closest precinct house. Something without dust and mold where you won’t feel at home.”


      Quinn didn’t get up. Far too busy with his cigar.


      At the door, Renz paused. “I’m serious about nailing this asshole, Quinn, or I wouldn’t have put a hellhound like you on his track. We’ve both seen a lot, but mother of God, if you’d seen those two women…”


      “Is this where you cross yourself?” Quinn asked.


      “Oh, I don’t blame you for being skeptical, keeping in mind your devious nature and coarse cynicism.” Renz bowed his head, closed his eyes, and for a second Quinn thought he actually might cross himself.


      “You do compassion really well.”


      Renz gave him a sad and sickly smile. “We’re gonna find out how well you do it.”


      When Renz was gone, Quinn settled back in his chair to finish his cigar before he phoned Pearl and Fedderman.


      He glanced over at the print of ducks flying in a tight V formation against a vivid sunset and decided he still liked it.


      The cigar was only half gone when he picked up the phone.
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      “Something’s different,” Pearl said.


      “You took a lot of the furniture with you,” Quinn said. “I had to move a few things around.” He was seated in his leather armchair, not smoking a cigar.


      Pearl was in the chair she used to sit in all the time, but it was on the other side of the room now. She had on jeans and a jacket this morning, Saturday, when the bank was closed. Her hair was blacker than anything Quinn had ever seen. Raven-colored, he guessed they called it. Not much makeup, if any, but still her dark eyes and lips were in sharp contrast to her pale skin. “You redecorated,” she said.


      “More like made do.”


      “I smell cigar smoke, Quinn.”


      “I have one infrequently.”


      “Not good for you.”


      You not being here isn’t good for me. “I stay within limits.”


      “Not like you.” She sat back and smiled with her large, perfectly aligned, very white teeth. “So what did you want to see me about?”


      “Harley Renz came by yesterday and talked to me.”


      Her smile disappeared. “He still such an asshole?”


      “More than ever. I was thinking he should be our boss again.”


      Pearl gave him an odd look, as if he’d just spoken in an unfamiliar language.


      “That’s not gonna happen,” she said. “But go ahead, try to talk me into it.”


      He told her what Renz had said, watching her closely as he described what the killer had done to his victims. The odd look never completely left her face.


      “What if I say I want no part of this?” she asked, when he was finished.


      “I forge ahead with Fedderman. He wasn’t cut out for golf in Florida. Last time I talked to him on the phone he said the game was driving him crazy.”


      “And you think he’ll throw away his irons and woods and fly up here and join forces with you and Renz to hunt down a serial killer?”


      “That’s his real game,” Quinn said, “not bogies and birdies. It’s yours, too. Not standing around Fourth National—”


      “Fifth.”


      “—with a gun you’ll never fire.”


      “And never want to fire. Fedderman will tell you exactly what I’m going to tell you.”


      “His wife left him, you know.”


      “I know. Last year.”


      “He’s lonely.”


      “How do you know?”


      “I know.”


      Pearl looked away from him. “Don’t try that crap with me, Quinn.”


      “Well, think about it before you give me a definite answer.”


      “Okay. I’ve thought about it. Answer’s no. There’s a time for everything, Quinn, and the time for us to track a killer who slices and dices his victims is way past.”


      “You have to feel for those women.”


      She let out a long sigh, he thought a bit dramatically. “Feeling. That’s something else I’m past.”


      “Pearl—”


      “I’m content, Quinn. Screw happiness. Contentment is enough. I get up and get through my days in a pleasant enough way, do my chores, live my life, not pulled this way and that like a…I don’t know what.”


      “Like you were with me?”


      “Yeah. Like that. I need to be self-sufficient, Quinn. So do you. That’s why we didn’t make it together. Why we shouldn’t work together. I want no part of Renz’s operation.”


      “Sounds almost final.”


      She smiled and stood up from her chair, then walked over and leaned down so she could kiss his forehead. “What a hard case you are, Quinn.”


      “You, too.”


      She didn’t deny it.


      He watched her walk out the door.


      


      Before calling Fedderman in Florida, Quinn fired up a cigar and sat down at the desk in the spare bedroom that had become his den.


      He leaned back and listened to the phone ringing in what was probably an empty condo in Boca something or other, Fedderman being out on the golf course, dazed and chasing a little white ball in the sun.


      He was about to hang up when Fedderman picked up.


      “Quinn?”


      “How’d you know, Feds?”


      “Caller ID. There’s a widow I’m trying to avoid.” Fedderman had been alone since his wife left. Their grown kids had moved out several years before. If Quinn remembered right, the girl was working in Philadelphia; her brother was one of those people who never wanted to leave college and was away somewhere on a scholarship working on yet another degree.


      Quinn propped his cigar in the square glass ashtray on the desk corner. The ashtray was from the old Biltmore Hotel, maybe a collector’s item. “I thought you’d be out on the golf course.”


      “I gave up golf. It was driving me insane. Now I’m deep-sea fishing, but that’s driving me nuts, too. You ever see the shit you pull out of the ocean? Most of it doesn’t even look like fish.”


      “Harley Renz came to see me yesterday.”


      “He still such an asshole?”


      “That’s what Pearl asked. The answer’s yes.”


      “How is Pearl? You two still—?”


      “We’re not together. She’s still Pearl.”


      “Hmm. Who did the leaving?”


      “Pearl.”


      “Hmm. So what’d Renz want?”


      Quinn told him.


      “I’m in,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn was surprised by how quickly the answer had come. He’d thought Fedderman liked at least some part of retirement and would prefer it to looking at dead bodies and maybe being shot at.


      “So when can I expect you?” Quinn asked.


      “Soon as I can catch a flight to New York. That’s the thing about condo living, you can turn the key in the lock and leave. Don’t have to worry about the weeds taking over the lawn. I’m looking forward to seeing you and Pearl.”


      “Pearl’s not in.”


      “You serious?” Fedderman sounded amazed.


      “She said she’s happy being a bank guard.”


      “Banks don’t need guards. She knows that. Time I get to New York she’ll have changed her mind.”


      “Pearl doesn’t change her mind.”


      “She did about you.”


      Quinn felt a stab of annoyance. On the other hand, this was what he liked about Fedderman. They’d worked together a long time and were completely honest with each other. Fedderman had a way of driving to the truth and to hell with the cost.


      “I’ll call you when I get into town,” Fedderman said. “Meantime, you work on Pearl.”


      He hung up before Quinn could reply.


      Quinn replaced the receiver in its cradle and picked up his cigar from the ashtray on the desk. It had gone out. He relit it and settled back in his chair, thinking about what Fedderman had said. Thinking about Pearl. He’d worked with her, slept with her, lived with her, knew her.


      Pearl doesn’t change her mind.


      He watched the smoke rise like a spirit and catch a draft up near the ceiling.


      Pearl doesn’t change her mind back.
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      Ida Ingrahm had a date.


      Normally she wouldn’t have made one with somebody she’d just met in a bar, but Jeff was different.


      No, really different.


      Seated at her mirror in her West Side apartment, she smiled at her reflection. Not unattractive, she thought. Full face with dark brown hair worn in bangs that made it look fuller. Not fat, mind you. And the rest of her was slim, except she didn’t have much of a waist. Small breasts, legs okay. Especially with the right shoes.


      Why do I have to appraise myself like this?


      Ida knew the answer. Once they’d slept with her, men tended not to stick around. And she was way, way over thirty now. On the slide.


      Time to panic?


      She gave her reflection a brighter smile and decided, not yet. Hope lived. It wasn’t that she wanted to get married. A lasting relationship was her goal. Modest enough, she thought. She saw other people achieve them. Meanwhile, life wasn’t so terrible.


      She liked her job as graphic designer for Higher Corporate Image, a company that produced promotional and motivational material for retail chains. It paid on the low side, if you didn’t figure bonuses that were no sure thing, but there was a future. There was no glass ceiling at HCI. She could see her life ten years out, and it was okay, and would be better than okay if she had somebody steady. Somebody who cared about her.


      She could learn to care about him.


      I could learn…Stupid attitude.


      Her smile faded, and for an instant her blue eyes did flash panic. Perhaps that was her problem, why men left her; her desperation shone through. Thirty-eight and alone in New York—scary. Then again, she knew there were millions of unhappy Midwestern housewives who’d give up their drudge lives in a New York minute for her situation.


      Independence! Wa-hoo! She told herself, Quit being such a wimp.


      She put on a sapphire pendant with a long silver chain that formed a V so her neck looked longer, her face thinner. Then she unfastened the top button of her blouse to reveal a suggestion of cleavage that wasn’t there.


      She wasn’t a wimp. She was doing just fine, sticking in the big city, date with a guy like Jeff, living the life unlike the one she would have led back in Fort Taynor, Arkansas.


      She’d thought she’d gotten rid of her southern accent completely, but Jeff had picked up on it right away and said he found it charming. Some of the other women in Loiter, the lounge where a crowd younger than Ida hung out, had glanced with envy at her, seeing her with Jeff. He was easily the best-looking man in the place, and he hadn’t come in with a bunch of leering buddies whose goal for the evening was to score. He was nicely dressed in a dark blue suit that looked expensive. He was even the kind of guy who wore cuff links.


      Nobody back in Fort Taynor wore cuff links.


      She fumbled trying to fasten the clasp on her knockoff retro wristwatch, and almost dropped it when the intercom buzzed.


      Ida squinted at the watch’s tiny face. It was difficult to make out the time without her reading glasses.


      Almost seven o’clock. Jeff was early. If it was Jeff.


      She gave a final try to engage the miniature latch of the watch’s silver-plated chain, and smiled in surprise when she was successful. A good omen? She hesitated, considering slipping into her high-heel pumps, then padded in her nylon feet toward the intercom. If it was Jeff, she’d have enough time to put on her shoes while he was coming upstairs.


      A final glance in the mirror behind the sofa.


      She winked at herself and whispered, “Hot!” Letting her tongue show.


      Believing it a little.


      As she moved toward the intercom, her gaze roamed around the tiny apartment, hoping it was neat enough, clean enough.


      Being judged. Always being judged.


      She pressed the button and tried to sound casual and sexy. “Who’s there?”


      “Jeff Davis.”


      Ida decided to hold her silence and simply buzz him in. Not make herself seem too interested and available. Too eager.


      Be cool. Like he is.


      As she struggled into her shoes that for some reason seemed too small, she imagined him standing in the elevator, rising to her floor.


      One of her toenails that needed trimming cut painfully into the toe next to it.


      Damn it! Feet swollen again. Should have taken a water pill.


      The left shoe wasn’t completely on, and she almost turned an ankle, as she hurried to answer his knock.
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      Renz was true to his word. Always a bad sign.


      He’d found them office space on West Seventy-ninth Street, not far from the two-oh precinct on West Eighty-second. It had been used as a child welfare reporting center until the city budget had forced its closure. On one side of the old brick building was a dental clinic, Nothing but the Tooth. Renz had laughed about that one over the phone when he called to send Quinn to the address, thinking it a riot that a cop shop should share the building with a dentist with a sense of humor. Quinn didn’t think dentists should joke about their work.


      The entrances to the two office suites faced each other across a cracked concrete stoop, three steps up from the sidewalk. Quinn and Fedderman didn’t know what the dentist’s digs looked like, but their “suite” consisted of two adjoining rooms and a half bath. Gluts of truncated cable and smaller wiring protruded like weird high-tech vegetables out of the hardwood floor, Quinn guessed for phones and computers. Ghastly illumination was provided by dangling flourescent fixtures.


      “We’ll get you desks and stuff tomorrow,” Renz had assured Quinn.


      That had been two days ago. Quinn and Fedderman were still working out of Quinn’s apartment, or sometimes the claustrophobic room Fedderman had rented in a residence hotel in the Nineties.


      They were in Quinn’s den today, the contents of the murder files arranged in something like chronological order before them on the floor. Quinn was seated in his desk chair, which he’d rolled out from behind the desk, leaning out over the mess on the carpet with his elbows on his knees, gazing down like God at His miscreants. Fedderman was sitting on the floor with his back against the wall. He’d become almost bald on top, his graying hair too long on the sides and curling over his ears. His pants were wrinkled, and his brown suit coat was wadded in a chair. Fedderman had no respect for clothes. They didn’t like him, either. He was tall and narrow-shouldered, and nothing seemed to fit his thin, awkward body, with the potbelly and abnormally long arms.


      “What we know,” Quinn said, “is both victims were brunettes, in their thirties, attractive though not raving beauties. They both were drowned before they were butchered. No signs of sexual activity. No semen found in the bodies or anywhere at the scenes.”


      “Probably untaped after death,” Fedderman said. “He wouldn’t want them splashing all over the place in the bathtub while he was holding them under.”


      “And he took the used tape with him.”


      “Neatnik,” Fedderman said.


      “Trauma to the heads of both victims before death.”


      Fedderman nodded and nudged one of the morgue shots with the unpolished toe of his brown shoe. “Sequences probably the same. No indications of forced entry into either apartment. So he’s let in, whaps them in the head, and undresses them and tapes them up while they’re unconscious. Then he carries them into the bathroom and places them in the tub. He makes sure the stopper’s engaged and turns on the water.”


      “That’s probably when they come to,” Quinn said.


      Fedderman thought about that. “Yeah, the cold water. Then they realize where they are, the fix they’re in. Jesus!”


      “When the water’s high enough, he turns it off and drowns them,” Quinn said.


      “Thank God for that, considering what comes next.”


      “He wouldn’t let them just sit there and drown. Their heads would be too high, anyway, and he wouldn’t want them struggling, even taped tight like they were. They’d still be able to splash around some. Maybe work loose the tape over their mouths and make some noise.”


      “So he holds them under,” Fedderman said.


      “Then, when they’re dead, he removes the tape and uses the tools he’s brought with him to start carving.”


      “Ignores the knives in the kitchen?”


      “Has so far.”


      “Must have brought his tools in a box or a bag of some sort.”


      “Uh-huh. Maybe somebody noticed. Something to check.”


      “Gets together all his cleaning agents first,” Fedderman said. “Before he starts to carve. No blood in the kitchen. None in the cabinets where the stuff would have been kept.”


      “Yeah, sounds right. He uses the shower curtain to protect the floor, so he won’t be walking or kneeling in blood while he’s…” Quinn paused and gave his cigar a George Burns look, even the faint smile. It occurred to him how good it felt to be having one of these give-and-take conversations with Fedderman again, homing in on the facts, or at least the hypothesis, and nudging ideas alive. “No, Feds, he’s got to undress. He’d be working nude, even before he drowns them. Wouldn’t want to get his clothes wet. Somebody might notice when he leaves.”


      Fedderman nodded. “Shower curtain keeps whatever mess there is outside the tub contained. I’d say he opens up his victims and sits there a while and lets them bleed out in the tub, much as possible without a heartbeat, then washes the blood down the drain and begins his carving. Probably just gets residue blood on his hands and arms, maybe upper body; easy to wash off, while he’s cleaning the body parts.”


      “Then he cleans his tools.”


      “After stacking the severed body parts in the tub.” Fedderman looked disgusted, maybe a little scared, his features as mismatched as his clothes. “What the hell have we gotten ourselves into, Quinn?”


      “Nothing we haven’t been in before.”


      Or is it?


      “Body parts stacked exactly the same way,” Quinn said, pressing on, “in the same order.”


      “And everything washed so clean,” Fedderman said. “Like maybe he was trying to wash away his sins.”


      Take me to the river… Quinn sat back in his chair. “It’s still too early to get inside this one’s head. We can’t make any assumptions. Other than he’s one sick cookie, and he’s got a thing about brunettes.”


      “Lots of us have a thing about brunettes.”


      “I talked to the ME,” Quinn said. “Near as he could make out, sharp knives, and probably a cleaver or hatchet of some kind, were used to disassemble these women. But some body parts would be too difficult to remove with a knife or cleaver. The severed large bone ends suggest a saw was used. Because of the finely serrated blade, most likely a power saw.”


      “Dangerous to use one of those around water, even a portable with a battery. Might get your ass electrocuted.”


      “Still, my guess is he used a portable. They’re quieter. And they make them plenty powerful enough for the job now. He’d be using it after the water was gone from the tub, and most of the blood and other body fluids were drained from his victims.”


      “Like in a butcher shop.” Fedderman made his disgusted face again.


      “Exactly like, Feds. He did butcher them.” Quinn sighed and let his gaze roam over the photographs, statements, and reports arranged on the carpet. “Apparently the two victims didn’t know each other and had no friends or acquaintances in common.”


      “That’s ground we can go over again,” Fedderman said. “They might have frequented the same bar or restaurant, shopped at the same store.”


      “One lived on the East Side,” Quinn pointed out, “one on the West.”


      “They had one thing in common, anyway. The killer.”


      “Yeah, they—”


      The phone rang, interrupting Quinn.


      He scooted with his feet so his chair rolled closer to the desk, then stretched out an arm and lifted the black plastic receiver. Said, “Quinn.”


      After a while: “Uh-huh.” He rolled the chair even closer so he could reach a pen and make a note on a pad on the desk corner. “You sure about the address?”


      Apparently, whoever had called was sure.


      “We’re leaving now,” Quinn said, and hung up.


      Fedderman knew better than to try a guess at what the conversation was about. Quinn was always the same on the phone, calm, almost mechanical. He’d tell Fedderman when he was ready.


      “Better straighten your tie, Feds,” Quinn said, standing up from his chair. “That was Renz. We’ve got a third victim, woman named Ida Ingrahm, 197 West Eighty-second Street, apartment six-B.”


      Fedderman jotted down the name and address in his own note pad. “Not far from here.” He stood up slowly, unfolding in mismatched sections, gave his tie a tug, and shrugged into his wrinkled suit coat.


      He pulled down his right shirtsleeve and rebuttoned its cuff. Something about the way he wrote, or maybe the cheap shirts he wore, made his right cuff button always come undone. He was adjusting the baggy coat so his shoulder holster didn’t show, when he suddenly stopped and stared at Quinn.


      “You positive about that location?”


      “I had Renz repeat it,” Quinn said. “Pearl’s old address.”
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      The victim’s was a small, corner apartment that looked a lot neater than when Pearl had lived in it. For one thing, it was completely painted. Pearl had always been in the process of painting the place, never finishing. There were no newspapers or magazines strewn on the floor, and the furniture looked…well, arranged.


      There was also a disturbing odor. Quinn had encountered it before, but not to this degree. So had Fedderman.


      “Smells like a butcher shop,” Fedderman said. “Lots of fresh blood, fresh meat.”


      “He is a butcher,” Quinn said.


      “A real one, maybe.”


      The thought had occurred to Quinn. “He’d have the skills, as well as the tools of his trade.”


      There was a uniformed cop in the apartment, standing and staring out the window. He hadn’t turned around when Quinn and Fedderman entered. Now he did. He was a middle-aged guy with a gray military haircut, his cap in his hands, over his crotch. His face was so white Quinn thought the man might faint any second. Quinn and Fedderman flashed the shields Renz had provided, and the uniform pointed toward a short hall that Quinn knew led to the bathroom and only bedroom.


      “Maybe you oughta sit down,” Quinn said.


      “I can stand okay,” the cop said. Point of pride.


      Quinn nodded and led the way down the hall. He and Fedderman both slipped latex gloves on their hands as they walked. Quinn was a little surprised by how effortless and automatic it was, an old task still familiar.


      There was no way to prepare for what was in the bathroom. In the center of the tub, Ida Ingrahm’s head lay propped on its side on the stack of torso and limbs. Her damp brown hair had been smoothed back so her face was visible. Her eyes were open, darkened by blood from capillaries ruptured as she’d drowned, but they didn’t so much look dead as expectant. As if she’d been waiting for somebody to come into the bathroom. Maybe Quinn and Fedderman.


      “Some sight,” said a voice behind them.


      Quinn turned and saw Nift from the Medical Examiner’s office, not one of his favorite people. Nift was a pigeon-chested little guy with thick black hair that dangled in short bangs high on his bulging forehead. He had an imperious attitude, a smart mouth, and appeared to be strutting even when standing still. Always a meticulous dresser, he seemed to be dolling up even more for his work. Today he was wearing a black three-button suit, white shirt, and a black silk tie. Quinn thought he looked like Napoleon gussied up as a mortician.


      “Some stench,” Fedderman said.


      “Smells something like the morgue on a busy day,” Nift said. “I knew you guys were on the way, so I didn’t touch anything, just tippy-toed in and looked at the poor woman. I determined that she was dead.”


      “Cut up like the others?” Fedderman asked.


      “I wouldn’t know if she had a sense of humor,” Nift said.


      “I might throw you into that tub with her,” Quinn said.


      Nift stared at him. “I believe you just might, Captain.”


      “Maybe you oughta give us a straight answer,” Fedderman said.


      “As near as I can tell, without having moved the body parts, she seems to have been dissected in the same manner as the two previous victims. She also fits the killer’s type.”


      “Now you’re doing detective work,” Quinn said.


      Nift smiled. “My weakness. Too many TV cop shows, I suppose. But I really can’t tell you much more than the obvious until after the postmortem.” He shrugged. “Cut, hack, saw.”


      “Drowned first,” Fedderman said.


      “Yes, I can about guarantee you that. Just like the first two. And like with the first two, I doubt if there’ll be any indications of recent sexual activity.” He smiled. “Wanna take a closer look?”


      “We’ll take your word for it,” Quinn said. “Was her hair pulled back from her face like that when you arrived?”


      “Sure was. Just as the killer wanted you to find it. Or maybe it was simply a gentle gesture after the beheading.”


      There was a flash behind them. The police photographer had arrived, armed with a digital camera about the size of a cigarette lighter. There were three techs beyond him, nosing around the living room for prints or stray hairs or dying messages or whatever. Quinn figured they wouldn’t find much, if anything, of use. This was a clean and careful killer they were hunting. Cleanliness and caution were deep in his methodology and would be essential in his psychology. The police profiler should be having a ball with this guy.


      “I’ll finish my preliminary,” Nift said, “then get out of the way.”


      Quinn and Fedderman moved aside so Nift could squeeze back into the almost sanitarily clean bathroom. Chromed faucet handles glittered. The ceramic tiles gleamed. Admirable.


      Except for what was in the tub.


      “Let’s go into the bedroom,” Quinn said.


      Fedderman followed. “We’ll look for clues where it’s less crowded and the light’s better.”


      Quinn was glad Fedderman was recovering his cop’s sense of humor that helped to keep him sane. Like Nift, maybe, only without the mean streak.


      Fedderman knew why Quinn wanted to examine the bedroom—to get a better sense of Ida Ingrahm, who she was before she became victim number three.


      The bedroom was neatly arranged, the bed still made. The room didn’t seem to have been touched by the crime except for the odor. Their bed had been against the other wall when Quinn and Pearl had slept here. He tried not to think about that.


      Ida Ingrahm seemed to have fit the mold of thousands, maybe millions, of single women in New York. On her dresser was the framed family photo, a man and woman and two teenage girls, posed smiling in front of a lake ringed with trees that looked about to surrender their leaves to autumn. The females in the photo looked quite a bit alike. Quinn figured he was looking at Mom, Dad, Sis, and the future murder victim. There was nothing in the smiling faces of either of the daughters that portended an early, violent death.


      Ida’s closet held an assortment of mix-and-match black clothing, a rack of shoes. Near the foot of the bed was a small TV on a white wicker stand. There was a bookshelf that held mostly self-help and diet books, a few paperback mysteries. On the lamp table next to the bed, a pair of glasses was folded atop a Stuart Kaminsky novel. Pearl used to read Kaminsky’s series about a cop named Lieberman, and Quinn wondered if she’d left behind the book when she moved out. It bothered him that the dead woman had read the same book as Pearl, maybe even turning down page corners the way Pearl did to keep her place. He went to the glasses and, careful not to touch anywhere that might obscure prints, examined the lenses. Single power and weak. They looked like drugstore reading glasses.


      “Lots of shoes,” Fedderman said behind Quinn, still staring into the closet.


      “Lots of women have lots of shoes,” Quinn said, glancing over at him. When he turned back, he saw something he hadn’t noticed before because it was mostly hidden behind the lamp base. A cell phone.


      Maybe with speed dial numbers, information, a log of recent numbers called or received. Maybe with a recorder, a calculator, a digital camera with a stored photo of the killer. Well, who knew, these days? It looked like an ordinary cell phone, but who could tell? Quinn couldn’t keep up with technology.


      He left the bedroom and went halfway down the hall, then summoned one of the techs, a bright looking young guy with dark-rimmed glasses and a bow tie. Quinn had always thought that men who wore bow ties were a separate breed, understood only by themselves. Probably had a secret handshake.


      Like Quinn and Fedderman, the bow-tied tech was wearing white evidence gloves. Unlike Quinn and Fedderman, he was under thirty and would understand cell phone technology.


      “Do what you want with this so we can check out any information stored,” Quinn said, pointing to the phone.


      The tech nudged the phone with a gloved fingertip, then began dusting for prints.


      After a few seconds, he looked up at Quinn, smiling. “Something you should know about this phone, sir.”


      Quinn liked it when a tech called him “sir.” Very rare. He put it down to youth. “There something different about it?”


      “Yeah.”


      What happened to “sir”?


      The tech carefully lifted the phone between thumb and middle finger, then lightly squeezed. It began to buzz.


      Quinn was just about to tell the tech to let him answer the phone, when the buzzing stopped.


      “It’s not a phone, sir. Only looks like one. It’s a vibrator.”


      “That’s to let you know you got a call when you don’t want people to hear it ring,” Fedderman said.


      “It’s not a phone. Really, it’s a vibrator.”


      “Huh?” Fedderman said, finally getting it, interested.


      The kid pushed another button and the buzzing got louder. The little cell phone became a blur.


      “Whoa!” Fedderman said.


      Quinn didn’t know what to say.


      “It’s not the kind of vibrator you’d use on your sore back,” the tech said. He was still smiling, but looking thoughtful. “I guess it’s so women can carry it around, maybe use it when they travel, and it won’t draw attention and embarrass them if security or customs root through their luggage.”


      “What a great idea,” Fedderman said.


      The tech turned off the mock phone and placed it back down exactly in its original position. “I think I know whose prints’ll be all over this for everyone to see.”


      “She’s beyond embarrassment,” Quinn said.


      “What are you doing in my bedroom?” demanded a woman’s voice.


      Startled, all three men turned to look.


      Pearl.


      


      “Who’s guarding the bank?” Fedderman asked, after Pearl had been filled in and had looked around the apartment. They were outside on West Eighty-second, standing in the shade near the building’s concrete stoop.


      “Someone else,” Pearl said. “I’m on a leave of absence.”


      Quinn looked closely at her. She was simply Pearl. Compact, buxom, and beautiful. She had on her usual deep red lipstick today, so stark against her pale complexion that her generous mouth seemed to have been painted on by some manic, inspired artist. With her large dark eyes, perfect white teeth, black hair, she was so vivid she often reminded Quinn of some kind of cartoon character. But she was real. Quinn knew she was real.


      “Renz call you?” he asked.


      “Even before he called you.”


      “I thought you weren’t interested in this case.”


      “This sick asshole killed somebody in my old apartment. Somebody who might just as easily have been me. That makes it personal.”


      “Also makes it coincidental,” Fedderman said.


      “Doesn’t it, though?” Pearl said.


      A brisk summer breeze kicked up and moved a crumpled white takeout bag along the sidewalk. Quinn stood his ground, merely lifting a foot to let the bag pass and continue along the pavement.


      “We need you, Pearl,” Fedderman said.


      She smiled. “Thanks, Feds.”


      “You one of us again, Pearl?” Quinn asked.


      “The smart one,” she said.


      


      They spent the next several hours talking to Ida’s neighbors, some of whom remembered Pearl. No one had seen or heard anything unusual. Those who knew Ida Ingrahm said she was quiet, and worked as some kind of artist or graphic designer at a company in midtown. She rode the subway back and forth to work.


      All the detective team’s time and effort left them right back where they’d started hours ago, standing on the sidewalk just outside the building. Ida Ingrahm’s remains had long since been removed, and the crime scene unit had pulled out. A uniform remained in the hall outside the apartment, with its door yellow-taped, and would be relieved in a few hours by another cop who would remain there all night. Sometimes criminals really did return to the scene of the crime. Especially if they forgot something incriminating.


      Quinn unwrapped a Cuban cigar and lit it. The butcher shop stench had stayed with him and become taste. The acrid scent of burning tobacco helped. A few people walking past on the sidewalk glared at him as he exhaled a large puff of smoke. So arrest me. Neither Pearl nor Fedderman complained; they’d been upstairs like Quinn. It seemed to them that the entire building smelled like a slaughterhouse, but Ida’s neighbors didn’t seem to notice. Maybe the death stench had grown on them slowly, and they became accustomed to it.


      Or maybe it was mental. The other tenants hadn’t been in Ida’s apartment to bid her farewell.


      Ida nude. A three-dimensional Picasso. In pieces like a disconnected puzzle doll, chalk white and eerily pure in her drained bathtub.


      Ida clean.


      Her sins washed away?


      Quinn knew better, but he wished for Ida that it worked that way. He felt an overbearing sadness not only for her but for himself and the entire human race.


      The things we do to each other…


      “You cab over here?” he asked Pearl.


      Pearl nodded. Did a thing with her lips so she could take in some secondhand smoke.


      “That’s our unmarked across the street,” Quinn said.


      “I know,” Pearl said. “It’s the only car that looks like it should be wearing a fedora.”


      “Since you’re on the case, come with us back to the office and we’ll bring you up to speed.”


      “We have an office?”


      “Such as it is,” Fedderman said. “And not far from here.”


      “Has it got a coffee machine?”


      “No.”


      “Then it isn’t an office.”


      “Let’s move,” Quinn said, already starting to cross the street.


      “Vroom! Vroom!” Pearl said behind him.


      Smart-mouthing me already, Quinn thought. Hiding behind her wisecracks where no one could touch her soft spots.


      Well, who doesn’t? At least sometimes?


      A car pulled out of a parking space and had to brake hard to keep from hitting the three of them. The driver leaned on the horn. Pearl made an obscene gesture, otherwise ignoring the man.


      Quinn thought this wasn’t going to be easy.


      So why, whenever he looked at Pearl, did he feel like smiling?
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      The office: three gray steel desks (as if Renz had known Pearl would be joining them); four chairs; a file cabinet; and a wooden table with a lamp, computer, and printer on it. The printer was the kind that copied and faxed and scanned and did who knew what-all that Quinn would probably never figure out. The table was directly over one of the outcroppings of wire on the floor, everything mysteriously connected to it via another tangle of wire emanating from computer and printer.


      “This thing work?” Pearl asked, walking over to the computer. It was an old Hewlett-Packard, gigantic.


      Quinn pulled a cord that opened some blinds, letting natural light in to soften the fluorescent glare. “Yeah. And some computer whiz from the NYPD’s gonna set us up with more of them. Update our system. We’re coded into the NYPD and various data banks. Codes and passwords are on a piece of paper under the lamp base.”


      Pearl grinned, the brightest thing in the gloomy office. “Everybody hides their passwords under the lamp base. First place burglars and identity thieves look.”


      “Nobody’s gonna break in here,” Fedderman said. “And far as I’m concerned, somebody else is welcome to my identity.”


      Quinn settled into the chair behind his desk and rocked slightly back and forth. The chair squeaked. The other two chairs at the desks were identical—cheap black vinyl swivel chairs on rollers. The fourth chair was straight-backed and wooden, presumably for an eventual suspect.


      Pearl and Fedderman rolled the other two chairs up close and sat down. Quinn’s desk was strategically placed directly beneath one of the fluorescent fixtures, so there was plenty of light even if it was ghastly. He slid open one of the rattling steel drawers and handed Pearl the murder books on Janice Queen and Lois Ullman.


      “You can look them over now, if you want,” he said, “then take them home and study them.”


      Pearl rested the files on her lap, and opened the top one. Quinn watched her scan each piece of paper or photograph inside, then move on and repeat the process. A tune from Phantom of the Opera was seeping over from the Nothing but the Tooth side of the building. Music to fill molars by? That, the hum and swish of traffic outside, and Pearl leafing through the files, were the only sounds for a long time.


      Then Fedderman said, “‘Music of the Night.’”


      Pearl, not looking up, said, “Uh-huh.”


      Along with a ballpoint pen and the glass ashtray with BILTMORE HOTEL on it, was a telephone on Quinn’s desk. It wasn’t a rotary, but it was old and black with a base and receiver.


      And it was ringing.


      Quinn lifted the receiver and pressed it to his ear.


      The caller was Nift, with a more detailed autopsy report.


      “Death by drowning,” he said. “Probably carved up by the same cutting instruments used on the previous victims. Looks like a power saw was used on the larger bones and tougher ligaments. Tightly serrated blade, like an electric jigsaw or maybe a circular. Her family should be glad she was dead at the time.”


      “A portable saw?”


      “Could’ve been a portable. It’d almost have to be, wouldn’t it, not to make too much noise? And they make them powerful these days.”


      “That’s how we figure it,” Quinn said.


      “No signs of sexual activity of any kind around the genitals or on any of the body parts. No traces of semen anywhere at the scene. A residue of adhesive on ankles and arms, and around the mouth, from when the victim was taped in such a way that she wouldn’t have been able to move anything but fingers and toes. In short, Ida Ingrahm died just like the first two victims. And she was a brunette, like the first two. If there was any doubt before that you’re on the trail of a serial killer, there shouldn’t be now. The beautiful if disassembled Ida was number three.”


      “You think it coulda been a doctor or a butcher? The way the work was done and he cleaned up after himself?”


      “Coulda been almost anyone,” Nift said. “It only took rudimentary knowledge, maybe gained from animals. Coulda been a fastidious janitor.”


      Quinn didn’t say anything for a few seconds.


      “Anything else I can help you with while I’m on the phone?” Nift asked.


      “You called me,” Quinn said. “Most of the time medical examiners wait for the detectives to call.”


      “I find this killer interesting,” Nift said. “You know me, how I like to play cop. Also, I thought I should call and let you know there’s a journalist from City Beat hot on this story. Woman named Cindy Sellers. She’s a hard charger, and serial killers make for big news. These murders take ‘if it bleeds it leads’ to an extreme.”


      “I never heard of City Beat.”


      “It’s fairly new, not much circulation yet. But you know the way it works: One wolf gets the scent, then the whole pack’s on the hunt.”


      Quinn knew. He thanked Nift, then hung up and relayed the information to Fedderman and Pearl.


      “No surprise there,” Pearl said. She leaned forward and placed the murder files on the desk, then rolled back a few feet in her chair so her gaze could take in both Quinn and Fedderman. “But there is something.”


      Quinn waited. “No dramatic pauses, Pearl. Please.”


      “I’m not being theatrical,” she said. “I’m just thinking, trying to decide if it’s plausible.”


      “Let us decide along with you,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl looked at Quinn. “I think the killer chose you as his opponent.”


      “That might be plausible,” Quinn said, “except Renz did the choosing.”


      Pearl kept him trapped with her dark eyes, wouldn’t let him go. “The last victim, Ida, was killed in my apartment. You think that’s some wild coincidence?”


      Quinn had to answer honestly. “No. But that doesn’t necessarily lead me to your conclusion.”


      “It wouldn’t me, either,” Pearl said, “except for the victims’ last initials, in the order of their deaths: Janice Queen, Lois Ullman, Ida Ingrahm.”


      “Q, U, I,” Fedderman said, staring at Quinn. “Almost spells—”


      “It does,” Quinn said, standing up from behind the desk. He started to pace, but tripped over one of the wiring-clump mushrooms growing on the floor and almost fell.


      “The next victim’s name will start with an N,” Pearl said.


      “She’s right,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn didn’t have to be told. Pearl wasn’t always right, but almost always.


      She was almost surely right this time: The killer was choosing victims whose last initials spelled out Quinn’s name.


      “Think we oughta tell the media?” Fedderman asked. “Be our asses if we don’t.”


      “He’s got a point,” Pearl said. “Women with N surnames have a right to know.”


      Quinn picked up the phone again.


      “Who you calling?” Fedderman asked.


      “Renz. Then Nift. He knows a journalist who’s already been on this, a woman named Cindy Sellers, with City Beat.”


      “Never heard of her or it,” Fedderman said.


      “You will after they scoop this story,” Quinn said.


      As he was pecking out Renz’s number with his forefinger, Pearl got up from her chair and stood with her hands on her hips, looking around.


      “We gotta get a coffee machine.”


      


      Pearl arrived at the office early the next morning with a sack containing a bag of gourmet ground Columbian beans, a pack of filters, and a brand-new Mr. Coffee that was still in the box.


      Under her other arm were the murder files, which she’d taken home for a closer read last night.


      She placed the Mr. Coffee on the computer table, the beans and filter next to it.


      The files she laid on Quinn’s desk. Ida Ingrahm’s was on top.


      “I wish you’d told me yesterday about that vibrator phone,” Pearl said.


      Quinn and Fedderman looked at each other. Fedderman, slumped in a chair in front of the desk, said, “Pearl, Pearl.”


      “I don’t have one,” she said, not blushing, “but I happen to know where they’re sold. A little shop in the Village. Intimate Items.”


      “How would you know that, Pearl?” Fedderman asked.


      “I shop there sometimes, asshole. The place isn’t as risqué as you might think. It’s erotica that’s mostly for women.”


      “Ah,” Fedderman said, “no whips and chains.”


      “Well, some. But mostly stuff like those Dial In phones.”


      “Dial In?” Quinn asked.


      “That’s the brand name, even though they’re not really phones and have a fake keypad. I haven’t seen them anywhere but in that shop. We can check and see if they have a record of Ida buying one there, or maybe they’ll recognize her photo.”


      “How would that help us?” Fedderman asked.


      “She might not have been alone when she bought her phone.”


      Quinn tried not to smile. Pearl a step ahead of Fedderman. Old and familiar patterns taking form. They were again becoming a team.


      “Drop Feds and me off at Ida Ingrahm’s apartment,” Quinn said, “and we’ll reinterview some of her neighbors, see if anybody’s memory can be jogged. Then you drive the unmarked down to…what’s it?”


      “Intimate Items,” Fedderman reminded him.


      “Yeah. Talk to the clerk, or whoever.” He handed her a morgue photo of Ida Ingrahm. “Nift faxed this here this morning.”


      “It’s a head shot,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl looked at him in disgust. “Jesus, Feds.” Her expression was unchanging as she glanced at the photo. She reached for the murder files she’d laid on the desk. “I’ll take photos of the other victims, too. Just in case.”


      “No coffee this morning?” Fedderman asked, looking over at the packages Pearl had piled on the computer table.


      “No time,” Pearl said. “You guys can make some tomorrow.”


      Quinn stood up from behind his desk.


      “I’ll drive,” Pearl said, “since I’ll be going on down to the Village.”


      “Seat’s all the way back,” Quinn said, “so I might as well drive to the apartment.” So we get there alive.


      He and Fedderman knew how Pearl drove—as if she’d learned by watching The French Connection.


      Fedderman glanced over at Quinn, smiling slightly, but like Quinn, he held his silence.


      Familiar patterns.
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      On the drive to Ida Ingrahm’s apartment, Fedderman tried to talk Quinn into sending him along with Pearl to follow up on the cell phone lead. Quinn knew this would be more for Fedderman’s amusement than anything else, so he’d nixed it and told Pearl to take the unmarked and return to pick them up later. So here Pearl was alone, without having to cope with Fedderman and vibrator cell phones simultaneously. Pearl considered it a gift.


      Intimate Items was a block off Broadway, and wasn’t the kind of blatant sex shop its name might suggest. The merchandise was varied but mostly ran toward sexy lingerie, massage potions, aphrodisiac incense, romantic CDs, and other mood makers. Pearl thought the mannequin in Intimate Items’ display window was dressed more for a romantic night at the Hilton than a session at an S&M club. Satin rather than leather, lace rather than Velcro. Make the mannequin’s see-through gown more opaque, her panties bikini instead of thong, and she might fit right in flaunting her stuff in the windows of midtown department stores.


      Opening and closing the door set off a soft chime somewhere in the shop. A hidden sachet made the place smell faintly of cinnamon. The design and decor were those of an upscale boutique, racks of clothes down one side, harder merchandise and a sales counter on the other. Changing rooms and full-length triple mirrors up on a low, carpeted podium were at the far end. Vibrators were kept out of sight beneath the counter. The shop’s customers were almost exclusively women.


      At the moment, Pearl was the only customer.


      A young, primly dressed woman in a high-necked white blouse, with a sweet face that looked swollen from too much sleep, smiled puffily at her from behind the glass counter.


      “May I help you?”


      “Cell phone vibrators,” Pearl said.


      The woman, maybe still in her twenties, appeared faintly surprised by Pearl’s request. Then the puffy smile widened, doing something to her eyes and making her appear Asian. “Dial Ins?”


      “Those are the ones.”


      “I’d like to help you, but you’re too late.”


      “I’m not even forty,” Pearl said.


      The clerk ducked her head and looked embarrassed. “No, ma’am, I didn’t mean that.”


      “I know,” Pearl said, then dipped into her purse and flashed her shield. “My job infects people with a strange sense of humor.”


      “You think mine doesn’t?” the clerk said, glancing at the badge before Pearl put it back out of sight.


      “Point taken. What about those vibrators?”


      “We haven’t handled them for a few months. Not that they didn’t sell, but we got a few customer complaints. Some people thought they’d also bought functional phones.”


      “Yuck,” Pearl said.


      “I thought the phone-vibrators were a great idea for the shop. They let you travel without being embarrassed by some security or customs character rooting through your luggage and coming across a vibrator he just knew wasn’t for your stiff neck.”


      “Seems like an item that’d be right up your alley,” Pearl agreed.


      The woman frowned.


      “A discreet, intimate item,” Pearl explained.


      The sales clerk seemed satisfied that Pearl hadn’t been exercising cop humor.


      “So you returned them to the manufacturer?” Pearl asked.


      “Not actually. We sold them at wholesale price to Nuts and Bolts. It’s a lounge on East Fifty-second. A pickup place but respectable. Lots of single professional women hang out there, the sort with jobs where they have to travel. The boss knows the lounge’s owner, so that’s where the cell phone vibrators went.”


      “How many?”


      “Oh, two cases and a partial, about fifty of them. I bought one myself before we let them go. I think they’re such a super idea. And they really do look like cell phones.”


      Just in case, Pearl showed the clerk photos of the first two victims, then the gruesome morgue shot of Ida Ingrahm, and asked if she recognized any of the women.


      “I don’t think so,” the clerk said, swallowing. “But the first two look vaguely familiar. This last one, is she…?”


      “Dead,” Pearl confirmed. “They all are.”


      The clerk’s puffy features registered dismay. Was she about to cry? “God! That’s horrible!”


      “They’re all victims of the same killer.”


      “That’s why the first two look familiar. I must have seen them in the paper or on television news.”


      “Are you sure they never came in here? Maybe bought mock cell phones.”


      “Oh, I’m positive. I’m here during all our open hours, so I sold all the phones.”


      Pearl slid the photos back in her blazer pocket and thanked the woman for her time.


      “May I interest you in anything else?” The clerk was suddenly very professional, a reaction to distance herself from the Ida Ingrahm photo by grounding herself in the normal world. “We have all sorts of products that aid in relationships with men.”


      “Thanks anyway,” Pearl said. “I already carry a gun.”


      But as she left the shop, she glanced again at the display-window mannequin in the transparent nightgown and thong underwear.


      She thought she could bring it off. Probably.


      


      Nuts and Bolts was on the ground floor of a gray stone office building, flanked by an office supply store and a maritime insurance agency. It was closed, but it served food as well as booze, and Pearl could see through the tinted glass door that several people were bustling around inside in the dimness, preparing for the lunch crowd.


      She rapped on the glass with the cubic zirconium ring on her right hand, making a lot of noise. The last guy she’d dated had given her the ring, telling her it was diamond. It turned out to be as genuine as he was.


      A chubby, bald kid peered curiously through the glass at her. He made exaggerated shrugging motions while he shook his head back and forth violently to signal that the restaurant-lounge was closed. He held up all his stubby fingers, then two, indicating that she should return at noon.


      As he turned away, she rapped on the glass again and pressed her shield to it.


      He turned back, stared at the NYPD detective’s badge, then faded away in the dimness.


      A few seconds later, the door was opened by a potbellied man in a white T-shirt, wearing a stained white apron over jeans. He was about forty, balding, jowly, and with a double chin. Pearl guessed he was gaining middle-age weight steadily and it would eventually catch up with his beer belly. He looked somewhat like the kid who’d answered Pearl’s knock, and she wondered if they were father and son. His tired blue eyes moved up and down, taking in all five-foot-one of Pearl and registering nothing.


      Thanks a lot.


      “Something wrong?” he asked.


      “You tell me.” Pearl smiled when she said it, trying to steer the guy from neutral to friendly. Why make things difficult?


      He did smile back, making him look younger and less fleshy, a glance at an earlier version that wasn’t the kid who’d first come to the door.


      “I don’t think we’ve broken any laws,” he said, wiping his hands on the apron and stepping back so she had room to enter.


      “Maybe the soup yesterday,” the kid said. He was leaning on a broom about ten feet away, grinning. He was wearing a black Mets sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off, baggy stained chinos, and looked as if he had an erection. Pearl felt alternately amused and flattered.


      “Get back to work, Ernie,” the potbellied guy said wearily.


      Ernie kept his dreamy smile trained on Pearl for a full five seconds, then turned away and began sweeping. Pearl decided she kind of liked him.


      “Is the owner around?” Pearl asked.


      “I’m him,” potbelly said. “Lou Sinclair.”


      “Good. I want to talk to you about vibrators that look like cell phones.”


      Ernie continued to sweep, but was moving toward them now so he could hear better.


      “I bought those phones from somebody I know,” Sinclair said. “Somebody honest. If they’re stolen, neither one of us knows about it.”


      “Me, either,” Pearl said.


      “We get lots of traveling businesswomen in here. I let Victoria, my female night bartender, tell the ladies about the phones. If they’re interested, she shows them one and maybe makes a sale.”


      “You sell a lot of them?”


      “Yeah. I’m gonna try and get some more. Damned things really look like phones. You wouldn’t believe it, but we had a woman here thought she could make a call and—”


      “I believe it,” Pearl said.


      “Get busy, Ernie,” Sinclair said. Ernie began sweeping harder, moving away from them this time.


      “Victoria your only night bartender?”


      “Her and me,” Sinclair said. “She comes in at eight, and I’m here from nine to closing.”


      “How can I get in touch with her?”


      “Easy. She’s in the kitchen.”


      “She works days, too?”


      “As well as nights? No, only the owner works those kinda hours. She came in to get her paycheck.”


      “Ah, my lucky day.”


      “Is it hers?”


      “Far as I know. She’s not in any kinda trouble. I just want to show both of you some photographs, see if you recognize any of the women in them, then talk to her about the phones. Maybe Ernie, too.”


      “Ernie goes home after we close for lunch and he’s done busing tables. He’s my brother’s boy. A teen klutz. Knows from nothing.”


      “He’s gotta grow up sometime,” Pearl said.


      Sinclair gave her a curious look, then said, “Wait here and I’ll go get Victoria.”


      Pearl sat at the end of one of the booths, looking around. The floor was carpeted except where Ernie was diligently sweeping. There were round tables with white cloths, crystal chandeliers, a long bar inlaid with polished brass, fancy stools with high, curved backs. It wouldn’t be a bad-looking place if they turned up the lights. Probably they didn’t want passersby glancing in and seeing them cleaning up. Pearl couldn’t read the lunch menu behind the bar, but it didn’t look like much.


      Sinclair returned within a few minutes with a tall, dark-haired woman in a tight tan pantsuit. Or maybe she wasn’t so tall. She looked as if she’d just had her hair done, or overdone. It was piled improbably high and made her look as if she were about to play a country-western singer in a bad movie. When she was closer, she gazed with charcoal dark eyes from beneath dense bangs at Pearl.


      Pearl introduced herself, then removed the photographs from her blazer pocket. “Ernie,” she said, “put down your broom for a minute and come over here.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” Still with the spacey smile. Did the kid ever stop grinning?


      Pearl found the brightest spot on the table and spread out the photos. “Do any of these women look familiar?”


      Ernie stopped smiling and pointed. “That’s one’s dead, ain’t she?”


      “She’s dead, Ernie.”


      “Cool.”


      “Those two,” Victoria said immediately, and pointed with a long red fingernail. “Janice and Lois. I don’t know their last names. They come in here all the time.”


      “They who I think they are?” Sinclair asked.


      “Depends,” Pearl said.


      “The women the Butcher killed?”


      “Huh?” Victoria said.


      “That’s what people call him,” Sinclair said, “the Butcher. Because of the way he carves up his victims and puts their parts on display. The meat. Don’t you read the papers or watch the news?”


      “No, I spend most of my time dealing drinks here. That’s the only way I know Janice and Lois. They work in the neighborhood and come in sometimes in the evening.”


      “Together?”


      Victoria wrinkled her nose, thinking. “No, I can’t recall ever seeing them together. Or even here at the same time. But I could be wrong.”


      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen them,” Sinclair said.


      “Ernie?” Pearl asked.


      “I don’t know any of ’em,” Ernie said. “That dead one’s gross.”


      “Yeah. There oughta be a law.” Pearl looked at Victoria. “Ever sell either of them a cell phone?”


      Victoria appeared startled behind her bangs. She glanced worriedly at Sinclair.


      “It’s okay,” he said.


      “I sold both of them cell phones,” Victoria said. “One to Janice about two months ago. Then, maybe six weeks ago, one to Lois.”


      “Was either woman ever here with a man?”


      “Not that I can recall. Not that they weren’t flirted with. They’re—they were—both real attractive. And for all I know they left with somebody from time to time. That’s the kinda place this is at night, a social spot for people to meet one another.”


      “Do you recall either woman saying anything unusual?”


      “We didn’t have those kinda conversations. I mean, I only knew them from when they ordered drinks and we exchanged a few words. Then, when we began pitching the cell phones, I talked to them some more, but only about the phones.” Victoria looked worried. “I’m not gonna have to go to police headquarters and make a statement or anything, am I?”


      “No, we’ll send somebody around. Nothing to it.”


      “It’ll be okay, Vicky,” Sinclair said, resting a hand gently on her shoulder in a way that made Pearl wonder. It could be a small, intimate world.


      Pearl scooped up the photos and returned them to her pocket. “I want to thank both of you. You’ve been a big help.”


      She left them the way she left most people she interviewed, looking slightly confused and concerned. Pearl guessed everyone had something to hide.


      As she was going out, she heard Ernie say behind her, “Phones? I never knew we sold phones.”
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      Before the papers, even City Beat, had a chance to break the news about Ida Ingrahm, local TV had it. It had been leaked to them by one of their many sources at the NYPD, an organization that fortunately wasn’t a ship.


      Florence Norton saw it first thing when she got home from work, kicked off her shoes, and lazily clicked on the remote.


      The TV was still on NY1, from when she’d checked the temperature this morning before leaving for her job as sales rep for Best of Seasons salad dressings. Florence was good at her job, and had just about convinced one of the hottest restaurants on the West Side to increase its weekly order of special ranch with bacon and beef bits. She was over forty and had bad feet, and the calls she had to make, along with the subway rides where there were no available seats were taking their toll. She had to lose weight, she knew, but she also, deep down, knew she was only fighting a holding action.


      The volume came on slightly before the picture on her old TV: “…the Butcher again…”


      Then there was the pretty blonde anchorwoman, Mary something, looking concerned but still sexy, as if someone were pinching her slightly too hard.


      Florence watched and listened as the woman explained how police thought it possible that the Butcher was murdering women whose last initials spelled out the name of the lead homicide detective assigned to catch him, a guy named Quinn. Of course, police reminded, this could be a coincidence, and there was no need for public panic. Still, it was wise to take precautions.


      “Victims Q, U, and I have already been found,” Mary said with pained concern, which means—”


      Holy Christ!


      It suddenly occurred to Florence that she was an N.


      A potential victim. All of a sudden, the Butcher didn’t sound simply like a corny name for a killer on television news.


      For a while her feet stopped hurting, and she was infused with so much nervousness that she almost got up from the sofa.


      Calm down…Calm down…You’re not some flighty ingenue. You’re a grown-up, self-sufficient woman. Maybe even too self-sufficient. So Dad always said.


      The police were right; there was no need for public panic.


      Unless maybe you were a woman and your last initial was N. Unless maybe you were Florence Norton.


      She turned up the volume and sat forward on the sofa, while the pretty blonde woman reminded viewers that the Butcher killed slim, attractive brunettes.


      Reassuring, Florence thought, with bitter irony. She was breathing easier. While she had mousy brown hair, it was a comfort to know she was middle-aged, dumpy, and nobody had ever thought of her as attractive. Passable at her younger, thinner best, but that was years ago.


      Directors would hardly cast her as the delectable prey of a psychosexual serial killer.


      Florence had long ago stopped worrying about not being a beauty. Despite being overworked, she was quite happy doing her job, going to art exhibits, and dining out with friends of both sexes. It was a narrow life, perhaps, but she found it a contented one.


      She used the remote to switch channels. The national news. Now here were people with real problems. In some city where there were palm trees, flames and smoke were curling into the sky above a fire-ravaged building. Several cars parked nearby were also on fire.


      The picture cut to a helicopter shot of a distant white van speeding the wrong way along a freeway; apparently the vehicle contained the arsonist who’d set the fire. This was something, Florence thought. She peered at the screen, trying to read the crawl without her glasses, and figured it all had to be happening in LA.


      The intercom buzzed, and she muted the TV and rose from the sofa. It took her several seconds to cross the room on her sore feet, press the painted-over button, and ask who was there.


      She felt not the slightest sense of danger when the voice from the lobby fifteen stories below told her there was a Federal Parcel package to be delivered to her address.


      A present? Something she’d ordered from a shopping channel and forgotten?


      Whatever, it was sure to brighten her mood.


      


      Pearl had removed her practical cop shoes and sat with her feet propped on the coffee table, watching TV news. Another California car chase. Was that all they did out there, when they weren’t hauling in junkie celebrities?


      Maybe that was what she should do, she thought, watching the white van being pursued by an orderly procession of LAPD cars with flashing lights. Leave New York and become an LA cop, join the parade of police cars. Forget about Quinn and the NYPD and this noisy, dirty city with the accelerated heartbeat. Forget about all her frustration. LA looked clean and sunny and sparsely populated—at least compared to New York. It looked manageable. Being a cop in la-la land might even be fun.


      She took a sip from her can of diet Pepsi and watched the driver in the white van slow down and cut across a grassy median, then wave at the cops and lead the pursuit in the opposite direction. Police cars on the other side of the highway politely got out of the way as the van passed.


      The hell with that, Pearl thought, and wondered how far the asshole in the van would get in some good old New York traffic with NYPD radio cars on his tail.


      As she watched, two cops by the side of the road stood helplessly with hands on hips as the van sped past.


      Pearl shook her head.


      The hell with that!


      If it hadn’t been her TV, she might have thrown the soda can at it.
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      Bocanne, Florida, 1979


      Darkness had fallen.


      Nine-year-old Sherman Kraft lay on his sagging mattress in his bedroom in the ramshackle house on the edge of the deep swamp. His door was open about a foot, and he’d scooted over on the bed so he could see out into the hall, where from time to time his mother appeared and peeked into the bedroom of their boarder, Ernest Marks.


      His mother’s hair was darker than the shadows, unkempt and hanging to beneath her shoulders, exaggerating the eager craning of her neck as she opened Marks’s door a few inches to peer in. Sherman knew what she was looking for, waiting for.


      He was a skinny boy but with a good frame, and as handsome as his mother was beautiful. He had his father’s blue eyes but his mother’s firm jaw, her high forehead. His thin lips were a slash that curled downward slightly at one corner, like his mother’s. Maybe like his father’s, too. Sherman had no idea what his father looked like, only that his name was George, he was what Sherman’s mom called a con man, and he’d deserted them both five years ago and been shot to death by a woman’s angry husband in South Carolina.


      Chickens coming home to roost, Sherman’s mom had remarked a few times, and that was the end of conversation about her late husband and Sherman’s late father George.


      George the forgotten man.


      The hinge on Mr. Marks’s door squeaked again, not loud, almost like the plaintive cry of a mouse surprised by a trap. Marks was a big man, in his late sixties, but he still looked strong. Sherman’s mom was being careful.


      Sherman let his gaze slide to the side in the dim bedroom. It took in his wicker desk, where he was homeschooled. His bamboo fishing pole, propped gracefully against the wall in the corner. His threadbare armchair, where he loved to sit and read, whenever he could buy or steal a used paperback. Sometimes, when he had nothing to read, he simply sat and did math problems in his head. It was funny, the way the world could be broken down into numbers and mathematical equations. Everything neat and orderly in its place, if you concentrated hard enough and made things fit. If you questioned things enough. Sherman was always questioning. Not out loud, of course, but questioning.


      How many heartbeats to the minute? He considered taking his pulse. His heart was surely racing. He’d read somewhere that seventy-six was normal. He placed his fingertips over his pulse for what he thought was ten seconds, then did the calculation.


      Much higher than seventy-six.


      He knew why.


      The door hinge squealed louder out in the hall. His mother, no longer being careful, opening Mr. Marks’s door all the way.


      Much, much higher than seventy-six. Like a bird trapped in my chest and beating its wings.


      Footsteps in the hall, bare feet on the plank floor. His mother, coming toward his room.


      She pushed his door open all the way and looked in at him. He could see her only in silhouette, dark and almost without substance, like a shadow.


      Sherman rolled onto his side, facing away from her. He didn’t want to do this. He didn’t.


      He never did.


      “Sherman, I know you’re awake. I need your help.”


      He knew there was no point in arguing. He simply didn’t disobey. It was always easier if he did as he was told. Always.


      He rolled over and sat up in bed.


      “Go into Mr. Marks’s room and wait for me,” his mother said. She wasn’t whispering.


      “Mom…”


      “This isn’t any fun for me, either, Sherman.”


      He nodded to the shadow in his doorway and watched it disappear into darker shadows. Then he climbed out of bed, slipped on his jeans that felt stiff and cool even though the night was warm, and walked reluctantly into the room across the hall.


      The conch shell lamp by the bed was on, too dim to read by. Next to it on the table was a cracked saucer with a snubbed out filter-tip cigarette in it. Mr. Marks was in bed, lying on his back, his right hand raised about a foot off the mattress, as if he were about to reach for something. Not looking at it, though. Staring at the ceiling. Not breathing. So still. Dead.


      The light was on in the hall now, and Sherman’s mother came into the bedroom. She was carrying a long-bladed pair of scissors.


      “We’ll undress him here,” she said in her crisp voice that meant business, “then you know what to do.”


      Sherman knew.


      Mr. Marks hadn’t been dead long enough that he was starting to get stiff. Sherman had been told that was why they had to act soon each time, before rigor mortis set in. He’d looked up the term in his old dog-eared dictionary and knew what it meant, though he didn’t quite understand why it happened.


      Like the dead cat I found that time out in the swamp…Didn’t bend when I picked it up by one leg. Its claws were out, though, sharp, hurt…


      Sherman, thinking of other things, any other things, wanting to be in some other place, any other place. Pretending this was happening to somebody else. A different Sherman altogether.


      While his mother snipped away with the scissors, Sherman yanked and tugged, and the tattered gray T-shirt and underpants Mr. Marks slept in came off and away from his heavy body. Sherman tossed them into a pile alongside the bed. He knew his mother would burn them later. She rolled Mr. Marks off the bed and he landed on the woven throw rug with a terrible soft muted sound of flesh-padded bone hitting hard.


      Sherman and his mother each grabbed a corner of the rug near Mr. Marks’s head, and then pulled with all their might to get him moving. Then it wasn’t so difficult to drag his body on the rug along the hall floor to the bathroom.


      It was more of a struggle to wrestle him into the big clawfoot bathtub. As if he felt the need to resist even though it was too late.


      An elbow bonked loudly against the tub. “Damn you!” Sherman heard his mother say, but he knew she was talking to Mr. Marks. Sherman worked harder to get a long, uncooperative leg into the tub, his own bare foot slipping on the plastic his mother had spread on the tile floor, making him almost fall.


      Then Mr. Marks’s big soft body with gray hair all over it settled down in the tub, his feet at the end with the faucets, his head resting on the slanted porcelain at the other end. His expression was peaceful. He might have been relaxing, taking a bath.


      There was no need for words now between Sherman and his mother. She tugged the plastic shower curtain around the freestanding tub so it shielded the back wall, then went into the kitchen while he went out to the garage and got George’s old tools—a handsaw, jigsaw, cleaver, and a power saw with a long coiled cord.


      He carried them into the house in a burlap sack, then removed them and placed them carefully on the floor next to his mother’s kitchen knives.


      His mother began to undress, which was his signal to leave.


      He went out to the hall and closed the door behind him, but he stooped and peered through the keyhole, as he always did.


      There was his mother, her leg, the rest of her, looking so much paler, smoother, and larger than she did with her clothes on. The shower was running and she was bending over the tub, using the knives and heavier tools. Sherman knew that when she was finished with the knives, cleaver, and handsaw, she’d turn off the shower before using the power saw. Water and electricity were a dangerous mix, she’d warned him. Setting a good example.


      She never once glanced toward the keyhole, but he was sure she knew he was watching.


      It was the power saw’s lilting whine that he could never forget.


      


      When she was finished, Sherman’s mother called for him to come back into the bathroom. He waited a few seconds, so they could both pretend he’d been in his bedroom, then he opened the bathroom door, knowing what he’d see.


      There was his mother, fully dressed. Everything in the bathroom was meticulously scrubbed. All the fluids from Mr. Marks had been washed down the drain to the septic tank. His pale, clean parts were neatly stacked in the tub, his torso, thighs, calves, arms, then his head. His sparse gray hair was wet and matted, but his face wore a peaceful expression, as if he might be dreaming of his childhood.


      The black plastic trash bags were folded in the tiny closet with the towels. Sherman’s mother got them out, separated plastic, then snapped a bag in the air to open it out. Sherman helped her to stuff the pieces of Mr. Marks into the bags, arms and head in one, two bags for thighs and calves, one for the torso. The bag with the head in it was always surprisingly heavy, so Sherman carried that one. Always the gentleman, or he’d be scolded.


      He and his mother lugged the bags out to the cedar-plank back porch that faced the deep swamp. The alligators were conditioned to being fed from there, everything from fish heads to…everything. They’d be waiting in the darkness, all of them, hungry and expectant; as if they recognized the sounds and knew what they meant. Maybe the whine of the power saw.


      Sherman and his mother removed one by one the pieces of Mr. Marks and tossed them to the alligators beyond the porch rail. Some of the pieces the gators dragged back into the depths of the swamp. Some they ate right there. One of the big gators always made primitive, guttural noises along with the crunching of bone. That was another sound Sherman would never forget. A sound that was older than the human race, and might be in the collective memory and needed only reminding.


      It wasn’t until years later that Sherman understood what it was all about. The elderly boarders would disappear from the isolated shack on the edge of the swamp and be missed by no one. Before renting them a room, Sherman’s mother always made sure they had no family. Their Social Security checks would continue to arrive, and be endorsed by Sherman’s mother. One of the few useful skills her con man husband had taught her, before leaving her so she could toil alone with child and poverty, was forgery.


      She made the most of it, and wasted little time.


      Tomorrow she’d place another classified ad in the papers under Rooms for Rent. She knew there’d be plenty of replies. Florida was full of pensioners, lonely and poor and closing fast on the end of life, people who had no family and needed a final place to stay before being claimed by death or the dreaded retirement homes.


      There! Dessert.


      There was a final grunting and stirring and rippling of water in the moonlight, a parting splash in the darkness beneath the moss-draped trees.


      Sherman’s mother leaned down and with his help began folding the now-empty plastic bags.


      They were the thick kind that could be washed out and used again. Over and over.


      Fifteen minutes later Sherman was back in his bed, listening to the night sounds outside his window. A loon cried off in the distance. Closer by, there was the rustling of something moving through the brush. Insects droned and shrilled constantly so that you got used to them and only now and then realized you heard them. The swamp seemed peaceful but wasn’t.


      The swamp was a dark place that held its secrets close.
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      New York, the present


      Florence barely had time to go to the kitchen and have a drink of water from a plastic bottle before the Federal Parcel deliveryman knocked on her door. It must have been a straight shot for the elevator.


      She placed the water bottle back in the refrigerator. The cold air that tumbled out felt good on her stocking feet. And the hall carpet felt soft after the tiled kitchen floor.


      She opened the door to find the deliveryman smiling at her. A nice-looking guy with a nice smile. That was the word he brought to mind—nice. Regular. And he was cradling a long white box of the sort flowers came in.


      “Florence Norton?” he asked, making a show of looking at something on his side of the box, an address label, probably.


      “That’s me,” Florence said, returning his nice smile, wondering if the box contained flowers, wondering if this guy was married or otherwise attached.


      He used a balled fist between her breasts to shove her hard back into the apartment, then stepped inside, closed the door, and lifted the box’s lid a few inches so he could reach in and withdraw a gun.


      The room spun and her chest ached where he’d pushed her. Anger became fear became paralysis.


      “Keep your head,” the man said. “That might keep you alive.”


      Florence felt herself nod. The muzzle of the small, blue-steel gun looked like a tunnel to death. Which was what it would be, if she didn’t do what this nice man said.


      “Step to the center of the living room,” he said.


      Keeping the gun low for a moment, he moved to the window and closed the drapes.


      “If this is a robbery—” Florence began.


      “Keep your mouth shut or I’ll shut it with a bullet.”


      That got through.


      “Now you can undress.”


      Not robbery. Something more. Something worse.


      Her dread was like a drug, slowing her motions. Florence undressed slowly and deliberately, keeping her elbows in close, movements tight, trying to make what she was doing look like anything but a striptease.


      “All the way,” he said, when she was down to panties and bra. “Leave your clothes on the floor. I’ll pick them up and fold them for you later.”


      She felt more naked than she ever had in her life, yet strangely she wasn’t embarrassed. Maybe because the stakes were so high. Or because of her terror. She would cling to any hope. She told herself the nice man was right. If I keep my head and do as I’m instructed, I might get through this.


      Might.


      It was all she had, all she could allow herself to believe.


      “Sit down on the sofa.”


      She obeyed, keeping her knees pressed tightly together, her arms crossed over her breasts.


      He laid the white box down alongside the sofa, where she couldn’t see its contents, then straightened up holding a thick roll of wide silver-gray duct tape.


      Useful for so many things.


      Quickly and skillfully, with the practiced motions of someone who’d rehearsed or done it countless times before, he taped her wrists together, then her ankles, then her knees. It had happened almost before she started to panic, aghast at her sudden immobility. She strained against the tape. He seemed to expect this and hurriedly ran a length of tape around her back and taped her wrists so she couldn’t raise her arms from her lap.


      She was about to scream when a rectangle of tape was slapped painfully over her mouth. Her lips were parted about half an inch and stayed that way. She began breathing noisily through her nose and realized she was crying.


      She panicked and began to squirm desperately.


      He smiled and patted her gently on the head until she was calm enough to sit still.


      “It’s going to be all right,” he said. “I promise.”


      She nodded.


      “There’s nothing to get excited about,” he assured her.


      But at the same time he pulled the white box out where she could see its contents—gleaming steel, and what looked like a portable electric drill or saw.


      Yes, a saw!


      Meticulously, with a lazy kind of precision, he undressed before her, standing directly in front of the sofa so she’d have to look at him.


      He had an erection, but how could he violate her, with her legs taped so tightly together? The inaccessibility of her position was some small comfort to Florence. If only she could move something other than fingers, toes, or her head. If only she could make some noise, attract someone’s attention. Anyone’s attention. She needed help.


      Any kind of help!


      Without glancing at her, the intruder turned his back and sauntered toward the hall, toward her bedroom and the bathroom.


      Then came a familiar sound; pipes clanking in the walls.


      Water. Preparation!


      Florence knew that the man in her bathroom must be the Butcher.


      Panic took her again and her body shuddered as if she were freezing. Her tears blurred the room around her. Her rapid breathing through her nose sounded like a small animal nearby panting.


      A warmth spread beneath her and she knew she was urinating on the sofa cushions. An acute humiliation cut through her panic, only making it worse.


      There was no hope here. None.


      She attempted mightily to scream, but the only sound in the apartment was that of running water.
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      Pearl almost fainted when she was hit with the familiar charnel house smell as she, Quinn, and Fedderman entered the victim’s apartment. Sickening images of the previous Butcher victims flashed through her mind. She felt them in her stomach.


      It was another white-glove affair. The crime scene unit was still at work, dusting, photographing, picking, probing, bagging, choreographed to stay out of one another’s way in the crowded apartment.


      Fedderman started talking to the uniform who’d been standing by the door, someone he knew, or possibly the first officer on the scene. Pearl followed Quinn toward a hall and what figured to be a bathroom. The meat market stench grew stronger, along with the perfumed disinfectant scent of soap and detergent.


      Only Nift, from the Medical Examiner’s office, was in the bathroom with the victim. Though it was hard to think of Florence Norton as a victim, because a victim was a person. Florence had become a blanched stack of body parts in the bathtub. Pearl remembered what Sinclair had said at Nuts and Bolts:


      “…the way he carves up his victims and puts their parts on display. The meat.”


      The Napoleonic, annoying little bastard Nift was dressed today as if on his way to apply for a banker’s job. His shave was so close he’d nicked himself, and his sleek black hair was combed straight back. Stooped low next to the tub, he had his chalk-stripe blue suit coat unbuttoned. His red silk tie was tucked into his white shirt, so it wouldn’t dangle and contact any blood or anything else that might stain it. He glanced up at Quinn and Pearl, flashing his nasty smile.


      On the floor was an assortment of bottles and boxes, empty cleaning agent containers. The shampoo was Swan, the brand Pearl used—used to use.


      The body parts were stacked in the same ritualistic order, the severed head resting on top, its facial expression one of pain even though the eyes were closed. The victim’s brow was furrowed, cheeks and mouth drawn tight as if braced for more agony to come. Agony that had mercifully ceased.


      It was obvious to Pearl that Florence was older than the other victims, and though it was unfair to judge in death, she hadn’t been a particularly attractive woman. Not the usual sort of Butcher prey. Pearl wondered why the deviation from type.


      “The guy would make things easier if he’d shrink-wrap the meat,” Nift said.


      Pearl felt like kicking him.


      “What I’m wondering,” Quinn said, “is if you’ll find any water in her lungs.”


      “Haven’t gotten that far yet.” Nift began parting the victim’s matted hair with his fingertips, exploring for head injuries. “Haven’t even gotten down to finding out whether she had good boobs. It’s a science, you know. The blood stops flowing and they don’t look so great, but I can tell.”


      Pearl felt herself flush. If this wasn’t bad enough, a horrible little prick like Nift could make it worse.


      “You’re sick,” was all she said. Admirable restraint.


      “She’s right,” Quinn said. He didn’t want Pearl getting out of control. Her temper was what had hamstrung her in her career, even before the missing knife incident that had resulted in her leaving the department.


      Even awkwardly stooped over as he was, Nift somehow shrugged and made it look nonchalant. “Well, whatever I have, it isn’t fatal.”


      He straightened up all the way and stretched his back, sighing and sticking out his stomach. Like a lot or short men, he stood with rigid posture, as if to make every inch count. Pearl saw that he was getting a little paunchy. He was wearing suspenders so his suit pants draped well. “To answer your question,” he said, “my guess is we’ll find water in her lungs, like with the other victims.” He pointed at the mottled bleached skin, some with bone protruding. “You can still find traces of adhesive from where he taped her.” He shifted around the aim of his index finger. “There, and there.”


      Quinn nodded, but Pearl looked and saw nothing.


      “The width is right for duct tape,” Nift said. His vision was better than Pearl’s. Also, he knew what to look for.


      “She looks older than the other three,” Quinn said. Like Pearl, he was wondering about the variance in type.


      Nift nodded. “She was well into her forties. And good tits or not, she wasn’t a looker. I think what really killed her was her name started with an N. Funny how serial killers like to play games. This one even went out of his way to murder a woman not his preferred type, just so he could spell your name right, Quinn.”


      “Maybe, but there are plenty of attractive young brunettes whose surnames start with the letter N.”


      “So something else could have attracted the killer to this victim. Maybe he’s a guy can’t resist a great rack. We might know more when we get to those boobs.”


      Liking Nift less and less, Pearl backed out of the bathroom and left Quinn to deal with the obnoxious little medical examiner. As she did so, she couldn’t help but notice Nift’s shoes, gleaming black and as meticulously clean as what was left of Florence Norton. Strange how images stuck in the mind. Pearl knew that when she was an old lady she’d be able to recall those polished black wingtips contrasting with the clean tile floor and chalk-white body parts stacked neatly in the tub.


      “Did you close her eyes?” Quinn asked, as Pearl backed into the hall.


      “Sure did,” she heard Nift answer. “I didn’t like the way she was looking at me.”


      So sensitive.


      


      Pearl walked over to a small desk that was situated near a window so Florence would have natural light to work by during the day.


      “Done with this?” she asked one of the techs.


      He nodded. “We got what we can. Your turn.”


      Pearl put on her evidence gloves anyway, before opening the top desk drawer. Maybe Florence knew who’d killed her and had his name in her address book. It had happened.


      But not this time. There was a dog-eared address book, but it contained almost exclusively the phone numbers of merchants or fellow employees. Or women. It seemed Florence Norton hadn’t had much of a love life.


      Still, the numbers would prove useful.


      Other than the book, the desk contained only the usual pens, pencils, stamps, stationary, paid bills, and canceled checks for utilities or credit cards. There was a self-inking stamp with the victim’s name and address, a stack of old checkbook pads (which Pearl placed off to the side with the address book and checkbook), and a tangle of rubber bands and paper clips in a plastic drawer divider. Unpaid bills indicated that Florence still owed more than five thousand dollars on her MasterCard.


      One way to beat them, Pearl thought, reminding herself that her own monthly payment was due.


      Staying out of the techs’ way, she moved across the room to where Florence’s obvious Prada knockoff purse lay on a table near the door. Fedderman and the uniform, who were standing nearby, glanced at her, then moved away to give her room. They were still conversing in low tones. Pearl heard Fedderman say something about an Italian restaurant where the two men used to eat, asking if the place was still in business.


      Good investigating, Feds. You’re sure to come away with something.


      She caught the same tech’s eye and pointed to the purse. He nodded, then ignored her as thoroughly as did Fedderman and the uniform.


      Pearl carefully unzipped the purse and began examining its contents: wadded tissue; a small folding umbrella that didn’t look as if it could be more than a foot in diameter when opened; loose change; a tiny round mirror; comb; lipstick; wrapped condom (Florence living in hope?); half a box of lemon-flavored cough drops; and a bulging red leather wallet.


      It continued to bother Pearl that this victim wasn’t in her thirties, like the other victims, and she wouldn’t be regarded as a beauty. She’d died simply because of her last initial. And Quinn was right; there were lots of younger, more attractive brunettes whose last names began with the letter N, so why Florence?


      Pearl decided to look through Florence’s wallet.


      She withdrew it carefully from the purse, then opened it.


      Lots of credit cards, way too many. Pearl wondered what the dead woman had owed on them combined. Or did she merely carry the extra cards as backup, as many women did? A plastic security blanket. Or were they in her wallet simply to make her feel richer?


      The bills in the wallet added up to twenty-seven dollars. An old theater stub from a play called I Love You, You’re Perfect, Now Change was stuffed in among them. There were no photos, but there was a New York Public Library card, a small plastic calendar from an insurance company, a Metrocard, and a medical insurance card that had been laminated.


      Pearl held the med insurance card up and squinted at it. Florence had belonged to an HMO Pearl had never heard of. Pearl, who was barely insured.


      The card had Florence’s account number and the expiration date—six months from now. On the flip side of the card was some general information about the insured. She’d been five-foot-two and would have been forty-four in December. She—


      Pearl felt a chill on her neck and stood motionless, staring at the card.


      If she hadn’t once loved and lived with Quinn, she might not have noticed.


      She returned to the bathroom, carrying the insurance card.


      Quinn was still watching Nift work. Some of the body parts were spread out in the tub now. The head was near the drain. Quinn looked over at Pearl, his face completely without emotion—holding his feelings at bay like the pro he had been and still was. His dreams, the sudden unbidden images, would come later.


      Fedderman had finished his conversation with the uniform and had come to stand in the bathroom doorway. He was looking over Pearl’s shoulder. “Jesus H. Christ,” he said softly, staring at what was in the tub.


      “I guess He’s here someplace,” Nift said, still leaning over the tub, his voice echoing faintly against porcelain. “You want I should call Him?”


      “We want you should go see him personally,” Pearl said.


      She handed Quinn Florence’s medical insurance card.


      He glanced at it, then looked inquisitively at her.


      “The victim’s date of birth,” Pearl said. “December fourth. The same as yours.”


      That caused Nift to pause in what he was doing. Pearl instantly regretted having told Quinn about this in his presence.


      Nift turned only his head. “You and the victim shared a birthday?”


      “It looks that way,” Quinn said.


      “That’s why the killer couldn’t be so particular about looks,” Nift said. “He wanted one with your birthday and the last initial N. That’s why he killed such a dog.”


      Pearl couldn’t hold it in. “You little asshole!”


      Quinn gripped her shoulders, pulling her away from Nift, out of the bathroom. Pearl heard Nift chuckle.


      “He’s such a…a…” Pearl sputtered.


      “But he’s right,” Fedderman said somberly. “First there’s the note to Renz about Quinn, then the dead women whose last initials are spelling out Quinn’s name, and now this victim, whose birthday’s the same as Quinn’s. She had two criteria to meet. The killer couldn’t be his usual particular self, which is why he settled for Florence.”


      “Feds, why don’t you—”


      “Ease up, Pearl.” Quinn handed her back Florence Norton’s insurance card. “And don’t forget the ‘coincidence’ of one of the victims living in your old apartment.”


      “So what’s it all mean?” Pearl asked, still too angry, primarily at Nift, to think clearly.


      “It suggests the killer maneuvered the police into assigning Quinn, and us, to track him down,” Fedderman said. “Spelling out Quinn’s name, he’s finishing what he started, and he chose a victim with Quinn’s birthday so we wouldn’t have any doubt about what he’s doing.”


      “And so we know he’s in control,” Quinn said. “Moving us around like pawns.”


      Pearl did some deep breathing, feeling her rage at Nift dissipating now that she had something else to occupy her mind. The person she should be mad at, the killer. “You really figure that’s what this is about?”


      “It’s at least a possibility,” Fedderman said.


      “We all know when we can be positive,” Quinn said.


      “She did have pretty good boobs,” Nift called from the bathroom.


      Pearl started toward him, but this time Fedderman held her back.


      “Ignore the little prick, Pearl. He just wants to get to you. We’ve got other things to think about.”


      They both knew what Quinn had meant. There was little doubt that the killer knew how to spell Quinn’s name: with two Ns.

    

  


  
    
      13

    


    
      Manhattan was like a kiln that had been shut down, but only temporarily and not for long. It was another morning already uncomfortably warm because of yesterday’s heat still permeating the city’s miles of concrete. Day after day, the heat built pressure. Off in the distance a siren wailed, bemoaning the meteorological injustice of it all.


      “There was never much doubt he was jerking our strings,” Harley Renz said. “We just didn’t know how hard and how many strings.”


      They were in Renz’s office at One Police Plaza, where it was at least cooler than outside. The office was small and looked as if it had been decorated by Eliot Ness. An old Thompson submachine gun was displayed in a glass-fronted case on the wall behind Renz’s desk. Also on the wall were framed certificates and awards Renz had accumulated through wile or war; a photo of him shaking hands with the mayor; another, older, photo of the two of them on a dais in a similar situation. In that one the younger, less saggy-faced Renz was holding up his right hand as if about to inhale from a cigarette he was smoking, only the cigarette had been airbrushed from the photo, leaving Renz looking like he was signaling someone somewhere that the number was two.


      Quinn, seated between Pearl and Fedderman before Renz’s wide desk, glanced around and noted that everything in the office was either functional or laudatory, no doubt exactly the impression Renz wanted to project. Quinn recalled that he’d never been here when there wasn’t an open file with some fanned papers on Renz’s desk, as if he’d just been interrupted while pondering a case. This time maybe he really had been pondering, because the file was the autopsy report on Florence Norton.


      “The killer must have gone to a lot of trouble to find a victim who shared Quinn’s birth date,” Pearl said. Renz was important enough to have an office with a window; light shone through the blinds and illuminated her black hair as if it were a raven’s wing.


      Renz said, “Our guy’s resourceful, like you people are gonna have to be in order to catch him.”


      Pearl didn’t figure there had to be a reply to that.


      “Did the lab find anything he left behind on this one?” Quinn asked. He noticed something new on Renz’s desk, a small silver picture frame propped at an angle to face the chair where Renz sat. Quinn knew Renz was unmarried and had no children. He wondered who or what was in the photo, or whatever the silver frame contained. Maybe a romantic interest.


      Renz swiveled a few inches this way and that in the brown leather chair while he shook is head no. “Forensics has got nothing to work with. Nothing left behind but death. Our sicko is pathologically neat.” He stopped swiveling and leaned forward in his chair; fitted small, rimless reading glasses onto his nose; and surveyed the Florence Norton file’s contents. “Postmortem indicates this one died by drowning, like the others. Sucked in almost half her bathwater. She was dismembered by a knife or knives, a hatchet or cleaver, and the same or a similar saw used to sever those joints too resistant for smaller cutting instruments.”


      “Power saw?” Fedderman asked.


      Renz nodded without looking up. The reading glasses picked up the light from the window and made him appear owlish and scholarly. “Same as with the other victims. Kind of saw you’d buy at Home Depot to build your deck.”


      “Ah,” Fedderman said. Pearl couldn’t imagine Fedderman building a deck without cutting off at least a finger.


      “The cleanser found on Florence’s body parts,” Renz continued, “was Whoosh, a common dishwasher detergent. The empty plastic container was found on the floor behind the commode. A bottle of carpet cleaner, also empty, and devoid of prints like the Whoosh squeeze bottle, was lying on its side in the hall outside the bathroom. An empty bleach container was in the kitchen, its cap in the sink. Apparently all three cleansers and purifiers were used, the dishwasher detergent last. Our neatnik makes do with whatever’s at hand.”


      “All these containers wiped?” Quinn asked.


      “Signs of wiping. Also signs that the killer wore rubber or latex gloves.”


      “Consistent with the other crime scenes,” Pearl said.


      “What else is consistent,” Renz said, removing his reading glasses and tucking them in his shirt pocket, “is that we’ve got nothing to work with.”


      “We can be pretty sure he’ll be looking for another N victim,” Fedderman said. As usual, one of his white shirt cuffs was unbuttoned and dangling, the shirt’s arm too long for his coat sleeve. Fedderman unconsciously buttoned it as he spoke. It came immediately unbuttoned.


      “Which leaves us with a question,” Renz said. “How much should we tell the media?”


      “What they’re going to find out anyway,” Quinn said, “which is everything. The more information that’s out there, the more it’s liable to shake something loose.”


      “And we have an obligation,” Pearl said.


      “Obligation?” Renz seemed puzzled as if by some foreign term.


      “To warn dark-haired women with last-initial Ns that they’re in particular danger.”


      “Don’t they already know that?” Renz asked.


      “Not all of them. And not how much danger.”


      Renz looked inquisitively at Quinn. The sun glanced off his glasses again, giving him the same owlish expression.


      “Pearl’s right,” Quinn said. “We’ve got an obligation to warn them. This psycho finishes what he starts, and he’s going to finish spelling out my name.”


      “We’ve gotta make damned sure they’re warned.” Pearl pressing her point. Maybe too hard, judging by the expression on Renz’s face. She knew she had the reputation of getting too passionate about her cases, sometimes losing her cool. She glanced at Fedderman for support.


      “Sure,” he said daringly.


      “It’s the politically smart thing to do,” Quinn said, coming to Pearl’s rescue, “as well as the right thing. That combination happens seldom enough you oughta take advantage of it, Harley.”


      “Now you’re talking sense,” Renz said. “I’ll issue a press release making it clear that the Butcher’s next victim will likely be a brunette between twenty and fifty with a surname beginning with N.”


      Pearl smiled, pleased. If most New York women hadn’t already heard or caught on, by this time tomorrow they’d be in the know. Brunettes all over the city would be going blond.


      “What about the birth date?” Fedderman asked.


      “Let’s not mention it,” Renz said. “There’s no guarantee the killer will use it again, and it might cause women not born on Quinn’s birthday to be complacent.”


      Everyone agreed that made sense.


      As they stood to leave Renz’s office, Quinn made a thing of maneuvering his chair back into some kind of alignment. It enabled him to sneak a look at who or whatever was in the silver frame on Renz’s desk.


      It was Renz.


      


      No cell phone vibrator had been found among Florence Norton’s possessions, but Pearl was bored, so she figured why not?


      It might not be a bad idea to return to Nuts and Bolts this evening. The lounge was, after all, the one thing other than last initials that seemed to connect at least two of the killer’s victims.


      As Pearl had suspected, the place looked better when open for business, illuminated and full of customers. The soft lighting from the rows of dim crystal chandeliers helped obscure imperfections in the ambience and the patrons. And there was music. The background kind. A woman was diddling melodically and faintly on a piano that Pearl hadn’t noticed on her previous visit, seemingly letting her imagination prompt her fingers over the keys without any planning whatsoever, somehow making it work to create a pleasant, restful mood.


      Most of the tables were occupied, and all but a few of the stools at the bar. Behind the bar stood Victoria, looking much more beautiful in the flattering light, wearing a paisley blouse that allowed for some cleavage. Her highly piled hair didn’t look so structured now, and her dark bangs were parted in the middle and pushed to the side, making her overly made-up eyes seem larger.


      Pearl walked over and stood alongside an empty stool, near where a white towel was spread out on the bar. It was where the servers bustled over to pick up the drinks Victoria concocted.


      “Busy place,” Pearl said, when Victoria noticed her and moved to stand by her.


      Victoria smiled. “We do a lively business, despite Sinclair’s bitching.”


      “Bitching is what bosses do,” Pearl said, one working girl to another.


      “Mostly. Get you something? Or are you on duty?”


      “Yes and no. I’ll have a Bud Light.”


      “Beer drinker, huh?”


      “You know it,” Pearl said. “Beer and doughnuts. All part of being a cop.”


      Victoria drew the beer from a tap and placed the glass in front of Pearl on a coaster on the bar. “I don’t believe in stereotypes.”


      “Me, either,” Pearl said. She glanced around. “Most of your customers are women, well dressed, respectable looking. Same way the men. Thirties and forties, mostly. Old enough to have good sense while having a good time. At least you’d think it by looking at them. But it’s surprising what they can be up to.”


      “You would know, being a cop.” Victoria forgetting all about her stereotype ban.


      She excused herself and moved down the bar away from Pearl to wait on a man and woman who’d just come in. They both ordered what looked like martinis. The woman sampled hers and smiled. Pearl took the time to listen to the music. The woman at the piano was still playing nothing Pearl could identify, and she was reasonably sure the music was impromptu. Still, it was mesmerizing. It always amazed her how in New York there was so much talent to be found in unexpected places.


      When Victoria returned, she said, “Most of our customers are single, or pretending to be. If they come in alone, connections are sometimes made. That’s one reason we’re in business.”


      “God bless connections,” Pearl said, lifting her frosted glass in a toast before sipping draft beer that felt icy and good going down.


      “Amen,” Victoria said. “The ones who stay late, they’re the ones most likely to be troublesome.”


      “Late and alone?”


      Victoria seemed to think about that. “Yeah, maybe pissed off because they’re not gonna get laid.”


      Pearl lifted her glass again. “God bless getting laid.”


      “I like to think He does,” Victoria said.


      A man on the good side of forty edged up to the bar, almost pressing against Pearl. She could feel the vibrancy of his presence, smell his cologne or aftershave. She looked at his reflection in the mirror behind the bar—regular features, average size and build, well groomed, tailored blue suit with white shirt and nondescript tie. Not much for a woman to complain about. Not on the surface, anyway.


      Their eyes met in the mirror and he smiled at her—nice smile—then turned his attention to Victoria and held out something gold. Pearl diverted her gaze from the mirror and looked at the object. A cigarette lighter, knife-thin and expensive looking.


      “I found this wedged down behind a seat cushion,” the man said. “Somebody must have lost it.”


      “There’s no smoking in here,” Victoria said.


      “I know, but I figured somebody might want this back anyway.”


      Victoria accepted the lighter. “I’ll put it on a shelf where it can be seen. Maybe somebody’ll claim it. Nobody does, you can have it.”


      “I don’t smoke,” the man said. He pushed back away from the bar. As an afterthought, he turned and said, “Thanks.”


      “You’re the good Samaritan,” Victoria said. When the man was gone, she grinned at Pearl. “You shoulda spoke up. You could’ve had a nice lighter.”


      “At least,” Pearl said.


      Victoria laughed. It was a loud laugh that held nothing back.


      “But I don’t smoke, either,” Pearl said. “Do you?”


      “Secretly. Like a lotta people.” She winked at Pearl. “Cops are secretive about some things, right?”


      “Meaning why am I here?”


      “I guess so.”


      “I wanted to see what kind of place two of the victims spent time in,” Pearl said, “so it might give me more of an idea of the kind of women they were.”


      “Can I ask if you’re married,” Victoria said, “or if you’ve got a special someone?”


      “Yes, you can ask. I won’t be secretive. Answers are no and no.”


      “Then you should understand. We just get your average career woman in here. They’re from the office buildings in the neighborhood. Average working guys, too. White-collar drones. Tired from a long day at the office, needing a drink, maybe some understanding the wife doesn’t give them. I guess what I’m saying is, there’s probably not much you can learn about those two victims here, other than that they led more or less average lives.”


      Pearl knew about average lives. “Sure, and they happened to stop in at Nuts and Bolts.”


      “And probably some other places around here.”


      “And bought Dial In cell phones from you.”


      “Yes, they did. How many grown-up women do you know who don’t have a vibrator?”


      “We’re back to that secretive thing again,” Pearl said.


      Victoria emitted another loud laugh. The place seemed to be getting more crowded, more alive with conversation. The piano was louder and playing something identifiable. “Night and Day.” One of Pearl’s favorites. She wouldn’t have minded sitting for a while and listening, but she knew she shouldn’t. And Victoria was right, there was probably nothing to be learned here. It was simply another Manhattan nightspot, someplace she and Quinn might have frequented when they were together.


      Quinn.


      Why am I thinking of Quinn? He’s still interested, and he knows I’m not. Over. It’s over.


      The music was insistent and hypnotic.


      “Want another?” Victoria asked.


      Pearl looked down and noticed with some surprise that her glass was empty.


      “No, thanks,” she said. “Early day tomorrow.”


      She placed some bills on the bar and stepped away to leave.


      “I thought maybe you’d learned something,” Victoria said. “You looked so thoughtful, like maybe you were detecting.”


      “I wish it worked that way. Drink a beer, then detect. What you took for detecting was just my mind wandering.”


      Cops are secretive about some things, right?


      “See you.”


      “Maybe,” Pearl said.


      Victoria watched her leave. She kind of liked Pearl the cop, and felt sorry for her. There was something sad about her. Maybe because, with her job, she saw mostly the worst in people.


      A man three stools down ordered a scotch rocks, and Victoria went to the back bar to pour it, noticing the gold lighter somebody had lost. It did look pretty expensive, like real gold, and even had some engraving. A fancy letter N.
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      The subway system lay like arteries just beneath the city’s flesh.


      A fanciful thought, but those weren’t uncommon for Marilyn.


      Marilyn Nelson loved riding the subway. She relished the cool breeze of an approaching train, the piercing twin lights down the long dark tunnel, then the great rush of wind and the metallic creak and strain underlying the train’s roar. Car after car would flash past, the illuminated windows like personal instant tableaux that were here then gone. There was no sign of slackening speed. Surely the train was going to roar on beyond the station. But it didn’t. Instead it slowed smoothly but with surprising abruptness, like a living thing suddenly drained of energy, and came to a complete stop. A pause, and the doors would hiss open with an urgent whisper that seemed to spur on the people spilling out onto the platform or wedging their way into the cars.


      She’d been in New York a little over four months, after spending most of her adult life in Omaha, Nebraska. Omaha was a nice enough city, she thought, but it had nothing like Times Square, the Village, or Central Park—or the subway, which to Marilyn was the very essence of her newly adopted city.


      She emerged from underground at West Eighty-sixth Street near the park, as impressed as she always was by how quickly she’d made it here by subway from her apartment near Washington Square. It was late afternoon, Sunday, and as she entered the park the dwindling sunlight lancing between the buildings highlighted her long dark hair. A slim, attractive woman in a white blouse with large patch pockets, and jeans that were tight everywhere except for the bulging cargo pockets on each thigh, she drew the attention of almost every man she passed. The thick leather belt and fringed boots didn’t detract from her appeal, either. The belt and boots were black, and the belt had a large silver buckle that glittered like the matching studwork pattern on the boots.


      The farther into the park she got, the quieter it became. Marilyn stepped off the asphalt trail onto soft earth that was easier on her feet, and began crossing the grassy area toward where the concert would be held.


      Ross Bossomo was going to play here soon, along with his backup musicians. Marilyn had grown up listening to Bossomo’s hit records, then followed his career as he became less mainstream and more experimental. A free concert! She’d read about it in the Village Voice. Not much like this happened in Omaha. At least, not very often. But here, in New York, there seemed to be surprises every day. Serendipity, she told herself, smiling. Serendipity city.


      She could see the raised platform that would be Bossomo’s stage. There was already sound equipment set up, even speakers mounted on the trunks of some of the surrounding trees. Straps and ropes held the speakers so there’d be no harm to the environment. This would be something, once the sun went down. Maybe people would hold up candles or cigarette lighter flames the way they used to all the time at concerts, even though New York was practically a total no-smoking zone.


      She picked up her pace. Her hair swung in rhythm with her switching hips; fringe dangled as her long legs stretched her stride, and her buttocks rode against taut denim, emphasized by the blossoming cargo pockets. She was the only one wearing such jeans now, or anything resembling her sleeveless blouse with the oversized patch pockets and large brass buttons, but soon that would change. It was part of her job to change it. Part of her job to be seen in the Rough Country line.


      The speakers began to hum. So did Marilyn, an old Ross Bossomo hit, “Love Goin’ to Pieces.”


      


      The Butcher turned to see what so many male heads had swiveled to look at, and she took his breath away. He’d never seen that kind of motion in a woman. It was a shame he was being so choosy these days, or she’d be one of his for sure.


      He had to have her. But he was extremely disciplined and didn’t always partake of what he had to have. He prided himself on that.


      She’d changed direction and was striding up a gradual rise, her body leaning forward slightly to compensate for the grade, coming toward him where he stood along with several dozen people who’d arrived early for the concert. There was a faint smile on her face, lips pressed together, as if she might be humming.


      He was probably the only one more interested in the concertgoers than the music. He’d barely heard of Ross Bossomo.


      “Joe?”


      He turned toward the slight, dark-haired woman he’d been talking with in an attempt to draw out her name.


      He smiled at her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to daydream.”


      She glanced at the woman in the fringed boots and shook her head. “I know what kind of daydreaming you were doing.” She seemed miffed.


      He beamed his charm at her. “You never told me your last name.”


      The woman gave him a knowing smile and moved away. “I never told you my first. And I don’t think I’m going to.”


      Screw you, he thought.


      He turned his attention back to the woman in the fringed boots. If he’d already been penalized for looking, he’d have another look.


      Like many beautiful women, especially ones who dressed so distinctly and obviously relished being observed, she seemed used to being stared at. It didn’t offend her. It was, in fact, homage to her very being.


      Some getup she’s wearing.


      But she made the extreme, outdoorsy outfit work. With a body like that, rags would look good on her.


      The sun’s glitter off the studded boots and oversize belt buckle drew his eye.


      And held it.


      He felt the way he had one time when, while playing high-stakes poker, he’d been dealt a straight flush. Such luck he couldn’t believe!


      The large buckle was definitely in the form of a fancy letter N.


      A monogram. Her initial.


      He calmed himself. A straight flush and then this? Nobody was that lucky. And the N might be for her first name, Nancy or Norma, or maybe it was simply the logo of the belt manufacturer.


      He quickly regained his composure, his smile, his style, and approached the woman.


      Four heavily tattooed men who looked like motorcycle types were standing nearby talking. One of them—a weightlifter, no doubt—had his shirt off and tied by the arms around his waist. His sculpted torso was marked with the crude, faded blue tattoos that suggested prison time. They all paused and looked at the Butcher and smiled slightly, as if they knew he had no chance with a woman like the one he was moving in on.


      You don’t know me, assholes.


      “Nadine? Is that you?”


      She regarded him with appraising brown eyes. They had an intelligence in them that made him decide on caution. He knew exactly what she was seeing: a handsome man in his thirties, average height, regular features, neatly styled dark hair, blue eyes. He was well dressed (not like the tattooed geeks), and had a reassuring smile. Always he possessed a vision of himself, as if he were another self looking on.


      “Sorry,” she said, “I’m not Nadine.”


      He put on a crestfallen expression. Then his smile was back. “Well, I’m sorry, too. I haven’t seen Nadine in a long time, and you look a lot like her. Then I noticed your belt buckle, the big letter N, and I thought…”


      “It’s for Nelson,” she said.


      He laughed. “You don’t look like a Nelson.”


      She met his laughter with her own. She laughed so easily and naturally, an innately friendly girl. A people person. They were so easy. “That’s because it’s my last name.”


      “Ah! And your first?”


      “Marilyn.”


      “Nice name.” He feigned awkwardness, but for just a few seconds, letting it register on her.


      “Who’s Nadine?” she asked.


      “Someone I was very fond of a long time ago in another place.”


      “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”


      He took a step away, then turned back. “Maybe it was fate that I thought you were Nadine.”


      “Fate?”


      “You know. Destiny.”


      “I’m not sure I believe in destiny.”


      “What do you believe in?”


      “Well, I believe you’re trying to pick me up.”


      He put on the awkward act again, standing with his body square to hers, hands jammed in pants pockets. “I’m trying too hard, I guess. I apologize.”


      “Accepted.”


      “The pickup or the apology?”


      The easy laugh again. “Maybe both.”


      The speakers yeeeowled! as a sound technician adjusted them. People laughed, groaned, or cupped their hands over their ears.


      The handsome man grinned at her. “That noise they heard was me expressing pleasure at your answer,” he said. Don’t be too smooth yet. Not with this one.


      Marilyn thought it was one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to her. And there was one thing they had in common already—they were both Ross Bossomo fans.


      “I don’t know your name,” she said. The speakers screeched again, and she winced and repeated what she’d said.


      “Joe. Joe Grant.”


      “Grand?” The speakers again.


      “Grant,” he said. “You know, like the Civil War general. Ulysses.”


      “I know,” she said. “The one on the winning side.”


      He glanced down. “By the way, I like your boots.”


      She gave him a wide grin. “Good. What I’m wearing is clothing from Rough Country. They’re a Midwestern chain, except for a small trial store in Queens, and they’re going to enter the New York market in a major way. That’s why I’m here. I’m an interior designer specializing in retail space. I’m going to lay out their stores for them.”


      “Talented woman.”


      She waited, as if giving him a chance to tell her what line of work he was in, but he remained silent, raising his head and glancing at the trees. Dusk was just beginning to close in. Enough people had gathered to constitute a crowd. Their collective conversation and laughter was louder now. Half a dozen scruffy-looking young guys with musical instruments were filing up onto the stage. A warm-up band.


      After a few seconds, Marilyn said, “There’s gonna to be a mob here soon. Do you want to see if we can get closer?”


      “That’s a good idea,” he said. “Let’s get closer.”
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      In the course of his mission, it was essential that he control events, and he had events by the balls.


      Things were going so smoothly that he tended more and more to take time in order to contemplate and enjoy. The Butcher sat in his leather recliner, his feet propped up, a Jack Daniel’s over rocks in his hand, and gazed out his high window at the lights of the city he felt was his. Or if it wasn’t his, it soon would be. Because the city was only beginning to experience the terror he’d inflict on it. The control he would exercise. Before he was finished, he’d own New York in a way no one searching for him would have imagined possible. In the world’s greatest city, he would be the world’s greatest nightmare.


      It had been so simple to manipulate the police into bringing Quinn out of retirement. Then it was easy to see that his former partner in and out of bed, Pearl Kasner, would join him in the hunt. All it took was research and a modicum of personal involvement. People like Pearl and Quinn took personally the knowledge that a serial killer was operating in what they considered their city. It was born in them; they had to set things right.


      The killer understood what compelled them, because he gloried in and was burdened by the same obsession. The only difference was in the definition of right. That was subjective. And that was where he and Quinn and his team clashed, which was precisely why they were perfect adversaries.


      The Butcher hadn’t intended Pearl’s involvement at first, but when he was doing his research on Detective (then bank guard) Kasner, he discovered where she’d lived during the last case she’d worked with Quinn, and been pleasantly surprised to find the apartment now occupied by a rather pretty young brunette. Pretty enough, anyway, so that it would be a pleasure using her to send a message to Quinn and Kasner. They’d know the death of the apartment’s present occupant hadn’t been coincidental. Cops didn’t put much stock in coincidence.


      Neither did killers who didn’t get caught.


      The Butcher took a sip of Jack Daniel’s and smiled at his reflection in the dark window. There he was, outside himself, observing himself, a transparent figure in a reflective world between where he sat and the jeweled and glimmering nighttime cityscape beyond the glass. That was how the world was, really, layer after layer like coats of paint upon reality, and if you were smart enough you could move from one layer to the other. Live in more than one. He’d learned to do this at a young age because he’d had to in order to survive. Some lessons you never forgot. And if you never forgot them, you could put them to good use. You could control the game.


      The last letter N had been a matter of expedience. The next one he would fully enjoy.


      After the bland Ross Bossomo concert, he’d accompanied Marilyn Nelson home to her apartment, but he hadn’t gone in. He wasn’t ready yet. Didn’t have his equipment. Didn’t sense, as he always did, the proper time. Marilyn had told him she didn’t believe in destiny. She was a fool. He knew her destiny, even if she didn’t.


      One thing for sure: meeting and moving toward the moment with Marilyn was instructive as well as pleasurable. He hadn’t considered monogrammed or initialed clothing and accessories, like Marilyn’s oversize belt buckle, as an aid to identifying prospective victims. Many women indulged in that simple exercise in ego. However it might work in the future, he thought it had been much more precise and productive than following strange women and scanning apartment mailboxes. That was how he’d found Florence Norton—and wasn’t Marilyn Nelson a brighter trinket?


      Everything had gone so well he decided he’d enjoy her for a while before the time was right to end their affair.


      To end Marilyn.


      


      Quinn and his team were in their office a few blocks from the precinct house. The window air conditioner was humming and rattling away, not doing a bad job of cooling the place because it was still morning and the sun was low. The aroma of roasted beans from the Mr. Coffee brewer Pearl had bought wafted in the air. Now and then, just outside the door, they could hear another door closing and soles shuffling on concrete, people coming and going at Nothing but the Tooth, the dental clinic that occupied the other half of the building.


      “So the owner and both employees at Nuts and Bolts didn’t recognize the other victims,” Quinn said. “And of course we only have two victims we know frequented the place and bought those kinky cell phones.”


      Pearl was sure his tone was accusatory.


      He was sitting behind his desk, leaning dangerously far back in his chair. Pearl and Fedderman were pacing, each with a mug filled with coffee. The mugs were from a home decorating store on Second Avenue and had their individual initials on them so nobody would mix them up. When Pearl had handed Fedderman his, he commented that initialed mugs seemed like something the killer might send them. Pearl had said maybe that was so, and seemed thoughtful.


      Fedderman thought she might be contemplating nudging Quinn’s chair the rest of the way over.


      “It was never my idea that the place was the one and only hunting ground for the killer,” she told Quinn. Why was Quinn like this, critical of what they both knew was basic, solid police work? Maybe he was jealous that he hadn’t thought about further checking out the pickup lounge.


      “On the other hand,” Fedderman said, “the killer might have picked up all his victims in Nuts and Bolts, and the owner and employees don’t remember.”


      “Somebody would have recalled the other victims,” Quinn said, “or remembered the same man with at least some of the women. Most likely two of the victims simply happened to work in the same neighborhood and frequented the same lounge sometimes after work or in the evening.”


      “On the third hand,” Fedderman said, “the killer might never have set foot in the place.”


      “Still, it’s a connection,” Quinn said, giving in and allowing for the possibility.


      “And remember both victims bought cell phone vibrators,” Pearl said.


      “They sold a lot of those to women who haven’t been murdered,” Fedderman reminded her.


      “My gut tells me it means something,” Pearl said. She sipped her coffee from her initialed mug, thinking Mr. Coffee had done a pretty good job. “Could be the killer lives in the neighborhood and goes into the lounge often.”


      “Kind of a leap in logic,” Quinn said, “but if you want to go to Nuts and Bolts from time to time to check it out, that’s not a bad idea.”


      “It’s a pickup place,” Fedderman said. “Maybe you’ll get lucky.”


      “Maybe you’ll need somebody to pick you up,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman tried not to smile. Quinn thought it was a good thing he controlled himself. His two detectives were bitching at each other the way they had in the old days. He didn’t mind, as long as it didn’t get out of hand. Agitation wasn’t all bad. It required an active mind of the sort that was valuable in a murder investigation. It could create the pearl in the oyster, even a necklace of evidence pearls.


      “How strong’s this gut feeling of yours about the cell phone vibrators?” he asked Pearl, artfully veering away from the subject of pickups in singles’ lounges.


      “Not very strong, I admit. I guess it’s more hope than anything else.”


      Quinn looked over at Fedderman. “What’s your gut tell you, Feds?”


      “Tells me I’m hungry.” Fedderman put down his mug on the desk nearest to Quinn’s and glared at Pearl. “And it tells me not to drink any more of this coffee.”


      


      The Butcher slept late, having worked much of the night at his computer. He’d then spent most of the morning at the Rough Country store in Queens. So busy had he been that he hadn’t had time to check the news on the Internet or read any of the morning papers.


      Now he slouched in his leather recliner and read again the piece in the Times. The Florence Norton murder had been dropped from the front page but had never left the news entirely.


      He greatly enjoyed the inside feature story on the Butcher murders. It provided brief biographies of the victims and time frames of their deaths, but concentrated mainly on Florence Norton. Perhaps in everyone’s death there were fifteen minutes of fame. The features section, or obituary page, as curtain call.


      As usual, if anyone astutely read between the lines it was obvious that the police were mystified. They simply had nothing to grab hold of that might lead them to the killer.


      The Butcher.


      It was so apropos. Every time he read the sobriquet the media had chosen for him, he had to smile. In fact, almost everything he’d read or heard in the media pleased him. Everything was falling into place. The re-formation of Quinn’s detective team especially gave him satisfaction. The NYPD without Quinn and company were easy opponents, but the three detectives specifically assigned to hunt him down were top-notch and had a track record. They would at least make the game interesting.


      He let his right arm drop and laid the folded paper on the floor, then adjusted the chair at a lower angle and rested the back of his head against the soft leather headrest. Though he didn’t require much sleep, it wasn’t unusual for him to nap during the daytime in the recliner. It was because he often worked most of the night.


      He glanced at his watch. Not even three o’clock. There was plenty of time before he had to shower and dress for this evening. He settled deeper into the chair, closed his eyes, and thought about Marilyn Nelson. His right hand, the one that had held the folded paper, moved to his crotch.


      


      Pearl’s phone was ringing when she entered her apartment that evening, and she made the mistake of picking it up without looking at caller ID.


      “Pearl, it’s your mother. You’re finally home. I’ve been calling and calling.”


      Pearl’s mood darkened, as it did whenever her mother called from where she lived in the Golden Sunset assisted living apartments in Teaneck.


      “Sorry, Mom. Busy working.” She stretched the phone cord so she could move halfway across the room and start the window air conditioner. It would soon cool down the apartment and chase away the musty smell that often permeated the place.


      Her mother said something she didn’t understand, so she moved away from the humming air conditioner. “Say again, Mom.”


      “The Butcher murders. Why haven’t you caught the animal yet?”


      “He’s smart, Mom, like the papers and TV say.”


      “Still, you have Captain Quinn.”


      “He’s not exactly a captain anymore.” It rankled Pearl, the way her mother was a sucker for phony Irish charm and remained so fond of Quinn. She could still hear her mother’s confidential whisper after meeting Quinn the first time: “He’s the one. A keeper. A real mensch, that one.”


      “But the television news—”


      “Not a permanent captain, anyway,” Pearl interrupted. “He’s more a civilian temporarily out of retirement.”


      “Like yourself, dear?”


      “Not unlike.”


      “I never approved of you in that dangerous occupation.”


      Or any other. “I know, Mom.”


      “So why haven’t you phoned your apartment from time to time to check your messages? You’d have learned your mother was calling from nursing home hell.”


      “It’s not a nursing home, Mom. It’s assisted living.”


      “I need assistance to breathe?”


      “Not for that, thank God.” Not yet. Pearl lay awake sweating in bed sometimes, thinking of even more oppressive days to come. “For other things.”


      “Oh? Such as?”


      Pearl remembered the time her mother had warmed up a can of chili by placing it in a pot of water on the stove—neglecting to open the can—and heating it until it exploded, sending boiling water and chili all over her kitchen. Pearl remembered because it was she who’d had to clean up the mess. “I’m thinking about the chili on the ceiling, Mom.”


      “You mean the cans they don’t make like they used to.”


      “If you say so.”


      “No, it’s not what I say. It’s whether they’re making paper-thin cans these days, and they are.”


      Pearl moved over a few feet so she’d be in the flow of cool air from the window unit. “You might be right, Mom.” Just let me get off the phone!


      “Your mother’s always right, dear.” Violent coughing. Dramatic pause.


      Pearl played along. “Mom?” She was surprised to hear real concern in her voice.


      “I’m right about this, too, dear. It’s something mothers can feel. God willing, you’ll know someday.”


      Pearl worked her feet out of her shoes and wriggled her toes. “We still talking about the chili?”


      “My reference was to Mrs. Kahn’s nephew, Milton.”


      Huh?


      Pearl knew Mrs. Kahn, a seventy-six-year-old woman with a walker with tennis balls on it, was in the assisted living unit next to her mother’s. “I don’t think I know him, Mom.”


      “But you should, Pearl, which is why I called.”


      “Nine times,” Pearl said, “according to the message count on my answering machine.”


      “The machine you should have remotely checked to see if you had any messages at all.”


      “Why would I want to know this nephew Milton?” But Pearl knew why.


      “Because he’s eligible in every way, and newly single.”


      “I don’t have time right now to search for a husband, Mom, being busy searching for a killer.”


      “What search? I’m dropping him into your lap.”


      “I want my lap empty for now.”


      There was a long silence on the other end of the connection. Then: “Speaking of your lap, so how is that nice Captain—excuse me—Mr. Quinn?”


      “Jesus, Mom!”


      “Pearl!”


      “Sorry for the language. Mr. Quinn’s fine.”


      “You didn’t preface his name with ‘nice.’”


      “No, I didn’t. He isn’t nice all the time.”


      “So who is, dear? Did he ever beat you?”


      “Never.”


      “Then he was nice enough to you and would be again. He’s quite handsome in a manly way and is a person of substance, Pearl. There will come a time when you won’t want to chase criminals, or stand in one spot in a bank developing varicose veins just to earn a small paycheck. There will come a time when you might be in assisted living.”


      Pearl hated these phone conversations with her mother. They almost always ended in arguments, and this evening Pearl was tired. She’d worked hard. She didn’t feel like bickering with anyone, much less her mother. And she especially didn’t want to argue about her status as a divorced single woman. It simply was not in her at this time to foster her mother’s delusion that her daughter was actively seeking a husband.


      “Whether or not you say so, Pearl, Mr. Quinn is a fine man.”


      “He’s an obsessive psychopath.”


      “They can be good providers, dear.”


      Pearl hung up.


      Hard enough that her mother wouldn’t call her back tonight.


      But maybe tomorrow.


      


      The Butcher prepared himself to go out. He took a shower, not a bath, then put on clean blue silk boxer shorts. He brushed his teeth with Crest, combed his hair, and leisurely dressed in his new clothes.


      All the time he was doing this, somewhere in his layered and partitioned mind he was thinking about Marilyn Nelson; the rhythmic roll of her hips when she walked, the mischievous glitter like dark tinsel in her eye when she turned and ducked her head to glance at him. As if on some level she knew. And maybe she already did know. Like some of the others, maybe from time to time she caught a glimpse of destiny that transcended conscious thought.


      His second N woman.


      Florence Norton had been a matter of expedience. This one he would take his time with and relish. He owed her that, as he owed himself. They were in this together now, whether she realized it or not. Partners in crime and time and players in the game that could only end one way for Marilyn Nelson.


      Finished dressing, he stood before the full-length mirror attached to the closet door and appraised himself. He could smell his expensive spicy aftershave. It was much too strong now, but he’d recently applied it and knew that within a short while it would lose much of its potency.


      He turned this way and that, striking poses like a confident and playful catalog model, observing how he looked in the outfit he’d bought that morning at Rough Country in Queens.


      Marilyn would be pleased, but it wasn’t his usual style. He wasn’t crazy about the square-pocket jeans and rough piped cotton shirt with its flap pockets and dull brass snaps instead of buttons. The essence of Rough Country style seemed to lie in the liberal use of metals and coarse material. He preferred tailored conservative suits, custom-made shirts of Egyptian cotton, and silk ties. But since he had on the shirt and jeans, he didn’t so much mind the boots. They were surprisingly comfortable.


      He did flatly like the hat. It was like a cowboy hat but with a narrower, raked brim. Like something Glenn Ford might have worn. He was partial to Glenn Ford movies, and fancied that he bore some resemblance to the late movie star, which was enhanced by the hat.


      He laid the hat on the bed (knowing some people thought doing so brought bad luck, but the hell with superstition if you were smart), then adroitly dusted his dark hair with aerosol spray.


      Posing before the full-length mirror again, he placed the hat on his head carefully so as not to muss his hair. He adjusted the hat, touched a finger to the curved brim, and shot himself a smile.


      Then he switched off the light and left in something of a hurry.


      He had a date.
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      Quinn had finished his impromptu late dinner of hash and eggs, and was enjoying a cigar at his desk in the den, when there was a knock on his apartment door. This didn’t surprise him, as the building’s security system allowed most anyone with an IQ higher than a rabbit’s to find a way to enter without being buzzed in.


      He propped the cigar in an ashtray so it wouldn’t go out, and made his way into the living room. With a glance at his watch, he saw that it was past nine o’clock. He’d spent most of the evening reading over the murder books on the Butcher’s victims, hoping something might snag his attention and open new vistas of investigation. It seldom happened, but happened often enough to warrant tireless scrutiny of file information. It hadn’t happened this evening.


      Peeking through the round peephole he saw only what appeared to be the shoulder of someone not very big. He opened the door to the hall.


      A young woman of about eighteen stood staring in at him. What drew his eye was the glitter of a tiny glass or diamond stud in her left nostril. Then there was the general impression of build, average if a bit fleshy, five-feet-four or so, stuffed into a tight aqua-colored top made of some kind of stretch material. Her dirty, faded jeans were too tight and rode low, revealing between waistband and blouse an expanse of stomach that showcased a navel pierced by a small silver ring. She had brown hair combed in a practical short do, a slightly turned-up nose, wide, generous mouth, a strong chin, and green eyes exactly like Quinn’s.


      She smiled and said, “Hi, Dad.”


      Astounded, Quinn actually backed up a step or two. This almost stranger was his daughter Lauri, whose mother May and her present husband, Elliott Franzine, lived in California, where Lauri lived with them.


      Should be living with them.


      Only Lauri wasn’t in California. She was here. Quinn was seeing her for the first time in a little over a year. The change was astounding.


      He said, “Lauri?”


      Still smiling, she came in and dropped an overstuffed backpack he somehow hadn’t noticed on the floor, then glanced around. “Your place is nice.”


      “You’re…here,” he said, still stunned. She was so much older, grown-up. A full-sized…person.


      “Sure am.” She came to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, kissed his cheek, and was gone before he’d had a chance to hug her back.


      “May…Your mother…”


      “I decided to leave California. Saved up some money. Rode buses all the way. That Port Authority place is like wild. Got anything to eat?”


      “Sure.” He led the way into the kitchen, his mind atilt. “You’re supposed to be in school.”


      “Summertime, Dad. Graduated anyway. High B average. Coulda done better.” She opened the refrigerator. “Hey! New York stuff! That fatty red meat.”


      “Pastrami,” Quinn said. “They have it in California, too.”


      “Not where I been. You like it?”


      “Sure. You graduated from high school?” His guess would have been that she was a junior, maybe a sophomore. Time working its malicious magic.


      “Yep.”


      Drawers opened, twisties were untwisted, jars unlidded; the refrigerator door was worked, and a squeeze bottle of mustard squeeched! A pastrami sandwich with pickles on rye appeared incredibly fast before Quinn. The fridge door opened and closed again. Hisssss! Lauri was seated at the table with a fizzy cold can of Pepsi, attacking the sandwich.


      “Does your mother know you’re here?” Quinn asked, embarrassed to sound like a character in an old TV family sitcom.


      “I think not.” Through a huge bite of sandwich.


      “What about Elliott?”


      “He’s a dork.”


      Quinn remembered her calling him a dork not that many years ago. It had stung. “Elliott’s not such a bad guy.”


      Which was true. Quinn had himself at first thought Elliott a dork, but eventually, when he finally accepted that it was over forever with May, he came to appreciate the home and consistency that real-estate attorney Elliott provided for his family—that used to be Quinn’s family. Quinn, who any day or night at work might have been shot, had never been able to provide that kind of security at home. A cop’s wife leaves him—who doesn’t understand and sympathize?


      “Does Elliott know you traveled to New York?” Quinn asked, amazed by how quickly the sandwich was disappearing.


      “Nobody but you knows I’m here, Dad. This stuff is great. I’m looking forward to New York. Don’t worry. I’m gonna get a place of my own soon as I find work.”


      “Huh? Place? Work?”


      “You got a spare bedroom, Dad, right? Place to crash. Extra bed? I don’t snore, most of the time.”


      “Listen, Lauri…”


      She stopped chewing pastrami and looked up at him with those green eyes. Smiled big. Ah, God…May.


      Memory was physical pain.


      “There’s a spare bedroom,” he said. “I’ll have to move out a few things I’ve got stored in there.”


      She took a big bite of sandwich and stood up. “Let’s go. I’ll help you.”


      “Doesn’t have to be right now,” he said. “Finish your sandwich. Make another one if you’re hungry.”


      She settled back down and began eating in earnest again. She said, “I don’t have any tattoos.”


      He smiled. “Fine.”


      “Do you mind if I get one?”


      “Does it matter what I think?”


      “Sure. I asked, didn’t I?”


      “Yeah. Will you not get a tattoo if I say I mind?”


      “Wouldn’t go that far.”


      “I’ve gotta say I don’t have an opinion on you getting tattooed,” Quinn said honestly. “I never gave it much thought. I mean, I never figured it was a question I’d have to wrestle with.”


      “I’ll wait, then. Till you get it straightened out in your mind.”


      “Thanks.”


      “Wouldn’t be right away anyway. Your place. Your rules.”


      “Really?”


      She grinned. “I wouldn’t go that far.”


      He stared at her, befuddled.


      “Make yourself another sandwich if you want,” he said. “And there’s more soda in there. I’ll be right back.”


      He left her and returned to his den. His cigar had gone out. He relit it, then walked over and shut the door and called May and Elliott Franzine’s number in California.


      Elliott picked up almost immediately.


      “It’s Quinn,” Quinn said. “I’ve got Lauri here.”


      “Thank God!” Elliott said. “She’s been gone four days. We thought she was at a girlfriend’s house until yesterday. We called the police, and they’re about to list her as a missing person.”


      “Well, she isn’t missing. She’s here. Said she rode buses in from California.”


      “May’s not here, Quinn. She’s out talking to the girlfriend’s parents. We’ve worried out of our skulls.”


      “I guess so. Lauri get upset about something?”


      “Didn’t seem to. Well, we did have a bit of a tiff about where and when she’d go to college. A few harsh words. But we’ve had those discussions before and everybody’s cooled down. We didn’t think she was mad enough to leave home. Though she’s been talking about not liking California, seeing more of the world. We didn’t think there was anything to the talk, just Lauri venting, but it seems we were wrong.”


      “She’s planning on going to college?”


      “Eventually, she says. After gaining what she calls true life experience, whatever that is.”


      Quinn knew what it was. It could be painful. Even fatal.


      “She intends to stay with me for a while and try to find a job in New York,” he said.


      “How do you feel about that?”


      “Like I’ve got no choice.”


      “Well, she is eighteen.”


      “That’s an age when you can get in a lotta trouble,” Quinn said. And be a lot of trouble.


      “May and I both know she’d be safe with you.”


      “If I put her on the red-eye to California, she might bounce right back here,” Quinn said, thinking out loud.


      “Probably would. Or go someplace else altogether. Like Minnesota.”


      “Why Minnesota?”


      “I don’t know, but I’ve always had a bad feeling about Minnesota. It’s a place where you can get in trouble if you’re eighteen.”


      “Like plenty of other places,” Quinn said.


      “If she’s really made up her mind to leave California,” Elliott said, “she’ll go someplace else. Lauri’s awfully stubborn. Once she’s made up her mind, she usually doesn’t change it.”


      “Stubborn, huh?”


      “Very.”


      Quinn picked up his cigar and toyed with it. Studied it. No sign of an ember. He mentally pronounced it dead.


      What a screwed-up world it was.


      “We can try it for a while,” Quinn said. “On a trial basis. Maybe she’ll see how tough it is here and get New York out of her system.”


      “This is great of you, Quinn.”


      “Not really. She’s my daughter.”


      “Yeah, she sure is.”


      “Have May call me when she gets in.”


      “Okay. Tell Lauri we love her out here in California.”


      “You wanna talk to her?”


      “Of course.”


      Quinn went back to the kitchen and returned a few minutes later and picked up the phone.


      “She said she doesn’t want to talk to you,” he told Elliott. “Said you were a dork.”


      “That hurts.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      Quinn hung up the phone, smiling around his dead cigar.
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      “You drank just the right amount of wine during dinner,” he told Marilyn, as they strolled along the sidewalk toward her apartment. Even though Marilyn was wearing high heels, he was slightly the taller of the two in his Rough Country boots, and he knew the hat added another three or four inches. They were walking very close together and presented a kind of unassailable front that prompted people approaching to veer around them. Power prevails, thought the Butcher.


      Marilyn laughed. “I’m afraid to think what you might mean by that.”


      “I mean you showed restraint.”


      “And you admire restraint?”


      His turn to laugh. “Up to a point.”


      He rested his right hand lightly on her shoulder as they walked, raising his head slightly and smiling as he let his senses take in the moment. The mingled scents of the city rode on the sultry summer evening. Headlights of approaching traffic starred in the humidity. The slightly sweet smell of curbside trash waiting to be picked up in early morning was like perfume to him. He enjoyed the subtle but persistent wafting of exhaust fumes; the rumble of a bus or truck; a cacophony of blaring horns echoing from far away.


      And something else…a delicate hint of nearby scent.


      Her shampoo.


      “Did you wash your hair just for me?”


      She seemed surprised and pleased. “Of course I did. It’s perceptive of you to notice.”


      “There isn’t much I don’t notice.” He realized at once he’d sounded a note of arrogance and moved to temper it. “I’m afraid my job makes me like that.”


      “You never told me what you did for a living,” she said.


      I can tell her anything now, on this, her last night.


      “I’m a historian.”


      “You teach?”


      “Not now. I’m writing a book on the Civil War.”


      “About your ancestor.”


      “General Grant wasn’t exactly an ancestor.”


      “You know that for a fact?”


      “Well, no.”


      “Then maybe you and he are related. Or maybe not. You drank just the right amount of wine for dinner, too. Showed restraint. I don’t think General Grant often did that.”


      They’d reached the entrance to Marilyn’s building and stopped walking at the base of the concrete steps up to the stoop.


      “You know your history,” he said. “The general did enjoy his liquor. Lincoln once said—”


      He fell silent as he noticed a woman approaching. As she passed from shadow into brighter light, his glance took her in quickly—medium height, slightly overweight, short blond hair, white joggers, dark slacks, untucked sleeveless blouse, a purse of glittering green sequins slung by a strap over her right shoulder. When she got closer, he saw that she was in her thirties, had protruding teeth, was moderately pretty, and was wearing half a dozen jangling silver bracelets on her left wrist. A necklace. Rings. In love with jewelry. Presents to herself.


      The woman smiled. “Marilyn?”


      Beside him, Marilyn took a step toward the woman. “Ella? Is that actually you?”


      “Of course it’s me!” Smiling with her toothy mouth wide open, the woman hobbled toward Marilyn on her high heels, her arms spread like inadequate wings. She reminded him of one of those birds that couldn’t fly but because of Darwinian memory still ran and flapped about as if they might take off.


      The two women hugged while he stood by awkwardly, making himself smile, putting on the amused and tolerant expression that he thought appropriate. Play their game.


      “You did something to your hair,” Marilyn was saying. She stood back, hands on hips, and looked perplexed.


      “Made it blond,” the woman said. “It’s something I always wanted to do, and since I lived in New York, I thought it’d be a smart time to do it.”


      “Oh, you mean because of that Butcher creep.”


      His smile stayed firm. Only a matter of time. Destiny is on rails, and gaining speed and momentum. Sixty miles an hour. No whistle. No stopping it. No avoiding it. He was the engineer and he knew.


      “I thought I saw you on the street a few days ago,” the woman said, “only I couldn’t be sure. But I decided to try and find you.”


      “How did you?”


      “Called Rough Country. I’d heard some time ago you worked there. They gave me your address.”


      “If I’d known you lived here—“Marilyn suddenly gave a start. “Excuse my bad manners, I was so excited to see you. This is my friend Joe Grant.” She made a sweeping motion toward him with her hand. “This is Ella Oaklie, Joe. She’s an old college friend from Ohio State.”


      He shook the woman’s damp hand, feeling the pain of a sharp ring. “Any relation to Annie Oakley?”


      “Not hardly,” Ella said, grinning. “Spelled differently. And about the only thing I shoot off is my mouth.” She cocked her head to the side, appraising him. “Hey, I like your hat. Not to mention the boots. Kinda cowboy, but also big city. Sexy. Must be the Marilyn influence.”


      He suddenly felt ridiculous in his new outfit. “It sure is. She’s good for me, and having a startling effect on my wardrobe.”


      “Well, you look right at home in New York, wrangler.”


      “We were just on our way out to have some drinks,” Marilyn lied. Her way of letting Ella know Joe was hers. He liked that. “Join us, why don’t you? Joe won’t mind.”


      “Sounds great,” he said, trying to show adequate enthusiasm.


      Ella shrugged. “I really can’t…”


      Good. Why don’t you mosey along.


      “Then come on upstairs. I know you’d like to see the place,” Marilyn insisted. “And I’d like to show it off. Really.”


      Damn it! This is going to happen.


      Roll with it. Social ju-jitsu.


      “Listen,” he said, “why don’t you two go up without me?”


      “Joe—”


      “I really don’t mind, Marilyn. You’re obviously good friends and haven’t seen each other for a long time. You’ll have plenty of news for each other. You don’t need a third party around who doesn’t recall old times.”


      “Really—” Ella began, flapping her arms. She really did resemble an awkward, overweight bird.


      “So go ahead. I’ll leave you two to catch up, long as you don’t talk about me.”


      “It’ll all be complimentary, Joe,” Marilyn said.


      “I’ll try to believe that.”


      “Call me?”


      “Speed dial.”


      “I can see you’ve made a good impression,” Ella said, aiming her indomitable toothy grin at him. “And I can see why.”


      Interested? He gave her a shy smile. “I try.”


      “Not enough men do.”


      “Amen,” Marilyn said.


      He kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Night.” He smiled and backed away.


      “Night, Joe.”


      He assured Ella it had been a pleasure meeting her, then deftly touched the brim of his Glenn Ford hat before turning and making his way down the sidewalk.


      Near the corner, he glanced back and saw the two women entering the building.


      For a second he considered following them inside, then he told himself that wouldn’t be right. That wasn’t part of the game.


      Maybe someday he’d make it part. Two victims in the same tub. Mix and match. Wouldn’t Quinn be confused.


      He laughed out loud, then noticed several people on the street staring at him and immediately arranged his features in a solemn expression.


      Laughing on the inside, though.


      


      “Your daughter is living with you?” Fedderman seemed unable to comprehend this.


      “Temporarily,” Quinn told him.


      They were in their office, drinking morning coffee from their initialed mugs. Quinn was seated behind his desk. Pearl and Fedderman were perched on theirs. The coffee was aromatic this morning, strong and slightly bitter. From the dental clinic next door, seeping faintly through the wall, came the faint but unmistakable shrill sound of drilling.


      “Lauri,” Pearl said thoughtfully. They’d never met, but he’d told Pearl about Lauri, not all of it good. “She’d be eighteen now, right?”


      Quinn took a sip of coffee, noticing that his hand was shaking. The Lauri factor? “Eighteen,” he confirmed. “Graduated from high school. She’s in New York looking for a job.”


      “What kinda job?” Fedderman asked.


      “She isn’t sure.”


      The drilling next door paused, then resumed louder and shriller.


      “She on the outs with mom and stepdad?”


      “Only mildly. She mostly just wanted to head out on her own. You know kids.”


      Fedderman did. He had two of his own, grown and gone. Pearl didn’t know kids.


      “Lauri must be a young woman now,” she said, then looked at Quinn. “She could have struck out on her own in any direction, you know.”


      “Meaning?”


      Pearl smiled. “She wanted to be with you. She missed you.”


      “She wouldn’t say so.”


      “Of course not. But that’s why she’s here.”


      “Maybe partly,” Quinn said.


      Fedderman looked thoughtful. Pearl was grinning.


      Quinn said, “Let’s think about murder.”


      But by that evening, when he entered the apartment a little after six and saw how excited Lauri was, all thoughts of the Butcher murders case fled his mind, something just a few days ago he would have thought impossible.


      “Got a job!” she practically yelled, bouncing around the living room. “Doesn’t pay much, but it pays. Starts tomorrow.” She sat down on the sofa, sprang out of it, stalked to the window, hitched up her low-riding jeans. Her smile hit him in the heart.


      “Doing what?” he asked.


      “Waiting tables, mostly. Bussing them sometimes. Helping out in the kitchen. Cleaning up after closing. That kinda stuff.”


      “This would be at a restaurant?”


      “Sure is. Down in the Village, on Fourteenth Street. The Hungry U.”


      Quinn had never heard of the place but thought he’d better not say so.


      “They serve Pakistani food. And there’s live music there sometimes at night. Not open for breakfast, so I can sleep late.”


      “Very important.” Fourteenth Street in the Village. He made up his mind to check out the Hungry U tomorrow.


      “I go in at eleven,” Lauri said. “Help get set up for lunch.”


      “What about dinner?”


      “I told you, Dad. I just—”


      He grinned. “I mean us. This evening. We should celebrate.”


      She gave him another smile that cleaved his heart. “You know, we really oughta!”


      “So what are you in the mood for? Pakistani?”


      She paused, thinking. “I wouldn’t know.”


      “I guess you’re gonna find out,” Quinn said. “You’ll learn fast.”


      “Pizza! I noticed a place down the street, right near the corner. Looked neat.”


      He knew the restaurant. About a year ago, he and Pearl thought they might have gotten food poisoning there.


      “Sounds great!” somebody else said.


      No, it had been his voice. Some girl—woman—had him by the arm. He was headed for the door.


      


      He played it cautiously, waiting almost a week before phoning Marilyn, then dropping by her apartment.


      He wore well-pressed black slacks and a gray pullover golf shirt; not very Rough Country, but he had on the faux-battered semi-cowboy hat with its artfully curved brim.


      When she opened the door, smiling out at him, she was a surprise.


      “Your hair,” he said.


      “You noticed.”


      “Hard not to. You’re blond.” She was also barefoot and wearing a pink silk robe, though he’d called fifteen minutes ago to let her know he was in the neighborhood and would soon be at her door.


      “You don’t like it?” Her smile threatened to fade as her right hand floated up to touch her newly colored hair.


      He instantly slipped into pleased mode. After all, what did it matter? “I do like it. You just surprised me.”


      She did a neat pirouette, flashing bare calf and ankle beneath the robe, and the smile was back at full radiance. The abrupt turn had stirred the air and left it perfumed with the scent of roses. “The new and improved Marilyn Nelson.”


      “I like you blond, Marilyn, but it’ll take a little getting used to. And there’s no way to improve on the basic you.”


      You with the dark roots.


      “Come in, Joe. I didn’t mean to leave you standing in the hall.”


      When he entered, she seemed to notice for the first time the box beneath his arm.


      “You’ve brought something,” she said, using a lilting tone to demonstrate her pleasure.


      “For later, actually.”


      “It’s too big a box for wine. Flowers?”


      “It’ll be a surprise.” He touched her robe with his free hand. The material was so soft and smooth it felt almost like flesh. Definitely more Frederick’s of Hollywood than Rough Country. “Did I interrupt you getting dressed?”


      “No. Getting undressed.” She gave him a look impossible to misinterpret: Marilyn coming around. He could guess what wasn’t beneath the robe.


      “I was about to take a shower,” she said. Her smile went from shy to conspiratorial. “Maybe you’d like to join me.”


      “No, thanks.”


      Just as her features began to register surprise and embarrassment, he kissed her forehead. Then he pulled her close and kissed her mouth, feeling her immediately respond with her tongue. Her breath was sweet and warm. Heat emanated from beneath the robe. Marilyn was ready.


      When they separated, he saw her breasts rising and falling beneath the taut material of the robe. She bit her lower lip, trying not to breathe so noisily.


      “I was going to suggest a bath,” he explained, standing close and smiling down at her.


      She thought for a second. “Sounds wonderful, but maybe kind of cramped.”


      “We’ll work something out.” He kissed her again.


      “Promise no bruises?” she asked, gazing at him with eyes that told him she was his.


      Promise them anything… “You can trust me.”


      Her gaze remained locked with his as she unfastened the sash about her waist. With the slightest whisper, the delicate silk robe dropped to puddle at her feet.


      On the way to the bathroom, he stepped on it.
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      Quinn didn’t want to embarrass Lauri, so he’d waited for her night off before visiting the Hungry U.


      It was one of those Village restaurants that tried too hard for bohemian décor, as if the owners were still in the thrall of Kerouac and Ginsberg. There was a small bar near the door, and beyond it round tables surrounded by mismatched chairs. The walls were different colors. On the blue wall was a doorway with beads hanging in it rather than a door. On the mauve wall was an arch, also beaded, that apparently led to another room with more tables. Each of the walls had movie posters mounted on them advertising films that had been set in Hollywood’s idea of exotic places. Sidney Green-street, wearing a fez, smiled jovially behind a pointed gun. Peter Lorre sweated profusely in a desert setting. There was Bogie, suave in a white dinner jacket. Lauren Bacall wore a silky evening gown. Quinn knew most of the films had been shot in and around Los Angeles.


      A woman who looked like an Eastern version of Madonna smiled at Quinn and led him to a table on the other side of the arch. This room was more expensively and tastefully decorated. The chairs around the tables matched, and there were framed landscapes on the walls rather than old movie posters. At the far end of the room was a slightly raised stage, and in front of it a small dance floor. There was a microphone and some sound equipment on the stage—two gigantic speakers—and a taped-up white banner on the wall with THE DEFENDANTS spray-painted on it in red block letters like gang graffiti.


      Most of the tables were occupied. The Eastern Madonna led Quinn to a table toward the end of the room farthest from the stage and supplied him with a tall, narrow menu.


      A small man of indeterminate ethnicity and wearing a pointed dark beard appeared and took Quinn’s order. Soon Quinn was settled in with a glass of Pakistani beer and something called roghni naan, from what he assumed was the appetizer section of the menu.


      It turned out to be bread sprinkled with sesame seeds and was tasty. The beer could have been colder, but it was good, too. The clientele appeared respectable enough and typical of the Village. A democratic mix of ages, races, and sexes, neighborhood people with a few obvious tourists here and there.


      When the server with the pointed beard returned and asked if Quinn wanted dinner, he said the roghni naan would be plenty and it was delicious, but he’d have another beer. The man smiled as if privately amused that Quinn had mispronounced something, and it wasn’t “beer.”


      “You’re here for the band,” the man said.


      Quinn glanced at the stage, where a scroungy-looking young black man in a sleeveless T-shirt—his muscular arms covered with tattoos—was tinkering with the speakers.


      “The Defendants,” the server said.


      “Ah!” Quinn said. “Sure. What time do they start to play?”


      “About ten minutes.”


      Quinn hadn’t quite finished his…bread, and he’d just ordered another beer. He was stuck.


      Halfway through beer number two, there was a smattering of applause, and an older man with graying hair who might have been one of the owners introduced the Defendants with a good-natured flourish, as if they were opening at Vegas for Wayne Newton.


      There were four of them: a drummer, two guitarists, and a guy with some kind of keyboard attached by a strap slung around his neck. Wires ran from the keyboard to the speakers. Wires ran everywhere.


      Then a fifth member of the band arrived, to heightened applause. Apparently this band was having a good run at the Hungry U.


      Quinn figured the new guy must be the front man and singer. At first he appeared almost shy, then he seemed to shake off any inhibitions and took his place at the mike. He grinned, signaling with his skinny right arm to the backup musicians poised behind him.


      Quinn had never seen anyone skinnier. The kid, who probably wasn’t even in his twenties, was about six feet tall and had shoulders and waist of about the same narrow dimension. What there was of his chest was concave beneath his faded red T-shirt, and his torn jeans clung to long, pipe-cleaner legs. He had wide blue eyes and a head of corkscrew red hair that lent him an amiable, startled expression. Quinn thought he resembled an anorexic Harpo Marx.


      Unlike Harpo, he could talk. He confidently introduced the band’s first piece, something called “Lost in Bonkers.”


      The band tore into it like starving men in a lifeboat, and the skinny kid began to sing.


      Quinn wished he could arrest them for auditory assault.


      The kid shouted incomprehensible lyrics while bounding around the stage as if there were springs in his feet, as if he were a spring, his long, skinny body rhythmically contorting in an undulating S shape. Then he produced a harmonica and began to play, somehow getting the instrument to make wheezing sounds like a damaged bagpipe.


      But “Lost in Bonkers” was getting to the crowd. They were clapping in time and stamping their feet. Quinn caught some of the lyrics:


      
        Lost in Bonkers on familiar ground.


        Lost in Bonkers an’ I don’t wanna be found.


        Gone pure crazy lookin’ out for you.


        ’Cause I know you’re lost in Bonkers too.

      


      What the hell did it mean? Quinn wondered, and took a swig of Pakistani beer.


      His shirt pocket came alive.


      His cell phone was there, the ringer set to vibrate so it wouldn’t make noise and disturb anyone in the restaurant. Hah!


      He drew the phone from his pocket and flipped it open. Said hello. Didn’t even hear himself.


      “Quinn, that you?” Renz’s voice.


      “Me.”


      “Where the hell are you? What’s that racket?”


      “Lost in Bonkers.”


      “Yonkers?”


      Quinn turned his face toward the wall and talked louder. Still didn’t make much of a dent in the din. “I’ll explain later, Harley.”


      “I want you outta Yonkers and on the Upper West Side. I got a call…”


      “Hold the line,” Quinn said. He laid down enough money to cover his check and tip, then stood up and edged his way between tables and off-key notes toward the beaded arch. After getting slightly tangled in the strings of colorful beads, he freed himself and avoided the crowded bar to make a circuitous detour to the door. The smiling, exotic-looking woman who’d led him to his table nodded a good night to him and Quinn nodded back, the phone still pressed to his ear, and made his way outside into the quiet night.


      “Harley?”


      “Yeah. Wherever you are, get your team here.” He gave Quinn a West Side address. “Uniforms are there already, got the scene frozen.”


      “The Butcher?”


      “’Fraid so. Another victim. An anonymous call came in twenty minutes ago.”


      “Sure it was our guy?”


      “Take a barf bag.”


      “I’m beyond that, Harley. And I’m on my way.”


      “Where are you? What was all that goddamn noise?”


      “I’m not sure myself,” Quinn said, and broke the connection.


      On familiar ground but in Lauri’s new world, feeling lost.
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      Bocanne, Florida, 1980


      “Sherman, is it? You got a great name, so you got a responsibility to live up to it. Know that, boy?”


      “I guess,” Sherman said. He’d had some history and remembered the name, but even though it was his name, he couldn’t quite recall who it was the new boarder, Sam Pickett, was talking about.


      They were sitting in cane-backed chairs out on the plank porch, leaning almost too far back with their feet up on the rail. Sherman had his ankles crossed and was sipping a warm pop. Pickett was messing around with the big, dirty briar pipe he smoked. Before them the swamp loomed green and lush, buzzing with life and smelling of rot. Something moved out there, causing dozens of blackbirds to rise screaming in a panic, and then settle down near their point of takeoff.


      “My feelin’ is he was the greatest Civil War general of ’em all,” Pickett said, using his yellowed thumb to tamp tobacco firmly into the bowl of the odorous briar. “Ol’William Tecumseh Sherman.”


      That was why he hadn’t stuck in Sherman’s memory. Sherman was his last name. Would Pickett remember everybody famous named Sam?


      But Sherman liked it that Pickett must have realized Sherman didn’t know who they were talking about, yet he hadn’t pointed out Sherman’s ignorance or made fun of him, just went on talking as if they both knew.


      “Marched through the south tearin’ up Ned all the way, burned an’ killed an’ left nothin’ to eat neither on nor in the miles of scorched earth left behind him.” He glanced over and gave Sherman a slight smile and a look that might have meant anything. “You think that was great?”


      “Dunno,” Sherman said. “Maybe. He was a general, so that was his job.” He was choosing his words carefully, wary of Pickett, who seemed smarter and more interested in Sherman than any of the other boarders. Pickett was always doing this when they talked, asking questions right out of the blue, as if testing to see if Sherman was paying attention. Sherman didn’t mind. Even kind of liked it.


      “You got the truth of it,” Pickett said, grinning at Sherman as if proud of him. “Ol’ Sherman’s hated—that’s the general, not you—’cause of all the death an’ destruction he created, but the fact is, if people’d just read their history, his march to the sea shortened the Civil War by months or years and saved a lot more lives than it cost.”


      “He kill women and kids, too?”


      Pickett stopped in the process of raising his pipe to his mouth and looked over at Sherman, his bushy gray eyebrows raised in curiosity and surprise. “That’s a damn—a darned good question, Sherman. Let’s just say he did what he had to do. You could make the argument that the southerners started the war ’cause the people wanted it, so it was the southern people—not just the soldiers—to blame, an’ it was only in the way of justice that they should have to pay the price of their lives.”


      Sherman looked out at the swamp, thinking of all the death out there. “Seems like you know a lot about that kinda thing.”


      “I’m a student of the Civil War, all self-learned but well-learned. I understand what Sherman had to do, an’ I think he was a good man. Now an’ again you gotta do what ordinarily would turn your stomach. That’s what life comes down to sometimes, Sherman.”


      “Yeah, it does.”


      The sun was going down. They listened to the crickets trilling away for a while. Pickett struck a book match and got his pipe fired up. The burning tobacco smelled good to Sherman. Better than the swamp.


      Sherman liked Sam Pickett. Though he looked almost as old as the previous boarders, maybe in his fifties, there was a kind of energy about him. It was like he was younger even though he had a lot of lines in his face, and gray hair and a gray mustache. He wore his long hair in a ponytail, but Sherman never thought he looked womanish at all. In fact, if he didn’t have such a big belly, Sherman could imagine Sam Pickett in a Civil War Union blue uniform, maybe even an officer’s.


      Pickett was the first boarder who didn’t have his own room. Maybe because it was full of all the books he’d brought in his big trunk and some cardboard boxes. Or maybe it was because he was the first boarder who didn’t have to pay. Sherman had heard Pickett and his mother talking about that one night when they were in the kitchen and didn’t know he was listening. And what surprised Sherman was when his mother flat-out told Pickett he shouldn’t have to pay any board. Pickett had said they’d work out something, that he’d pay for the groceries and whatever the boy might need. Sherman figured he was “the boy.”


      So books were piled on the bed where the other boarders had slept, and Pickett slept with Sherman’s mother. Sometimes he and Myrna, Sherman’s mom, would argue, and Sherman would hear them other nights making noises as if they were fighting in the bedroom. Now and then there were bruises on Myrna, but Sherman never heard her complain.


      Though he never dared call his mother anything other than “Mom,” Sherman began to think of her and Sam as a pair, thinking of how they called each other—Myrna and Sam.


      Sherman guessed Pickett did pay for things, but it was Myrna who took the truck into town most of the time and bought them. She said she was the only one who knew how to drive the balky old pickup, and Pickett seemed happy enough to stay behind and read, then help her unload groceries, beer, or firewood and carry the heavy stuff in when she returned.


      Pickett read more often than anybody Sherman had ever met. It was how he passed the long hours, just sitting there concentrating, like he was breathing in information. Sherman thought of Sam always with a book in his hands, and his pipe clenched between his teeth. Which was how he almost always was. There was even a notch in his stained teeth worn there by the briar’s pipe stem over the years. And Sherman guessed Pickett might have calluses on his fingers from turning pages.


      “Ever fished?” Pickett asked, sucking and puffing noisily on the pipe to get the bowl glowing bright red.


      “Sure. Some. Got a good bamboo pole.”


      “Know how to use a rod and reel?”


      “Never had the chance.”


      “You got it now. I got one broke down in one of my boxes.”


      “You mean someday we can go fishing?” Sherman asked.


      “Someday hell! Excuse my French. Don’t wait for someday, Sherman. Let’s get up outta these chairs an’ go fishin’ now. Unless you got somethin’ better to do.”


      Sherman was grinning wide. “Can’t think of a thing better.”


      The removed their feet from the porch rail, and the front legs of their chairs thumped on the plank floor in unison.


      


      Over the next several weeks Pickett taught Sherman how to find where the fish might be biting, the bluegill around the weeds near banks where insects bred, and the big catfish that were bottom-feeders out farther from the banks and twisted banyan and cypress roots. He taught him how to cast sidearm so as not to hook low branches or Spanish moss, and drop the bait or fly within inches of where he aimed. After the first few times fishing, Sam always used the bamboo pole and let Sherman use the rod and reel.


      It was a great summer for Sherman. When he wasn’t fishing or talking with Sam Pickett, he was reading some of Pickett’s books. Sam told him he could read any or all of them without asking, only had to put them back when he was finished.


      Sherman soon understood why Sam knew so much about the Civil War, because that was what most of the books were about. Some of them looked so old they might have been written during the Civil War. Sherman got to know all about William Tecumseh Sherman and some of the other famous generals and other personalities on both sides of the great conflict. And he learned about the battles, how sometimes their outcome turned on little things, like which troops needed boots and shoes, or maybe on the weather that might turn open fields into deep mud that mired down troops and made them easy to slaughter with artillery. Death meant something in the Civil War, Sherman decided. Every death.


      The Civil War became Sherman’s obsession because it was Sam Pickett’s obsession. And Sam became like a father to Sherman—at least the closest thing to a father Sherman had ever known.


      Once when he was lying quietly in the warm dark and listening to Sam and Myra talking in the kitchen while they drank beer, Sherman heard Sam remark on how uncommonly smart Sherman was for a boy ten years old, how quickly he caught on to things. That was news to Sherman. He heard his mother say that was news to her, too.


      Sherman just lay there in the night, smiling, while they drank more beer and changed the subject.


      Sometimes, years later, he’d lie in his bed in the dark and recall that conversation and smile. He might drift off to sleep while mentally re-creating that long-ago time and Sam Pickett.


      It truly had been a great summer.


      For a while.
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      New York, the present


      It was beginning to feel like a recurring nightmare to Quinn. Here he was again with Pearl and Fedderman in an apartment crowded with cops and techs, the bleached stench of death and dismemberment made somehow obscenely sanitary. More and more he was asking himself the question cops asked when they’d seen too many dead bodies: What was the value of life, if it could come to this?


      “I wish we didn’t have to look at this one,” Pearl said, probably thinking the same thoughts as Quinn.


      “Want me to check with the uniforms, then the neighbors, as usual?” Fedderman asked Quinn.


      “Go to it, Feds.”


      Fedderman gratefully disappeared from the apartment.


      Quinn eased past two techs who were diligently dusting and tweezering, then made his way down the short hall to the bathroom. Pearl was right behind him.


      There wasn’t much room for both of them in the bathroom, so both stood in the doorway looking in. Nift the ME was bending over the tub. An empty detergent box lay on the floor near a plastic bleach bottle. The box proclaimed in bold text that the soap contained bleach. A lot of bleach here, Quinn thought, but the smell of corruption somehow seeped through to lodge in the nostrils and lie like a dull taste on the tongue. He swallowed and only made it worse.


      “Jesus!” Pearl said in a hushed voice behind him.


      “No, only me,” said the smart-mouthed little ME, still facing away from them. He’d known they were there. He duckwalked aside slightly in his crouch, maybe to allow them to see the severed head of Marilyn Nelson lying on top of her bone-white crossed arms. Marilyn was staring back at them with an expression of alarm, as if they’d interrupted her in an intimate moment, which in a manner of speaking they had. Quinn wished Nift would close her eyes.


      “This one is really a shame,” Nift said, probing pale dead flesh with a bright steel instrument.


      It wasn’t like him to show anything other than callousness or dumb wit toward his job. Was he developing human feelings? Sensitivity?


      “They’re all a shame,” Pearl said.


      “Yeah, but this one especially. You put all the pieces together, at least in your mind, and she was built like a sex machine.”


      “Dr. Frankenstein Nift,” Pearl said in disgust.


      Nift glanced back and up at her. “Frankensteen!”


      “This one like the others?” Quinn asked, trying to head off a verbal confrontation, not to mention more mundane drivel.


      “In almost every way that matters,” Nift said. “Looks like the same kind of cutting instruments, then the same draining and immaculate cleansing of the body parts. She’s stacked—no pun intended—in the same ritualistic way. Adhesive residue indicating that tape was recently removed from her wrists and ankles, as well as from across her mouth. I can’t say for sure before the postmortem, but my guess would be death by drowning. Then chop, chop. And just as in the other cases, the killer left the bathroom cleaner than my wife ever could.”


      Pearl stared at him. “You’ve got a wife?”


      “I was speaking metaphorically.”


      Quinn gave Pearl a warning look. He knew how she felt about Nift and didn’t want her going ballistic at a crime scene.


      “You said this one was like the others in almost every way that mattered,” Quinn pointed out. He knew that Nift liked to put off whatever of value he might have to say, savoring the suspense and then the moment.


      “I meant that mattered to the victim,” Nift said.


      “How about what matters to us detectives?”


      Nift appeared to give the question some thought. “C’mon in all the way so you can get a closer look,” he said. “Just you, not the cop with the curves.”


      Pearl showed admirable restraint, clamping her lips together.


      Quinn moved farther into the bathroom, unconsciously holding his breath against the ungodly stench, and saw for the first time that the victim’s wet and slicked-back hair was blond. That must be the difference Nift had referred to, what mattered; the other victims were brunettes. And there was something stuck to Marilyn Nelson’s left cheek, a few inches in front of her ear. At first Quinn thought it was a dead insect. He leaned closer and saw that it was a clipping of dark, curly hair.


      “That what I think it is?”


      Nift smiled. “Uh-huh. Dark pubic hair. Not a clipping, though. The follicles are still attached. These hairs were yanked out, then placed on her cheek on display. The victim was a dyed blonde.”


      Quinn leaned closer to examine the blond hair. “It would figure, but I don’t see any dark roots.”


      “That’s because it’s a very recent dye job. She’s a brunette.” Nift chuckled. “Take it from me, I checked.” Nift shot a look back at Pearl. “Wish I coulda checked when she was alive.”


      Pearl had her jaws clenched so tight in her effort to remain silent that Quinn thought she better be careful or she might break a tooth.


      He straightened up, leaving Nift down in a crouch to finish his preliminary postmortem.


      But Nift also stood up. He had on his creepy smile. “Know what I think that display of pubic hair means, Quinn?”


      “What it might mean,” Quinn said, “is that our killer who prefers brunettes was acquainted with the victim well enough to know she wasn’t a real blonde.”


      “No might about it,” Nift said. “He wouldn’t have killed her in the first place if he didn’t know she was actually a brunette—his type. I think he knew this one personally.”


      Pearl had to admit to herself that Nift had a point, but she still maintained her silence, biting down on her anger and fierce dislike for the nasty little ME. If she started in on him…Well, there was no reason to consider that.


      “It’s a recent dye job,” Quinn said. “But that doesn’t mean the killer knew his victim personally. He might have stalked her for weeks, even months, when she was a brunette.”


      And because her last name began with an N, Pearl thought.


      Nift chewed on the inside of his cheek, then nodded. “Possible,” he admitted.


      Good, Pearl thought. The little prick’s been squelched. Teach him to cross swords with Quinn.


      “Another thing,” Nift said. “My guess is Miz Nelson hasn’t been dead more than three hours.”


      That interested Quinn. It meant the killer must have made his anonymous call to the police shortly after murdering Marilyn Nelson, his second N victim. The bastard had probably planned on the phone call. Didn’t want to wait for the body to be discovered by someone other than the police. He wanted Marilyn Nelson to be viewed by Quinn and company exactly as he’d left her so the strands of dark pubic hair were sure to be found. Playing his gruesome game.


      Quinn took a careful look around, and then started to back out of the bathroom so he and Pearl could talk to the first uniforms on the scene, then to the crime scene techs, to see when they’d be finished. Then they’d help Fedderman interview Marilyn Nelson’s neighbors. She’d been dead only a few hours. Maybe someone would remember actually seeing the killer come or go.


      As they were leaving the bathroom and the immediate presence of violent death, Pearl decided to mention calmly to Nift something to the effect that from now on he should concentrate on his job and let the detectives concentrate on theirs. She really did intend for it to be calm and measured. A relatively polite parting shot.


      What came out was, “Hey, Frankenstein, you really are an insufferable little asshole.”


      Far from being insulted, Nift grinned and glanced wide-eyed at Quinn. “She’s alive!”


      Quinn wrapped an arm around Pearl’s waist and turned her away from Nift, then gripped her elbow tightly and got her out of there.


      “Sorry,” Pearl said, when they were back in the living room. “I couldn’t resist.”


      Quinn smiled at her. “Considering the provocation, I thought you did well.”


      Still avoiding the CSU techs, who assured them they were almost finished, they crossed the room to a small desk where a phone sat. A tech told Quinn the phone had already been dusted for prints, so it was okay to touch. Quinn touched. He pressed the redial button on Marilyn Nelson’s phone and got a number that gave out time and temperature and an offer for expense-free checking. So the killer hadn’t called the police from the apartment. At least not on this phone.


      A cursory search of Marilyn Nelson’s apartment wasn’t very revealing. There was no sign of a cell phone, vibrating or otherwise. Maybe she’d had a cell and the killer had taken it with him, used it to call the law.


      Quinn had to smile, thinking maybe the killer had tried to use the cell phone and it only vibrated.


      


      They left the apartment and stood out in the hall, more to get away from the stench of bleached death than for any other reason.


      Quinn said, “Nift is probably right. This one might have been chosen because her last initial was N, but the killer probably got to know her first as a brunette, or had known her all along.”


      “Maybe it’s her brother,” Pearl said, glaring back into the apartment in the general direction of Nift. Once someone got under her skin she simply couldn’t let it go. She fumed for a long, long time, maybe unto eternity. Quinn thought it might be part of what made her such a good detective and such a bad cop.


      He was familiar with the white splotches at the corners of her mouth, the pugnacious thrust of her chin. In truth he’d always found these manifestations of her righteous rage oddly attractive, though he’d never told her so.


      He shook his head slowly and with sad knowledge. “Pearl, Pearl…”


      The look she gave him might have scorched his clothes.


      The sanitized stench of death stayed with them the rest of the evening and followed them home.


      Quinn shared Pearl’s rage, but in a quieter way and directed at the killer. Pearl was a hothead buffeted by her emotions. Quinn’s rage was constant and controlled and patient, a laser beam probing the darkness, obsessively seeking its target.


      Pity the target.
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      Quinn had no idea who had knocked unexpectedly on his apartment door. He was peering out at an emaciated kid in his early twenties, over six feet tall but not more than a hundred and forty pounds. He had on incredibly narrow Levi’s, a stained gray T-shirt lettered IMAGINE REALITY across the chest, and untied, worn-out jogging shoes held together with duct tape. His red hair looked like a mass of unruly springs. It was the hair, and indeed something springy in his slightest movement, even as he stood what in his mind must be still, that triggered Quinn’s memory. The lead singer of The Defendants at the Hungry U.


      “I’m Wormy,” said the human Slinky.


      “They’ve got pills for that,” Quinn said.


      The kid’s grin spread wider, so wide for his narrow face that it pushed his cheeks way out. “I’ve heard that one. Wormy’s my name.”


      “Is that French or something?”


      “No, it’s a nickname, actually. I’m a singer-musician.”


      “I’ve seen and heard you,” Quinn said, noticing the odd tattoos on Wormy’s arms, twisting, twining designs that apparently represented nothing while adding to the impression of constant movement. There seemed to be, for Wormy, nothing akin to a state of rest.


      “I know,” Wormy said. “I remember you ’cause you walked out in the middle of my big number.”


      “It had nothing to do with the music,” Quinn said. “I got a phone call.”


      Big smile. Bounce, bounce. “That’s good to know.” Wormy looked up and down the hall, then back at Quinn, as if waiting for Quinn to invite him in.


      Quinn simply regarded Wormy as if his name represented what he was.


      “I’m here for Lauri,” Wormy said.


      “I was afraid of that.”


      Quinn moved back and Wormy slithered in. Well, he didn’t exactly slither, but his long body’s repetitive S motion seemed to propel him forward.


      “Hi, Worm.” Lauri, who’d been in her bedroom changing clothes, was now in the living room. She looked tentatively from Wormy to her father, then back. “I see you two have met.”


      “Formally for the first time,” Wormy said, “but your old—your dad—was at the Hungry U having dinner the other night. I guess to listen to the music. He’s a fan.”


      “Great!” Lauri said, pleased but puzzled.


      “I wanted to check out where you worked,” Quinn said. He saw anger cloud her face, and for a second she looked remarkably like her mother.


      Wormy touched her arm. “Don’t be hard on him, Lauri. It’s a dad thing. He’s concerned about his daughter’s all.”


      Lauri took a deep breath and seemed calmer. “So what did you think of the Hungry U?” she asked Quinn.


      “Food was good.”


      No one spoke for an awkward few moments.


      “You two are going out?” Quinn said finally, as if the possibility had just entered his mind.


      “On a date,” Lauri said, bearing down on the last word.


      Quinn told himself he was being tested. He had little control, maybe none at all, over whom Lauri dated. But this human single-cell creature…


      “I’ll have her home ’fore she turns into a pumpkin,” Wormy said, still with the grin.


      Quinn wanted to scare him stiff then hurl him like a javelin, but he restrained himself.


      “I understand your dad’s concern,” said Wormy. “You’re his dear daughter, an’ he don’t know a thing about me other than I’ve got musical talent.”


      I do know about you. I’ve seen thousands of you.


      Lauri moved toward the door, and Wormy seemed rooted though moving, continuing to grin at Quinn.


      “Where are you two going?” Quinn heard himself ask. He thought he sounded casual, only remotely interested. Tried, anyway.


      Must have failed.


      Lauri clouded up again. “Look—”


      “Zero down,” Wormy said good-naturedly to her. “We’re gonna take in a band down in the Village, Lauri’s dad. Some band thinks it’s better’n mine, if you can believe it. No drugs, and no…drugs.”


      “You didn’t say no—”


      “Dad!”


      Quinn knew he was helpless. He willed his stiff facial muscles to arrange themselves in a smile that couldn’t have fooled anyone. “So have a good time. You got a key?”


      “Got my key,” Lauri said. Impulsively, she came to him and pecked his cheek, grinning up at him. “Don’t worry so much about me, Dad, really.”


      “I’ll try not to.”


      “She’s with me,” Wormy said reassuringly.


      “I’ll try not to,” Quinn repeated.


      Then they were gone into the world, his little girl and the human worm, and the door was swinging closed.


      “I like your dad,” Quinn heard Wormy say, just before the latch clicked.


      


      Some kind of telepathy, Quinn thought. May and Elliott lived all the way on the other side of the continent, and still May chose that night to call Quinn.


      “How’s Lauri doing?” she asked, after they’d traded hellos.


      “Doing well,” Quinn said. I hope. He hadn’t gone to bed and was slumped on the sofa, worrying while watching four lawyers on a quarter-split TV screen argue over a murder that had happened in some other state, maybe Minnesota. The victim had been an attractive young woman. He’d muted the lawyers but hadn’t been able to stop watching.


      “New York hasn’t corrupted her, has it?”


      “I won’t let that happen,” Quinn said. “Besides, she’s more grown-up than I imagined. She’s smart.”


      “Not street-smart. You don’t get that way here in the burbs of LA.”


      Quinn wondered if May read the papers. If you were a teenager, anyplace you were had the potential to make you wiser but sadder—or worse. His gaze wandered back to the attorneys jabbering silently on the muted TV. “I think she’s taking care of herself pretty well. She’s got a job.”


      “You’re kidding. The Lauri I know couldn’t hold down a job.”


      “She’s held it down so far. She’s a waitress at a restaurant down in the Village.”


      “Servers, they call them now, Quinn. And I’m not sure I like it that this place is in the Village.”


      A dapper gray-haired man who used to be the chief medical examiner in New York was on the screen now, holding up a chart with a skeleton printed on it and using his manicured forefinger as a pointer.


      “The restaurant’s Pakistani,” Quinn said, watching the former ME point at the skeleton’s pelvis. “At least it claims to be. The food seems kind of eclectic to me. Lots of barbecue.”


      “You’ve been there?”


      “Damned right.”


      May laughed. “Good. That’s comforting. She’s still working there, so you must have thought the place was okay.”


      “It’s a job,” Quinn said. “A start.”


      “Can I talk to her?”


      “She’s not home right now.”


      “It’s eleven-thirty, Quinn.”


      Damned Worm! “She’s on a date.”


      May didn’t say anything for a moment. Then: “Oh. It didn’t take her long to get into circulation.”


      “She’s a beautiful girl, May. Like you’re a beautiful woman.”


      “Spare me the Irish bullshit. Who’s she going out with? Another of the food servers?”


      “A musician from the band that’s playing at the restaurant. There’s a bar there, too, with live music.”


      “Pakistani music?”


      “For all I know,” Quinn said, remembering the high-decibel onslaught of “Lost in Bonkers.” “I’ve met the guy. He seems…safe.”


      “Is that what your cop’s instincts tell you?”


      They tell me what to tell you. “He’s a scrawny young kid, looks like he’s never had real sex. If you could see him, May, you wouldn’t worry so much.”


      “What’s his name?”


      “Wormy.”


      “God! Is that a nickname?”


      “I don’t know. I think it’s French and I might be pronouncing it wrong.”


      Quinn heard noises in the hall, then the key ratcheting in the lock.


      The door opened and Lauri came in alone. A vague, S-shaped shadow behind her writhed and flitted away in the hall.


      “She just got home,” Quinn said, trying to sound reassuring. He mouthed to Lauri, You’re late.


      “Close, though,” she whispered back.


      Quinn studied her. Clothes not too mussed, lipstick unsmeared, pretty much the same Lauri who’d left with the human worm.


      “She all right?” asked the voice from California.


      “Fine, fine…” Quinn held the phone out toward Lauri. “It’s your mother. She wants to talk to you.”


      Lauri seemed to think about that, then shrugged and walked over to where Quinn sat on the sofa. He handed her the phone, then stood up and diplomatically left the room.


      


      In the kitchen, he opened a cold Budweiser and for a brief moment considered listening in on the extension, then thought he’d probably be caught at it.


      Sitting at the table, sipping his beer, he couldn’t make out the contents of the conversation in the next room, but it didn’t take long, and Lauri’s tone was curt.


      After a few minutes of silence, she appeared in the kitchen doorway.


      “Your mother still on the line?” Quinn asked.


      “No. I guess she didn’t have anything more to say to you.” She smiled at him. “I’m going to bed. Unless you wanna chew me out first for being forty-five minutes late.”


      “You were close enough,” Quinn said. “Besides, eleven-thirty wasn’t a promise, it was just something Wormy mentioned.” He took a sip of beer. “You like that guy?”


      “Not nearly as much as he likes me.”


      Quinn tilted back the bottle for another sip. “You’d better get used to that kind of thing.”


      Lauri looked at him. “Fatherly wisdom, along with a compliment. I like that. Thanks.” She waved languidly to him. “’Night.”


      “’Night,” he said, not sure whether she was kidding.


      He sat for a while absently peeling the label from the beer bottle, trying to sort through how he was feeling, not getting anywhere. Probably like a lot of fathers of teenage girls. Unknowing. Unsettled.


      He decided he’d ask Pearl to talk with Lauri, to just sort of get acquainted. Maybe she could figure things out and enlighten him.


      Then maybe Lauri could explain Pearl.
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      “It somehow makes the murder more intimate,” Renz said.


      He unmistakably winked at Pearl before he glanced around. It was the first time he’d been in the office space the city had rented for Quinn and his team, and he was obviously thrown by the idea of the place as an ersatz squad room. It looked more like the scene of a boiler room operation that had folded only minutes before the police arrived.


      Zzzziiiiiiiiiii, went a drill at Nothing but the Tooth.


      Renz winced.


      “Murder itself is as intimate as it gets,” Quinn said. “The fact that the killer displayed some of the victim’s pubic hair after dismembering the body doesn’t make it any worse.”


      “No,” Pearl said, “Deputy Chief Renz is right. There’s something especially intimate about that kind of thing that gets to people—especially women. But men, too, if they have any sensitivity.” She was perched on the edge of her desk, where she could usually be found instead of in her chair.


      Quinn gave her a dark look from behind his desk. Was she ticked off at him over something? And Renz was at least sensitive enough to know he was being played.


      But Renz was smiling; Pearl was playing his game. “Officer Kasner has it figured right, Quinn. That’s why the chief and the commissioner and everybody who ever so much as ran for office in New York is on my ass.”


      “Which is why you’re here,” Quinn said.


      “Yep. Pass the potato. You and your team have gotta start showing some results, or the entire NYPD will be in so much deep shit with the pols it’ll be traded for Boston’s police department.”


      “Or Mayberry’s,” Fedderman said. Pearl figured he must have seen Renz’s earlier wink.


      Renz grinned. “I like that. Your team’s at least got a sense of humor, Quinn. Like a lot of losers, they’ve learned to laugh at themselves.”


      “I was thinking the same thing,” Quinn said.


      Now Renz was laughing. They were all laughing. Oh, it was a jolly world.


      Renz wiped his eyes. “I was told by the chief to come here and shake a knot in your tail. I’m going easy because I know how it is, how clean this bastard works, so there’s nothing you can grasp that doesn’t slide right outta your mind. All I’m saying is, remember who hired you. We’re working together while you’re working for me.”


      “And we are working,” Pearl said, having lost track of who was doing the kidding.


      “And hard,” Fedderman added.


      “Don’t I know it?” Renz said. “This visit is just a political necessity.” He studied Quinn. “So what ails you? Have a bad night?”


      “Real bad,” Quinn said. He wondered if Renz would have a sense of humor if he had Lauri for a daughter.


      “Anything I can help with?” Renz asked sincerely, probably putting on Quinn again.


      “No. It’s family stuff. Kinda thing you’ve gotta shake off so you can get to work.”


      “So I was about to say,” Renz told him.


      There was a sudden, muffled yelp.


      Renz appeared startled. “What the hell was that?”


      “Could be a root canal,” Quinn said. “At the dental clinic on the other side of the building. That was the drilling you heard earlier.”


      “Ah. I thought maybe the Butcher was killing somebody right next door. Just the sort of thing he’d do to make us look bad.”


      “Different kinda sadist over there,” Fedderman said, smiling with bad teeth.


      Renz looked around again at the cluster of desks and workstations, the walls that were bare except for occasional nails or screws and clean rectangles where frames had been hung, the hardwood floor with clumps of tangled wiring jutting up from of it. “Place is a minefield. What happens if you step on one of those wiring masses? You get zapped?”


      “Maybe,” Pearl said.


      Renz hitched his belt up over his belly and glanced down to make sure the drape of his pants was right. Quinn knew it was a sign he was about to leave.


      Renz said, “Well, you people can consider yourself chewed out. Far as the chief knows, that’s what happened here this morning.”


      “Thanks,” Pearl said. She thought somebody should say it so Renz would leave believing his line of crap had been a sale.


      Renz nodded to her, let his gaze slide over Quinn and Fedderman, then turned and went out the door.


      “Man’s some piece of work,” Pearl said.


      “Piece of something,” Fedderman said. He got up from behind his desk and sauntered across the minefield to pour himself a cup of coffee.


      Pearl waited until he was out of earshot. “What kind of family problem?” she asked Quinn.


      “The Lauri kind.”


      She looked simultaneously sympathetic and amused. “From what I know of her, which is very little, she seems like a nice kid.”


      “She is. And a naïve one. She’s got some misconceptions that I’m afraid make her vulnerable.”


      “We talking about a boyfriend?”


      “If you can call him that.”


      “Well, I think I understand the situation. She’s probably not as naïve and vulnerable as you imagine, Quinn.”


      “That’s what I’d like you to find out.”


      Pearl raised her vivid eyebrows in surprise. She wasn’t sure what to think of this. Family was sticky.


      God! I really should call my mother, after hanging up on her the way I did.


      “Just meet and talk with her,” Quinn implored. “Get to know her a little. She might tell another female stuff she wouldn’t tell her father.”


      “Oh, she might,” Pearl said. What must it be like to have Quinn for a father?


      “Will you do that, Pearl?”


      “Sure.” But she knew from the expression on Quinn’s face that she hadn’t sounded sufficiently enthusiastic.


      They both fell silent as Fedderman returned with his coffee.


      “Mayberry,” Fedderman said thoughtfully. “Things are quieter there. Remember Floyd the barber?”


      “What you both oughta know,” Quinn said, “is that Renz isn’t to be taken lightly just because he’s talking like he’s one of us. He’ll act all buddy-buddy, but he’ll jam us up in a minute if it’ll help him get promoted.”


      “We know it,” Pearl said. “We were only putting you on, Quinn.”


      “Still,” Fedderman said, “Mayberry…”


      “New York,” Quinn said. “Marilyn Nelson was the second N, but that doesn’t mean she was the final victim.”


      


      Searching the weeds again. That was what Quinn called it, and that was what Pearl was doing here in Marilyn Nelson’s modest West Side apartment that still held the disinfected scent of death. Searching the weeds again. Hoping to find something, anything of use, on ground already covered.


      Pearl walked around slowly in a second, more careful search of the apartment, paying closer attention. It was cheaply but tastefully decorated. Probably Marilyn Nelson had thought she earned a pretty good salary but found out it didn’t go far in Manhattan. The bedroom closet contained some interchangeable black outfits—Marilyn catching on—and some great outdoorsy-looking items. They would have suggested Marilyn was a hiker or rock climber, if Pearl didn’t know she worked for a clothing chain, and the rough-textured, riveted clothing and heavy boots were more for style than hard use.


      There was nothing noteworthy in the refrigerator—an unopened bottle of orange juice, some leftover pizza in a takeout box, a half-gallon carton of milk well past its expiration date and almost empty, some bagged and sealed lettuce for salads on the go, the usual condiments. Pearl leaned close and breathed in some of the cool air before closing the refrigerator door.


      Nothing new in the bedroom, either, but she went through drawers and the closet, even checked between the mattress and box spring, making sure a Dial In cell phone vibrator hadn’t been overlooked. It would have been nice to tie Marilyn Nelson in with two of the other victims. Tidy. Clean. Pearl swallowed. Clean was beginning to seem like a nasty word to her.


      She made herself spend more time in the bathroom than was necessary, as if testing herself. The gleaming old porcelain tub was to her more disgusting than if it had been stained with the victim’s blood.


      Sickened, she left the bathroom, then quickly made her way through the hall and living room toward the door. She would replace the yellow crime scene tape she’d untied from the doorknob, then get back out into the fresh air and the wider world where death wasn’t so near.


      After a last, sad glance around the living room, she opened the door to the hall.


      Her breath caught in her throat.
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      Bocanne, Florida, 1980


      Sherman was dreaming, and suddenly he was awake and unable to recall the dream.


      It had frightened him, though. He was drenched in sweat, and his heart was pounding in his ears, the loudest thing in the night other than the buzz of insects in the nearby swamp.


      Then the voices. Like the ones in the dream. Sam’s deep voice, and Sherman’s mother’s. His was calm; hers higher-pitched, faster-paced. It sounded as if Sam and Myrna were arguing in the bedroom down the hall, where they slept in the sagging double bed. Sherman’s body grew rigid and he realized he was squeezing his thumbs in his clenched fists, a habit he’d pretty much gotten over since Sam arrived.


      There was a sound that might have been a slap. Flesh on flesh—hard.


      Sherman’s grip on his thumbs tightened so that they ached.


      His mother’s voice, then, much louder. Even though Sherman couldn’t make out the words, he was sure she was furious, cursing at Sam.


      Sam’s voice was softer but not as calm, as if he didn’t want to wake Sherman, trying to get Myrna to regain control of herself. Another slap. Then another, terrible sound Sherman had never heard. He was sure his mother was weeping.


      Sam again, speaking angrily but softly, in that slow, reasoned tone he used when patiently teaching Sherman to fish or telling him something interesting about the Civil War.


      There was a war going on in his mother’s bedroom, Sherman thought. One he wanted no part of.


      He lay motionless for a long time, waiting for more noise from the bedroom down the hall, but there was only the buzzing of the swamp in the night. He could smell the swamp through his open screened window, the rotting death scent of it, the fear and the fight of it within its lush green beauty. Thousands of cicadas were screaming now; Sam had told Sherman it was their mating call. It sounded desperate. Amidst the shrillness came a faint splashing and a deep, primal grunt. Something moving in the blackness not far away from the house. Not far away at all.


      In the bedroom down the hall there was only silence.


      


      The next morning, Sherman thought he was first up, but when he padded barefoot down the hall, there was his mom in the kitchen. She was lighting the butane stove to cook some eggs that were lying on the sink counter. Her hair was wild and there was a thoughtful expression on her face, but she didn’t look upset. She had on her old pink robe, its sash yanked tight around her narrow waist. Like her son, she was barefoot, the way she liked to be most of the time. Her toenails were painted red and one of them looked broken and as if it had been bleeding.


      Sherman didn’t think she’d seen him. He changed direction and trudged toward the bathroom, seeing through the inch-wide crack where his mother’s bedroom door was open. There was Sam’s bare lower leg and foot on the bed. He must still be asleep.


      Sherman thought that maybe last night—everything he’d heard—had been a dream. It was possible. Dreams and reality sometimes met and became entangled in his mind.


      He urinated and then flushed the leaking old toilet so it would drain to the septic tank buried alongside the house. The washbasin’s ancient faucet handles squealed when he rotated them. He washed his hands and dried them carefully before leaving the bathroom.


      The plank floor was cool beneath his bare feet as he returned to the kitchen. He noticed that now his mother’s bedroom door was closed all the way. He slowed so he might try the knob, see if it was locked.


      “You want some eggs?” she asked.


      “Toast is all,” Sherman said, picking up his pace.


      “You go get some pants on first.”


      Sherman was wearing only his Jockey shorts. He nodded and went back to his bedroom and put on his jeans. The morning was already hot and humid. He tried wrestling back into the T-shirt he’d worn yesterday, but it stuck to his damp skin so that it was difficult to pull down in back. He peeled it off and tossed it on the floor, then went shirtless back to the kitchen, this time not pausing near his mother’s bedroom door.


      There was a slice of buttered toast and a glass of milk where Sherman always sat at the table. His mother was being nice to him this morning; usually he prepared his own breakfast.


      She’d cooked up some eggs for herself. Now she used the rubber spatula to slide them onto a plate. Next to them she plopped down the second slice of toast from the old toaster.


      Without speaking to or looking at Sherman, she sat down across from him at the table and began to eat.


      “Sleep okay?” she asked, through a bite of egg she’d forked into her mouth.


      “Always do.” Sherman took a big bite of toast.


      “You’re young and you got no troubles,” she said, smiling.


      “Got some.”


      “Yeah, I guess ever’body does.”


      They continued to eat, not looking at each other.


      Then Sherman became aware that he was the only one eating.


      His mother slowly raised her fork with a bite of egg halfway to her mouth, then set it back down on her plate. The expression on her face changed, like she was aging right in front of Sherman. She slid her chair back with a loud scraping sound, stood up from the table, and hurried into the bathroom.


      She hadn’t even taken time to shut the door. Sherman could hear her retching in there.


      Absently carrying what was left of his toast, he got up and walked to where he could see into the bathroom.


      His mother was kneeling on the tile floor, her head hung over the yellowed porcelain toilet bowl so that some of her long brown hair dangled down into the water. Her face was as pale as Sherman had ever seen it.


      She made a horrible grunting sound like the one Sherman had heard last night from the swamp, then retched and vomited into the toilet bowl. Sherman saw that a lot of what she was bringing up was blood. There was a smear of blood on the floor near her broken toenail.


      So last night had been real, not a nightmare. There’d been a fight for sure. At least it had sounded like a fight.


      Sherman moved closer to the open door, still staring into the bathroom.


      “Mom…?”


      “G’way!”


      “You want me to wake up Sam?”


      “Let him sleep,” said Sherman’s mother into the yellowed bowl.


      She stayed the way she was, kneeling and staring into the toilet, for a long time. Sherman didn’t move, either.


      Finally his mother reached up and worked the lever to flush the bowl. She scooted back away from it, lowered the wooden seat, and swiped the arm of her robe across her mouth.


      “You okay, Mom?”


      “Gonna be. Gotta be.”


      She twisted her body to the side, then reached up and used the washbasin for support to haul herself back to her feet. Her breathing was deep and loud. Leaning with both arms on the basin, she looked into the medicine cabinet mirror, then quickly looked away.


      The faucet handles squealed.


      For a long time Myrna stood hunched over and holding her wrists beneath cool running water. This wasn’t like her because, as she often reminded Sherman, there was a limited amount, mostly rainwater, in the holding tank, and the pump water smelled bad and was unfit for washing or drinking.


      Finally she turned off the water and looked over at Sherman. It gave him a chill, the way her eyes were, so sad and at the same time…something else. Something that frightened him.


      “You and Sam were goin’ fishin’, as I recall.”


      “Yes’m.” He couldn’t look away from her eyes.


      “You go ahead, and he’ll meet you when he’s been up and had some breakfast.”


      Her eyes.


      Sherman didn’t move.


      “Sam know how to find you?”


      “Yes’m. We been goin’ to the same place.”


      “Then you go on, Sherman. Sam’ll be along. You take your toast with you.”


      Sherman took one hesitant step. Two. Her stare was like heat on his bare back.


      “Sam’ll be along,” his mother said again.


      


      Sherman could feel her eyes following him as he went out onto the porch, munching the last of his toast. He brushed his hands together to get rid of the crumbs and wiped his buttery fingers on his jeans.


      He reached for the fly rod Sam had been letting him use, but on second thought took his old bamboo pole from where it was leaning against the house. It was already rigged with a line, bobber, and hook, and he could find some worms or bug bait where he’d be fishing. Let Sam use the rod and reel and colorful fly bait this morning.


      Sherman went to where they’d been having luck lately, near the gnarled and twined roots of an ancient banyan tree, and sure enough he had no trouble finding worms in the moist soil.


      But his luck didn’t hold. The fish weren’t biting this morning.


      Sherman listened to the muted sounds of the swamp, thinking he could almost hear things growing. A mosquito buzzed very near. Hundreds of gnats glittered in the light and lent motion to a slanted sunbeam. There was no breeze, and yet foliage rustled. He watched water spiders adroitly traverse the dark surface near the shore, saw a brown-and-gray moth the size of his hand flutter into the dappled shadows beneath the trees.


      He stayed there a long time, standing in the shade and staring into the water at his cork that never bobbed in any way meaningful, looking into the dark ripples, thinking about his mother’s eyes, waiting for Sam, hoping Sam would show up grinning with his rod and reel balanced and resting easy in his right hand, knowing he probably wouldn’t.


      Thinking about his mother’s eyes.
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      New York, the present


      Startled by how close the man was standing when she opened the door to leave Marilyn Nelson’s apartment, Pearl automatically backed up a step.


      Quickly regaining her composure, she assessed the man in a cop’s glance.


      His right hand had been raised shoulder high; he’d been about to knock. He was medium height, dark-haired, good looking. Even features, amiable brown eyes, a nice smile. His clothes told her little—khaki pants, short-sleeved blue shirt with the top button undone, brown loafers. There were no rings on his fingers. His wristwatch looked more expensive than the rest of his clothes. Not unusual these days. People were into watches.


      “I was expecting Marilyn,” he said, obviously puzzled.


      Pearl didn’t say anything immediately. Let him stew. She wanted the advantage.


      “You a friend?” he asked. Curious and still amiable, as if open to making new friends himself. The heart of a golden retriever.


      She flashed her shield and introduced herself as NYPD Homicide.


      “Are you a friend?” Pearl asked.


      He was the one who was slightly rattled now. “Yeah. Yes, I am. Name’s Jeb Jones.”


      Pearl didn’t recall the name from Marilyn’s address book.


      His brown eyes slid to the side, then back. “You said ‘homicide.’ This yellow tape really what I think it is?”


      “I’m afraid so.”


      “Not a gag?” He seemed deeply upset now, and genuinely surprised. He didn’t want to believe.


      “No gag. You look at the papers or check the news on TV, Mr. Jones?”


      “Not for a couple of days. Tell you the truth, I stay away from the news. It gets me depressed.”


      “Marilyn Nelson was a victim of the Butcher,” Pearl said.


      Judging by the stricken expression on his face, Jones had heard of the killer. “Holy Christ!” He raised a hand and pinched the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes and trying to adjust to the news that was even worse than he’d thought.


      “C’mon inside,” Pearl said, stepping back. “Marilyn’s…gone.”


      He entered slowly, looking left and right as if expecting to see bloodstains or other signs of violence. If he noticed the odor of death he gave no sign. He walked unsteadily to the sofa and sat down on it with what Pearl took to be a kind of familiarity.


      She took the wing chair opposite and got out her notepad and stub of a pencil. “How good a friend of Marilyn’s were you?”


      He pinched the bridge of his nose again, the way people do sometimes when they have a bad headache. Closed his eyes again, too, only they were lightly closed and not clenched shut like before. “We dated twice. We got along well, I thought. Last time we parted, about a week ago, I told her I was going to drop by sometime.” He lowered his hand, trained his blue gaze on Pearl, and shrugged. “Here I am.”


      “Your name is really Jones?”


      “Of course.”


      His indignation seemed genuine. “I had to ask,” she said.


      “I guess you did.”


      “Where did you and Marilyn meet?”


      “In a lounge, a couple of weeks ago.”


      “Nuts and Bolts?”


      “Pardon?”


      “It’s a lounge on the East Side.”


      “No. A place called Richard’s, near Lincoln Center.”


      Pearl knew it. A respectable stop for the after-show and concert crowd. Not a pickup parlor like Nuts and Bolts. “Where’d you and Marilyn go on your two dates?”


      “We went out once to dinner, the other time to an old Woody Allen movie at the Renaissance Theater over in the next block.”


      “Bananas,” Pearl said. She happened to be a big Woody Allen fan and knew what was playing at the Renaissance.


      “Huh? Oh, yeah. South American dictators and all. I forgot the title.”


      “On the other date, where’d you have dinner?”


      “The Pepper Tree, right down the street.” He looked around. “We talked by phone, and we met where we decided to go. This is the first time I’ve ever been inside her apartment. And now she’s…I mean, Jesus!”


      Pearl made a show of folding her notepad and putting it away with her pencil. She sat back and made herself look relaxed; it was time for a friendly off-the-record conversation. She’d seen Quinn use this tactic to lull someone he was interviewing, pretending the real interview was over. “I’m interested now not so much in facts as in your impressions. So tell me, what kind of woman was Marilyn?”


      Jones gave it some thought before answering. “She was always upbeat, optimistic. At least when I saw her. Also bright and ambitious. She thought she was going someplace in this world, and she probably was. She hadn’t been in the city long and was doing some sort of consulting work for a chain of clothing stores.”


      “Rough Country?”


      “I’m not sure. That coulda been it.”


      Pearl smiled as if slightly embarrassed. “Now I’m sorry to have to ask you an intimate question, Mr. Jones.”


      He understood. “She and I were never intimate.” He looked at Pearl with direct honesty. “Like I said, this is the first time I’ve ever been in here. And she never came to my place.” He glanced down at his shoes, back up. “I did have hopes.”


      “Sure,” Pearl said. “What else can you tell me about her? I’m just trying to get a feel for who she was.” And who you are.


      “She laughed so easily,” Jones said. “I liked that about her more than anything. She had the kind of sense of humor where she didn’t say much that was funny, but she enjoyed what other people said.” He actually seemed about to tear up. “The truth is, I guess we didn’t know each other all that well, but I’m going to miss her, so I guess that’s the kind of person she was.” He glanced about. “This is such a waste. Such a goddamned shame!”


      “It is,” Pearl agreed. Two dates and no sack time, and this guy was about to cry. Well, it was possible. Pearl wondered who’d cry over her if she were murdered. It was the kind of question her mother might ask.


      She really should call her mother.


      “I mean, a woman so wonderful and still young.” Jones sniffed. “Well, I guess in your job you see it all the time.”


      “Too often.” She waited a beat, then: “What do you do for a living, Mr. Jones?” Abrupt change of subject. It might cheer him up even if it didn’t throw him off balance. His grief did seem real.


      “I’m a freelance journalist.”


      Great!


      Her alarm must have shown on her face.


      “Not a newshound,” he assured her. “I’m in New York working on a book about the intersection of politics and economics and its influence on the functions of each.”


      “Sounds fascinating.”


      A faint smile passed across his features. “I try not to make it too dry. I’m still looking for a publisher.”


      She got out her pad and pencil again. Official cop time. “And your address?”


      Pearl dutifully wrote it down, the Waverton, a residential hotel over on the West Side. It was a place that showed its age but was still respectable and had reasonable rates. Pearl thought it was exactly the kind of hotel where a freelance journalist with intermittent income might stay.


      She put pad and pencil away again and thanked Jeb Jones for his time; then she stood up, waiting to see how anxious he was to leave.


      Not very.


      “We finished?” he asked.


      Pearl had the impression he might prefer to hang around for a while and chat, as if he were lonely.


      “Maybe,” she said. “I might be in touch.” She smiled. “You’ve been a help.”


      “I hope so.” He stood slowly and looked around again, almost as if expecting to see Marilyn Nelson. He didn’t so much as glance toward the bathroom.


      “What do you know about the bastard who did this?” he asked. “Are you going to find him?”


      “Not much yet, but we’re learning. And you can bet we’re gonna find him.”


      Jones nodded, but he didn’t seem satisfied.


      When he was gone, Pearl used her cell phone to call the Waverton and ask for Jeb Jones.


      She waited while his room phone rang over and over, until finally it stopped and someone Pearl assumed to be the desk clerk came on the line and informed her that Jones wasn’t in his room but she could leave a message.


      Pearl told him no message, then thanked him and broke the connection.


      So Jones was real, what he’d told her was at least true up to a point, and he wasn’t in two places at once. Progress?


      Who the hell knew?


      She glanced at her watch. She was a long way from the Village, but there was still plenty of time to get to where she was having lunch with Lauri Quinn.


      Quinn’s request that she talk to his daughter nagged at Pearl, but she could understand why he had to ask.


      Family! Pearl thought. River of blood. Sticky.


      Call Mom.


      The hell with Mom! Trying to run my life. Trying, for Chrissake, to marry me off like I’m some kind of virgin in Fiddler on the Roof!


      Don’t call Mom!


      


      The Hungry U was a bit of a joint, but Pearl had seen worse. And it was in a part of the Village where “joint” was…well, chic.


      Inside, the restaurant was one of those places with a décor that tried too hard. Pearl thought it was like a movie director’s low-budget idea of how a Pakistani restaurant should look.


      Wafting on the aromatic air was repetitious recorded music played on an unfamiliar instrument, maybe a zither. Pearl thought the music might be Pakistani, but how would she know? The cooking scents titillated her appetite but made her eyes water. She was led by an exotic-looking woman to a table next to a wall.


      Lauri must have seen her come in and was waiting for her to be seated, because she appeared right away and shook hands with Pearl before sliding onto the chair opposite.


      A waiter also appeared. He was a handsome guy in his twenties with a sharply pointed dark goatee. He was wearing cutoff jeans and a baggy-sleeved white shirt. Maybe that was what waiters wore in Pakistan.


      He smiled at Lauri. “Can’t stay away from the place on your day off?”


      “It’s the saffron,” Lauri said. She looked at Pearl. “That’s like this orange-colored spice that’s from flowers.”


      “Ah!”


      The waiter took their drink orders, diet Pepsi for Lauri and iced tea for Pearl, then left them.


      Pearl studied Lauri. She definitely had her father’s eyes and chin. It was odd how the feminine version of what made Quinn look like a thug was somehow beautiful on his daughter. Her hair was blond and worn short in a don’t-give-a-damn cut. There was an obviously fake diamond stud in her nose. She was attractive now, but if she somehow managed to grow up in this crappy world, she might be stunning.


      “You know about me,” Pearl said. Not a question.


      “Yeah. You’re the one who was shacked up with my dad.”


      Pearl sighed. Was this going to be difficult? “That’s me, all right. He thought we should have this conversation.”


      “So he’ll understand me better, I suppose.”


      “I suppose the same thing,” Pearl said.


      “Think it’ll work?”


      “Yes. I’m intuitive.”


      Lauri gave her a frank look. A Quinn look. “You’re pretty much what I expected.”


      “Is that good?”


      “Not bad. I’m not predisposed to dislike you.”


      Predisposed. Girl’s got herself a vocabulary.


      “I’m glad,” Pearl said. “I’m not sure what I’d do if you disliked me.”


      “You’re joking?”


      “Not entirely.”


      “Mom said Dad loved being a cop and he also hated it.


      She said you were the same way and you and he deserved each other.”


      “Mom had it right.”


      “So what happened between you two?”


      “That isn’t the conversation your dad wanted us to have,” Pearl said. “But I’ve gotta tell you, that question was so your father.”


      Lauri laughed. Quinn’s rare laugh only without the low thunder.


      Pearl smiled and opened a menu, buying time to think, beginning to enjoy this.


      “So what’s good here?” she asked.


      Lauri grinned brightly and shrugged, at the same time glancing around what was just another tired ethnic restaurant in a tired block of the Village. “Everything’s wonderful.”


      Pearl was beginning to see Quinn’s problem.

    

  


  
    
      25

    


    
      Pearl often thought about why moths were drawn to flame. The problem wasn’t that she couldn’t figure out the reason. It was that she knew. She wondered if the moths knew, too, and didn’t give a damn.


      That evening she phoned the Waverton Hotel again and asked for Jeb Jones. This time he was in his room and picked up on the second ring.


      “I’m the homicide detective you talked to earlier in Marilyn Nelson’s apartment,” Pearl said. “I have a few more questions to ask. Is this a good time?”


      “I’ll make the time for you.” His voice was mellower over the phone; he seemed more in control.


      Pearl was in her apartment, slouched on the sofa with her bare feet up on a hassock. There was a scotch and water in her left hand. Her second in the last hour. The TV was on mute, showing convincingly wrought animated dinosaurs pursuing people through a phony-looking forest. She didn’t need her scotch hand. It wasn’t as if she were taking notes.


      “Did you ever meet any of Marilyn Nelson’s friends?” she asked.


      “No. I don’t think she had many yet. She’d only been in town a short while.”


      “Did she ever happen to mention anyone? A name?”


      “Not that I can recall.”


      “Had her behavior changed in any way the last time you saw her? Specifically, did she act afraid, or mention anyone who was in any way threatening?”


      “No, she was her usual bright self. She didn’t act at all like she thought she might be in any danger. She was the kind of girl—woman—that seemed to trust everyone. What happened to her…I think it must have come as a total surprise.”


      Pearl found herself without a next question. She knew why she’d really called. There was something about Jeb Jones she couldn’t get out of her mind. Maybe it was simply that she felt sorry for him. He did seem genuinely crushed by Marilyn Nelson’s death. Pearl knew she was a sucker for a bird with a broken wing. Even one who, when nursed back to health, might peck her eyes out.


      But the guy wasn’t a suspect. The Butcher wouldn’t knock on the apartment door of a woman he’d recently murdered.


      Unless he returned to recover something he’d forgotten.


      Or was the type with a compulsion to revisit the scene of the crime.


      Pearl pushed these possibilities to the far edges of her mind and took a sip of watered-down scotch. This wouldn’t be the first time she’d become personally involved with someone on the periphery of an investigation. Flirting with a man and with disaster simultaneously. Once burned, twice shy didn’t apply to moths.


      She’d been quiet for a while, prompting Jones to speak:


      “Officer…Kasner, is it?”


      “Pearl Kasner.”


      “Pearl, listen. I know I was a little emotional yesterday. I’m not usually like that. I mean, such a wimp.”


      “You didn’t come across as a wimp.” She wanted to help him, soothe and rebuild his ego. “Anyway, it’s not as if you burst out crying. And it isn’t against the rules for men to show emotion in front of women. In fact, some women count that in a man’s favor.”


      “Some women say that.”


      There was a silence that was definitely awkward.


      Again, Jeb was the first to speak. “I’m ready for more questions.”


      “I don’t have any right now. But I might have to talk to you again.”


      “I wish you would.”


      “Try to get some sleep and you’ll feel better.” Dumb thing to say. Shouldn’t have called.


      “You, too, Pearl. You must be awfully busy these days.”


      “Busier than I’d like,” she said. “Good night, Jeb.”


      “’Night, Pearl.”


      She hung up the phone but kept her hand on it. She wasn’t trembling. Not quite. And she was a little angry with herself.


      No, more than a little.


      What an idiot you are!


      Idiot full of scotch!


      The phone sprang to life beneath her hand and jangled, starling her. She didn’t pick up, didn’t feel like talking to anyone else. She’d already made an ass of herself on the phone. Let the machine take it.


      “Pearl?” inquired her mother’s voice from the machine.


      God! There was no one she felt less like talking to now.


      “Pearl, are you there? Of course you aren’t. Busy making the world safe when you gave up a steady job to put yourself in danger. I thought you were finished with the police and were planning on a normal life. Speaking of which, I talked to Mrs. Kahn, and it’s true her nephew Milton is at the moment between relationships after his regrettable divorce from a woman who didn’t deserve him. What she put him through you wouldn’t believe. Mrs. Kahn says the divorce was a long time coming and, if you’ll excuse the expression, financial rape. Of Milton, not the hellion wife. Mrs. Kahn says Milton says he would like to meet you, and I can tell you he’s a presentable and kind person and with prospects. I saw him when he came here to visit his aunt, and I will confirm to you that he’s a hunka-hunka. There’d be no harm in you two getting together to break bread and break the ice and see what’s beneath it even. You should consider, dear. The clock is ticking, and faster than you think. Your mother knows, Pearl. Call your mother.”


      The machine clicked off.


      Maybe not such an idiot.


      


      When Quinn arrived at the office the next morning Pearl was already there, perched on her desk with her arms crossed. Fedderman hadn’t yet arrived. The coffee was on and smelled fresh and pungent. Someone thumped three times, hard, on the dividing wall between the office and the dental clinic, possibly a patient attempting escape.


      Quinn touched his chin where he’d nicked himself with his razor. This thing with Lauri and Wormy…


      “I met Lauri for lunch yesterday,” Pearl said.


      Quinn sat down behind his desk, the chair cushion hissing beneath him as a reminder that he should lose some weight. “And?”


      “We had a long talk. She really is an exceptional girl.”


      Quinn smiled, then became more serious and began lightly tapping a pencil on the desk. “What I’d like is for her to give herself a chance.”


      “She’s trying to do that,” Pearl said. “Her workplace seems okay except for the food.”


      “And the music.”


      “What I heard was recorded,” Pearl said.


      “A mercy.”


      “I don’t know, Quinn. I’m not a parent. But I’d feel okay about Lauri. Life teaches its lessons gradually, and I can see why a father would be impatient, especially if he’s…impatient. My advice to you is to stop worrying so much.”


      “What about that musical geek she’s been dating?”


      “Wormy? Him I didn’t see. Does he have a real name?”


      “If he did, no one would use it. Wormy’s too apropos. Or maybe it’s his show business name, for when he sings and fronts his band at the restaurant.”


      “Have we got a sheet on him?”


      “I’m going to check on that,” Quinn said. “I need for you to find out his name nobody uses.”


      “Me?”


      “It might be too obvious if I ask Lauri. And if I ask at the restaurant, somebody, some worm, might recognize me and mention it to her. You could go by the Hungry U when she’s not there and ask around in an unofficial capacity.”


      Pearl stood up from her perch on the desk. “Get hold of yourself, Quinn. You’re liable to get that boy fired.”


      “What if he has a sheet? Deals in drugs, steals cars, or assaults women?”


      “You suspect any of that?”


      “All of it.”


      Pearl stared at him and shook her head. “You’re overplaying your role as a father, Quinn. I was glad to talk with Lauri, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to spy on her or delve into her personal life.”


      “Personal life?”


      “Sex life.”


      “Damn it, Pearl!”


      “Damn what?” Fedderman asked. He’d just come in. The morning was heating up and he already had his suit coat slung over his shoulder, holding it Frank Sinatra–style, hooked on one finger. His tie was crooked and there were crescents of perspiration beneath his arms on his white shirt that was partly untucked.


      “Nothing,” Quinn said. “I want you to call a restaurant in the Village, the Hungry U, and tell them you’re a journalist for Spin magazine. Ask for the real name of a guy whose band is playing there, goes by Wormy.”


      “That French?


      Quinn explained and spelled it for him.


      Fedderman had played journalist before and didn’t find the request all that unusual. “What’s the band called?”


      “The Defendants.”


      “Cute,” Fedderman said. “What’re we gonna do when we find out who this Wormy is?”


      “We’re gonna find out who he really is,” Quinn said.
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      Bocanne, Florida, 1980


      It was deep into the night, and Sherman had been unable to sleep. His light was on and he was lying in bed reading about the battle of Lookout Mountain and trying not to think about Sam, when his mother opened his bedroom door. She had on an old dress and apron and was holding some trash bags.


      He lowered the open book to his chest.


      “Come when I call,” she said to Sherman.


      His heart fell as he watched her lay the folded trash bags on the corner of his dresser. He knew what they were for. She knew he’d bring them when she called.


      “Mom…?”


      “It’s not time for questions, Sherman, it’s time for doin’. And what you’re gonna do’s what I tell you.”


      “I know, Mom.” He propped up his book again and watched the print swim before his eyes.


      He didn’t hear her leave, but he knew she was gone.


      Ten minutes later she called his name and, wearing only his Jockey shorts, he trudged into her bedroom.


      Sam was lying nude and dead still on the bed. He had a peaceful expression on his face, though his mouth was a bit crooked.


      “He didn’t suffer none,” Sherman’s mother said, noticing how Sherman was looking at Sam, not at all like Sam was any of the other lifeless hulks he’d seen. “Pick up his stuff.” She pointed to a pile of Sam’s belongings she’d built in the middle of the floor. Next to it were his boxes of books.


      “Can we keep the books?” Sherman asked.


      “Ain’t you read ’em all?”


      “I could read ’em again.”


      “They go into the swamp with the rest of Sam’s things, Sherman. Every part of Sam’s gotta be gone.”


      He didn’t argue. Instead he stooped by the pile of old clothing. Next to it were an empty leather wallet and tobacco pouch, and an old pipe with a tooth-marked stem. Sherman began to cry as he stuffed it all into one of the black plastic trash bags.


      When he was finished, his mother said, “Go put that bag on the porch, then come back here an’ give me a helpin’ hand with him.”


      Sherman did as he was told, then returned to help her move Sam into the bathroom.


      Myrna gripped Sam beneath his arms, and Sherman clutched him just beneath the knees. They’d done this often enough that unconsciously they’d established a system.


      “Shut up your cryin’,” Myrna said to Sherman, as Sam thumped off the bed onto the floor. “Now come grab an arm.”


      But Sherman was already on his way. Sniffling and choking back sobs, he gripped Sam’s right wrist while his mother gripped the left, and they began dragging him over the plank floor toward the bathroom.


      Rigor mortis had come and gone in Sam, so it wasn’t too difficult to wrestle him into the big clawfoot tub.


      “Go out an’ git your father’s tools,” Myrna said.


      Sam silently obeyed. He knew which tools to select from the old wooden shed.


      When he’d returned to the bathroom with the tools, the water was running. His mother had already removed all her clothes so as not to get blood on them, and had begun on Sam with a knife.


      “He weren’t a bad man,” Sherman said, observing.


      “Bad don’t figure into it, Sherman. It’s about survival.” She began working the knife back and forth in a sawing motion to cut through a small tendon. “Someday you’ll understand.”


      Sherman wondered if he would.


      “Turn that tap water down some,” Myra said, “then go fetch the rest of them bags.”


      Sam obeyed, then he stood and watched the water mixed with blood swirling down the drain. Sam’s blood. He began to cry again.


      “The bags, Sherman!”


      He left the bathroom, glancing back as his mother scooted across the tiles to the dry end of the tub opposite the taps, her bare breasts swinging pendulously with her smooth but hasty movement. He knew how she worked, keeping everything dry as possible until finally it was drained enough to use the power saw on what was too big or tough to cut with a knife. The stench, the sound of the gurgling, bloody water, went with Sherman as he returned to his mother’s room and got the rest of the plastic trash bags.


      When he came back he watched his mother work with her usual speed and economy, and before long Sam’s parts were stacked neatly in the tub in the familiar, orderly fashion. There were cleaning agents and bottles of bleach nearby, most of them already empty.


      Myrna turned the cold tap water on full blast, then reached over and worked the lever that diverted it to the showerhead. The shower hissed and spat before breaking into a steady spray.


      Sherman and his mother watched the shower water run on the tub’s contents for a while, then Myrna turned off the squeaky tap and said simply, “Sherman.”


      He knew precisely what to do.


      Their system was fast and efficient. Myrna and Sherman stuffed the damp, pale body parts into the plastic bags and carried them out to the back porch. Sam had been a big man, so it took several trips, and when they were finished they were both breathing hard. Myrna stood with her hands on her hips for a few seconds, staring out at the black night. Then she sighed and turned around. She got a short bamboo rod from where it was leaning against the house and rattled it back and forth over the wooden porch spindles, the way a child would run a stick across a picket fence.


      Within a few minutes, Sherman and his mother heard and saw movement in the dark swamp. The gators were conditioned to respond to the rattling sound that carried on the night through the black swamp, just as Sherman was conditioned to respond to his mother’s commands.


      Sherman helped his mother remove the body parts from the bags and toss them into the darkness beyond the porch rail. He tried not to cry, tried not to listen to the splashing and the grunting, grinding sounds. He knew alligators usually carried their food back to their nests in the banks to let it rot some before they ate it, and he wished these would. But some of these gators were too hungry to wait, and the swamp was theirs at night.


      When all of the bags were empty, Myrna looked at her son in the faint moonlight and nodded. He watched her as she refolded the plastic bags so she could wash and reuse them. The boxes of Sam’s books, and the bag containing his clothes, would remain on the porch and she would bury them in the swamp when it was daylight.


      And Sam would be gone.


      Like the boarders before him. Old men who didn’t have long to live anyway.


      But Sam was different.


      Sherman’s mother would never again mention his name, and Sherman knew better than to utter it even to himself.


      “You go back to bed,” Myrna told him. “I’ll clean up.”


      Without a word, he turned and went back into the house, aware of his mother staring at him. Behind him the dark swamp continued to stir. Off in the distance, a night bird cried.


      Sherman lay in bed thinking he’d sob himself to sleep. Only he didn’t sob. And he didn’t sleep. His eyes were open and dry.


      He lay quietly listening to the sounds of his mother down the hall, scrubbing the bathroom. When she was finished there, she’d return to her bed, alone.


      Sherman knew that if he could cry it would relieve some of the pressure in him that was making it difficult for him to breathe. And maybe his heart would stop crashing around in his chest as if it wanted to get out. If only he had Sam to talk to…


      Sam was gone. But what would Sam tell him to do?


      Sherman got out of bed and slipped into his stiff and damp Levi’s cutoffs, then the T-shirt he’d worn that day. Moving quietly, he rummaged through his dresser drawers and pulled out what clothes he’d need, including some socks and his old joggers. He’d go barefoot for now, for silence. He stuffed the wadded socks into the shoes, then wrapped his clothes around the shoes and fastened the roll tightly with his old leather belt.


      All he had to do now was remove the screen from his bedroom window and slip outside, and he could be miles away by morning.


      Miles away! Free!


      “Sherman.”


      His mother’s voice was soft and neutral, almost lazy. He was too terrified even to move from where he was crouched facing the other way.


      “You plannin’ on leavin’ me, son?”


      He moved only his head, craning his neck so he could see behind him.


      She was standing in the doorway, not frowning, not smiling, her dark eyes fixing him where he crouched. In her right hand she clutched the bamboo rod she used to summon the alligators. Slowly, she raised it high.


      She moved fast toward Sherman, crossing the room like a tiger.
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      New York, the present


      The printed note was sent to Quinn via the NYPD:


      


      Red blood on blue tile. Fools rush in.


      So do the police.


      The Butcher


      


      “It came in the mail yesterday,” Renz said, seated behind his desk. He was wearing his reading glasses, and the sun piercing the blinds glinted off their lenses. The office was too warm and smelled faintly of cigar smoke again. Renz the addicted couldn’t keep away from whatever cheap brand he smoked. How he must long for one of Quinn’s illegal Cuban robustos. He knew damn well they weren’t Venezuelan, as Quinn claimed.


      Renz held up note and envelope. “Lab’s already gone over it. The paper’s cheap stock, sold all over the place. Same with the envelope. It’s the kind people buy by the thousands to pay bills and send letters. No DNA on the flap. Nothing remotely like a fingerprint. And two handwriting experts agree the printing is almost drawn and there isn’t enough of it to be distinctive or provide material for a meaningful match. The killer used a number-two lead pencil, the most common kind.”


      Quinn said, “You’ve got it pretty well covered.”


      Renz peeled off his glasses so he could focus long on Quinn. “Doing my job.”


      Quinn was seated in one of the chairs angled toward Renz’s desk. Pearl and Fedderman were standing on either side and slightly behind him. “You might have told us about this yesterday,” he said.


      Renz shrugged. “I wanted to have something to tell, so I waited for lab and handwriting analyses.” He squeezed one hand with the other, as if someone had given him a high five way too hard. “What do you think this means?”


      “Can we run a computer check and see if the tile color in Marilyn Nelson’s bathroom was mentioned to the press and repeated?”


      “Did that,” Renz said. “No matches. No mention. The note’s genuine.”


      “The bastard’s toying with us,” Pearl said.


      “So the profiler tells me,” Renz said.


      “Nothing unusual in that,” Qunn said. Like many cops who’d been on the job a long time, he had little faith in profilers; they could easily head an investigation off in the wrong direction. “It’s all part of what drives sickos like the Butcher. He wants to engage in a game and prove he’s smarter than we are. He wants this note released to the media.”


      “That’d be your call,” Renz said. “Why I hired you. And of course, you take the heat if it turns out to be a big mistake.”


      Quinn shifted a few inches in his chair so the sun wasn’t in his eyes. “You asked what the note means, and I don’t know the answer. But apparently it was written after Marilyn Nelson’s death, and it means something. We have to figure it out. I say release it to the media. Call Cindy Sellers at City Beat, give the little rag a scoop.”


      “How will that help us?” Renz asked.


      “We might need a favor from her someday.”


      “No, I meant what good will it do to release the note to the media?”


      “If we don’t figure out what the killer’s trying to tell us, maybe somebody else will.”


      “You think he wants this figured out.”


      “Yes, but only when it’s too late. In fact, if we don’t figure it out, he’ll tell us. But not in time to have stopped him from taking his next victim.”


      “Maybe the key is colors,” Fedderman said. “Red and blue.”


      “And gold,” Pearl added.


      The three men looked at her.


      “‘Fools rush in.’ Fool’s gold. The gold rush.”


      “Somebody whose last name is, or starts with, the word gold,” Fedderman suggested.


      “If the killer’s still focusing on his victims’ initials,” Quinn said.


      “There’s that question,” Pearl said, “Maybe he’s spelling out something else. I mean, not necessarily a person’s name.”


      “It better be the word apprehended,” Renz said, looking at each of them in turn. “And soon.”


      Quinn considered telling him to stop playing the hard-ass, then he decided to let it pass. It was part of Renz’s persona. He needed to flex his bureaucratic muscles now and then to remind himself they were still there. The important thing wasn’t that Quinn knew what made Renz tick; it was that Renz knew that he knew.


      Pearl, however, looked as if she were about to say something. He could tell by her eyes, by the way she was tensing her lips.


      “We’re on it, Harley,” Quinn assured Renz, figuring Pearl would be less likely to spout off to a superior who was on a first-name basis, who was one of them rather than simply an authority figure. Before she could cut into the conversation, he added, “We’ll go to the office, run computer searches on the colors mentioned in the note. If you don’t mind, I’ll take it and the envelope with me so we can put it in the file.”


      “That’s the place for the original,” Renz said, handing the items to Quinn. “We’ve got copies.”


      As the three detectives filed from the office, Renz motioned for Quinn to stay behind and close the door.


      “Are you staying on those two?” Renz asked.


      “They don’t need it, Harley. They’re solid cops. And remember, you chose them just like you chose me.”


      “But I had some reservations.”


      “About who?”


      “You and Pearl together, if you know what I mean.”


      Quinn knew. “It isn’t any of your business, but that relationship’s been over for a long time.”


      “Then why do you look at her the way you do?”


      “Start worrying, Harley, if she looks back at me that way.”


      Renz smiled. “I haven’t noticed that. She looks terrific in that outfit. If boobs were brains she’d be a genius.”


      “How come you have to keep trying to irritate people?” Quinn asked, pushing his anger away.


      “I dunno. How come the Butcher keeps killing and chopping up women?”


      “Maybe it’s the same answer,” Quinn told him.


      “Hey, screw you!” Renz said, as Quinn was leaving.


      Quinn couldn’t help smiling. It wasn’t easy getting over on Renz. He’d have to tell Pearl about it.


      


      As it turned out, the decision to release the note to the media wasn’t relevant. It was featured on the front page of the New York Post. The killer had sent copies to all the New York papers and TV news desks.


      When Renz released the information that the tile in Marilyn Nelson’s apartment was indeed blue, the media was on the story even hotter. Red blood on blue tiles. Cindy Sellers wrote it straight, but a columnist in City Beat speculated that if the bathtub and commode were white, there might be a patriotic slant to the killings.


      At the office, Pearl continued to work the computer, double-checking Renz to make sure no one had mentioned the color of Marilyn Nelson’s bathroom tiles before the note arrived.


      She found no mention. The only way the author of the note could have known the colors was if he’d been in Marilyn’s bathroom, unless someone in the NYPD had leaked the information to him. That last was one Pearl didn’t want to think about.


      Quinn was at his desk rereading the murder files, while Fedderman was on line with his own computer, using the Internet to tie everything possible to the colors red, blue, and gold.


      Beneath the hum of the air conditioning, the only sounds were Quinn shuffling pages, and the rattling of keyboards. Pearl raised her head for a moment and looked around, thinking they were all probably doing precisely what the killer intended.


      She considered returning to the victim’s apartment again. Maybe she’d missed something unobtrusive, or too obvious. Or maybe Jeb Jones would turn up again.


      Not that he had a reason, she thought.


      Or he might. She might be the reason.


      The possibility made her blood rush. It also made her realize she wasn’t thinking straight or professionally. This was the kind of thing that had gotten her in trouble throughout her career. It was a bad idea to return to the Marilyn Nelson apartment on the unlikely premise that Jeb might be there.


      Not only am I flirting with disaster, but I’m making everything all too complicated.


      She put returning to Marilyn’s apartment out of her mind.


      Easier simply to phone the Waverton.
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      Anna Bragg emerged from the dimness of the subway stop’s narrow concrete stairwell into slanted, early evening sunlight. A compact, shapely brunette wearing a tight skirt and blazer, she drew admiring male glances as she strode along the sidewalk in her four-inch heels toward her apartment. Anna would have preferred wearing joggers back and forth to work like most of the other women at Courtney Publishing, but she was conscious of her height deficiency and thought it might be affecting her prospects for advancement. By chance or design, most of the other women at Courtney were built like, and in fact resembled, tall twelve-year-old boys.


      Anna had decided that for health reasons as well as how she wanted to appear, it was a bad idea to diet relentlessly and exercise away your hips and boobs. Anyone looking at her would have applauded the decision.


      Pedestrian traffic piled up at the corner, and Anna waited with everyone else for the light to change. She had a clear complexion, large brown eyes, and a way of holding her head always cocked to the side as if she were straining to hear a slight, distant sound.


      Usually she was thinking. Right now she was considering “Greenlander’s meal on the wing” as a crossword clue for “puffin.” Anna’s job at Courtney was to edit their monthly crossword puzzle magazine. While the puzzle writers submitted clues and answers together, it was the clues that most often needed editing. Some were too vague, some too suggestive, some simply irrelevant or downright dull. The clue for “puffin” was one that definitely had problems. It might be too obscure. There were subscribers who didn’t even know what puffins were, much less that Greenlanders ate them.


      The traffic light changed, and Anna stepped off the curb and moved with the mass of pedestrians across the street. A van making a right turn honked at her, though the vehicle wasn’t nearly close enough to hit her. The guy driving it might have been leaning on the horn as a way to compliment her. Anna preferred to think of it that way rather than contemplate what else might have been on his mind.


      Something, maybe a small pebble, worked its way between the sole of her shoe and her right foot. Anna moved to the side and stopped walking, then raised her leg bent at the knee so she could work a finger beneath her foot and remove whatever was bothering her. The pose she had to strike showed a lot of thigh and brought a lot of male looks, and an especially long look from a handsome, dark-haired man in a blue sport coat and gray slacks. He was average-size—not too tall for Anna—and his regular features almost but not quite formed a smile as he glanced at her and walked on.


      It occurred to her that he looked somewhat familiar. Had she seen him around the office? Maybe he worked in her building.


      On the other hand, he had the kind of regular, everyman features that were probably often mistaken for someone else’s. He was like a catalog model—handsome, but you tended to remember the outfit.


      She’d forgotten about the man by the time she turned a corner and walked two more blocks to her building.


      Like the buildings on either side, it was a redbrick, three-story walkup in the middle of the block. Anna took the four worn marble steps to its entry and pushed into the vestibule. The familiar mingled scents of stale urine, disinfectant, and cooking spices told her she was home. White was showing in the fleur-de-lis cutout in her brass mailbox. She fished her key ring from her purse, opened the box, and drew out two pieces of mail.


      It didn’t take her long to glance at them and decide she’d throw them in the trash when she got upstairs. She hadn’t won the lottery, or gotten a job offer, marriage proposal, or free vacation. She keyed the mailbox locked and told herself she also hadn’t received an eviction notice or jury summons.


      Cheer up, Anna.


      She used another key to open the security door from the vestibule to the rest of the building’s interior.


      Her legs were twenty-three years old. Even in high heels, she barely noticed climbing the three flights of creaking wooden stairs to her corner unit apartment.


      Twenty-three. For all she cared, it might as well have been a ten-story walkup.


      


      The Butcher was pleased when he entered the vestibule of the attractive brunette’s building. He had no trouble finding the mailbox he’d watched her open as he observed her through the long window in the street door. And just in case he couldn’t trust his eyes, the tarnished brass box appeared to be one of the empty ones—only darkness beyond the carved fleur-de-lis. Second row end, he was sure, apartment 3-B.


      The slotted card above the mailbox read A. Bragg. She was cautious, like most single women in New York, and simply used her first initial. He smiled. He’d seen what office she’d emerged from and followed her down in the elevator and then to the subway and home. While he only knew her first initial and last name, he also knew where she worked and where she lived.


      He was also glad to see that, while the building had a sturdy security door between the vestibule and the first floor and stairwell, the intercom looked newer than the mailboxes, and workable.


      He was whistling when he left the vestibule and took the marble steps down to the sidewalk, betting that, like most businesses, Courtney Publishing had a website.


      


      Only fifteen minutes after sitting down at his computer, his search engine located Courtneypub.biz.


      He clicked on Divisions on the home page and saw that Courtney published half a dozen magazines as well as a line of paperback romance novels. Back to the home page, where he clicked on Personnel.


      Courtney’s employees were arranged alphabetically. Bragg, Anna was third down.


      Wonderful. This was much easier than constructing a puzzle note and then finding a suitable victim. Better to select the victim then construct the corresponding puzzle.


      He clicked on her name and found that she was the editor of CrossWinds, a monthly magazine of crossword puzzles.


      Small world, puzzles.


      Fate.


      Destiny. His and hers.


      Anna Bragg. What might he do with that name? A literary allusion. Sports? Politics? Show business? He knew that while Quinn looked like a kind of handsome thug, he in fact was rather cultured and enjoyed the theater, reading, and dining out. The Butcher had followed him more than once to Barnes & Noble, and had sat directly behind Quinn one night in the theater and enjoyed a performance of an Edward Albee play, one of the playwright’s more enigmatic endeavors.


      After the play he’d studied Quinn’s rugged face briefly in a lobby mirror. Quinn did seem to have understood the play.


      The killer concentrated again on Courtneypub.biz on the screen of his laptop.


      There was Anna’s photo alongside her brief profile. She was smiling, head tilted to the side, looking beautiful. Her company profile didn’t reveal her age, but she was younger than he might have wished. She’d graduated from Sweetbriar with a journalism degree, been with Courtney Publishing two years, and loved her work because she loved all kinds of puzzles. Her ambition was to set the world on fire, but not so the flames couldn’t be controlled. Her likes were red convertibles and gin martinis with olives. Dislikes were dogs that bit and people who deliberately insulted.


      The Butcher noted that the profile didn’t list her fears.
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      Bocanne, Florida, 1980


      Alone and lost and lonely.


      That was how Sherman felt.


      Sam had been gone for three days, and Sherman hadn’t been the same. He didn’t go fishing by himself, and of course there was nothing to read now that the swamp had claimed Sam’s Civil War books. He tried to watch television, but reception wasn’t good, far as they were from town, and he didn’t want to see quiz shows and soap operas anyway. His days were hot and boring, and he felt so strange, like something was about to happen, like he was on a speeding train and another one was on the same track, headed toward him so they were bound to meet.


      They would meet at night sometimes, in his dreams, and he’d spring awake wondering if he’d screamed out loud and stirred his mother from sleep.


      The worst part was, he was afraid and wasn’t sure why.


      Evenings TV reception was better, and whenever they were on, Mom would let him watch The Rockford Files or Magnum, P.I., but none of it seemed as real to Sherman as the Battle of Gettysburg. He knew none of it was that real. There was a special on PBS once about the Civil War, but soon as she noticed what he was watching, Sherman’s mother made him switch channels and watch some quiz show. He knew all the answers the contestants missed, but he kept quiet so as not to rile his mother.


      Sherman thought about what she’d said the night they gave Sam to the swamp: “Bad don’t figure into it, Sherman. It’s about survival.”


      Sherman guessed she was right. A person first of all had to do everything possible just to survive. But it seemed to him they’d been doing that okay with Sam alive.


      If there were only somebody he could talk to about how he felt inside, somebody like Sam, it would sure make things easier. He knew he couldn’t talk to his mother. He’d considered it a few times, but then he’d see her standing with her fists on her hips, looking at him in a funny way that scared him. Other times he’d think that maybe if they talked about things, whatever was in her eyes that was scaring him would go away.


      Or maybe it would get more scary.


      He’d seen that look in her eyes before and knew what it might mean, though he didn’t want to admit it to himself.


      On the fifth night after Sam was gone, when Sherman was undressing for bed, he saw that he’d soiled his underwear. This was about the only situation that prompted Sherman to voluntarily change Jockey shorts, so he removed the shorts he was wearing and tossed them in a corner with some dirty socks, then went to his dresser for clean underwear to sleep in and wear tomorrow.


      But he was out of underwear. His mother had fallen behind in the wash, and there were only clean socks and T-shirts. Sherman remembered stuffing some not-too-soiled underpants into his closet with some other dirty clothes, and he decided to retrieve them.


      Rumpled and dirty clothes were piled two feet high on the closet floor, and the Jockey shorts were buried somewhere in there. Sherman got down on his hands and knees and began digging.


      His fingertips slid over a surface unexpectedly smooth. He scooted deeper into the closet and pushed away some of the rumpled clothing and saw something glistening and black. More digging through the clothes revealed black plastic trash bags and his dad’s power saw.


      This was odd. Other than trash, there was only one use Sherman knew of for the bags. And he was the one who was always sent to the toolshed to get the saw.


      He drew in his breath, and his heart broke like fragile glass as meaning came to him.


      Sam…the look in his mother’s eyes. She knew Sherman understood what she was doing—at least most of it—and after Sam died he’d questioned her about it as he never had before. She knew Sam had been different, had changed things forever, and Sherman would continue to question her. Sherman was getting older, getting ideas of his own.


      Dangerous ideas.


      After his initial attempt to escape into the swamp, his mother had caught him, whapped him over and over with the bamboo rod so hard he could still feel it, and made him swear an oath to obey her without question.


      He’d sworn the oath when the pain was at its worst, meaning it at the time with all his heart.


      He knew he had to break that oath now.


      It was about survival.


      Forgetting about underwear, he quickly struggled into his jeans and moccasins, a dirty T-shirt from the closet floor.


      It was well past sundown, plenty dark outside. This time he wouldn’t wait until the middle of the night when it was more likely his mother was asleep. She was in the living room watching a quiz show now—she loved quiz shows because just like him she usually knew the answers ahead of time—and she wouldn’t want to leave even to check on him. And concentrating as she was on the TV, she wouldn’t hear Sherman remove the screen and climb outside.


      More quietly than last time, he worked the screen loose and leaned out to prop it against the house, well alongside the window where it wouldn’t trip him up when he was leaving.


      As an afterthought, before climbing out the window, he arranged some wadded clothing and his pillow so it looked at a glance as if he might be sleeping in his bed. He’d seen it done plenty of times on TV, and it might work.


      Making only a soft scraping sound as the sole of his right moccasin slid over the sill, he wriggled from the window and lowered himself a few feet to the ground.


      Ahead of him loomed the blackness of the swamp. Though his heart rattled up into his throat, he didn’t hesitate. He began walking toward the dirt road that wound between the lush foliage and the canopy of vines and moss-draped branches. The night sky was cloudy, with only a sliver of moon, so the swamp was almost at its blackest. This morsel of luck buoyed Sherman’s spirits as he passed into darkness.


      Behind him there was an explosion, and something like a flight of birds rushed through the leaves very near him.


      Sherman knew it wasn’t birds—it was buckshot.


      “Sherman, you come back here!”


      His mother! With the shotgun!


      He bolted and ran down the narrow road, now and then splashing through spots where the swamp had spread fingers of water across it. His back muscles were bunched so he could barely move his arms. Any second the old double-barreled twelve-gauge might loose another load of shot his way.


      But there was no second shot.


      He heard instead a grinding sound, and the engine kick over on the old pickup. The truck had a poacher’s searchlight mounted just outside the driver’s side window, and he knew his mother would use it to locate him.


      There was a loud roar, then a metallic grating noise, like a mechanical monster clearing its throat. Sherman knew what it was. First gear.


      The truck was coming.


      


      The roar of the truck engine drowned out the other sounds of the swamp. Headlights played over the trees and undergrowth. Sherman’s heart was a banging drum in his chest. The only reason the headlights hadn’t picked him up was because the road was curved. He knew he had only seconds.


      Without hesitation he veered off into the darkness of the swamp. The water was at his ankles and he had to slow down. His mother wouldn’t hear him over the roar and rattle of the truck, but she might see any ripples he stirred up.


      Still moving swiftly, he was careful to lift his feet high and place them easily almost straight down to minimize roiling the water. Soon he was in deeper water, and foliage that grabbed at his legs and scratched his face, as he moved faster, plowing ahead.


      The truck motor dropped to a rumbling idle, and the spotlight beam danced like a phantom over leaves and moss and gnarled roots. Now and then something dark and formless moved swiftly away into blackness, as Sherman must if the beam found him.


      “Sherman! You come back here!”


      The dancing phantom light was closer. He knew his mother was creeping along the dirt road in the old truck, checking the swamp on both sides with the spotlight.


      “Sherman!”


      In waist-high water now, he moved cautiously around some twisted banyan roots. When he looked up he could see only blackness. The canopy of growth obscured the moon and whatever stars were out. Pressing his back against the mossy coolness of a tree trunk, he listened to the truck engine barely turning over, the loose left fender vibrating and rattling as the vehicle tilted and jounced over ruts and holes in the road.


      Movement caught Sherman’s eye off to the left, and he saw the rough black hump of a gator glide away into deeper darkness. He was accustomed to gators and knew they probably wouldn’t attack him if he kept his distance. Probably.


      Something cool and quick darted across his bare arm and he fought not to cry out in surprise. Snake?


      Whatever it was moved on, but Sherman had bit his lower lip so hard it was bleeding.


      The loose fender ceased its rattling as the truck seemed to stop, the rumbling of its exhaust and the click and clatter of its idling engine unchanging. The spotlight darted closer, moved away, swooping back and forth like a live thing in the swamp.


      Right now the blackness of the swamp Sherman had feared so much in his dreams seemed like his friend. Its thick foliage sheltered him. The snakes and gators that he knew were around him in the night were less menacing. They were in their element and so was he, because here in the dark, in deep water where the truck couldn’t go, he was safe from his mother.


      As long as the spotlight beam didn’t find him.


      The truck engine roared briefly, as if in anger.


      “Sherman! You come back here! Come back to your mother!”
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      New York, the present


      Anna had changed from the skirt and blazer she’d worn to work to an old pair of jeans and an untucked T-shirt lettered COMMIT RANDOM ACTS OF KINDNESS. She’d decided the skirt needed to go to the cleaners, but the blazer was good for another wearing. She’d just hung it up in the closet when the intercom buzzed.


      She hurried barefoot to the hall and pressed the button to ask who was there.


      She was puzzled when the scratchy voice on the intercom said there was a Federal Parcel package for her. She wasn’t expecting anything. On the other hand, the shopping network where she often ordered things sometimes sent free gifts. God knew she was a good enough customer to have one coming. There was also the possibility—one she didn’t like to admit—that she’d ordered something and forgotten about it. Anna didn’t like being reminded that her shopping and her charge card balance were somewhat out of control.


      She buzzed the deliveryman up, then returned to the bedroom and put on her slippers before going to the door to open it so she could sign for the package.


      The deliveryman wasn’t out of breath, as they usually were after taking the stairs. Must be in great shape. He wasn’t wearing the usual Federal Parcel uniform and looked vaguely familiar to Anna. Had she seen him recently? At the office? In the subway? Nice-looking guy, worth wondering about.


      But her attention was focused mainly on the large white package he held beneath one arm.


      He smiled. “Anna Bragg?”


      “Uh-huh.” She returned the smile, focusing now mostly on his amiable brown eyes.


      He extended his free hand, only it didn’t hold a pencil or clipboard, and he’d made it into a fist.


      Barely had that registered in Anna’s mind when the fist slammed into her stomach, just beneath her ribs.


      Her breath rushed out in a raspy whoosh!


      She wanted only to curl into a ball and would have fallen, but the man deftly placed an arm beneath her and held her up, her body doubled over but her feet off the floor. He effortlessly carried her back inside her apartment.


      Pain and panic were simultaneous. Anna gasped desperately, sucking in nothing because her body wouldn’t respond to her mind’s command. It was impossible for her to breathe out, because she had no breath to exhale. She was made mute by her lack of oxygen and by her agony.


      Even in her terror, she tried to gather her thoughts. Tried to comprehend what was happening.


      Who was he? Why had he done this?


      What’s he going to do now?


      The man was maybe slightly older than she was, handsome in a regular way. Studying him through her tear-blurred eyes, she was sure they’d never met. Not formally, anyway. But there was still that feeling that she’d seen him somewhere before.


      He placed her gently on the sofa and she drew up her legs even tighter and groaned as she attempted again to draw air. She was going to suffocate; she knew it.


      Her cheek pressed to the sofa, she watched the intruder go to the front door and make sure it was locked, and then fasten the chain. He stooped to pick up the white box and carried it nearer the sofa, then laid it on the end cushion where her drawn-up feet didn’t reach it.


      Her feet were pressed together and she realized she couldn’t separate her ankles. She heard a loud ripping sound.


      Her clothes being torn?


      No. She recognized the sound now. It had been made by tape being ripped. He’d taped her ankles together. Now she felt the tape wrapping tightly around her calves.


      He propped her up on the sofa, maneuvering her so she was on her knees. She’d hurt her neck turning her head sideways so her face wasn’t pressed into the soft cushion. I don’t want to suffocate! Please! She was still gasping, making wheezing sounds, struggling to recapture the great gift of being able to breathe. She knew her rear end was jutting up in the air. Was he going to rape her? Take her from behind?


      She didn’t think so, not with her legs taped so tightly together. And that frightened her even more.


      Something worse?


      Her arms were yanked behind her back and her wrists were taped. It had been accomplished quickly and expertly.


      He’s done this before. More than once.


      He turned her around so she was seated on the sofa, bent forward and unable to move.


      Anna was breathing in great gulping gasps now, and glimpsed the man in profile. She understood why he didn’t seem a complete stranger. He looks familiar because he’s been following me!


      In her new sitting position she could see into the white box at the other end of the sofa.


      Suddenly she knew who the man was. Why he’d been stalking her.


      She took a deep breath, managed the brief beginning of a scream, before there was another loud ripping sound and a rectangle of gray duct tape was slapped across her half-opened mouth and pressed firm.


      He approached her with something metal then, worked his thumb on it, and a razor blade appeared.


      She began to tremble as slowly, with practiced skill, he began slicing and removing her clothes.


      


      The muted shrill scream of a dentist’s drill in Nothing but the Tooth made its way through the wall, followed by three loud thumps.


      Seated at his desk, Fedderman said, “We could give somebody the third degree in here and nobody’d notice.”


      “Tempting,” Pearl told him. She glanced over at where Quinn was seated behind his desk, studying a sheet of paper she figured was the killer’s tantalizing note.


      Fedderman had been studying the same thing. “The ‘gold’ in the note might mean blondes,” he said, making a sour face after sipping his morning coffee. “Our sicko’s been killing brunettes. Maybe he’s hinting to us he’s gonna start murdering blondes.”


      “That wouldn’t fit the profile,” Pearl said. “He wouldn’t be set off by blondes the same way he is by brunettes.”


      Quinn said, “Hmm.” She wondered if that was agreement.


      “You’re assuming it’s the hair that’s triggering his choice of victims,” Fedderman said. “Maybe he’s focusing on something else about these women.”


      “Such as?” Quinn asked.


      Fedderman shrugged. “In what other ways are the victims similar? Eyes, legs, the way they dress, their noses, height, boobs? There are lots of possibilities.”


      Pearl felt somewhat offended but couldn’t say why. “A bit of a reach,” was what she said.


      “It is,” Quinn agreed, “but it might be true that his next victim doesn’t necessarily have to fit the profile.”


      Pearl knew how little faith Quinn put in profilers. She didn’t quite agree, but now wasn’t the time to argue with him.


      “He might have read all those books and watched those TV shows about serial killers and he’s decided to run counter to type,” Quinn said. With his free hand, he absently toyed with a wrapped cigar in his shirt pocket. Pearl knew he didn’t dare.


      “It’s happened before,” Fedderman said. “Blondes,” he repeated thoughtfully. “Gold…blondes. The time when he displayed the pubic hairs to make sure we knew he’d really killed a brunette, maybe that’s when he started to deliberately change his profile. First make-believe blondes, then on to the real thing. He wouldn’t be the first.”


      “What the hell does that mean?” Pearl asked.


      Fedderman sipped coffee and shrugged.


      “There’s enough to what you say about the possibility of some commonality we haven’t struck on,” Quinn told him, “that I’m going to study the morgue shots and photos of the women while they were alive to see if they might share something other than general type and hair color.” He laid the killer’s note on the desk. “You and Pearl take another look at where they were killed.”


      “Their apartments?”


      “See if there might be some common denominator there. Their tastes in art, the way the places are furnished. And if it’s still possible, look at their wardrobes. Maybe there was something about the way they dressed that turned them into victims.”


      “I thought I’d talk again to some of the victims’ friends or neighbors,” Pearl said. “When they get tired enough of us, they might remember something just so we leave them alone.”


      Quinn thought about it. “Okay. Catch up with Feds later. I’m going to worry over this note a while longer, then go see if Renz has anything new. He’s got a meeting this morning with the profiler, so it’ll probably be mostly bullshit.”


      Pearl went into the washroom and waited until Fedderman had left, then returned to where Quinn was still seated behind his desk.


      “You check on that Wormy guy?” he asked, organizing the Marilyn Nelson murder book before closing it.


      “We don’t have a sheet on him. I contacted Buffalo, where he grew up. He’s clean there, too. Might as well be an Eagle Scout.”


      “He looks like a damned junkie. If he’s not a known user, he must be on something legal, like glue or gasoline.” He bowed his head and gazed thoughtfully at the killer’s note lying in the center of his desk. “Some of them just don’t get caught.”


      Pearl didn’t know if he meant junkies or serial killers. “I had another talk with Lauri,” she said.


      He glanced up at her, surprised. “Duty above and beyond. Thanks.”


      “It was her idea.”


      Quinn leaned back in his chair so he could see her without craning his neck and began to swivel inches this way and that, as if experiencing the beginning of uneasiness. “Lauri’s idea?”


      “Yeah. We met at a restaurant near the Hungry U and had sodas, then walked around the Village a while. She’s a great kid, got more sense than most her age.”


      “But not enough sense.”


      “Well, at that age, no. Even thee and me. If you can remember back that far.”


      “She told me she likes you,” Quinn said. “Really admires you.”


      “She used those words?”


      “Verbatim.”


      “That’s nice to know.” Pearl was surprised by how pleased she felt. “It partly explains why she wanted to tag along with me while I work.”


      Quinn stopped swiveling gently back and forth in his chair. He looked mystified. “Tag along?”


      “That’s what she wanted. Why she phoned and asked to meet with me.”


      “You mean she wants to hang out with you, even while you’re working?”


      “She wants to watch and learn, Quinn. She told me she wants to become a cop.”


      Quinn sat stunned. Lauri? A cop? His own little girl? She had no idea what that meant. What she’d see and do, and how it would change her.


      “She damned well better not tag along with you,” he told Pearl.


      She smiled. “That’s exactly what I told her, Dad. Almost verbatim.” She went to the door and looked back at him. “Still, I’m flattered she thinks highly of me.”


      “I don’t want her hurt,” he said helplessly.


      “Neither of us does, Quinn.”


      “Jesus, what would May say if she knew?”


      “I guess you’re gonna find out.”


      He watched Pearl go out into the already steamy morning.


      For a long time he sat staring at the closed door. Being a father—a close-by father—wasn’t easy. Nothing seemed to work out as he planned. Lauri didn’t act or react the way he imagined she would. Hardly ever. Turning up unexpectedly at his door, the job at the restaurant, going out with that Wormy misfit. What next, a tattoo?


      He’d tried to act in her best interests, got Pearl to talk with her, the better to understand her. That had sure as hell backfired. Now his daughter wanted to be like Pearl. A cop.


      Like me.


      His brief flush of pride became a stab of pain.


      A life like mine.


      Quinn noticed he was squeezing the desk edge with both hands so hard that his fingers where white.


      Daughters!


      He could barely contain his frustration.
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      Pearl sat in the unmarked parked across the street from the Waverton Hotel and watched a sprinkling of raindrops dot the windshield. Rain wasn’t in the forecast and she knew it would stop soon. A brief summer spritzing that would juice up the humidity and make the day even hotter.


      She wasn’t much concerned with the weather. Pearl hadn’t yet visited any of the victims’ apartments, per Quinn’s instructions. She was holding her cell phone loosely in her right hand, hefting it as if contemplating throwing it.


      But she didn’t throw it. She used it.


      Jeb Jones was in his room at the Waverton when Pearl called. When he picked up on the third ring and said hello, she said, “This is Detective Kasner, Mr. Jones.”


      “Ah, Pearl.”


      “Detective Kasner,” she repeated.


      “Sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed we were on a first-name basis.”


      Pearl felt frustrated. Already she’d botched this up. “I didn’t mean to sound unfriendly, just professional.”


      And just distant enough.


      “We’ll make it professional, then. I’m ready and willing to answer all your questions.” He sounded more amused than miffed.


      “When can we meet?”


      “You don’t want to do this by phone?”


      “No. I like to see people when I talk to them in the course of an investigation.” She sounded like a bureaucratic prig even to herself.


      “Suspects, you mean?”


      “For God’s sake, no.”


      Too fast. And I shouldn’t have told him that.


      He laughed, gaining confidence. “I figured you were about to tell me that at this point everyone’s a suspect.”


      “No, it’s not like on television.”


      “Well, I can meet with you just about any time.”


      “Now?”


      “Sure. Where?”


      “How about the lobby?”


      He laughed. “You like to surprise people, don’t you?”


      “I guess I do. It’s part of my job.”


      “Let’s meet in the hotel coffee shop in ten minutes.”


      Pearl told him she’d be waiting, and broke the connection.


      This wasn’t all professional, and they both knew it. Odd how sexual tension could make its way across a phone connection. What life was about—connections.


      She turned off the engine and climbed out of the coolness of the air-conditioned car into the heat. The drizzle wasn’t enough to worry about, not much more than a mist, but it sure upped the humidity. Almost immediately her clothes felt damp and as if they were sticking to her flesh.


      After waiting for a bus to rumble past, she crossed the street and used a revolving door to enter the Waverton Hotel.


      Cool air again. Refreshing.


      She made her way across the carpeted lobby toward a wide archway and went down two steps to the coffee shop. It was surprisingly large, with rows of tables and a long counter. The floor was oversize black and white tiles in a checker-board pattern. The place gave the impression of being almost devoid of customers, but there were more than a dozen people at the tables, and three at the counter. Pearl noticed a street door at the far end of the counter and figured many of the diners weren’t hotel guests.


      She found a table where she could be seen. A placard propped next to a cluster of condiments said there was a sale on pie. She ordered a diet Coke.


      She waited.


      


      Jeb Jones took the steps down into the coffee shop with an athletic ease that bordered on arrogance. He was wearing designer jeans today, and a black blazer over a gray T-shirt. So was she.


      “Jesus!” she said, taking in the fact that they were dressed almost identically.


      He paused, not knowing what she meant at first, then he smiled. “Fate.”


      “If there is such a thing,” Pearl said. She saw that he did have on brown loafers, while she was wearing her clunky black cop’s shoes.


      “Such a thing as fate, or Jesus?”


      “Take your pick,” Pearl said.


      He sat down opposite her. His face looked scrubbed and unnaturally ruddy in a way that suggested he’d just shaved, and his wavy dark hair was damp and pushed back carelessly, as if he’d used his fingers instead of a comb or brush. “Fate might have it that we develop a relationship made in heaven—a professional one, of course.”


      The woman who’d taken Pearl’s order came over and Jeb ordered a fountain diet Coke. Pearl didn’t tell him that was what she was drinking.


      When they were settled in with drinks and straws and no one was around to overhear, he said, “Fire away, Officer Pearl.”


      She gave him a mock angry look. “Not ‘Officer Kasner’?”


      “I thought this might be an acceptable compromise,” he said with a grin.


      “Let’s make it just Pearl, if we have to compromise.”


      “All right. You’ve got me in a compromising position, Pearl.”


      So damned smooth. She felt a slight tingle of alarm, or was it something else? She sipped Coke through her straw, watching him watch her. “Have you thought any more about Marilyn Nelson?”


      He sat back and seemed to take the question seriously. “I’ve thought a lot about what happened to Marilyn, especially after I read some of the details in the paper. From what little I knew of her, I liked her a lot, but to tell you the truth I’m not grieving as if she were an old and dear friend. She was a woman I dated twice.”


      That seemed to Pearl to be an honest answer. “Do you remember ever running into any of her friends?”


      “On our first date we said hello to some people she knew in a restaurant—the Pepper Tree. It’s right down the street from her apartment.”


      “How many people?”


      “Four. Two men and two women.”


      “She introduce you to them?”


      “Yes, but to tell you the truth I don’t recall their names. They were seated at a table near ours and we stopped briefly and she said hello to them on the way out. I’d even have trouble picking any of them out of a lineup.”


      Pearl smiled. “I doubt it will come to that. Did she mention where she knew them from?”


      “No, just said they were friends of hers. Maybe they live in her neighborhood, since they were eating at the Pepper Tree.” He brightened. “If you and I had dinner together there, I could watch for them. You’d be working. It would be professional.”


      “Hmm. The food good?”


      “Mine was. I’m sure it would be again, if you were across the table.”


      She sipped some more with her straw. “You seem to believe in getting to the point.”


      “I admit I don’t like wasting time. In this kind of thing, there’s no sense in dancing around forever unless that’s what you enjoy most.”


      “This kind of thing?”


      “There was a handwritten phone number on the back of the business card you gave me.”


      “My cell phone,” she said. “In case you recalled something and wanted to talk to me when I was in the field.”


      He wasn’t buying into it. He gave her a confident smile, in that way he had of being just this side of arrogant that she found attractive. “I don’t believe you came here to have a conversation about Marilyn Nelson.”


      Okay, you like coming to the point. She drew in her breath, and then plunged. Idiot, Pearl.


      “No,” she said, “I came to see you.”


      “Good. I’m pleased. More than pleased.”


      Done. And it worked out well. The world didn’t cave in on me. She was having difficulty breathing. “The dinner invitation still good?”


      “Of course.”


      Absently toying with the wrapper from his straw, he glanced through the archway dividing the coffee shop from the lobby, toward the elevators.


      Uh-oh! Pearl knew where this was going. She knew where she might be going if Jeb Jones had his way. We not only dress the same; we both tend to seize the moment.


      But not this moment. You’re a cop on duty.


      “You’re not planning on asking a police officer up to your room, are you?” she asked with a poker face.


      He grinned. “I confess.”


      She was about to speak when her cell phone chirped.


      Still looking into Jeb’s brown eyes, she drew the phone from her pocket, flipped it open, and saw by the caller ID that it was Quinn.


      “What’s up?” she said. She could hear traffic sounds in the background; he was calling from his car.


      “We’ve got another Butcher job. Down in the Village.” He gave her the address.


      “Like the others?”


      “Feds said it was when he called me. He got there first. I’m on my way. Like you are.”


      “Like I am,” Pearl said, and broke the connection and flipped the phone’s lid down.


      She looked across the table at Jeb. “Work,” she said. “I’ve gotta go.”


      He reached across the table and his fingertips brushed the back of her hand. The contact almost hummed with high voltage. “I’m disappointed, but I understand. Duty.”


      When he withdrew his hand she stood up and reached for her wallet.


      “On me,” he said, standing also. “Dinner still on for tonight?”


      “I can’t promise,” she said.


      “I understand again.”


      She smiled nervously, feeling oddly as if she’d just been shot at and missed.


      “I’ve got your number,” he reminded her, as she hurried away.


      Yeah, she thought.
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      Pearl flashed her shield for the uniform guarding the open door and found the victim’s apartment crawling with crime scene unit techs.


      As soon as she stepped inside, the familiar butcher shop stench made her stomach protest. She swallowed bile and continued past the techs busily gathering evidence in the modestly furnished living room, then continued through the kitchen and along a narrow hall to the bathroom.


      She looked inside and found Quinn and Fedderman blocking her view. Pearl could see by the shape of the hips and the small black shoes that the Medical Examiner’s office had sent a woman this time, who was bending over the bathtub to sort through what was left of the victim.


      Quinn and Feds both glanced over at Pearl and nodded. There was no room for Pearl to enter the small bathroom, so Fedderman edged over so she could see.


      Another jolt to her stomach. Even though she knew what to expect now, it was a shock.


      That one human being could do this to another…


      The detached head resting atop pale and severed arms had damp dark hair.


      “Not a blonde,” Pearl said.


      The ME shot a look over her shoulder. She was about fifty, with puffy cheeks and carrot-red hair worn so short it was almost a buzz cut. Though Pearl was sure they’d never seen each other before, the glance seemed to satisfy the ME that Pearl belonged, because she simply returned to her work.


      Quinn eased his way out of the crowded bathroom and led Pearl down the hall to the kitchen, where as yet there was no CSU activity.


      “Same bullshit?” Pearl asked.


      “So far,” Quinn said. “When it comes to method, our guy’s the model of consistency.”


      The ME came into the kitchen. She was wearing a man’s pinstriped gray suit and tie and carrying a scuffed black leather medical bag. Perspiration beaded her puffy face and she looked tired and bored. Pearl thought that no matter how the woman felt, she probably always looked bored.


      “Julius filled me in on the others,” she said. Her voice didn’t sound bored. It was crisp and efficient.


      Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Julius?”


      “Dr. Nift,” she said. “This fits the pattern all the way down the line. Virtually all bodily fluids drained before dissection began. Most of the cutting done with sharp blades and a cleaver. The larger, more difficult cuts done with what appears to have been a power saw.”


      She might as well have been talking about carving a turkey. But then that was what the Butcher did, dehumanized his victims by making them mere meat.


      Pearl must have appeared ill. The ME gave her a look without pity. “Sorry not to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Jane Tumulty.”


      Pearl nodded. “Pearl Kasner. Where’s Nift today?”


      “Dr. Nift had family business.”


      It was difficult for Pearl to think of Nift—Julius Nift—with a human family, but she supposed it was possible.


      Tumulty turned her attention back to Quinn. “When the cutting was finished, the body parts were stacked and washed clean. Not scrubbed or rubbed in any way, though. I think the cleansing agents from the empty containers were used, along with spray from the shower, then bleach was employed. Everything liquid went down the drain with the shower water.” She looked at both Quinn and Pearl. “I’ve never dealt with such a clean cadaver, whole or in part.”


      “He’s a butcher who works clean,” Quinn said.


      Tumulty gave a swollen smile. “I don’t think this was done by a butcher, and certainly not by a doctor, but whoever did it had experience with dismemberment. Maybe a short-term medical student with limited time with cadavers.”


      “Or on-the-job training,” Quinn said.


      “Possibly. Cause of death was probably drowning. I’ll have more for you after the postmortem. Dr. Nift or I will be in contact.” She hefted her black bag with both hands. It was obviously heavy. “She’s all yours and the paramedics’. I’m finished here.”


      Quinn thanked her.


      As she was leaving, Tumulty shook her head. “One sick bastard, this killer. I’d rather not do another of these prelims.”


      “We’ll see what we can do,” Quinn said.


      When the ME was gone, Pearl said, “What do we know about the victim, other than that she’s in pieces?”


      “She didn’t show for work,” Quinn said, “so they called. They got no answer, so they asked the super to look in on her. When there was no reply to his knock, he noticed the smell, then let himself in and found her. The uniform at the door and his partner took the call. The super’s down in his basement apartment, trying to get used to what he saw.”


      “I guess he is,” Pearl said.


      “Victim worked at Courtney Publishing. The super and neighbors aren’t sure what her job was. We need to talk to the people at Courtney.”


      “What was her name?” Pearl asked, picturing again the severed head with its dark wet hair and closed eyes. She wondered if Jane Tumulty had closed the dead eyes. Nift wouldn’t have bothered.


      “Anna Bragg,” Quinn said.


      Pearl turned the name over in her mind. Quinn was watching her, smiling slightly and sadly.


      Pearl struggled to connect Anna’s name to the killer’s note. “Bragg…Braggadocio…The victim worked for a publisher. None of it fits.”


      “He’s more subtle than that,” Quinn said. “But you’re on the right track with the book connection.”


      It took a few seconds to dawn on her. “‘Fools rush in,’” Pearl said. “The note didn’t have anything to do with gold hair or the Gold Rush.”


      “Rushin,” Quinn said.


      “Anna Karenina,” Pearl said. “Russian. A Russian novel. It’s a stretch, but that’s gotta be it.”


      “Not such a stretch,” Quinn said. “We both came up with it. My guess is she’s the most famous fictional woman in Russian literature. Probably the most famous Anna in any novel.”


      Pearl was pretty sure they’d figured out who the Russian was in the killer’s note. They didn’t have to guess the identity of the fools.


      “So we agree,” Quinn said. His voice softened. “It can happen.”


      Pearl didn’t like the moony way he was looking at her. “What about Feds?”


      “He’s not in any novel I ever heard of.”


      “Stop it, Quinn.”


      “Sorry. He might not agree with us. But I don’t think Feds reads Russian novels, even famous ones.”


      “He’s probably the better for it,” Pearl said. She remembered reading Anna Karenina in high school. Maybe she should read it again. The killer probably had. “Do you think we’re in for more victims based on female characters in literature?”


      “With this killer, who knows?”


      Quinn wanted a glass of water but knew he couldn’t touch the faucet handles, or anything else in the kitchen, until the crime scene techs were finished.


      “I’ll give the paramedics the word to remove the body,” he said. “Then you and Feds can talk to the super and neighbors again while I drive over and see what Anna’s employers have to say about her.”


      Pearl watched him leave the kitchen but stayed there to wait for Fedderman.


      The sad, grueling work of restructuring the last few days in the life that had ended last night was about to begin.


      


      Nighttime. Pearl had been here before. Because of death she wanted love. Being close to the former and yearning for the latter was nothing new and she understood it. Love and sex were life and the opposite of death. Love was, anyway. Sex and orgasm…well, Pearl wasn’t so sure.


      Her blood still pounded through her veins. Jeb Jones lay next to her in his madly mussed bed at the Waverton, still breathing hard. Traffic on the crowded avenue below was the only other sound.


      “You’re something,” he sighed.


      “I needed something.”


      “Did you get it?”


      She reached over and patted his bare, sweating hip. “It was a start.”


      He laughed in a way she liked.


      The small room was too warm and still smelled of sex. There was a ceiling fan but it didn’t work, and the windows weren’t the kind that opened. Pearl didn’t mind. Lust was supposed to be a sweaty business.


      She was lying nude on her back, feeling the damp pillow beneath her neck. The slightest cool stirring of breeze from the inadequate air-conditioning played across her midsection. Jeb’s breathing was evening out, as if he might be falling asleep.


      Pearl didn’t move but turned her mind loose. She knew she might have made a mistake. But wasn’t that how you won something, by risking a mistake? After what she’d seen in Anna Bragg’s apartment, what happened in this room fell under the category of life-affirming, and that was what Pearl needed—her life to be affirmed.


      What would Quinn think of her tryst with Jones—she had to smile slightly—other than wanting to kill Jeb? Though Quinn would disapprove because of how Pearl knew he felt about her, she didn’t think he’d disapprove on a professional basis. Jeb was simply a guy who’d had a few dates with the luckless Marilyn Nelson, not a suspect. Not even a person of interest. If there was a difference. And though he’d dated Marilyn a few times, they’d always met someplace. According to Jeb, the only time he’d been in her apartment was when he showed up after she was murdered.


      On the other hand, Pearl didn’t even know if Jeb had a solid alibi for the night of Marilyn’s death. Or for the time of Anna Bragg’s.


      She figured it might behoove her to ask.


      She let her head fall to the side to gaze over the near white horizon of her pillow, and the cop in her took over.


      There were her clothes folded neatly on the desk chair. She knew Jeb’s were in a pile on the floor. On the desk were a Toshiba notebook computer, a portable printer, and a small spiral notebook with a blue cover. There was an opened package of printer paper on top of the nearby radiator cover. On a small table near the desk was a stack of books, all nonfiction on economics or politics. The largest one, on the bottom, was titled America and Canada—Friends and Traders. Pearl didn’t think it was a threat to outsell Stephen King. Topping the uneven stack of books were a pad of yellow Post-its, a cheap ballpoint pen, and a couple of stubby yellow pencils. Though the pencils were worn down, their erasers looked fresh and unused.


      A freelance journalist’s room. At least as Pearl imagined one.


      Pearl looked back at the ceiling and thought about Jeb. He’d proved himself a gentle but decisive lover, sometimes letting her take the dominant position, then reasserting himself. He was quite experienced, she was sure. He knew how to turn her in on herself, string her out, tease her, make her wait, and then surprise her.


      Why do the erasers look unused? Does he never make a mistake?


      “You had supper?” he asked, jolting her out of her thoughts.


      “Forgot all about it,” Pearl said, realizing she was hungry. “Been kinda busy.”


      “Wanna go out or do room service?”


      Pearl didn’t like the idea of a bellhop coming into the room. “Coffee shop downstairs any good when it comes to dinner?”


      “Good enough that I eat there almost every night,” Jeb said. “Not to mention cheap enough.”


      He swiveled his body and sat up on his side of the bed, his bare feet on the floor. Pearl studied the lean musculature of his back. He had to be a journalist who worked out regularly.


      “Let’s take a shower,” he said.


      “Together?”


      “Has to be that way. There’s only one cake of soap.”


      “Can’t argue with that,” Pearl said, and stretched her arms and legs before getting up out of the warm, perspiration damp bed. The air was cool on her bare buttocks and legs.


      Jeb sauntered into the bathroom ahead of her and turned on the shower.


      Pearl wasn’t surprised that he’d gotten the temperature just right.


      


      Half an hour later they sat in a booth in the Waverton coffee shop, showered, dressed, reasonably unrumpled, and not so obviously lovers.


      Pearl had followed Jeb’s recommendation and ordered chicken pot pie. They were both having draft Budweisers in frosted glasses. Pearl enjoyed her cold beer while looking across the table at Jeb and waiting hungrily for her food. She thought life was pretty good. Rare for her.


      A broad-hipped waitress with a name badge that said she was Maize arrived with their food on a large round tray and began placing plates on the table. “You must like the pot pie,” she said to Jeb.


      “Or maybe it’s you,” he said with a grin.


      Maize shook her head and looked at Pearl. “He ordered the same thing for supper last night.”


      “You were working then, too,” Jeb said, still flirting but in no way meaningful.


      Maize grinned with crooked teeth. “Yet I don’t think we have anything going together except as tipper and tipee.”


      Jeb aimed his grin at Pearl. “Maize serves humor with the food.”


      Maize kept a straight face. “But only if its yesterday’s special. It’s a distraction.” She placed the last dish on the table. “Getcha anything else?”


      “We’ve got it all,” Jeb said, smiling at Pearl.


      Knowing when to be silent, Maize returned to behind the counter.


      “You had this same dish here last night?” Pearl asked.


      Jeb nodded and poked his fork into browned pot pie crust, causing a faint curl of steam to rise. “I told you, I eat here most of the time. You’ll see why. It’s delicious.”


      Careful not to burn her tongue, Pearl dug into her pot pie and found she agreed. Maybe it was because she’d worked up such an appetite in Jeb’s room. Or maybe it was because Maize had just supplied her new lover with an alibi for last night, when Anna Bragg was murdered.


      Of course it was always possible Jeb had convinced Maize to lie for him. They were tipper and tipee.


      Pearl told herself not to be so cynical and sipped her beer.
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      Celandra left the audition thinking she didn’t have a chance, but also telling herself that sometimes those were the roles you got. This business was full of surprises. But if you halfway expected them, they weren’t really surprises. But if she understood that, then she must think there was a chance.


      The hell with it, she thought. It was all too complicated. All she knew was that she’d waited her turn on stage and read the lines of the mad housewife. Mad as in insane. In the six years she’d been pursuing an acting career in New York, she’d landed several off-off Broadway roles, and a few juicy Off Broadways, but she hadn’t experienced what she’d define as success. And here she was almost thirty. She was a handsome rather than pretty woman, with a pale, somber face and tall, athletic build. She’d gone heavy on the eye makeup for this audition, so that her large brown eyes appeared darker and sunken, and she’d made her shoulder-length brown hair suitably mussed.


      When she left the theater through a stage door alongside the marquee, she found that the heat had built to an uncomfortable level, and the humidity lay like damp felt on her bare arms. She hailed a cab rather than ride the smelly, stifling subway to get to her apartment in the West Nineties. The last time she’d ridden the subway, coming home from buying a knockoff Prada purse on Canal Street, some goon had rubbed himself against her, and as she was getting off pinched her left buttock hard enough to leave a bruise. When she’d turned to confront him, she was looking at the mass of people eager to get out through the sliding doors before the train pulled away for its next stop. Apparently her assailant had faded into the crowded car and left by one of the other doors. Or maybe the creep was still on the train, hunched in a seat and hiding behind a newspaper or magazine.


      Celandra didn’t have the time or opportunity to find him. People glared at her, or looked right through her, as they streamed from the train, forcing her to exit along with them. On the way out, she was buffeted by people boarding the train. New York, the city that got you coming and going.


      When she’d arrived home and examined the bruise developing low on her ass, she vowed never to ride the subway again, knowing she would someday break that vow, so maybe it wasn’t really a vow. But if she was going to break whatever it was, today wouldn’t be the day. She was still in a quandary after her audition, and there was the cab right in front of the theater, like a consolation prize from the city.


      She told herself not to be an idiot; the city wasn’t God, maintaining a celestial equality, answering prayers or handing out damnation on a whim. Though sometimes it seemed that way.


      She settled back in the soft upholstery while the cab rocked and jerked about as the driver fought his way into heavier traffic on West Forty-fourth. Horns blasted. From somewhere came an angry shout. Away from the curb lane at last, the cabbie cursed under his breath and shook his head. “…ing city…” she heard him grumble. “Hard as rock…”


      Tell me about it.


      She decided she’d take the cab all the way home unless it got bogged down in traffic. If that happened, and she was within eight or ten blocks of her apartment, she’d get out and walk the rest of the way. Celandra liked to walk. It was good exercise and she was used to it, having spent her formative years on a wheat and soybean farm in Kansas.


      Celandra had almost gone insane there, which was why she’d come to New York after her drama coach at the University of Missouri assured her she had real talent. But then she knew she was one of his favorites in another way, too. Not that she’d truly encouraged him or he ever really tried to get in her pants, but he’d made it obvious that was what he wanted. But then, if he hadn’t actually tried…


      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. It seemed there was nothing definitive in her life. Was it that way with everyone? Weren’t there some people who understood exactly where they’d been, where they were at the moment, and where they were going, and planned and noted the steps along the way? She tried to plan her life, but everything turned out to be a goddamned surprise. She’d be an old lady before she knew it, surprised to see the wrinkles. But wasn’t that true of everyone?


      The cab hit a pothole, jarring her so she actually rose a few inches off the seat.


      A few blocks farther and it slowed to an intermittent crawl, then a complete stop. Traffic was backed up and unmoving for as far as Celandra could see through the windshield. And it was getting too warm in the cab. Maybe the driver had switched off the air conditioner so the engine wouldn’t overheat in the stopped traffic, or to save precious gas. They did that sometimes. She used the power button to lower the window, and even warmer air fell into the cab. Out of patience, she plucked her wallet from her purse and told the driver she was getting out.


      “I get you to the curb,” he said, when he saw the bills wadded in her perspiring hand. His accent, which she hadn’t noticed earlier, was one she didn’t recognize.


      “This is fine,” she assured him, stuffing the bills into the little swivel tray in the Plexiglas divider, leaving a generous tip.


      “You be killed,” he said in his peculiar accent, not wanting to lose his fare. “Run flat over. Be my fault.”


      “I’ll be fine,” she insisted, thinking there was nothing moving out there to run over her.


      “I want no—”


      She didn’t hear the rest of what he was saying, because she already had the cab’s door open.


      Three steps, then up on the curb, and she was on the sidewalk and striding away from the stalled cab. Horns blared behind her. Probably one of them was the cab’s, but she ignored the brief but violent torrent of noise and walked on.


      A medium-height, well dressed man walking in front of her turned around to see what all the honking was about, and their eyes met. Celandra looked quickly away, not wanting to give the guy ideas, but it did register in her mind that he was handsome and well groomed. More than that—there was the mysterious instantaneous something between them that everyone was always searching for. Forces had met, with undeniable potential. But in the beginning there was always a choice.


      Right now, still upset over the audition, Celandra told herself she wasn’t interested. And apparently he wasn’t interested in her. He didn’t glance back at her again as he stopped at the intersection and waited for the light to change so he could cross.


      He also didn’t bother looking at her as she strode past him and he stepped down off the curb to cross with a dozen other people.


      So maybe he hadn’t felt the magic. It didn’t always work in both directions. She might have been flattering herself.


      After walking another block, Celandra had forgotten the man.


      It never occurred to her to look for him on the other side of the street, where he was walking parallel to her, dipping a shoulder to ease between people on the crowded sidewalk, occasionally bumping into someone and mumbling a perfunctory “’Scuse me” as he continued at his pace.


      At her pace.


      Keeping his gaze glued to her.


      Making up his mind.


      


      Later, when she left her apartment, he followed her to a Starbucks where she met two other women. Hanging back, he ordered a cappuccino and watched them have Danish and coffee in a booth near a window. Not a low-calorie lunch, but a light one in bulk. All of the women had trim figures, but then they were all young.


      After following her home, he’d gleaned her last name from the slot over the mailbox she’d perfunctorily checked before going upstairs to her apartment.


      She hadn’t seen him, and might not recognize him now if she noticed him in Starbucks, sitting only two booths away, where he could overhear the three women.


      So far, none of them had called each other by name. It was amazing how, after the initial meeting, people seldom used names to address each other. He did learn from their conversations that they were actresses. That didn’t surprise him, considering the beauty and bearing of the woman he’d followed. The woman he’d chosen.


      So she was an actress, which meant it shouldn’t be difficult to learn her given name. He smiled. Her name might even be up in lights somewhere.


      All he really needed now was her name.
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      Four days later, early in the morning, Pearl was sitting on a bench in Washington Square, watching a homeless guy finding his way awake on an opposite bench. He was wearing ragged clothes two sizes too large, and he moved arthritically though he didn’t appear to be older than forty. An empty can of Colt 45 malt liquor lay beneath the bench, probably his sleeping pill.


      Pearl watched as the man sat up, glared angrily at her as if she’d caused his bad luck, then made it to his feet and staggered toward Macdougal Street. Lauri passed him walking the other way, toward Pearl, and gave him a wide berth. He didn’t seem to notice her.


      In sharp contrast to the homeless guy, Lauri strode with the sureness and lightness of youth, through about a dozen disinterested pigeons pecking about on the pavement, causing them to flap skyward with obvious reluctance. She was smiling. She and Pearl had met for lunch, or simply to walk and talk, several times, and had come to like each other. Pearl knew the teenager admired and trusted her, perhaps too much.


      Lauri plopped down next to Pearl on the bench. She was wearing jeans and a yellow sleeveless blouse, joggers without socks. The morning sun glinted off her zirconia nose stud.


      “You talk to my dad?” she asked.


      “Beautiful morning,” Pearl said.


      “Oh, yeah, I’m sorry. Inward directed, I guess.”


      Pearl figured the kid must have been watching Dr. Phil.


      “It is a beautiful morning,” Lauri said, applying the grease.


      Pearl didn’t actually think it was particularly beautiful. There was trash all over the ground, including some broken crack vials, and four or five homeless reminders of life’s travails still lurked about. The pigeons Lauri had stirred up were back. Dirty things. Pearl didn’t like pigeons.


      “Pearl—”


      “I did ask your dad what he thought about me giving you pointers on what it means to be a cop. He was okay with that. In fact, he likes us talking with each other. But he also doesn’t want you to be a cop.”


      “Why not? He is.”


      “He thinks you can do better.”


      “Can or should?”


      “Both, I would imagine.”


      “Mom and that Elliott geek were always pushing me to do better. Like I was some kind of Rhodes Scholar.” Lauri made a face as if she were disappointed. “I didn’t think Dad was like that.”


      “Wanting the best for his kid? Why shouldn’t he?”


      “Because not everybody can be a Rhodes Scholar. Some of us want to be cops. Like you.”


      “I don’t think it’s that, Lauri. Your dad doesn’t want you to see certain things.”


      “Well, why shouldn’t I see them? He has.”


      “Exactly. He has, and he knows. Also, he doesn’t want certain things to happen to you.”


      “Such as?”


      That one was easy. “Getting shot or stabbed to death.”


      “Oh.”


      Pearl stood up from the bench. “I’d better get going, Lauri. I’ve gotta meet your dad and Feds in about twenty minutes.”


      “I thought we were gonna have breakfast.”


      “No time now. You were almost an hour late.”


      Lauri bowed her head to gaze at a gray-and-white pigeon that had wandered close. “Yeah, I need to work on promptness.”


      Pearl smiled. “It’ll come.”


      “What about the other?” Lauri asked. “Did you talk to Dad again about that?”


      “He didn’t seem warm to the idea of you tagging along with me while I’m working.”


      “How do you mean?”


      “He said he’d shoot me.” Pearl waited until Lauri looked up from the pigeon to her. “I think it’s a bad idea, too, Lauri. This isn’t a job like word processing or selling insurance. You can learn by watching, but you can also get hurt.”


      “I’m willing to take the chance.”


      “He isn’t.”


      “And he’s Dad, is that it?”


      “Yeah. And he’s my boss.”


      “I guess we both have to settle for that.”


      “Now you’re learning.”


      But Pearl knew this was too easy. Lauri was, after all, Quinn’s daughter, and Pearl knew a thing or two about Quinn.


      “We can still meet now and then as friends,” Lauri said. “Still talk.”


      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Pearl said.


      Lauri stood up, shrugged, and smiled. “Then I guess that’s the way it is. That’s what life’s about, settling for what you get.”


      “Part of what it’s about,” Pearl said. “Car’s parked over there. Want a lift uptown?”


      “No, I’ve gotta check in to work soon.” Big smile. Made her look like Quinn. “Gotta be prompt.”


      “Atta girl,” Pearl said. You are so full of bullshit, like your father.


      When she reached the car, Pearl turned and saw Lauri walking in the opposite direction, away from her. Standing there with her hand on the sun-warmed car roof, she felt a sudden and unexpected fondness for Quinn’s daughter, a protectiveness. Maybe even a stirring of something maternal.


      Scary.


      


      When Pearl arrived at the office, Quinn was seated behind his desk, wearing the drugstore reading glasses he used for fine print and looking at the postmortem results on Anna Bragg. They were those weird glasses that sat low on the nose and looked as if they’d been sawed in half lengthwise. Fedderman was across the room, pouring himself a cup of coffee.


      “Want one?” he asked, glancing over at Pearl.


      “Not this morning.” Pearl’s stomach felt oddly unsettled, maybe because of her probably futile conversation with Lauri and the unfamiliar maternal instinct it had provoked.


      “Orange juice? I stopped and got a carton.”


      “Nothing, thanks.” Leave me the hell alone.


      “This is more of the same, almost down to the number of cuts the killer made,” Quinn said dejectedly, tapping the report with a blunt forefinger. Pearl wouldn’t have wanted to be tapped that hard.


      “Cause of death?” she asked.


      “Drowning. Like the others. He puts them in the bathtub, runs the water, then drowns them before carving them up.”


      “What about the tape residue?” Pearl asked. “Is that the same?”


      “Yeah. Same kind of duct tape, sold everywhere. Same MO all the way. Taped tight as a Thanksgiving turkey, and with a rectangle of tape across the mouth. When they’re dead and silent forever, he removes the tape, including the gag, before going to work with his blades and saw.”


      “Time of death?”


      Quinn adjusted the narrow glasses on his nose and glanced down to make sure. “Says here between six and nine P.M.”


      Pearl thought that was about perfect. Unless Maize the waitress was lying, Jeb Jones had his alibi.


      Jeb…


      “Her colleagues at Courtney Publishing all seemed to like her.”


      “They always do, after they’re dead,” Pearl said.


      “Yeah. She was an associate editor, working her way up. Her boss said she had potential. Nobody there noticed her acting scared lately, or different in any way. She’d dated a guy in sales a few times, but it didn’t go anywhere and they stopped seeing each other. He’s at some book convention in Frankfurt now.”


      “Ah, the Frankfurt alibi.”


      “I talked by phone to people who were with him at the time of Anna Bragg’s death,” Quinn said. “No possibility he flew here, killed her, then flew back.”


      Fedderman had walked over and was sitting behind his desk. He had coffee in one hand, a plastic cup of juice in the other. “You get anywhere with him?” he asked Pearl.


      “Huh?”


      “With that guy who dated Marilyn Nelson a few times.”


      “Oh. No, I didn’t. And he’s alibied up for the time Anna Bragg was killed.”


      “That pretty much clears him across the board,” Quinn said. “Just like the other guys we connected with the dead women. They dated them, some of them had sex with them, but they’ve got alibis for one or more of the murders.”


      “Sex and the City,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl looked at him.


      “I rent the videos and watch them,” he explained. “That way I know what I’m missing.”


      “What we’re all missing,” Pearl said.


      Quinn removed his goofy half-glasses and gave her a look she knew too well. Had he picked up something in her voice? Did he somehow know she was covering up exactly the kind of furtive sex she was lamenting not having?


      Don’t be a fool. He isn’t a mind reader.


      But she knew Quinn.


      He could see through people and beyond. Sometimes, only for brief moments, she found herself feeling sorry for the people Quinn hunted.


      She turned and walked toward the coffee brewer so he wouldn’t be looking right at her, studying her. Damn him!


      “I think I’ll have some coffee after all.” She needed to get everything out of her mind except the Job.


      “You should have some of the orange juice instead,” Quinn said. “It might cool you down.”


      Damn him!


      The fax machine began humming and gurgling.


      Though he was sitting down, Fedderman was closest. He stood up and wandered over to the machine, then loomed gazing down at it as if it were some puzzle he couldn’t quite work out.


      When it beeped and was silent, he picked up the two pages that had been faxed and carried them over to Quinn.


      “Copies of Marilyn Nelson’s charge account receipts,” he said.


      Quinn scanned them, and then put his glasses back on and looked at them more closely. The receipts were mostly for meals and clothes. Only one of them was for two meals, at the Pepper Tree restaurant. Quinn remembered seeing the Pepper Tree just a few blocks from Marilyn Nelson’s apartment. The date on the receipt was less than two weeks before her murder. Had she been dining with her killer? Unlikely.


      But maybe with someone who might be able to tell them more about Marilyn Nelson’s last days.


      With his huge blunt finger he pointed out the charge to Pearl. “Pay a visit to this restaurant. See if anyone recalls who the victim dined with on this date. Marilyn picked up the check, and she was a regular who usually ate alone, so somebody might remember.”


      Pearl thought it was a long shot, but it was something. If they were lucky, Marilyn Nelson had dined with a date that evening even though she’d picked up the check. Marilyn going Dutch out of desperation, maybe even with someone who knew her intimately. Pearl could picture it.


      Death and the City.


      Then she looked more closely at the name of the restaurant. The Pepper Tree. Jeb had told her he and Marilyn Nelson once dined there.


      Pearl and Jeb had a date to go there.


      It seemed to Pearl that nothing in her life was simple.
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      Harrison County, Florida, 1980


      It was a moonless night and dark, or Sherman might have seen the danger. His time in the swamp had made him alert to such things. He’d learned hard lessons, such as how to shelter himself from the storms that blasted through the trees and raised the black water, how to find and eat things alive and dead that wouldn’t make him sick, how to sleep fitfully and watchfully for what had become his natural and very real enemies.


      How to survive.


      Every sound in the swamp meant something to him now, as did the subtle scents on the breeze, or the irregular ripple of previously still water. He studied and learned to read these signs as he’d studied and learned from Sam’s books and his long, lazy conversations with Sam. That knowledge was Sam’s legacy. The swamp was Sherman’s home now, dangerous, but less so than the home he had left.


      The leaving had been complete. No longer did he even think of his name as Sherman, for there was no one to call him that or anything else. And there wasn’t much time to contemplate the past; he had no choice but to live in and for the present. He knew that to get lost in the past was to surrender the future. He was in and of the swamp now and considered and obeyed only the laws of nature, and really there was only one law—survive.


      He violated that law when he stepped on the rough, ridged surface that moved beneath his bare foot in the inky water. In an instant he knew—gator! And he knew he might die and would do anything if only he might live.


      A long, thick tail rose into darkness and slapped down on the shallow water, breaking its surface with a sound like a rifle shot and splashing it coldly on Sherman’s face. He instinctively tried to take a giant leap away from the gator, but his foot slipped and he almost fell. Teetering desperately, he went splashing sideways away from another slap of the huge tail.


      Then the gator was up high on its legs, its pale belly clear of the surface. It was gigantic, at least ten feet long, and Sherman knew it could outrun him, especially in the shallow water.


      The sight of the beast paralyzed him with terror. The gator was accustomed to this temporary lack of motion in its prey. It was the time to strike.


      Black water foamed and roiled violently as the gator lunged. Sherman felt something hard brush his bare heel and heard the eerie clack of primal teeth. He yelped and flung himself frantically away, landing on hands and knees. Fueled by fear, he was up almost immediately, running through the knee-deep water, lifting his legs high and stretching out his strides to minimize splashing and maximize speed. Survive.


      He knew the gator was coming. He could hear it between the frenetic dissonance of his own splashing. He could sense and see it in his mind, swift and graceless in its bent-legged strides, gliding smoothly at times through the dark water, then finding firm footing again and picking up speed, gaining.


      Gaining!


      Sherman bumped his shoulder on a thick tree trunk. Chanced a glance behind him.


      Gaining!


      Climb!


      Though they were fast, big, strong, and armed with tooth and tail, the one thing gators couldn’t do was climb. Sherman leaped, wrapped his arms and legs around the tree, and attempted to shinny higher. Up was safety. Up away from the guttural grunts and the slashing tail, the tearing teeth. Up was life!


      But the tree trunk was coated with moss and slippery. He slid lower instead of gaining height and was back in the muddy water.


      The lowest branch might be within his reach. He bent his knees and leaped, groping in the night air for the branch.


      His fingertips brushed it.


      He landed splashing awkwardly and leaped again, and this time was well short of even touching the branch.


      The gator had stopped now and was angled in the water, crouched low again, watching him with a gaze thousands of years old, detached, observant, and merciless.


      Sherman understood gators. He knew why this one had stopped. It sensed in its prey the knowledge that the chase was over. It had won.


      Slowly, smoothly, it began moving toward Sherman, leaving the slightest V wake in the shallow water. Sherman could only stare paralyzed with fear. He knew what would happen next. The gator’s jaws would close on him, then it would drag him toward deeper water where it would do its death spin until Sherman bled lifeless or drowned. The gator would carry what had become its meal to its lair in the deep mud near the waterline and store it there where it would rot and become tenderer. Those nights with his mother at swamp’s edge came crashing into Sherman’s memory. He remembered the doomed boarders, and Sam, dragged away in pieces into the night. He remembered the gnashing and grinding and grunting of pure gluttony and its appeasement.


      He wouldn’t give up—not yet. Not ever. He had to run! Had to get away!


      Run, damn you!


      He made himself abandon his fruitless attempts to climb the tree and began splashing away into the swamp, roiling black water with each stride, praying the gator would give up.


      He slipped and fell. Splashed helplessly trying to stand up. Gained his feet. Ran, ran. Part of the swamp. Part of the struggle. One of the hunted.


      Survive! Survive! That was his one and every instinct in mind and muscle. Run fast enough, far enough. Survive!


      A branch scratched his face, breaking his stride, slowing him only momentarily.


      Three awkward steps and he had his balance again, steadier now. Full speed!


      Something grabbed his lower left leg and became a painful vise as he slammed down hard on his stomach and inhaled swamp water. Flailing with his arms and free leg, he fought to keep his head above the surface.


      The vise tightened and became needles of incredible pain. Choking, spitting, unable even to scream, Sherman felt himself being pulled backward through the water.


      He glanced back at what had him and almost died from terror. He was caught firm in the jaws of the beast. Two prehistoric, uncaring eyes met his. They were very close, darker than the night, and they were death.


      Then came sudden brilliance and a roar.


      Sherman felt himself sinking.
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      New York, the present


      The Pepper Tree was decorated mostly in grays and blues, with one wall a wide mural of green fields beneath a blue sky. The fields were dotted with trees Pearl assumed to be pepper trees, but then, she wasn’t even sure if there were types of peppers that grew on trees.


      Culinary license, she thought, as a smiling African American man approached. He was handsome if a bit paunchy, wearing a navy jacket with brass buttons, white shirt open at the collar, a red ascot. A guy who had lost his yacht.


      “We’re not open for breakfast,” he said.


      Pearl looked out over the rows of white tablecloths without flatware, china, or napkins. “I can see that. You should have locked your door.”


      He seemed amused. “We’re trusting sorts.”


      “I wish I were,” Pearl said, and showed him her shield.


      The man’s smile disappeared, which was a shame. He had a great smile but without it looked rather ordinary.


      “This is about Marilyn Nelson?” he asked, surprising her, and for the first time sounding as if he had a slight Jamaican accent.


      “You’re clairvoyant,” Pearl said.


      “Oh, not hardly. Marilyn ate here often. She was a pretty woman. We notice pretty women, especially if they’re also as nice as Marilyn.”


      Pearl glanced about. She and the man seemed to be the only ones in the restaurant.


      “My employee Harmon is in the kitchen cleaning up,” the man said, guessing her thoughts. “I am Virgil Mantrell.”


      “The manager?”


      “And owner. Which means I’m here virtually all the time.”


      Useful, Pearl thought. The prospects of her visit to the Pepper Tree brightened. Surely Jeb wasn’t the only man who’d dined with Marilyn in the restaurant. “I understand Marilyn usually ate alone.”


      “Usually, yes. She hadn’t been in the city long and hadn’t had time to explore. Though she wasn’t always alone. I remember her coming here for dinner with men a few times, on dates, it looked like. And another time, later, she had lunch with a woman.”


      “What do you remember about them?”


      “The men were different. Except for one she was here with at least a couple of times.”


      “What did that one look like?”


      “I don’t remember much about him. He seemed to be in his thirties, had dark hair. I suppose you’d call him handsome, but at the same time he was very ordinary looking. I’d have trouble recognizing him if he came in here again, and I have a memory for faces.”


      “And the woman who dined with Marilyn?”


      “Her I would recognize.”


      “Pretty, I’ll bet.”


      “Not as pretty as Marilyn.” The smile was back. “We don’t like to quantify our customers in terms of beauty or handsomeness.”


      “Wise policy,” Pearl said.


      He nodded. “It is only polite, and politeness goes far in the restaurant business. When I made it a point to visit Marilyn’s table and make sure everything was all right, she introduced me to the woman, who she said was an old college friend.”


      “Did she refer to her by name?”


      “Yes, she did.” He raised his dark eyebrows in a way that made him appear to be in pain. “I’m sorry, but while I remember faces, I don’t remember names.”


      Pearl showed him a copy of the fax with the charge receipts and pointed to the one from the Pepper Tree. “Do you have a copy of this?”


      “We do. We keep careful records. That would be from the meal Marilyn had with her lady friend.”


      “How do you know?”


      “The price. And I remember. They were here for lunch. The time will be marked on our receipt.”


      “I don’t see anything on the list from when she dined with the men.”


      “That would be because they paid cash,” Virgil said. The smile flashed again. “It still happens.” He looked thoughtful. “Or it’s possible that there was an oversight and we haven’t yet submitted a charge receipt to the bank. If so, it would still be here and wouldn’t show up on your list.”


      “Shall we look?” Pearl asked.


      “You won’t need a warrant,” he said, using the smile to make it a joke.


      He led her through the kitchen, where a pimply teenager who had to be Harmon was cleaning or waxing the floor with some kind of sponge mop, then on to a surprisingly large office with a gleaming hardwood floor and a loosely woven carpet containing muted shades of myriad colors. Virgil Mantrell’s desk was large, made of a lightly grained wood that could have been teak. There were oils of sailboats on the walls. Pearl was no judge, but she thought they were good.


      Maybe her impression had been right and the man did own a yacht.


      “Do you sail?” she asked, as Virgil rummaged through a black metal file cabinet behind the desk.


      “Never,” he said, not glancing back at her, “but I paint.”


      “And very well.”


      Virgil did look back at her and smiled at the compliment, then bent again to his task.


      He found the sheaf of charge receipts he was looking for, and swiveled in his chair so he was facing Pearl across his desk. He began adroitly riffling through the receipts.


      Pearl, knowing when to hold her silence, stood patiently waiting. Her gaze went to the paintings of graceful sailboats. She wondered if the one on the wall behind the desk was a sloop. She wondered what a sloop was.


      Suddenly Virgil’s dancing fingers stopped. “Ah!” he said, with seeming great delight.


      “You found it?”


      “No. The men and Marilyn must have paid cash for their meals.”


      “Then why the orgasm?”


      Virgil looked sharply at her and seemed genuinely shocked by her language. Pearl almost apologized.


      “I mean,” she said, “you gave the impression you’d found what we were looking for.”


      “Something else,” Virgil said. “When Marilyn lunched with her lady friend, she paid the check by charge. But there’s another receipt for that date, time, and table. Her friend used her own charge card to pay the bar bill.” He slid the thin receipt across the wide desk so Pearl could reach it.


      The name on the receipt was Ella Oaklie. Pearl read it aloud. “Ring a bell?”


      “I don’t think so,” Virgil said. “But she must be the woman I saw with Marilyn. The receipt proves it.”


      “Can you please give me a copy of this?”


      “I’ll make a copy,” Virgil said, “and I’ll let you have the original.”


      “Because I’m polite,” Pearl said.


      “And have an eye for art.” Virgil smiled. “And are quite pretty.”


      And could subpoena it anyway, Pearl thought, but politely kept silent.


      


      Pearl found Ella Oaklie’s address easily enough. She was in the phone directory. Sometimes detective work was a snap.


      The woman behind the counter of a small flower shop on First Avenue had let Pearl used the shop’s directory. Pearl made a note of the address and phone number. Not wanting to be overheard, she thanked the woman and stepped outside into the heat to use her cell phone to call Oaklie.


      She got an answering machine informing her in stilted language that there was no one available to take her call right now, but if she would please leave a message…


      Pearl waited patiently for the drivel to end, then left her name and number for Ella Oaklie and cut the connection.


      Since it was almost lunchtime, she drove over to Third Avenue and Fifty-fourth, where she knew a street vendor sold tasty and reliable food. Pearl generally lightened up for lunch, so she bought a knish and bottled water from the vendor, then wandered over to sit on a warm stone wall and people-watch while she ate.


      After her second bite, her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. Setting knish and bottled water aside, Pearl picked up.


      Ella Oaklie had called home and checked her messages and wanted to get in touch with Pearl as soon as possible, since it was so horrible what had happened to Marilyn Nelson. When Pearl offered to meet Ella at her office, Ella was reluctant, but might they meet for lunch? Pearl said sure, and suggested the Pepper Tree near Marilyn Nelson’s apartment. She’d found that putting the witness as close as possible to the scene of the crime sometimes did wonders for the memory.


      Ella agreed at once. While Pearl had Ella going, she suggested they meet in half an hour. Forty-five minutes would work, Ella said, and Pearl said she’d meet her just inside the door, where there was a small waiting area with a bench. Ella asked if she’d be in uniform, and Pearl, irritated, told her no, she’d be wearing gray slacks and a blue blazer, not to mention sensible black shoes.


      Kind of a uniform, Pearl thought, as she broke the connection and slid her phone back in her pocket.


      It buzzed again almost immediately.


      


      This time it was Jeb. He wanted to meet her for lunch.


      “If you can get away,” he added, when he sensed Pearl’s hesitancy.


      “I’m going to meet someone at a restaurant for a brief interview, then we can have a bite ourselves if you want, and maybe go somewhere.”


      “Sure it’s okay? I mean, I don’t want to mess you up in your work.”


      “It’s more than okay,” Pearl assured him. “The restaurant’s the Pepper Tree.”


      “Great. We were planning on going there anyway.”


      She told him approximately what time the interview would be over.


      “Go ahead and eat hearty,” he said. “I’ll have some lunch before I turn up at the restaurant, then we can have a drink or two and leave.”


      And go to your room at the Waverton?


      Pearl didn’t have to ask him. She knew it was what they both wanted.


      She said good-bye to Jeb, then again slid the phone into her pocket, hoping the damned thing would stay there for a while and be quiet.


      That was when she glanced across the street and saw Lauri Quinn.


      Lauri, in patched and faded jeans and a baggy red pullover shirt, was standing near the doorway of an office supply store, pretending to look at something in the display window. Pearl figured she might be watching her in the window’s reflection and averted her gaze.


      She was more annoyed than surprised at seeing Lauri, because it wasn’t the first time. Twice before Pearl had caught a glimpse of someone she thought might have been Lauri, but it had been so brief she couldn’t be sure. Now she was sure. Apparently Lauri hadn’t taken her insistence that she not accompany Pearl on the job seriously, but had decided to follow Pearl without Pearl’s knowledge.


      Lauri not giving up on what she wanted.


      Lauri being like her father.


      Pearl wasn’t sure what to do about this, but decided not to do anything now. She had to meet Ella Oaklie soon, anyway, and didn’t feel like confronting Lauri about being inexpertly and annoyingly tailed. And of course there was the danger of an amateur—a kid, at that—dogging a homicide detective on the trail of a serial killer. It might be a good idea to tell Quinn what was going on, find out how he wanted to handle the situation. After all, Lauri was his daughter.


      On the other hand, Pearl did feel a certain protectiveness toward Lauri, and Quinn seemed completely at sea when it came to dealing with a teenage girl who wasn’t a murder suspect.


      Pearl glanced at her watch. Forty minutes until her meeting with Ella Oaklie. She had the unmarked and could get to the Pepper Tree in a hurry, so she was okay on time.


      Being careful not to glance again in Lauri’s direction, Pearl ate her knish.
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      Another one.


      Quinn had expected it. The Butcher was going to continue taunting the police with his puzzle notes.


      Renz had just faxed the newest one to Quinn, along with the expected useless results of lab tests on the note itself and the envelope it arrived in. No prints on envelope or stamp, no DNA on the envelope flap, the usual common and virtually untraceable paper stock, a midtown New York postmark, and almost mechanically neat printing in number-two pencil. Like the first note, this one was addressed to Quinn.


      Pearl and Fedderman were in the field, leaving Quinn alone in the office. He carried the just-faxed note to his desk to give it some thought. It was cool in the office and quiet except for an occasional thump or muffled voice from the dental clinic on the other side of the wall. Quinn leaned back in his swivel chair and rested the note on his knee, squinting at it and trying to parse its brief and cryptic message:


      


      A rose is a rose is a rose by any other name.


      Take care,


      The Butcher


      


      Fedderman came in from helping to canvass the buildings surrounding Anna Bragg’s apartment. He looked hot, his suit coat hooked over his shoulder with a forefinger as he often carried it, his shirt sweat-stained and wrinkled. His right cuff was flapping unbuttoned, as it often was. Fedderman was the only person Quinn knew whose cuff persistently came unbuttoned while he was writing with pen or pencil. Maybe it was the brand of shirts he wore. His rep-striped tie was loosened and looked as if it had been used in a tug-of-war.


      He sighed, and his desk chair sighed as he sat down in it.


      “Any progress to report?” Quinn asked.


      Fedderman rolled his weary eyes in Quinn’s direction. “How can you even ask that?”


      “I wanted to get it in before you passed out.”


      “None of Anna’s neighbors remembered anything they hadn’t recalled or made up last time they talked to us. There are a few inconsistencies, but I think that’s because the heat is addling their brains. I know it’s addling mine.”


      “Maybe you oughta have a hot coffee,” Quinn said. “There’s a theory that if you drink something warmer than your body temperature it will feel cool on a hot day. Worth a try.”


      “Sadist,” Fedderman said. “Lab give us anything from the paper or envelope?”


      “Not a thing. We got zilch. Except for this other note he sent us.”


      Fedderman stopped feeling sorry for himself and sat forward, interested.


      “Renz just faxed it over.” Since Fedderman still looked too exhausted to stand, Quinn got up from behind his desk and walked over to the opposite desk and handed him Renz’s fax.


      Fedderman studied the brief printout for almost a minute, as if waiting for inspiration.


      It never came.


      “Woman named Rose?” he said finally.


      “Kind of obvious.”


      “Kind of rose,” Fedderman said. “We look for roses named after women, maybe we come up with the next victim’s name.”


      “I thought you said your brain was addled.”


      “If I said that, I forgot it,” Fedderman said. “The composer, what’s his name, Cole Porter. Didn’t he name a kind of rose after his wife?”


      “He did,” Quinn said, but I can’t think of it.”


      “Internet,” Fedderman said.


      As Quinn was returning to his desk, Fedderman was already booting up his computer.


      


      Within half an hour they had more than twenty species of roses that were named after women, including the Linda Porter, namesake of Cole Porter’s wife. There were also among the multitude the Betty Boop rose, the Helen Traubel, and the Charlotte Armstrong.


      And Quinn came across another possibility as he was roaming the Internet—Shakespeare: “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” A quote from Romeo and Juliet.


      Would the next Butcher victim be a Juliet?


      When he asked Fedderman what he thought, he agreed that Juliets were in danger.


      “Should we warn them all?” Fedderman asked. “The Juliets and all the other rose women?”


      Quinn stared at the lengthy list of rose names and thought about all the Lindas, Bettys, Charlottes, Annabels, Sonias, Michelles…He saw that there was indeed a Juliet rose listed. Not only that, it was the Sweet Juliet. He informed Fedderman.


      “I dunno,” Fedderman said, perusing the same list. “It seems like every woman’s got a rose named after her. I still kinda like Starina. Sounds like a stripper.”


      “We need to make the note public as soon as possible, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to see if we can get the media to print all of the names.”


      “My guess is that’s what the Butcher wants us to do,” Fedderman said. “That way he can terrorize more women.”


      Quinn thought he was probably right. Still, it was the thing to do.


      “I’ll call Renz,” he said. “He likes to hold press conferences, especially the part where you refuse to take any more questions and strut away.”


      “She might already be dead,” Fedderman said sadly, looking at his list. “Starina, Elle, Carla, Dainty Bess…”


      “Christ!” Quinn said. “Dainty Bess.”


      He pecked out Renz’s phone number, hearing Fedderman say, “I wonder if there really is a Starina out there.”
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      “Gertrude Stein,” Pearl said, when she’d checked in by cell phone and Quinn told her about the Butcher’s latest note. She was driving fast, trying to make up for heavy traffic due to construction on Lexington Avenue.


      Now Quinn remembered. “Jesus, Pearl! It was right in front of us.”


      “She’s the one who said, ‘A rose is a rose is a rose.”


      “I know. Our sicko’s going to kill a Gertrude.” He wondered if there was a Gertrude rose. Something to check.


      Steering one-handed, Pearl swerved around a furniture van. “I wouldn’t be too sure. There are plenty of other possibilities, including some we haven’t thought of.”


      “But I sure like this one, Pearl. It’s oblique, which seems to be our guy’s approach in his little puzzle notes. I’m glad you thought of it.”


      She couldn’t help feeling a flush of pride. Also, she had to admit, affection. Despite her present relationship with Jeb, Quinn could still get to her. You didn’t live with someone, sleep with him, without a part of that staying with you.


      Maybe it wasn’t just Quinn. She wondered if it somehow had anything to do with Lauri. For a moment she considered telling him about his daughter following her around after being forbidden to do so, then decided this wasn’t the time or place. The way was a problem, too.


      “I’m pulling up in front of the Pepper Tree to meet Ella Oaklie,” she said. “Gotta go.”


      She replaced the cell phone in her blazer pocket and double-parked, then got out of the car and used her shield to chase away some joker who was waiting for someone while parked illegally in a loading zone. When he was gone, Pearl parked there. She placed the NYPD placard on the dash, just in case some civilian couldn’t read the invisible letters on the unmarked that screamed police, and climbed out of the car into the brilliant heat.


      


      When she entered the comparatively cool and dim restaurant, Pearl saw a thirtyish, rather plain-looking dishwater-blond woman seated on the gaily decorated deacon’s bench just inside the Pepper Tree’s door. The woman seemed anxious and looked up at her inquisitively, as if she’d been sitting forever in a doctor’s waiting room and Pearl might at last usher her into a tiny room and poke a thermometer in her mouth. Pearl smiled, and the obviously greatly relieved Ella Oaklie rose and introduced herself.


      Here is someone, Pearl thought, who’s been often stood up.


      They were led to a table toward the rear of the restaurant, near a corner. Pearl was glad. There weren’t any diners so close that they might overhear and conversation would be inhibited.


      Ella ordered a vodka martini before lunch, and Pearl a Pellegrino. This was going well; alcohol might help to loosen Ella’s tongue.


      “So you and Marilyn were college chums?” Pearl asked.


      “We were roommates throughout our freshman year, so I guess you could call us that. We hadn’t seen each other in years. I don’t think I can be much help to you, but I’d sure like to do anything to help catch the bastard who killed her.” Her voice didn’t convey anger, but she did sound sincere.


      “Conversations like this help us to get as accurate an idea as possible about a murder victim,” Pearl explained. “Sometimes it leads us to the sort of people they associate with. Sometimes even to a particular person who turns out to be the one we’re looking for.”


      Ella smiled with straight but prominent teeth. Her dentist had done everything possible but it hadn’t been quite enough. “You might have some difficulty there. The Marilyn Nelson I knew liked all kinds of people. She was outgoing and friendly, and I guess what you’d call democratic. I couldn’t name anyone who disliked her. I always thought she’d go into sales or public relations, but she stuck to her designing.”


      “Good student?”


      “Dean’s list. Beauty and brains. If we hadn’t been roommates and friends, I’d have been jealous of her.”


      Ha! Pearl thought. She knew jealousy when she heard it. “Do you recall her using drugs?”


      Pearl saw a sudden and familiar wariness in Ella’s eyes at the mention of drugs, as the woman reminded herself she was talking to a cop.


      “Not in any way meaningful,” she said, obviously choosing her words carefully.


      “The statutes of limitation have expired,” Pearl assured her with a grin. Then she winked. “Not to mention we were all young once.” Become a coconspirator; an interrogation technique she’d learned from Quinn.


      It worked. Ella seemed to relax. “Okay. We smoked a little weed, took some uppers when we had to cram for exams. But when I knew her, Marilyn wasn’t at all what anyone would describe as a drug addict.”


      “When you had lunch with her here, not long before she died, did she make any reference to drugs?”


      “None whatsoever. She didn’t even drink alcohol, just Pellegrino water, like you are.”


      “So what was your lunchtime conversation about?”


      “What you’d expect. What time had done to us. What’s happened to old friends. Then clothes. Or her job. Same thing in this case. She was really enthusiastic about her job designing some new store here, and the Rough Country line of clothing that was gonna be sold there. She was even wearing jeans and a Western-looking shirt and jacket to impress me.”


      “Did it?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Trying to sell you?”


      “I guess. That’s what I’d have been trying to do in her place.”


      Their drinks came, and they each ordered a salad, Ella because she was on what she called her endless diet, and Pearl because she’d already scarfed down a knish.


      “You sound a bit defensive about her,” Pearl said, when the server was gone.


      Ella sampled her martini and shrugged. “I liked her. And my God, she’s been murdered. I mean, I wouldn’t trample all over her memory even if I hadn’t liked her.”


      “But you did like her.”


      “Of course! Unless she changed a lot, you’d have to turn over a lot of rocks to find somebody who didn’t like Marilyn.”


      “Did she talk much about her job? The people she worked with?”


      “Quite a bit about the job, but not about the people. I think she was pretty much on her own here in New York, except for the one other store over in Queens or someplace. And she hadn’t been in town long enough to make any enemies.”


      “In this city you can be murdered for looking at somebody the wrong way,” Pearl said.


      “Yeah, but the way Marilyn was killed…” Ella took another sip of martini. “Jesus! That was so awful!” She stared across the table at Pearl. “You actually saw it, what that ghoul did to her. Doesn’t that haunt you?”


      “Forever,” Pearl said, being honest to evoke honesty. Another Quinn technique.


      “And it happened just a few blocks from here,” Ella said, “in the everyday world.”


      “That’s the horror of it,” Pearl said. “Everything happens in the everyday world.”


      “But you’re a cop, so you should be used to it.”


      “Well, I see more of it than most people. But no matter how much or how little any of us sees, it’s still happening. What goes on behind all those walls and windows out there sometimes isn’t what we imagine or would like it to be. But it happens every day.”


      Ella seemed to think about that most of the time while they ate their salads.


      They’d both virtuously decided against dessert when Pearl noticed a change in Ella’s eyes, a kind of double take, as she looked over Pearl’s shoulder.


      Pearl turned and saw Jeb Jones approaching the table.


      He smiled and said hello to Pearl, then nodded at Ella.


      “Spotted you when I walked in,” he said to Pearl, resting a hand lightly on her shoulder. “I just wanted to let you know I was here.”


      He backed away. “You’re working. I’ll grab a table up near the front and we can talk when you’re done.”


      “Haven’t we met?” Ella said.


      Jeb studied her. “I don’t think so. I’m Jeb Jones.”


      “Ella Oaklie.”


      “Sorry, doesn’t ring a bell.” He gave her his incandescent grin. “But now we know each other.” To Pearl: “Take your time.”


      Pearl said that she would and watched him cross the restaurant. Watched the way Ella was looking at him.


      “I thought that was the same guy I saw with Marilyn about two weeks before she was killed.” She frowned. “But now that I look at him, I suppose he’s just the same type.”


      “You saw them where?”


      “Outside her apartment.”


      Jeb had dated Marilyn Nelson a few times, but hadn’t been inside her apartment except for the initial interview with Pearl.


      “They were just coming out when I interrupted them,” Ella said. “We talked a few minutes and I tried to leave, but Marilyn insisted I come up and have a drink with them. I figured that might be awkward so I refused. Then the guy insisted, said we were old friends and should catch up, but we didn’t need him. Then he said his good-byes and left. He was very nice about it.”


      Pearl put down the fork she’d been toying with. “Did Marilyn introduce him?”


      “Sure.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m trying to remember his name. It wasn’t Jeb Jones, I’m sure.” She brightened. “Joe! That was it. Joe something. Joe Grant! So it couldn’t be him.” She glanced toward the front of the restaurant. “Your guy, I mean.”


      Pearl made a show of making a note of the name. “Very good,” she said.


      “Is he a suspect?”


      “Not really. Marilyn Nelson was an attractive woman. I’m sure she had her admirers. Most of the Butcher’s victims were attractive, so we’ve had to routinely eliminate the men who dated them recently. Did Marilyn and this Joe Grant seem close?”


      “Not particularly. At least not in the way I think you mean.”


      “But you did think they were more than friends.”


      “Maybe. I can’t be sure of that. It was just that your guy, Jeb, something about him reminded me of Joe, or I wouldn’t even have thought of it.” She looked at Pearl over the dessert menu they’d decided to spurn. “You and Jeb, you’re close, right?”


      Pearl smiled. “You’re intuitive.” Which was true, and probably meant she’d read the Marilyn Nelson–Joe Grant relationship correctly—nothing serious. Pearl decided not to tell Ella that Jeb had also dated Marilyn. Not so odd that there’d be a slight resemblance. Like many women, Marilyn had liked a certain type.


      It struck Pearl that they might be approaching this from the wrong direction; the Butcher chose as his victims a certain type of woman, but he might also have been able to get next to them because he was their type.


      Ella looked again toward the front of the restaurant, where Jeb was seated alone at a table with a glass of beer before him. “Now that I think about it, there really isn’t that much of a resemblance. But when your Jeb walked in and I thought he was Joe, it sure gave me a start.”


      “Me, too,” Pearl said.


      Me, too.
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      Harrison County, Florida, 1980


      “He doin’ okay?” Cree asked over his shoulder, his hands skillfully playing the jumping, jerking steering wheel.


      “He ain’t sayin’,” Boomer shouted back through the truck’s knocked-out rear window.


      The old Dodge pickup rattled over the swamp trail that eventually widened and joined Palmetto Road. Cree was alone in the cab, fighting with the sweat-slick steering wheel. Boomer sat in back in the truck’s rusty steel bed with the boy and the dead gator. The mosquitoes didn’t seem to mind that the truck was moving. They allowed for windage and maintained their assault on Boomer and the boy with the skill and persistence of fighter pilots.


      Boomer slapped at a mosquito on his sweaty forearm and brushed another of the pesky insects off the boy’s cheek.


      Ahead of the truck the swamp was bathed in white light, not only from headlights but from a rack of spotlights on the roof. There were maneuverable spotlights on each front fender, too, aimed straight ahead. Cree and Boomer were poachers who froze their game at night with brilliant light that was followed by sudden death. The gators were wily in their dumb way and didn’t always stay motionless like the other swamp creatures pinned in the brilliance, the occasional deer, possum, or bobcat—even a panther once. Cree had opened up on the big cat with his twelve-gauge, but the panther bolted into heavy foliage along the bank and disappeared into the night. If it had been a panther, like Cree swore. Boomer had acted as if he believed him, but…well, he didn’t know what the hell they’d seen. The swamp was like that. It could trick a man, make him sure of himself and then surprise the hell out of him.


      Like tonight.


      An hour into the swamp, loaded for gator, they’d fired at a big one and it swam away and slipped under the water just as if it hadn’t been shot. Could be they’d both missed, but it wasn’t likely, and they used twelve-gauge shotguns with slugs in the casings instead of pellets. A lead slug that size was usually enough to stop anything it hit anywhere.


      When they’d come across the other gator, the huge one that was now laid out in the back of the truck, neither one had seen the boy at first. Then Boomer had put a hand on Cree’s shoulder to stop him from firing his shotgun. “Got somethin’ in his mouth!”


      “So?”


      Boomer was squinting into the darkness where tree limbs shadowed the wash of the truck’s lights. “Whatever it is ain’t dead. It’s still movin’.”


      Water stirred and Cree focused in and saw more clearly. “Deer, you think?”


      “Deer, shit!” Boomer said. “Looks like a kid.”


      “Mother of Christ, you’re right!” Cree had said, surprising Boomer a little, Cree not in Boomer’s memory being particularly religious.


      Both men waded deeper into the black water to get closer, holding their shotguns high. Boomer’s breath was caught in his throat.


      “Don’t shoot yet,” Cree said. “Gotta get closer so’s we don’t hit the kid.”


      The kid, a skinny boy about ten like Cree’s nephew, apparently didn’t see them. They caught a glimpse of his pale face, his staring eyes that seemed to hold life yet observe nothing. He was still alive. His limbs were still moving, other than the leg the gator had hold of, but they were waving almost lazily. Boomer thought it was like the kid didn’t care he was caught in the jaws of something that wanted him for a meal. The boy was resisting his fate blindly, automatically, as if he’d already surrendered to what was happening and he’d turned off his mind to the horror.


      Cree and Boomer were close enough to the big gator now. They moved slowly and silently to the side to get a better angle, both men sighting down the barrels of their shotguns.


      The swamp exploded with the thunder of their shots. Cree’s gun was a double barrel, and he let loose with both barrels a second apart. Boomer had a pump action and he’d fired only once, but made it count. He was pretty sure his was the slug that entered the gator’s head. Another had missed and kicked up a spray of water a foot away from the huge gator.


      The boy went limp, and Cree prayed to Jesus they hadn’t shot him. The big gator didn’t thrash around, the way most of them did when they took a twelve-gauge slug. But it did release the boy, whose still body floated off to the side. That was fortunate. Even shot in the head, a gator would sometimes in its death throes bear down harder with its jaws.


      The gator suddenly whipped its tail around, flailing and foaming the black water, and then rolled over on its back, its pale belly luminous in the night.


      Both men splashed forward and grabbed the boy. He was still alive, staring about blankly, somewhere else in his mind.


      They were pulling him toward dry ground when Boomer glanced back and noticed the gator was right side up again. A stab of alarm went through him as he thought it might be alive, but he watched it for a full ten seconds and was pretty sure it was dead.


      He waded closer to put another slug in its head, and he saw that it truly was dead. One of the heavy slugs had gone through its eye, leaving a black, gaping hole that held about as much expression as the boy’s eyes.


      


      “Leg looks like shit,” Cree said, when they had the boy lying on the ground beside the pickup.


      Boomer had his shirt off and ripped in strips and was wrapping the boy’s leg as gently as he could. Then he used a piece of greasy rope from the pickup bed to make a tourniquet. He knew he’d have to loosen it periodically so some blood could circulate, or the kid might lose the leg.


      They decided to take the dead gator for its meat and hide, and the two of them wrested it into the truck bed, then gently laid the kid next to it. Boomer climbed over the rear fender and situated himself in the bed, just behind the cab, so he could keep an eye on the kid and make sure his head didn’t bounce around on the hard steel. They didn’t have anything soft to lay him on.


      The gator was so big they had to leave the rusty tailgate down, and Cree could feel the lightness in the front end as he steered the truck along the rutted road.


      After about twenty minutes, he braked the truck then pulled to the side on a barely discernable narrow dirt drive that led to Boomer’s shack, where they usually gutted and skinned their game.


      It didn’t take them long to drag the gator out of the truck, letting it lie where it dropped near the crude wooden hoist they’d later use to lift it.


      Boomer clambered back into the truck bed with the boy as Cree reversed the vehicle along the trail that would return them to the swamp road. He tried again to find out the boy’s name, where he’d come from, but the kid remained silent. He was in shock, Boomer figured, and why the hell not?


      There was nowhere they could take the boy without arousing suspicion as to how and where they’d found him. What were they doing in the swamp at night? And what in God’s name had gotten the boy by the leg?


      Most everyone would guess the answer to that last one, and there’d be plenty of explaining to do. Eventually that explaining would have to be done to the law.


      Neither Cree nor Boomer wanted any discourse with the law. They hadn’t discussed the situation, but both men had been giving it a lot of thought.


      “Doc Macklin,” Cree called back from the truck cab.


      Boomer said, “Go!”


      Doc Macklin was Jerry Macklin, spelled like a man only it was a black woman. She was rumored to have once had a regular practice somewhere in the panhandle, until there was trouble involving the death of a stranger. Now she depended on herbs and poultices and other swamp remedies to treat her patients. She was short on science but long on successes.


      When they reached Doc’s cabin, just outside the small town, they gently lifted the boy from the truck and stretched him out near the door on the wooden front porch.


      Boomer patted the boy’s cool forehead. Cree stared down at the kid and crossed himself.


      Boomer pounded on the door with his big fist. Then the two men hurriedly left the porch and climbed back into the truck, both of them in the cab this time.


      The rattling old truck made a cautious U-turn, then kicked up dust and gravel as Cree steered it back toward Boomer’s shack to deal with the dead gator. Cree leaned on the horn as they drove away.


      Inside the ramshackle house, Doc Macklin lay in a stupor from one of her powerful remedies that relieved deep sadness, and heard nothing.


      


      Just before dawn, Sherman awoke and wondered who and where he was. He slowly stood up before falling back down and realizing there was something seriously wrong with his right leg.


      He pulled himself up again, holding onto the porch rail for support. There was a throbbing pain in the leg, but he’d felt pain before and could put it away in the back of his mind. He looked down and saw bloody, makeshift bandages, and a length of rope tied around his thigh. Where had they come from? Who’d put them there? He loosened the knot and tossed the rope away, and that made the leg feel better, though the deep gouges in it began to seep blood. The boy cautiously peeked beneath the strips of bloody cloth. Chunks of flesh were missing. What had happened to his leg?


      No time to wonder now. He stumbled down off the porch and limped to the nearby dirt road. The sun had just risen and lay low over the swamp, warming Sherman’s face. He trudged toward the warmth, not knowing where he was going or why, only that he should keep moving. Something might get him if he didn’t. Something horrible and real and dangerously nearby.


      A jolt of pain ran up his leg and he almost fell. But he knew he mustn’t. He had to remain upright. Moving.


      He resumed his slow and limping gait along the road. It had to lead somewhere. Every road led somewhere.


      The sun rose higher, and along with it the temperature.


      He walked, because walking was everything. He walked away from the wooden porch where he’d found himself, away from whatever else was behind him. Walked despite the dizziness and the pain that beat with his heart. He didn’t ask himself why, but he knew he had to keep moving. It was his simple and unquestioned duty, his one chance and his salvation.


      He was certain in his bones that whatever he was walking toward was better than what was behind him.


      What was behind him was so horrible his memory drew back and hid from it in a deep well in his mind.


      He walked.
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      New York, the present


      After Ella left the Pepper Tree, Pearl walked over and joined Jeb at his table near the front of the restaurant, where it was brighter and there was a view of the street.


      He took a sip of his draft beer, which was in a tall, graceful glass he’d lifted from a round coaster that had the green outline of a tree on it with the name of the restaurant.


      “You spooked my friend,” Pearl said, settling into the chair opposite Jeb.


      He smiled. “Your witness?”


      “Not technically, as she didn’t witness the murder, but she knew the victim.”


      “She thought she knew me, too. I assume that’s what you mean by my having spooked her. I get that stuff all the time, people thinking I’m somebody else. It must be something about my face. I should have been a spy.”


      “I like your face,” Pearl said.


      A skinny waitress who tended to act shy and clasp her hands together came over and Pearl told her she wasn’t eating but would have another glass of Pellegrino. Pearl knew it was politically insensitive to think of the woman as a waitress, but in the restaurant’s white blouse and yellow-checked apron uniform, she looked as if she’d stepped out of a fifties Norman Rockwell painting. As she was watching the aproned woman walk away, something outside, across the street, caught her eye.


      “Excuse me,” she told Jeb. “I’ll be right back.”


      He watched her leave the restaurant and walk directly across the street to a girl in a baggy red shirt and jeans. The girl saw her approach and looked for a second as if she might bolt, then she seemed to change her mind and stood facing Pearl with her arms crossed, cupping her elbows as if she were cold.


      They talked for a few minutes, then Pearl turned away and weaved and timed her way through traffic to cross the street back toward the restaurant. The girl followed, though it didn’t appear that Pearl was aware of her.


      Pearl remained unaware until she’d sat back down at the table with Jeb. Lauri was standing over her, looking not exactly angry, but determined in a way that reminded Pearl of Quinn.


      “I asked you not to follow me,” Pearl said, “and specifically not back in here.”


      “I only want to make sure you understand I wasn’t spying on you,” Lauri said.


      Pearl looked at Jeb, the man who should have been a spy. “She’s been shadowing me all day, staying out of sight while she observes me. Would you call that spying?”


      Jeb looked up at the girl—young, attractive, short blond hair, a tiny diamond stud in her nose. “I’d have to say you were spying,” he told her with a smile. “Unless you’re selling magazine subscriptions.”


      “I’m not.”


      “Then what are you doing?”


      “You could call it a learning process.”


      “She wants to be a cop,” Pearl explained. She introduced Lauri and Jeb, who shook hands.


      The skinny waitress returned with the Pellegrino. After placing glass and bottle on the table, she looked at Lauri and clasped her hands.


      “Nothing for me,” Lauri said. “I’m just intruding.”


      The waitress gawked.


      “Sit down,” Pearl said to Lauri. She didn’t want a scene. She wasn’t used to dealing with teenage girls and had a feeling this situation could get out of hand within seconds.


      Lauri sat down next to her and looked up at the waitress, who was still gawking and pressing her hands together. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll have whatever she’s drinking.”


      The waitress broke a jittery smile and retreated.


      Jeb was grinning.


      “You seem amused,” Pearl said, feeling simultaneously irritated and helpless.


      “You should be flattered someone like this is following you,” Jeb said.


      Lauri smiled at him.


      “Why do you want to be a cop?” he asked her, obviously charmed. Lauri could spread bullshit almost as skillfully as her father.


      “My dad’s a cop, and Pearl is. Was. Is again. I guess they’re two people I admire.”


      Now Pearl couldn’t help but feel flattered. And like some kind of Grinch because she’d tried to discourage Lauri.


      Jeb still wore the amused smile. Pearl thought it was amazing how fast he and Lauri had developed a mutual admiration. Or was it all for show? For her benefit? Two adventurers, chiding the cautious, professional Pearl. Maybe silently laughing at her. Pearl wasn’t sure if she liked that.


      “Is she breaking any laws?” Jeb asked.


      “She’s interfering with a police officer,” Pearl said. “A homicide detective at that.”


      “Jeez!” Lauri said. “I only followed you to lunch,”


      “Where I went to interview a potential suspect.”


      “He’s awful good-looking for a suspect,” Lauri said, grinning at Jeb.


      “Not Jeb, the woman I came here to meet first. The woman you saw leave. And she’s not a suspect. He’s not a suspect. Unfortunately, nobody’s a suspect.”


      “So now you’re at lunch? This is just social?”


      Pearl sighed. “You could say that.”


      “Why don’t you join us?” Jeb said.


      “Love to. If it’s okay with Pearl.”


      “Of course,” Pearl said, defeated. “I give up. I can’t fight both of you when you gang up on me.”


      “Ever think of being a journalist?” Jeb asked Lauri.


      “Now and then, I have to admit.” She gave a little shiver. “It seems romantic.”


      Pearl thought she might be troweling it on too thick, but Jeb didn’t seem to notice.


      A lesson here. Unless he’s just trying to get my goat.


      The waitress returned with a second bottle of Pellegrino. Lauri ordered a vegetable omelet, then ice cream for dessert. Throughout the meal she continued to charm Jeb, knowing he was the way to get Pearl to agree to be her mentor. Or so she thought. Pearl knew better. These two people didn’t understand police work and its dangers.


      Or its subtleties.


      She didn’t mention to either of them the presence of Wormy slouching bonelessly in a doorway across the street, waiting for them to emerge from the restaurant. Apparently he’d been following Lauri while she tailed Pearl. Maybe he was trying to protect Lauri. Or assuring himself of her fidelity.


      Either way, Pearl wasn’t going to confront him. She decided to let the situation ride for a while. She didn’t want to get Lauri into trouble by telling Quinn about her persistence in shadowing her. Also, if Quinn learned about this, he’d learn about her assignations with Jeb, and Pearl wasn’t quite ready for that to happen. And if Lauri was secretly hanging around Pearl, what harm could Wormy do? The two kids were apparently in love—at least Wormy was, judging by the way he was mooning around. Maybe he should be the one to convince Lauri to pursue something other than a cop’s career.


      Pearl had to admit there was something about this that amused her, Lauri inexpertly tailing her and not noticing Wormy inexpertly tailing her. A procession of incompetents.


      When the time was right, Pearl would tell Quinn about this and he’d find it immensely amusing. They’d share a big laugh.


      When the time was right.


      


      That night Pearl lay in bed unable to sleep, listening to the window air conditioner humming away in its mechanical battle with the heat. Its low monotone was punctuated by night sounds of the city, muted and diminished in number by the late hour.


      Rather, the early hour. Pearl knew it would start to get light outside pretty soon. The dark between the blind slats would become gray, then the gray at the edges of the windows would brighten, and warm sunlight would find its way inside. Pearl, who felt as if she’d had two minutes of sleep though she’d gone to bed at eleven o’clock, would have to get up, shower, and dress.


      She wanted to remain comfortably in bed. She asked herself why it was necessary to struggle upright, trudge into the bathroom, and stand nude under running water. Why did people do that? How did that kind of thing ever get started?


      Surely there must be a better way.


      She rolled onto her stomach, punched her pillow with gusto, and tried to enjoy what little time she had left in bed, but her head began to pound.


      She knew what might really have disturbed her sleep. It was the way Ella Oaklie had thought she recognized Jeb when he walked into the Pepper Tree.


      Ella had seemed so sure Jeb was the man she’d met with Marilyn Nelson not long before Marilyn’s death. And Pearl didn’t agree with Jeb that he had the type of face that would cause him often to be mistaken for someone else. Of course, that could be because of the way she felt about him.


      Might Jeb actually be the man Ella had met? Jeb using the name Joe Grant?


      Pearl punched her pillow again and told herself she was being too cynical. That was why she’d quit the department and become a guard in a quiet, efficient bank where everyone was polite and almost everything worth stealing was locked away in a vault with walls three feet thick. Banks were orderly islands of calm.


      Not like the outside mad world where people died horrible deaths for no apparent reason, where questions evoked more questions instead of answers, where a teenage kid followed a burnt-out cop on a dangerous job and was in turn followed by a human worm.


      Where a killer might change identities as easily and consciencelessly as if he were changing clothes.


      Pearl decided it was time to turn off her mind and turn on the shower. As she climbed out of bed and padded barefoot toward the apartment’s tiny bathroom, she wondered if it actually was possible to be too cynical.


      She told herself the answer had to be yes. That Jeb Jones and Joe Grant were simply two different people.


      The answer had to be yes.
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      Bocanne, Florida, 1980


      Myrna sat in the worn gray vinyl recliner and watched her flickering TV screen. Television wasn’t much in the isolated shack. The blues on the screen were greens, and the fleshtones so yellow it appeared that everyone was jaundiced. Myrna didn’t have cable, being so far from town, and she couldn’t afford one of those new revolving dishes. The beat-up antenna on the house’s roof had been struck by lightning and hadn’t worked worth a damn since. Sam used to climb up there and adjust the thing toward the signal, but now Sam was gone.


      He was sure as hell gone.


      And so was Sherman.


      Myrna set her beer can on the floor, then got up from the recliner and took a few bent-over steps so she could change the channel and pick up local news.


      The truth was, she didn’t much care about the quality of the picture. What interested her was information. The TV was at least good enough to receive local channels, and since Sherman had disappeared, Myrna always watched the noon and nightly news.


      It had been almost a month now since she’d pursued her son through the swamp, sending piercing spotlight beams into the blackness, calling for him to return, knowing he could hear her or at least hear the rumbling and rattling of the old pickup truck.


      But he hadn’t replied. When she’d turned off the truck’s engine from time to time to listen, her calls were met only with the teeming, vibrant indifference of the swamp. It had been infuriating, almost like an insult.


      Sherman had surprised her. He’d been raised at the edge of the swamp and knew what it was, how it could kill. Of course, he also knew what might happen if he returned home. But boys that age didn’t think logically. Even after she’d given up and returned to the house, she’d waited and waited, thinking he’d stomp up onto the porch and open the door tired and hungry and hopeless, needing his mother.


      Sherman had surprised her, all right. It had been almost a month since he’d run away. He must be dead. He’d chosen his own eventual but certain death in the swamp rather than at her hands.


      That puzzled Myrna. Sherman must have thought there was some slight chance that he might talk her out of it, that she’d show him some mercy. After all, she was his mother. Yet he’d faced up to reality.


      Still, he was a boy.


      With a man’s balls, she thought, not without some motherly pride, as she sat sipping beer and waiting for a commercial to end.


      


      Myrna was human, and Sherman was her son. But if time didn’t heal, it at least produced a scab. She went days now without thinking about Sherman. There were some bad ways to die in the dark waters of the swamp, and for a long while after his flight her sleep had been interrupted by dreams. But Myrna was a hard and practical woman. That was what the world required of her. She slept well enough, and thought less and less about Sherman as the weeks passed. It wasn’t as if she’d had a choice. She told herself that often. She hadn’t made the goddamned rules. The world had. Men had.


      She settled down into her recliner with a beer to watch the television noon news out of Tampa, as she did every day. It had become so routine she’d almost forgotten why.


      “Following up on an earlier story…” said the voice from the TV.


      One of the regular anchors, a made-up, jaundiced blonde with too much hair and lipstick, was back. “…the child who’s come to be known only as the Swamp Boy still hasn’t been identified. He was found wandering the road in Harrison County yesterday, his leg injured, apparently by an animal, judging by the bite marks. He was carrying no identification and still hasn’t spoken. Doctors say that other than the leg injury he’s physically healthy but in a state of shock. They’re hoping that someday soon he’ll be able to say his name and tell us who he is”—the anchorwoman put on a serious pout and leaned toward the camera—“and what happened to him.”


      A photo of the Swamp Boy appeared on the screen. Sherman. Hair long and tangled, face gaunt, eyes wild—but Sherman.


      Myrna put her beer can down on the floor and sat back in the recliner, closing her eyes and digging her fingertips into the warm vinyl arms. She couldn’t look at the TV screen.


      Harrison County. Twenty miles away. My God! He survived somehow, lived somehow on his own in the swamp. All that time…


      He doesn’t know his name. Doesn’t remember.


      But he will. The doctors will give him drugs. Hypnotize him. He’ll remember. He’ll talk.


      Myrna felt a sudden panic and stood up from the chair.


      Then she took a deep breath, waited for her heartbeat to slow, and retrieved her beer and finished it in a series of gulps. She hadn’t thought this day would come, but at the same time she’d been waiting for it. It was a miracle that anyone, let alone a nine-year-old boy, could survive the night in the deep swamp, but miracles seemed to attach themselves to Sherman. Sam Pickens used to talk about how odd Sherman was, and how smart. How very smart.


      He’ll know. He’ll remember. He’ll talk.


      Myrna knew what she had to do. She turned off the TV, went directly into the bedroom, and began to pack.


      


      By the time people learned from the photograph who Sherman was and the authorities came to see Myrna, they found only the empty shack. It was assumed something bad had happened to her, that she’d been killed or had become lost and died in the swamp. It wasn’t unusual for dead bodies never to be recovered from the swamp’s dark landscape. She became simply another brief story, another unsolved mystery. Not the first to live on the edge of the vast darkness and one day disappear into it.


      Over the coming years, from her anonymity and place of safety, she would read and hear about how the Swamp Boy was identified and had finally talked. But his story about how he’d wandered away from home on his own to go fishing and gotten lost wasn’t at all what had happened. Myrna didn’t know if Sherman couldn’t remember the truth, or had chosen to lie. The mind could blank out certain horrors, but Sherman could be devious.


      As his biological mother, she admitted to a certain satisfaction as she read from time to time about how intelligent he was, how, as a ward of the state, he’d been tested and found to have an amazingly high IQ. He was given favoritism, scholarship opportunities, as he was shuffled through a series of institutions and foster homes. Sherman made the most of those opportunities.


      Myrna knew that by now he might remember at least something about the time before the swamp, yet he must not have spoken of it, or surely it would have been on the news. She could understand why he would remain silent, considering how people’s view of him would change if he revealed his part in what had happened; the boarders who’d disappeared, and whose Social Security checks had continued to be collected and cashed. He’d been a child and wouldn’t be in any legal jeopardy, but still, people would have and share their thoughts.


      At times Myrna had her own thoughts about Sherman and smiled with motherly pride. Her son. So smart.


      Smart enough not to talk.
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      New York, the present


      “This has to stop,” Pearl told Lauri.


      “You saw me?” Lauri’s eyes widened in surprise. “How?”


      They were in the Hungry U, where Pearl had stopped in to talk to Lauri as she waited tables. It was five o’clock, still early for the dinner crowd, and the lunchtime diners were long gone. Pearl and Lauri were alone in the restaurant except for a touristy-looking couple at a corner table, and whoever was in the kitchen or out by the register. Something in the kitchen was giving off a peculiar but not unpleasant scent, a mingling of sage and cinnamon.


      Pearl had ordered only a diet Coke, which she sipped slowly as she carefully formulated her words. She released her plastic straw from between her lips, noticing that it was now lipstick stained. “It doesn’t work to follow someone on the other side of the street unless you know what you’re doing. It doesn’t work to stand around outside someplace like you’re haunting it unless you’re careful to stay out of sight. And it especially doesn’t work if you try to sneak inside without being seen so you can use the restroom.”


      Standing over Pearl, still holding her serving tray in one hand, other hand on hip, Lauri said, “What do you do if you’re tailing someone and you have to pee?”


      “If you actually become a cop, you’ll go to the Academy and they’ll tell you.”


      Pearl watched as the touristy couple beckoned Lauri over and asked for their check. Lauri smilingly presented it, then carried it and a credit card through the door to the restaurant’s entrance area and register.


      By the time she came back, returned the card and check to the couple, and walked back to where Pearl was sitting, Pearl had drunk half her Coke. Despite the early hour and having only three customers, there was soft background music in the restaurant. It didn’t sound very Pakistani, but how would Pearl know? It bothered her that she’d probably have a hard time getting the nagging little melody that persisted between the overwrought drum solos and the unintelligible singer out of her brain. It sounded vaguely familiar, but it was that kind of melody.


      Lauri returned to Pearl’s table and stood hipshot, still holding the round serving tray—which Pearl was beginning to figure out was a prop to make her feel more like a professional food server—in her previous spot. The curtain-filtered light from a nearby window made her look even younger and yet somehow even more like Quinn.


      “Want a refill?”


      “I’m good,” Pearl assured her.


      “You haven’t told Dad, have you?”


      “That you’re still tailing me? No. But I want it to stop, Lauri. I mean actually stop. Or I will tell him.”


      Lauri flashed her father’s stubborn, defiant expression for a second, then shrugged and nodded. “Okay. If you say stop, I’ll stop.”


      “Your solemn word?”


      “I promise you’ll never spot me following you again.”


      Which wasn’t exactly the promise Pearl was requesting.


      More of Quinn’s bullshit. Was it genetic?


      “Lauri—” But something had popped into Pearl’s mind. “Now I’ve got it.”


      “What?”


      “That tune. I thought I might have heard it before.”


      Lauri grinned proudly. “That’s right. You heard it here. That’s The Defendants’ CD of Lost in Bonkers.”


      “They actually sell their music?”


      “Not yet, but they will. That’s just a demo CD they made at the drummer’s brother’s apartment studio. Wormy’s shopping it around. Well, looking for an agent to shop it around, actually.”


      “Speaking of Wormy,” Pearl said, “do you realize he’s following you following me?”


      Lauri appeared temporarily confused. Then her face flushed with anger.


      It was anger she didn’t express in words; she knew what Pearl would say.


      “Wormy? Why’s he following me?” Lauri admirably kept her voice calm.


      “I don’t know for sure,” Pearl said. “He might think you’re seeing someone else. Or he might be afraid for you. The little—he probably loves you and feels protective. Men are like that.” Even worms.


      “He’s a musician, not a fighter,” Lauri said.


      Thinking Lauri had that right except for the musician part, Pearl finished her Coke, which was now diluted by melted ice. “I’m not saying he’s a skilled bodyguard, only that he’s been following you. I saw him outside the Pepper Tree the other day, trying to be invisible in a doorway across the street.”


      Lauri couldn’t help looking miffed. Pearl figured if Wormy were around he might be beaned with the serving tray, the way Lauri’s knuckles were so white on the hand that gripped it.


      She stared at a point just above Pearl’s head, the way Quinn did when he was angry, as if there were a message written in the air confirming his righteous rage. “I’ll put a goddamned stop to that!”


      Pearl left enough money on the table to cover the drink and tip and stood up. “You do that, Lauri. You talk to Wormy the way I talked to you. Of course, if you stop following me around, there won’t be a problem.”


      “There won’t be a problem,” Lauri said, scooping up the money.


      Not “I’ll stop following you.”


      Genetic, Peal thought again, as she walked from the restaurant, not realizing she was moving to the infectious beat of Lost in Bonkers.


      


      Celandra jogged in place until the traffic signal changed at West Eighty-ninth Street, then crossed the intersection and continued jogging south on Broadway. Heads male and female turned to glance at the tall, graceful woman with the long brown hair, dressed in red shorts that fit her loosely but were nonetheless revealing, and a gray sleeveless T-shirt with a sports bra beneath. When it came to nullifying curves, the sports bra did about as well as the overmatched baggy shorts.


      Most New York joggers favored the park or more sparsely traveled side streets, but Celandra loved running down Broadway, taking in the sights and sounds and smells of the city as she worked up a sweat and began breathing hard. She tried to jog every other night, and to push herself. It was good exercise not only for her appearance, but for her endurance in dance numbers. She’d take more dance lessons when she could afford it, but for now her running would have to do.


      In the West Sixties she began to tire, and to feel the stitches of pain in her ribs and the burning in her thighs.


      Had enough…Time to turn around.


      She drew admiring stares and a man’s offer to run with her as she jogged in place again and waited for a traffic-locked furniture van to move so she could cross the street. Trying not to breathe the van’s noxious exhaust fumes too deeply, she began the return run toward her apartment.


      She was spent a block from home and began to walk, her shirt plastered to her by perspiration, her head bowed, her hands on her hips; still drawing stares, a marathoner and wet T-shirt contest winner.


      By the time she reached her building, her breathing had evened out but was still labored. The burning sensation in her thighs was gone. Her legs felt heavy, tired, good. She smiled. It had been a productive workout. Someday all her hard work would pay big career dividends. She truly believed she’d make it as a major actress. Had anyone ever made it without believing?


      She wiped her forearm across her sweaty brow and drew deep, steadying breaths as she waited for the elevator. The ancient brass arrow above the door trembled and hesitated as if struggling against gravity as it dropped from 3 to 2 to 1, and the elevator’s steel door scraped and slid open.


      A sixtyish, red-haired woman Celandra knew only as Mrs. Altmont stepped from the elevator with her tiny Yorkie, Edgemore, on a leash. Mrs. Altmont lived down the hall from Celandra and had the tight, stiff stare of too much cosmetic surgery. Her lean features seemed out of sync with her pudgy body. She’d once told Celandra she’d named Edgemore after her former husband. Celandra assumed Edgemore, the husband, might still be paying off the surgery.


      The canine Edgemore growled at Celandra, as he always did, and as she always did, Mrs. Altmont smiled at her. As they passed getting in and out of the elevator, Celandra glanced down and saw that Mrs. Altmont already had a small plastic bag like a mitten over her free hand.


      She saw where Celandra was looking and her smile widened and became almost apologetic. “Why do we love them so?”


      She might have been talking about either of the Edgemores.


      “Sometimes they’re worth it,” Celandra said, returning the smile.


      The elevator door slid closed.


      Other than her killer, Mrs. Altmont would be the last person to see Celandra alive.
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      The odor was overpowering.


      Quinn wondered if the relentless repetition of the butchery was meant to assail the senses and wear down the killer’s pursuers, if it was part of a strategy. If so, it might be working.


      Dr. Julius Nift was present for this one. He was dressed for a day in the boardroom, in a black chalk-stripe suit, white shirt, red tie, gleaming black wing-tip shoes. He didn’t look as if he belonged in the cracked tile bathroom of this little apartment in the West Nineties, bent over a bathtub and probing at body parts.


      Quinn and his team had gotten the call at the office from Renz, so arrived together in an unmarked city car driven by Fedderman. Quinn left Feds to talk to the uniforms who’d been first on the scene, then went inside the apartment.


      It was crowded with crime scene unit techs. A police photographer was there, too, sending pops of illumination over the odd sight of people wearing white gloves and assuming various awkward positions so they could see something close up or pluck it up with tweezers and drop it into a plastic evidence bag. So many bodies moving around in the small apartment, it was a wonder they didn’t bump into one another. Crime scene choreography was in itself a science.


      Nift and the victim were alone together in the bathroom, though. The techs had finished there as quickly as possible and left it to the medical examiner. After a first glimpse, and sniff, not even the most hardened of the professionals present were tempted even to go near the bathroom again.


      The little ME didn’t actually look back at Quinn and Pearl, but by his head movement acknowledged their presence. They glanced around the beige and white tiled confines. There were the empty cleaning containers—a box of powdered dishwasher detergent, green plastic shampoo bottle, laundry detergent, a couple of gallon bleach jugs capless and lying next to each other.


      The raw meat stench was stomach kicking despite the obvious use of the cleansers. Pearl unconsciously raised her cupped hand to cover her mouth and nose, then realized what she was doing. She couldn’t appear soft in front of Nift and Quinn, so she pretended her nose itched, rubbed it, and lowered her hand.


      Nift shifted to his left and a dim brown eye gazed up at Quinn.


      Pearl almost gagged as she returned the dead stare of the severed head resting on its side atop the detached arms.


      “Brown hair,” she said flatly, of the dead woman in the tub. No emotion. Better to be a cop instead of a horrified basket case.


      Nift said, “Let me introduce you to Miz Celandra Thorn. Forgive her if she doesn’t shake your hand, but you can shake hers all you want.”


      Pearl felt like kicking the little bastard.


      “Thorn!” Quinn said. “Not the roses themselves. Goddamnit!” He knew it was something they should have thought of; it had been hinted strongly enough by the note about roses. They’d missed the oblique reference in the killer’s note again. It was there for them and so obvious in retrospect. They’d been outsmarted.


      “Maybe Celandra is a type of rose,” Pearl said, but she knew better. Like Quinn and Fedderman, she’d researched roses named after women until she’d never see roses the same way. It had been thorn, and they’d missed it.


      Nift straightened up, holding a gleaming steel probe in his gloved right hand, and the entire familiar stack of pale body parts in the bathtub was visible. As with the other Butcher victims, the blanched cleanliness of the victim and the crime scene appeared antiseptic and barren of anything that might prove in any way useful. Probably it would be difficult even to find a germ, much less a clue. There was only the ritual arrangement of meat on display.


      “Like the others,” Nift said. “Same blades, same saw marks, same technique in reducing the whole to its parts.” He flashed his nasty smile. “If you put her back together, you’d have a beautiful woman.”


      “Would you rather we leave?” Pearl asked.


      Nift ignored her. “As you can see, she was facially a knockout. She had the build, too. Very muscular as well as shapely. I’d guess she danced, judging by the impressively developed musculature in her thighs and calves. Or ran cross-country or lifted weights or some such thing. But with her looks, I think it’d be show business.”


      “Playing detective again,” Quinn said.


      “Don’t you watch those programs on television? We forensics guys solve crimes all the time. We shoot pretty damned straight, too.”


      “If this was television,” Pearl said, “I’d mute you.”


      “Your partner takes life too seriously,” Nift said to Quinn.


      “It’s death we’re talking about here,” Quinn said.


      “Which brings us to cause of same,” Nift said. “Looks like drowning. Also, the usual traces of adhesive from duct tape. Body fluids, what have you, all washed neatly down the drain. Time of death probably early last evening; I’ll get you closer after the official postmortem.” He bent down and placed his steel probe in his black medical case, then peeled off his gloves and slipped them into a plastic bag, which he also placed in the case.


      “So much for the prelim,” he said. “Whenever you’re done playing with her, you can send Celandra down to the morgue.”


      They walked with him into the living room and watched him leave.


      Fedderman, talking to one of the techs over near a window, noticed Pearl and Quinn and came over. Even though it was warm in the apartment he still had on his wrinkled brown suit coat, and had his notepad stuffed in the coat’s breast pocket behind where he had his shield displayed. He’d been taking notes. A stub of yellow pencil was tucked behind his right ear.


      “Just a moment,” he said, excusing himself.


      Quinn knew where he was going, though probably there was no need. It was a professional obligation to call on Celandra Thorn.


      


      Fedderman looked pale and somber as he returned to the living room.


      “The bastard!” was all he said. Then, “Like the others. Leaving us nothing to work with.”


      “Someday maybe he’ll drop his wallet with his ID and photograph,” Pearl said.


      Quinn wondered what was bothering her. He could understand her being sarcastic with that little prick Nift, but why was she riding Fedderman?


      Still sobered by what he’d seen in the bathroom, Fedderman ignored her and pulled his notebook from his pocket. He flipped through the pages for a few seconds then stopped. “Victim’s name’s Cecelia Thorn,” he said. “Acted under the name Celandra. A friend she had a breakfast date with came by to get her, found the door unlocked, then let herself in and found what was left of Celandra.” He glanced over at Quinn and Pearl. “The name Thorn—”


      “We know,” Pearl said, cutting him off.


      “We should have thought of it,” Fedderman said. “It’s right there in the note between the lines, just like thorns are between the roses. If you’re thinking roses, you’re a fool if you’re not also thinking thorns. Like coffee and cream.”


      “Ham and eggs,” Pearl said. “The Butcher is probably feeling pretty smart right now.”


      “The smarter he feels,” Quinn said, “the sooner we’ll nail him.”


      “Techs told me not to expect much in the way of useful prints,” Fedderman said. “There are various ones around the apartment, but they’re sure our guy wore gloves. No blood-work to be done, either. He drains them as best he can before he cuts, and whatever blood gets splashed or smeared around he scrubs away like an honest Dutch maid.”


      “So we’ve got zilch again,” Pearl said.


      “Not quite,” Fedderman said. “A neighbor down the hall seems to be the last one who saw Celandra alive, in the elevator about six o’clock yesterday evening.”


      “According to Nift, that’s just about the time she was killed,” Quinn said.


      “This”—Fedderman consulted his notes again—“Mrs. Ida Altmont was going out to walk her dog and stepped out of the elevator at lobby level when Celandra was coming in. They exchanged a few friendly words, then Celandra got in the elevator. The thing is, when the Altmont woman’s dog was finished doing its business, Mrs. Altmont went grocery shopping, then stopped at a Starbucks for a coffee. Got back home about eight o’clock and saw a man leaving the lobby carrying a white box. He had on a gray shirt and dark pants, and she thinks he mighta been a deliveryman of some sort. Not much help on the description. Average height and weight. Dark hair, she thinks, but he was wearing a baseball cap. She remembered him because her dog growled at him even though he was over a hundred feet away, and the man looked what she called furtive.”


      Quill sighed. “Furtive, huh?”


      “You don’t often hear a witness say furtive,” Fedderman said.


      “He was carrying a box,” Pearl reminded them. “The Butcher’s gotta have something to lug around his cutting tools and power saw.”


      “And maybe an apron or change of clothes in case he gets bloody,” Fedderman added.


      “Let’s canvass the building,” Quinn said. “Make sure nobody got a delivery or had a pickup around eight last night.”


      “We’ve also got Debrina Fluor,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn and Pearl looked at him.


      “She’s downstairs in the unmarked. She’s a dancer and friend of the victim, the one who let herself in and discovered the body. Pretty little thing.”


      “You go down and get her statement,” Quinn said. “I’ll tell the paramedics they can remove the body soon as the techs are finished here. Then Pearl and I will see what Ida Altmont has to say.”
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      The butcher shop stench came after them as they walked a short distance down the hall. Or maybe they carried it with them.


      Pearl wondered with sudden irrational panic if maybe they always would.


      The Altmont apartment was three doors down. Quinn knocked, and the door promptly opened.


      A small, hairy brown dog ignored Quinn and acted as if it wanted to tear Pearl’s leg off. The stocky redheaded woman who’d opened the door adroitly scooped up the dog and clasped it tightly to her breast, saying, “No, no, no, Edgemore. We say no, no, no to naughtiness.”


      Shouldn’t we all, Pearl thought, wishing she could have kicked the hairy little bastard.


      Quinn was smiling. “Edgemore,” he said. “Nice name. Nice dog.” He reached out and petted the dog, which became instantly quiet and licked his hand.


      “It’s sort of a family name,” Ida Altmont said. Pearl noticed for the first time that the woman’s face and eyes were puffy, as if she’d been crying. Though she seemed younger at a glance, he guessed her age as about sixty. “Such a horrible, horrible thing that happened to Celandra,” she said. “And right down the hall. So horrible.”


      Naughtiness, thought Pearl.


      Ida Altmont sat down in the corner of a graceful blue-patterned sofa with dainty mahogany legs. Pearl noticed there was brown dog hair on one of the throw pillows. She and Quinn remained standing, watching as the distraught woman drew a handkerchief from a pocket of her gray skirt. She didn’t use the handkerchief, merely crumpled it and gripped it tightly in her right hand, keeping it in reserve in case grief or fear overcame her.


      “Did Celandra Thorn seem her usual self when you and she talked at the elevator?” Quinn asked her.


      “Oh, yes. Very friendly. Celandra was always friendly to everyone.”


      “You told Detective Fedderman about the man you saw leaving the building when you returned from walking Edgemore.”


      Ida Altmont beamed, obviously pleased that he’d remembered the dog’s name. All in all pleased with Quinn, this mature, ruggedly handsome cop favoring her with his attentiveness. “That’s right. Edgemore and I had gone grocery shopping for some salad vegetables, then we stopped for lattes at Starbucks before returning home.”


      “That would have been about eight o’clock?”


      “As near as I can remember.”


      Under Quinn’s seemingly casual questioning she recounted how she’d been approaching the building, and when she was almost there an average-size, average-looking man came out and bounded down the concrete steps to the sidewalk. She tightened her grip on the handkerchief and waved it in the general direction of her face. “He was carrying a large white box and looked…”


      Quinn and Pearl waited patiently.


      “Furtive,” Ida Altmont said.


      Pearl had been expecting average.


      “What size was the box?” Quinn asked.


      “Oh, I’m a poor judge of such things, but I’d say it was about as wide as it was high, maybe eight or ten inches, and quite long, maybe twenty-four inches. It looked like one of those white boxes florists use for long-stemmed flowers, only somehow heavier, sturdier.”


      “A very good description,” Quinn said. “Are you a trained observer?”


      Ida Altmont fidgeted about, made uneasy by the compliment. “Oh, no, no. It was still light out, and I do watch things when Edgemore and I go for our walks. We like to notice what’s going on around us.”


      Quinn smiled at her. “If only Edgemore could talk.”


      Pearl was pretty sure what Edgemore would say, and didn’t like it.


      “Sometimes,” Ida Almont said seriously, “it’s almost as if he can.”


      “What would he say about the man you two saw?” Quinn asked.


      Pearl was impressed. She’d thought he was simply buttering up the woman.


      “Edgemore wouldn’t have liked him,” Ida Altmont said immediately. “He would have said the man was in too much of a hurry and looked furtive.”


      “Maybe he was running late and had more deliveries,” Quinn suggested. “So why would Edgemore be suspicious?”


      “Why, because he’s a dog. They know things about people; they notice things we don’t.”


      “Such as?”


      Ida Altmont sat back, frowning, and her eyes widened. Then suddenly she smiled, as if memory clicking into place had tickled her. “Well, it didn’t seem that he was from a nearby restaurant, making a takeout delivery on foot. It wasn’t that kind of package, and he simply didn’t look the type. And Edgemore and I thought it odd that a deliveryman would be dashing about so when he was leaving, and carrying a package he’d apparently failed to deliver. Also, we could see up and down the block and there was no delivery truck. Surely if the man we saw was there to make a delivery of such a large package, he would have parked his truck or van nearby. There were available spaces right in front of the building, I’m sure.”


      “My, my,” Quinn said, “you’re an excellent observer!”


      Ida Altmont batted her false eyelashes at him. “We do try.”


      “What was parked on the block?”


      “Oh, cars. Lots of cars.”


      “Do you remember which of them was closest to your apartment building?”


      “A white one, I think. Large. With stickers plastered all over the bumpers advising us to vote for the wrong people. It belongs to Mr. Cammering downstairs. Why aren’t those political stickers ever pasted on straight?”


      “I don’t know, dear. Were there any unfamiliar cars?”


      “Many of them. I really can’t remember much about them. But I am certain that Edgemore and I saw no delivery truck, yet there was a deliveryman.” She said it as if they’d observed an impressive magic trick.


      “Might the man have gotten into one of the cars?”


      “No, no. When Edgemore and I entered the building, he was near the end of the block, still walking.”


      Which wouldn’t necessarily mean he lives nearby, Pearl thought, only that he traveled by bus, subway, or cab, or that he had the good sense not to park his car near the building where he intended to commit murder.


      “Did you notice any lettering or a company logo on his jacket?” Quinn asked.


      “No, but I might have been too far away to notice. And it all happened rather fast.”


      Quinn thanked Ida Altmont for her time and her help, then gave her his card and asked her to call if she remembered anything else about last night.


      Now that he was finished with Ida, Pearl spoke to her. “You said the deliveryman wouldn’t have parked far away with such a large package. Did it appear heavy to you?”


      “Why, yes. Yes, it did. More heavy than large, actually, if that makes sense.”


      “It does,” Pearl said, thinking steel blades and a portable saw.


      Quinn was thinking the same thing, and looking at Pearl with approval. It annoyed her that she found herself almost blushing with pleasure at having pleased him. She wasn’t a sap like Ida Altmont. Men were such…


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more help,” Ida Altmont said, getting up from the sofa slowly, as if her legs hurt. She did some more eyelash batting, and then stuffed her handkerchief back into a pocket of her skirt.


      Quinn smiled and waved for her not to bother letting them out. “We’ll find our own way. And don’t assume you haven’t been a great help to us. You never can tell when some seemingly minor piece of information will turn out to be exactly what we need in a homicide investigation.”


      “I do hope you catch the animal who did that to Celandra.”


      “We will, dear. Perpetrators always make a mistake.”


      “Is that actually true?” Ida Altmont asked seriously.


      “Often enough,” Quinn said with a grin just for her. “And that one mistake is all we need in order to put them where they belong.” Quinn, protector of the city.


      “One mistake…” Ida Altmont said thoughtfully. She seemed intrigued by the idea. More eyelash work. “Might I interest you in some tea or milk and cake?” she asked. Pearl could see, with some irritation, that the woman was entirely smitten with Quinn.


      “Next time perhaps,” he said. “It would be my great pleasure.”


      He actually gave a little bow, somehow managing not to look foolish. Pearl had to admire how he so skillfully disguised his cynicism. It was something she’d have to work on.


      Since Quinn, finding his own way out, had turned away from her, Ida Altmont went to the door of the room where Edgemore was safely locked away, instead of the door to the hall.


      As Pearl and Quinn were leaving, Edgemore emitted a low growl, then began yapping frantically and charged at Pearl. His teeth were exposed to the gums. The nails on his tiny paws scratched the polished hardwood floor, seeking traction.


      Pearl moved quickly out into the hall, almost bumping into Quinn, and shut the door behind her. On the other side of the door, Edgemore continued to bark. They could hear his nails scraping on the door.


      “What the hell’s that dog got against me?” Pearl asked.


      “Dogs know people,” Quinn said.


      “They know more than some people.”


      “Don’t be discouraged,” Quinn said. “Perpetrators always make a mistake.”


      And sure enough, this one had made a mistake.


      But not one Pearl was going to like.
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      The day got progressively hectic, making Quinn wonder if he was cursed.


      When his desk phone jangled that afternoon, he was surprised to hear Renz’s voice. It was too early for the postmortem findings on Celandra Thorn.


      “You’ll have to speak up, Harley,” Quinn said. Con Ed had begun tearing up the street right outside, and the intermittent clatter of a jackhammer punctuated everything said in the office. When the jackhammer wasn’t chattering, the muted shrill whine of a dental drill from Nothing but the Tooth made its way through the wall.


      Pearl was at her desk, rereading witness statements about the Thorn murder. Fedderman was just coming in through the door, no doubt with additional statements. Quinn planned on the three of them sifting hay for the needle the next several hours.


      But Renz wasn’t calling about autopsy reports.


      “We have a print that might prove useful,” he said in a loud telephone voice. “Middle finger, right hand. A bloody fingerprint, no less.”


      The jackhammer chattered. Quinn came hyperalert. One mistake… Maybe the Butcher had made his mistake, just as Quinn had described to Ida Altmont.


      Might it really work that way?


      “It’s the only print that doesn’t match any of the seven sets we’ve found and identified. An obsessive tech discovered it in the bathroom, beneath the front edge of the marble vanity top.” Renz gave a satisfied chuckle. “And it couldn’t be more clear.”


      Amazing, Quinn thought. His mind flashed an image of the killer washing up after the murder. He’d removed his latex gloves, or one had torn, and he absently gripped the edge of the vanity while leaning forward studying himself in the mirror, looking for other bloodstains. The kind of small, casual action that could lead straight to hell.


      But something was nagging Quinn. “Have you run the print?”


      “We’re doing that now. I’ll fax an enlargement to you when I hang up. If the print’s in NCIC or any other data bank, we’ll have the name of our killer. He finally got careless. Sickos like him always do, eventually, and they get collared or go out in a blaze of glory. The needle or the gun.”


      Still…


      Quinn suddenly realized what was bothering him. “Harley, there’s no marble vanity in Celandra Thorn’s bathroom.”


      “The bloody print wasn’t found there. It was found in Marilyn Nelson’s bathroom, and the blood was hers. Does it matter which murder this asshole gets nailed for?”


      “Not if he gets nailed.” Quinn looked across his desk at Pearl and Fedderman, who were staring intently at him. His side of the conversation must have sounded pretty good. Quinn was aware of the fax machine gurgling and clucking over in the corner. Renz sending the fingerprint image even as he was talking on the phone. “Keep me informed, Harley. Once we ID him, he’s our meat.”


      “And mine,” Renz said, no doubt keeping in mind the political ramifications of the killer’s arrest.


      “I want the killer. You get the press conference.”


      “That was pretty much the deal,” Renz said, and hung up.


      Quinn replaced the receiver and related to Pearl and Fedderman what Renz had said, pausing whenever the jackhammer blasted off on a riff. Dust was somehow filtering into the building. The grit coated his teeth. He watched the other two detectives as he talked. He could almost feel the heightening of their senses, the increased voltage of their energy. At that moment they knew they were all in the right business, and in it together. If a clue dropped like a feather outside, they would all hear it.


      Something primitive here? Hot on the scent? Hunting with the pack?


      Whatever, it was a hell of a feeling. One worth living for.


      “Asshole like that,” Fedderman said, “he’s bound to have a sheet somewhere. The print’ll be on file.”


      Quinn knew it wasn’t a given that psychosexual killers probably had prior brushes with the law. They weren’t like burglars or confidence men; in fact, they tended to be closeted and law-abiding, if you didn’t count torture and murder. He didn’t mention this to Fedderman, who, after so much time retired, should enjoy the hunt.


      “If he was ever fingerprinted anywhere,” Quinn said, “including the military, we’ll have him.”


      Quinn picked up on a subtle change. Something wasn’t right. He wondered why Pearl suddenly didn’t seem as enthusiastic as Fedderman. She was seated back behind her desk, looking despondent. She sensed Quinn staring at her and glanced up to meet his eyes.


      “What?” she said.


      “You read my mind,” he told her. “That’s exactly what I was going to ask you.”


      Fedderman walked over to stand near Quinn, adding his own curious and baleful stare.


      Pearl knew the time had come when she had to reveal her relationship with Jeb Jones. If the bloody fingerprint was Jeb’s, he’d be arrested for the murder of Marilyn Nelson. And Pearl had been sleeping with him, even confiding to him about the investigation.


      Was her luck with men still all bad? Had he been playing her for a fool?


      She wanted to believe in Jeb, but now it wasn’t so easy. Her cynicism again. It could destroy a relationship, or catch a killer.


      Jeb had spent time with Marilyn Nelson, but he claimed he was never actually inside her apartment (except for the brief interview on the sofa), so his prints shouldn’t be there, especially with her blood on them.


      Pearl wondered, did she trust him enough to assume the print wasn’t his? That was the question, the kind of question that had destroyed most of her relationships.


      Can I trust him enough?


      She couldn’t answer right now. She didn’t have the clarity of mind. Couldn’t stop her thoughts from whirling. She did know that once she spoke up, be he guilty or innocent, her relationship with Jeb was finished.


      Not yet, not yet.


      “What are you two goons gaping at?” she asked angrily.


      Quinn continued to stare for a moment, then busied himself with some papers on his desk. Fedderman turned away and walked over to the machine to get the fax. The image of a bloody fingerprint Pearl didn’t want to see.


      


      An hour later, Renz called again. The print hadn’t triggered a match, not in the NYPD database, NCIC, VICAP, or the FBI’s all-encompassing IAFIS system. Apparently the killer had never been fingerprinted by the police, the military, or by the government for a civilian job.


      They couldn’t match this print with any of the others in Marilyn Nelson’s apartment because the killer wore gloves, except perhaps for the one time when he was cleaning up and got careless. All of the other usable prints in the apartment were obviously women’s or had been matched to Marilyn, a previous tenant, an electrical repairman, the super, and three of her neighbors.


      So Jeb’s prints weren’t in the apartment because, just as he’d said, the only time he’d been inside was when he approached the door after her murder. The day Pearl had first questioned him. She was positive he’d never gotten past the living room sofa, and hadn’t touched anything other than upholstery material that wouldn’t hold a print.


      Definitely he hadn’t been in the bathroom.


      There’d been no need to fingerprint Jeb, so they hadn’t. He was a one-time visitor, after Marilyn’s death, who hadn’t gotten more than ten feet inside the door.


      Pearl was sure of that.


      She looked at the disappointed expressions of Quinn and Fedderman, her fellow cops.


      Sure or not, she owed them something. Owed it to herself.


      When they weren’t paying attention to her, she picked up her phone and called Ella Oaklie’s work number.


      When Ella came to the phone, Pearl identified herself and said, “The evening you saw the man who resembled Jeb Jones with Marilyn, are you sure the two of them were coming out of her apartment?”


      “Positive,” Ella said. “I think they’d just come down the steps to the sidewalk.”


      Pearl knew how the minds of witnesses could play tricks. “You think? Is it possible they’d just met outside the building?”


      “No. Marilyn even told me they were on their way out for drinks and invited me along.”


      “Maybe she was simply being polite?”


      “Well, I suppose that’s possible.”


      Possible. Dangerous word.


      “Is it possible the person you saw actually was the same man I was with in the Pepper Tree?”


      “Sure. I told you to begin with I thought it was him. You didn’t seem to want to believe me.”


      Pearl cringed when she heard that. She knew Ella was right; she hadn’t wanted to believe. She still didn’t want to believe.


      She thanked Ella Oaklie and hung up the phone. Pearl knew the answer to her question was no, she didn’t trust Jeb enough.


      Maybe she couldn’t trust anyone enough, and maybe that was her problem. But there it was.


      She decided she had no choice but to reveal her and Jeb’s relationship before the bloody print might be matched to his.


      The jackhammer chattered and she waited for silence. She cleared her throat.


      “There is someone we should try to match with that print,” she said.


      Quinn and Fedderman looked over at her as if they hadn’t understood.


      She repeated what she’d said, and then said so much more.
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      Quinn was obviously angry. When Pearl was finished talking, he stood up and started pacing around, not looking at her, clenching his teeth so hard his jaw muscles were flexing.


      Pearl and Fedderman sat watching him. The office was warmer than usual, and humid, and the grit from the construction or destruction outside hung in the air. The jackhammer had let up, and the only sound in the office was the faint shrillness of the dental drill on the other side of the wall.


      “Should we pick up this Jeb Jones character and print him?” Fedderman asked.


      Quinn stopped pacing and faced them. His features were now calm and thoughtful. If he was going to be furious with Pearl, it could wait. His mind was on his prey. “I don’t want to move on the basis of one print,” he said. “Let’s tail him, find out more about him.”


      “Give him some line,” Fedderman said, “while we set the hook deeper.” He made a sudden jerking motion with both hands wrapped around an imaginary rod. Showing some signs of all that Florida retirement fishing.


      “You latch on to him first, Feds,” Quinn said, spoiling the fish metaphor. “Pearl and I will work the computers to see if Jones’s prints are in any of the minor databases around the country, then one of us will spell you. Check in every few hours, let us know what’s he’s up to.” There was, other than the large, official websites that afforded the best possibilities, another layer of smaller, lesser-known sites. There were social services, corporate employee sites, backwater police or sheriff’s departments, that hadn’t merged their files with larger databases. Combing through them was the computer age equivalent of what used to be known as police legwork. It seldom paid off, but often enough that it had to be done. The only way to do it was relentlessly.


      “I don’t think searching any more databases will do much good,” Fedderman said. “A name like Jones.”


      Fedderman had a point. They’d wasted a lot of time following up on Jones computer hits that had led nowhere productive. There were plenty of people who simply had never been fingerprinted. Jeb Jones was probably one of them. But considering the time they’d put in, a little more wouldn’t hurt. Learning everything possible about Jeb Jones before he was picked up could be essential.


      Renz called again and told Quinn the blood on the fingerprint had tested A-positive, same as the victim’s, so there was no reason get any hopes up over DNA evidence. Still, if the killer and victim had the same blood type, and it was a common type…


      But Quinn doubted if that line of inquiry would lead anywhere. In order to leave a sample of his own blood, the Butcher would have had to cut himself, and he was a killer ever so careful. The fingerprint was almost certainly made with the blood of the victim.


      Quinn fixed narrowed eyes on Pearl. “Did he ever act like Jeb Jones was an alias?”


      Pearl was losing her fear and getting angry now, at herself mostly, and also at Jeb. But anyone would do to take it out on.


      Out of love, back in the real world, back in the shit…


      Maybe she should do as her mother suggested and meet Mrs. Kahn‘s eminently eligible nephew. What was the geek’s name…Milton?


      “Pearl?”


      “When we were having sex and I came and said ‘Oh, Jeb!’ he didn’t seem to think I was talking to somebody else.”


      Quinn stared deadpan at her. Behind her, Fedderman was trying not to laugh.


      Quinn, still with a straight face, said, “Get out, Feds.”


      Fedderman picked up his suit coat from where it was draped over the back of his chair and went to the door. He looked back at Pearl. “The Waverton Hotel. You remember the room number?”


      “You can figure it out,” Pearl said. “You’re a detective.”


      Fedderman shook his head with mock sadness. “You actually got off in a hotel room with a guy named Jones.”


      “Get out, Feds,” Quinn said again, before Pearl could answer or reach her gun.


      Fedderman managed not to grin until he was out the door.


      “Asshole!” Pearl said.


      Quinn was already at his computer, scanning the fingerprint image into their system so they could search for matches in unlikely places. He started with remote and small-town police departments that hadn’t merged their files with national data bases.


      The NYPD tech whiz had set them up for something like this so they could work separately on their computers through different connections. Quinn said he’d take the eastern half of the country, and Pearl should take from the Mississippi west.


      Sure, that covers only a couple of time zones.


      She rolled her chair closer to her desk and began the Internet search. It wasn’t likely to produce results, but staying busy was the best thing for her.


      


      After three hours they’d gotten nowhere. If Pearl’s stomach hadn’t been so knotted, she would have been hungry.


      She sat back, pinched the bridge of her nose, and bowed her head.


      “Want to break for lunch?” Quinn asked. He still didn’t seem angry.


      Pearl didn’t look up. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


      She was hoping he’d reassure her, tell her it was all right, that she hadn’t known Jeb Jones would become a suspect, that who she slept with was personal and her own business


      What he said was, “It’s done. We go from here.”


      “That’s goddamned obvious,” Pearl said.


      “Then let’s do it. I’ll buy you a pizza.”


      She knew that was all she was going to get from Quinn for now. She needed loving, holding, comforting, forgiveness. She’d get pizza.


      When they were settled in with pepperoni pizza slices and beer at D’Joes, a tiny restaurant down the street, they made awkward small talk and then lapsed into silence.


      Until Quinn took a long pull of beer, licked foam from his upper lip, and said, “Has it occurred to you that if Jeb Jones is the Butcher he might have you in mind for one of his victims?”


      Of course it had occurred to Pearl, but she’d been keeping it at a distance. Now she felt her heart turn cold. Her throat tightened and she could only shake her head no, lying to Quinn. Some things were none of his damned business.


      “You’re a brunette he obviously finds attractive. Why not you as the subject of one of his puzzle notes? Why not you—”


      “Enough, Quinn!” She took a vicious bite of pizza and chewed hard.


      “Okay, but give it some thought.”


      Pearl knew what he was thinking. She could be used as bait. Would she be willing?


      Would she?


      But he never actually suggested it.


      The thing was, even though she knew Jeb could be a killer, a part of her still wouldn’t accept it. Maybe Quinn understood that, or at least part of it.


      When they returned to the office it was still too warm, but mercifully quiet. Con Ed had broken off their work out in the street, maybe for lunch. Quinn and Pearl settled in at their computers to resume their Internet search. Pearl did give what Quinn had said some thought.


      She phoned his daughter, who’d just reported for work at the Hungry U.


      Keeping her voice low so Quinn wouldn’t overhear, she said, “Lauri, I have a question about Jeb Jones, my friend you met at the Pepper Tree. Remember him?”


      “Mr. Hot,” Lauri said.


      Jesus! Teenage girls!


      “Have you seen him since?”


      Lauri didn’t answer right away.


      “Lauri, I need the truth from you. It’s important.”


      “I’ve seen him a few times. We even had lunch once.”


      Surprised, Pearl actually said, “Huh?”


      “Don’t get mad at me, Pearl. None of it means a thing. I only did it to make Wormy jealous.”


      Sure. Why wouldn’t any woman prefer Wormy to Mr. Hot?


      “How did you happen to get together the first time?” Pearl asked.


      “We just happened to bump into each other.”


      “How? Where?”


      Lauri gave a long sigh.


      “Lauri, damn it!”


      “Okay, I saw Jeb again when I was following you. He was sorta hanging around outside the Pepper Tree when you were inside having lunch with some woman. We talked and agreed us being there would be our secret. Then I saw him again, a few days later, and we talked again and went for lunch. He was sorta in disguise, in jeans and wearing a Red Sox cap. It was almost like he was following you like I was and didn’t want to be spotted.”


      Almost?


      Pearl didn’t say anything for a while. Quinn might be right. She might be a prospective victim.


      “Pearl, you okay?”


      “Yeah, Lauri.”


      “I really gotta get to work.”


      “Go, and thank you.”


      Pearl hung up the phone and sat stunned and wondering, trying to come up with some plausible reason other than her impending murder why Jeb might have been secretly watching her.


      If he was the Butcher, why hadn’t he already killed her?


      The answer was obvious—she was useful. He was using her to keep tabs on the investigation.


      “Something here,” Quinn said, excitement in his voice, but also puzzlement.


      He was leaning almost close enough to his computer to take a bite out of it.


      “I’ve got a match on the print.”
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      Pearl was up out of her chair and leaning over Quinn, balancing with her hand on his shoulder so she could see his computer monitor.


      “It’s not a criminal, military, or federal employee site,” he said. “It’s the Florida Department of Children and Families archives.”


      Pearl read the information on the screen. The print was a ninety percent match with the right middle finger of the 1980 print of a lost child in Florida identified as Sherman Kraft.


      Pearl ran the name through her memory and came up with nothing.


      She continued to watch as Quinn played the computer keys and mouse. They followed the thread and the story unfolded:


      In Harrison County, Florida, in August of 1980, a boy about ten was found dazed and wandering along a swamp road. His clothes were bloody and ragged. He had an injured leg, was malnourished, and appeared to have been living for some time in the swamp. He also remained in a state of shock and refused to utter a sound.


      Local news referred to him simply as “the Swamp Boy” until four days after he was found, when his newspaper photo was recognized as that of Sherman Kraft. He was the son of a woman who lived in a remote house on the edge of the swamp, more than ten miles from where he was found. When authorities went to the house they learned little more. It was deserted, and Sherman’s mother, Myrna Kraft, was missing.


      Apparently she was never found. There was speculation of foul play, and of her simply running away after losing, or deserting, her son. The archival accounts were concentrated on Sherman, so there was nothing more of substance about Myrna.


      Quinn and Pearl kept following the thread, and later, infrequent news accounts told of how Sherman finally began to speak, but never of his experiences in the swamp, or what had led to them. Memory block. Nature’s protective device. He was like someone who’d survived a terrible car crash and could remember nothing of it. The rest of his mind was apparently unaffected. Tests on the boy revealed an amazingly high IQ.


      Mesmerized, Quinn and Pearl read on about how he’d lived in a series of institutions and foster homes, all the time receiving special treatment and education because of his remarkable intelligence. High academic achievement and scholarship opportunities led him to graduate magna cum laude from Princeton in 1989 at the age of nineteen. He was thought to be brilliant but antisocial and arrogant. After a series of jobs ranging from restaurant manager to bond salesman, he disappeared.


      There were photographs of Sherman at Princeton. Quinn placed the cursor on them and clicked them into enlargement.


      Pearl gripped his shoulder and leaned in for a closer look.


      She was reasonably sure she was looking at the young Jeb Jones.


      Suddenly out of breath, she felt her knees gave out. She caught herself and sat down cross-legged on the floor beside Quinn’s desk chair.


      “Goddamnit, Quinn!”


      He looked down at her and ran the backs of his knuckles gently over her cheek. “It’s all right, Pearl.”


      “I really screwed up.”


      “When you left me, you mean?”


      She snorted. He’s making a joke, surely. Just like him. She began to cry. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”


      “Yeah,” he said softly.


      “Such a damned foul-up…”


      “Not actually, Pearl. And the hell with it, you’re human.”


      “Sometimes I wonder,” she said, and bit her lip.


      “Pearl…”


      She sniffled, wiped her nose with the back of her hand, and stood up. Quinn said nothing as she trudged to the half-bath, blew her nose, and splashed cold water on her face.


      For a long time she stood leaning with both hands on the washbasin and watching the water swirl down the drain.


      


      Feeling only slightly better, she returned to the office.


      Quinn was still at his desk. The printer was whirring and clucking, doling out in glides and jerks the information on Sherman Kraft/Jeb Jones. Quinn was sitting back in his swivel chair, rotating slightly back and forth and watching the printer. When Pearl was near his desk, he looked up at her.


      Con Ed was back from lunch or break or wherever they’d gone, and the jackhammer outside suddenly resumed its chattering, only louder. It sounded as if there might be two of them. Reinforcements had been called in to make Pearl feel even more miserable.


      “What do we do now?” she asked.


      “We call Renz for a warrant and some backup, then we go pick up Sherman Kraft.”


      Pearl nodded. Sherman Kraft. Jeb Jones. This called for a hell of an adjustment in her thinking. In her feelings. She felt like lying back down on the floor, curling into a ball, and trying to process the entire ugly mess.


      “You want to be there when we take him?” Quinn asked.


      “I wouldn’t miss it.”


      The jackhammers went at it full blast.


      Pearl went to her desk and got her gun.
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      They were on their way to kill or capture Pearl’s Jeb Jones. Fedderman had the unmarked so they took Quinn’s Lincoln behemoth.


      Driving fast and skillfully through midtown traffic, Quinn talked with Renz on his cell phone, setting up a rendezvous point near the Waverly Hotel. It had already been determined that Jeb was in his room, and most of that floor was quietly being evacuated. When the time came, SWAT team members would take the elevator to the floor above Jeb and station themselves in the stairwell. Then power to the elevators would be stopped, the stairwell below and fire escape would be blocked by uniformed cops and SWAT members, and Jeb Jones would be trapped.


      When Quinn got off the phone and concentrated on weaving his way through stalled traffic, Pearl used her own phone to call her apartment and check for messages. Maybe there was one from Jeb.


      My God, Jeb…


      As she listened to her phone ring on the other end of the connection, Pearl wondered if she’d be able to stop Jeb if he bolted. If he decided to make a fight of it, or commit suicide by cop, would she be able to shoot him? The prospect made her intestines tie themselves in knots. The pain made her actually bend forward in her seat.


      Pressing the cell phone to her ear, she listened to her message machine in her apartment click on. One message:


      “Pearl?”


      Her mother.


      “Pearl, are you there? I’ve had a conversation with Mrs. Kahn, a nice lady, about her equally nice, not to mention handsome, nephew Milton, who comes here and visits with her often. At my suggestion Mrs. Kahn phoned him and he’s extremely interested in meeting you, dear, so since tomorrow was his regular visiting day anyway, I got together with Mrs. Kahn and set up a lunch in the nursing home cafeteria for the four of us, so the two of you can get to know one another without any pressure. At what would be the proper time, Mrs. Kahn and I would agree that we had to go for mahjongg and you two would be alone so nature could do what nature’s been doing best for thousands if not millions of years. That’s tomorrow at noon, Pearl. It’s pot roast day. Pot roast is the only dish they do well here, but they do it very well and with mushrooms, which are said by some to be an aphrodisiac. If you can’t make it, be sure to call me. If I were you, dear, I would wear that navy dress of yours with the matching shoes. Definitely not the red, Pearl. As for accessories—”


      Pearl’s clamshell phone snapped closed with the force of powerful jaws.


      Quinn didn’t slow down, but he took his eyes off traffic for a second to glance over at her. “Trouble?”


      “Not unless I let it become trouble.”


      Another curious glance. “Jones?”


      “My mother.”


      Quinn nodded grimly and drove on.


      


      Quinn flashed his shield for the uniform standing next to a radio car that was skewed sideways in the street and blocking traffic. The cop stepped back and waved for Quinn to drive around the car. This required putting a front wheel up on the curb, but Quinn didn’t seem to mind. Pearl placed both hands on the dashboard to keep from getting bounced around.


      He pulled the Lincoln in at the curb half a block up and just around the corner from the Waverton Hotel. The cross street was blocked, too, by a black Traffic Enforcement car. More than a dozen radio cars and two unmarked vans were parked at haphazard angles. Half a dozen SWAT guys were standing in a knot. About a dozen uniformed cops in bulky flak jackets were grouped near them. The SWAT people had dark, stubby automatic rifles. Some of the uniforms had shotguns. Quinn recognized Officer Vern Shults and his female partner, Nancy Weaver. Shults was nearing retirement and shouldn’t have been there. He was armed only with his regulation nine. The intrepid and promiscuous Weaver was carrying a shotgun. She spotted Quinn and Pearl and waved to them. A small woman with a backpack was standing off to the side, talking into what looked like a recorder.


      This was much more backup than Quinn had requested. They were here to arrest a killer, not start a war. What the hell was Renz—


      There was Renz, standing near one of the vans alongside a tall, blonde woman Quinn recognized as a local cable TV news anchor. As he and Pearl walked toward them, a brightly lettered news van entered the blocked street and parked at the opposite curb.


      “Good,” Renz said, as Quinn and Pearl approached. “Now we can get to this.”


      “Because we’re here, or the press?” Quinn asked.


      Renz ignored the question and said something into the two-way clipped to his lapel. The anchorwoman, a blonde whose name Quinn remembered now was Mary Mulanphy, smiled faintly but knowingly.


      “Who’s the woman with the SWAT guys?” Quinn asked.


      “Cindy Sellers of City Beat,” Renz said. “We owe her. She gets the print scoop.”


      Quinn wondered if newspaper people themselves still used the word scoop.


      There was activity among the backup cops. A couple of car engines started, and a radio car backed swiftly toward where the one-way street was blocked.


      Fedderman appeared out of nowhere and said, “He’s still in his room.”


      Renz tucked in his chin and spoke into his lapel again to relay that information on his two-way. A two-man crew with a shoulder-mounted camera emerged from the TV news van, moving slowly and gingerly under the burden of technology, like a team of almost-drunks walking with exaggerated precision. Staying more or less on course, they crossed the street to get closer. They stopped about twenty feet away, and Mary Mulanphy stood out in the middle of the street and began speaking into a cordless microphone, facing the camera. Quinn knew he and the cops around him were part of the shot’s background.


      Renz spoke into his lapel yet again, saying exactly what he’d said the last time and apparently getting an identical answer. Was this one for real, or was it for the media?


      Quinn looked across the street and saw that the SWAT team and most of the uniformed cops had disappeared, and one of the unmarked vans was gone. Cindy Sellers had disappeared, too.


      After a few minutes, Mulanphy backpedaled smoothly in her high heels to where she’d started from, stepped deftly aside, and nodded to Renz. “We’re still taping.” Quinn noticed she was the only one who didn’t have perspiration stains on her clothes. She in no way seemed bothered by the sun’s glare or the heat radiating from the summer-baked concrete.


      “Traffic has just been interdicted up the block from the hotel,” Renz said loudly and with crisp enunciation, looking directly at a somewhat surprised Quinn. “We have all possible escape routes blocked. It’s time to start the operation. Main investigators will be accompanied by uniformed officers Shults and Weaver.” Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman glanced at one another. Renz said, “I want everyone to please be careful. I don’t want anyone hurt.” He looked toward the camera, pretending to notice it for the first time, and raised a palm toward it, shaking his head. “We don’t have time for that now.” Loudly, back to Quinn: “This is a go.”


      Quinn motioned for his team to follow, then walked toward the corner. By the time he’d turned it, Pearl and Fedderman were on either side of him. Shults and Weaver, in their bulky flak jackets, Weaver with her shotgun, brought up the rear.


      Almost the rear. Actually, Mary Mulanphy and her camera crew brought up the rear, about fifty feet behind the others. Renz had stayed back at the rendezvous point to issue executive orders.


      


      Pearl’s throat was dry. She felt like an actor in some kind of eerie movie as they approached the hotel’s marquee. The uniformed doorman who sometimes stood outside was nowhere in sight. All traffic, vehicular and pedestrian, had disappeared from the block. She hoped Jeb, up in his room, wouldn’t notice the sudden absence of traffic noise from directly below. Then she remembered his room didn’t face the street. They could catch him unawares.


      They had to.


      Without hesitating, they turned and entered the hotel lobby.


      It wasn’t much cooler inside.


      “You okay, Pearl?”


      Quinn’s voice. He sounded farther away from her than just a few feet.


      She nodded.


      The lobby was deserted except for a guy in a gray business suit who’d been undercover but now had his shield displayed dangling in its leather case from his breast pocket. He unbuttoned his suit coat, like an Old West gunfighter getting ready to quick draw. There was no one behind the desk. Another plainclothes cop stood stone-faced and unmoving in the archway to the coffee shop.


      The elevators were dead so the assault force rapidly took the carpeted stairs to the fourth floor, where Jeb Jones was registered.


      “Goddamnit!” Pearl heard the blonde anchorwoman whose name she couldn’t remember say behind them, and there was a muffled noise like somebody tripping up the steps. Pearl figured that would be cut out of the tape. Maybe the poor guy who had to lug the camera up the stairs and keep it aimed and focused had tripped. She didn’t look back to see what had happened. At the third-floor landing, where there were two SWAT guys with automatic rifles, Pearl drew her nine-millimeter Glock from its belt holster and started concentrating hard.


      The fourth floor was unnaturally quiet except for their footfalls on the soft carpet.


      As they approached Jeb’s room, Pearl said, “I’ll knock. If he looks through the peephole and sees me, he’ll open the door.”


      “Don’t be a fool, Pearl,” Quinn told her. “Let these guys earn their money.”


      She glanced back where he was motioning and was surprised to see that the two SWAT team members from the third-floor landing had followed them up.


      “This is a media show for Renz!” she whispered angrily to Quinn.


      “Tell no one,” he said to her softly, maybe smiling.


      “If they shoot Jeb—”


      The two SWAT guys moved out ahead of her and she shut up. They looked back at Quinn, who nodded.


      The SWAT guys went in hard. One of them had a weighted battering ram slung by straps over his shoulder and crashed the door open, and the other tossed in a flash-bang grenade. There was a deafening sharp explosion that Pearl knew would do no damage but was meant to temporarily freeze whoever was in the room. Using those precious first few seconds, the grenade tosser charged inside. The door rammer followed. They were shouting over and over that they were police, making all the noise they could to maximize the element of surprise, and because they were revved. Behind Pearl, the blond anchorwoman was speaking frantically. And beyond her, tiny Cindy Sellers had rematerialized and was yammering into her recorder.


      Jesus! Pearl thought.


      Gotta get in there!


      Time was on fast-forward and might leave her behind.


      Her heart hammering like a machine gun in her rib cage, she passed Quinn and Fedderman on their way into the hotel room. Weaver somehow squeezed ahead of her, flak jacket and all, smelling of stale sweat and cheap perfume, shotgun leveled.


      Don’t you shoot him, bitch!


      Pearl held her Glock pressed tight against her thigh as she entered and glanced around.


      At first she thought the room had been unoccupied, and she felt a great surge of relief.


      Then a hand appeared above the narrow space between the bed and the wall, fingers spread wide.


      Another hand.


      The smoke-fogged room suddenly became silent.


      Jeb stood up slowly, surprise and fear on his face, but not panic. When he saw Pearl, his lips parted as if he were about to say something, and his expression of surprise turned to one of disappointment. Pearl felt for a moment as if she might begin to sob.


      Damn it, hold on to yourself!


      She swallowed, not liking how loud a sound it made.


      Pearl knew Quinn had decided to put on a show for Renz. It was, after all, part of the deal. He held his old .38 police special revolver in both hands, pointed in Jeb’s direction but low enough so that if he fired, a bullet would go into the bed.


      “Sherman Kraft, we have a warrant for your arrest for the murder of Marilyn Nelson. You have the right…”


      At the mention of the name Sherman Kraft, Jeb suddenly looked stunned, and Pearl knew in heart as well as mind that they had the right man. Her wrong man.


      Again.


      But they’d solved the case. They’d stopped the killing. And she’d been part of it.


      She had her emotions tightly tied and knotted as she listened to Quinn finish reading Jeb—or Sherman—his rights.


      Fedderman gripped one of Jeb’s raised arms and led him out from behind the bed, then turned him around and yanked both his arms down behind his back.


      Pearl stepped forward and handcuffed him.


      She had on her cop’s face when he was led away and they exchanged glances. She wasn’t sure if he knew she was the one who’d cuffed him.


      “Have you anything to say?” the blond anchorwoman asked Jeb, dancing nimbly alongside and trying to keep up.


      He stared straight ahead. “Only to my attorney.”


      Pearl thought, Bastard!
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      Sherman Kraft sat at a small oak table bolted to the floor in a precinct interrogation room. Behind him stood a uniformed officer with his arms crossed in a way that displayed bulging biceps. Shavers was his name, Quinn remembered. He was a lean-waisted black man who’d won a weightlifting championship while in the academy. Quinn figured he had to be well into his fifties by now, but he didn’t look it.


      Besides the two unmoving figures and the table in the room there were four hard wooden chairs. They looked and were uncomfortable. It was in one of them that Sherman Kraft sat—uncomfortably.


      Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman were standing outside the room with Renz, looking in through the observation window. Kraft couldn’t see out, but he knew they were there, of course, having watched plenty of TV cop shows. From time to time he glanced in their direction.


      He’d stuck to his word about waiting for his attorney, but surprised them by asking for a public defender. A call had been made to the Legal Aid Society.


      “He doesn’t look worried,” Fedderman said.


      “Concerned, though,” Renz said.


      Pearl found it difficult to connect this pleasant-featured, mild-looking man with the killer who’d dismembered his victims and stacked their body parts in ritual fashion in their bathtubs. More and more she saw the world as a series of facades, and it scared the hell out of her.


      The attorney from Legal Aid turned out to be Lisa Pareta, a woman in her forties with square-cut gray bangs framing a square-featured, ruddy face. She had blue eyes that always seemed to be red-rimmed and swollen, as if they hurt. Quinn knew her to be smart and tough.


      Renz glanced over at her approaching figure. She wore a gray pantsuit, sensible black shoes, and was carrying a worn black leather briefcase. She had a confident smile and was swinging the briefcase in her right arm with each stride as if she wouldn’t mind bonking someone with it.


      “Ball breaker,” Renz said in a low voice.


      Pearl thought he had a point, but what did he expect?


      “Lisa!” Renz’s jowly face shaped itself into a smile as he stepped forward to meet her.


      Looking serious, flushed, and slightly out of breath, Pareta pretty much ignored him and said, “That my client in there?”


      “The one without the uniform,” Renz said. Before she could ask, he handed her the arrest warrant and she scanned it and gave it back.


      She looked at all of them as if they were the suspects and said, “I’m assuming he’s been read his rights and hasn’t yet been interrogated.”


      “We tried,” Renz said honestly. “He’s been silent as the furniture, waiting for his champion.”


      Pareta moved closer to the observation window and seemed to study her new client for a moment. Pearl wondered what she was thinking.


      “I want to talk with him alone, without the muscle,” she said.


      “If you’re brave enough,” Renz said. He unlocked the door and held it open for her, kept it open after she went inside, and motioned for Shavers to come out.


      They watched Pareta sit across from her client, and the two of them talked for a few minutes with their heads close together, as if worried that the bug in the room might be activated. They were right, of course, but as every criminal attorney knew, the system wasn’t sensitive enough to eavesdrop on attorney-client whispered conversation.


      After about five minutes, Pareta sat back and motioned for her unseen audience to come into the room.


      


      Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman went in. Renz stayed outside and listened.


      Fedderman remained standing and let Quinn and Pearl take the other two chairs. Pareta had moved around to sit alongside her client. Pearl was in the chair farthest away from him.


      “My client says he has alibis for the times of some of the Butcher murders,” Pareta said.


      “Some of them?” Quinn said. “It only takes one murder charge to convict.”


      “If you’re not interested in convicting the right man.”


      Quinn looked dead-eyed at Sherman Kraft as he spoke. “Your fingerprints are being matched with the killer’s right now. You left a bloody print in your victim’s apartment, which means we have your DNA. It will be matched with the DNA on the swab we took when you were brought in.”


      That wasn’t exactly true, of course, as the blood might be the victim’s.


      Kraft looked at Pearl as if in appeal. “I’ve killed no one.”


      “And your name isn’t Sherman Kraft,” she said bitterly.


      “It isn’t,” said the suspect.


      “Then you’ve got no worries,” Fedderman said. He smiled. “My name isn’t Sherman Kraft and I got no worries. I’m not even lawyered up.”


      “It’s a wonderful world,” Pareta said, “where no one is named Sherman Kraft or has worries. We should all go out for egg creams.”


      “How about going for murder one instead?” Quinn said. He focused more intently on the suspect, who now didn’t seem able to look away from him.


      Quinn explained how they’d learned his identity, from the time Sherman had been found wandering the swamp road in Florida to when he disappeared from his last job after leaving Princeton.


      “Your client’s a smart one,” Fedderman said to Pareta. He’d noticed her perk up at the mention of Princeton.


      “Not so smart we don’t have him cold,” Quinn said.


      Pareta sneered. “Like you’d have a ham sandwich if you had some bread and mustard, if you had some ham.” She glanced at Pearl. “You don’t have much to say.”


      “I’m a good listener,” Pearl said.


      Pareta blatantly took her measure, smiled faintly, and turned her attention back to Quinn. “I reviewed the evidence. You think a photo taken at college when he was nineteen years old is going to convict my client? You coulda fooled me into thinking it’s a photo of my nephew Homer.”


      “If Homer’s fingerprint and DNA are at the crime scene, like your client’s, he’s in some kinda trouble.”


      Pareta dug into her briefcase and came up with a copy of the Princeton photo from the file on Sherman Kraft that had been faxed over to the prosecutor’s office. She peered at the photo, then at Sherman. “Doesn’t look like the same guy to me.”


      Quinn pretended to yawn. “Like you said, he was nineteen when it was taken.”


      “I didn’t go to Princeton,” the suspect said. “Went to Yale.”


      “Is that where you learned to be a journalist?” Pearl asked. Her voice was weary but level. She had herself in check and knew she could handle this now.


      “I’m not a journalist,” the suspect said.


      “Then you were lying.”


      Pareta laid her hand gently on her client’s arm. “There’s no need to say anything at this point. You’re better off maintaining silence until we know more.”


      “It doesn’t matter,” the suspect said.


      “Maybe he doesn’t remember committing those murders,” Fedderman said.


      Pareta looked thoughtful. “It’s happened before.”


      The interrogation room door opened and Renz stuck his head in. “Talk to you for a minute, Quinn?”


      Quinn noticed that Renz was sweating. Pushing back his chair, he said, “I’ll be right back.” To the suspect: “Don’t go anywhere.”


      “Aren’t one of you people supposed to be the good cop?” Sherman asked, playing the smart-ass now as Quinn was leaving. He must be pretty confident, or was running one helluva bluff.


      Quinn had to credit him with balls, even though he felt like grabbing him by the throat and taking the quick route to justice. (But was he thinking of the murders, or of Pearl?)


      When he went outside and closed the interrogation room door behind him, he saw Renz standing down the hall by the water fountain. He was splashing cool water on his face, not seeming to mind that he was messing up his shirt and tie.


      He straightened up when Quinn approached. Quinn didn’t like the expression on his face that was still beaded with water.


      “Prints came back,” Renz said. “They don’t match.”


      Quinn was astonished. “They must!”


      “Must but don’t.”


      “Sweet Jesus!”


      “Not only that,” Renz said in a choked voice. “It’s too early for DNA analysis, but the lab says they got some blood off the swab used to extract a culture from the suspect’s gums. It’s type O. The blood on the fingerprint is type A, same as the victim’s.”


      “Meaning it’s not from the killer and the DNA isn’t going to match, either.”


      “Right. Just like the prints don’t match.”


      Quinn felt himself getting light-headed, short of breath. He understood now why Renz was splashing cold water on his face. Though it hadn’t seemed possible until a few minutes ago, they had the wrong man.


      He went to the water fountain and got a drink, trying to slow down his thoughts so he could consider each separately and somehow fit them together to form a reasonable whole.


      “He has to be our man,” he said, straightening up and wiping his lips with the back of his thumb. “He’s tricking us somehow.”


      “I don’t see how,” Renz said hopelessly. “Nobody’s that smart.”


      “He’s pretty goddamned smart.”


      Renz looked at him and said seriously, “So are you, Quinn.”


      Quinn felt the slow anger in him quickening, building in heat and strength. He charged up the hall and yanked open the interrogation room door. Burst inside. Behind him he heard Renz yell, “Quinn!”


      Without remembering crossing the room Quinn was standing over the suspect, his huge right fist balled and ready to strike. He was aware of Pearl staring wide-eyed up at him.


      Pareta jumped up, looking indignant and terrified. “Detective! Think what you’re doing! Damn it, think!” She’d seen plenty of hard-ass acts in interrogation rooms, and knew this was real.


      Quinn hadn’t touched the suspect yet, knowing if he did touch him the game would change, his world would change. The system protected scum like this one, who was gazing up at him unafraid, confident.


      The system that failed again and again.


      “Who the hell are you?” Quinn demanded in a soft voice that made the flesh on the back of Pearl’s neck crawl. She knew Quinn. She knew what the gentle tone and stillness could portend.


      “I’m not Sherman Kraft,” the suspect said calmly. Fear didn’t seem to be one of his emotions.


      “I didn’t ask who you weren’t.”


      “This has gone far enough!” Pareta said. She darted a glance at the one-way window, knowing Renz, somebody, should be out there somewhere and might stop this.


      Pearl looked at Fedderman, who looked at Quinn, back at her, and shook his head no. Pearl was breathing hard. If Jeb Jones wasn’t Sherman Kraft, who was he?


      “Jeb!” she said sharply, the name flying out of her without thought. “Who are you?”


      “You don’t have to answer that,” Pareta said. “You don’t have to say a goddamned thing to these people.”


      These people? “Screw your lawyer!” Pearl said.


      “Pearl!” Fedderman waved an arm, cautioning her to be quiet, his unbuttoned shirt cuff flapping like a sail.


      The suspect continued looking only at Quinn, matching Quinn’s unyielding stare with one of his own. There was a hardness in him Pearl was seeing for the first time, yet she recognized it. She’d seen it in people who’d bottomed out, entered the abyss and returned from it; and accepted that they were someday going back. She truly understood then that she didn’t know Jeb, not at all.


      He said, “I’m Sherman Kraft’s brother.”


      Quinn backed away and stood looking at the wall behind the suspect and his attorney. Pearl couldn’t take her eyes off her former lover who’d just become someone else again. Fedderman nervously paced, absently trying to button his loose shirt cuff.


      Pareta snapped her shabby briefcase closed and stood up. “I have to know who I’m representing.”


      “You’re representing me,” the suspect said, “but you won’t have to for long because I haven’t done anything illegal.”


      Pareta thought it over, then sat back down.


      “What are you doing in New York?” Quinn asked the suspect.


      “As your attorney—” Pareta began.


      “We’re doing the same thing you are,” the suspect said to Quinn, ignoring Pareta and cutting off his legal advice. “We’re looking for Sherman.”


      “We?” Quinn asked. “You and who else?”


      “Sherman’s not my brother, actually. He’s my half-brother.”


      “You and who else?” Quinn asked again.


      “Our mother.”
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      Now that Maria Cirillo had decided to give up on New York, her mind was at ease. She was simply tired of struggling in this city that moved so fast in the same place, that clanged and chattered constantly inside her head and heart, pressuring her, pressuring her…


      Losing her part-time job yesterday as an optometrist’s receptionist on Tenth Street was the final and decisive blow. Dr. Wolff said he was retiring and was winding down his practice, and his daughter was going to act as receptionist and file clerk for the next few months. He offered to give Maria the highest recommendation, and told her this had nothing to do with her work—it was simply time for him and his ill wife to leave the city and retire to Florida. Maria had received a generous severance check, but in New York it wouldn’t last long.


      She’d used most of her severance pay to buy an airline ticket to within driving distance of Homestead, Arizona. With her three years at John Jay, she could find work in the town’s small police department. Maria had grown up in Homestead, had friends and family there, and had been the high-school sweetheart of the chief of police. The chief, she’d learned in her last letter from her mother, had recently filed to divorce his wife.


      Maria didn’t actually plan on reviving her old romance, but she knew it was one of those things that seemed ordained and just might happen. She was only twenty-six to the chief’s twenty-eight. They were both young. He was handsome, and Maria, with her shoulder-length dark hair, pale complexion, and wide-set brown eyes, was beautiful and knew it. Her small, lithe body hadn’t changed from her high school days. The chief would recognize it. High, firm breasts, a tiny waist, legs not long but muscular and shapely, a strawberry birthmark near her left nipple, like a second nipple…the chief would remember.


      Maria hadn’t had any problem getting dates in New York, in between fighting off the creeps.


      She thought about the chief as she stood beneath her lukewarm shower with her head tilted back, facing away from the needles of water that were rinsing shampoo from her hair.


      Don’t get ahead of yourself.


      But despite her attempts to control her optimism, Homestead sure looked better to her than New York. It could get hot out there, the dry heat, but today was more proof that it could be just as hot in New York, and it was a damp heat. Not like Arizona. She found herself humming as she ran her fingers through her hair to hasten the rinsing process.


      Events and circumstances made it clear to Maria that it was time to give up her struggles in New York, to use what she’d learned and return home, if not in triumph, in contentment.


      Her flight to Phoenix left in two days. Her lease on her tiny Lower East Side apartment expired in a month. She wasn’t going to argue with the extremely difficult real estate management firm about refunding her month’s rent deposit; she would simply not mail the last month’s rent and forfeit the money.


      Maybe she’d finish her schooling at the University of Arizona, close to home, or maybe she’d go to work as a uniformed police officer in Homestead and work her way up through the ranks. She wanted to earn some money. Maria was tired of being poor.


      She squinted through running water and turned the faucet handle so the shower got cooler.


      The water was almost cold when she turned it off, stepped out from behind her plastic shower curtain, and began toweling herself dry.


      When she left the bathroom, still nude, her hair damp and stringy, she immediately noticed the long white box lying in the center of her bed. She stopped and stood staring.


      Flowers? Who’d send—


      The right side of her head exploded into a pain so white and bright that it blinded her.


      She could feel rough carpet nap on the left side of her face.


      Must have fallen…Odd…


      The pain intensified, and now the room was dark, darker, was floating away from the pain, away from everything…


      


      When Maria regained consciousness she was lying on her back on her bed, where the box had been.


      The white box…


      She had a headache, and she was cold. Something else…Why was she having difficulty breathing?


      She could only breathe through her nose. Something was clamped over her mouth, sealing her lips.


      Maria panicked and tried to cry out, to rise from the bed, and realized she couldn’t move her arms or legs, couldn’t make a sound loud enough to be heard more than ten feet away.


      Calm! Damn it, be calm!


      Her struggles, which had rocked the bed violently but gained her nothing, gradually stopped, and she lay still, taking stock.


      I’m taped! Tape over my mouth, around my legs and arms, wound tight enough to stop circulation. Head still hurts, not thinking clearly yet, I know it…


      Maria had read about the Butcher, and there’d been plenty of speculation about him at John Jay, but she refused to make any connection with what had happened to her. It was the sort of thing she studied, that happened to other people. Lecture material or newspaper grist for reading over breakfast. She craned her neck, staring around her, listening. She appeared to be alone in the bedroom.


      But not in the apartment.


      She could hear something…a soft, persistent sound. Water running in the bathroom.


      It stopped.


      The light changed in the bedroom and suddenly someone was there. Maria raised her head from the mattress and saw a medium-size, muscular man enter the room. He was reasonably handsome, mid-thirties, and also nude.


      Mustn’t be. Can’t be.


      He smiled at her, then bent over her and worked his arms beneath her back and bound legs.


      Mustn’t be!


      He lifted her gently and held her as if she were a bride about to cross a threshold, and carried her toward the bathroom. Her mind was still numbed by pain and confusion, and she had the crazy idea he was rescuing her. She knew it was crazy but clung desperately to it.


      Until he placed her in the almost full bathtub, lifted her ankles, and pushed her head down and some of the cold water went up her nose.


      Full awareness came then. An awareness more acute than any she had known.


      Please!


      She tried to raise her head, but his hand was on her forehead, as if he were checking for a fever, and she had no leverage whatsoever. The laws of physics were on his side. He lifted her ankles slightly higher and she felt her nude buttocks slide on the slick tub bottom as she went deeper. The man held her head steady inches beneath the surface.


      Please! It isn’t fair! Why are you doing this? For God’s sake, why?


      Through cold, clear water, drowning, she watched him watching her.


      Please!
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      Jeb Kraft said, “I told you I wouldn’t need a lawyer.”


      The interrogation room was getting warmer, from body heat and because the precinct detectives liked to keep it warm in there. Desperation seemed to rise with the temperature, and desperation struggled to find its voice.


      “Don’t be so sure,” Pareta said to Jeb. “I might as well stay here. You’re still talking to the police and need legal counsel, and I’m here pro bono.”


      He smiled. “I guess you’re right. You’re a bargain.”


      Pearl knew he was turning on the charm for his lady lawyer, and knew she was falling for it.


      Quinn shifted his weight in his uncomfortable chair, making wood creak, and looked expectantly at Jeb. “We’re waiting for the truth, and God help you if it isn’t.”


      “There’s no need for that kind of talk,” Pareta said.


      Quinn didn’t have to tell her she was there because she’d been the on-call attorney next in line. Pareta had been overjoyed to find that she might be defending one of the city’s most notorious killers until a high-priced, high-profile criminal attorney inevitably displaced her. Now she was simply defending a man wrongly charged. Everyone ignored her. She acted as if she’d expected to be ignored. Just getting in her licks.


      Moving forward slightly and resting his elbows on the table, Jeb cleared his throat, and began:


      “My name is Jeb Kraft, and I was born in nineteen-eighty-one in Slidell, Louisiana. My mother is Myrna Kraft. My father was Samuel Pickett, now deceased. I attended Yale, not Princeton. My mother’s other son, ten years older than I am, is Sherman Kraft. When we—Mom and I—read in a Louisville newspaper about the Butcher murders, we knew it was Sherman. It had to be. He was…never what you’d call normal. Mom said he liked to kill animals and cut them up, dismember them and clean their body parts, as if he were purifying and justifying his act. We knew we had to do something, but we didn’t want to see Sherman killed, or kill himself rather than be captured. Blood really is thicker than water, even thicker than the blood of women we never knew. We came to New York to find him and stop him, Mom and I.”


      Quinn unconsciously fingered the Cuban cigar in his shirt pocket. (Not that he could smoke it here.) “This is the same Sherman Kraft who was found wandering alone in Harrison County, Florida, in nineteen-eighty, and became a ward of the state?”


      “It is,” Jeb said.


      “Where’s your mother now?”


      “She’s staying at the Meredith Hotel, on the East Side.”


      Quinn knew the Meredith. It was a large hotel and old, but still elegant, the kind of place where mid-level diplomats and airline personnel stayed, as well as tourists who wanted to see the United Nations, which was only a few blocks away. He glanced at Fedderman, who nodded and slipped from the interrogation room. Jeb Kraft didn’t seem to notice, but Quinn was sure he had. Jeb didn’t miss much.


      “Why did you use an alias in your search for your brother?”


      “We decided it would be easier that way, for us and for Sherman. We didn’t want to attract attention if the police learned his name and it became public. We wanted to get to him first, to talk him into surrendering to the law, to keep him from killing again or being killed himself.”


      “So you found a way to monitor the investigation,” Quinn said. “You established a relationship with one of the detectives.”


      Jeb glanced at Pearl. “I guess you could call it that. Or I let her establish a relationship with me. I pretended I’d known Marilyn Nelson so I might pique Officer Kasner’s interest, and…our friendship developed into something deeper.”


      Pearl felt her stomach turn over.


      “While pretending to give Officer Kasner evidence, you were secretly eliciting evidence from her,” Quinn said.


      “You could say that.”


      “Do you say it?”


      Another glance at Pearl. “Yes, I do. You have to understand, the entire purpose of our visit was to find Sherman before the police did. To save his life. I’m not saying I wasn’t—I’m not—fond of Pearl.”


      “And all the while Sherman continued to kill.”


      “We wanted to save the lives of any future victims, too. Of course. We thought we were going about it the right way, letting the police lead us where they were going anyway, then maybe there’d be something we could do for Sherman, make taking him into custody easier and no one would be hurt. Our intentions were good.”


      “Have either you or your mother had any contact with Sherman since you arrived in New York?”


      “No. I swear we haven’t.”


      Quinn wearily dry-washed his face with his big hands and sat back. The wooden chair creaked forlornly again under the strain of his weight. “Do you have any actual proof that your brother Sherman Kraft committed the Butcher murders?”


      Jeb blinked at him. “Proof? In the legal sense? No.”


      “Then why are you so sure of his guilt?”


      “Because Mom is.”


      Pearl saw a subtle change in Quinn; he’d picked up on something. He no longer seemed tired.


      “Are you still single, Jeb?”


      “Yes. I’ve had live-in relationships with women, but I never married.”


      “Any special someone now?”


      Jeb looked everywhere other than at Pearl. “No. I’m afraid not anymore.”


      Pearl wondered how she could ever have been in love with this creep.


      “Do you still live with your mother, Jeb?”


      “Of course not. I live in an apartment in Boston, where I have my office. I mean, I work out of my apartment. I’m an arbitrageur.”


      “What is that?”


      “It’s complicated. I make money off the differences in the exchange rates of currencies and in the fluctuating prices of certain commodities.”


      “You’re a trader.”


      “Put simply, yes.”


      “Your mother lives alone in Louisiana?”


      “Yes, but we’re close in ways other than geographical. We talk on the phone almost every day.”


      “Why is she staying at one hotel and you at another?”


      “I wanted to stay somewhere more suited to my identity as a struggling journalist.”


      “Your cover.”


      “Yes. Is there something illegal about that?”


      “About inserting yourself in the middle of an active homicide investigation? You bet there’s something illegal about it.”


      “He was searching for his brother,” Pareta said. “Attempting to help.”


      Quinn laughed. “Spare us, counselor. But please tell your client that his best chance of extricating himself from the mess he’s in is to tell the truth.”


      “My advice to my client would be to say nothing more. You’ve threatened to charge him with a crime.”


      “He’s still charged with a crime—homicide.”


      Pareta saw this as her turn to laugh. She made a pretty good show of it. “And where’s the evidence of that?”


      “The point is,” Quinn said, “the murder charge hasn’t been dropped.”


      “Then as Mr. Kraft’s attorney—”


      Jeb raised his hands for silence and as if to calm everyone. “It’s okay. The police know about us now. If talking helps to find Sherman, I want to talk. He has to be stopped.”


      He looked down the table at Pearl, this time meeting her gaze directly. Trying to con her again, she knew.


      She looked at the new Jeb the way Quinn was looking at him.


      “What do you think, Pearl?” Jeb asked sincerely.


      “I think you’re guilty as hell. Of a lot of things.”


      “Let’s get back to where we were,” Quinn said.


      “Which was where?” Pareta asked.


      “Mom.”

    

  


  
    
      52

    


    
      An hour later, Quinn and Pearl met Fedderman in the cavernous lobby of the Meredith Hotel. Aside from poor acoustics, it featured lots of gray-veined marble and darkly polished paneling, a field of maroon carpet, and fern-adorned groupings of brown leather armchairs. You had to look closely to notice the fine cracks in the marble, patched areas of carpet, and that some of the armchairs were slightly worn. The ferns, which were artificial, looked new and not very much like ferns.


      “She’s not back yet,” Fedderman said. He’d informed them by phone on the way over that Myrna Kraft, registered under her own name, wasn’t in her room. “The desk clerk’s going to give me a nod when she comes in.”


      Quinn glanced around the lobby. One of the elevators opened and a couple who looked like teenagers emerged and headed giggling for the street exit. Two elderly women were sitting in armchairs and talking on the far side near a closed shop that sold incidentals and travel supplies. The desk clerk, a slender African American man in advanced middle age and going bald unevenly, was standing and leafing through some papers. A uniformed bellhop lounged just inside the revolving-door entrance.


      “Let’s wait for her here, then let her go up to her room before we confront her,” Quinn said.


      The three of them sat in armchairs. Quinn’s sighed and enveloped him seductively, and a nearby reading lamp warmed one side of his face. If he weren’t so pumped up he might have fallen asleep.


      “How long—” Pearl began impatiently, and was quiet as a tall, slim woman in tan slacks and blazer with a yellow blouse pushed in through the glass revolving door. Pearl noticed she wasn’t wearing heels; she was simply tall. Her long arms swung freely and she wasn’t carrying anything. Not even a purse.


      Fedderman, who’d looked over at the desk clerk and gotten the nod, said, “That’s her.”


      She didn’t notice them among the almost-ferns as she strode past. Though she was well into her fifties, she moved with a natural grace that couldn’t be taught in modeling school, and she had the kind of cheekbones and jawline that aged well. Her dark hair was slightly touched with gray. Her eyes were dark, deep, and widely set. Movie star eyes.


      “Jesus!” Fedderman whispered.


      Quinn and Pearl knew what he meant.


      “She looks like the Butcher’s victims,” Pearl said. “The same type.”


      “Almost the same damned woman,” Fedderman said. “If ever a serial killer was offing his own mother over and over…”


      They watched as Myrna stood at the elevators and waited. She didn’t seem at all nervous or on guard. Quinn guessed she hadn’t seen or heard the news about her son Jeb being arrested.


      When she’d entered the elevator and its door slid shut, the three detectives stood up.


      “Room six-twenty,” Fedderman said.


      They crossed the lobby toward the elevators. The desk clerk was back to shuffling though his papers and didn’t look up at them.


      “He gonna warn her we’re on our way?” Quinn asked Fedderman.


      “Not unless she’s got a third son. This isn’t the kinda hotel where the policy is to warn clientele about the police.”


      Quinn wasn’t so sure about that, but he let it go. Myrna Kraft probably wouldn’t try to avoid them anyway, even if she knew they now had her identity and her son. She had the appearance of a woman who had never run from much of anything.


      They rode the other elevator to the sixth floor. A maid pushing a linen cart with a squeaky wheel passed them with a shy, polite smile. Otherwise the carpeted hall was deserted.


      Quinn knocked softly on the door to room six-twenty. Light behind the peephole changed, then the door opened, and Myrna Kraft looked out at them inquisitively.


      He was surprised that she wasn’t as tall as she’d appeared from across the lobby. It was an illusion because of the way she was built, her regal posture. There was something else about her, a kind of energy that was almost palpable, and her dark eyes were the kind that would hold whatever they were fixed on. Pearl thought that as a younger woman Myrna Kraft must have been quite something.


      “Yes?” she said. In that single, drawn-out word was a trace of Southern accent.


      “Myrna Kraft?” Quinn asked.


      “I am.”


      “We’re police, ma’am.” Quinn showed her his shield, which she looked at carefully. Then she looked expectantly at the other two detectives, who also showed her their identification. Only then did she invite them inside. Quinn was hit with a faint acrid scent, almost like insecticide or disinfectant. The room was orderly and spotless. He remembered the maid in the hall.


      “We have your youngest son, Jeb, in custody,” he said, not mentioning that Renz had only promised he could detain Jeb a few more hours, with Pareta nipping, niggling, and threatening.


      Something changed in Myrna’s eyes, but you had to look closely and quickly to notice. A good actor, Quinn decided, like her son. Probably like both sons. Talent in the family.


      “You have my son Jeb? Why? On what charge?”


      “Murder.” Quinn was still technically correct, still legal, until informed that the warrant was officially withdrawn.


      Myrna didn’t respond at all to his shock tactic. “That would be impossible. I know my son. Why, Jeb wouldn’t harm anyone, much less take their very life.” Laying on the southern charm now. The accent was still subtle, but what there was of it was pure molasses and used sparingly. She could turn it on and off. How much of Myrna Kraft was real?


      Pearl and Fedderman remained silent, letting Quinn drive the conversation.


      He decided to drive right over Myrna.


      “Apparently you haven’t seen the news lately.”


      “Tell you true, I’m usually not interested in the news. It’s nothing but unpleasantness.”


      “Jeb Kraft is under arrest for the murders of six women, but the charges will be dropped. We know your oldest son, Sherman, is the killer.”


      She looked thoughtful rather than alarmed, and took a few steps back then sat down hard in the wooden chair that matched a small desk.


      “That can’t be.”


      “But it is, and you knew it before we walked in here.”


      She aimed her wide-set eyes at Quinn, full wattage. “If we all know that, then why hasn’t my Jeb been released?”


      “He will be, Mrs. Kraft. His attorney’s working out the technicalities.”


      “Attorney?”


      “The court appointed one. She’s looking after your son very competently.”


      “I’ll take your word for that, Detective Quinn.” She smiled. “You have an honest face.”


      “Faces can be deceptive,” Pearl said.


      Myrna turned her head slightly and stared at Pearl. Faces might be deceptive, but Pearl thought the message in Myrna’s eyes was clear. It was a kind of detached hatred remote from any kind of empathy, much less mercy; the exterminator observing the insect. It made Pearl’s flesh break out in goose bumps.


      I slept with this woman’s son.


      “We know about Sherman’s time in the swamp, and your disappearance after he was found,” Quinn said. “We know quite a bit about Sherman.”


      “Not enough to find him, to stop him. You don’t know him like his own mother does, Detective Quinn.”


      “Maybe I know him better.”


      He thought he might get a rise out of her, but she remained calm. “I do doubt that. Blood ties are the strongest, you know, especially between mother and child.”


      “Jeb told us about how you and he came to New York, and how he dogged the investigation into Sherman’s murders.”


      Another glance at Pearl with those deep, dark eyes. Maybe a shadow smile. Myrna looked again at Quinn. “You know a lot, but not enough to apprehend my darling boy.”


      “Why did you desert your darling boy?” Pearl asked, before she might gag. She knew Quinn was supposed to be controlling this interview, but she couldn’t stay silent.


      Quinn’s cell phone beeped. Everyone stared at him as he fished it from his pocket, as if the noise had interrupted a Broadway hit. He saw that it was Renz who was calling.


      “Excuse me.” He walked toward the far side of the room as he answered the call, keeping his voice low. “What is it, Harley?”


      “You made contact yet with the mother?”


      “Yes.” Quinn moved closer to the window that looked out at an air shaft. Old brick, lots of recent tuck-pointing.


      “Okay, can she hear you?”


      “Somewhat.”


      “Jeb Jones has been sprung. Pareta went on a tear and made us drop charges so he could walk.”


      “Figures.”


      “Best we could do without evidence, not to mention that he’s most likely innocent. Why I called is, I had him tailed and he’s making a beeline for Mom. My man called just before I contacted you and said Jeb was getting out of a cab and about to enter the Meredith Hotel.”


      “Okay, I’ll take care of it tomorrow. I’m busy on another matter now.”


      “I hired you because you’re such a nifty liar,” Renz said, and hung up.


      Quinn folded his phone and slipped it back in his pocket.


      And there was a knock on the door.


      “Busy, busy,” Pearl said.


      They watched Myrna go to the door and open it about six inches. “I don’t think—”


      But an agitated Jeb pushed his way inside.


      


      When Jeb saw the three detectives his jaw dropped, but he recovered his composure nicely. “You don’t have to talk to them, Mother.”


      Myrna ran her fingertips gently down his upper arm and smiled. “I’m afraid I do, Jeb. We both do.” Her brow knit in sudden concern. “Did they hurt you anywhere?”


      Pearl waited for her to wink, but she didn’t.


      “No, Mother. They followed the rules.”


      “We interrupted you,” Quinn said to Myrna.


      Jeb spread his feet, crossed his arms, and stared at the floor. Fedderman was the only one sitting down, on the edge of the bed. His arms were at his sides, his palms helping to support him on the soft mattress. His loosened right cuff was pinned beneath his hand.


      “I was explaining about Sherman,” Myrna said. To Jeb: “You might as well hear.”


      Jeb didn’t look at her. She faced Quinn, her main inquisitor, and began:


      “When Sherman was a boy he liked to spend time in the swamp, right near where we lived. From time to time he’d come home with dead things.”


      “He hunted?” Quinn asked.


      “Sometimes, but other times he’d just find things already dead. For some reason he liked to dismember them. Tell you true, it gave me the creeps, but I told myself it might be natural boy curiosity, like maybe he’d grow up to be a doctor. The thing he’d do was cut up these creatures in the bathtub, then clean their parts real well and kind of stack them up, doing the same things to them that Butcher killer does. I’d already told Jeb about Sherman, about him doing this, and when we saw on the news about the Butcher, we both knew it had to be Sherman, all grown up.”


      “Detective Kasner asked why you deserted Sherman,” Quinn reminded her in a neutral tone.


      “I didn’t desert him. I was talking to him about what he was doing to those animals, why he even wanted to do such a thing, and he attacked me with his skinning knife. I managed to fight him off and he ran away into the swamp. I didn’t know what to do. Didn’t want to contact the sheriff’s department, knowing he might do harm to Sherman.”


      “What about Sherman doing harm to somebody else?” Pearl asked.


      “I didn’t think he would. Far as I knew, I was the only person he ever attacked. I decided to wait, a few days if necessary. I kept a shotgun nearby and didn’t sleep for two nights. Then it became three days, and I knew it was too late to contact the law because they’d have too many questions. Sherman knew the swamp and I figured he’d be okay for quite a while there, but when a week had gone by, I gotta say I figured him for dead.”


      “Didn’t you go looking for him yourself?” Pearl asked.


      Myrna shook her head no. “Nothing didn’t wanna be found in that swamp ever got found. Besides, Sherman took the knife with him when he ran.” Myrna drew a deep breath and touched her fingers to her eyes as if they were tearing up, but no tears were evident. “About a month passed, and I saw on the TV news that Sherman had been found. They were calling him the Swamp Boy, didn’t know who he was, and he was traumatized, they said, and wouldn’t speak. I decided I’d keep my silence, just like Sherman. But next night on TV news they showed a photo of him, and even wild-looking like he was, I knew somebody’d surely recognize him.” She glanced at Jeb now, and maybe those were tears glistening in her dark eyes. “Tell you true, I was pregnant by a man who’d recently deserted me. I wanted that child to have a chance in life, so I ran. I admit I panicked, but thinking back it mighta been the best thing I coulda done. I moved to Courtney, Louisiana, got a waitress job, and sacrificed for Jeb. I don’t regret a second of that time.” Jeb was looking at his mother now, his own eyes moist. “My boy Jeb was bright as a new dime, a scholar, and ’cause he was a brilliant student he went to the best schools even if I only made a poor working woman’s wages.”


      “What about Sherman?” Quinn asked.


      “I never knew. Tell you true, I made it a point to avoid watching or reading the news entirely in those Louisiana days. Never learned a thing about his whereabouts nor whether he recovered his memory. Far as I was concerned, that time was past. I had to look ahead, for myself and for Jeb. But I knew I’d hear about Sherman someday, and when I just happened to look at a New York paper in a store near a motel in Louisville, right there on the front page was a story about the Butcher, about what he did to his victims. I knew it had to be Sherman, so I phoned Jeb and told him everything. We decided the two of us best come to New York and try to find Sherman before you people did. We were gonna try to stop him from what he was doing and have him give himself up.”


      “Why?” Quinn asked simply.


      Myrna stared at him as if he must be insane to ask the question. “He’s my own flesh and blood.”


      “He’s also police business.”


      “Blood’s much more important than business.”


      “Not if that business is to keep more of it from being shed.”


      “You are twisting my words, sir.”


      She bowed her head and the tears came, dropping and leaving trailing marks on the front of her yellow blouse. Pearl wondered if Myrna could will herself to cry; Pearl had seen people who could.


      Jeb moved over and stood close to his mother, making cooing sounds, and very near tears himself. The doting son. He lovingly put his arm around Myrna, then hugged her and rocked her gently.


      Pearl remembered that same arm around her and shuddered.


      Unmoved by the scene before him, Quinn wondered what the Butcher would think when he learned his mother was in town.
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      Nobody knew for sure how it should be handled, but they all knew where it was going.


      They were in Renz’s office, sitting in front of Renz’s desk. Quinn and Pearl were in the chairs that were usually there. Two folding chairs had been brought in for Fedderman and the police profiler. Fedderman slouched in one of the tiny metal chairs as if numbed by exhaustion. The profiler, Helen Iman, ignored her chair and stood near the window so she was silhouetted in front of the open blind slats and was painful to look at.


      She was a tall, lanky redheaded woman Quinn had worked with before, who looked more suited to beach volleyball than to police work. While still not a hearty advocate of profiling, Quinn had to admit that Helen was one of the best.


      “They’re both staying at their respective hotels,” Quinn said of Jeb and Myrna. “Now they’re making noises like family members who have a right to all our information.”


      “Where’s the media on this?” Renz asked.


      Quinn thought he caught a whiff of burned tobacco and wondered if Renz had been secretly smoking cigars in his office again. “They know Jeb was released, and they’re still in the dark about Myrna.” Quinn glanced at Helen, squinting. “That’s why I requested this meeting.”


      “You requested it because you want to use Mom as bait,” Renz said.


      “Sharks aren’t often used for bait,” Helen said


      “Move over a few feet so I can see you better,” Quinn asked her.


      She did so, smiling. Her features were strong, bony, almost masculine. But Quinn knew of a dead cop who had loved her.


      “You want to know if it will work,” she said in her throaty voice.


      Renz laughed. “She’s got you profiled.”


      “So what are the odds?” Quinn asked.


      “I don’t usually quote odds,” Helen said, “but the Butcher is a killer who’s classic in that his victims are all, in his mind, his mother. She’s iconic to him.” She couldn’t suppress an eager grin. Lots of teeth. They all looked sharp. “It’s pure textbook. This is so rare. They usually don’t get a chance to kill the real thing, the archetype, the woman they know is behind their compulsion. She’s the fuel for his fire. Will he be tempted to kill her when he learns she’s in New York?” The grin widened. “The way a junkie who needs a fix is tempted by heroin. I’d say the odds are about even he’ll go for her.”


      “Only even?” Quinn was disappointed.


      “The variable in this is the exceptional intelligence of the killer. He’ll have read the literature and know that we know the real object of his deadly desires is his mother. He’ll almost surely suspect she’ll be used as bait.”


      “If he does suspect that, will he still try for her?” Pearl asked.


      “Maybe, but he’ll be very, very careful, as he is in all things.”


      “If he knows it’s a trap,” Fedderman said, “why will he enter it?”


      “If a rat’s starving, it will go for the bait in a trap,” Helen said.


      Quinn said, “I think we should take a chance on this one.”


      “Your call,” Renz said. “Your ass.”


      “I’ll approach Myrna with the idea. She isn’t as educated as either of her sons, but my impression is she’s every bit as smart. If she goes for it—”


      “She will,” Pearl said. “Smart’s got nothing to do with it.”


      Helen nodded. “There’s a certain connection between killer and potential victim, almost a magnetism. Some even say that sometimes the victim is, in subconscious ways, complicit in her own murder. That might prove true in this case.”


      Quinn wasn’t sure if he bought into that one. Profilers.


      “If she agrees,” he said to Renz, “you could set up a press conference, make sure a photo of Myrna gets to the papers and TV news. Use Mary Mulanphy for local cable. Give her a scoop.”


      “Cindy Sellers for print media,” Renz said. “City Beat.”


      “How could we forget?” Quinn was amused by the notion that Renz thought he was using Sellers, when actually it was the other way around.


      “Also use that old shot of the Swamp Boy,” Helen said. “The one taken in Florida right after he was found.”


      “Great idea!” said Pearl.


      “When he sees it side by side with Myrna’s photo,” Helen said, “it’ll take him back in time and tug at more than his heartstrings. Family photos do that.”


      Quinn gave both women a look. The ladies were into it.


      “Family’s the most powerful component in these murders,” Helen said. “Family’s what serial killers are almost always about.”


      “What all of us are about in the end,” Fedderman said. Wisdom from a disjointed anti-fashion model.


      Renz’s desk phone buzzed. He glanced at it in irritation, then snatched up the receiver and punched the glowing line button on the base unit. Said, “I thought—”


      Then he shut up and the expression on his face became grimmer and grimmer.


      He scribbled something on a piece of scratch paper, then replaced the receiver.


      “We’ve got another Butcher victim. Lower East Side. Name’s Maria Cirillo. Neighbors noticed an unpleasant odor coming from her apartment and called the super. The ME’s already there, puts the time of death somewhere between five and midnight evening before last.”


      “Evening before last?” Quinn said.


      “You heard me right.”


      “That’s when we had Jeb Kraft in custody,” Quinn said. “If he wasn’t cleared before, he is now.” He stood up to get the address Renz had scribbled on the slip of paper. He could hear Pearl and Fedderman standing up behind him. There was a clatter as one of them, probably Fedderman, knocked over one of the metal folding chairs.


      Renz looked up at Quinn. “This is gonna make for a lively press conference.” There was a note of real trepidation beneath his mock enthusiasm.


      “When we’re done at the crime scene,” Quinn said, “I’ll call and bring you up to speed, and then go talk to Myrna Kraft.”


      Renz started drumming his fingertips, maybe having second thoughts.


      “She’ll go for it,” Helen said. “Blood calling to blood.”
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      He was always alone.


      He’d come into the Hungry U a few times before, pretending to listen to the music. Lauri had noticed him because he didn’t seem to actually like the music. There he’d sit, handsome in a pleasant sort of way, the kind of guy you didn’t notice unless you looked at him closely, and then what was there not to like? He had blond hair, was average height and weight, and looked good in clothes. Lauri thought he was probably a young executive of some sort, or maybe a high-tech wiz with his own company. He looked intelligent. And he looked vaguely familiar, but she didn’t know why. Another thing about him was he seemed interested in her.


      She brought his second glass of milk over to his table.


      “Lunch was delicious,” he said, smiling up at her, “but I have no idea what I ate.”


      “At least you’re honest about it,” she said, liking his smile. It made him seem more familiar. Then suddenly she had it—he reminded her of Pearl’s friend Jeb. That was something Lauri counted in his favor. “Lots of our customers like the food and pretend they’re gourmets. Like they know more about food than our cook—chef.”


      “I know what I like,” he said, aiming his smile at her in a way that left no doubt as to what he liked right now.


      “People say that about art,” she said


      He shrugged. “There are all kinds of art. Beautiful women are art.”


      “I guess they can be.”


      “You should have said ‘we can be.’”


      Lauri felt her face flush. To the best of her recollection, Wormy had never referred to her as a woman—much less a beautiful one. Compliments didn’t trip off his tongue. “Baddest squeeze” was as close as he’d come.


      She cautioned herself. This guy was definitely hot for her, but he was too old for her, possibly way into his thirties. Look at those crinkly little lines just beginning at the corners of his brown eyes. But maybe that was what appealed to her—his maturity. Maturity was something Wormy definitely lacked. Sometimes he was difficult to talk with, as if he were in another dimension. Maybe he was. Lauri knew she didn’t really understand musicians, didn’t hear exactly what they heard, or at least not in the same way. So possibly it wasn’t just Wormy’s lack of maturity; maybe he was as mature as he was going to get. And the man smiling up at her wasn’t that old. Crinkly little lines or not, he had nice eyes. They said he was a decent, compassionate person, and eyes didn’t lie.


      “When you get off after the lunch crowd leaves, maybe we could go have a coffee somewhere.”


      It took her a second to fully comprehend he was speaking to her.


      “I, uh, don’t get off after lunch. We start getting ready right away for the dinner rush.”


      “After dinner, then? Maybe a drink.”


      Should she tell him she wasn’t of age, and she might get carded?


      Lauri didn’t have to think long or hard about that one. Jump in, she told herself. Swim! Wasn’t that why’d she’d come to New York? And Wormy had a club date with the band in Tribeca. What he didn’t know wouldn’t make him sing off-key, and if he did somehow learn she went someplace after work and had a drink with a male friend, maybe it would do their relationship some good.


      “I think I’d enjoy that,” she said. “I get off work at eleven. But I don’t even know your name.”


      “You’re Lauri,” he said. “I’ve heard people call you that.”


      She smiled. “I already knew my name.”


      “My last name’s a little embarrassing,” he said. “It’s Hooker. I’m Joe Hooker.”


      Lauri was careful not to smile. “I’ve heard lots more embarrassing names. I knew a girl named Ima Hore.”


      Not true, but he’d never know. And if it made him feel better about his name, what was the harm?


      He laughed. “Yeah, I guess I shouldn’t complain. My name happens to be famous, too. Joseph Hooker was a great Civil War general.”


      “Then you oughta be proud of it.”


      “Tell you true,” he said, “I am.”


      


      The crime scene was, as Pearl saw it, exactly like the others as far as potential leads were concerned. The only real difference was the noxious stench of corruption. It was as if this victim had been dead for a long time.


      When they got near the apartment, Fedderman paused and drew a small jar of mentholated chest rub from his pocket. He unscrewed the lid, got a dab of cream on his fingertip, and applied it beneath his nose. He handed the jar to Pearl, who did likewise. Quinn refused.


      When they entered, Pearl understood the stench. The apartment was stifling, at least eighty-five degrees.


      The techs swarming over the place wore white face masks to go with their white gloves, like movie bandits who were the good guys. Pearl envied them their masks.


      When she and Quinn entered the blue-tiled bathroom, she was glad to inhale the menthol. She knew what had happened here. Like the other victims, this one, Maria Cirillo, had been bound and gagged with duct tape, drowned in her bathtub, then disassembled like a helpless doll, her body parts stacked in ritual order in the tub. There was the head resting on its side on top of the severed arms, sunken eyes closed, as if Maria were napping.


      Nift was playing with the doll now. He’d removed his suit coat and had the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up, but he was the only one in the apartment not sweating.


      “Though you wouldn’t guess it now unless you had a trained eye,” he said, “this one was a real beauty.” He straightened up from where he was crouched froglike by the tub. “Best rack in the house, present company excepted.”


      “You’re in the wrong end of the medical business,” Pearl said. “You should be a patient.”


      Nift smiled, glad to be under her skin.


      Standing beside Pearl, Quinn said, “Give us the particulars.”


      Nift shrugged somehow without moving his shoulders, an illusion he managed to create just with his mouth and eyebrows. “Trauma wound to the head consistent with being knocked unconscious with a blunt object. Tape marks and adhesive traces on her arms and legs, and across her mouth. Death by drowning, then she was dissected with what my guess is were the same instruments—or similar ones—used on the previous Butcher victims. The killer then cleaned her body parts, making them more sterile than any cadaver I ever handled during medical training.” He motioned with his head and waved an arm to encompass the tiny blue-tiled bathroom. “It’s a wonder he didn’t melt her down with all that stuff.”


      Or she didn’t melt away from the heat, Pearl thought.


      Quinn glanced around at the cleaning agent containers lying capless and empty on the floor—a shampoo squeeze bottle, a box that had contained dishwasher detergent, bottled hand soap with a plunger, a spot remover bottle. There was an empty white plastic bleach jug on the floor, another upright on the porcelain top of the toilet tank.


      “It’d smell good in here if it weren’t for Maria,” Nift said.


      “Don’t you have the slightest respect for the dead?” Pearl asked.


      “Never had any complaints.”


      In the afterlife, asshole.


      Nift must have read her thoughts. “When we all meet again in the great hereafter, we won’t take death so seriously.”


      There was a sadness in the way he said it that threw Pearl. If violent death could become so matter-of-fact to a cop, how must it seem to a medical examiner? Was crossing the line between life and death more significant than stepping outside to flag a cab?


      Pearl looked at the woman in the bathtub and told herself she hadn’t thought death mundane. Something precious and irrecoverable had been taken from Maria Cirillo. Stolen by a monster.


      “Time of death,” Nift said, “was around seven P.M. evening before last, give or take a few hours.”


      More or less what Renz had said.


      “Why’s the odor so strong?” Quinn asked.


      “The air conditioner was turned off, probably by the killer.”


      “Jesus!” To Pearl: “Go out there and make sure the techs have examined it, then turn the damned thing back on.”


      Pearl squeezed past him to leave the bathroom and made her way toward the living room.


      “My guess is,” Nift said, “the killer wanted this body to be found earlier rather than later. They can be home alone for more than a week sometimes before anyone notices, if the conditions are right and the place is tight. So he switched off the air conditioner so Maria would get ripe faster and attract attention.”


      Quinn’s guess was the same, but he merely nodded, then left the bathroom to join Pearl and Fedderman—if Feds was done talking to the uniforms and neighbors.


      He wasn’t, so they waited for him out in the hall where the odor wasn’t so bad. Pearl peeled off her crime scene gloves and hoped Fedderman hadn’t used all his menthol cream.


      He hadn’t, and when Fedderman arrived ten minutes later she dabbed some more beneath her nose.


      The three of them walked another twenty feet down the narrow hall, toward some fire stairs, to be out of earshot of the uniform standing outside the apartment door.


      “Neighbors saw and heard nothing,” Fedderman said. “Mrs. Avarian, old woman who lives in the adjoining apartment, smelled something, though, and notified the super. He let himself in, saw the victim, then backed out and tried not to touch anything. He upchucked on the carpet, though, about six feet inside the door.”


      “I noticed that,” Pearl said, “and assumed it was one of the cops.”


      “We’ll tell Nift to check it,” Quinn said, “just in case the victim or killer vomited.”


      Pearl smiled. “I’ll tell him before we leave.”


      “This victim’s the same type as the others, but she followed the last one more closely, and there was no note beforehand to challenge and antagonize us.”


      “He’s changed his MO again,” Pearl said. “Even changed his timing.”


      “More likely this one was a target of opportunity,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl looked at him, thinking he was a good cop despite being a sartorial disaster. He could be surprising.


      “The killer knew we had his brother in custody,” Quinn said, “and killed Maria Cirillo then switched off the air conditioner to make sure she’d be discovered soon. His way of letting us know Jeb wasn’t the Butcher. He didn’t have time to do much research on her. He might have simply latched onto her as she was walking along the sidewalk and followed her home, made sure she lived alone, then killed her.”


      “Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Pearl said.


      “And having the wrong hair color,” Fedderman added.


      “And looking so much like Mom,” Quinn said.


      “I don’t know,” Pearl said. “Maria’s such a good example of type, it could be that she was slated to be his next victim and he moved her time up.”


      “Either way,” Quinn said, “the message is the same—set my brother free.”


      “Sounds almost noble,” Fedderman said.


      “Not even close,” Pearl told him. She borrowed Fedderman’s jar and rubbed more mentholated ointment beneath her nose. “I’m going back in and talk to Nift.”


      Quinn thought Nift would probably tell her to instruct the SCU team to bag a sample of the vomit on the floor, then who knew how Pearl would react? She was on tilt already, after their visit with the late Maria Cirillo.


      He told Fedderman he’d be right back, and then went inside the apartment so he could be there to extinguish any sparks between Pearl and Nift.


      Looking out for Pearl was an old habit hard to break.
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      “I often think of all that precious time lost between mother and son,” Myrna said to Quinn, “and my own boy Sherman out there somewhere hunted and frightened.”


      Myrna had more of a southern accent today. It wasn’t so much on the edges, and it still dripped pure molasses. She’d been trying to hide it before, Pearl thought, trying to make herself seem as educated as her sons.


      She was seated in a wooden chair at the small desk in her room at the Meredith, her body shifted sideways, one elbow on the desk. Her posture caused one of her shoulders to rise sexily so she looked like a femme fatale in an old movie. She was wearing a midnight blue silk robe that made her hair and eyes look darker. Her hair was brushed out so that it appeared longer, a hint of bangs on her broad, unlined forehead. The scent of soap hung in the air, as if she’d just shampooed and dried her hair.


      Quinn had left Fedderman to do more legwork at the Cirillo murder scene and brought Pearl with him to the Meredith, thinking the woman’s touch might come in handy in convincing Myrna Kraft to act as bait for her son Sherman. Not that they’d use the word bait.


      “Did your dear son ever try to contact you during all those lost years?” Quinn asked. Dear. Pearl saw that Quinn was wearing his compassionate attitude, the one that evoked confidences and confessions, as if he were a priest with the power to heal. While it struck a phony note with Pearl, it might score with Myrna.


      “Why, I’d have no way of knowing,” Myrna said. “But, yes, something in my heart tells me he tried. Yes, he must have tried. Whatever awful things happened to Sherman during that time in the swamp, they must surely have put him in deep shock, as they would any normal nine-year-old boy. I read it was months before he even uttered a word.”


      “I read that word was Mother,” Pearl said.


      There was no change of expression in the hard, handsome planes of Myrna’s face, but something primal moved behind those dark eyes.


      “I never read or heard that,” she said, “but it wouldn’t surprise me that a lost boy’s first words would be of the mother he loved.”


      “It’s because you love him that we came to you,” Quinn said. “And because he must love you.”


      Pearl tried not to look at him as he doled out his unctuous Irish charm. Why didn’t these people see through such bullshit? But Pearl knew they seldom did.


      Seldom, but sometimes. When Quinn encountered someone not so unlike himself.


      “He must indeed,” Myrna said, “and in a sense I suspect I failed him. All I can say is I did it for Jeb. I was forced to make a mother’s terrible choice. I believed so fiercely that at least one of my sons must be saved, and I lived my new life according to that belief. Tell you true, in those days and beyond, there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for that boy. It was like he was both my sons become one.”


      “Do you still feel that way about Jeb?”


      “I’d have to swear I do.”


      “And now God’s given you a chance to help your other son,” Quinn said. He walked over and sat perched on the desk, so Myrna had to look up at him, into his sincere gaze. “I shouldn’t tell you this, and certainly I’m not referring to myself or Officer Kasner, but you’re correct in your fear that some nervous trigger finger might twitch and take Sherman’s life. The police are human, after all, and this killer has taunted them. Most of us act as professionals, but as in every profession, there are those who have their own agenda.”


      “I do understand,” Myrna said. She hadn’t blinked in the force of Quinn’s charm attack.


      Quinn persisted. “Hard as it might be for you to believe, you and Jeb aren’t the only ones who want to see Sherman taken into custody unharmed. He’s a sick man—to you a boy still—and he desperately needs the proper treatment.”


      Myrna gnawed on her lower lip for at least a minute. Then she sat back in her chair, stared down at her lap, then back up at Quinn. “Explain exactly what you’d expect of me.”


      “Of course. We want you simply to remain in your room here as if you were an ordinary guest at the hotel. You won’t see us, but we’ll be there and we’ll have you under our protection at all times.” His smile was incongruously beatific on such a rough looking man. “We’ll be your guardian angels.”


      “My angels haven’t always been on duty in the past, Detective Quinn.”


      “We’re more professional and closer to the ground,” Quinn said. “I promise you’ll be safe.”


      “Oh, I’m not so worried about myself. No woman fears her true son. But you must know how smart Sherman is. Won’t he be suspicious of such a plan, especially if I stay here holed up in my room?”


      “If he knows where you are and loves you enough,” Quinn said, “he’ll try to reach out for you.”


      “Or if he hates me enough,” Myrna said. “That’s what you really think.” For a second it seemed she might actually cry. “Oh, how you must see me…”


      Quinn gently patted her shoulder. “I don’t think, dear, that your own true son would hate you after all these years. And you won’t be strictly confined to this room or even this hotel. You should go out, just as anyone might who’s visiting New York. Shop, sightsee, walk about, take a cab. You’ll be safe out there. Your angels, invisible to you or anyone else who might be looking, will be with you every step.”


      “You mentioned shopping,” Myrna said. “Will I have a shopping allowance?”


      That brought Quinn up short, and he almost stood up from where he was perched on the desk. What kind of woman is this? What kind of wheels turn in her mind? Her own son might be stalking her to kill her, and she has her sights set on sales and merchandise.


      “She should do a lot of shopping if her movements are going to appear normal,” Pearl said, pitching in. To Myrna: “You’re a woman in New York. Even under the circumstances, it would make sense that you’d shop.”


      If you were a homicidal psychopath with your own sick reality.


      Quinn settled back down and gave Myrna the old sweet smile. “Of course you’ll be given money to shop. At taxpayer expense. That’s only fair, because in the end you’re doing this for the taxpayer as well as for Sherman, for other people as well as yourself.”


      “Something else I want’s a gun,” Myrna said.


      “We’ll be protecting you, dear.”


      “Oh, it isn’t for self-protection. It’s to protect Sherman.”


      “But you’d use it if you had to in order to protect yourself,” Pearl said.


      Myrna gave her a cold glance that made Pearl wish she hadn’t spoken. She and Myrna understood each other too well for comfort. Monster slayer and monster—was there that much difference once the battle was joined and blood was spilled?


      “I’ll see that you have a small handgun to keep beneath your pillow,” Quinn said.


      “I spent my girlhood and much of my womanhood in or near the swamp, Detective Quinn. I’d be most comfortable with a shotgun, as I owned one as a youngster.”


      “A shotgun…”


      Myrna smiled at him in a way that seemed to hypnotize him. “If you think this whole thing is a bad idea—”


      “No, no, dear. You can have a shotgun. I’ll bring one next time I see you.”


      “Thank you so much. I’ll feel a lot safer for Sherman and for me.”


      “I don’t think it will come to gunfire,” Quinn said. “You have my solemn word I’ll do everything possible to see that no harm comes to you or to your boy.”


      “If I do agree, what’s the next step?”


      “We’ll see that your presence in the city is leaked to the media, to make sure Sherman knows you’re here. The danger to you would begin late tonight or tomorrow morning, with broadcast news and the appearance of the newspapers.”


      “The danger to Sherman, you mean.”


      “To both of you,” Quinn said. “We know we’re asking a lot of you.”


      “However much it is, I do agree. I’ll do as you suggest.”


      Quinn smiled widely and patted her shoulder again, this time slightly harder and more reassuringly. “That’s the best thing, honestly.”


      “We’re very good at what we do,” Pearl said, “and we’ll see that you stay safe.”


      “My uppermost thought is safety,” Myrna said, “but Lord knows, not for myself.”


      


      Lauri knew she was going to sleep with Joe Hooker. She wasn’t sure exactly when she’d decided, and it hadn’t been sudden. And she knew it was the result of his subtle but persistent plan of seduction. In small but intimate ways he was moving their still young relationship in that direction; in the quiet way he regarded her, the amusing double entendres, the casual but suggestive touching of her arm, her shoulder, her neck. In a way, that was what fascinated her, watching an older, experienced seducer work, being the object of his efforts and moved inch by inch by him. She knew it was happening, it was deliberate, yet she let herself be moved, she wanted it, even knowing it was like drifting farther and farther into a strong current that would inevitably claim her completely. This guy wasn’t Wormy, who was usually so wrapped up in his music he didn’t seem to know she was around unless he wanted sex.


      Sex, music, sex, with little time left over for companionship and tenderness.


      It didn’t have to be that way. That was what all of Joe’s actions, all of his thoughtfulness and smiles, and his slight but unrelenting pressure, were telling her. It didn’t have to be the way it was with Wormy.


      Not that she wasn’t still fond of Wormy. But she was an adult and could have a relationship with more than one man. (Was Wormy really a man?) Wormy was takeout food, cheap weed, and wine, and frantic trysts in his dump of an apartment he shared with two other members of the band who weren’t away often enough. Joe promised dinner at nice restaurants, leisurely walks in the park, Broadway plays, and…what was inevitable. Joe was a Mercedes. Wormy was…transportation.


      Lauri feigned a headache and upset stomach after work and didn’t go with Wormy and the others to a club in the Village. Instead she walked around the corner from the Hungry U, where a cab was waiting, and inside the cab was Joe Hooker.


      When she climbed in the back of the cab he pecked her on the cheek and briefly touched her arm.


      “Hungry?” he asked.


      She laughed. “I just got off work at a restaurant.”


      He grinned in the darkness. “I know; I had to ask. If you’re not hungry, you must be thirsty. I know a little piano cabaret where we can have some drinks and talk about my favorite subject.”


      Lauri didn’t have to ask what his favorite subject was. Should she tell him she might be carded?


      “They know me there,” he said, as if he read her thoughts. Then he added, “So we can get a good table. Besides, I already gave the cabbie the address.”


      She was wearing jeans and a white blouse with a small floral design. She’d changed from her food-server shoes to heels, though. “Am I dressed okay for it?”


      “Beautiful women are always dressed for wherever they are.”


      She laughed, trying to keep her tone low and sexy. Adult. “You know something, Joe Hooker? You’re dangerous.”


      He glanced over at her as if caught off guard, then smiled. “Spice of life, danger.”


      “Live fast, die young,” she said, not knowing what else to say and finding herself temporarily tongue-tied.


      He appeared alarmed. “Good Lord, Lauri, I hope you don’t think I’m dangerous that way.”


      Why did I have to tell him that? Hurt him? Why am I acting like such a fool?


      She snuggled closer to him in the rocking, jouncing back of the cab as it took a potholed corner. “There’s dangerous, and then there’s nice dangerous,” she said, looking up at him. “You’re nice dangerous.”


      He kissed her lightly on the lips.


      They held hands.
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      “Is a photograph truly necessary?” Myrna asked, not very sincerely.


      She actually seemed enthralled by the idea that her photo was going to be in the papers and on TV news; but at the same time, she was afraid. Pearl didn’t think Myrna was afraid of what she was about to do, of her son Sherman, or what might happen to him. It was more that she’d spent almost her entire life playing down her beauty and avoiding being noticed, and now here she was in New York, wearing the smart gray linen pants suit she’d bought at Bloomingdale’s and posing for a news photographer.


      Well, Quinn had dropped mention that the man was a news photographer. He was actually an NYPD employee who photographed mostly crime scenes. Still, these photos would find their way into the news.


      “You look wonderful, Mom,” Jeb said.


      He’d moved from the Waverton into the Meredith, in a room on the second floor, to be nearer to his mother. It was Myrna who’d negotiated the deal. Apparently, to Myrna, an agreement merely meant the commencement of negotiations. While they were at the Meredith, Jeb’s expenses were also being picked up by the city.


      Myrna continued to warm to the proceedings, seated in the small wooden desk chair, swiveling her body, striking exaggerated poses. The NYPD photographer, an acne-scarred, hard-bitten young man with an emaciated body and shaved head, glanced at Pearl and Quinn, then got into the spirit and shot from a slight crouch, giving Myrna a lot of meaningless patter so he could catch her “off guard.” Quinn had seen him at some of the crime scenes, glumly snapping his body shots, and thought his name was Klausman. Today you’d think the guy was shooting supermodels in Paris.


      Quinn had seen and heard about enough. “I want one taken downstairs on the sidewalk,” he said. “Out in front of the hotel.”


      “A candid shot,” said Klausman. “We can pretend we’ve caught her by surprise as she’s entering the lobby.” This sure beat photographing corpses. It was fun working with a live woman who moved around and smiled when he said say cheese.


      Out on the sidewalk, a few people walking past slowed down and stared, wondering what was going on, thinking Myrna might be some kind of celebrity. Myrna seemed to be thinking the same thing.


      “My hair all right?” she asked, barely touching it.


      “Perfect,” Pearl assured her, not mentioning the strand sticking almost straight up like a horn.


      “You got some sticking straight up,” Klausman said, dancing forward and deftly smoothing back the hair the breeze had mussed.


      Myrna glared at Pearl.


      “Except for that one strand,” Pearl said.


      “I can pretend I just got out of a cab,” Myrna said.


      “Sure,” Quinn said to her and to Klausman. Why not?


      Myrna flagged down a cab and worked her poses, momentarily confusing the cabbie and showing a lot of leg.


      That seemed to disturb Jeb. “Better not overdo it, Mom.”


      She ignored him.


      “Say ‘Kate Moss,’” Klausman told her, evoking a wide grin.


      “Lord Almighty,” Pearl said under her breath.


      “I want one of her going into the lobby,” Quinn said to Klausman, watching the irate cabbie drive away, “but I don’t want the name of the hotel to be in the shot.”


      “Why’s that?” Jeb asked.


      “We don’t want to be sued.”


      In truth they’d decided not to make finding his mother too easy for Sherman Kraft. They didn’t want him to become suspicious. It was better to leave it up to him to figure out which hotel was in the photograph.


      There were two low marble steps leading to a weather-proof carpeted area beneath the marquee. Myrna took them like a young girl.


      “Gotcha! Good! Perfect!” Klausman kept saying, as Myrna struck one pose after another, moving only slightly for each shot, like a figure on a film skipping frames. “You should be a model. Gotcha! Okay, that’s it. Nope, gotcha one more time—that’ll be the best one, most natural. Really, you should be a—there, one more—model.”


      “It did cross my mind when I was much younger,” Myrna said.


      Jeb silently turned away.


      He’s embarrassed, Pearl thought. She’s embarrassed him.


      Myrna didn’t seem to notice. “How long will it take before they’re developed?” she asked.


      Klausman was surprised. “No time at all. They’re digital.” He went over to stand near her. “Here. You can review them.”


      Quinn let her Ooh! and Aah! over the camera’s tiny digital display for a few minutes, then decided it was time to retake charge of this operation from Klausman.


      “Take those back and make sure Renz gets them,” he said to the photographer. “Ask him to call me so I know he has them.” He turned his attention to Myrna. “Let’s get back up to the room, and I’ll give you final instructions.”


      Myrna nodded. “I like that third one,” she said to Klausman.


      But Klausman had caught something in Quinn’s tone and was already hurrying to his double-parked car. The E-mailed photos should be in the hands of Mary Mulanphy and Cindy Sellers within the hour.


      No one spoke as they rode up in the elevator. Jeb went with them, passing the floor where his room was located.


      Quinn wondered what Jeb thought of the police using his mother for bait. Did he know what Quinn knew, that a psychosexual killer like Sherman probably wouldn’t be able to resist not simply the type of woman who was his usual victim, but the archetype. Mom herself. Every serial killer’s dream. A Freudian, or police profiler, might say “wet dream.”


      Something like this had never happened before in Quinn’s career, and it would surely never happen again.


      The elevator door slid open and they all strode down the carpeted hall toward Myrna’s room. The hall was comfortable but noticeably warmer than the lobby.


      Quinn fell back a few steps, watching mother and son. These two, Jeb and Myrna, were tricky. They were both intelligent and used to playing a double game. And they both came from a hard place.


      Nothing they said could be trusted to mean or suggest anything. They might be smarter than the police and certainly were more desperate. They were not what they seemed and could misdirect or lull you.


      They came to room 620 and Myrna used her key card dexterously to unlock the door on the first swipe.


      Quinn rested a restraining hand on her shoulder and moved ahead of her to enter first while Pearl held the door open.


      Nobody joked or made a crack about being overcautious.


      As soon as they closed the room’s door behind them, Myrna went to the window and gazed down at the street, as if to watch Klausman the police photographer drive away.


      She absently raised a hand to make sure her hair wasn’t too mussed.


      “We should have had him take one of all of us together.”
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      Killing could stimulate the appetite. The Butcher had finished his breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast at a diner over on East Fifty-first Street. He was walking along Third Avenue, using the tip of his tongue to try working a stubborn morsel of bacon from between his molars, when he stopped suddenly in front of a news kiosk.


      A brick anchored a stack of New York Posts from the morning breeze. The brick, which had a red ribbon tied around it in a bow so that it resembled a wrapped gift, was slightly off center, revealing a color photograph beneath the large caption “BUTCHER’S MOM.”


      He stood motionless, ignoring people bumping into him, some of them glaring or cursing at him as they hurried on. It took all his effort to move closer to the kiosk and slide the top paper out from beneath the brick.


      She looked so young! So beautiful! As he remembered her, only more so. She’d aged as did most truly beautiful women, in a way that made them look simply more the way they’d appeared as young girls, a way that preserved the magic.


      The black magic.


      Very much more themselves. Every artifice stripped away by time. Very much more themselves.


      The ancient magic.


      Mom.


      Not in grimy jeans or a housedress with her hair a tangle. Not barefoot. Not bloody.


      Not nude and bloody and screaming my name. Not dragging a black plastic trash bag across a wooden floor…thumping black trash bag. Reaching into it…into it…


      Sam!


      Oh, Christ! Sam!


      “You gonna buy that or just memorize it?”


      Jarred from the swamp of the past, the Butcher stared at the old man in the kiosk in a way that made the man blink behind his thick glasses and back up a step.


      “They’re for sale, you know,” he said in a more moderate tone.


      The Butcher tucked the folded paper beneath his arm, then worked a ten-dollar bill from his wallet and stuffed it into the man’s hand. He then picked up a Times and Daily News. They also made note of the fact that Mom was in New York. They also featured at least one photograph and promised more on the inside pages.


      What was he feeling, staring at her Post photograph? He didn’t understand. This beautiful woman who’d given him life…


      Pride? An insane pride?


      Hate?


      Rage?


      He turned away abruptly and strode toward the intersection, where it would be easiest to hail a cab. He needed to get back inside the protection of his four walls, safe inside the womb, to recline in his chair, almost in the fetal position, with a Jack Daniel’s over ice, back to where he could read.


      No, to where he could look at the photographs, stare at them, etch them with fire into his memory.


      Mom…


      “You want your change?”


      He ignored the voice calling from the kiosk behind him.


      Too late for change.


      He understood now that he hadn’t escaped the swamp. He never would.


      He walked faster and faster, elbowing people out of his way, and finally broke into a run.


      


      Quinn and Pearl were in room 624, two rooms down the hall from Myrna Kraft’s. From there Quinn could observe the street and at the same time stay close to Myrna. Fedderman was outside running things at ground level according to Quinn’s instructions. He was in an unmarked car, from time to time changing parking spots, while he kept in touch with Quinn or the undercover cop posing as a bellhop and hanging around the hotel entrance with the real bellhop. The undercover cop’s name was Neeson and he hadn’t liked climbing into a bellhop uniform. On the other hand, he’d garnered some tips just holding the door open for arriving and departing guests. The last time Fedderman had checked on him, Neeson said he was considering changing occupations.


      The bearded homeless man across the street, seated on a folded blanket in the shadow of a building recess and holding a cup, was also NYPD undercover. Probably making a little extra money today, too, Fedderman thought, as he sat in the car half a block down and waited for the overheated engine to cool enough so he could restart it and turn the air conditioner back on.


      Two more undercovers were in the lobby, looking like a tourist couple, and another—Officer Nancy Weaver—was hanging around Myrna’s floor in a maid’s uniform. Quinn had requested Weaver. Pearl thought it was maybe to aggravate her, Pearl, because of her short-lived affair with Jeb Kraft. He’d even mentioned he thought Weaver looked cute in her maid’s outfit. Pearl told him Weaver should change linens and scrub toilets as part of her cover. (And maybe fasten another button on her maid uniform blouse.)


      Fueled by three cups of coffee, Pearl was pacing, while Quinn sat in a comfortable chair he’d dragged across the carpet so he could sit by the window. A set of earphones was draped over the back of the desk chair. Myrna’s room was bugged, but she was out now, probably shopping, and being tailed by the rest of the unit Renz had assigned the task of protecting her.


      As Pearl paced, she thought she smelled stale tobacco smoke. Every hotel room she’d been in lately smelled as if someone had been smoking in it. Had New Yorkers been driven to skulk like addicts or adulterers and appease their filthy vice in hotel rooms?


      “I’m sorry about that Weaver remark,” Quinn said. “About her looking cute. I was trying to make you jealous.” He was addressing Pearl but continued gazing out the window as he talked.


      “You only made it to annoyed,” Pearl said. “Does it smell to you like somebody’s been smoking in here?”


      “No. You’re always thinking you smell tobacco smoke where there is none.”


      “Maybe I do smell smoke, and you can’t because you’ve burned out your sense of smell with those illegal Cuban cigars you suck on.”


      “You’re testy. Is it the coffee?”


      “It’s you.”


      “What you should do,” he said, “is only have relationships with other cops.”


      We’re back on that, are we? “I’m no longer a cop, except temporarily.”


      “Bank guard, then. More or less the same thing.”


      “No,” Pearl said. “If I were a bank guard I wouldn’t be here.”


      Quinn continued to stare out the window, silently.


      Pearl figured she’d better set things straight. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel something for Quinn. It was more that she knew something about herself. It wouldn’t work for them.


      Maybe nothing would work for her with anyone. It was easy to think that way after Jeb Jones—Kraft. Her psyche was still bruised and confused. She did know she could no longer trust her emotions. Build a wall around your heart…


      “We’re friends,” she said. “Colleagues. That’s all, Quinn.”


      “I don’t want to leave it at that. Not with you.”


      If it was supposed to be a compliment, it hadn’t worked. “You’ve got a hell of a nerve,” Pearl said.


      “I won’t give up.”


      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to concentrate on the stalker outside the hotel.”


      Quinn turned away from the window just long enough to smile at her. “I meant I won’t give up hope.”


      “That’s your concern,” Pearl said, “and none of mine.”


      “At this point,” Quinn said, “I know you’re not seeing anyone else.”


      “Don’t be so sure.”


      He smiled again. Didn’t turn his head, but she saw his cheek crinkle up just beneath the corner of his eye. She’d seen that enough times to know he was grinning. Anger rose in her.


      “Milton Kahn,” she said venomously, as if casting a spell.


      Quinn looked over at her curiously. “Who?”


      “Never mind. He’s nobody you’re ever going to meet.”


      Me, either, with any luck.


      “I happen to like my life the way it is,” Pearl said. “Once I get back to the status quo.”


      Did that lie even make sense?


      Quinn was silent for a while. “I don’t think he’ll come tonight,” he said. “He’s more the sort to take his time.”


      Pearl knew he wasn’t talking about Milton Kahn. “He’s also the sort to spring surprises. We seem to have everything taken into account, Quinn, but I still can’t shake the notion that this killer might figure a way around us. You ever get that feeling about him?


      “Yeah.”


      Quinn’s cell phone, lying on the windowsill, beeped the first few notes of “Lara’s Theme” before he snatched it up, pressed it to his ear, and said, “Yeah,” again. “Okay, Feds.”


      He cut the connection and laid the phone back on the sill.


      “Myrna’s back.”


      Pearl instantly stopped pacing, sat down at the desk, and slipped the headphones back on.


      “I happen to like being a bank guard,” she said, with a sideways glance at Quinn.


      “Probably the uniform,” Quinn said.


      No mercy.
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      “You have other things to do all the time,” Wormy told Lauri.


      They were in the kitchen of the Hungry U, a busy place full of spicy aromas, the blur of motion, the clink and clatter of dishes and flatware.


      “Not all the time, but tonight,” Lauri said. She was checking on a customer’s order of shahi korma, wondering what the delay was. She had to have something to tell the man, who was a valued regular, meaning he’d been in the restaurant at least twice.


      “Be ready jus’ about three minutes,” said Jamal, the African American–Pakistani chef.


      “Lauri—”


      “Really, Wormy, you don’t have a title proving ownership of me. Women aren’t chattel any longer.”


      “Cattle?”


      “Chattel. It means we don’t have to spend every minute together you want to spend, but not a single moment you don’t.”


      Wormy seemed puzzled by her phrasing. Or indignant. Maybe he was still thinking about chattel. Lauri didn’t have time to sort it all out.


      “Damn it, Lauri. Ain’t any call to be so hard-ass. You know you’re my woman.”


      Jamal, racketing a whisk around in a metal bowl to whip up a sauce, gave him a look.


      Not half so withering as Lauri’s. “I’m nobody’s woman. And you don’t have any business in the kitchen, Wormy.”


      “She be right on that one,” Jamal said. “Them two.”


      “I know what you’re doin’,” Wormy said, ignoring Jamal. “You’re goin’ out with somebody else.”


      “Whee-ooh!” Jamal said.


      “If I were seeing someone else,” Lauri said coldly, “it’d be none of your concern. You think I don’t know about you and your friends, and what goes on at those clubs when I’m not around?”


      Jamal stopped with the whisk and looked from Lauri to Wormy.


      “That kinda thing’s nothin’, Lauri. Nothin’! I don’t feel about any of those girls the way I feel about you. You’re everything in the world to me.”


      Nodding approval, Jamal began whisking vigorously again.


      “You don’t act like it,” Lauri said. “And that’s the operative word—act!”


      “Girl’s education showin’,” Jamal said.


      Wormy stepped toward him, the upper half of his body seeming to move much slower than the lower half. “I about had it with you!”


      Jamal smiled. “C’mon, I stab you with this whisk.”


      Wormy took another threatening step toward Jamal, but Lauri stopped him, grabbing his stringy upper arm. “You’re going to get us all fired,” she said, squeezing hard enough to make Wormy wince.


      “Screw that! Sometimes you gotta—”


      “And no place in the Village will hire you again to play music.”


      That gave Wormy pause.


      “I don’t like what’s happenin’,” he said, wrenching his arm from Lauri’s grip and turning his back on Jamal.


      “Nothing’s happening.”


      “Shahi korma’s happenin’,” Jamal said. “Right there ready to serve an’ startin’ to cool.”


      Wormy glared back over his shoulder at him, then said again to Lauri, “I don’t, goddamn it, like it!”


      “Like there’s some law,” Jamal muttered.


      Wormy stormed out of the kitchen, not bothering to check and see if anyone was coming the other way through the swinging doors. Fortunately, no one was.


      Lauri picked up the plate of shahi korma and placed it in the center of a circular tray, then lifted the tray so it was perfectly level.


      “You should be ashamed of yourself,” she said to Jamal.


      “That Joe guy been around askin’ for you,” he said, deadpan.


      “When?”


      “Now an’ again.”


      She carried the tray from the kitchen, careful to go up on her toes and check through the tiny window to make sure Wormy wasn’t lurking outside the swinging doors.


      No sign of him. But that didn’t mean he’d left.


      “Ever think of goin’ out with me?” Jamal asked behind her. “Shed yourself of that worm man?”


      If Wormy was still in the restaurant, Lauri didn’t know it. She looked neither left nor right as she bore the shahi korma to its table with the regal bearing of a queen.


      


      It didn’t take the Butcher long to locate the hotel. The low marble steps, the dark lower edge of the marquee, the glass revolving door set in a wall of brick and smooth white stone—all were like features of a face.


      He’d spent a while at his computer, visiting the websites of New York hotels, before he’d found the right one—the Meredith—and compared it with the newspaper photograph to make sure. It was a mid-priced—which in Manhattan meant merely astronomical—business hotel, with all the amenities to make it competitive. He took a virtual tour of several rooms, as well as the restaurant and coffee shop. Most useful.


      Later that day he rode past the Meredith in a cab in order to see it in three dimensions and get a feel for the place. Then he got out and walked around the surrounding neighborhood, terrain into which he might someday have to escape.


      It had been only hours since he’d learned this morning that his mother was in the city, and already he knew her exact location. Knowing it somehow made her even more real, more menacing. Her presence haunted him like a specter as he walked the streets, mulling over what to do. Even in a city this size, it was possible they’d pass each other on the sidewalk, perhaps not even glance at each other.


      Or one of them might glance. The thought gave him a chill.


      He was surprised when he looked at his watch and saw that his research had taken most of the afternoon. Though he wasn’t hungry, he had a tuna melt and coffee in a small diner before returning to what he increasingly thought of as his lair.


      


      He did feel somewhat better since gaining the essential knowledge of his mother’s whereabouts when she slept. The Meredith Hotel. Now what? Time to practice to deceive?


      Not yet. Time to learn more.


      He poured a Jack Daniel’s, walked to his recliner, and situated himself where he could see out the window at the darkening city. Such a long way from that time years ago in the swamp, but time could be folded like an accordion. More and more lately his dreams carried him back, his nightmares that weren’t as horrifying as the actuality that gave them birth. The swamp had invaded his mind and become a part of him, and there were things living and crawling there he didn’t want to touch. He thought he’d escaped them but they’d been there all along.


      Some nights he lay in bed staring into darkness, terrified of falling asleep. Was it only because of his dreams, or was he feeling the pressure the literature on serial killers proclaimed them to feel as their victim count climbed?


      None of us ever escapes.


      Perhaps his mother wouldn’t escape. The things that crawled in the darkness of his mind crawled in hers.


      It had been so long since they’d seen each other, but he was sure they understood each other.


      He also understood Quinn.


      Of course the Meredith would be a trap. He knew his nemesis, Quinn. He’d followed him, studied him. As Quinn had studied his nemesis. They’d crawled into each other’s brains. He knew Quinn’s mind better than Quinn himself knew it.


      Quinn had his own miasma of problems, his own dark swamp. A record of harsh justice and violence, a stained reputation, an alcoholic past, a failed marriage, a troubled daughter, a woman he loved who didn’t love him. An insatiable need and talent for the hunt.


      None of us ever escapes.


      Do we really want to?


      There was no doubt in Sherman’s mind that his mother was bait, an archangel of evil that had to be slain. That she was being used to lure him to destruction was fitting.


      Quinn certainly had to understand that the Butcher wouldn’t be able to resist the lure of the very demon he’d been trying again and again to slay, the angel demon that wouldn’t stay dead. But Quinn didn’t understand Sherman’s mother as well as he thought. She was bait, but she was deadly bait. She wanted to kill her son as badly as when she’d tried all those years ago in the swamp, only now she’d be even more determined.


      Deadly bait.


      Sherman would have to plan carefully. Move carefully. He felt like a spider walking the web of a much larger, much deadlier insect. One that was waiting for him and would sense his slightest misstep. One that could paralyze him with a glance and suck him dry of life even before his heart stopped.


      Mom…


      Nine-year-old Sherman took a sip of Jack Daniel’s and told himself things had changed and he was grown up now, an adult. With an effort of will, he ignored his fear and engaged his mind.


      He was nothing if not a problem solver.


      The Meredith Hotel wasn’t precisely a spiderweb. There were different ways to approach it, and different ways to move within it.


      Quinn’s trap was a problem that could be solved. That must be solved.


      It was a family matter.
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      Something new. Something exciting.


      Lauri didn’t get to the Upper East Side very often. She tried not to let it show that she thought Mangio’s was one of the neatest places she’d ever seen. She and Joe shared a tiny round table near a wall, away from the small dance floor. A band, guys in matching jackets and ties, not like The Defendants, were playing soft syncopated music that she guessed was rumba. Other than the dance floor, the place was carpeted in plush red, contrasting with the white tablecloths and glinting silverware. The long-stemmed glass from which Lauri was sipping a vodka martini, straight up, was fine crystal that glittered in the light of the single candle in the center of the table. She supposed this was what people called class.


      She looked around at the women seated at tables or dancing and was glad she’d worn the dress Joe had bought for her. It had been a gift from an exclusive shop on Madison Avenue and was obviously expensive. Since her father was busy in the evenings he hadn’t seen her leave in the dress, which was a good thing, because it might have required an explanation. She really should have her own apartment. Her world was opening up like a flower warmed by the sun. If this thing with Joe continued to work well…


      “You look happy,” he said, smiling across the table. “That makes me happy.”


      “The only thing that would make me happier,” she said, “is if this—being someplace like this with you—would last forever.”


      “No,” he said, “There’s something else. I know what would make us both infinitely happier.”


      She reached across the table and lightly dragged her fingernails over the back of his hand. “Joe—”


      “I’m going to teach you how to rumba.”


      She couldn’t control the expression on her face. From the inside it felt like disappointment.


      He laughed. “Oh, you thought I meant something else.”


      “I think we both know what you meant,” she said, laughing along with him but still maybe showing her disappointment.


      “Maybe you already know how to rumba.”


      “No.”


      “You will in five minutes. I have a foolproof teaching method.”


      He stood up, holding her hand gently by her fingertips and guiding her up out of her chair and toward the dance floor. She found herself having some difficulty walking, which was strange since she’d had only one drink


      They weaved their way through the tables and reached the parquet dance floor, which wasn’t crowded. His timing was right—the band was only halfway through the rumba number. Joe held Lauri close in dance position, her right arm bent up at the elbow, his left hand clasping her right. His right arm was around her waist, his fingers spread near the small of her back, pressing her into him.


      “We’ll do a simple box step,” he said, his breath warm in her ear. “Follow my lead and you’ll pick up the rhythm and hip movement.”


      He was right. She was soon dancing without worrying about getting her toes stepped on. Then he held her even closer so the rhythm flowed through his body into hers. The experience as a whole was making her light-headed.


      “Looser in the hips and we’re there,” he whispered. “That’s good. Great! Great!”


      She willed her body to relax as he held her more firmly. Now she had no choice; her body had to sway in precise syncopation with his. Fine with Lauri. She swung her hips freely, feeling his hand slip lower on her back to rest on the rise of her buttocks. She wanted so very much to please him.


      “I might be slightly…”


      “Slightly what?” he asked.


      “I don’t know.”


      “You okay?”


      “Oh what?”


      “Kay,” he said, grinning.


      “Oh. I’m that. I think.”


      “Very good,” he said of her dancing. “Just relax. Trust me and follow my lead.”


      That was his best advice. He loosened his grasp on her slightly (though not on her rear, so they remained pelvis to pelvis) and she let her body respond to the gentle guidance of his hands and the subtle shift of his body against hers. Her body became even looser, her movements more fluid. She could trust him and relax.


      He smiled down at her. “Now you’re an expert just like me.”


      She smiled back at him. (Was he going to get an erection? She would know if he did.)


      The music stopped and he kissed her.


      The Hungry U, The Defendants, Wormy, were all far away and in a different world.


      “Trust me and follow my lead,” he whispered again in her ear.


      


      In the back of the cab she surprised him. It had taken only a brief kiss, the slightest fondling. He didn’t think he’d slipped that much ketamine into her martini. Just enough to disorient her slightly, confuse her a little bit. He wanted her to enjoy and remember. Maybe he hadn’t even needed the stuff; he’d only resorted to it because time was important here. Maybe it hadn’t even kicked in yet. The stuff was actually made for veterinarians to give to cats. Pussy. There was an amusing thought.


      Within a block away from Mangio’s she had her arms snaked around his neck and the warm wedge of her tongue probed his ear. He felt a tightening in his groin, and her hand was on him as they kissed.


      “I don’t want to wait, Joe,” she whispered in his ear. “I can’t wait.”


      “Your place?” he asked, toying with her, stringing this out to make sure, letting it build in her.


      “Can’t. I don’t live alone. With my father. He’s not home now but he might walk in on us.”


      He grinned, knowing she couldn’t see in the dimness of the cab. The desperation in her pleased him. She was disassociating somewhat, not too much. He’d gotten the dosage about right.


      She snuggled closer to him. “Might…”


      “What?”


      “Don’t know. Can’t remember. Don’t care. What’re you—”


      Holding the slender nape of her neck, he kissed her hard on the lips, using a thumb to play with her earlobe. His other hand was beneath her hiked-up skirt, exploring her warm wetness. He felt her respond to his kiss with her lips, tongue, teeth.


      “Jesus! I can’t wait!” she whispered hoarsely when he released her. “I don’t know…”


      “What?”


      “Just don’t know…Only had one drink.”


      “You had three, darling. I was counting.”


      “Three?”


      She pressed her body hard into his.


      He leaned forward, toward the Plexiglas divider that separated passengers from driver. “Take us through the park.”


      The cabbie had been there before. He glanced quickly in his rearview mirror then veered right and made a U-turn.


      Passing headlights of oncoming cars shuffled the light in the back of the cab and made her blink in mild confusion.


      “It will be a slow drive,” he whispered


      “Have you got something?” Lauri asked, clinging to him.


      “Of course,” he said. “A condom.” He kissed her perspiring forehead, working the hand that was beneath her skirt, manipulating skillfully with his fingers. “You don’t have to worry, darling, I’m careful. You’ve never met anyone more careful.”
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      Sherman as usual read the Times over breakfast. He’d bought the paper from a vending machine at the corner, inserting his coins and thinking with a smile that the paper should be paying him. After all, he was giving them something to write about that was more interesting than their usual gray wire-service pap. He was selling papers. Every time the circulation of one of his victims stopped, the Times’s circulation increased.


      The morning was so beautiful that he’d skipped his favorite diner in favor of a small restaurant with green plastic tables outside. Pedestrians walked nearby, just on the other side of the black wrought-iron railing separating the outer sidewalk from the dining area. Beyond them, traffic locked in the morning rush rumbled and lurched forward about ten feet at a time. But the cool morning breeze carried the vehicle exhaust away so it didn’t interfere with his appetite, and the sun sent warm rays angling in beneath the green canvas umbrella above Sherman’s table.


      As he forked in his scrambled eggs and nibbled at his toast, Sherman read in the paper that Jeb, the brother he’d never seen, was a currency trader. Something like family pride crept into Sherman’s mind. So Jeb was smart, like his half-brother, and like Sherman made his money in the world of finance. Sherman had made his fortune in tech stocks, systematically getting out just before the bubble burst, and then compounding his wealth by selling some of the same stocks short, cashing in as they plummeted in value. Possibly Jeb had gotten rich during the same wild market volatility. Sherman thought—no, he knew—that heredity meant much more than most people suspected. Heredity was destiny, and impossible to escape.


      A gust of summer breeze flipped the top newspaper page, and there was the now familiar photo of Mom climbing out of a taxi in front of the Meredith Hotel.


      Sherman stopped chewing and stared at it for a long moment, into the dark eyes above the smiling lips. It seemed to him that the eyes were not smiling.


      The photo also made him think of last night in the cab with Quinn’s daughter. Quinn’s daughter! Now Sherman was the one to smile. What would Quinn think if he knew? As he would someday know—Sherman would take care of that. As for Lauri, she’d remember last night, what she could of it, fondly. He was sure he hadn’t used enough ketamine for her to suspect she’d been drugged, so eager had she been to sleep with him even without a little chemical enhancement. And even if she did suspect, she’d probably forgive him for it. Little Lauri wasn’t nearly as innocent as she pretended. How could she be, bedding down with that tall, skinny junkie—the musician, so-called?


      After finishing breakfast and paying his check, Sherman scraped his metal chair over concrete, away from the table, and stood up, careful not to bump his head on the umbrella. He felt full and satisfied, and sexually sated from last night, as he strolled toward his apartment. He was expecting a fax from a connection to a connection he had in Atlanta, an architect who a few years ago had found himself in a financial tangle Sherman helped him to escape. The man had later landed a plum job in City Planning and Development. He was not only in Sherman’s debt, he was a bureaucratic animal who knew the jungle. More specifically, the New York City archival records jungle.


      The disentanglement of the man’s financial affairs were of questionable legality, and if revealed would at the least be embarrassing if not ruinous. Sherman expected cooperation.


      He wasn’t disappointed. As he closed his apartment door behind him he glanced over at his fax machine and saw several messages in the arrival basket. He knew what they were—the 1947 blueprints of the Malzberg Plaza Hotel, which in 1964 was renovated and became the Meredith.


      Faxed blueprints of the renovation plans were included.


      He removed the pages from the fax machine to confirm what they were, and then laid them out on his desk to peruse later. He’d worked up a sweat walking back from the restaurant, so he decided that before anything else he’d take his second shower of the morning. Besides, he’d noticed earlier that he needed to touch up his blond hair.


      His dark roots were showing.


      


      Less then five minutes after showering and applying additional dye to his hair, Sherman was seated at his desk. He was dressed only in his robe and slippers, and was poring over the 1964 Meredith Hotel renovation blueprints. Already he’d formulated a plan. It only needed a bit more time, a little more research and attention to detail.


      And, of course, some cooperation, but that would be easy enough to obtain. Even a pleasure.


      Problem solved.


      No riddle in the mail this time, Quinn. No note. No game. No rattle before the strike.


      Only the surprise.


      If it weren’t so early in the day, he’d pour a generous Jack Daniel’s and congratulate himself.


      The surprise. The revelation.


      When they would share the terrible knowledge.


      Maybe, in the few last terrified seconds of her life, Mom would be proud of him.
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      Lauri hoped she’d pecked out the right phone number. She still felt woozy from last night. That would teach her not to drink too much. Or love too much. Three drinks. She remembered Joe telling her that had been her total. There was a lot of last night missing from her memory, but what she did remember she liked.


      Joe…What a wonderful lover he was…wonderful everything!


      Sitting on the edge of her bed, listening to Joe’s phone ring and ring on the other end of the connection, another dizzy spell made her sway slightly. Was this what it was to be lovesick?


      Three more rings.


      She was about to hang up when he answered the phone.


      “It’s Lauri,” she said. “Remember me?”


      “Forever. I was hoping you’d call.”


      “How come you took so long to pick up?”


      “I was in the shower. Slept late this morning. I was really tired. Can’t figure out why.”


      She smiled. “Try harder and I bet you’ll remember.”


      “You’re right. It must have something to do with why I was hoping it was you on the phone. You sleep okay?”


      “Deeper than I ever slept in my life.”


      “Any regrets?”


      “God, no!” She sounded choked. She could see the taut material of her blouse over her breasts vibrating in time with her beating heart. “Now I’m sitting here thinking how much I miss you.”


      “What a sweet thing to say!” His voice broke with sincerity.


      She was glad to know she wasn’t the only one with a tight throat. “It’s only been nine hours and twenty-six minutes.”


      “Way too long,” he said. He always seemed to know exactly what to say. Unlike…someone else.


      “We can do something about that,” she told him.


      He laughed softly. She saw in her mind’s eye the promise in his brown eyes, the curve of his soft upper lip. She had his face memorized and wanted the image never to fade away. “Problem is,” he said, “I have to take a flight out of town shortly on business. I’ll be gone for a few days.”


      She swallowed her disappointment. Her alarm. Was he brushing her off? Lying? “I could go with you to the airport and see you off.” Don’t sound like such a fawning fool!


      “Too late for that. I’ve already got a car coming.” He was silent for a few beats while her heart plummeted. Then: “Lauri, I was thinking of something special for the evening of the day I get back.”


      “It can’t be more special than our last evening together.”


      He laughed again. “This would be a different kind of special. Dinner at one of the best restaurants I know, the Longitude Room in the Meredith Hotel. It’s not the Hungry U but I think you’ll like it.”


      “Will I like afterward?”


      “If I have anything to do with it.”


      “You’ll have everything to do with it.”


      “Not another cab ride,” he said. “You deserve better than that. I’ll reserve a room. We can wake up together and order room service the next morning.”


      Her heart was on the rise now, soaring. She was determined to seem calm and sophisticated. “Sounds wonderful.” That was good, not too eager. Very adult.


      “I noticed you have a cell phone. Give me your number and I’ll call you when I’m back in the city.”


      She did, in her newfound calm voice. Her emotions were still whirling, but not so fast. She had a handle on the situation now.


      “Don’t mention this to anyone,” he said. “I don’t want any trouble for you while I’m out of town.”


      “Trouble?”


      “You might not have noticed, Lauri, but a certain someone is almost as hung up on you as I am.”


      “Wormy? I can’t see him causing any real trouble. He’s not much more than an annoyance.”


      “You might be surprised.”


      “Now you sound like my—”


      “Who?”


      “Nobody. If you think it’s wise, I’ll keep quiet about us. I’m not the blabbermouth type anyway.”


      “I know you’re not. I’ll call you soon as I get back, darling.”


      “I’ll be waiting.”


      They hung up without him saying he loved her. That was okay. Darling would do for now. Lauri wasn’t discouraged. She knew something about men. He’d get around to the L word. She’d see to that.


      


      “He’ll make you wait,” Helen the profiler said. “He’s tantalizing you. Stringing out the suspense.”


      “This isn’t a mystery novel,” Quinn said.


      “He thinks it is. And he’s the main character.”


      “Doesn’t the main character usually get the girl?” Fedderman said.


      “He’s gotten the girl too many times already,” Renz said. He was seated behind his desk, chewing on a dead cigar, maybe trying to get across to them that he obeyed regulations and never smoked when he was in his office, which was a crock. He carefully propped the cigar in a thick glass ashtray converted to a paper-clip container, as if the cigar were burning and he didn’t want it to go out. “This is the morning of the fifth day for our Myrna-as-bait operation. Pretty soon I’ll have to reassign some people so they can chase down criminals who aren’t shadows.”


      “Smooth move,” Pearl said. “It’ll go over great in the media if Mom gets snuffed.”


      Quinn threw a glance her way. They’d all been thinking the same thing, but she had to say it.


      “I don’t intend to let that happen,” Renz said, looking hard at Pearl, “and I don’t appreciate the sarcasm.”


      Pearl said nothing.


      “I’ll take your silence as an apology,” Renz said, after about a minute and a half of nothing but traffic sounds from outside.


      Good as you’re going to get, Quinn thought. He glanced over warningly at Fedderman, who looked about to swallow his tongue. Fedderman seemed to find nothing in life so funny as Pearl being Pearl.


      Renz pressed on. “I came up with an idea. Thought I’d run it past you.”


      Helen the profiler, who’d been leaning with a bony hand on the window frame, straightened up her lanky body and paid closer attention.


      “Let’s hear it,” Quinn said, shifting in his chair and trying to sound enthusiastic. He reminded himself that Renz was a good cop when he wasn’t trying to think too hard. His shrewdness seemed to be confined to his political maneuvering.


      “We need to get this psycho off the dime,” Renz said. “Get him to bust a move. I think Helen would agree that psychologically he needs some kind of jolt.”


      “Sort of maybe,” Helen said cautiously. She crossed her long arms, an impressive show of muscle and tendon.


      “He’s feeling the increasing pressure, you said,” Renz told her. “Especially now with Mom in town.”


      “True,” Helen said.


      “So it might not take much to prompt him into action.”


      “True.”


      Quinn was thinking that so far he hadn’t heard an idea, hoping Pearl wouldn’t point that out. He glanced over at her and she favored him with a razor-thin smile. Mind reader.


      “I think we need to use the media again,” Renz said. “Just a short piece about Myrna still being in town, along with a photograph. It could be taken in an interrogation room, or maybe even in this office, and we say she’s given a deposition, quote her as pleading with her wayward son to give himself up.”


      “Nothing new so far,” Quinn said, getting impatient and also figuring he might beat Pearl to the punch. He could almost hear Pearl ticking.


      “You’ll be standing over Myrna,” Renz said to Quinn. “Maybe with your hand on her shoulder, and you and she could be looking into each other’s eyes. Drive our sicko killer wild.”


      “Hint at a romantic attachment?” Pearl asked.


      Renz nodded. “You got it. Hint broadly.”


      Fedderman rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his white shirt cuff just beginning to come unbuttoned. “Myrna’s still a good-looking woman,” he said. “It’d be easy to believe an attachment.”


      “Maybe you should be it,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman looked aghast. “I’m hardly in her league.”


      “Such modesty, when it’s convenient. Other times you’re Brad Pitt.”


      “It’s Quinn he hates,” Helen said. “Quinn is his great nemesis, maybe even the lost father figure who deserted him. Our killer simultaneously hates and respects Quinn.”


      Many do, Pearl thought.


      “So he’s all the more likely to respond,” Renz said.


      “It’s possible he’ll respond with an oedipal rage,” Helen said, “vented at his mother rather than Quinn. When it comes to people he loves, hates, and fears, all at the same time, Mom’s at the top of the list. It’s Mom he’s repetitiously killing.”


      “Isn’t this all getting way too complicated?” Pearl asked.


      “Maybe not,” Fedderman said. “We’re dealing with a complicated psycho.”


      “It’ll all seem simple when the cuffs are clicked on him,” Renz said. He stuck the dead cigar back in his mouth.


      “Or a bullet brings him down,” Fedderman added.


      “I di’n’ hear ’at,” Renz said around the cigar.


      Quinn wasn’t sure he liked this at all. Still, if it might work…


      He glanced over at Helen, who was idly rocking back and forth simply by flexing her long muscles, looking more like a decathlon champion than a psychologist. He knew her background. She wasn’t just Helen Iman, NYPD. She was Dr. Iman, Psy.D. The expert in the room.


      She caught him looking at her, misreading him. Maybe.


      “Have you ever secretly thought of sleeping with Myrna Kraft?” she asked him.


      “If I were a spider.”


      Pearl was silent.


      There was a mood in the office no one quite understood.


      Renz removed the dead cigar from his mouth. “So whaddya think?” he asked the room in general.


      “I think it’s a brilliant idea,” Helen said. “But be ready for whatever you wake up.”
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      The sun cleansed, purified, burned away whatever festered and gave pain.


      At least for a while.


      The Butcher sat on a bench at the Seventy-second Street entrance to Central Park and tilted his face up to the warm sunshine. He’d dreamed again last night and had been in no mood for breakfast this morning. He was tired from lack of sleep, and there was a sour taste beneath his tongue that persisted no matter what he did.


      Not that he couldn’t shrug off his dreams when he was awake.


      Not that he couldn’t at all times differentiate dreams from reality.


      Except during his dreams, of course.


      He almost shivered with the chill he felt even in the warm sun.


      After his morning shower, he’d taken a walk, thinking that might stir his appetite and then he’d stop somewhere and have at least orange juice and coffee. And of course he wanted to read the morning Post he’d picked up at a kiosk during his stroll to the park. He was always interested in what the media had to say about the killer who so baffled the police and intrigued the public. Even the grand gray lady, the Times, the paper of record, sometimes ran news items on the Butcher, and right on the front page, above the fold.


      Sherman smiled up at the sun. He’d found fame, in an anonymous way. Had he always sought fame? Or had it only been after he’d begun to act on what he’d known, what he’d felt?


      He cautioned himself that it could be dangerous, this hunger for publicity. It was a hunger that at times consumed its own compulsion. Sherman had read the literature on serial killers and knew as much about them as Quinn. Well, maybe not that much. Quinn had actually met serial killers, whereas Sherman merely…was one. His smile broadened and he almost laughed out loud, sharing the joke with the sun.


      He was still tired and his legs felt heavy, but he was definitely feeling better. He’d sit here a while, read the paper, and enjoy the day in its full and early bloom. After glancing around the park and then out at the busy avenue, he drew his reading glasses from his shirt pocket, slipped them on and adjusted the frames at the bridge of his nose, and opened the paper in his lap.


      Ah! Interesting.


      He leaned over the paper, peering at the photograph on page two. Not merely interesting. Astounding! Mom and Quinn, in some kind of room, perhaps an office. Mom was seated at a table, a sheet of paper before her, and a pen in her hand. Quinn was standing close by, just behind her, his hand resting gently on her shoulder near the curve of her neck. She was staring not at the paper or camera but up into Quinn’s eyes.


      And the way he was looking at her!


      How dare—


      Sherman felt a cold, cold pressure just beneath his heart. He closed his eyes and waited until it went away before he looked again at the photo in the Post.


      Now he smiled. Making himself arrange his facial muscles at first, but then the smile became genuine. Reason had supplanted emotion.


      This photograph was obviously a trick. He laughed out loud, a kind of strangled giggle. Quinn! He didn’t hate him, didn’t want to kill Quinn. After all, he’d chosen Quinn. And Quinn hadn’t let him down. Sherman laughed again, this time in admiration at the wiliness of his opponent. The old “Killer’s Mother Signs Statement” trick, but with a twist. Wonderful! Audacious! Mom as bait while having an affair with the lead detective. All a lie, of course. Quinn had come up with something new, something innovative, that could be added to all the other misdirected claptrap written and spoken about serial killers and their mothers.


      Misguided and unhappy professors in musty classrooms or lecture halls half full of bored students, TV chatterhead pop psychologists mouthing the tired phrases of others, spoon-feeding pap in sound bites to the millions, what did they know? Who were they to presume?


      Well, let Quinn be smug for a while. Sherman knew better. Who was this asshole detective really? And how innovative was he? Did he think he’d invented flush toilets or the forward pass?


      He realized he was clenching his jaw. No anger. No need and no reason for anger.


      Sherman knew the police were getting anxious, wondering if he’d actually rise to the bait and confirm their cleverness. They were the ones feeling the pressure. They were planting staged photographs in the newspapers. They were the sources of amusement being laughed at for their futility. They were the ones lost in the swamp.


      As he stood up from the bench, he folded the newspaper, then walked over to a nearby trash receptacle and dropped it in with the rest of the detritus of humanity.


      Then he began to walk, still not hungry.


      


      Around two that afternoon he fell asleep in his recliner and dreamed of Quinn and Mom gazing at each other…that way. Of them doing other things. Of Sam Pickett and the sounds that had come from Mom’s bedroom, the squeal of the bedsprings and crashing of the headboard against the wall, over and over and over until it became like distant thunder that wouldn’t quit, that wouldn’t allow peace or safety, that remained fear on the horizon.


      The squeal of the bedsprings!


      The squeal of the bedsprings!


      There was no way to stop it, or to stop the distant thunder from moving closer and closer.


      The past threatened like a summer storm, roiling the darkness of his mind, and other sounds and images rose unbidden to the surface of Sherman’s memory: the lapping of black water in moonlight, the persistent droning of insects, the smooth dark movement in shadowed glades, the shrill scream of the power saw cutting through—


      The squeal—


      The storm grew in intensity and roared in on him like a hurricane.


      It gathered him struggling to its bosom, and he surrendered to it.


      


      He expected darkness when he opened his eyes, but light flooded in through the window. He sat for a while staring out at the city, still there and not a dream, miles of soaring stone and glass and angular stark shadow and bright sunlight. The past was over and gone. Outside the window was the present.


      Now! Real!


      He swallowed his fear and the bitterness of sleep and dreams.


      A trick. The photo in the newspaper looked real but it was a trick.


      But the dream echoed and flashed in his mind and Sherman was furious, perspiring, his heart hammering.


      Calm, damn it! Calm…A trick…


      He recalled fishing in the swamp, the bait taken, the hook bare. Sometimes a gator would yank at the line, breaking it and sweeping away hook and bait with an invisible awesome power. Quinn would learn there were creatures you didn’t fish for. Quinn could never imagine. He’d never been where Sherman had been, or learned the hard lessons. You didn’t stalk creatures that regarded bait and hunter as gift and prey.


      Quinn could never imagine.


      Sherman reached for his cell phone and pecked out Lauri’s cell phone number. Cell to cell, like a living organism. His heart slowed its pace and he was breathing evenly at last.


      She answered on the third ring.


      “Hi,” he said. “Miss me?”
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      Undercover officer Jack Neeson was playing the bellhop, pansy uniform and all. Shakespeare or whoever the hell had said it was right—life was like a stage and we were all actors. Sometimes Neeson was a bum, sometimes a drug dealer, sometimes a straight-arrow WASP with a smile and a line, sometimes a low-life asshole in the rackets. Always he was a cop.


      He was hanging around just inside the entrance to the Meredith Hotel, trying to remember a joke he’d recently heard, when he recognized Quinn’s daughter. She was on the arm of a guy in a well-cut blue suit and carrying a white box that looked as if it might have flowers in it. He and the girl made a good match. She was a looker, though still young and not as filled out as Neeson liked them. The guy she was with was a nice enough looking sort, with a medium-size, athletic build and a head of full wavy blond hair worn a little too long.


      Neeson figured Quinn might already know she was here. She could even be on her way upstairs to see him.


      But she and her date—looked like a date, anyway—made a left turn away from the elevators and walked down the corridor leading to the hotel’s pricey restaurant, the Longitude Room.


      A date, then. Neeson envied the guy. He recognized Lola, Laura—whatever her name was—from seeing her hanging around Pearl Kasner. Pearl acted like she wanted the girl to scram, but Neeson would have taken just the opposite position, even though the kid wore that glitter thing screwed in the side of her nostril. Why the hell did they do that?


      There was a joke about those nose studs, but he couldn’t remember that one, either. He maintained a large repertoire of jokes because it helped to keep the memory sharp, which was useful in his work. If only he could remember the damned things…


      For a few seconds Neeson thought it might be worth calling upstairs and letting Quinn know his daughter was in the building, just in case, but what was the point? The guy she was with must be okay, if Quinn’s own daughter was going out with him and could vouch for him.


      Movement over by the lobby entrance caught his eye.


      Here came a little guy with a carry-on slung by a strap over his shoulder, wearing baggy khaki pants and a black golf shirt, an airline ticket folder sticking up out of his breast pocket like a badge saying, “I am a rube tourist.” Yeah, sure. He fit the description and like a lot of other men resembled the old photo of the suspect, only he was probably too short. Way too short.


      Still, it paid to be thorough.


      Neeson knew dozens of short guy jokes. His vertically challenged partner had once filed a complaint against him. Neeson was soon transferred out of the precinct. He kept an eye on this short guy checking in, waiting until the man had shooed away the real bellhop, who wanted to carry his bag, and strode off toward the elevators.


      Soon as the elevator door closed on the guy, Neeson was at the desk. Getting information fast on these mopes was major in this operation.


      The guest’s name was Larry Martin. He was from Sarasota, Florida. Neeson used the phone to call in the information to Fedderman, who called back within minutes and said the name and address checked out, and reminded Neeson the suspect was medium height, an estimated five-feet-eleven inches tall. The information on Martin’s Florida driver’s license had him at five-feet-five inches.


      “Didn’t look even that tall,” Neeson said. “But maybe his legs weren’t all the way out.”


      “I don’t follow,” said Fedderman’s voice on the phone.


      “A joke, a joke,” Neeson said. He had to struggle not to laugh.


      “You’re a smart-ass for a bellhop,” Fedderman said, and hung up.


      Two hours later, Neeson didn’t notice Lauri Quinn and her date emerge from the restaurant corridor and walk toward the elevator.


      Lauri was tired but happy, and hanging on Joe’s arm this time for support as well as show. One of her high heels turned in slightly as she walked. Her date still carried the long white box. A gift he’d promised to show her after dinner, when they were upstairs in the room he’d reserved.


      She sat on a small bench for a minute or so, while the elevator made its way down. He still held the white box beneath his arm. She thought he looked amazingly handsome, standing there. The finished product.


      Neeson came in from talking to the doorman outside and observed them getting into the elevator but didn’t think much of it. They were probably on their way up to the sixth floor to see Quinn, or maybe they were going to a room and the guy was going to be doing what Neeson wouldn’t mind doing.


      He told himself not to let his imagination run away with him. This was the daughter of one of the shrewdest, toughest homicide detectives the NYPD had produced. Better to get crossways with tyrannosaurus Rex. If the blond guy didn’t know that and was going to tap the kid, good luck to him.


      Neeson leaned with his back against a wall, almost out of sight over by some potted palms, and paid attention to the other guests coming and going, to the real bellhops hustling to get their bags and stack them on luggage carts. It looked to him like a hard job. Those guys deserved their tips.


      Not that they didn’t also have some fun. There must be a thousand jokes about bellhops.


      


      Pearl was in 624, the room down the hall from Myrna Kraft’s, seated at the corner desk and wearing the headphones again. Not that there was much to hear other than what might be the faint sound of Myrna breathing deeply in her sleep. Myrna had gone to bed and didn’t even snore. Which kind of aggravated Pearl, who’d been told that she, Pearl, softly snored, at times.


      Quinn was standing at the window again, peering out at the night and using his cell phone to check on positions since their two-ways didn’t work worth a damn in the prewar building with its thick walls. Pearl could hear him talking, but with the bulky earphones on her head had no idea what he was saying. Her back was getting sore from sitting so long, and she was getting bored.


      She kept one earphone on and used her own cell phone at her other ear to check her machine at home for messages.


      There were two. The first was a reminder of a standing appointment for a mammography next Monday. The second was her mother, berating her for not calling or showing up for her lunch with somebody named Milton.


      Milton?…


      Then Pearl remembered—she was supposed to be introduced to Mrs. Kahn’s incredibly eligible nephew at lunch at the assisted living home. Pearl had stood him up, along with her mother and Mrs. Kahn.


      Pearl breathed hard through her nose. Damned complications! She didn’t need this crap. Not now. Not ever.


      Screw it! Screw all of them!


      Pearl refused to let her anger rise. She had her life to live. She didn’t need coercions and complications from her mother or Mrs. Kahn or her nephew Milton—from any of them, especially her mother. She didn’t deserve it and wouldn’t put up with it. She felt like spitting out her guilt.


      “Something?” Quinn asked, noticing the puckered expression on her face.


      “Nothing!” Pearl said.


      Screw all of them! You, too!


      He turned back to the window and his cell phone.


      


      Sherman glanced at his watch and saw that it was past midnight. Time to move.


      He’d used a larger ketamine dose this time, figuring it just right. Lauri had made it okay on the way up in the elevator, and into the room. She couldn’t have gone much further without her legs giving out.


      She’d slept deeply at first, but now she was conscious again, if barely, seated in a wooden chair, her arms and legs taped to the chair’s arms and legs, a rectangle of tape firmly fixed across her mouth. She wasn’t going to make a sound. She wasn’t going anywhere. She and the chair were one, as if they’d been manufactured together out of a single piece. The white box was on the floor behind the chair, where she couldn’t see it.


      So far, he was pleased. Everything was falling neatly into place.


      Her fearful eyes followed him as he moved about the room. He thought she’d still be unconscious if she weren’t so terrified. He smiled at her. She looked back at him hazily, bewildered. Poor girl. In her mind, time had slipped a cog. Was maybe still slipping. There was so much she didn’t understand.


      He slipped off his suit coat and laid it carefully folded, lining out, on the bed. Then he removed his shoes and tucked the legs of his suit pants into the tops of his black socks. Her eyes watched him, wondering.


      Let her watch.


      He swiveled her chair slightly so she could see in through the open bathroom door.


      After winking at her, he scooted a second, smaller armchair into the bathroom, placing it just so. Then he returned and from the white box withdrew a nine-millimeter handgun, a key-chain penlight, a long screwdriver, and a large folding knife with a thin blade. He preferred to use the knife, but the gun was an added measure prompted by the fact that he knew full well he was entering a trap.


      Though not the way his pursuers anticipated.


      The hotel renovation plans had made it simple. Many of the building’s original air vents had been retained, and additional ductwork was installed to facilitate air-conditioning. The ceiling vent in the bathroom was twenty-eight by thirty inches, and led to a steel duct that connected to other ductwork, including that for the bathroom vent in the room one floor below and one over, room 620. The rectangular ducts were lined on the outside with insulation beneath three-quarter-inch wallboard, so not only were they spacious enough to crawl through, they would allow for fairly quiet passage.


      Sherman stood up on the chair and used his screwdriver to remove the vent cover, then propped the steel enameled grate against a wall.


      With knife in pocket and gun and screwdriver tucked into his belt, he took a long last look at Lauri, whose eyelids were fluttering.


      She’d make the perfect hostage, if he needed one. But either way, later, at his leisure…


      With the brimming confidence of the chosen, he lifted himself into the vent.
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      Lauri opened her eyes wide and watched the dark pants and socks disappear as Joe wriggled his way up into the ductwork.


      She was exhausted but able to stay awake—mostly due to fear. That time she’d drunk too much with Joe and gotten sick had stayed in her memory. No way was she going to let it happen again. She’d thought they were not only going to have sex tonight but that it would be something special. He’d told her as much, took her to a swank restaurant, then a hotel room. She didn’t want to mess things up by getting so drunk she’d be sick. So before and during dinner, when he wasn’t watching, she’d transferred most of the contents of her vodka martinis into her water glass.


      Most but not all.


      She understood now the missing segments of her memory, her unnatural weariness, her nausea. She’d been drugged, and it wasn’t the first time. If she’d consumed all the contents of tonight’s drinks, she’d probably be unconscious now.


      Lauri had no idea what Joe Hooker was up to, but she knew who he was. She’d heard Pearl and her father mention the Meredith Hotel. And of course she knew what case they were working on.


      She decided not to use what energy she had blaming herself and trying to figure out how she got here, how she could have been so naïve. She’d instead use her time and energy trying to get away.


      She was taped so tightly she couldn’t move her arms or legs even an inch, and there was no way she could use her tongue or jaw movement to work the tape across her mouth loose.


      The Butcher was a professional. She’d heard her dad, Pearl, and Fedderman speak of him almost in admiring terms. She shuddered, cold even though he hadn’t yet undressed her. That would come later. Whatever his plans, they wouldn’t include her surviving the night.


      She craned her neck and saw the phone on the nightstand by the bed. It seemed far away.


      Desperately she tried to shift her weight, rocking the wooden chair back and forth. Several times she almost toppled, making her catch her breath, but eventually she captured the knack of using momentum to move the chair gradually across the carpet, toward the phone, inch by inch.


      And when she got there?


      She’d worry about that when—if—it happened.


      


      He was cautious moving through the ductwork, occasionally using his penlight to see ahead of him. Progress was slow, but it wasn’t difficult for him to propel himself forward using his elbows and knees. Mainly, he didn’t want to make too much noise.


      And he didn’t. He soon developed the knack of not lifting his elbows and knees, only sliding them and then increasing and decreasing pressure, as he used them to gain traction. Once he heard voices from below, a man and woman arguing, like a distant radio or TV playing too loud. Another time he heard a phone faintly ring, once, twice, then silence. He reasoned that if he could barely hear these sounds, anyone near them wouldn’t be able to hear the slightest of sounds he might make in the ductwork.


      While the duct provided enough space for movement, it was still cramped. Confining. No place for someone claustrophobic. Or less determined.


      There was some difficulty in quietly dropping to the ductwork for the floor below, but he was careful, bracing with his arms against the sides of the duct so he didn’t lower himself too quickly, breaking his fall with his hands. There was no way to change position; everything had to be done headfirst. He began lowering his weight.


      Quiet! Knees or toes mustn’t bounce…


      There! Perfect! Hardly any noise at all.


      He was just above the sixth floor now, and could see yellow light where bathroom fixtures glowed up through the ceiling grates. His mother’s room should be the first haze of light, about twenty feet away. It was late and she should be sleeping. Was she awake, with the light on, afraid of the dark? Of monsters from the past?


      Sherman had been holding his breath. He let it out now and began breathing evenly. He wasn’t afraid. He was part of the dark. He was the monster.


      She had created him.


      He tucked the penlight into his pocket and worked the screwdriver from beneath his belt, holding it before him as he began squirming again toward destiny and toward the light.


      Twenty feet.


      Ten.


      Blood calling to blood.


      He was almost there.


      


      Down in the lobby, Neeson was saying to the real bellhop, “Did you hear the one about the bellhop who…”


      It was late, and the bellhop, a middle-aged Asian man named Vam, was the only one on duty. Not that he had anything to do except listen to this red-faced cop tell bad jokes, after each of which Vam would laugh politely.


      “…tip? I thought you said ‘trip,’” Neeson said, and grinned hugely.


      Vam laughed. “Good. Very funny!”


      He was a part-time student at NYU, going for a psychology degree. Neeson interested him in a way the blustery cop wouldn’t have liked.


      


      Across the street, in the dark doorway of a luggage shop, undercover officer Frank Weathers, part of the NYPD’s Fugitive Apprehension Team, sat on a blanket in his ragged mismatched suit and raised a brown paper bag to his lips. The bag didn’t contain a bottle, though; it concealed his two-way, which he could slip up an inch or so out of the bag. The reception wasn’t good enough to carry on a real conversation, but he could report in to Quinn and let him know everything outside the front of the hotel looked okay. It was late enough that most of the activity in and out of the lobby had slacked off.


      Weathers was tired. He’d been at his observation post for hours and wasn’t due for replacement until 3:00 A.M. He bowed his head so his ear was near the mouth of the bag and he could hear Quinn’s static-marred reply: “…’Kay.’”


      He heard a car engine and glanced to his right. There’d been no need to contact Quinn. Fedderman was approaching in his unmarked.


      The car barely slowed as it passed Weathers’ OP, and the two men exchanged looks and slight nods. Myrna Kraft was still safe in her bed.


      In her bed, anyway.


      Staying in character, just in case he might be under observation himself, Weathers pretended to take a long pull from the imaginary bottle in the bag.


      The night was warm, there were roaches on the sidewalk, and Weathers was sweating profusely and itched under the ragged clothes.


      He wished he could have a real drink.
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      “Maybe he isn’t going to show,” Pearl said. She slid one of the earphones back a few inches so she could hear Quinn’s reply. He was still at the window, where he spent almost all his time except for when he was pacing restlessly or using the bathroom. Pearl thought he must be feeling the same doubts that had crept into her mind.


      Quinn turned away from the view outside to look at her. His face, never a thing of beauty in the conventional sense, was a series of rugged, worn planes that would have put Lincoln to shame on Mt. Rushmore. “You think all of us are wrong?”


      “All of us being us two, Feds, and Renz? That’s not so many.”


      “You forgot Helen,” Quinn said.


      “Yeah. The profiler. I thought you distrusted those people.”


      “She’s got a pretty good track record,” Quinn said. He turned back to the windowsill and picked up the cup of coffee he’d made with the brewer that came with the room. He took a sip, regarding Pearl over the rim of the paper cup. When he lowered the cup and swallowed, it made a noise suggesting that his throat was dry. “Remember Haychek?”


      Pearl remembered, though it hadn’t been her case. Three years ago, Brian Haychek had killed six women in New York and New Jersey. He also turned out to live in the same building as Helen Iman, had even served with her briefly on the co-op board. “Helen had him wrong,” Pearl said.


      “She had him right, far as the profile went. She just didn’t know it was Haychek.”


      “Her neighbor,” Pearl said. “They knew each other. Helen should have figured it out.”


      “That’s why she didn’t figure it,” Quinn said. “You can be so close to somebody you don’t see them.”


      “That’s awful metaphysical for”—Pearl glanced at the bedside clock—“well past midnight.”


      “Not at all. It’s like you’re sitting alongside somebody and observing them from only a few inches away, then trying to identify them from a distance. From so close up, you haven’t really seen the symmetry of them, and it can blind you as to who they really are.”


      “Sounds good when you say it fast.”


      “It happens all the time. Strangers walk up and shoot someone, or a guy on the next bar stool punches somebody out, and the witnesses can’t pick the perpetrator they’ve been face-to-face with out of a lineup.”


      Pearl smiled. “You should have been a public defender, tried that in court.”


      “I guess it is a little theoretical,” Quinn admitted.


      “Well, what I meant simply and directly is that it’s possible the killer is too smart for us again.”


      “But our—”


      “Shh!” Pearl slipped the loose headphone back on.


      She kept her forefinger raised so Quinn would be silent, and she listened…listened…


      The sound she heard might have been Allsworth, the veteran cop stationed in Myrna’s room. But it was the bedroom that was bugged, and Allsworth was in the suite’s outer room, on the other side of Myrna’s closed door.


      The mikes were sensitive and might simply have picked up Myrna stirring in her sleep, turning over in bed, bumping an arm against the headboard. But Pearl was familiar with those sounds. What she’d heard hadn’t been any of them.


      What she thought she’d heard.


      Finally she began to breathe again. “I thought I heard something, but it was nothing.”


      “I heard it, too,” Quinn said. “I think it was a vent or pipe rattling in the wall. What I was about to say is that our killer will show because of the woman in the room down the hall. This kind of compulsion doesn’t have anything to do with IQ.”


      “Get me some coffee,” Pearl said, “and I’ll agree with you.”


      She watched Quinn cross the room, then adjusted her headphones and leaned again over the desk. It was difficult to concentrate, listening to nothing. Difficult just to stay awake.


      Gifted criminals, she thought. There weren’t many of them, but they could be hell.
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      Quietly…This had to be done so quietly.


      He lay on his stomach in the duct and peered down through the vent cover into the dimly lighted bathroom. He could see an angled slope of white plastic shower curtain, falling away, a corner of a marble vanity top like the one in his own room, the pattern of the off-white tile floor.


      Undoubtedly there would be someone standing close guard over Myrna, but they wouldn’t be in the bedroom with her. They’d have the suite bugged, though, and the slightest irregular sound would bring them running. Almost certainly Quinn himself was somewhere nearby, controlling the surveillance, maybe in another room on the same floor, listening. Sherman hoped so.


      Of course there was always the possibility that Mom’s bedroom was unoccupied, that the bait wasn’t actually in the trap.


      No, that would be risky for them. He might somehow tumble to it and bolt without making a try for the prize. After everything that had happened, they wouldn’t chance that. They were too smart.


      He smiled and reassured himself. They were the way God made prey animals, just smart enough and no more.


      Sherman turned his head, pressing his cheek against the steel grate of the vent cover, and lay listening.


      Silence. Complete silence.


      Then, very softly, someone breathing. The slow, steady rhythm of deep sleep.


      His heartbeat kicked into high and he heard his blood rushing in his ears. For a moment he felt light-headed.


      She was there. Like the queen in her nest.


      He could feel her presence nearby.


      He pressed his cheek harder against the cool steel and was surprised to find himself crying.


      A tear worked its way through the grate and he heard it strike the tile floor.


      It did nothing to lessen his resolve.


      


      Sergeant Al Allsworth was twenty-six years on the force and had done this kind of duty before. Ten years ago, in a Times Square hotel, he’d taken a bullet for a state witness and preserved testimony that helped to put major organized crime figures in prison.


      Fifty-one years old now, Allsworth wasn’t regarded as a genius and would never advance far in the NYPD, but he had a rarer and more valuable commodity than intelligence. He was one hundred percent certified reliable, a cop in every cell of his body. He would do his duty and would preserve Myrna Kraft’s life even if it meant giving up his own. That was what he was about and he was respected for it.


      Allsworth sat now on the small sofa in the anteroom of Myrna’s suite, a People magazine fanned cover-up over his knee. He was a big man, bald but for a dusting of buzz-cut gray hair around his ears. He had bunched muscles, a stomach paunch, and a slab-sided face with a thin scar that ran through both lips near the right corner of his mouth.


      His eyes were half closed but he was nowhere near sleep. The only light in the room was from the reading lamp on the table beside him. His uniform tie was loosened, as was the top button of his shirt, and his eight-point cap lay on the nearby table, alongside a half-full coffee cup.


      Allsworth thrived on caffeine on this kind of duty; it was what kept him awake and alert while he was in the stand-down-but-aware state that every cop on steady stakeout duty learns to accomplish. He drank his coffee black and was on his second pot. The room reeked of overheated stale coffee, but he was used to the acrid aroma and didn’t notice.


      It seemed he wouldn’t notice if a gunfight broke out in the room, but the part of Allsworth that listened was somehow made more alert and sensitive by the reduced activity of the rest of his body. He looked like a weary, middle-aged cop of the sort who might help lure a kid’s cat down from a tree, gone somewhat to seed and slumped almost dozing on a sofa, but Allsworth was much more than that.


      He was ready.


      


      Shifting her weight back and forth violently, Lauri managed to work the chair she was bound to across the carpet until she was within a few feet of the nightstand by the bed.


      Now what?


      She couldn’t reach the phone, but her fingers weren’t taped together, so maybe she could maneuver the chair around so she could clutch the cord and pull it closer.


      It was slow, difficult work, making her perspire heavily, which at least somewhat loosened the tape. And it was delicate work, because if she didn’t manage enough control over her movements, the chair would tip over and she’d never be able to right herself.


      Finally she managed to angle the chair correctly, then she worked desperately to move it the final six inches she needed if she might touch her fingertips to the tantalizingly dangling cord.


      Each time the chair tipped toward the phone, she scissored her right middle finger and forefinger. She felt the tips of the fingers brushing the cord. One more rocking motion might be all she needed.


      She held her breath, and shifted her weight to tip the chair as far back as she could without falling.


      Now forward.


      She felt the cord between her fingers and brought them together hard and held them, gripping the elusive cord.


      As the chair’s momentum reversed and it began to tip back the other way, she worked her fingers so the cord was wrapped partly around one of them.


      Something wrong!


      She knew immediately that in her eagerness to draw the cord closer and hold it, she’d thrown her weight back and to the side too vigorously.


      The chair was tipping too far.


      Toppling.


      Oh, God! Falling…


      Turning!


      She clenched her eyes shut and bumped her shoulder and head on the floor as the chair swiveled on one rear leg and hit hard on its side.


      But she’d held on to the cord. In fact it was wrapped even more tightly around her forefinger.


      She remembered a brief dinging sound as she’d fallen, and knew what it meant. She’d pulled the phone off the nightstand. The receiver had bounced out of its cradle and was lying on the carpet. Her shoulder felt broken. Her head ached and throbbed, but she could move it to the side and see the phone’s base.


      The problem was that it was at the other end of the chair, near her feet.


      Lying in a seated position on her left side, she struggled to move her left foot closer to the phone. The force of her fall had caused the tape to loosen even more, and she managed to clench her toes and wriggle the foot until she’d worked off her left high-heeled shoe.


      It was a small accomplishment, but now she didn’t feel completely helpless. She had a real shot at alerting someone to her plight, at getting free. She had actual hope.


      She adjusted position to take as much weight as possible off the left chair leg and dug her toes into the carpet.


      It took her several minutes to find the technique that would let her edge her taped nylon leg over near the phone’s base. The way she was lying she couldn’t actually see the phone’s keypad, but she could reach it with her heel.


      Drawing a deep breath, leaning her upper body as hard as possible into the carpet, she fought the pain in her shoulder and used her nyloned heel to press again and again on the phone’s keypad.


      Though it wasn’t likely, she told herself she might coincidentally tap out a number that was valid, that would somehow summon help. The numerals nine and one, she remembered, were diagonally opposite each other on the keypad, so she tried to adjust each press of her heel to increase the chance that she’d hit the right keys. After a while, she moved her heel in patterns of three with a pause between each effort. Nine-one-one.


      She hoped.


      As she fought her bonds and pain and the cramping of her muscles, Lauri wondered what the odds were that she’d actually reach the emergency number with her thumping heel.


      She decided they were long enough that they didn’t merit thinking about, but they were the only odds she had so she went with them.


      


      In room 624, Pearl leaned slightly forward, rested a fingertip on her right earphone, and smiled.


      “What’s funny?” Quinn asked. He’d dragged one of the upholstered armchairs over to the window and was slumped in it with his legs extended and crossed at the ankles.


      “She snores,” Pearl said. “Not very loud, but at last she snores.”


      “So what?”


      Pearl looked over at him, thinking he’d better not mention that she also snored, though not very loud. Quinn seemed to know what she was thinking and looked away. Did the bastard smile?


      “It isn’t fair,” Pearl said, “that somebody looks like Michelle Pfeiffer and snores and men think it’s sexy, but when other women snore it’s a turn-off.”


      “Myrna Kraft doesn’t look like Michelle Pfeiffer.”


      “I wasn’t talking about Myrna Kraft, I was talking about Michelle Pfeiffer.”


      “It isn’t fair,” Quinn said, “that somebody looks like Michelle Pfeiffer.”


      God, we’re getting tired. Too tired.


      He stood up from the chair, stretched, and worked his arms back and forth to get up his circulation, then stepped over to the window to observe the dimly lit street below with its sparse vehicular and pedestrian traffic that never disappeared altogether. New York at night.


      “Looks innocent enough out there,” he said, not turning around.


      “We know what that means.”


      “Uh-huh.” Quinn glanced at his watch and sat back down.


      Pearl thought they were probably wasting their time, but she knew better than to say so.


      


      Four floors beneath Quinn and Pearl, Jeb Jones sat in a chair he’d moved over to his window. He was watching the homeless man across the street. The police had allowed Jeb to be in the same hotel as his mother, but they didn’t want him to be any part of what might happen if Sherman came calling. They wanted him out of the way.


      Jeb wanted to be here. As far as he was concerned, he had every right to be here. He’d pretended to go along with the idea that he wanted to be nearby so he could comfort his mother only after Sherman had been captured. But only pretended.


      He already knew the route he’d take to her room four floors above his own. Out his door, turn left, and run up the stairs. There was a cop on the sixth-floor landing, but Jeb knew that if Sherman was thought to be near his mother all of the cops would converge on her room as fast as possible.


      Jeb would be right behind the cop on the landing.


      The key was the homeless man across the street. His clothes were ragged and he was seated on a blanket in a dark doorway, slouched backward against the closed door, his head bowed as if he were sleeping. There was a begging cup on the corner of the blanket, but Jeb knew the man wasn’t a beggar. He was an undercover cop.


      Jeb had even seen the beggar speaking into a brown paper bag that was supposed to contain a bottle, and once he was sure the man had used a cell phone.


      Like all the cops in and around the hotel, the beggar would get the word as soon as something was happening. They were all in touch with each other, ready to act in unison, ready to converge like a trap springing closed. The beggar was a tooth in a trap’s jaw.


      The beggar who was a cop.


      The instant he moved, Jeb would move.
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      Working only by light filtering in from below, Sherman slowly and quietly used the blade of his long screwdriver to begin prying loose the grate covering the ceiling vent. He knew it was held by a large screw at each corner of its steel frame. Experimenting with the vent cover in his own room, he’d learned he could pry out one side, then move the cover back and forth so the two opposite screws would bend and work as makeshift hinges.


      But he wouldn’t use them as hinges more than once. They’d soon break anyway.


      After prying loose the nearest side of the vent cover, he delicately removed the loose screws and worked them into his pocket. Then he twisted his wrist while holding the partly lowered grate, extended his other arm, and loosened the first of the bent screws, catching it so it wouldn’t drop to the tile floor.


      Carefully he removed the remaining screw with his fingers, clasping the steel vent cover so it wouldn’t drop.


      He deftly put the screw in his pocket with the others and held the cover with both hands. He rotated it diagonally so he could lift it and place it on the bottom of the duct, on the far side of the vent where it would remain out of his way.


      The white tile floor of the bathroom was just below him now, easily accessible. All he had to do was lower himself carefully headfirst from the duct, catch himself with his hands, then land silently in his stocking feet on the tiles.


      He poked his head over the opening and then down into the bathroom. The door was open about six inches to allow illumination to spill into the bedroom, a night-light so Mom could find her way if she had to get up during the night.


      He lay silently waiting, wanting to make sure the slight sounds he’d made hadn’t been noticed. With the vent cover removed he could hear Mom’s light snoring. Good. He hadn’t disturbed her sleep. Or was she pretending? He knew she of all people wasn’t above pretending.


      He’d come this far, so he forced himself to take the time to be careful. He continued to lie motionless, listening to hear if there was any sound other than Mom’s soft snoring coming from the bedroom. Watching to see if a light appeared on the other side of the door.


      The judgment and the blood were near. It would soon be time to act.


      He wasn’t even thinking about what might come after. His knife was a silent killer, and he would simply leave quietly the way he’d arrived.


      If something went wrong and he couldn’t get near enough to use the knife, he’d use the gun, then make his escape back into the bathroom, leaving the door locked behind him to slow down his pursuers just enough so he could climb back into the ductwork. He would lay the vent cover over the opening and they might not even notice he’d escaped that way. Not at first, anyway, and he only wanted to divert and delay. That was the heart of his secondary escape plan—divert and delay. Once he made his way back to his room and down out of the ductwork, he would replace the vent cover. After that he would improvise. And, if necessary, use his hostage. If the police thought this was going to be a suicide mission, they’d learn otherwise.


      For Sherman there was only the firm belief that the next few minutes would go exactly as planned.


      And the desire that was like pain.


      He’d wait a few minutes while he managed to stop breathing so hard from the effort and tension of working with the heavy steel vent cover. He had the situation under control now. He simply wanted that control to be complete before the next step.


      Or maybe he wanted to savor the moment, the anticipation. This was an opportunity he’d never dreamed would come. Of course he was breathless with anticipation. Who among those who understood could blame him?


      Mom, just on the other side of a door partly open.


      Mom!


      He was, after all these years, surprised to be so close to his mother.
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      In the lobby, Gerald Goodnight, the aptly named night desk clerk, noticed the switchboard blinking. Not a regular, steady blink, but intermittent and frantic.


      Probably nothing to get excited about. The switchboard had the high-tech heebie-jeebies and was always sending crazy signals. The blinking would probably stop soon.


      It wasn’t a real switchboard, but a simulated one on the computer screen. Goodnight, a tall, gray-haired man with a receding chin and a drinker’s bulbous red nose, had been at the Meredith for more than ten years. He didn’t drink, and for that matter didn’t sleep well, so his looks and his name were both deceptive.


      Goodnight was, however, good at his job. He was diligent and provided the deft touch of inoffensive snobbery the management desired.


      His diligence was the reason why he was about to walk over to the computer and check to make sure all the wake-up calls for the coming morning had been entered correctly. Even though it was years ago, he remembered well the apoplectic anger of a wealthy corporate type who’d left a wake-up call for his room at 8:00 A.M., and received it just before he’d checked out in a rage in the P.M. He’d later tried to sue the hotel because he’d missed a crucial business meeting across town. The Meredith had settled with him and avoided litigation. Goodnight thought the man should have backed up his wake-up call with his own travel alarm clock or even wristwatch alarm. That was what Goodnight always did. He knew about hotel staffs.


      It wasn’t the first time he’d worked at a hotel in cooperation with the police, either. The last time, the undercover cops had been easy to spot, like actors in a bad gangster movie. But he had to admit these people were good. The phony doorman looked genuine, and the cop pretending to be a bellhop had even managed a few tips. Goodnight had told the guy if he ever needed a different job to drop by. The guy had given him a cop look, and Goodnight knew the man was already in the right business.


      The switchboard light was still flickering.


      Goodnight thought it would be a neat idea to send the bellhop cop upstairs to see about the blinking phone connection. He could scare some rowdy kids or an unruly guest. But he knew that was only whimsy. Riley the genuine bell captain was the one to handle it.


      The phone was in a room on the floor above where the woman the cops were guarding was staying; and this kind of thing happened all the time at most hotels. It would be kids, probably, playing with the phone. Or a drunk. Maybe a violent one. If that was the case, Riley could call down and the cops would be there in seconds. If they’d bother with such a thing in the middle of their important assignment.


      As if sensing something was wrong, Riley looked over at him from the bell captain’s station. Goodnight gave him an almost imperceptible nod, and Riley ambled across the thick carpet and over to the desk.


      Riley was a big man with a bear walk, in his sixties but still strong and fit. He was of good humor but had a combative disposition if necessary. While in the Navy he’d been third ranked in the fleet heavyweight boxing division. He was confident he could handle anything that came up in the hotel, and the hotel had confidence in him. This was why he’d held the difficult position of bell captain for more than seven years.


      Riley’s only flaw as bell captain, as far as Goodnight could discern, was that he thought he had a sense of humor. He was the only one who thought that. He could be trying.


      “We’ve got a blinker on the seventh floor,” Goodnight said, motioning with his head toward the computer monitor, visible in the alcove behind the desk.


      “Want me to send my new bellhop?” Riley asked, throwing a glance in the direction of the undercover cop in his bellhop uniform. He knew the cop bellhop—Neeson—also thought he was a funny guy, and saw him as competition. Maybe someday they could have a laugh-off.


      “Don’t try to be funny,” Goodnight said. “Just go upstairs and see what the problem is.”


      “Probably the phone,” Riley said. “They act up when the moon’s full. Something to do with the tide. I mean, the same gravitational force only on electronic stuff.”


      “Are you serious?”


      “No,” Riley said. “It’s probably kids. That’s what it usually is. What’s the room number?”


      “Seven-twenty-four. Guest’s name is John Brown. It’s a single.”


      “Or was when he checked in,” Riley said. “Did you know there are more Browns than Joneses?”


      “Yes,” Goodnight said, though he neither knew nor cared. Nor was it any of the hotel’s business if the man had checked in under a phony name, as long as the guest paid cash or had secured credit.


      “We’ll charge him for a double only if she’s ugly,” Riley said.


      Goodnight ignored that one. “I don’t have to tell you not to tromp around up there and make a lot of noise that might disturb the other guests.”


      “You did tell me,” Riley said. “And just in time. I have my harmonica with me.”


      “Harmonica?”


      Riley grinned. “A joke, George.”


      Goodnight shook his head. “Harmonica. The moon.”


      “I was trying to be funny,” Riley said, accepting the passcard master key Goodnight handed him.


      “Stop trying,” Goodnight told him. “Really. It’s sound advice. Stop trying.”


      He could see Riley’s shoulders quaking with laughter as the uniformed bell captain strolled toward the elevators. The dancing fringed epaulets made it quite apparent.


      


      Over by the potted palms, Detective Jack Neeson, in his jerk-off bellhop uniform, saw the prissy desk clerk who was probably a secret drinker talking with Riley the bell captain. Riley might erroneously see himself as a comedian, but he was no priss, Neeson could tell. He could probably handle whatever was wrong—if there even was a problem.


      Riley took something from the clerk then turned away from the desk and swaggered toward the elevators. He had his back muscles bunched in an odd way. Neeson knew that kind of walk—man on a mission.


      Maybe I oughta go over and see.


      He walked toward the guy behind the desk, Goodnight, who saw him coming and stood in a waiting attitude. Over by the elevators, Riley was pressing the Up button.


      Neeson figured it would take a while for an elevator to arrive. If something was wrong, they might as well go up together, a couple of guys in funny-looking uniforms. Neeson thought they’d look like characters in a costume movie or one of the operas his wife dragged him to, the general and his adjutant. Riley, with the fancier uniform, was obviously the general. Neeson didn’t like that. He was no second banana.


      “Trouble with one of the phones,” Goodnight said, not even waiting for Neeson to ask. He wasn’t sure if he wanted the cop and Riley in the same elevator at the same time. Two giants of comedy in such close quarters. “The receiver’s off the hook and somebody’s playing with it. Probably some kids or a drunk.”


      Or a killer, the adjutant thought, and veered and walked faster toward the elevators and the general.


      This was nothing to get excited about yet, but certainly it was something to look into.


      He saw that he’d figured wrong. This late, the elevator traffic was sparse and there must have been one waiting at lobby level.


      The general was gone.
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      Riley stepped out of the elevator on the seventh floor and saw the guy immediately. He was outside the door to one of the rooms facing the front, possibly 724, where the phone problem was, and hammering on the door with his fist. He wasn’t strong enough to be making much noise.


      Single my ass, Riley thought, figuring there was somebody else in the room, probably a woman. The guy was a weirdo he recalled entering the hotel about twenty minutes ago, way over six feet tall, with springy-looking long red hair and weighing not much more than a hundred pounds. As Riley watched, the weird guy began yelling and flinging himself over and over against the door. He looked like a human snake or something standing upright and didn’t weigh enough to budge the door even if it had been cardboard.


      He yelled again: “Lauri!” Blam! Against the door, causing him to bounce back about three feet, only to coil his long body and hurl himself again. Blam! Useless. “Lauri!”


      “Hey, sport!” Riley said, when he was about ten feet from the man.


      Weirdo noticed him for the first time. His eyes were wide, maybe afraid, and he looked young. Riley wondered if the skinny guy was on drugs.


      “You gotta help me get in there!” the guy yelled. “My girl’s in there and I think she’s in trouble.”


      “Whaddya mean, trouble?”


      The man splatted himself ineffectually against the door again.


      “Stop that!” Riley said. “You’re gonna hurt yourself.”


      “Then help me get in! I think somethin’s goin’ on in there. A rape or worse!”


      “What makes you think so?”


      “I followed my girl here. Saw her go in there with this guy I don’t trust!”


      “And?”


      “And what?” The weirdo’s long body moved in a kind of springy wave, like he was about to charge the door again.


      “Are you John Brown?” Riley asked.


      “Huh?” The weirdo paused and stared at Riley.


      “Is he the one with your girl?”


      “I’m not him an’ neither is he!” the weirdo said.


      Riley gently touched his bony shoulder, preventing another assault on the door. “We’ll see,” he said, in the face of such determination. He knocked on the door. “But you say and do nothing, understand?”


      The weird guy nodded, but Riley didn’t for a second believe him.


      There was no reply to his knock.


      “I don’t want the other guests disturbed, you got that?”


      Another nod from the spring head. “Yeah. Yeah.”


      Riley knocked again. Louder.


      Still no response.


      “Okay,” Riley said. “You stay out here and I’m going in and take a look. For all we know somebody might be in there taking a shower.”


      That seemed to really disturb the weird guy, but he said nothing.


      Riley used his pass card on the lock and the door opened, which struck him as wrong, since usually by this time of night the guests had fastened their security locks.


      He stuck his head in. The light on the desk was turned on.


      “Hello? Anybody?”


      Then he noticed the desk chair was gone. Then he saw it lying sideways on the floor near the bed. Then he saw the woman taped to the chair, and the phone off the hook and lying near one of her feet.


      Riley charged all the way into the room, the skinny guy right behind him, almost pressed to his back. He heard the guy cry, “Lauri!”


      She was alive, at least, Riley saw, as he stooped beside the girl. Her eyes were wide and staring at him. As gently as possible, he peeled the duct tape from across her mouth. She drew in a deep breath through her mouth, worked her lips, licked them. Then she said something odd.


      “Wormy?”


      Riley pulled the small pocket knife he carried from his pocket and began cutting the tape that was binding her arms. The blade was dull from cutting cardboard and envelope flaps, and he had to saw with it frantically. It was slow going, but he was getting there.


      “Call my dad!” the girl said, looking pitifully up at him. “Please! He’s in the duct.”


      He frowned at her. “Duck?”


      “Duct!”


      Riley stared at her. “Your dad’s in a duct?”


      “Not my dad! Call my dad!” She spat out a phone number.


      Riley wasn’t listening. He was concentrating on cutting away the tape without damaging flesh, making sure the girl was all right. She was young like the skinny weirdo, probably not even twenty. Talking like she was on drugs.


      “My dad’s Detective Frank Quinn,” she said


      Riley stopped cutting. “Give me that phone number again.”


      She did, then glanced beyond the ridiculous fringed epaulet on Riley’s shoulder and saw Wormy wriggling his way up through the bathroom ceiling vent.


      


      Neeson stepped out of the elevator on the seventh floor and looked up and down the long, carpeted hall.


      No sign of Riley.


      The elevator door closed behind him with a soft rushing sound.


      Neeson turned left, toward room 724. The hall was softly lighted by fancy-frosted glass sconces every ten feet or so. His shoes made no sound on the plush carpet as he walked swiftly and observed the even room numbers, making sure he was going in the right direction, unconsciously counting cadence.


      Seven-sixteen.


      Seven-eighteen.


      Seven—


      He saw that one of the doors ahead was open and he walked even faster, no longer observing numbers.


      


      Now was the time.


      Sherman somehow knew that all his celestial luck was with him in this single moment. When he felt like this, he’d never failed.


      Careful to make as little noise as possible, he eased his body forward, lowering his head through the vent opening into the bathroom of Mom’s suite.


      Take your time…


      He stuck his left arm through the vent, letting it dangle, and touched, barely touched, the white plastic shower curtain, simply to acclimate himself, to begin the process of becoming one with his surroundings so he could move with the necessary sureness and stealth.


      The only sounds he could allow himself to make now would be his bare hands contacting the tile floor when he eased his way headfirst through the vent opening and the balance of his weight shifted, and then the soft thud of his stocking feet landing on the tiles. He had to manage to keep his balance. That would be the only real challenge.


      It would be almost done then.


      He’d move silently, through the partly open door to the bedroom, avoiding touching it so as not to risk even a hinge squeaking and alerting Mom.


      Then the knife.


      The knife.
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      Neeson entered room 726 cautiously, his gun drawn, and saw Riley kneeling alongside the bed. Then he saw the girl taped to the overturned chair.


      Riley was pecking out a number on the phone, which was on the floor. He glanced over at the girl and said, “You’re gonna be okay, sweetheart. You’re safe now.”


      The girl, who looked familiar to Neeson, stared at him with wide eyes and said, “Duck.”


      “What?”


      “Duct,” Riley said. “She’s Quinn’s kid. Says whoever did this to her is in the ductwork.”


      It took Neeson about three seconds to process this.


      He holstered his gun as he crossed the room


      “Give me the phone.”


      


      Sherman emerged halfway from the ductwork, his upper body dangling from the vent opening.


      Things had to happen fast now. Quietly, but fast.


      He inched his body forward, and was about to lower himself into the bathroom, when he felt his right pants leg snag on something.


      What the hell?


      Cautiously he moved the leg, maintaining his precarious balance. He needed to free the material of his pants leg from the nail or screw or whatever it had caught on.


      Wha—?


      Something was trying to clasp his ankle now. Ouch! Sharp! Fingernails? Teeth?


      Something about to clamp down on him in an alligator grasp?


      Jesus!


      He panicked, kicking both legs furiously, not caring now if he was making noise. He only knew he had to get out of the duct, away from whatever had him. He felt the soles of his stocking feet brushing something. His left foot made solid contact and he pushed with it while continuing to kick as hard as possible with his right. There was no pressure on his ankle now, but his pants cuff, worked out from where it had been tucked beneath the band of his sock, was being tugged. He could feel the tautness of the material.


      He kicked even harder, bruising his heels and bending back a toe.


      Free!


      Suddenly free!


      He’d managed to yank his leg away from whatever had it.


      But with freedom came a sudden shift of weight, and he fell to the bathroom floor too abruptly to get his hands properly positioned for a soft landing.


      He landed with a thud and a clatter on the hard tile floor, rolled painfully onto his left shoulder, and lay sprawled with one leg up on the commode. The leg must have dragged across the vanity top, too, because several cosmetic bottles were on the floor, even a small tube of toothpaste.


      Knife won’t work. She’ll be awake! Cops on the way. Not the knife now.


      He was glad he’d taken precautions. Immediately scrambling to his feet, he reached for his gun.


      Not there!


      The gun was no longer tucked in his belt.


      Damn it!


      There were sounds outside the door, which in his fall he must have kicked all the way closed. Someone running! Voices!


      He glanced around desperately.


      There was the gun. On the floor, half concealed by the skirt of the shower curtain.


      He dived for it.


      


      Allsworth flung open the door and ran into Mynra Kraft’s bedroom without knocking, gun drawn.


      Only Myrna.


      The expression on her face, where she was looking…


      Without hesitating, he made for the bathroom door. He remained aware of the startled figure in the bed, sitting bolt upright and staring, and held up his free hand palm-out in a signal for her to stay put.


      Noise, like glass or plastic clattering, coming from the bathroom!


      Allsworth clenched his jaw hard enough to break a tooth, gripped his nine-millimeter with both hands, and kicked the door open.


      


      Quinn and Pearl were the first to approach the door to room 620. Neeson was sprinting down the hall toward them. Quinn was aware of the uniform who’d been posted on the landing converging from the other direction, a heavyset man laboring, not moving as fast as Neeson.


      Behind Neeson was someone else.


      Jeb Jones. Quinn had forgotten he was in the hotel.


      Quinn didn’t knock. He kicked open the door to suite 620 in the same manner Allsworth had used to enter the bathroom.


      The anteroom was empty. A People magazine lay on the floor beside an armchair near a floor lamp with a crooked shade.


      Quinn knew the suite’s layout. He charged toward the bedroom, feeling Pearl’s presence close behind.


      Myrna was sitting up in bed, still in shock from being jolted from sleep. Quinn saw the shotgun she’d requested leaning against the wall near the bed.


      Her body didn’t move but her dark eyes slid toward where light was spilling from the bathroom.


      Two shots roared echoing from the bathroom, brightening the light.


      


      When the bathroom door had sprung back, Allsworth kicked it again, all the way open, and saw the man sprawled on the tile floor near the tub and shower curtain. White T-shirt, dark pants with one leg tucked into a black sock, something in his hand!


      Gun!


      Allsworth knew he was in for it and let out a roar. Sometimes a sudden loud noise stopped them. Made them hesitate just enough.


      Sometimes.


      


      Sherman was waiting and ready. He was surprised by how fast the cop got there, but his gun was held high, in both hands, and the cop was slightly off balance from kicking open the door. It would be instantaneous, but Sherman knew he had the instant.


      The gun in the cop’s hands couldn’t drop fast enough to sight in on Sherman. And Sherman wasn’t at all distracted by the noise. Now noise of any kind was no longer a factor.


      He squeezed off two shots even before the cop’s gun was at shoulder level, their combined roar drowning out that of the cop before he dropped lifeless to the floor.


      The damaged door was wide open now, the doorway framing Mom sitting upright in shock in bed.


      Gun in one hand, knife in the other, Sherman vaulted the fallen cop who had half a face and ran toward her.


      


      Quinn and Pearl paused when they saw the fleeting figure burst from the bathroom. They knew it wasn’t Allsworth.


      Still, they’d been caught by surprise and they stood paralyzed.


      Sherman almost made it to the foot of the bed.


      Pearl fired first, and kept firing. Beside her, Quinn opened up with his ancient police special revolver, feeling it buck like something alive in his hands.


      Sherman took two sideways, wobbly steps and stopped as if in confusion. His gun slipped from his grasp. His legs trembled, and he dropped to a kneeling position.


      Pearl lowered her gun. She felt weak and thought she might drop like Sherman. The Butcher.


      She swallowed the coppery residue of fear beneath her tongue and found her resolve.


      Work to do.


      Damn it! Work to do!


      The bedroom was suddenly full of noise and motion, Neeson, Jeb, the uniform from the landing.


      They diverted attention only for a second.


      Neeson was pointing. “He’s up!”


      And Sherman was up, moving like a zombie, propelled by sheer will, knife raised, lurching toward Myrna, who seemed too shocked, or mesmerized, to move.


      Quinn knew they’d never be able to react in time. Sherman would reach her, stab her, and probably kill her.


      Even as he thought this, there was a deafening roar and Sherman spun away, spraying blood across the room.


      He lay motionless and silent in the reverberation of the shotgun’s thunder, blown almost in half by the massive force of the gun at such close range.


      Jeb, racing toward his mother the moment he’d entered the room, had reached the shotgun in time to save her life.


      Everyone stood motionless, more in awe and exhaustion than shock. The handcuffs Pearl was about to clamp on Sherman still dangled from her hand.


      After the incredible flurry of motion and noise, the only sound now was the regular hissing of heavy breathing.


      Until a thud, clatter, and yelp of horror from the bathroom.


      Gun at the ready, Quinn moved to the door and peered inside.


      Wormy.
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      Myrna lay curled into a ball near the headboard, where she’d waited for almost certain death. She looked small there, and vulnerable.


      Harmless.


      She smoothed her hair back from her eyes, then climbed out of bed and stood with her arms crossed tightly across her body, squeezing herself as if for reassurance that she still existed. But she no longer appeared to be in shock. Her deep-set dark eyes were moving about slowly, taking everything in, assessing. When they met Quinn’s gaze she averted them and stared at her son Jeb, who was standing over his dead brother, obviously distraught by what he’d done. Tears were streaming down his cheeks.


      Tension had suddenly drained from the room, leaving the acrid stench of cordite, the reverberations of gunfire, and a heavy sadness. The air seemed weighted and stilled by death.


      Jeb wasn’t quite sobbing, but Quinn thought the convulsive breakdown might come at any second. And who could blame Jeb? He’d just saved his mother’s life by killing his brother. The two brothers might not have met before tonight, but they were of the same blood. Quinn knew from other homicides what a devastating effect that could have. It wasn’t like killing an unconnected stranger, which was enough of a horror in itself.


      He moved toward Jeb. “You did the right thing,” he said softly, but Jeb seemed not to hear.


      Instead he looked over at his mother, still standing hugging herself.


      He racked another round into the shotgun, brought the barrel up, and swung it around to point at Myrna.


      She saw it and knew it was too late and knew what was coming. She stood taller, dropping her arms and staring defiantly at her son.


      Quinn’s gun had barely cleared his shoulder holster. Around him he sensed the sudden uncoordinated motion of the others redrawing or raising their weapons.


      The shotgun fired first, filling the room again with thunder, and Myrna flew back against the wall, bouncing in the corner as she went down.


      Quinn wasn’t looking at her. He’d been concentrating on Jeb beyond his gun sight, like the others in the room, praying he could get off enough shots in time to stop him. Watching Jeb do the same awkward dance his brother Sherman had done as the bullets tore into him.


      When he was down, Pearl reached him first. She kicked the shotgun away, under the bed, so hard it felt as if she’d broken a toe.


      


      Jeb could see only white ceiling at first, and then watched the dark forms advance toward him. They still seemed afraid and were keeping their weapons aimed at him. He would have tried to reassure them only he didn’t have enough strength. What he’d had to do was done.


      He was thinking about the swamp of the past, how you could never escape it entirely. It was always with you, awake or asleep, tooth and claw. And eventually…


      A voice from far away: “She’s dead. Shotgun from that range, there’s not much left.”


      The big cop, Quinn, was bending over him, blocking the light, saying something.


      “Why’d you do it? Why kill your mother?”


      The big man’s voice was unexpectedly gentle, puzzled. Jeb felt compelled to answer, and he knew there wasn’t much time.


      “When Mom and I lived in Louisiana,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “we were dirt poor. Lived by the swamp. We took in boarders.”


      “What?” Quinn asked, kneeling to get closer, still puzzled.


      Instead of answering, Jeb started to close his eyes. They didn’t make it all the way.


      “He’s gone,” Pearl said.


      “Holy Mary!” one of the cops said. “Shot his own mother.”


      Quinn looked down into Jeb’s half-closed eyes, as if there might be an explanation there. But nothing was there, no one behind the eyes.


      Quinn sighed and straightened up. He could hear sirens outside, one of them nearby that abruptly ended its shrill singsong yodel below in the street. They’d be on their way up soon. More uniforms, plainclothes cops, a crime scene unit, paramedics, the medical examiner, all to shape the wild violence and death that had occurred here into something categorized, comprehensible, and not nearly so horrifying—on the surface. Cop world.


      “What did he tell you?” Pearl asked.


      “I don’t know. Something about being poor in Louisiana and taking in boarders.”


      “Boarders?”


      “I have no idea what he meant. Maybe he didn’t, either. He was shutting down.”


      “Long time ago,” Pearl said. “I guess it doesn’t matter now.”


      Quinn looked down and saw blood on the toe of his shoe, from when he’d knelt over Jeb.


      “Guess not,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      72

    


    
      It was late the next afternoon when they found themselves driving back to the office in Quinn’s Lincoln. The sun was still hot, and traffic was beginning to build, but Quinn knew the rhythm of movement and alternate routes in the maze that was his city, so they were making good time.


      There was still plenty of work to do. It would take them a few days to clear everything out and officially close the file. And of course they’d have to handle the media, though they could put that off for a while, maybe avoid some of it altogether. Just maybe. The media had tumbled to where the office was and would be lying in wait for them there.


      “What next?” Quinn asked.


      “Goddamned paparazzi,” Pearl said.


      “I mean after all of that?”


      Fedderman, in the backseat, said, “I’m going back to Florida. Maybe take up fishing again.”


      “What about golf?”


      “Screw golf.”


      Quinn avoided a pothole and smiled. “I hope it works out this time.”


      “If it doesn’t, there’s always hunting.”


      “You’ve already done that,” Pearl said.


      Quinn glanced over at her. “You, Pearl?”


      “I don’t golf or fish.” When no one commented, she said, “I think I can get my job back at the bank.”


      She thought Quinn might try talking her out of it, maybe even hoped he’d try, but he remained silent, staring straight ahead out the windshield. Mister Mt. Rushmore. She understood his silence and it made her angry.


      He doesn’t think he needs to talk me out of it. Doesn’t think I can do it. That I can live a quiet life and stay away. The bastard doesn’t understand.


      “What about you, Quinn?” Fedderman asked from the backseat.


      “Me? I’m a retired cop.”


      But Quinn knew better. His retirement wouldn’t last. And neither would Pearl’s job as a bank guard. And Fedderman would be more than relieved to give up fishing.


      Pretenders, all of them.


      


      That evening at his hotel, Fedderman told the desk clerk he wanted an early wake-up call and would be checking out in the morning.


      While that was happening, Quinn was seated in his leather armchair with his feet propped up on a matching ottoman. He was smoking a Cuban cigar and feeling pretty good.


      When Pearl finally got back to her apartment that evening, she downed half a bottle of Pellegrino, then removed her shoes and padded in her stocking feet to the phone.


      She pecked out her mother’s number at the assisted living home.


      Blood calling to blood.


      


      Lauri and Wormy resumed their relationship, with Quinn’s grudging approval.


      Wormy’s sudden fame garnered The Defendants a record company contract, and their CD of Lost in Bonkers debuted on the charts as number 473 with a bullet. Wormy remained afraid of Quinn. Quinn never told him he sometimes found himself humming Lost in Bonkers when he was in the shower.


      Maybe Lauri really would someday be a cop, Quinn thought, while he waited patiently for another phone call from Renz.


      He was sure there would be one.
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    Women and birds are able to see without turning their heads, and that is indeed a necessary provision, for they are both surrounded by enemies.
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      Madeline was on the run.


      She should have known better. She really should have.


      An insect—a large bee or wasp—whizzed past close to her ear as she skidded around a corner, her right foot almost slipping out of her low-cut sneaker. An instant later came a flat Blam! She knew he was shooting at her.


      No doubt now as to what he’d had in mind in the car.


      He’s trying to kill me!


      Why? What did I do?


      She was gasping for breath now, beginning to stumble from exhaustion as she ran down the dark street. Even late as it was, even in this neighborhood, somebody must be awake who would help her. Anyone!


      Terror propelled her. Terror and the steady, relentless pounding of his footsteps behind her.


      What caused this?


      What’s this about?


      If he gets close enough to take another shot…


      Her right side was aching now. The pain was an enemy trying to bend her body forward so she could no longer run, no longer live. Her legs weren’t merely tired. They were becoming so numb that she could hardly feel any contact with the sidewalk.


      Madeline was ready to surrender to the inevitable, and then she saw a shifting of shadow and a brightening at the next dark intersection.


      A car’s coming!


      Behind her, closer, the gun fired again. It sounded like the flat of one huge palm slapping against another. There was a finality to the sharp report.


      It signaled the end of something.
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      Retired homicide detective Frank Quinn was having strong black coffee after his breakfast at the Lotus Diner on Amsterdam when a saggy-jowled man who looked like a well-tailored bloodhound sat down opposite him.


      “I know I’m late,” the bloodhound growled.


      “How so?” Quinn asked, sipping his coffee.


      “If it were up to you, I’d have been here much sooner.”


      Quinn didn’t answer. Overconfident people bored him.


      The two men were almost exact opposites. The bloodhound, who was New York Police Commissioner Harley Renz, was not only saggy jowled but saggy bodied. He’d put on about forty pounds in the past few years, and the expensive chalk-stripe blue suit didn’t disguise it as workable muscle. All vertical stripes did for Renz was zigzag.


      Quinn, on the other hand, was tall and rangy, with a firm jaw, a nose broken once too often, and disconcerting flat green eyes. His straight, gray-flecked dark hair was cut short, and recently, but, as always, looked as if a barber should shape it to suit a human head. If Renz was the bloodhound, there was something of the wolf in Quinn.


      “You’re glad to see me,” Renz went on, “because you don’t like rotting in retirement at the age of fifty-five.”


      Thel the waitress came over and Quinn said, “A coffee for my antagonist.”


      “I haven’t had breakfast,” Renz said. “I’ll have a waffle, too. Diet syrup.”


      “Stuff tastes like tree sap,” Thel said. She was a dumpy, middle-aged woman who’d never been pretty, so substituted being frank. It worked pretty well for her.


      “The real stuff, then,” Renz said, grateful to be nudged off his diet.


      Quinn listened for a moment to Upper West Side traffic flowing past on Amsterdam. Somebody just outside shouted an obscenity. Somebody leaned on a car horn and shouted back. New York.


      “I’m rotting fast,” he said. “Why don’t you get to the point?”


      “Sure. I need you and your team again.”


      Quinn and the two detectives Renz had assigned to him on his last case had become media darlings by tracking down a serial killer aptly called the Butcher. Their success had also resulted in Renz’s swift climb up the promotional ladder to commissioner. He was, in fact, one of the most popular commissioners the city had ever known. In New York that meant he could do just about as he pleased, including yanking three detectives temporarily back into the NYPD as long as they were willing. He knew Quinn would be willing. And if Quinn was willing, so would be his two detectives. Like Renz, Quinn was a hard man to refuse.


      “Why do you need us?”


      Renz smiled. Still looked like a bloodhound. “In this city, Quinn, you’re Mister Serial Killer.”


      “I’m not sure I like the way you put that.”


      “You know what I mean.”


      “Last time we went to work for you, you got promoted all the way to commissioner.”


      “And you got your good name back and became a big hero. There’s something in this for both of us, Quinn. This for that. Tit for tat. That’s how the world works.”


      “Your world.”


      “Well, that’s the one I live in.”


      “What’s next for you, Harley, mayor?”


      Renz shrugged. “Who knows?” He seemed serious. Quinn couldn’t see Harley as mayor. But then he hadn’t been able to see him as police commissioner, and there he sat. Police commissioner.


      “What are the terms?” Quinn asked.


      “Work for hire. It won’t interfere with your settlement or interrupt your retirement pay.”


      Quinn wasn’t worried about the pay. Soon after the Night Prowler case, he’d gotten a large settlement from the city after having been falsely accused of raping a fourteen-year-old girl. Another cop had done it, and Quinn proved it. There was noplace Quinn could go to get his reputation back, so he settled for enough money to pay his attorneys and support himself comfortably with or without his pension.


      “If I’m going to do it,” he said, “it’s got to interest me.”


      “Oh, it will.”


      Thel came over with Renz’s coffee and waffle, and maple syrup in a container that looked like one of those little liquor bottles the airlines give you.


      “This,” Thel said, tapping the bottle’s cap with a chipped, red-enameled nail, “is good stuff. Straight from the tree.”


      “I believe you, sweetheart,” Renz said.


      When she’d walked away, he slathered his waffle with butter, then poured the little bottle’s entire contents over it.


      “We’ve got us a serial killer,” he said to Quinn, “but the media’s not onto it yet. Except for Cindy Sellers, who’s sitting on it.”


      “How many victims?”


      “Two women.”


      “Doesn’t sound like enough to make a serial killer.”


      “They were both killed in identical, distinctive ways.”


      “Then you have the bodies.”


      It wasn’t a question. Renz picked up knife and fork and attacked his breakfast. “Parts of them,” he said. “Well, that’s not quite accurate,” he amended through a mouthful of waffle. “We’ve got just their torsos.”


      He swallowed, then smacked his lips together in appreciation. “This stuff is yummy.”


      Which seemed a strange thing for a bloodhound to say, especially one who was police commissioner, but there it was.


      


      Thel sashayed over with some more coffee immediately when Renz had forked in his last bite of waffle, probably because he’d called her sweetheart.


      She returned to behind the counter.


      “Shot with the same gun,” Renz said, pushing away his empty plate. He dipped a finger into the residue of syrup and licked, then took a sip of coffee. Not in a rush. Relishing his tale. “Twenty-two-caliber hollow point, through the heart.”


      “Small gun.”


      “Big enough. The M.E. says the wounds were fatal, but the victims might have taken a while to die. Could be they were finished off with shots to the head. Not having the heads, we wouldn’t know.”


      “Professional?”


      “Nah. Pro wouldn’t go to all the trouble of dismembering the bodies.”


      Quinn figured that was true. Then he cautioned himself not to come to any conclusions so soon.


      “The other thing,” Renz said, “is that both women were sexually violated by a long, sharply pointed instrument. Not a knife, more like a stake.”


      “Tell me that happened after they died,” Quinn said.


      “It did according to Nift.” Nift was Dr. Julius Nift, a skillful but verbally brutal medical examiner. “Nift seemed disappointed by this glimmer of mercy in the killer.”


      “More like convenience,” Quinn said. “Easier to bring down a victim with a bullet before going to work with a sharp instrument.”


      “That’s why you the man,” Renz said. “You can slip right into the minds of these sick creeps.”


      “Into yours, too.”


      “You figure he does that thing with the sharp stake or whatever ’cause he can’t get it up?”


      “There you go.”


      Renz licked some more syrup off a finger and smiled at Quinn. “So whaddya say?”


      “We’re on,” Quinn said. “I’ll call Feds and Pearl.”


      Feds was retired homicide detective Larry Fedderman.


      Pearl was…well, Pearl.


      And that could be a problem.

    

  


  
    
      3

    


    
      Pearl was short and curvaceous, buxom, and even in her gray uniform looked almost too vivid to be real. Perfect pale complexion. Black, black hair and eyes. White, white perfectly even large teeth. And there was a kind of energy about her that seemed as if it might attract paper clips if she got close to them.


      She watched the man over at the table where the deposit and withdrawal slips were filled out. He seemed to be taking a long time filling out whichever he’d chosen, and he kept glancing around the bank.


      Sixth National Bank was an older institution and boasted lots of marble, walnut paneling, and polished brass. Behind the long row of tellers’ cages the great vault’s open door was visible, like the entrance to the nineteenth century. This was the kind of bank where if anything changed it was with the slowness of molasses dripping on a cold day, and you just knew your money was safe.


      Pearl liked being a bank guard at Sixth National. It was like a relaxed version of being a cop. The uniform might be gray instead of blue, but it was a uniform. You spent a lot of time on your feet, and many of the required skills were the same. If only the pay were better. But she wasn’t complaining. She’d probably never remove the gun on her hip from its holster. Even if one of these days somebody like the dork at the walnut writing table really was casing the bank, or about to present a teller with a note informing him or her of a stickup.


      And if it ever did happen, hell, Pearl was ready.


      The guy who’d been writing so laboriously, a skinny dude with a sleeveless shirt and lots of tattoos—the washed-out blue kind they got in prison—finally left the table and sauntered over to one of the tellers. He handed the teller what looked like a deposit slip and some cash.


      Pearl relaxed and moved back to stand against the wall, out of the way of the customers. She did keep a wary eye on Mr. Tattoos, though.


      Her cell phone, on a belt clip near her nine millimeter, buzzed and vibrated. She tucked in her chin and glanced down at it, holding it at an angle so she could see the display.


      Quinn’s number.


      She unclipped the phone and flipped up the lid so she could speak.


      “Hello, Quinn,” she said simply.


      “I’ve got a proposition,” said the voice on the phone.


      “Been there, done that,” Pearl said.


      Her gaze returned to the tattooed guy and the teller, a woman named Judy. Judy was twentyish and chubby and had a round, pretty face that usually didn’t display much emotion except at lunchtime. She was frowning now at Mr. Tats. Were they arguing?


      “What kind of proposition?” Pearl asked, trying to hurry this along.


      “Renz came by to see me. Seems there’s a serial killer operating in the city. The news hasn’t reached the media yet, but it’s about to pop. Cindy Sellers of City Beat is sitting on it and about to release it.”


      Pearl remembered Cindy Sellers, a hard-ass little brunette who tended to move fast in straight lines.


      Well, maybe the same could be said of Pearl.


      “A serial killer could be harmful to Renz’s career,” Pearl said.


      “Not if he’s responsible for nailing the killer. Or seems to be. Then his career gets a major boost. He wants me to reassemble the team and try to achieve that result.”


      “He’s already police commissioner. What more does he want?”


      “Long term, I don’t think we want to know. Whatever his motivation, he wants us on the hunt again.”


      Throughout the conversation, Pearl had kept watching Mr. Tattoo and Judy. They were arguing. Judy’s round face was pale and she looked uncharacteristically furious, obviously trying to keep her cool. The guy with the tats was leaning toward her doing most of the talking.


      “Pearl?”


      “Yeah,” she said, angling over and beginning to move toward Judy and the skinny guy with the tattooed arms. Dozens of tattoos, kind of connected, what they called full sleeve. “Serial killer. Sounds interesting.”


      “All the good guys have to work with are the victims’ torsos. He also sexually mutilates the women with a sharply pointed object like a stake. I haven’t called Feds yet. You in?”


      “Just their torsos, you say?”


      “Right. Both women shot through the heart, and with the same gun.”


      “Damn,” Pearl said.


      Mr. Tattoo said something that made Judy flinch, then he wheeled and made for the door at a fast walk.


      Pearl looked at Judy.


      Judy looked at Pearl.


      Judy looked at Mr. Tattoo and silently mouthed, “Stop him!”


      “You in, Pearl?”


      Pearl took two long strides, shoved a woman in a teller’s line aside, and made for the tattooed guy. “You,” she said softly but firmly, so as not to cause instant bedlam. “Stop right where you are.”


      “What’s that, Pearl? What’s going on?”


      She slipped the cell phone into a side pocket of her gray uniform pants and caught up with the tattooed guy. He glanced at her and broke into a run. Pearl tackled him and brought him down on the hard marble floor, bumping her elbow hard enough that her right arm went numb. Customers were moving fast, like dancing shadows, on the periphery of her vision. A woman screamed.


      “Hey, you bitch!” yelled the tattooed guy, scrambling to get up.


      Pearl kicked his legs out from under him.


      “Hey!” he yelled again and scooted backward out of her reach. Didn’t try to get up, though.


      She fumbled for her gun and couldn’t get it out of its holster. Hell with it. She crawled over and turned Mr. Tats on his belly and reached around for her handcuffs. He wasn’t resisting. The kick in the legs she’d given him might have sprung one of his knees.


      “Miss Kasner!” a woman’s voice was saying. “Miss Kasner, don’t hurt him! Please!”


      Pearl looked up to see Judy standing over her. Behind Judy, all around the lobby, the bank’s customers were frozen by fear. Some of them were on the floor like Pearl and the tattooed guy.


      “You asked me to stop him,” Pearl said to Judy. “Didn’t he try to rob the bank?”


      “No. He just robbed me by refusing to give me my child support money. He’s my ex-husband, is all, not a bank robber.”


      Pearl struggled to her feet, furious. The pain in her elbow flared. “Why the hell did you ask me to stop him?”


      “I dunno. I just did.” Judy began to cry.


      “I’m gonna goddamn sue you!” snarled the tattooed guy, sitting up now and glaring at Pearl.


      “Sue me? You’re lucky I didn’t—”


      “Miss Kasner.”


      Another voice. That of Copperthwaite, the bank manager. “When Judy calms down I’d like to see both of you in my office.”


      “I-I’m okay.” Judy sniffled and used the back of her wrist to wipe her eyes, which were blackened by running mascara, making her look like a distraught raccoon. She kneeled low and brushed a lock of hair from Mr. Tats’s forehead.


      “Jesus H. Christ!” Pearl swore, dusting herself off and rubbing her sore elbow.


      “Pearl…?”


      Yet another voice. Very faint. Familiar.


      Oh, yeah. Quinn.


      Pearl fished the cell phone out of her pocket and held it to her ear.


      “I’m in,” she said.


      


      Fedderman wondered if he’d retired too soon. He was the youngest of the golf foursome from the Coral Castle condo project on Florida’s serene and scenic southwest coast. It was like paradise here except for hurricane season, and Fedderman knew he should be happy despite the fact that his wife, Blanche, had left him…what, a year ago now. It seemed much shorter. All he had to do in life was collect his pension and lie around the condo or play golf. Being retired, he was supposed to like just lying around. He was supposed to like golf.


      He was supposed to like fishing, too, but frankly some of the things he’d caught in the ocean while deep-sea fishing scared him. Not to mention the seasickness.


      “Hit the damned ball, Larry!” Chet, one of his foursome, shouted.


      Fedderman looked back at him and waved. His drive had taken him off the fairway and into the rough, which was to say high saw grass that would cut your hand if you tried to pull up a clump. It was a miracle he’d even found the damned ball.


      Never a man whose clothes quite fit, Fedderman’s tall and lanky yet potbellied form even made his golf outfit look like it belonged on someone else. One sleeve of his blue knit pullover seemed longer than the other, and his muted plaid slacks made him look as if he were standing in a brisk wind even though the weather was calm. And hot. And humid.


      As he approached the ball, Fedderman slapped at a mosquito and missed. His seemingly mismatched body parts made for an interesting golf swing as he took a practice swish, then moved closer and slashed the ball out of the rough. It rose neatly toward the green, carrying Fedderman’s hope with it, then suddenly veered right as if it had encountered the jet stream and landed among some trees.


      “You missed the sand trap, anyway!” Chet shouted. Fedderman was learning to dislike Chet.


      Fedderman’s shot again. His three fellow golfers were already on the green. He was isolated in what seemed a forest of palm trees near a running creek. There was his ball. Not a bad lie, on a stretch of grass that wasn’t so high, because the sun never reached it beneath the closely grouped palms.


      Something moved near the creek. Fedderman stared but saw nothing in the tall grass. He’d heard about alligators on the golf course but had never seen one, even on his frequent journeys into the rough. Still, he was sure he’d seen some kind of movement not human and it gave him the creeps.


      He quickly approached his ball and set himself. He’d have to keep the shot low and get the ball between the trunks of two palm trees if he even had a chance to get near the barely visible green.


      “Shoot the ball!” Chet yelled. “Shoot the ball, Larry!”


      Shoot you, you dumb bastard!


      Movement again, in the corner of his vision. There sure as hell was something over there in the shadows.


      Fedderman took a quick practice swing, then hurried his shot.


      He really nailed this one. Solid. It felt great.


      The ball flew about ten feet, bounced off a palm trunk, and rocketed straight back and hit Fedderman in the head.


      He threw down his club and clutched his skull, then staggered out into the searing sunlight. His cleated golf shoes snagged in the tall grass and he almost fell. Chet was yelling something, maybe laughing.


      Damn Chet!


      Damn golf!


      Damn Florida!


      He had to get out of here! Had to!


      Fedderman’s cell phone chirped.
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      Two months earlier


      Shellie Marston paced in the vast glass and marble atrium of the CitiGroup Building at Third Avenue and Fifty-third Street. She walked again past a display window and tried to glance at her reflection without attracting attention. She saw a woman in her late twenties with medium-cut blond hair, a definitely filled-out but not too fat figure in a new maroon Avanti sweat suit and startlingly white New Balance jogging shoes. She wore a white scarf around her neck. Too much? Not considering that she was wearing no jewelry other than small gold hoop earrings, and her very practical-looking wristwatch with its black Velcro band. This was supposed to be a casual first meeting with…David Adams. It took her a second to recall his name. A meeting in a public place arranged by E-Bliss.org.


      The atrium wasn’t very crowded, but all the hard surfaces created an echoing effect that made it seem that way. Voices and shuffling soles created a constant background buzz. New Yorkers and tourists alike were strolling along the lines of shops or hurrying to and from the escalators.


      As she looked away from the display window, Shellie saw that one of the small round tables set outside the shops was available. She’d bought an egg cream in a foam cup so she’d have something to do with her hands. Carrying it carefully so it wouldn’t spill, she quickly laid claim to the tiny table and sat down. She placed the cup just so on the napkin she’d been provided.


      His first impression would be of her seated. Was that okay?


      If she sat gracefully enough. She made sure her thighs were together and placed one New Balance jogger slightly in front of the other, rested her left hand in her lap. That should present a reasonably graceful picture.


      She raised her left hand briefly to glance at the watch on her wrist. He was five minutes late. She nervously took a sip of egg cream. Was he actually going to show up? Or was she going to sit here another—how long—fifteen minutes? The two old men playing chess at the nearest table had stolen looks at her; they knew she was waiting for someone.


      Shellie tried not to feel embarrassed. It didn’t matter if she was stood up, she told herself, not in New York. This city was full of improbable and unpredictable characters.


      None of whom she knew more than casually, however. Shellie had been in the city a little more than a month. She was still operating on the inheritance she’d brought with her from Bluebonnet, Nebraska. All her mother had in the world, plus her mother’s life insurance money. Shellie’s dad had died ten years ago. A distant aunt had died only a few months ago, and Shellie had no siblings. She was on her own in the world, which was one reason why she’d decided to start a new life in New York.


      Why not the biggest, most interesting city in the country? Shellie had her nerve, and her college degree in general education. Always a loner, there was no one she was particularly friendly with in Bluebonnet. There was nothing in the romance area, certainly, now that she’d broken off her affair with Mark Drucker. Hulking and ever-smiling Mark. Big high school football hero, college dropout, and TV addict. All Mark wanted to do was have sex and watch movies and shows on TV. Old The Dukes of Hazzard episodes. My God! Well, Shellie hoped that by now he’d found someone to share his passions, both in front of the TV and in the backseat of his meticulously restored ’69 Camaro (his real true love). For her it was time for something more challenging and promising. Time to see if she could make it on her own.


      And she could—she was sure of it. But she was so damned lonely. New York could do that to you. There you were, swimming in an ocean of humanity, and if you knew no one well, you were as isolated as if you were a castaway on a remote island.


      Shellie had finally given in to something she’d been long considering. Using a matchmaking service to alleviate her loneliness hadn’t seemed like the best idea she’d ever had, but she’d finally decided to give it a try. Sometimes in life you had to take a chance.


      After spending weeks visiting the website of E-Bliss.org, she’d filled out the detailed questionnaire that allowed the agency to match her with the best possible bet as a future mate. Then she’d waited.


      After slightly more than a week, the nervously anticipated e-mail had appeared on her computer screen. The attached profile hadn’t revealed much about her prospective soul mate, David Adams. It hadn’t even included his photo. Well, that was okay. Shellie remembered how hesitant she’d been to send her photo to E-Bliss.org. After all, once your image was on the Internet, who knew where it might pop up? Someone might even superimpose her head on the body of another woman doing God knew what. Maybe even committing unnatural acts. Shellie had heard of it happening.


      She’d been permitted to choose the public place that was to be the scene of their first meeting, so here she was at the agreed-upon time.


      Now it was ten minutes past that time, and here was Shellie still waiting to share conversation and perhaps another egg cream with the first date she’d had since moving to New York. (She didn’t count the scuzzy guy who’d stuck out his tongue at her and tried to pick her up outside Starbucks last week.)


      


      On the other side of the atrium, pretending now and then to look into the show window of a luggage shop, David Adams watched her. Shellie Marston. From Nebraska, no less. He smiled. Maybe he’d been expecting too much. She wasn’t perfect, but she’d do.


      Adams was wearing neatly pressed khakis, a blue pullover shirt with a collar, white jogging shoes. Even from this distance he could see that Shellie was also wearing white joggers. His smile widened. Already they had something in common. Maybe this would really work.


      He was a handsome man with regular features not easily remembered from a glance. It took a while for his bland but masculine visage to register as attractive. His hair was dark brown, wavy, and worn a bit long to disguise the fact that his ears stuck out. He was slightly under six feet tall and moved with athletic ease. His body was compact and muscular, his waist narrow. His was the sort of physique that wore clothes well. He was all in all nonthreatening, and there was certainly nothing not to like about him. Easy manner, nice smile, clean, and well groomed. He was the sort who’d fit well in most women’s romantic fantasies. And of course when he did finally bed them, they saw him as the ideal from the desires and dreams they’d carried since their first kiss.


      He took another longer and bolder look at Shellie Marston and decided she was a go. He moved toward her with an easy grace, gaze fixed on her.


      She’d spotted him now. These first few minutes were important. He watched her face.


      It was, as usual, good strategy to be late. For an instant, relief that he’d shown up at all flooded her features. Then she had her mask on again.


      He smiled at her and she managed to smile back.


      


      Shellie made herself smile at the man she was now sure was approaching her table. He must be David Adams. She didn’t know why she’d had to make herself smile. There was nothing wrong with this guy. Not that she could see, anyway. He didn’t look like the type who’d need a matchmaking service. But then Shellie didn’t see herself as that type, either.


      She told herself again that there was nothing disreputable or dangerous about Internet hookups. Not anymore. This was a competitive and busy world, especially here in the largest and busiest of cities. People didn’t have time to move tentatively in finding and developing relationships, as they often still did in Nebraska. She’d even known a girl in high school whose prospective suitors had to ask her parents’ permission to date her.


      Quaint, Shellie thought. And even if someone wanted to ask Shellie’s father for her hand, she didn’t have a father. She had only herself. And she could make up her own mind.


      The closer David Adams got to her table, the more sure she was that she’d made the right decision in contacting E-Bliss.org.


      “Shellie?” he asked when he was within a few feet of her. Even that one word—her name—was smooth and softly modulated. This was a gentle man, obviously. A bit hesitant and shy, like herself. A gentle man, but not at all effeminate.


      “Shellie,” she confirmed, then smiled and stood up. She felt the sole of one New Balance slide over the toe of the other. Not noticeable. “You must be David.”


      They shook hands. Gentle again.


      Flesh upon flesh. Shellie hoped there might be some electricity there. Some arc of emotion that suggested a future truly meaningful. Physical attraction wasn’t everything, except at first.


      She wasn’t disappointed.
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      The present


      Cindy Sellers sat alone at a corner table in P.J. Clarke’s on Third Avenue and Fifty-fifth Street. Around her were muted voices, the occasional clink of flatware on china, and laughter from the adjoining bar. The mingled scents of spices hung in the air.


      The restaurant part of the venerable tavern was dim, with dark wood paneling, and there was something about the young woman seated in isolation before her bowl of stew and a Guinness that discouraged any of the rogues and business types at the bar or some of the other tables from approaching her. She was reasonably attractive, with inquisitive large brown eyes, short brown hair, and a trim figure, but there was an intensity about her that sometimes drove people away. She was very good at going after those people, overcoming their reluctance, and getting them to talk about matters they wouldn’t have dreamed of telling anyone else.


      It was still too early for the dinner crowd, and the place was quiet enough for her to think, which was why she’d come here. Before her on the table were her notes on what she’d chosen to call the Torso Murders, as well as a revised draft of what would be her story.


      And a hell of a story it was. The time was near when she’d no longer feel obligated to keep it all off the record, as she’d promised Renz.


      In fact, maybe the time was here.


      Cindy took a sip of Guinness and allowed that the public had a right to know if a sadistic killer was in its midst and might kill again. It was, in fact, her professional obligation to inform the people, as long as it would sell papers and advance her journalism career. But Renz was police commissioner now, not just another workaday cop with rank, and he was riding a political high. Of course, he didn’t know that he wasn’t her only source, and that she was aware he’d called in retired homicide captain Frank Quinn, along with his detective team, that pushy bitch Pearl and the hapless but occasionally shrewd Fedderman, to work the case. There were people in the NYPD hierarchy who didn’t like the prospect of semioutsiders covering themselves and Renz with glory so Renz could advance to an even higher office. These dissatisfied cops were people Cindy Sellers could and did use.


      Certainly Renz wouldn’t like it if the quasi-official presence of Quinn and his team was revealed too soon. On the other hand, he knew they’d be media subjects sooner or later—that was even the idea. They were, after all, part of Renz’s team—working for him in particular as well as for the city. And Renz wouldn’t be shocked by the fact that the NYPD had more than one leak.


      Still, he was the commissioner. Cindy understood and respected power. She would give it its due, up to a point.


      She took a long pull of Guinness and fished her cell phone from her purse on the chair beside her. Renz’s direct number was on her speed dial.


      No answer.


      She tried his cell phone.


      Apparently it was turned off.


      Cindy dialed the general number of the Puzzle Palace, her term for One Police Plaza, and was politely put on ignore. She sighed and drummed her fingers. Waiting patiently for anything wasn’t in Cindy’s nature.


      Hell with him, she thought, cutting the connection. She’d tried to give him a heads-up before releasing the story every other media outlet in the city probably knew about anyway but couldn’t confirm. The clock was ticking and she’d done what she could.


      Cindy had been here before and knew how it worked. When City Beat hit the newsstands and vending machines tomorrow morning, the hounds would be loosed. Renz as well as the killer would have to play the fox. Quinn and his detectives would occupy the area between hounds and foxes, perilous ground.


      Keyed up as she was with anticipation, Cindy wasn’t hungry. She took another long sip of Guinness and pushed aside her barely touched bowl of stew. Placing her half-rim reading glasses low on the bridge of her nose, she arranged the draft of her story—which was jotted down in her own custom shorthand that only she could read—before her on the table. Then she flicked down the menu on her cell phone and pressed the button that dialed her editor at City Beat.


      “Are you sitting down?” she asked when he picked up.


      Without waiting for an answer, she told him what she had and began reading aloud into the phone, but not so loud that anyone in the restaurant might overhear.


      Just as she’d thought, he loved it.


      By the time she flipped down the lid of her phone, Cindy’s appetite had magically returned. She pulled the still-warm bowl of stew back close to her from across the table and ordered another Guinness.


      


      He’d sawn the broomstick in half. Now he finished sharpening one end and began the sanding. He enjoyed this part. He would use increasingly more finely grained sandpaper as he shaped the end into a gradually tapered fine point.


      For almost an hour he sanded, idly watching television as he worked. An old spaghetti Western starring Clint Eastwood was playing. The TV was on mute, so he could only read Eastwood’s taut dialogue in closed caption at the bottom of the screen. That was okay. He’d seen the movie half a dozen times and could practically fill in the dialogue himself. The rhythmic sound of the sandpaper on wood was soothing as he felt the tapering broomstick take shape in his hands.


      Finally, when his hands and forearms began to ache from the effort, he set the broomstick and sandpaper aside. He ran a finger along the shaft of the broomstick, all the way to its point. The wood was smooth now and would require only about an hour’s more sanding with the finely grained paper. Then he would go over it with tack cloth, and later he’d apply a good oil and rub it in well. Not too much oil. He wanted the sharpened broomstick smooth, but not too smooth. Feeling the resistance, that was part of it.


      It wasn’t supposed to excite him; that hadn’t been part of the plan. But it did. There was no denying it. And it made him wonder, did they have to be dead?


      His throat was tight. He swallowed.


      Amazing, he thought, the things you discovered about yourself. It was his job that kept opening doors in his mind. He was so good at what he did, sometimes it scared him.


      Eastwood chewed on his stubby cigar and squinted at him from the TV screen.


      Eastwood, or at least the characters he usually played in his movies, wouldn’t approve of him. But when the actor was younger, he might well have been handed altogether different kinds of scripts and would now be seen in an altogether different light. The man was an actor; his public image and probably his personal image had been shaped by the scripts he was given, written by someone he might never have met. In a way, we were all in the movies, whether we knew it or not.


      He smiled at Eastwood, then went over to an antique rolltop desk and removed a drawer. Reaching into the cavity left by the missing drawer, he worked a wooden lever that opened a secret compartment in the side of the desk. From the compartment he withdrew a gray metal lockbox with the key in it. He turned the key, opened the lid, and reached in and got out a small Colt semiautomatic, holding the gun by its checked handle. It fired hollow-point twenty-two-caliber bullets and made little more noise than a loud slap. Not a powerful weapon, but the hollow points would penetrate a human being and break into pieces that would rip and tumble through bone and tissue and cause a great deal of localized damage. One careful shot to the heart was enough to bring someone down. If the wound itself wasn’t sufficient to kill, the person would lie there in shock. And while the person lay stunned and disbelieving, almost certainly dying, two shots to the head would be enough to make sure. That’s what the little Colt was—sure. He had a fondness for the gun.


      He glanced at the silent TV screen. Eastwood was on a horse now, raising a lot of dust while galloping hell for leather over terrain that looked like Arizona but was probably in Italy.


      What must that be like, flying across a purpling plain on a white and brown speckled horse? It must really impress the ladies. The ones in Rome and Milan, anyway.


      He’d heard or read somewhere that Eastwood bought his cigars in a shop in Beverly Hills and cut them in half for his movie scenes. So much in life was an act.


      Ignoring the TV, he removed a cleaning kit and some gun oil from the metal lockbox, along with a soft white cotton cloth.


      He was about to clean and oil the gun when his cell phone, on top of the rolltop desk, played the first few bars of “Get Me to the Church on Time.”


      He glanced at the Caller ID before answering the phone. “I was hoping you’d call,” he said, smiling.


      A pause.


      “Yes,” he said, still smiling. “Of course. Of course. Yes. Yes. You know I do. Yes.”


      He put down the gun and wandered the room as he talked, as if motion would lend import to his words. Whoever was on the other end of the connection was receiving his full attention.


      “Okay,” he said, “I’ll see you there. You can’t know how much I’m looking forward to it.” He idly picked up the broomstick and observed its sharpened point as he listened to the caller.


      “See you there,” he said again. “Love you.”
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      Death had drawn them together again. They met at Quinn’s first-floor apartment on West Seventy-fifth off Columbus in the room he’d converted into a den. Quinn sat behind his big cherrywood desk, his rough-hewn features sidelighted by the shaded lamp, making his oft-broken nose seem even more crooked. One of the Cuban cigars he had illegally supplied to him was propped at a sharp angle in a glass ashtray. The cigar wasn’t burning. It was pointless to start things off with Pearl already bitching.


      She was seated cross-legged in an armchair to the left of the desk, facing Quinn, wearing faded jeans, a blue Mets T-shirt, gray socks. The loafers she’d slipped off lay askew on the floor near the chair. Her raven-black hair was pulled back and wound in a knot. She wore her usual dark eyeliner, which made her almost black eyes appear even darker. Quinn thought she looked fabulous.


      Fedderman, perched on the less comfortable wood and leather casual chair, looked his usual discombobulated self. Though his face had gotten thinner, it still had its expectant, hangdog look, as if he’d just committed some transgression and now needed forgiveness. He’d lost a bit more of his graying hair since Quinn had last seen him and was now almost bald on top. Quinn was sure he recognized the baggy brown suit Fedderman was wearing, and noticed that his right white shirt cuff was unbuttoned and hanging out of his coat sleeve. For some reason that often happened to Fedderman’s cuffs when he used a pen or pencil for any length of time. Quinn almost smiled, seeing the frayed, loose cuff peeking out of the coat sleeve at him. Old times.


      Fedderman looked over at Pearl. “I heard you had some trouble at the bank.”


      “Screw you,” she said, dismissing Fedderman. She turned her attention to Quinn. “Lauri’s no longer living with you?”


      Lauri was Quinn’s daughter, now almost twenty. “She and Wormy are living in California, trying to promote his music career.” Lauri’s lover, Wormy, so called because he was tall and painfully thin and kind of undulated when he walked, was front man for his band, The Defendants. Lauri’s last letter said the group was close to a record contract. Her next-to-last letter had said that, too.


      “I thought the boy had talent,” Fedderman said.


      “But what about his music?” Pearl asked.


      “What about these murders?” Quinn said, reminding them why they were here. He picked up four green binders, then moved out from behind his desk and handed two to each of his detectives. “Renz supplied copies of the murder books. I made copies for you two.”


      “You must already have looked yours over,” Fedderman said. “Any conclusions?”


      Quinn sat back down behind his desk, automatically reached for his cigar, then drew his hand back when he noticed Pearl giving him a look. “I already told you some of the basics: two torsos, female Caucasian, each shot through the heart, no prints on file, and no way to identify them. Twenty-two-caliber hollow-point bullets. Both of them separated when they entered the victims, but the pieces stayed in the bodies and the lab managed to reconstruct them enough to be sure they were fired by the same gun. Both victims were sexually penetrated by what seems to have been a long, sharp stake of some kind that left a residue of oil.”


      “A sexual lubricant?” Pearl asked.


      “Furniture oil,” Quinn said.


      “He polished them off,” Fedderman said. He seemed obviously pleased by his humor.


      “Shut up with that kind of stuff,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman noticed his shirt cuff was unbuttoned and fastened it. “Where were they found?” Mr. Serious now.


      “The first in a Dumpster behind a restaurant on the Upper West Side. The second in a vacant building in lower Manhattan.”


      “Vacant why?” Pearl asked.


      “Being renovated.”


      “Actively?”


      “Yeah. A condo conversion.” Quinn knew where she was going with this and was pleased.


      “Found on a Monday?” Pearl asked.


      “You guessed it.”


      “The workmen would be bound to find it, then. And the torso in the Dumpster would be found next trash pickup.”


      “Which was scheduled for the morning after it was placed there,” Quinn said. “Restaurant employees said they would have seen it during working hours, so it must have been put in the Dumpster the night before.”


      Pearl uncrossed her legs and placed her stockinged feet on the floor, wriggling her toes. “The killer wanted the torsos found soon after they were dumped. Any idea why?”


      “Not as yet,” Quinn said.


      “I take it there’s been a missing persons check on the two victims,” Fedderman said.


      “Sure. No women their sizes, ages, or ethnicity have been reported missing lately in and around New York. Both were in their early thirties.” Quinn leaned back slightly in his desk chair and began swiveling gently an inch or so each way. He’d oiled the chair recently and it didn’t make a sound. “Another thing. A journalist, Cindy Sellers of City Beat, knows everything I just told you and is sitting on the story as a favor to Renz.”


      “I remember her,” Pearl said. “She’s an asshole.”


      “No more so than the other media wolves,” Quinn said, thinking Pearl would have made a good investigative reporter.


      “Pearl’s right,” Fedderman said. “The Cindy Sellers I remember won’t sit on the story for long. Not unless Renz has got something on her.”


      “If he does,” Quinn said, “it isn’t enough to keep the lid on very long. That’s why he activated us. He wants to be out in front of the story.”


      “Wants to be mayor,” Pearl said.


      Still astute, Quinn thought.


      Pearl suddenly wondered what she was doing here. Why had she chosen this option? She seemed unable to escape Quinn’s presence and influence. Another appeal from Renz to Quinn, another critical case, another psychopath, the call to her from Quinn, and here she was again. This held the repetition of madness. It was as if she were on a masochistic treadmill that she couldn’t get off because some part of her didn’t want to leave. This case…she felt in her bones it was something special. She had to be in on it.


      “Go over the files on both killings,” Quinn said, “and we’ll meet back here tomorrow and brainstorm.”


      “We gonna keep meeting here?” Pearl asked. She had lived here with Quinn and wasn’t comfortable with the idea. Their bedroom had been right across the hall.


      “Renz has promised to get us office space, as usual. He won’t want us in a precinct house. The idea is we can be NYPD, but at the same time more independent than ordinary homicide detectives. We’ll be reporting only to him.”


      “It’ll be a roach-infested dump, as usual,” Pearl said. “But anyplace is better ’an here.” Maybe not. She remembered the last office space Renz had found for them, and the shrill scream of the drill from the dental clinic on the other side of the wall.


      Quinn looked at his watch. It was almost midnight. Fedderman’s flight out of Florida had been delayed, so the meeting had started late. “Nine o’clock tomorrow morning okay?”


      Both detectives agreed to the hour, then stood up. Quinn got up to show them out.


      As they passed the bedroom, Pearl couldn’t help herself and glanced in at the bed. It was made, but not very neatly. A book lay on the table by the reading lamp on what she still thought of as Quinn’s side, but she couldn’t make out the title. Nothing seemed to have changed since she’d moved out two years ago. Quinn caught her looking and she glared at him.


      She knew he was still in love with her, and it was a damned inconvenience. They’d tried to live together and found it impossible. Pearl didn’t want to repeat the experience. It was obvious what the trouble was. Quinn was self-controlled, deliberate, and quietly obsessive. Pearl was impulsive, combative, and volatile. They clashed. Another difference was that Pearl knew when to give up on their relationship and Quinn didn’t. He didn’t know when to give up on anything.


      At the street door, Fedderman said, “I’ve still got my rental. I’ll drive you home, Pearl.”


      “Okay. Better than a subway.”


      “Better company, too,” Fedderman said.


      “If you don’t count dress, manners, and intelligence.”


      Quinn was glad to hear them bickering. That was how it worked when they were a team, questioning and challenging each other, wearing away what wasn’t solid or didn’t fit, until only the truth remained.


      Even if they might not like the truth.


      


      Compared to most of the other New York papers, large and small, City Beat didn’t have much of a circulation. But Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler always picked up a copy, because he knew of the relationship between Commissioner Renz and Cindy Sellers. More than once Sellers had been Renz’s conduit to the larger media.


      Nobbler, a large, portly man with squinty blue eyes and a complexion that made him always appear to have been out in the sun too long, was thinking about City Beat now. His bedroom was still dark, but he couldn’t sleep, and the red numerals on the clock by his bed glowed the time to him: 5:02 A.M. Too early to get up, and too late to bother going back to sleep. And his bladder was swollen, though not to the point of urgency. Why get up, switch on the light, relieve himself in the bathroom, and then go back to bed?


      He couldn’t think of a good reason.


      Ten minutes passed. Now getting up or not wasn’t the question. He had to take a leak.


      With City Beat still on the periphery of his thoughts, he struggled to a sitting position on the squeaking bed, turned on the lamp, and plodded into the bathroom.


      Might as well stay up now. He put on his wrinkled uniform pants from yesterday, knowing a freshly pressed uniform just back from the dry cleaners hung in the closet. He’d change into the clean uniform later, after he’d showered and shaved. He slipped bare feet into his shoes and left on the gray T-shirt he’d slept in. He went back into the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face, and used wet fingers to slick back red hair that hadn’t a trace of gray in it.


      Awake all the way now, he went into the kitchen and set up his Mr. Coffee to brew. Then he took a look out the window to make sure it wasn’t raining and left the apartment to walk to the end of the block and get a Times and City Beat from their respective vending machines.


      By the time he got back it was starting to get light out and traffic was just beginning to pick up. The apartment smelled of freshly brewed coffee, and he felt hungry and wished he’d found someplace open and bought some doughnuts. Not that he needed the calories.


      He poured a cup of coffee, added a dash of cream from the refrigerator, and sat down at the kitchen table.


      Nobbler glanced at the Times first. There was rioting in France, Congress was calling for an investigation into something Nobbler didn’t understand, and beneath the paper’s fold there was great consternation over the Yankees’s seven-game losing streak.


      The usual, Nobbler thought. All the money the Yankees had, you’d think they could buy some pitchers who didn’t have arms ready to fall off. He put the Times aside, took a sip of coffee, and looked at City Beat.


      Holy Christ!


      Nobbler forgot all about his appetite, the Yankees, and his coffee as he read.


      He’d known about the first female torso being found, and the second dead woman. He hadn’t known that, like the first victim, only the torso of the second victim was at the morgue. And he hadn’t yet seen the results of the ballistics tests. Commissioner Renz had certainly thrown a blanket of secrecy over the second woman, so it wouldn’t be obvious right away that a serial killer was at work. And the thing with the pointed stake or whatever it was—Nobbler hadn’t known about that, only that the first woman had been sexually penetrated. He had to admit he admired the way Renz had been able to maintain even partial secrecy over matters like this. Renz wasn’t shy about working the levers of power.


      Well, neither was Nobbler. And Renz had done something that really pissed him off. Frank Quinn was back on the scene, and on the Torso Murders case, along with his two detectives Kasner and Fedderman. Nobbler wasn’t crazy about the three of them, and in his mind they were no longer NYPD. Especially Quinn, who shouldn’t be able to get anywhere near the department. They gave him a ton of money and cut him loose, so what the hell else did he want? Nobbler didn’t so much resent Quinn because he was bent, more because he was bent in the wrong direction. He turned his thoughts to Kasner and Fedderman, but only briefly. Couple of losers.


      What power did Renz have, to call these three retreads in as his private detective squad to solve a case that would benefit him politically?


      But Nobbler knew what power—that of position and popularity. No one in or out of city government wanted to cross Renz, and strictly speaking, it wasn’t illegal for the NYPD to hire outside contractors or temporarily reactivate former cops. Especially if they were acting under the auspices of the commissioner.


      Right now Renz was on a roll and wanted to stay that way. Ambitious bastard. Not that Nobbler could hold that against him.


      Disgusted, he tossed the paper on top of the Times and sat back and sipped at his coffee, which was now almost too cool to drink. The information in the City Beat article was probably all over TV and radio news, and late-edition papers would pick it up. Nobbler knew how it would go, now that the media had a hand to play, and he knew how he’d deal with them if he were in charge.


      But he wasn’t in charge. He didn’t like having what he considered his turf trespassed upon. And that was exactly what was happening. He was sure as hell going to do something about it.


      For a long time he sat sipping cool coffee and thought about just what it was that he could or would do. There were possibilities, always possibilities. And future opportunities to be seized.


      Whatever it took, he’d figure out something so that Renz and company would find themselves in a quagmire.


      No, not a quagmire. Quicksand.


      


      “It seems to have hit the fan,” Fedderman said, as he claimed the chair he’d sat in last night in Quinn’s den. The room was brighter today, with yellow sunlight spilling in between the opened drapes. There were a lot of dust motes swirling softly in the sunlight. Just looking at them made Pearl feel as if she had to sneeze. She figured Quinn didn’t clean very often.


      Pearl sat in the armchair again but didn’t draw up and cross her legs this time. Her sensible black shoes were planted firmly on the floor, her hands resting lightly on her thighs. She was dressed in dark slacks, a white blouse, and a gray blazer with black buttons. She looked like a cop.


      Like Fedderman, she was carrying this morning’s edition of City Beat. “It’ll be all over the TV news, too,” she said. “Some of those talking heads read things other than their prompters.” She twisted her newspaper into a roll and wielded it as if she wanted to hit someone.


      She was right. Quinn had checked New York One TV before going out and walking to the Lotus Diner for an early breakfast. They were already broadcasting from the places where the two torsos had been found. Then, when he’d returned to his apartment, he’d looked in on CNN and Fox News. The story had already gone national. He wasn’t surprised that news of the murders had hit so soon and with such impact. It was a sensational story, like one of those TV cop shows, only real. That was why political-and media-savvy Renz had been so desperate to hire them.


      “Had time to go over the murder books?” Quinn asked, settling down behind his desk. The unlit Cuban cigar was still in the ashtray. He was smoking less and less these days, like other New Yorkers, being systematically backed into a physical and psychological corner by the mayor and his minions. Quinn reminded himself that the mayor had his health and well-being in mind. It kept him from disliking the mayor.


      “Last night and this morning,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl simply nodded. Quinn thought she looked beautiful in the bright morning light that would expose other women’s flaws.


      She noticed the way he was looking at her and stared at him until he averted his gaze.


      “Nothing jumped out at me that’d crack the case and make me a hero,” Fedderman said. “I’m sure the police profiler will have plenty to say about the victims being dismembered. And that impaling business. Phallic symbolism. They’re always quick to find that.”


      “There’s a lot of it going around,” Pearl said. “Maybe our guy is impotent.”


      Fedderman shrugged. “Just because some guy shoves something other ’an his dong up some broad doesn’t mean he can’t get it up.”


      “How would you know that, Feds?”


      “I’m a detective, Pearl.”


      Quinn was looking at Pearl. “Something bothering you?”


      “A niggling doubt.” she said. “These two murders were obviously committed by the same psycho, but still there were only two of them. It’s possible both women did something that set this guy off, maybe even together, and he doesn’t have a grudge against other women, or some kind of fixation and compulsion to kill more. Maybe the two victims and the killer shared some kind of past that led to violence. I mean, do two victims make a serial killer?”


      Fedderman said, “It’s a good question.”


      “The media seem to think two’s enough,” Quinn said.


      Pearl said, “It’s still a good question.”


      Quinn leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. “We all know how we’ll find out the answer.”


      The truth of what he’d said sobered all of them.


      Pearl sniffed the air. “You been smoking in here?”


      “It’s a good question,” Quinn said.
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      Jill Clark sat in front of her computer staring at her screen saver of great Impressionist paintings gliding past. There went a Renoir, delicate and graceful in composition and color, so unlike the struggle and ugliness just outside her window.


      She watched the painting disappear at the edge of the monitor screen.


      She’d been sitting for a long time staring at the screen and had come to the conclusion that it was time to take stock.


      The paintings were beautiful, but her own life seemed to be getting uglier and more of a struggle by the day. This was a hard city. Hard and merciless. If it were possible for a city to have a killer instinct, this one did.


      Jill was twenty-nine years old with shoulder-length blond hair that often had a way of being enchantingly mussed. Her features were symmetrical, with perhaps too much chin. She had full lips, strong cheekbones, and an undeniably good figure, from jogging almost daily in her neighborhood or in the park. Her eyes were blue and she had a scattering of freckles on the bridge of her nose. Men seemed to find that an attractive combination.


      She had a degree in accounting and a background in sales: office furniture, then insurance policies for antique and collectable cars.


      Along with a nice smile, those were her assets.


      Then there were her liabilities, mostly credit card debts. Revolving accounts to which she paid only interest while the balances ballooned. From time to time, Files and More, the temporary employment agency that found her part-time work, would land her a decent-paying job, but this was temporary employment. Jill would earn enough to make some headway with the charge accounts, but then there would be periods of inactivity and she’d fall further behind than ever. This seemed to be a cycle she couldn’t break.


      Jill had, in fact, come to think of herself as a professional temp. That was how she might fill in job applications and various other forms under “occupation.” Temp. It at least kept prospective employers from thinking she might have just gotten out of prison. Now and then temporary jobs obtained through Files and More resulted in permanent employment—that’s what the company had told her—but Jill soon learned it didn’t happen very often. And she’d become convinced it wasn’t going to happen for her.


      Not only was the work temporary, but no matter where you were assigned the other employees treated you differently. You would never be one of them. They knew you’d simply fail to come in someday and that would be the last they’d see of you. They wouldn’t exactly be rude to temporary workers, but no one wanted to form anything like a fast or permanent friendship. And romance seemed to be out of the question. Sex was always possible with the geeks she ran into who saw her as temporary in more ways than one, but romance, connecting with someone she might eventually love and depend on, that was as distant as the farthest star. Romance was, of course, what Jill wanted desperately. That and an infusion of cash.


      A Monet smoothly crossed the screen. A garden scene: water lilies; muted, beautiful colors; lush green at the edges but subdued, like the green of a faded dollar bill.


      Romantic, but the painting had made her think of money.


      If she didn’t find steady employment soon, Jill would have real money problems. She had no family, hadn’t since her brother in Missouri died last year, and she was only four months in New York.


      It had seemed the longest four months of her life. There was no one she could turn to for a personal loan, or even a reassuring hug. What people said about New York was so true: It took a lot of money to exist here. And if you were by yourself in the city, the loneliness could crush you.


      Jill was determined not to be crushed, not to return to Wichita, Kansas. That way lay defeat as well as more loneliness.


      On one of her jobs, helping to label and box catalogs, a woman named Billie had told her about Internet dating, how she’d started to do it and it had turned out well for her. Sure, she’d met a lot of losers, but a few winners. Nothing permanent, but guys who wanted more than drinks, laughs, and a quick go-round and see you later.


      At the time, Jill had been almost horrified by the idea. Having to resort to the Internet for romance seemed so wrong, and it was embarrassing. High tech meets the heart. She sure as hell didn’t need that.


      But now…well, it was different. Maybe because Jill hadn’t had a meaningful date in months. The last guy had taken her to a Village dive and expected oral sex right there under the table. And he’d seemed so…normal at first. Maybe that was the trouble. Maybe she’d lost touch and he was normal and she was living outside the real world.


      No, she refused to believe that.


      There went a Manet, an ordered but vivid scene of revelers, a beautiful woman wearing a low-cut dress and a large locket standing behind a bar and looking out and smiling at whoever over time might observe the painting. A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, no doubt a raunchy place in nineteenth-century Paris. Now it would seem tame. Its festive image had lost its lasciviousness and become art, and great art at that.


      Jill had done some research, and it altered her opinion about Internet dating. Billie was probably right. It was a new world and things had changed. Jill would simply have to adapt. In this hectic life, in this mad city, there was nothing wrong, or particularly unusual, about using an Internet matchmaking service. Romance—possible romance, anyway—might be had at a price. Plenty of people were paying that price and finding romance. Why not Jill?


      A Degas glided past, one of his poised and elegant ballerinas glowing in the limelight of the past.


      Jill owed on her plastic cards, but she reminded herself that she wasn’t maxed out. Plastic and elastic. Hope. The thing that sprang eternal.


      One roll of the dice, and it could be a beautiful world.


      She decided to take a chance.


      There went a Van Gogh.


      


      Quinn and his team members had exchanged ideas and information and decided they needed to start at the beginning and cover ground already trod. They’d visit the places where the torsos were found and question people in surrounding buildings, try to find someone who’d heard something unusual or happened to look out a window and see something that might be pertinent. Even if they’d given previous statements, the same questions after the passage of time could sometimes trigger memories.


      They were about to get up and leave Quinn’s office when they got a call from Renz saying he’d just finished taping a television interview that was about to air on a local channel.


      Quinn aimed a remote at the small TV in the bookcase across from his desk and ran up the channels. Pearl got up from the armchair and closed the drapes to block the sunlight. Her motions were almost automatic, as if she still lived there and adjusted the drapes often.


      By the time Quinn found the interview it was well under way. Michelle DeRavenelle, an impossibly cute local news anchor, was standing alongside Renz, holding a microphone. The interview was taking place in a sunny spot outside One Police Plaza. A slight summer breeze ruffled DeRavenelle’s hair and made her look even cuter, while making Renz’s sparse locks stand straight up so he looked as if he’d just gotten up from reading in bed.


      “…only the nude torsos?” DeRavenelle was finishing asking. She held the microphone out toward Renz as if offering him a bite.


      There was a small, lonely potted tree just behind and to the left of Renz. He shifted slightly to his left and a branch seemed to be growing out of his head. “Serial killers operate out of compulsion,” he said. “They feel they have no choice. While leaving the victims’ torsos to be found seems—and in fact is—bizarre to us, it might not seem so to him.”


      DeRavenelle appeared to dismiss this answer. “Hopefully, the FBI or police profilers have analyzed this killer, Commissioner.”


      “Of course.”


      Quinn smiled. He didn’t recall any profiler report in the files. What could anyone really surmise with any degree of certainty about a killer from a couple of unidentifiable torsos? That was the sort of thing that happened only in mystery novels and television drama.


      “Do the police have any ideas as to who he is, what kind of madman he is? If indeed he is mad.”


      “Oh, he’s mad by our standards,” Renz said, “however anyone might decide to label him. Early on in a case, that’s about the only thing we can be sure of when dealing with this kind of killer. Our profiler is examining evidence and working out a hypothetical composite suspect who I’m sure will eventually turn out to be much like the real suspect when we arrest him. Sadly, at this point there simply isn’t much to work with, so it will take time.”


      “Can the same be said about Captain Frank Quinn and his detectives—that it will take time for them to assemble enough information to find the killer? Unfortunately, there might not be time to waste.”


      Renz wasn’t thrown. “It’s difficult to predict how this kind of investigation will go, but I’m sure that with Quinn in charge it will take the minimum amount of time to make an arrest. That’s why I partnered with him and his team and tasked them to find the killer. I know they’re the best, and in a case like this, one that impacts virtually all of our citizens who are women—or men who have lovers, wives, or daughters—the city deserves the best.”


      DeRavenelle cocked her head and smiled. This guy knew how to play the game. “But no suspects so far, Commissioner?”


      “Not solid suspects. Because of the deviant sexual aspect to these terrible crimes—”


      “You mean the sharpened stake?”


      “Yes, the sharpened stake.” It bore repeating.


      “Does penetration of the victim occur before or after death, sir?” DeRavenelle grimaced, somehow prettily, and gazed out at her viewers. “Hopefully, after.”


      “Sadly, before,” Renz lied.


      Quinn saw Pearl and Fedderman exchange glances. They looked at him and he nodded. They approved of Renz’s lie. This was something that only the killer and police would know was untrue, and it could infuriate the killer so that he might make a mistake. He might even contact the police or media to try to set the record straight.


      “Good man,” Fedderman said of Renz’s deception.


      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Pearl said.


      “Do the police have any clues as to the whereabouts of the rest of these poor dismembered women?” DeRavenelle asked. “I mean, their body parts.”


      “I can only say at this point in time that we’re cautiously optimistic.”


      “Anything more you’d like to add, Commissioner?” DeRavenelle was wearing her somber but inquisitive expression. Had one of the best in the business. She was short on time and knew this was a final rhetorical trolling for a juicy sound bite.


      Renz knew it, too, and tried to oblige. “Only that I’m sure the Torso Murders will soon be part of this great city’s past. We have the best people possible working around the clock to find the pieces and put them together.”


      Quinn winced.


      “That would be a good start,” Pearl said.


      DeRavenelle didn’t change expression as she looked somberly into the camera and returned coverage to the studio.


      


      Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler sat behind his desk and watched the end of the Renz interview, then aimed the remote like a gun and switched off the TV just as the weatherman came on smiling.


      Nobbler wasn’t smiling. His pink jowls spilled over his tight collar and exaggerated the downward arc of his thin lips. “Plenty of people wouldn’t mind seeing Renz’s investigation fall flat on its face,” he said. The bright morning sunlight searched his fleshy cheeks and couldn’t find a single beard stubble.


      Detective Sergeant Ed Greeve nodded, knowing when not to speak. He was one of those average-height men who seem taller because of their gauntness and slight forward lean. His long, chiseled features, and his serious brown eyes with lids that angled down at the corners, added to the illusion of height. He was wearing an unremarkable gray suit that seemed to match his mood. His nickname was “The Ghost” because of his skill at tailing people or remaining unnoticed at observation posts. Greeve was a man going through life hiding in plain sight, making a career out of it.


      He was also a man Nobbler had used before, in ways that skirted the law but advanced the cause of justice, not to mention Nobbler’s career. And Greeve was using his boss, Nobbler. What they knew about each other made them fellow travelers on the treacherous road up the ranks in the bureaucracy that was the NYPD.


      “We need to monitor this situation,” Nobbler said.


      Again Greeve merely nodded. A wooden toothpick protruded from the left corner of his mouth. It waggled slightly as he maneuvered it with his tongue.


      “Renz has found his rent-a-cops office space to work out of over on West Seventy-ninth Street. That should make it easier to keep tabs on them.”


      “We gonna need more people?” Greeve asked around the toothpick.


      “Not yet, but when we do, it won’t be a problem. A loose tail should be enough for now. If they split up, choose the one who looks most interesting and follow. It shouldn’t take you long to figure out what they might know that we don’t.”


      “They’ll probably lock that office when they’re out in the field, sir.”


      “Most likely,” Nobbler said. “Most doors have locks.”


      That was all he said or had to say. He knew locks were seldom a problem for Greeve, who had been an officer in the old Safe and Loft division investigating burglaries. In fact, locks were something of a challenge to Greeve, who would probably pay a late-night visit to the office on Seventy-ninth. Late night was his time, and darkness his good friend. He could see like a cat in the dark, which was another reason for his nickname. Greeve was viewed by his fellow officers as being a little spooky.


      “What about my caseload?” Greeve asked. He removed the toothpick and reinserted it, this time in the right corner of his mouth.


      “I’ve reassigned it. You’ll be on this more or less full-time. Report to me daily, or if anything notable needs to be shared.”


      “Understood,” Greeve said.


      “Needless to say, for now this is just between the two of us.”


      “Needless,” Greeve agreed.


      Nobbler felt a slight twinge. He couldn’t be sure sometimes if Greeve was taking him seriously or secretly making fun of him. Well, that was simply Greeve’s personality, or lack of same. One way or another, the man was useful and reliable.


      Nobbler picked up a blue ballpoint pen and started playing with it using both hands, his elbows on the desk. He stared at the pen as if he’d never seen any kind of writing instrument before. He often did that with common objects. It gave the impression he was thinking of something other than what he was talking about, and was speaking in the abstract. “To be something like frank,” he said, “I’m not sure a police commissioner should run his own team of detectives, brought in and controlled by him as temporary employees of the NYPD.”


      “I know others in the department who feel the same way, sir.”


      Nobbler held the pen vertically and studied it, as if gauging it for angle. “Damned shame, but there it is.”


      “Yes, sir. And splashed all over the media for everyone to see. There’s not much you can say, though. As a politician and media darling, Renz is golden.”


      “There might be plenty we can do without saying anything,” Nobbler said. “It’s just a matter of deciding what, how, and when. There’s not much question about why.” He pressed the top of the pen and the point clicked out. Here was magic, his expression seemed to say. “I guess we’d both better get busy, Sergeant. The bad guys never take time off.” He dragged over some papers from the corner of his desk so he could sign them.


      The conversation was over. A conversation that would never be referred to, because it hadn’t taken place. Like the tree that had fallen in the woods without anyone there to hear it. Anyone who mattered.


      Greeve had experienced several such conversations with Deputy Chief Nobbler. The toothpick did a little dance and he almost smiled as he moved toward the door. “We’re on the same page, sir.”


      Which didn’t mean they were going by the book.
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      Two weeks earlier


      What the hell?


      Shellie Marston stood before her open closet door and stared at her meager wardrobe. The black dress with the gray polka dots was still in its plastic bag from the dry cleaners, but she was sure she’d hung it yesterday on the opposite side of the closet rod.


      In fact, some of her other clothes seemed to be out of place. The white blouse with the lace collar—she wouldn’t have jammed it between the two business blazers she seldom wore these days. And look, one of the lapels was bent.


      This was damned odd. In fact, it made her flesh creep.


      She recalled now the morning a few days ago when her cosmetics seemed to have been rearranged. Not drastically. Maybe a jar or bottle transposed or otherwise out of place. A can of hairspray she recalled as still useful had been dead when she picked it up, without the usual sputtering and irregular spray that could go on for several more uses.


      She looked at herself in the vanity mirror. What? Was she getting paranoid? No one was getting in here. No one had the key, except for the super, a man in his sixties. She had to smile. Mr. Mercurio would hardly be wearing her clothes and using her cosmetics. He’d split all the seams if he tried to wriggle into the polka-dot dress. A vision of the dignified, mustached, and paunchy Mercurio struggling with her wardrobe almost made her laugh out loud. No, he was definitely not a suspect.


      Of course, you never knew about people.


      Yeah, she thought. Some people suspect things that never happened.


      She had to admit it was possible that she’d hung her clothes in the closet exactly as they were. Same way with the cosmetics. The mind could play tricks. Memory was a joker.


      The phone jangled, jarring her out of her thoughts. Not her cell phone. She ran to the table near the sofa, where the land line phone rested.


      It was David.


      The receiver pasted to her ear, she dropped onto the sofa and sat slumped in a cushioned corner. “The oddest thing just happened,” she said. “When I opened my closet it struck me that some of the clothes weren’t where I’d hung them.”


      “Never mind that,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about you.”


      She smiled. “I should hope so.”


      Their journey from acquaintances to lovers had been smooth and natural, and Shellie couldn’t imagine being happier. Their personalities meshed perfectly, which added to the sexual sparks. He left nothing to wish for, in any respect. David was a gentleman who knew his way around, both in and out of bed.


      Especially in bed.


      “I want you to move in with me,” he said.


      She was pleased but surprised. This was so fast. “I don’t know….”


      “I didn’t think you’d hesitate.” He sounded disappointed.


      “I mean, this is so sudden. I’ve been stuck in a routine: my apartment, my job—whenever I work.”


      “You won’t have to worry about a job, darling. I’ll support you. I can afford it easily. I’d say I won’t even notice you’re around, only I’ll notice you all the time, even when I’m not home.”


      “I don’t know, David….” But she did know. She’d already made up her mind.


      “Two apartments,” he said. “All that money unnecessarily spent on rent.”


      She laughed. Didn’t he know she was already convinced? “We’ve left the subject of love and we’re talking about money now.”


      “I didn’t mean—”


      “I’m only kidding, David. Of course I’ll move in with you. It makes perfect sense. Why should we rotate where we spend our nights?”


      “I don’t care where they’re spent as long as we’re together. I thought about giving up my apartment and moving in with you, taking over the rent payments.”


      “This place is a broom closet compared to your apartment.”


      “That’s what I decided. You deserve better, darling.”


      “David, I’ve got better. You.”


      “You know I love you.”


      “I do know that. It’s more important than my address.”


      “Tomorrow?”


      “Nobody makes up their mind and then moves tomorrow, David. I need time to pack, decide what I want to keep, put things in boxes.”


      “Get busy. I’ll come over and help you.”


      “Why so fast?”


      “I don’t want you to change your mind.”


      


      Within four days, Shellie was totally moved into David’s apartment. He’d paid the remaining time on her lease, making the real estate agency that managed the building happy. A small moving company transferred the things Shellie wanted to keep. What was left was bought and moved out of her old apartment by an estate liquidation company. Most of it would probably turn up in flea markets, where Shellie had bought it. Life could certainly change in a hurry, sometimes for the better.


      There was only one hitch.


      David explained it to her over their first breakfast at home. They were almost like a married couple talking over…the things Shellie imagined married people discussed.


      “I sublease the place,” David said, after swallowing a bite of buttered toast. He took a sip of the coffee he’d assured her was just right. “Part of the deal is that I can’t have a roommate.”


      Shellie paused in raising a bite of egg on her fork. “You mean my living here has to be a secret?”


      He laughed. “I wouldn’t put it so melodramatically. I mean, you don’t have to hide or skulk around. A big apartment building like this, hardly anybody knows or even notices their neighbors. Once you close the door to the hall behind you, they don’t know which apartment you’ve just exited. In the elevator, they don’t know which floor you’ve come from. What’s more, they don’t care. There’s a rapid tenant turnover here.”


      “Am I supposed to look both ways in the hall before I go out the door?”


      He smiled. “It wouldn’t hurt. What I mean, though, darling, is just don’t make it a point to get to know the neighbors. You don’t have to run and hide if anybody sees you.”


      “You make it sound like a game.”


      “It is one,” he said. “The way subleases and rental agreements work, lots of New Yorkers play it. If we lose, they’ll throw you out. Which means they’ll throw us both out, because I’ll go with you.” He shrugged. “Getting evicted wouldn’t be the end of the world. It happens somewhere in the city every day.”


      “Not to us,” she said, then chewed and swallowed her bite of egg. “Not here. I promise to be careful.”


      “Probably,” he said, “no one would turn us in even if they did notice you were staying here. Most people mind their own business. They might even approve of your presence. Who couldn’t approve of you?”


      A game, she thought, and finished her breakfast.


      More like a romantic movie. The Phantom Tenant.


      Like a movie. And I’m the star.


      David wouldn’t know that was how she saw it, she thought, so why not give herself top billing?


      


      It worked so well. David was right: no one in the building paid much attention to anyone else. If the tenants passed in the halls or found themselves with one another at the elevator, they usually merely nodded, sometimes smiled. On the elevator itself, they followed elevator etiquette and stood stone-faced staring at the ascending or descending number above the sliding door.


      Entering or leaving the building was the same way; often there wasn’t even an exchange of glances. A few times someone held open the heavy street door for Shellie. She’d thanked them perfunctorily and hurried along. She acted the way they did, the way most New Yorkers acted—preoccupied. They passed or had brief contact with thousands of people every day and within a few days forgot all but a few.


      Shellie was happy. And the apartment was spacious by New York standards, and with a nice view from a high floor. The furnishings were traditional, with a pale tan leather sofa and matching armchair, a TV behind the doors of a wooden wall unit that also had shelves holding knickknacks and a lineup of books that seemed chosen more for color than content. The furniture, the complementing drapes and carpet, the framed art prints on the wall gave the apartment a composed, decorator look. It was a look she liked, and it took only a few weeks for Shellie to regard it as home.


      She would have been even happier if David spent more time in town, but they made the most of it when he was home.


      And the most of it was quite a lot.
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      The present


      Renz had shot off his mouth about a profiler, so he figured he’d better have a profile. He was with Quinn and his team in the Seventy-ninth Street office he’d gotten for them at city expense. It was a ground-floor apartment, really, in a building that was being renovated. This unit hadn’t been touched yet, but it wasn’t in bad condition, with cream-colored walls and blinds still on the windows. There were light rectangles where wall hangings had been removed, and an outline on the hardwood floor where the carpet had been taken up. But the paint was clean. Renz had ordered three desks and four chairs, a four-drawer steel file cabinet, a printer and fax machine, and a used desk computer. He knew they all had laptops, except maybe Fedderman. As far as a coffee machine or other niceties, the detectives were on their own.


      Pearl had bought a Braun brewer and dragged in an old table the workmen upstairs were going to throw away. An NYPD computer whiz had set up a broadband wireless system for their computers, with a router over near the coffee machine. The door had a good lock, the workmen upstairs usually didn’t make too much noise, and there was an old air conditioner that no one would bother stealing in one of the windows.


      Quinn was within walking distance of the place but would sometimes drive his old Lincoln, and Renz had gotten them an unmarked city Chevy.


      They had a home. They had wheels. It was an efficient setup.


      Quinn and Fedderman sat in the identical wood swivel chairs behind their identical gray steel desks, while Pearl perched on her desk’s front edge. Renz had pulled her desk chair out and was seated on it. So there was a chair for the profiler when she arrived, as long as Pearl was content without one. Quinn made a mental note to scare up another extra chair. He’d have asked Pearl to do it, but she’d let him know she’d done enough, donating the coffeemaker.


      There was a knock on the door. Then it opened and the profiler, Helen Iman, cautiously stuck her head in. “Morning, all,” she said, smiling as she entered all the way. She was a very tall woman with a bony but not unattractive face and carelessly styled red hair, as if she cut it herself with dull scissors. Seeing her, Quinn thought, as he often did, that with her long, muscular frame, she’d make a hell of a basketball or volleyball player. But Helen wasn’t into sports. She was into killers. A few years ago she’d quit the NYPD to go into private practice as a corporate psychologist in New Jersey, but she’d soon returned. For her it was no contest between the corporate and the criminal mind. They weren’t exactly the same, and the criminal mind was so much more interesting.


      Renz had requested her presence here so Quinn and his team could hear what she had to say.


      Pearl offered her coffee, but she declined and sat in the uncomfortable extra chair. It was stained oak with a straight back and had a sturdy but crude look about it, as if it might have been made by one of those religious sects that thrived on discomfort. She was wearing a green business suit and white blouse with a man’s green and black tie. She placed the large brown purse she was carrying on the floor so it leaned against a chair leg.


      “Did you read the material I gave you?” Renz asked her.


      Helen nodded. “It wasn’t very enlightening.”


      Renz looked disappointed.


      Helen calmly gave each of them a look, her eyes lingering on Pearl. “There really isn’t much to surmise, since we know nothing about the victims.”


      “I need something to feed the media,” Renz said. “Something for my people”—he nodded toward Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman—“in case they get cornered by some smart-ass journalist.”


      Helen crossed her long legs. It was quite a show. “I understand, and I can give you the usual, even though I’m sure you already know most of it. Our killer’s probably between twenty and forty and had a horrible childhood during which he developed a hatred for women. He might be married—”


      “Married?” Renz interrupted.


      “I said might. And he probably has a history of sadistic behavior.”


      “The thing with the sharpened stake,” Quinn said.


      Helen nodded. “Not to mention the dismemberment. Usually people don’t unaccountably start doing such things all at once.” She reached into the big purse and pulled out a buff file folder, took a few moments to check its contents. “The insertion of the stake occurred after death. That’s interesting. Necrophilia with a substitute penis.”


      “You think?” Pearl asked, glancing at Fedderman.


      “Looks that way,” Helen said. “The dismemberments were neatly done, but apparently not by someone with a medical background. He might have practiced on animals. Possibly on family pets.”


      “Jesus!” Fedderman said. He swiped his shirtsleeve across his mouth. “Will I never get used to these assholes?”


      Helen smiled at him. “It’s good that you don’t.” She sat back as best she could in the rigid chair.


      “That’s all you can give us?” Renz asked.


      “I’m afraid so, at this point. It would be good to have entire bodies, maybe a witness or two. Oh, there is one other thing. He wants you to know both women were killed by him—that’s why he used the same gun.”


      “And the stake?”


      “I don’t know about the stake. Especially after death. Some of this doesn’t yet add up. There’s something especially creepy about this killer.”


      “They’re all sickos,” Pearl said.


      “That’s not the medical term I’d use, but it’s fairly accurate,” Helen said. “This guy, though—and we all know the killer’s almost certainly a guy—promises to be particularly interesting. His mental processes might be unfathomable, even after he’s caught and studied. For instance, he hides the torsos, but not so well that he doesn’t want them found.”


      “Trophies,” Fedderman said.


      “No. More like his calling card. But trophies aren’t uncommon. Maybe he’s keeping the heads as his trophies.”


      Pearl took a noisy gulp of her coffee, burning her tongue.


      “This guy” Helen crossed her legs tighter—“one thing’s for sure about him, he’s a very special case.”


      


      Tonight he’d just arrived home after a weekend of doing business in London. Whenever Shellie asked David about his business, she got the same vague answers, but she was less and less concerned. She was convinced now that David was a good man. Whatever he was involved in was sure to be benign and legal. He was simply one of those men who wanted a firewall between home life and business. Between love and the real and ugly world outside of love. Shellie understood that. She felt the same way herself.


      Her wardrobe had grown and improved since she had moved in with David. She had on the navy blue dress she knew he liked, bone high-heeled pumps, a double strand of pearls around her neck. Her hair was artfully mussed, the way he liked it. The top button of her dress was undone to reveal a glimpse of cleavage, the way he liked it. Later they would make love, the way he liked it. She was the way he liked her, and she was happy. She was sure David was happy, too. They each had an interest in the other’s happiness. It had kind of surprised Shellie, the way she’d come to feel. Nothing in life pleased her more than pleasing David.


      “Italian tonight?” he asked. Her favorite dishes were Italian. “I thought maybe Randisi’s.”


      Randisi’s was a five-star restaurant on the East Side. Some thought it was the best Italian restaurant in the city.


      “Sounds wonderful.”


      He smiled. “Good. I made a reservation.”


      


      At the restaurant Shellie heard David tell the maitre d’ there was an eight o’clock reservation for Clyde. Shellie smiled. David always used the name Mr. Clyde when he made reservations, or simply the first name Clyde when asked to leave a name on a waiting list. It wasn’t a bad name, but it certainly didn’t fit his handsome, assured, and debonair presence. She looked at him, so well tailored in a dark blue suit, white-on-white shirt, gray silk tie. Not your usual Clyde. She felt a swell of pride. Her David.


      “Mr. and Mrs. Clyde” were almost immediately shown to a good table near a wide window with a view of the East River.


      They had martinis, then ordered antipasto and cannelloni. David asked for a good red wine. “To celebrate,” he said.


      “What are we celebrating?” Shellie asked.


      “My arrival home.”


      “You’ve only been gone a weekend.”


      “It’s always a cause for celebration when I return to you.”


      “Am I not worth champagne?”


      He grinned. “Shellie, Shellie. You must know you have me in your spell.” He leaned over the table, looking serious. “Do you want champagne?”


      She shook her head no, feeling ashamed. “No, darling. I was only testing you.”


      “Do I pass?”


      “A-plus,” she said. They were talking like two people in a sophisticated play, she thought. This amused her and made her feel slightly silly simultaneously. The swank surroundings must be affecting them. Role playing again. Well, so what? That was all everyone actually did, when you came right down to it. She didn’t see what was wrong with that when she could see so much of what was right with it.


      The food, as usual at Randisi’s, was wonderful. As was the wine. David knew how to choose.


      Outside the restaurant, they were both a bit tipsy. Shellie leaned against David for support.


      He was about to hail a cab when a gleaming dark car pulled to the curb near them. It was a big car, a Chrysler. They were on a one-way street, and the driver’s side was only a few feet away from the sidewalk. The window glided down.


      Shellie assumed the driver would be with a service and he’d try to talk them into taking the car instead of climbing into a cab. She was surprised to see an attractive, hard-faced woman about forty with a gray buzz cut and no makeup. She wore a black pullover shirt with the collar turned up. Her arms were slim but muscular, and Shellie saw that the hand resting on the steering wheel was gloved. Driving gloves, she assumed. Maybe this was a professional driver and the big Chrysler was a car for hire.


      “Need a ride, bro?” the woman asked, looking at David.


      “I’ll be damned,” David said. “What are you doing here, Gloria?”


      “I was on my way home and happened to see you. New York’s not so big that coincidences don’t sometimes occur.”


      “Obviously not,” David said.


      “Anyway, this is my neighborhood. Or at least I regularly drive through it.”


      Now the woman looked at Shellie. She had dark eyes, deeply set and intense. “You must be Shellie.”


      David squeezed Shellie’s arm. “This is my sister, Gloria, Shellie. The only person in New York I’ve told about us.”


      “David and I always share the good things,” Gloria said. Her dark eyes took on a glitter in the reflected red light of the restaurant’s illuminated sign. “That’s the way it’s been since we were children. I know my brother well, and I haven’t seen him fall so hard for a woman in years. It’s a real pleasure to meet you.”


      “Same here,” Shellie said. She moved forward, one foot off the curb, and shook the leather-gloved hand proffered through the open window. Gloria smiled at her, an unexpectedly beautiful smile that caused Shellie to smile back.


      “Listen,” Gloria said, her dark glance darting from one to the other, “why don’t you two come up to my place and have a drink? Afterward, I’ll drive you home. I really do want to get to know you, Shellie. Everything I hear is so positive. Like, finally, you’re the one.”


      Shellie felt a warm rush. That was always what she’d wanted to be to some man, what she was now—special, the one. She could hear David saying it to his sister. “She’s the one, Gloria.”


      “Maybe some other time,” is what he was saying to Gloria now.


      Shellie tugged at his arm. “It’s okay, David. We have time.”


      He was shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


      “What are you, ashamed of me?” Gloria asked. She seemed amused by the idea.


      “You know better than that, Gloria.”


      “Then don’t be so damned secretive, David. The way you’ve been bragging about this woman to me, I should think you’d want us to get to know one another.” Her dark eyes fixed on Shellie. “I mean it, Shellie. This brother of mine is gaga for you. We really should talk about him for a change.”


      “She has a point, David.”


      He moved closer and looked down at Shellie. There was a strained expression in his face she hadn’t seen before. The wine, maybe. They’d certainly had enough of it. “You’re sure?”


      “It sounds wonderful. Your sister!” Family. “We really should get acquainted.”


      After a slight hesitation, he smiled. “Okay. As long as you two don’t gang up on me.”


      He opened the big sedan’s rear door and let Shellie enter first. Then he took a seat beside her. There was over a foot of space between them on the seat. It was as if David didn’t want to demonstrate his affection for her in front of his sister by sitting too close.


      As Gloria pushed the selector to “drive” and the car pulled away from the curb, Shellie noticed a pungent, brackish smell.


      “Do you smoke?” she asked Gloria, without thinking. “Not that I mean to pry.”


      “It’s that obvious?”


      “I’m afraid so. Unless somebody else who smokes has been in the car recently.”


      Shellie saw Gloria’s right cheek change contour in the shadows, maybe a smile.


      “I thought you might be asking for a cigarette,” Gloria said.


      “No, I don’t smoke. Not that it’s any of my business whether or not you do. I wasn’t meaning to be judgmental.”


      Gloria laughed, concentrating on her driving and looking straight ahead. She had the long neck and erect posture of a ballet dancer, as if an invisible string were attached to the top of her head and constantly tugging her upright in case she even thought about slumping. “That’s okay. You caught me. Tobacco’s my only vice. I’ve been trying to quit. David will tell you, I’ve tried off and on for years.”


      “Those damned things are going to kill you, Gloria,” David said.


      Gloria managed to shrug her narrow, hard shoulders as she spun the steering wheel to make a sharp right turn.


      “That’s okay,” she said. “If they don’t, something else surely will.”
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      Life could be so good it almost hurt. It prompted Shellie to nestle close to David as Gloria jockeyed the big Chrysler north on Broadway. The car drove smoothly and seemed to glide over the potholes that dotted the street. The evening had cooled, but the warmth of the car’s interior, and of the wine she’d earlier consumed, made Shellie deliciously drowsy.


      The sound of a blaring horn jolted her alert. She opened her eyes and realized Gloria had been the one leaning on the horn.


      A cab that had pulled past the Chrysler was swerving in front of it, seemingly inches off its front bumper.


      “Jerkoff!” Gloria said softly but vehemently.


      “New York cabbies, that’s all,” David said lazily. “You oughta be used to them.”


      “Being used to them doesn’t mean I don’t hope they should all come down with the plague.” She raised her voice. “Lord, deliver to them locusts and fire and sickness, and let them drive fareless through eternity.”


      David chuckled and held Shellie closer in the softly upholstered backseat. “Did I mention to you Sis has a bit of a temper?”


      “I hope it isn’t hereditary,” Shellie said. She saw with relief that the cab had pulled a safe distance ahead.


      “David fights a constant battle with his genes,” Gloria said, from the front seat. “Not to mention the devil. Or maybe it’s all the same thing.”


      The cab’s brake lights flared and it slowed abruptly, causing Gloria to stand on the brakes and the big Chrysler to cant forward. “Now that this asshole’s ahead of me, he doesn’t wanna go fast,” Gloria said. “The guy’s a great argument for the legalization of hand grenades.”


      “Ease up,” David said. “You don’t want to attract attention now.”


      Shellie thought that was an odd thing for him to say, but she was too comfortable and drowsy to give it much thought. She decided her life was fully in Gloria’s hands and there wasn’t much she could do about it, so she closed her eyes, rested her head against David’s warm shoulder. There were times when the wisest and easiest course was to be a fatalist.


      


      Shellie came awake when the car stopped. She heard a low rumbling louder than the engine. She’d dozed off, but had no idea how long she’d been sleeping.


      David’s arm was around her. He realized she was awake and gave her a comforting squeeze.


      They’d reached their destination. Through the wide front windshield Shellie saw a gray steel overhead door rising. Beyond it, headlights illuminated a dark area with some barrels and boxes stacked on one side. About fifty feet beyond them was a brick wall, obviously very old. The wall bulged inward. The bricks were no longer aligned and ledges of broken gray mortar protruded from between them like too much icing between layers of cake. There was an old wooden workbench with what looked like tools stacked on it in the shadows near the wall.


      “Apartment’s upstairs,” Gloria explained, nudging the accelerator so the big Chrysler glided inside. “It’s furnished better than the garage.”


      “Much better,” David said. “And it doesn’t smell like petroleum products.” He bowed his head and kissed Shellie’s just above the bridge of her nose.


      The overhead door descended with a clatter and closed behind them. Gloria turned off the engine, and the garage was suddenly very quiet. The headlights were on time delay and stayed on. They deepened the shadows not directly in their twin beams.


      In the dimness of the car’s interior, Gloria glanced over her shoulder. “Be careful getting out and walking. There’s a plastic drop cloth on the floor because the car leaks oil.” The Chrysler’s interior light came on, and before David or Shellie could move, Gloria climbed out of the car and threw a wall switch.


      The light from two bare overhead bulbs didn’t cheer up the garage at all. The carelessly stacked fifty-gallon barrels were rusty. The cardboard boxes were taped, unlabeled, and coated with dust. Leaning against them was a tall roll of something opaque, maybe more plastic sheeting. There were no windows.


      David got out of the car before Shellie and held the door open for her, like a gentleman. She was still a little drowsy, unsteady, and needed his support.


      “Before we go upstairs,” he said, “I have a present for you.”


      “Present?” Shellie saw Gloria get an unfolded black umbrella from where it was leaning in the shadows by the boxes and lay it on the car’s hood. The cooling engine began to tick.


      “A surprise. Before we go upstairs for our drinks.”


      For a wild second Shellie thought he might mean the umbrella, but that didn’t make sense.


      The car’s headlights winked off, making the garage even gloomier. Shellie glanced around and didn’t see an elevator. No stairs, either. There must be a door somewhere leading to an elevator or stairwell.


      “Let’s go upstairs and get comfortable and you can surprise her,” Gloria said. She was smiling at Shellie, her dark eyes intense. Whatever light there was in the garage, they reflected.


      “Better right here,” David said, and again he kissed Shellie on the forehead. His lips felt cool.


      “Stubborn,” Gloria said, shaking her head. “I guess that’s why you love him.”


      “One reason,” Shellie said. She really did love David. More than anyone or anything at any time in her life.


      Stepping back, David smiled down at her and reached into a pocket of his suit coat. Beyond him, Shellie noticed Gloria reaching for the umbrella as if to open it.


      She didn’t open it. Instead, she withdrew a long, pointed wooden shaft that had been concealed inside it.


      “Close your eyes, darling,” David said.


      But Shellie didn’t. Even through her wine-induced drowsiness and love and trust for David, the feeling of security she always had in his presence, she realized something was very wrong. A tingle of fear played up her spine.


      Foolish. Why should I be frightened? He’s here.


      His hand emerged from his pocket not with a piece of jewelry or a gift box, but holding a small gun.


      “David?”


      He shot her through the heart.


      She dropped to a sitting position, her legs straight out, and then toppled backward. He immediately took two steps, leaned down, and shot her again, twice, through the forehead.


      Gloria tossed him the pointed shaft so it remained vertical in the air, as if she were a dancer tossing her partner a cane. Matching her stagecraft, he snatched it neatly with one hand. He felt the point with his index finger, testing for sharpness.


      Gloria walked around closer to stand next to him over Shellie’s dead body.


      “Look at her face,” she said. “She was surprised. You didn’t disappoint her.”


      “I never disappoint the ladies,” David said.


      He bent low with the sharpened section of broomstick, and then slowly straightened up without it.


      Gloria was breathing hard as she stared down at the foot or so of wood protruding from Shellie.


      “Don’t you ever wonder, David, how it would be if you didn’t wait until they were—?”


      “Grab the other end of this plastic sheet and let’s move her so we can get busy.”


      “For everything there is a purpose under the heavens,” Gloria said, still staring at the protruding section of broomstick. “Sometimes more than one purpose.”


      “Aside from your cynicism, this is no time to go biblical on me.”


      “It’s exactly the time,” she said, grinning. “And you didn’t answer my question.”
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      “Only an arm,” medical examiner Dr. Julius Nift said, kneeling alongside the pale object before him on the wet bricks. “Yet look at the attention it’s attracted. Some show. I wish somebody would give us a hand.”


      Pearl despised Nift and his callous sense of humor, but she said nothing, because, sick jokes aside, she agreed with him. A hand would mean fingerprints. She wasn’t sure how much this arm that had been fished from the East River would be able to help them.


      Nift continued to probe and examine the arm. He was a short, chesty man inflated by self-importance who dressed more like a banker than a doctor who spent a lot of time with corpses. He wore his black hair combed forward, resulting in sparse bangs that made him look Napoleonic. That was how Pearl thought of him, as a crude, cynical Napoleon. It was lucky the little bastard didn’t have an army.


      Quinn, standing a few feet away with Fedderman, gnawed his lower lip as he stared down at the handless severed arm. It had obviously been in the water a long time. He glanced around, squinting in the early afternoon sunlight. They were near Sutton Place, home of some of the most expensive real estate in New York. It wasn’t likely the arm belonged to any of the neighbors. A missing arm in Sutton Place wasn’t the sort of thing to go unreported.


      The arm had been spotted by a Mrs. Grace Oliphant, while walking her Yorkshire terrier, Clipper. She’d noticed something pale snagged on some deadwood that had drifted up against the bank and thought at first it was a large, dead fish. She skirted a black iron fence and moved closer. Clipper began barking frantically, and she wasn’t so sure she was looking at a dead fish. It was the forty-five-degree crook in the blanched object that made her peer more intensely and with fearful curiosity. There was something about the thing, something that reminded her of…an elbow.


      Mrs. Oliphant straightened up immediately and backed away, nauseated, tugging at the leash to get Clipper away from the dreadful thing. The arm. It was no wonder the dog had been barking so frantically. He must have picked up the terrible scent, realized before she did what they were looking at. Yorkies were so smart.


      She gave the leash a firm yank, momentarily choking off Clipper’s shrill barking, then looked him in the eye and shushed him so he’d stay quiet while she used her cell phone to call the police.


      The uniforms who’d arrived first knew immediately they were looking at a human arm that had been severed at the elbow. Its hand had been cut off at the wrist. One of the cops picked up a branch and edged the arm closer to the concrete wall where the water lapped, then gingerly inched it up and over and onto the bricks. He didn’t like touching it, even with a branch, but he knew he had to move it before it broke free from where it was snagged and floated away, or maybe sank.


      The water had blanched away most of the color, leaving the arm a dull white. The uniforms could see how the woman who’d called thought at first she’d been looking at a dead fish. There was some obvious damage from what lived in the river nibbling at the arm. Gleaming white bone showed beneath flaps of skin at both ends.


      Both cops knew about the Torso Murders and recognized the possible significance of the arm. The police investigated weird things found in New York rivers almost every week, and those were only the ones that were reported. Still, human remains…and with the sicko on the loose killing and cutting up his victims…it was a situation that called for diligence.


      One of the uniforms had listened to Grace Oliphant’s story and taken notes, while his partner called their lieutenant. Up the bureaucratic chain the information went, but in a way tightly controlled. Within fifteen minutes, Renz had called Quinn.


      


      “Right or left arm?” Quinn asked Nift.


      “Does it matter?”


      “It matters because I asked you,” Quinn said in a flat voice that had unnerved hundreds if not thousands of suspects.


      It didn’t seem to unnerve Nift, armored as he was by ego. Still, he decided it was time to be businesslike. He pressed a forefinger to the side of his chin, striking a thoughtful pose, as he shifted slightly to peer at both ends of the arm. “I’d guess left, but I can’t tell you for sure till we get this to the morgue and examine it more closely.”


      “How long’s it been in the water?”


      “I can only guess, but I’d say about a month.”


      Quinn figured it would belong to the first victim, if it was an arm from one of the mystery torsos. It almost had to be, he figured. Even in New York, it wasn’t every day that the odd severed limb turned up. “Can you match it with either of the torsos we found?”


      Nift glanced up at him with a confident, nasty smile. “With my skill, if it matches, I’ll know. There’ll be distinctive marks on the bone from the cleaver or hatchet. And comparable patterns in the way the flesh was cut away. Also, we should be able to match it by age to one of the torsos, if that’s where it came from. And of course there’s always DNA. Takes a while for a full report, but we might be able to hurry through a preliminary yes or no on a simple match.”


      A siren grew louder, then yodeled to silence, causing Clipper, held by Mrs. Oliphant, over by a small grouping of ornamental trees with orange berries, to fill the vacuum by emitting an earsplitting series of barks. A boxy vehicle with flashing lights had braked to a halt on the rise beyond steps leading to one of the pocket parks bordering the river at that point. Quinn could see a swing set and monkey bars and was glad some kid hadn’t wandered down to the river and found the arm.


      A white-uniformed paramedic jogged effortlessly down the concrete steps, then stepped over the low brick wall bordering the park and came toward them. While he was nimble, he was a chubby guy, holding a black rubberized zip case that looked like a portfolio an artist would carry samples in. Quinn figured there was no need for a stretcher here. The arm would fit in the case diagonally with room to spare.


      The paramedic had dark hair combed severely sideways and a name patch that said JEFF.


      He glanced around, noticed the black leather medical bag, and aimed an expectant smile at Nift. “Ready to remove?” He motioned with his head toward the pale arm on the bricks.


      “I’m finished with it for now,” Nift said.


      Quinn nodded and stepped back, along with Pearl and Fedderman, and Jeff set to work.


      “Careful with that,” Nift told him as Jeff eased the arm into the case and worked the zipper. “It’s part of a set.”


      Jeff didn’t crack a smile.
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      Nobody was laughing in the office on Seventy-ninth Street. Quinn and Fedderman were seated at their desks, facing each other across the room. Pearl was perched on the edge of her desk with her legs crossed, sipping coffee. The office smelled strongly of overbrewed coffee, which was an improvement over the usual smell of sawdust and powdered plaster. The workmen doing the rehabbing on the floors above were sawing and hammering, destroying so they could create. The noise wasn’t loud enough to be a bother, but it was almost constant.


      Quinn had just hung up his desk phone. He sat staring at it for a long moment before speaking, as if it was a memory aid.


      “The M.E. says the arm belonged to a woman in her early thirties, maybe five feet nine or ten. She was average weight. The swelling and loose flesh we saw was from exposure to the water. No distinguishing marks or jewelry.” He leaned backward in his chair and crossed his arms. “Nift says the arm doesn’t match either of the bodies.”


      “He sure?” Fedderman asked in a surprised voice.


      “The little twit’s always sure,” Pearl said.


      Quinn ignored her, as well as a burst of violent hammering. “Bones and flesh patterns don’t match up, Feds. Also, we got a rush preliminary on DNA analysis. Enough info to know it doesn’t match that of either of the two victims whose torsos we have. Even the blood type is different.”


      “We might still be able to find out who she was. The woman whose arm we found. What about a DNA database match?”


      “The FBI’s running it through its computers, but I don’t think we can hold out much hope there.”


      Quinn knew the already vast database was still in its initial stages. The severed arm would have to belong to a woman who was a recently convicted felon and also had her DNA in the database. Those were long odds.


      All three detectives sat silently and listened to the muffled hammering that punctuated the shrill cry of a power saw.


      It was Pearl who finally said it. “We’ve got a third victim.”


      “Or else another killer who’s dismembering bodies,” Quinn said.


      Fedderman noticed his shirt cuff was unbuttoned and fastened it. “Maybe the arm was cut off accidentally. By a boat propeller or something.”


      Quinn smiled wryly. “River patrol’s got no reports of any such accident, and nobody’s reported their arm missing.”


      “Third victim,” Pearl said again.


      Nobody disagreed with her.


      “The killer chopped off her hand, too,” Fedderman said.


      “To be on the safe side and not risk fingerprints being lifted and compared someplace,” Pearl said, “even if they’re not on file. His cautious nature worked in this case.”


      Quinn sighed and stood up. “The rest of her might still be in the river. The rest of all of the victims might be there, or in some lake or tributary somewhere. I’ll call Renz and see if we can get a search going, check bodies of water in or around New York.”


      “Grappling hooks,” Pearl said. “That’s how they drag a lake, with grappling hooks.” Though she’d seen several such operations, the thought of this one, for some reason, chilled her. Hard steel seeking soft flesh in the dark.


      “They use underwater cameras now, too,” Quinn said.


      “Divers,” Fedderman said. “Eventually somebody’s gotta swim down there in murky water and look for weighted-down arms, legs, and heads.” He made a face and ran a hand over his almost nonexistent hair. “I’m glad I’m too old for that kinda stuff.”


      “They might drain some of the smaller lakes,” Pearl told him.


      He shook his head. “Yeah, but try draining the river. That’s where we found the arm.”


      “He’s got a point,” Pearl said to Quinn.


      “Global warming,” Fedderman said. “Eventually it’ll dry up all the rivers. That’s when we’ll find the missing body parts.”


      Pearl sipped her coffee.


      “Global warming,” Fedderman said again. “A cop’s best friend.”


      


      “Severed arm?” Cindy Sellers asked into the phone. She was at her desk at City Beat. She kept her voice low so Howie Baker, at the next desk, wouldn’t overhear. “Just an arm? How do we know it has anything to do with either of the two torso victims?”


      “We know for sure it doesn’t,” Nift said nervously. He was calling with his cell phone a few blocks from the morgue. You never knew about phones. Just about any phone might not be secure these days. Not to mention cameras. They were getting to be all over the place in New York City. He wanted to get the call over with as soon as possible. “I can guarantee you that arm’s not connected to either of the other victims’ torsos.”


      “Obviously,” Cindy said.


      She was used to her informer’s gruesome sense of humor and assumed that was what she was hearing. She thought Nift was a jerk, but he was reliable. And she’d been kind enough not to mention him in her exposé of unlikely pornographic video rental customers. She had mentioned to him that she had photographs of some of the customers arriving at and leaving the video rental stores. She hadn’t mentioned that, though Nift was observed renting a DVD about drunken coeds on a horse farm, he wasn’t in any of the photos. Let him assume.


      “So what else do we know?” she asked.


      Nift told her what they’d discerned from examination of the arm.


      “A third victim,” Cindy said when he was finished. “And the killer’s probably weighting down the body parts and hiding them underwater. The arm must have somehow broken loose from whatever was holding it down and floated to the surface.”


      “You’re jumping to conclusions,” Nift said.


      “Hey, it’s my job.” She was grinning. “Be sure to keep me posted.”


      “I will,” Nift said and broke the connection.


      Cindy knew he would.


      


      Gloria turned off the narrow secondary road onto a mostly overgrown dirt road and drove until she came to a rickety wooden swing gate with a faded NO TRESPASSING sign nailed crookedly on it.


      David climbed out of the big Chrysler and opened the gate, then waited until Gloria had driven through. He glanced around in the fading light, thinking they had about an hour until sundown, then closed the gate, fastened its rusty latch, and got back in the car.


      They were on a farm in New Jersey, an hour’s drive from the city. The farm was deserted and had been in the legal limbo of estate law for several years. There had once been a frame house with a detached garage, a barn, and another outbuilding for equipment and tools. The house and garage were deserted wrecks. Two walls of the outbuilding had collapsed, allowing the elements to lay rust over an old Ford tractor without an engine, and some shovels and other implements leaning against a remaining wall.


      Gloria drove the car around behind the garage, popped the trunk lid, and sat for a few minutes watching tall, shadowed grass dance rhythmically in the breeze.


      “Place is as deserted as the moon,” she said.


      “Time for the astronauts to get to work,” David said beside her, then unclipped his seat belt and opened the door. (He would continue to think of himself as David until they were finished with their work here.)


      He was always in a good enough mood if not downright cheerful, Gloria thought. Always optimistic, no matter the situation. No doubt that was part of his appeal to women.


      They walked around to the open trunk.


      The two of them carried four bulky black plastic trash bags down a grassy slope and about twenty feet into the woods. The bags contained the clothing and remains of Shellie Marston, except for her heart-shot torso, which they’d left next to a construction Dumpster on the Upper West Side.


      They chose a spot in the darkening woods and laid down the bags. David returned to the car to get the shovels.


      While he was gone, Gloria used the side of her foot to clear away last year’s leaves. It took her four or five minutes. Satisfied, she scraped mud off her shoe, then tapped her back pocket to make sure her small leather-bound Bible was still there.


      She heard a sound and looked over to see that, besides the shovels, David was coming back with a rusty, long-handled pickax he’d found somewhere. That would make digging a lot easier, as it hadn’t rained in three or four days and the ground was hard. Gloria smiled.


      God was easing their task.
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      Pearl exhaled, inhaled, and said, “God, that was good!”


      It was apparently what Milton Kahn wanted to hear. He turned back toward her on her perspiration-soaked mattress and nuzzled his head between her breasts. Kissed her precisely there, then kissed both nipples. Pearl wasn’t sure she was in love with this guy, but it wasn’t bad having him around.


      Milt was, in a way, a gift from Pearl’s mother and her friend Mrs. Kahn at the Golden Sunset assisted-living apartments in Teaneck, a sort of arranged affair if not marriage. Mrs. Kahn was Milt’s aunt. Under duress, Pearl had agreed to meet the elderly women and Milt for lunch in Golden Sunset’s bleak dining room, and Pearl was surprised to find that she actually liked the guy. He was short, like she was, and good looking in a dark way, with a tiny imperial beard on the tip of his chin that tickled in the right places and made him look more like a magician or renowned psychiatrist than a struggling dermatologist.


      Pearl discovered that he was a good conversationalist with a sense of humor, a funny guy for a dermatologist. After their second date, he’d removed some bumps from Pearl’s neck. She’d somehow found that very intimate. To Pearl’s mother’s delight, the spark had struck and now there was flame if not a raging inferno. Flame was better than nothing. It was cold out there.


      Pearl sat up and used both hands to smooth back her hair so she wouldn’t look insane. She was aware of Milt watching her and smiling as she swiveled on the mattress. She felt his fingertips brush the curve of her right buttock.


      “Got someplace to go?” he asked. He had a deep voice for a small man, husky. He wasn’t husky himself, but lean and muscular. Tan, with a lot of dark hair on his chest. Some hair—maybe too much—on his back.


      “The shower,” Pearl said. “Gotta get outta here.”


      “You live here,” Milt reminded her.


      “But I don’t work here.”


      He sighed. “Your job. Always your job.”


      “You sound like a lot of cops’ wives.”


      “Sexist thing to say.”


      “And husbands,” Pearl amended. She stood up and padded barefoot across the bedroom toward the bathroom.


      “You know you’re beautiful,” Milt said huskily behind her.


      “Oh, sure.”


      “And your job’s okay with me except for the danger.”


      “Well, if I could be chief of police I would be.”


      “This Torso Murders case you’re on, how do you know you won’t become one of the killer’s victims?”


      She paused at the doorway and turned to face him. “That guy wants to stay as far away from me as possible, Milt.”


      He was propped up on his elbows, grinning as he gave her an up-and-down glance. “Hard to believe.”


      “That’s not the only thing that’s hard,” she said and continued her sleepy, sex-sated trek into the bathroom.


      By the time she’d showered and dressed, her hair still glistening wet, he had toast, orange juice, and coffee waiting for her on the kitchen table. The toast was slightly burned, the way she liked it, and along with the freshly brewed coffee made the kitchen smell great. Milt was barefoot and bare chested, but he had his pants on and was actually wearing one of Pearl’s old aprons that she’d received as a gift from her mother. Pearl thought she’d thrown the thing away, but here it was in her kitchen on a man she’d just had sex with. Good sex. She’d never seen Quinn wearing an apron and couldn’t imagine it.


      “Cops’ wives,” Pearl said. “They’re saints.”


      “And cops’ husbands,” Milt added, as he sat across from her at the table.


      Domesticity, Pearl thought. It can’t be beat. Until it beats you.


      


      They were in Renz’s office at One Police Plaza. It didn’t look like a working cop’s office because it wasn’t. No clutter, no bulletin board with rosters and notices, no visible file cabinets. Harley Renz had risen way above all that and, like many before him, regarded the position of police commissioner as primarily political. Not surprising, as he’d gotten there more through politics than police work.


      The office was carpeted in a deep maroon and had oak-paneled walls. Requisite trophy plaques, commendations, and photographs were arranged on the wall behind the desk. The desk itself was a vast slab of speckled dark granite. Whatever electronic equipment was in the room was concealed in a huge, many-doored oak hutch that almost perfectly matched the paneling. Two brown leather armchairs faced the desk. There was a small table with four chairs off to the side, for miniconferences, and what looked like an antique table with a cut-glass vase on it stuffed with colorful flowers.


      Quinn guessed that fresh flowers were brought in every day. Harley Renz, bureaucratic climber, living the high life. Wanting to climb still higher. Quinn had heard that cockroaches did that, inexorably climbed upward in a building. He wondered what they did when they reached the roof.


      Along with Quinn and his team, Helen the profiler was there. She was wearing a green blazer and gray slacks, with high heels that made her even taller than her six feet plus.


      Pearl had on a lightweight navy blue business suit that made her features and hair appear darker. She looked vital and alive this morning, Quinn thought. Healthy and glowing in a way that was wholesome and beautiful. Health had a lot to do with sex appeal, Quinn was beginning to realize.


      She caught him looking at her and he looked away. At the same time, he was sure she’d abruptly looked away from him.


      Renz pulled a City Beat from somewhere below his desk and laid it on a granite corner. “Cindy Sellers is asking why the killer doesn’t conceal the entire body. Why leave the untraceable torsos where they’ll surely be found.”


      “We’ve been wondering the same thing,” Quinn said.


      Renz glanced over at Helen, who’d moved to stand in front of the office’s window. It was her time to speak. It occurred to Quinn that she liked to stand in front of windows, maybe so she appeared in silhouette.


      “That would be why I’m here,” Helen said in her Lauren Bacall voice. She even looked a little like a young Bacall, only much taller and more athletic. “The killer’s actions suggest that the torsos are part of his ruling compulsion and megalomania. He has to brag about what he’s done. He must make sure that someone knows a murder’s been committed, and that he’s gotten away with it.”


      “By someone you mean the police?” Fedderman asked, from where he sat in an uncomfortable-looking chair near the table with the floral arrangement.


      “Definitely. But the public, too. The torsos are his public souvenirs that he’s sharing with them.”


      “Generous,” Fedderman said.


      Helen might have smiled. It was hard to know from her silhouette. “They’re also a way of taunting the police and terrorizing the city.”


      Quinn was long familiar with the games serial killers played, and he wasn’t convinced. “Isn’t it possible the killer makes sure his victims’ remains are anonymous simply to hinder the investigation into their deaths?”


      “Quinn’s right. I can buy into that part,” Pearl said, before Helen could answer. “And to taunt us.” She shook her head. “The rest, the souvenir business, I’m not so sure. Some serial killers like to keep souvenirs of their victims—a lock of hair, that sort of thing—but they don’t generally want to share them with the public or anyone else. They want to keep them where they can look at them from time to time, like all collectors.”


      “True,” Helen said. “They like to relive their conquests. It gives them a feeling of power and importance.”


      Quinn shifted in the soft leather chair nearest Renz’s flight deck–sized desk and crossed his arms. “None of this is for sure.”


      “Agreed,” Helen said. “Like you, I don’t have much to work with.”


      “We do know for sure he’s one sick puppy,” Fedderman said.


      “The stakes, or whatever he uses to penetrate his victims,” Pearl said.


      “After they’re dead,” Renz reminded them. He looked inquisitively at Helen. “Why after they’re dead?”


      “As of now, I don’t know,” Helen said.


      “A necrophiliac who can’t get it up,” Fedderman suggested.


      Helen shrugged. “Good a guess as any.”


      Some profiler, Quinn thought. An honest one. “Truth is, this guy’s got us operating pretty much in the dark.”


      “We can deduce from that that he’s smart,” Helen said sarcastically.


      “Now you’re cookin’,” Renz said.


      The poised silhouette that was Helen seemed unmoved by his return sarcasm.


      Quinn wanted to stop them before a volley of sarcasm got going that might lead to a real argument.


      The phone beat him to it. He hadn’t even seen the phone; it was concealed in a sunken alcove on the far side of the desk. It had a soft, controlled ring that wasn’t a ring at all. It sounded more like a repetitive, soothing note of a violin about to begin a gentle melody.


      As Renz lifted a dark plastic receiver that matched the desk, he looked annoyed that they should be disturbed. Almost immediately, his expression became serious. “Yes. Yes,” he said. He produced a notepad from the sunken alcove. “Christ!” he said, looking in turn at everyone in the office. He might have been identifying the caller, judging by the somber, dazed expression on his bloodhound features.


      He switched the phone to his left hand so he could write on the notepad. He kept saying yes intermittently while scribbling with his pen. Finally, he thanked the caller and hung up.


      He sat for a minute running his fingertips along the loose flesh of his sagging cheeks. It stretched the skin around his eyes downward and made him look even more like some upright breed of hound.


      “We’ve got us another torso,” he said. “Found alongside a Dumpster on the Upper West Side.”


      “Maybe a match for our arm,” Fedderman said.


      Renz shook his head no. “This one’s too fresh. Killed within the last few days.”


      Pearl, who’d been leaning back so only her chair’s back legs were on the floor, realized the import of Renz’s words. She sat forward so the chair’s front legs made a soft thump on the thick pile carpet.


      “Victim number four,” she said.


      Renz was staring down at the folded City Beat on his desk. “I guess I oughta call Cindy Sellers.” He looked at Quinn as if for help. “The woman’s become one big pain in the ass.”


      Quinn shrugged. “You’re the one who made the deal with the devil.”


      “I do it all the time,” Renz said. “Usually it works out okay.”


      He shoved his notepad forward so Quinn could copy the information on his own.


      “I need you to find this bastard, Quinn.”


      Quinn didn’t think that required a reply and kept on silently writing.


      They left Renz in his office to go to the West Side address where the torso had been found. Left him in the suddenly smaller room with his plaques and commendations and ego-inflating framed photographs.


      Right now, it wasn’t a comfortable place for him.
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      The three of them were in Quinn’s old Lincoln on the way to the West Side address where the latest torso had been found. Quinn was driving, Pearl beside him, Fedderman in back. They were headed uptown on Broadway. Traffic was heavy, and there was a haze that smelled like exhaust fumes over everything. The sun angled in low along the side streets and turned the haze golden.


      As Quinn veered around a sightseeing bus to make better time, Pearl’s cell phone buzzed and vibrated in her pocket.


      She fished it out and saw by caller ID that the call’s origin was Golden Sunset.


      Her mother. Had to be. A familiar dread and anger closed in on her.


      Quinn glanced over at her, wondering if she was going to answer her call.


      Feeling that she had little choice, Pearl made the connection. “Officer Kasner.” Let her mother know she was working. She glanced at Quinn, who was staring straight ahead. Was he smiling? Was that bastard smiling?


      “It’s your mother, Pearl,” came the strident voice from the phone. Pearl didn’t want to hear it, yet she had to press the tiny phone close to her ear so Quinn and Fedderman couldn’t overhear.


      “Pearl? Is that you, dear?”


      “Yes.” Keep it terse and simple. Brief.


      “I called your apartment, dear, and got your machine. Such a world since we started using machines to answer our phones. Maybe the phones could just talk to each other. Don’t you ever check your messages?”


      “Sometimes.” Brief.


      “Maybe your machine erases mine. What I wondered, dear, is if you and Milton Kahn left each other on good terms.”


      Huh?


      “I mean, after last night,” her mother said.


      What? This was unacceptable. “Who told you? What do you mean?” Unacceptable!


      “That’s two questions, dear.”


      “Then answer them both.”


      “Don’t snap, Pearl. That’s very rude. Mrs. Kahn told me. And why not? It’s no secret you and her nephew Milton are hotsy-totsy.”


      Pearl had a pretty good idea where Mrs. Kahn had gotten her information. She fell silent, noticing Quinn watching her from the corner of his eye. “Some things you don’t talk about,” Pearl said.


      “Don’t you know I agree with you, dear? But these were extraordinary circumstances. Mrs. Kahn tells me Milton is worried sick about you. About your personal safety. They—Mrs. Kahn and wonderful Milton—thought I should talk to you about it.”


      Wonderful Milton’s going to learn to keep his mouth shut. “I appreciate his concern, but it’s really none of his business. Or the business of whomever he might have told.”


      “The people who love you, darling Pearl, they’re concerned. What else do we have in this world where everything, including your own mother, will someday turn to dust? Someday soon, I might add in all sincerity, feeling more and more distressed every day as I do here in this nursing home hell.”


      “Assisted living. It’s not a nursing home. Assisted-living apartments with televisions, comfortable beds, kitchens, private baths, recliners, all the food you can eat—including the pot roast you like so much. People who were on The Lawrence Welk Show come there to perform. There are game rooms, buses to Atlantic City. They’re assisted-living apartments.”


      “Death’s waiting rooms, dear.”


      Pearl was seething. “I think not.” She so yearned to terminate this conversation. “Is that all you wanted? If so, I’m busy.”


      “You’re being snappish again.”


      “I mean to be.”


      “What I want is for you to consider the future, Pearl. Milton and a home—and children, God willing. A place without killers and guns and knives and rap talk. There are other jobs, Pearl. Milton said to Mrs. Kahn that you could work as his receptionist. It would be safe there. He wants you off the streets, Pearl. We all do. The people who—”


      “Yeah, yeah. This is my job.”


      “What I’m saying, Pearl, is there are other jobs.”


      Like dermatologist receptionist.


      Quinn blasted the horn and cursed at a battered, dusty cab that had cut him off.


      “Is that that nice Mr. Quinn I hear, Pearl?”


      “The same.”


      “Such a good man. A protector and a provider. You should feel blessed, Pearl. You have your choice between two good men—one a mensch policeman retired with a generous pension, and the other a medical doctor, no less.”


      “An obsessive maniac and a weasel.”


      “What?” Quinn asked.


      “I was talking into the phone.”


      “What, dear?”


      “I have to end this conversation, really.”


      Quinn blasted the horn again, still focused on the cab that had cut him off. The driver extended his arm out the window and raised his middle finger.


      Quinn leaned on the horn again. “If we had time I’d pull that bastard over.”


      “We’ve got time,” Fedderman said from the backseat. “Lady we’re going to see is dead.”


      “Look at that asshole, Feds!”


      “Cabbies think they own the road like cops,” Fedderman said.


      “Screw a buncha cabbies.”


      “Pearl? Dear?”


      “I need to go now. Sorry.”


      Pearl broke the connection and sat seething over weasel Milton yammering his business to his motormouthed aunt.


      What was wrong with the world?


      “Was that your mother?” Quinn asked, seeing clear pavement ahead and goosing the car to higher speed.


      “How’d you guess?” Pearl asked.


      “Shoulda told her I said hi.”


      “I should have, since she thinks you’re God.”


      “Shoulda told her hi from me, too,” Fedderman said from the backseat.


      “She thinks you’re a prick,” Pearl said.


      


      The passageway where the dusty green Dumpster squatted like a military tank without a gun was blocked off at both ends with yellow crime scene tape. CSU techs were swarming busily about the scene with their luminol, magnifiers, tweezers, and plastic evidence bags. Tagging and bagging. The photographer was finished and tinkering with her equipment. Nobody seemed to want to look directly at the pale, waxy flesh object beside the Dumpster.


      Quinn glanced around and didn’t see Nift. Maybe the Napoleonic little pest had come and gone.


      Then a woman wearing jeans, a black T-shirt, and one of those vests with a thousand pockets approached. She was in her forties and had short brown hair in a practical cut, a trim body, and a sweet, lined face that was slightly red around the nose and eyes, as if she had rosacea. She was carrying a black medical bag.


      “Detective Quinn?”


      He admitted it.


      She smiled. Nice teeth—probably used whitener. “I’m Dr. Chavesky from the medical examiner’s office.”


      “I expected Nift.”


      “He had to go out of town on business.” Again the smile. Blinding but natural. “Disappointed?”


      “Not so far.” He nodded toward the torso. “Finished with it?”


      “Her? Yeah. I’m up on the case. As far as a preliminary gets us, she’s the same as the others. Shot through the heart, obvious postmortem trauma to the vaginal area. The point of whatever was shoved into her snagged on her labia minor. The way she was taken apart—crude but effective dismemberment.”


      “Bullet still in her?” Pearl asked. She and Fedderman had been standing off to the side, listening. Dr. Chavesky turned her attention to them, knowing they were with Quinn, a set. “Yes. No exit wound. It’s a small caliber and it feels like it went through the sternum. We’ll have to see if it didn’t break up too much to run a comparative ballistics test.”


      “Kill her right away?” Fedderman asked.


      “Probably not. But within a few minutes. Of course, it’s also possible the killer shot her more than once. Obviously, the entire body isn’t here.”


      Quinn looked over at the torso, the headless end. He quickly looked away. “How long’s she been dead?”


      “My estimate’s ten to fifteen hours. I’d say she was in her early thirties when the clock stopped for her.”


      “Any other trauma to her body?”


      She gave him a look. “Besides the vaginal penetration and dismemberment, no. Just the bullet. It appears to have entered from a point directly in front of her while she was standing.” Chavesky glanced at her watch. “EMS should be here any minute to remove the body, unless you want them to leave it for a while. I gotta go.”


      “We won’t be long looking it over,” Quinn said.


      Dr. Chavesky nodded. “I’ll get a comprehensive postmortem report to you as soon as possible.”


      She and Quinn exchanged cards. He glanced down at hers and saw that her full name was Dr. Linda Chavesky. He slipped the card into his shirt pocket, behind his folded reading glasses, and watched the doctor duck gracefully beneath the crime scene tape and climb into a gray city car. Though she was slender, she had to be strong, judging by the effortless way she handled the large black medical bag.


      Quinn and his two detectives walked over to the nude torso.


      Nift would have remarked on the victim’s breasts, which were not large, but well formed even in death. A young woman, all right. So much life stolen from her. Quinn quickly examined where her arms had been severed, where her head had been severed. He was able to do so without suffering any reaction. That would come later, when he was alone and not on the job. She had black pubic hair, and it didn’t take a doctor to know that violence had been done to the vaginal area.


      “It would have been easy to put her behind the Dumpster,” Pearl said. “Even inside it.” The sweet, rotting smell coming from the Dumpster—she hoped that’s where it came from—was making her nauseated.


      “Our guy wanted her found as soon as possible,” Fedderman said.


      “Question’s why,” Pearl said.


      “We’ll think on it,” Fedderman told her, giving her a look that let her know she’d stated the obvious.


      “Sure. We’re detectives.”


      “Act like it,” Quinn said. He didn’t want them getting into a spat, especially in front of the CSU people. They were pretending not to be listening, but he knew they were.


      “No tattoos on any of the victims,” Fedderman said. “Could just be coincidence.”


      “No nipple, nose, or belly button rings, either,” Pearl said.


      Quinn looked at her with something like approval.


      “What the hell does that mean?” Fedderman asked.


      “Maybe nothing.”


      “Means they probably didn’t run with a kinky crowd,” Quinn said. “Not part of the S&M scene, that kinda thing.”


      Fedderman pointed at the lifeless, violated torso. “You don’t call that sadism?”


      Quinn let out a long breath. “You’ve got a point.”


      “An interesting one to ponder,” Pearl said.


      “Whether they’re S&M snuff victims?” Fedderman asked.


      “No. Whether you’ve got a point.”


      She’d said it thoughtfully, obviously not trying to rag Fedderman.


      Neither man questioned her about it. When Pearl let her mind go off on its own, which she often did, they knew not to disturb her.


      Let her ponder. It would keep her mind off her phone call from her mother, or whatever had upset her. Keep her from snapping at people.


      


      Later that day, Linda Chavesky phoned Quinn on his cell. She told him the victim’s heart had been struck by a fragment of a twenty-two-caliber bullet that had nicked the sternum going in and broken into three pieces.


      “It wouldn’t have killed her right away,” she said, “but it probably would have put her down, into shock.”


      “A second shot, then,” Quinn said, “to a part of the body not found. Her head, probably.”


      “Most likely. Or the severing of a large artery in her neck or thigh by a knife. We don’t know if she bled to death or the blood simply drained out of her when she was dismembered. That could happen if she was dismembered soon after death, and the blood hadn’t had time to coagulate.”


      Quinn didn’t say anything, thinking this was sounding more and more like a professional hit man—the shooting part. One to the heart, another shot or two to the head, to make sure.


      “Another thing. She suffered vaginal penetration, then beyond, by a cylindrical, sharply pointed wooden object, consistent with a sawed-off and sharpened broomstick. This was after she was killed.”


      “How do you know it was wooden?” Quinn asked, figuring he was going to hear again about the furniture polish lubricant.


      “I put in some extra time on this one. Found a splinter.”


      “Excellent. That’s something for sure that we were only guessing at before.”


      “That a compliment?”


      “You bet.”


      “Whatever penetrated her left a slightly oily residue.”


      “Furniture polish,” Quinn said. “It was in the other victims. But it didn’t necessarily mean wood for sure, until you found the splinter.” He could imagine the killer lovingly sharpening and polishing the deadly piece of broomstick—if that’s what it was. Helen Iman would suggest it was a phallic symbol. She might be right.


      “I’d put the victim in her early thirties, average weight, and most likely curvaceous,” Linda said. “A magnet for men.” She kind of surprised Quinn. Usually M.E.s weren’t so voluble or willing to speculate, especially over the phone to detectives they’d only recently met.


      “Hold on a minute,” she said.


      Quinn waited, the phone pressed to his ear, hearing unintelligible voices in the background on the other end of the connection.


      Linda’s voice came back on. “My friend from ballistics just gave me the report on the bullet. It was fired by the same gun that killed the other victims. So there’s something else you know for sure. You wanna meet someplace for coffee?”


      “Pardon?”


      “You don’t need a pardon; you’re a cop. I’m asking you out on a date. You’re not exactly a real NYPD cop, and even if you were, you’d be my superior officer, so it wouldn’t be sexual harassment. A yes or no’ll do.”


      Quinn got over his surprise and thought, what the hell. Laughed. “It’s a yes, Linda. We’ll meet somewhere for drinks.”


      “I did say coffee.”


      Quinn sensed that he’d tweaked a nerve. “Sure. Coffee it is.”


      “I used to drink alcohol for nonmedicinal purposes. I’ll be up front about that.”


      “You’ve got lots of company if you used to have a drinking problem,” Quinn said, thinking immediately that he shouldn’t have told her that. She hadn’t exactly said she’d had a problem.


      “Nobody ‘used to have’ a drinking problem, Captain Quinn. I’ve been dry for over two years and intend to stay that way.”


      “It’s just Quinn, Linda. Tonight at the Lotus Diner on Amsterdam suit you?”


      “Sure does. I know where it is. About seven?”


      “Let’s make it six. We might have coffee, then decide to go out for dinner.”


      “We’ve got a date, Quinn.”


      Quinn was smiling. Then he remembered this was an official conversation. “Anything else about the victim, Doctor?”


      “She didn’t drown.”


      


      A date, Quinn thought, staring at the phone’s tiny blank screen. What unsettled him somewhat wasn’t that Linda Chavesky had come on to him. In his early fifties, he was still at least presentable enough to be in the game. What struck him was that not once during his conversation with Linda had he thought about Pearl.


      He knew he was as obsessive and stubborn, as Pearl often told him he was, but even the most determined person finally got tired of knocking on a door and not getting an answer, of waiting patiently and then waiting some more.


      Maybe Pearl had finally convinced him that any possibility of them ever being in a loving relationship again was gone forever. Possibly she was right and that was how it should be, accepted by both of them and not just her.


      Or maybe he was simply giving up hope.


      And grasping for more hope.
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      Jill had settled on E-Bliss.org.


      She’d checked out several of the matchmaking services on the Internet, limiting them to those based in or serving New York City. There was no shortage of them, especially if you had some sort of exotic sexual preference. A few of them seemed respectable if not downright staid. It was among those that she’d found E-Bliss.org. She’d carefully filled out its online questionnaire for its personality profile. She’d had a flattering photo, a head shot from a wedding she’d attended a few years ago back home, already on her hard drive. She’d attached the jpeg along with the filled-out, surprisingly detailed questionnaire, then put it on “Mail Waiting to Be Sent” and given herself two days to reconsider.


      Two days later, to the hour, she’d drawn a deep breath and clicked her computer’s mouse on SEND.


      Almost immediately she’d received an e-mail telling her what a wise choice she’d made, how wonderful she appeared in her photograph, how perfect was her personality profile. She could be assured that there were many suitable males who would request a meeting with her. She could establish a password and browse through profiles of potential partners or, as most clients did, wait for the experts at E-Bliss.org to use their comprehensive database and special software to match her with the best possible choice.


      Jill didn’t hesitate before moving her computer’s cursor to the button requesting expert matchmaking. That was what she was paying for on her Visa card. God knew she hadn’t done well on her own when it came to attracting and choosing among men. Let the experts do it for her. If they could design her closet and scrapbook, they could design her life. She clicked the mouse and immediately felt relieved. She’d made her choice and followed through.


      Time to wait, and at that she had become an expert.


      


      They sat in a window booth in the Lotus Diner, by chance Quinn’s favorite booth, where he often had breakfast and read the papers over coffee. Daylight was battling dusk, and the sidewalks were still crowded. The steady stream of pedestrians hurrying past were mostly unaware of Quinn and Linda Chavesky, though they were at times less than a foot away on the other side of thick plate glass.


      Quinn and Linda were ill at ease with each other at first, but by their second cup of coffee were somewhat more open. Quinn liked Linda, and he sensed that she liked him. Dressed in slacks and a loose-fitting yellow blouse, with her hair calculatingly mussed and a gold chain necklace, she seemed much more attractive than she had at the earlier crime scene. The light they were sitting in didn’t do her any favors, and she didn’t need any. Judging by the crows-feet just beginning to show at the corners of her intelligent blue eyes, Quinn guessed her to be in her early forties. That was the principal thing about her, he thought, her obvious intelligence. And a subtle sadness born of hard experience. Quinn recognized that expression; he’d seen it often in the mirror. She had some kind of makeup on this evening that mostly disguised the redness of her cheeks and the bridge of her nose.


      “Rosacea,” she said, smiling at him. She’d noticed him staring.


      “Pardon?”


      “It’s a hereditary affliction that causes a kind of redness in a ring pattern on the face. At times it makes me look something like a raccoon.”


      “I wasn’t thinking raccoon,” Quinn assured her, taking a sip of coffee.


      “Also makes me look like a drunk, since alcoholics sometimes have the same look from ruptured capillaries.”


      “Obviously, you’re not a drunk.”


      “Well, I am, but a dry drunk. I intend to stay that way.”


      “I had my own go-round with the bottle a few years ago,” Quinn said. “When I had the problem in the department and my wife left me.”


      “When things finally worked out at least somewhat for you, did you have trouble quitting?”


      “Not really. I don’t think it ever became a problem in itself. And I still have a drink now and then.”


      “There’s the difference between you and friends of Bill, like me.”


      They both knew “friends of Bill” was code for Alcoholics Anonymous.


      Linda rotated her coffee cup on the wet saucer ring with both hands and fixed her blue eyes on Quinn. “You have a daughter, right?” The way she looked at him and spoke, her words and eyes boring into him, made it seem as if they were alone in the diner.


      “Uh-huh. Lauri. A great kid. Woman. She’s living out in L.A. with her true love, a guy named Wormy who fronts a band.”


      “I married young and divorced, never had kids. Too late now, and the alcohol messed me up when I could have gotten pregnant. Thank God I didn’t. An alcohol addiction doesn’t leave room for much else, including love or sex. My hell years.”


      “Over now,” Quinn said. “For you and for me. Where’s your ex?”


      “Back in St. Louis, selling mortgage insurance, last I heard. We don’t keep in touch. Not much sense in it.” Linda stared down into her cup, then up again at Quinn. “I damned near lost my medical license in St. Louis. Then I quit practicing and fought the booze for a few years, and came to New York for a new start. That was five years ago.”


      “That’s when you started in the NYPD,” Quinn said. “In Latent Prints. Wasting your talents and qualifications. Couple of years and you became an assistant M.E. And a good one. I researched you.” Best to start off with honesty.


      “Sure you did. You’re a cop. So am I, in a way. I ran a check on you, too. It’s too easy on the computer. I really didn’t have to do much bouncing around on NYPD databases to learn about you. You’re something of a legend in the department, Quinn. That’s why I was so nervous at first when I sat down here.”


      “You didn’t seem nervous.”


      “I still am, a little bit.”


      He smiled at her. “We’ll have dinner.” He’d almost said, “with wine,” but caught himself. “A good meal will relax both of us. I’m still a little nervous, too. I remember seeing you at a few other crime scenes. You attract the eye.”


      She blushed at the compliment. The rosacea made itself evident, as if she’d been wearing a mask and it had left faint marks. Quinn found it somehow attractive, this disorder.


      “Your ex-wife, May, is in California, too,” she said. “Anywhere near your daughter?”


      “Close enough. I’m sure they see each other, but not often. May doesn’t like Wormy. Who does?” He felt a little stab of guilt. “Well, tell you the truth, I’ve become sorta fond of him.”


      “What about you and May?”


      “We get along with each other. She’s remarried to an attorney out there. Elliott. Not a bad guy. She and I talk, but only about Lauri. Our marriage ended because May couldn’t be a cop’s wife.”


      “Familiar story.”


      “Yeah. I don’t hold it against her. I wouldn’t hold it against anyone. Don’t worry about May.”


      “Should I worry about Pearl?”


      “That’s over,” Quinn said, thinking, We’re only meeting for coffee, then some dinner. But he knew there was much more going on here than that. They both knew it.


      “Pearl know it’s over?” Linda asked.


      “It’s her idea. I accept it.”


      “You sound as if you’re trying to talk yourself into accepting it.”


      “Maybe a little,” he admitted. “But it’s over.”


      “You sure?”


      “I think so.”


      Linda sighed and sat back in the booth. She glanced at the people streaming past out on the sidewalk, so near yet separated by a wall of glass. “So many people in this world. And cops seem able to make it long term only with other cops, or people in the same business.”


      “I’m not so sure I believe that,” Quinn said.


      Linda looked back at him with all her somber intelligence. “Sure you do. That’s why you’re here. That’s why we’re both here.”


      “We don’t know each other all that well,” Quinn said, “but already I hate it when you’re right.”


      


      Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler sat behind his desk and waited patiently for Greeve to enter his office. He knew “The Ghost” wouldn’t have wanted to see him so early in the morning unless he had something interesting to report.


      There was a perfunctory knock on the door, and Greeve entered. As he did so, Nobbler absently lowered the file folder he’d just finished reading, placing it out of sight in a partly opened desk drawer.


      Greeve looked this morning as he always did, slender and faintly mournful. He was wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and a neatly knotted black and red tie, mostly black. His dark hair was combed straight back, making it obvious that it was receding and thinning. His long face was pale and closely shaven; no dark whiskers to offset his pallor.


      “This about the Torso Murders?” Nobbler asked, wanting to get straight to the point.


      Greeve gave a somber nod. “I followed Quinn and his team from Renz’s office yesterday,” he said. He didn’t sit down but stood with his hands in his pants pockets, his feet close together. His long body was at a slight forward lean, his narrow shoulders hunched. The man knew how to loom. “Quinn and company hauled ass out of there. There’s no way to know what they were discussing, but I know why the meeting broke up.”


      “The latest Torso victim,” Nobbler said. He’d learned about the most recent victim late yesterday afternoon, and it was all over the papers and TV news this morning.


      “Yeah. They went to the crime scene, and I figure they’ll be back there today canvassing the neighborhood. Probably just Pearl and Fedderman, though.”


      “You’d be better off staying with Quinn, then.”


      “That’s the way I figure it,” Greeve said. “The word I get is that ballistics tests already made the gun as the same one that killed the other victims. Little twenty-two-caliber pest pistol. One to the heart that probably didn’t kill the victim right away. Same kind of sexual mutilation.” Greeve shifted his weight slightly from one foot to the other, then settled in again so it was evenly distributed, almost like a macabre dance step. “None of this is confirmed yet.”


      Nobbler nodded. There was no need to tell Greeve he was way ahead of him on the postmortem information.


      “Actually,” Greeve said, “I stayed on Quinn last night after he parted company with Pearl and Fedderman. He met the M.E. who examined the victim at the scene of the crime, Dr. Linda Chavesky.”


      Nobbler sat forward over his desk, interested. “You mean they met someplace other than the crime scene?”


      “They had coffee at a diner over on Amsterdam. Then they took a long walk and went to dinner at an Italian restaurant on Broadway. Had antipasto and rigatoni carbonera. Then he put her in a cab. No good-night kiss.” Greeve smiled. “Coulda been the garlic.”


      This fascinated Nobbler. “You saying it was more than a professional meeting?”


      “I’m sure it was. Looked like they were more interested in each other than whatever else they were talking about. I was hoping he’d jump her bones. I’m kinda disappointed. But then, I guess Quinn is, too.”


      Nobbler drummed his fingertips on the desktop and thought for a few minutes, trying to process this and figure out how he could use it.


      Greeve seemed comfortable with the silence.


      “Dr. Chavesky…” Nobbler said at last. “I think I know which one she is over there.”


      “Nice-looking woman,” Greeve said.


      “We need to find out more about her.”


      “Definitely. I’ve heard rumors she’s got a past. Has to do with the bottle. Not here in New York, though.”


      “That we know of,” Nobbler said.


      Greeve smiled. “So far.”


      Nobbler shook his head, causing his fleshy jowls to quiver. “Quinn oughta know better.”


      “You’d think,” Greeve said. “For now, I’ll spend some time trying to find out more about the postmortem. See if there’s anything pertinent there that’s being kept secret, since these two have gotten so close.”


      “No. Just stay on Quinn.”


      Greeve nodded. “Your call.”


      “I can catch up on the postmortem,” Nobbler said. “I’ve got a confidential contact in the medical examiner’s office. Guy named Nift.”


      Greeve smiled mournfully. “Confidential contact. That the same thing as a snitch?”


      “It’s a difference without a distinction,” Nobbler said.


      Greeve nodded. “You see a lot of that these days.”
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      He sat on a stool in Has Beans coffee bar and watched her approach on the other side of the glass door.


      She was attractive enough that almost every male reacted in some way when she came through the door. Very well built under that blue sweat suit, he thought. Medium-length blond hair cut in some kind of layered way so it would always look slightly mussed, just the right amount of makeup. Her jaw was strong—what used to be called mean—but her full lips took away its severity. There was a slight angularity to her blue eyes that made them interesting. She looked a little like that sexy movie star Charlotte Rampling, only younger. Just the right age.


      He slid off his stool at the bar, moved toward her with a smile, and gestured with his arm toward one of the vacant tables near the back of the place, where it was less crowded. Not coming on too strong, but already taking charge. Friendly and firm. They liked that, or they wouldn’t have sent in the questionnaire in the first place.


      She smiled back, nodded, and their paths converged at the table. He saw that she had a small galaxy of light brown freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose. Charming. He made a mental note to memorize their pattern.


      


      Jill liked it that he sort of took charge of the meeting but waited until she’d sat down before he sat. And he had a wonderful smile that dissipated much of her nervousness. He certainly was handsome enough, and he was tastefully dressed in tan pants and a darker brown sport jacket. His cream-colored shirt beneath the jacket was open at the collar, revealing a few dark chest hairs. The hair on his head was parted and neatly combed and there was no beard stubble on his face, so he wasn’t going for the macho need-a-shave look.


      Jill decided there was nothing here not to like. So far so good.


      When he’d sat down opposite her, he said, “Tony Lake,” and extended his hand.


      She laid her hand in his and felt a gentle pressure. Just right. “Jill Clark.”


      “As advertised,” he said, with the smile again.


      “You too,” she said, not knowing how else to respond. She raised her chin and a look of pleasure moved over her features. “It smells terrific in here,” she said. “I love the aroma of roasting coffee.”


      “Me too. And there’s a touch of cinnamon in the air. Makes it smell all the better.”


      “I agree.” My, don’t we already have a lot in common?


      He nodded toward the oversized gray mug he’d brought with him to the table. “I’m having a Honduras,” he said. “It’s a caramel latte. They’ve named their coffee drinks after Central and South American countries.”


      “I know,” she said. “I’ve been here a few times before.” Then she quickly added, “By myself, though.”


      “Could be the countries are where the beans come from,” he said.


      That had never occurred to her. “You think?”


      “Truthfully, I have no idea.” He seemed amused by the detour their conversation had taken. First-date talk. “So which piece of geography do you want to order?”


      “I like their El Salvador.”


      He went to the bar and returned a few minutes later with a large mug topped with creamy froth.


      “I’ll have to try one of these sometime,” he said, placing the mug before her on the table and sitting back down. He took a sip of his Honduras and studied her over the mug’s thick rim. “So tell me about yourself, Jill.”


      “I guess you read my online profile.”


      “Sure. Like you read mine. They go only so deep. People tend not to confide in computers. Being online isn’t like sitting across from someone and talking face-to-face.”


      “You’re right. We should do some confiding.” She sampled her El Salvador, found it too hot, and set the mug back on its coaster. Foam might be sticking to her upper lip. She dabbed it gently with the back of her knuckle and felt no dampness. “I hope you won’t find me too dull.”


      “Not hardly. You already cleared that hurdle by just walking in the place. A lot of Central America came to a boil.”


      She laughed. “Well, let’s see. I haven’t been in town all that long. Like a lot of other people, I came to New York for a fresh start. There are more possibilities here.”


      “Opportunities.”


      “I haven’t run into too many of them yet.”


      “Maybe this is one.”


      She put on her best smile. “Maybe it is. I’ve been working for Files and More. That’s a temp place. And for the past week I’ve been a temp at Tucker, Simpson, and King, a law firm on the East Side that specializes in traffic violations and domestic disturbances.”


      “AWD. Arguing while driving.”


      She laughed. “Fixing traffic tickets, actually. As for the domestic cases, from what I’ve seen they go further than arguing.”


      “Yeah, I suppose they do.” He appeared genuinely concerned. “It’s a problem.”


      She tried the El Salvador again. Better. “All I’m doing there is filing, which gets old fast. And you know how temps get treated—especially at the smaller companies, like this one. When they know you’ll be leaving at the end of the week, no one bothers to get to know you.”


      “Jill, I can’t imagine someone not wanting to know you better. Especially people of the male persuasion.”


      “Uh-huh. They want to know me in the biblical sense, and skip the Old Testament.”


      He threw back his head and laughed. She approved of his sense of humor, and he seemed to approve of hers. She’d been afraid he was going to be a dry stick. Who could tell from an online profile that might be 90 percent lies? She glanced around at the place she’d chosen to meet him. Strangers around them who were supposed to provide some sort of comfort and assurance.


      Am I really doing this? What do I actually know about this man?


      “So what do you do?” she asked.


      “For a living? I sell advertising space in international publications. There’s some traveling involved, but I don’t mind. Kind of enjoy it, in fact.”


      “Sounds interesting.”


      “About like Files and More.”


      “Oh, I think not.”


      “You a religious person?” he asked.


      Where’d that come from?


      She answered carefully. “Not particularly. There should be plenty of time to get around to that.”


      “So you want to have fun first.”


      Ah, there’s where he was going.


      “I didn’t exactly mean it that way,” she said. She didn’t want to give him the wrong impression. A toss between the sheets she could have in this town any time; she was, after all, a woman who could bring Central America to a boil. She wanted to be clear she was looking for something more here. And wanted him to be looking for more than casual sex.


      “I hope you didn’t take what I said the wrong way,” he told her. “I mean, you know, about having fun…” He looked terribly concerned that he might have offended her.


      She smiled and patted the back of his hand. “Not to worry, Tony. I’m neither a bimbo nor a nun, nor a combination of the two.”


      “Let’s hope they’re mutually exclusive,” he said.


      “Let’s hope. Hope is a good thing.”


      And she did hope.


      


      Jill and Tony talked for more than two hours except for a few minutes when Tony left the table to talk on his cell phone.


      Jill decided that their coffee bar date had gone marvelously. He’d been about to kiss her on the forehead when they’d parted outside of Has Beans, but then he’d changed his mind, despite her unspoken wishes. Obviously, he didn’t want to push too soon and too hard.


      Maybe later.


      Still high on caffeine or Tony Lake, Jill now began to walk.


      It was interesting how her nervousness had left her only moments after sitting down with Tony. And their conversation had flowed so smoothly. Most of it, she realized, had been about her. She told herself not to be so selfish next time they met. But he had a way of making her feel important and the natural subject of the conversation. He wanted to know all about her. He was genuinely interested in her. More than interested—fascinated.


      Yes, fascinated was the word.


      She smiled at her happiness that lay right there in front of her like a gold coin waiting to be picked up.


      Face it, doomster, the meeting was a roaring success.


      Now and then in this crappy, difficult world, something went wonderfully right.


      As she strolled away from Has Beans toward her subway stop, Jill actually found herself whistling.
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      The traffic light at the intersection was a DON’T WALK, so Jill stopped and stood with a few other people waiting for it to change. Since she had on her sweats and Nikes, she began idly jogging in place on the sidewalk, her body revolving in a slow circle. She could feel a slight bouncing of her breasts, but she didn’t mind. Let people look. Let them guess how happy she was. Someone passing in a car honked the horn and shouted something.


      At me?


      For me?


      Almost certainly.


      As she turned to face back the way she’d come, her mood suddenly changed for the worse. She saw a woman, a street person in filthy clothes and with unkempt dirty blond hair, standing about fifty feet away and openly staring at her.


      What bothered Jill was that the woman seemed oddly familiar.


      Then she realized why. Jill was sure she’d seen her across the street from Has Beans when she and Tony had emerged from the coffee bar. Jill remembered the pang of pity she’d felt for the woman, who’d been standing alone and motionless as if lost, clutching a wrinkled brown paper sack beneath her right arm.


      The woman was staring at her now in a way that evoked more fear than pity. As if there was some kind of connection between them.


      Jill didn’t want a connection. With a little bad luck, she could be this woman. Maybe only her dwindling checking account was the difference between them now. Homelessness happened. This city was cruel and could crush.


      The woman took a faltering step toward her.


      Jill looked away, continuing to jog in place, turning her back to her.


      The woman had to be close now. Getting closer.


      Jill continued facing away from the sad specter of a horrifying future and stared hard at the traffic signal across the intersection.


      Change, damn you. Change!


      The light did change.


      Jill lengthened out her foot motion and jogged across the intersection. After veering around an old woman pushing a shopping cart full of groceries, she accelerated into a brisk run. Her rhythmic arm motion and the strain on her thighs felt great, liberating.


      The homeless woman didn’t figure to be a runner. Jill didn’t have to glance back to know she was leaving the ragged figure behind. Her bleak alternative future receding into her past.


      Running faster made Jill somehow breathe easier.


      


      On the way home from work the next evening, Jill saw the woman again. It was when Jill stopped to look at a shoe sale display in a small shop. There, superimposed in the show window over the red high-heeled pumps she was considering, was the woman’s reflection. She had to be close, not more than ten feet behind Jill.


      There was something about the woman’s reflected image that horrified Jill to the point that Jill was faintly nauseated.


      To be in this woman’s thoughts, her intentions…


      It wasn’t simply that Jill knew for sure now that the woman had truly been following her, had for some reason fixated on her. It was more a creepy certainty that she’d seen the woman before, other than just that evening outside Has Beans.


      How long has she been following me? Watching me?


      Had they met? Did they somehow know each other?


      Had she simply pegged Jill as a soft touch, wanted a handout and was too shy to ask? It was a possible explanation. Maybe the poor thing was driven more by hunger than malice.


      Either way, Jill had to find out.


      Better to face your fears.


      Jill decided to turn around and simply ask the woman, get to the bottom of this nonsense. She’d look the woman in the eye. Force a smile. Force a question.


      Do we know each other?


      She knew from experience that when you confronted your terror, it could quickly dissipate.


      And this woman, determined, homeless, terrified her.


      This will all end in a moment.


      She tensed her muscles and whirled to face what waited behind her.


      The woman was gone.
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      Mexico City, two months earlier


      Maria Sanchez lay next to her husband, Jorge, in a circular bed in the honeymoon suite of the plush Hotel Casa Grande on the busy Paseo de la Reforma. They were on the twelfth floor, far above the noise and bustle in the streets below.


      The only sound in the room was Jorge’s even breathing, but Maria knew he wasn’t asleep. He’d seldom slept at all the last few weeks because of the pressure. Political winds had shifted, and Jorge Sanchez, once an almost invincible drug lord and master of cocaine, was now vulnerable. New drug money, in larger amounts, had found its way to Jorge’s friends in the government and made him dispensable. Over the past few months, routes into the United States had closed or become too dangerous. Just last week a sleek cruiser running drugs into southern Florida had been intercepted at sea, actually boarded after two of its crew had been gunned down from another, faster boat. After the cargo was transferred, the surviving members of the crew were allowed to live. They, along with the boat, might prove useful to Jorge’s successor.


      The alarm by the bed began to buzz, and Jorge sat up immediately and turned it off. He was a lean, muscular man, dark and with a black, carefully trimmed beard and mustache. The fierce downward trim of the mustache was overmatched by the liquid softness of his brown eyes.


      In the silence after the alarm, he lay back down and drew Maria to him. Both were nude, and sexually satiated after last night, but for a moment Maria thought he might want to make love again.


      Unlike her husband, Maria had a light complexion, though her long, straight hair was auburn, like his. Her features were symmetrical and well sculpted, and her body was trim and athletic. Maria was the daughter of staid Midwesterners and had met Jorge three years ago when she was an art student at UCLA and he was studying business. Supposedly. What Jorge was really doing in the United States was establishing a drug distribution network.


      With Jorge’s help, Maria’s basic grasp of Spanish soon improved, and their friendship quickly developed into a love that transcended any cultural differences. In fact, it gained the momentum of a freight train, and there was no leaving the rails without a fatal smashup.


      When Maria learned from one of his friends that Jorge was a major drug dealer, she was thrilled rather than repelled. She confided this to him, and their love affair became even more heated. The friend who’d told her about Jorge disappeared. Maria never asked why or where to.


      She regretted nothing of the life that had led to them being here in this room at the Hotel Casa Grande. Her family considered it sinful, and they didn’t know the half of it. With Jorge, boundaries fell one after another, and behavior changed, along with what was unacceptable. Life was something to be seized. If it was selfish to live it to the fullest, so be it. People might not approve. Screw them, Maria thought.


      Jorge didn’t want to make love again. He leaned back away from her and rested his head on his pillow. The air conditioner kicked in with a soft rushing sound, almost like water flowing, sending a cooling breeze like a benediction down from the vent near the bed. It might not have been so pleasant lying here under different circumstances.


      “A sad day for us,” Jorge said. “After this morning, we won’t be able to see each other for quite a while.”


      Maria scooted nearer to him on the bed and kissed him on the lips. “I understand,” she said.


      And he knew she did. And she accepted. He smiled. “You are unlike any other woman.”


      “So is every other woman, but no other woman is yours.”


      His smile widened. “That is because you would cut off my testicles.”


      “You are so right. And I love you so much.”


      “And I you.”


      They kissed again and she moved away from him and climbed out of bed. She didn’t see any point in drawing out what for both of them was going to be a painful but necessary parting.


      Raising her arms high, she stretched the length of her sleek body. “I’ll shower first.”


      “Perhaps I’ll join you. Save the hotel some water.”


      She paused and grinned at him. “Yes, you’ve always been interested in hotel water conservation.”


      “If it involves you, I find it a fascinating subject.”


      


      An hour later, Maria left the room first. She rode the elevator down to the lobby, walked to an archway beyond the reservation desk, and found a table in the coffee shop.


      She ordered an espresso and sat calmly sipping it, waiting for Jorge to finish dressing and come downstairs.


      As she sipped her espresso and gazed out the coffee shop’s wide window that provided a view of the street, she noticed two identical black Volkswagen Jettas parked at the curb near the hotel’s entrance. Though they were in the way of taxis, and a shuttle bus, if one were to arrive, the uniformed doorman was obviously ignoring them.


      He also ignored the three men in dark suits who hurried past him, walking side by side. From her table, Maria could see beyond the entrance arch as the three men entered the lobby and strode across the terrazzo floor toward the elevators.


      Only there were four of them now, all walking in step. One suddenly veered off and stood leaning against a wall with his arms crossed, staying well out of the way of guests and bellhops scurrying past. Through the window, Maria saw a third black Jetta. A van peeled away from the traffic and parked directly across the street. Several men emerged from it and began to cross.


      Maria’s heart was hammering as she drew her cell phone from her purse and called upstairs.


      After breaking the brief connection, she kept her eyes trained on the lobby, and a few minutes later there was Jorge. He must have passed the men in the elevators, descending in a different car as they were going up. He was hurriedly making his way through the lobby, his shirt untucked, his hair uncombed. He didn’t glance toward her as he passed the coffee shop entrance and walked faster toward the street exit.


      Quickly he passed from her sight.


      Almost immediately she heard gunshots and screaming. She watched through the window as the figure with the half-tucked shirt came into view and began to run. His pace faltered, and red splotches appeared on the broad back of his white shirt.


      Then he stopped, raised both hands, and collapsed dying on the sidewalk.


      People in the hotel and out in the street were rising from where they’d sought shelter and moving around now. Some of them were running. People were hurrying from across the street, weaving between the stopped cars. All were moving faster and faster toward the scene of the shooting.


      Maria rose from her table, hurried to the lobby, and joined the throng of people rushing to see what had happened. Car horns were honking. There was much shouting. The wailing of sirens drifted over the city.


      Like banshees, she thought. They sound like banshees mourning for Jorge.


      But she knew the sirens meant only more police closing in to help establish and maintain order.


      Out on the sidewalk, she avoided elbows and shoulders, pushed her way against the flow of the crowd, and slipped away.

    

  


  
    
      19

    


    
      New York, the present


      One of those days.


      Quinn sat at his desk, leaning far back in his swivel chair, and watched the rain fall outside the window of the office on West Seventy-ninth Street. It must have been cool where the rain fell from, because steam was rising when the angled drops struck the warmed street and concrete sidewalk.


      Pearl was, for a change, in her chair, rather than perched on the edge of her desk. Fedderman was slouched in his desk chair nursing a mug of coffee. They were looking at the rain, too, aware of the constant trickling noise from a ledge above the window, and the occasional rattle of the loose pane when the summer wind kicked up. The city had slowed perceptibly, unaccustomed to such a gray morning in midsummer. This was somehow more depressing than the relentless heat they’d been enduring. The mood from outside had penetrated inside to the office.


      Fedderman lifted his coffee mug and observed it carefully, as if he suspected a leak.


      “We’re not,” he said, “getting a helluva lot done this morning.”


      “I am,” Pearl said.


      Quinn adjusted his chair slightly so he could look at her. She seemed small in the black vinyl swivel chair that was identical to his. Small and unproductive. Was she serious?


      “I’ve been thinking,” she said.


      “Oh, Christ!” Fedderman said. “Let’s hope it hasn’t borne fruit.”


      Pearl looked at him as if he were an insect. “But it has. It’s a big juicy theory.”


      “Like with relativity?”


      “Let’s hear her out, Feds,” Quinn said. He leaned farther back in his chair, as if to gain distance from Pearl and her theory.


      “You’re going to fall on your ass,” Pearl told him.


      “Is that your theory?”


      “No, it’s about our killer.”


      “I assumed,” Quinn said, with a smile.


      They all listened to the patter of rain for a moment. Then Pearl sat up higher and leaned forward with her elbows on her desk. “It’s possible that the victims’ unidentifiable torsos are left where they’re sure to be found not as the killer’s calling card, or simply because they’re deemed untraceable, or even to taunt authorities, but so the police will assume the women were victims of a serial killer.”


      Quinn and Fedderman stared at her.


      “I hate to point out the obvious,” Fedderman said, “but whoever killed those women is by definition a serial killer.”


      “But maybe one who kills with a logical purpose,” Pearl said, “who might have a real and practical motive.”


      “They all think they have a real and practical motive,” Fedderman said. “It always turns out to be psycho squirrel shit.”


      “Maybe not this time, though. Our guy might be pretending to be a psychosexual killer so that’s what we’ll be hunting.”


      “The old serial killer diversion,” Fedderman said. “While we’re searching for a killer, our perp might actually have a bunch of unpaid traffic tickets.”


      Quinn thought, You seldom hear people say perp anymore. Where did it go?


      “If it’s an act,” Fedderman said, “it’s sure as hell a convincing one.”


      “So why’s our perp leaving the torsos and concealing the rest of the bodies?” Quinn asked, thinking it felt odd to say perp.


      “I’m not sure. All I’m saying is, it might really be a kind of diversion, so we’re looking for a nutcase killer and not for whatever else he is,” Pearl said.


      “The weather’s getting to you,” Fedderman said.


      “Screw you and the weather,” Pearl said.


      Quinn was silent. He knew this was the kind of thinking that made Pearl such a talented detective. He also knew she wouldn’t easily turn loose of the idea.


      “Are you convinced of this?” he asked her.


      “Of course not. I told you it was a theory.”


      “Did you say crackpot theory?” Fedderman asked.


      Pearl ignored him and pointedly addressed only Quinn: “Here’s where we are, spinning our wheels: We check the mental hospitals and psycho wards in New York and surrounding states, and there’s no one missing who likes to carve up people or animals. No one with those characteristics has been released from prison lately. We check with other cities and there are no similar cases. We use Helen’s profile as our guide and it gets us nowhere. That’s because her profile’s wrong. He’s not a nutcase in the conventional sense, and thinking he is throws us off the scent. That’s the object of his game.”


      “He has the earmarks of a genuine psychosexual serial killer,” Quinn said. “He kills each time in the same manner, ritualistically dismembers his victims and leaves grisly calling cards we’re sure to find, uses the same gun we’re sure to match with the bullets, does the sexual mutilation and penetration with the sharpened wooden broomstick—”


      “The goddamned furniture oil,” Fedderman interrupted.


      “It all might be part of his plan,” Pearl said calmly. “Don’t you see? He’s creating a profile for our profiler.”


      “Jesus,” Fedderman said.


      “It might be part of a plan,” Quinn said, “but so far there isn’t any evidence that it is. So we have to proceed on that basis.”


      “Consider the way everything is too damned pat,” Pearl said. “That’s its own kind of evidence.”


      “If it is,” Quinn said, “what are we gonna do with it?”


      “There’s a good question,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl sighed, knowing they were both right. “Yeah,” she said. “What can we do?”


      “Keep it in mind, is what,” Quinn said. “That’s the kind of evidence it is, the kind you keep in mind.”


      “Sure,” Pearl said. “I’ll do that.”


      Quinn knew she would.


      Fedderman stood up and wandered over to the coffee brewer. He glanced back at Pearl. It was obvious that he felt he might have been too hard on her.


      “It’s the weather,” he said. “You want some coffee, Pearl?”


      “Up your ass with your coffee,” she said.


      He poured her a cup anyway, then reconsidered, staring at the way it was steaming. It was scalding. She shouldn’t have it right now.


      He poured it back in the pot and returned to his desk.


      “Let’s go back to where we found the last one, by the Dumpster, and reinterview anyone who might have seen or heard something,” Quinn said.


      “In the rain?” Fedderman asked.


      Quinn was already putting on his light overcoat.


      “In the rain.”


      “Most of them will probably be at work,” Fedderman said.


      “So will we,” Quinn said.


      


      It wasn’t just that Quinn kept Pearl’s theory in mind the rest of that day; he couldn’t get it out of his mind. Sometimes sitting around drinking coffee, or talking while it was raining outside a precinct house or stakeout car, there’d be a breakthrough in a case.


      Maybe today in the office had been one of those times.
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      By early evening the rain had stopped and a cooling breeze wafted in from the east. The city looked and smelled fresh, disconnected from any sordid past or questionable future.


      Quinn and Linda Chavesky met again for coffee and then went for a walk. They were on Broadway, near Columbus Circle. Traffic was heavy, mostly with cabs taking people shopping or to early dinners before the theater. Quinn was on Linda’s right, between her and the street. They were strolling casually, taking their time, stringing out the experience of being together. When the lights temporarily stopped traffic on their side of the street, they could hear their footfalls on the damp sidewalk.


      “Wanna talk shop?” Quinn asked.


      Linda shrugged, bumping her hip against him, maybe accidentally. “You’re always a cop, I’m always an M.E.”


      Quinn told her about Pearl’s theory.


      “Doesn’t sound likely,” Linda said after listening closely.


      “Pearl’s an original thinker.”


      “So I’ve heard.”


      Quinn hoped he’d detected a note of jealousy.


      They both veered left automatically to let a couple of chattering kids in gangsta pants bounce past.


      “Not being critical,” Linda said, “just asking, how the hell do they keep those pants up?”


      “I dunno. I guess they enjoy the suspense.”


      She laughed.


      They’d walked another fifty feet before she said, “You run Pearl’s theory past Renz?”


      “No. I think we should wait till we have something more.”


      “There might not be any more.”


      “Might not.”


      Another five measured steps. Ten. Quinn could sense that Linda hadn’t let go of what he’d told her. She was toying with it in her mind, like a cat with a ball of yarn. Here was something about her that intrigued him, and for some reason immensely pleased him.


      And something else, he realized; they were comfortable in their silence.


      “Maybe you should try it on the profiler, Helen Iman,” Linda said.


      “According to Pearl, Helen’s the one being conned.”


      “Well, she might at least want to be aware of the possibility.”


      “Also,” Quinn said, “it might be a mistake to plant the idea in Helen’s head. Might throw her off her game.”


      “Uh-huh.” They walked a bit farther. “That’s one for you to decide.”


      “I know,” Quinn said. “You just examine what’s left of the victims.”


      “Not anymore,” Linda said.


      They stopped walking and Quinn looked at her.


      “Dr. Nift has taken over all duties connected with the Torso Murders.”


      “He give a reason?”


      “To maintain continuity, he said.”


      “He’s a continual asshole,” Quinn said.


      “He’s my boss.”


      “Which is why I can say it and you can’t,” Quinn said.


      Linda didn’t disagree.


      


      Jill and Tony met at Has Beans again. He’d suggested a genuine night out, dinner at an expensive restaurant, maybe a show. Who could tell what might come after? She wasn’t ready for that. She’d let him know and he’d smoothly backed off.


      They were in the same booth where they’d first met. He was sipping a Honduras again. She’d taken a chance and ordered a Nicaragua.


      When she sipped the foamy coffee drink, she decided she liked it.


      “Yum,” she said, “but do they even grow coffee in Nicaragua?”


      “I don’t know,” Tony said. “They grow revolutions.” He sipped and smiled. “On the phone you mentioned there was something you wanted to tell me. Something personal?”


      “It’s something that’s got me kind of rattled,” she said. “A little scared.”


      “About me?”


      She rested her hand on his. “God, no!” She didn’t know quite where to begin, not wanting to sound paranoid. “There’s this woman who seems to be…well, following me.”


      He sat forward, interested. She was gratified by his obvious concern for her. “You know who she is?” he asked.


      “I’ve never seen her before. I don’t think. She does look familiar, but maybe she has one of those faces. She’s a street woman, Tony. A homeless person. Dirty clothes, stringy blond hair. And she looks as if she could use a bath and a good meal.”


      “So maybe she’s just panhandling.”


      “No, she’s never asked for anything. It’s just that now and then I turn around or glance to the side, and there she is.”


      “Coincidence?”


      “I wish. She’s usually staring at me. Once she even started toward me.”


      “What do you mean, started toward you? In a way that was threatening?”


      “I…well, I’m not sure.”


      “So what did you do?”


      “I ran. I mean, that sounds worse than it is. I had on my sweat suit and jogging shoes anyway, and I was sort of running in place, so I just…jogged away from her.”


      “Good.” With his free hand, he scrunched up his lower lip between thumb and forefinger, looking worried.


      “What are you thinking, Tony?”


      “I don’t know what to think. If you see her again, just avoid her. Do whatever’s necessary to stay away. She might be dangerous.”


      “Whether she is or not, I admit she makes me afraid.”


      “Maybe you know something about her you don’t think you know,” Tony said. “If you know what I mean.”


      Jill didn’t. “There’s something else.” She hesitated. “I don’t want you to think I’m some kind of nut.”


      Tony gave her hand a squeeze. “I don’t and I won’t.”


      “I get the feeling sometimes that someone’s been in my apartment while I was gone. No, more than a feeling, actually. I’m sure things aren’t exactly as I’ve left them. There’ve been small changes, barely noticeable, but they’re there. Maybe a lamp shade’s crooked, or a sofa cushion’s propped up at a corner when it wasn’t before, or my clothes aren’t hung in the same order in my closet. Things like that.” She looked at him. He must think she was crazy. “I’m sure about these things, Tony. They’re real and not my imagination.”


      “Not necessarily your imagination,” he said. “But maybe your memory. Maybe you’re just spooked and seeing things you hadn’t noticed before.”


      She tried a smile. “Sort of the opposite of déjà vu?”


      “I guess you could put it that way. If you had a sense of humor. You might simply not recall things exactly as they were. We all do that from time to time.”


      “You could be right.” But she wasn’t so sure. These differences in her apartment, however minute, did seem real.


      He sat back and seemed suddenly alarmed. “Jill, you don’t think these two things are connected, do you? I mean the homeless woman and the idea that somebody might have been in your apartment?”


      The possibility had been on the edge of her consciousness. But she said, “I don’t know. I don’t see how they could be, but who knows?”


      Tony abruptly leaned toward her, giving her hand another squeeze. “You have my cell phone number, Jill. Do me a favor. If you see this woman again, give me a call. Wherever I am, I’ll get right there and confront her.”


      “All right. But I could call the police.”


      “If you want.”


      She didn’t and he knew it. She wanted him and not the police to come to her rescue. Besides, what could she tell the police, arrest the woman for staring at her?


      “The trouble is,” Jill said, “you’re out of town so often. Your job.”


      “If I’m in town, I’ll come running.”


      She placed her hand on top of the one holding hers and aimed a smile across the table. “I know you will, Tony. But all of it, I mean, it’s all probably nothing. Maybe it is my imagination. I mean, the woman’s real, all right, but she probably does simply want a handout. She might see me as a soft touch.”


      He grinned at her. “Now, that’s possible.”


      They leaned toward each other across the table and kissed lightly.


      “But call me anyway,” he said.


      Jill assured him that she would, but she’d decided not to. These problems she should handle on her own. She didn’t want Tony to think she was some kind of head case.


      One he wouldn’t want to see again.
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      He wasn’t there. He was.


      Deputy Chief Nobbler glanced up from what he was reading on his desk, and there stood Greeve. Also standing was the hair on the back of Nobbler’s neck.


      Nobbler had just a moment ago told his assistant in the outer office to send Greeve in, but Greeve had somehow opened the heavy door, entered, and closed the door without making a sound. Living up to his “Ghost” nickname. Nobbler wondered if the silent entry had been deliberate. He was sure that from time to time Greeve played with his mind.


      “Morning,” Greeve said. He made it sound like mourning. Or maybe Nobbler just thought that because of Greeve’s mortician looks and attitude.


      Mourning yourself. “I’ve been thinking about that Quinn and Dr. Chavesky thing,” Nobbler said.


      “It bears thinking about.” Greeve methodically unbuttoned the coat of his dark suit. His idea of getting casual.


      “Word I get is that he’s porking her on a regular basis,” Nobbler said.


      “Quinn’d be an idiot if he wasn’t.”


      “We got us a bona fide romance going here,” Nobbler said, with a smile that made his fat cheeks crinkle. “A reformed alky and a pensioned-off cop. Think it has a chance?”


      “Love’s strange,” Greeve said. “If it is love.”


      Nobbler narrowed his eyes at Greeve. “You think it might be something else? Somebody using somebody?”


      “That’s love,” Greeve said.


      “Maybe it is at that. There’s jealousy, too. And hell’s fury. They can be part of love. Even part of love’s embers.”


      It wasn’t like Nobbler to be poetic. It took Greeve a few beats to figure out where the deputy chief was going. “Pearl?”


      “Uh-huh. Even though she and Quinn are no longer a couple, she’s working with Quinn, seeing him every day. She can’t be happy knowing he’s humping the good Dr. Chavesky.”


      “I’ll bet she is good.”


      “You’re digressing.”


      “Pearl knows about Quinn and Chavesky?”


      “If she doesn’t already, she will soon,” Nobbler said. “She won’t like it.”


      Greeve looked doubtful. “I don’t know, sir. Pearl’s different. Way I got it, she’s the one who broke it off with Quinn. He’s been trying to get back in and she wants none of it.”


      “She’ll feel different when she realizes Quinn’s suddenly no longer available to her. Women. What they can’t have is what they want, and why they want it.”


      It took Greeve a few seconds to work that one out in his mind. “I’ve seen Pearl Kasner work. She’s not women. She’s different.”


      “Yeah. From what I hear, she’s a goddamned alley cat. She’ll fight for any morsel just because it’s hers. Even if it’s Quinn. Then she’ll spit that morsel out.”


      Greeve wasn’t so sure. If only from a distance, he knew Pearl. She was a hardhead but smart in a weird way. He chose silence as the wisest course.


      “Quinn’s also a problem,” Nobbler said.


      “That’s for damned sure.”


      “But starting today, I want you to get off Quinn and start shadowing Pearl.”


      “Quinn’s the one in charge,” Greeve reminded Nobbler. “And we just agreed he’s a problem.”


      “He’s the problem,” Nobbler said, “and Pearl’s his vulnerability.”


      Greeve stuck out his lower lip and slowly nodded. Nobbler could, at times, be smart in a weird way, too. “Woman scorned, hell hath no fury, that kinda stuff?”


      “Exactly,” Nobbler said.


      “Pearl will feel the way you say. Get distracted and screw up some way. Maybe even sabotage Quinn.”


      “She will if she’s female,” Nobbler said. “And she’s definitely that.”


      He began carefully arranging the papers on his desk, letting Greeve know their meeting was at an end.


      “I suppose it makes sense,” Greeve said.


      “I’m glad you think so,” Nobbler said, looking up.


      But Greeve was gone.


      


      Jill Clark fought her way between a man with a duffel bag and a woman with a purse the size of a house and made her way onto the crowded subway. Getting mobbed and sometimes groped or pinched on the subway wasn’t Jill’s idea of recreation, and she wished she didn’t have to go through the ordeal. But riding the subway was the cheapest way to move around New York other than walking, and the offices of Tucker, Simpson, and King, where she’d filled in for a second vacationing employee, were too far away for her to walk.


      When she transferred after two stops to an uptown line, the train wasn’t so crowded. In fact, she was one of about twenty passengers. They were the usual mix, business commuters, solemn readers of books and newspapers, dozing night-shift workers on their way home, a few of the homeless, a few truly dangerous-looking men whose dress and manner suggested aggressive mental derangement.


      Jill had entered the end door. Immediately to her left there were facing smaller seats with chipped decals on them saying they were priority seating for persons with disabilities. That didn’t mean Jill couldn’t sit in one and get up if somebody with a disability got on the train. Besides, there were plenty of empty seats. Both of the disability-designated seats accommodated two passengers and were unoccupied. Jill settled into one.


      The train accelerated into darkness with a roar and a squeal of steel on steel. Jill sat back and watched her wavering reflection facing her in the dirt-streaked window. A corner of the window was smeared with a gooey substance that might be anything.


      She remembered reading about a study concerning germs on subway cars—they were everywhere on everything. She rubbed her fingertips on her slacks.


      The roar of the train grew suddenly louder, and cooler air swirled around Jill’s ankles. The sliding door at the end of the car, leading to and from the next car, had opened. Someone was moving from one car to another. Teenagers did that a lot. So did panhandlers, as well as gang members looking for trouble. Jill told herself this was probably just someone looking for someone else and kept her gaze focused on the floor.


      She saw movement in the periphery of her vision; then the door swung shut. There was sudden silence, and the air around Jill’s ankles became still. She waited for whoever had entered the car to move past her, possibly toward the door at the opposite end.


      Instead she saw a pair of worn-out, scuffed black shoes protruding from wrinkled brown slacks, and a body dropped with a sigh next to hers on the small seat so that their thighs were warmly touching.


      Jill saw dirty hands, chipped fingernails, and recoiled at the stench of stale perspiration and perhaps urine.


      She turned her head and was looking into the desperate bloodshot eyes of the woman who’d been following her.


      Jill’s throat constricted with fear.


      A viselike grip closed on her right bicep, squeezing so hard that it hurt.


      “We’ve gotta talk,” the woman said in a raspy voice. “Whether you want to or not.”


      “I don’t want to!” Jill managed to force the words through her tightened throat as she tried to yank her arm away. She couldn’t break the iron grip. “We have nothing to say!”


      “What you need to do is listen. I’m warning you.”


      “Warning me?” Jill tried harder to escape the fingers digging into her arm. The woman’s grip got even tighter.


      “Something bad could happen to you,” the woman said. Her breath was foul enough to turn Jill’s stomach.


      “Damn it! Let me go!” Jill began working her arm back and forth, desperate to get away. “Stop following me! Leave me alone!”


      “You’d better watch out.”


      Jill stood up this time, pulling her arm away and twisting it violently, causing it to flare with pain.


      Suddenly she was free.


      She took two wobbling steps and bumped into one of the vertical bars for standing riders to grip when the car was crowded. Her forehead hit the hard steel, momentarily disorienting her. She almost fell.


      Then she got her balance and started to stagger toward the front of the car. A man was staring at her. He quickly looked away.


      No one looked at her other than briefly and with mild and guarded curiosity as she lurched and stumbled the length of the car. The other passengers seemed not to have noticed anything was wrong. They were studiously reading or gazing up at the advertisements running along the sides of the car above the windows. Or they stared at the dirty and littered floor. They didn’t want to get involved with violence, insanity, the unpredictable. The predictable they faced every day was difficult enough.


      Jill gripped another vertical bar and looked back to see if the woman was pursuing her.


      The other end of the car was unoccupied. The woman was gone.


      Jill fell into an empty seat and hugged herself. She began rocking in the seat, exaggerating the motion of the train. This was insane. Maybe she was insane.


      Is my mind slipping?


      Was the woman real?


      Jesus! Oh, Jesus! This city…This city…


      She glanced around, embarrassed and still afraid.


      Still, no one looked at her. The train thundered through the darkness.
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      Jill had calmed down by the time she got to work. There was no one at Tucker, Simpson, and King she wanted to tell about the subway incident. She didn’t know anyone there well enough. And they might think she was crazy. They would think she was crazy. The incident now seemed almost as if it hadn’t happened. It was so incongruous to her surroundings aboveground, at work, in the normal world.


      But of course it had happened.


      Something had happened.


      She’d been at work about half an hour and was filing papers concerning a traffic violation appeal when a voice said, “It’s for you.”


      Jill turned around. The receptionist, an older woman named Judy, was staring at her. “Line three.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “You said your name was Jill Clark, right?”


      “Right,” Jill said.


      “You have a phone call. Line three.”


      Jill straightened up. She looked around and then went to a phone on the other side of the office, where she’d have some privacy.


      She pressed the glowing line button and said hello.


      “Is this Jill Clark?” A woman’s voice. Familiar.


      “Yes. Who is this?”


      “The woman from the subway.”


      Jill’s heart jumped. She told herself the caller was lying. The voice on the phone wasn’t so hoarse, and it was controlled, almost cultured. Not like the subway woman’s. But it carried the same note of desperation.


      “Don’t hang up, Jill. Please!”


      “Why shouldn’t I? My arm still hurts!”


      “I’m sorry about that. You have to understand my state of mind.”


      I think I do. Insane.


      Behind the receptionist’s desk, Judy glanced at Jill, then looked away.


      Jill lowered her voice, not wanting to attract attention. “Leave me the hell alone! Stop following me! Stay away from me! Stay out of my apartment!”


      “Don’t hang up!” the woman pleaded again.


      “I haven’t, have I?”


      “I’ve never been in your apartment,” the woman said. “My name is Madeline Scott, and we have to talk.”


      “I can’t imagine why.”


      “That’s the point, damn it!”


      “My arm still hurts,” Jill repeated.


      Jill hung up, careful not to bang the receiver.


      


      American Airlines flight 222 out of Mexico City via Atlanta arrived ten minutes early, and the plane touched down gently on LaGuardia Airport’s south runway. When the reverse thrust of the plane’s powerful engines had brought it almost to a halt, it taxied toward its assigned gate.


      The plane veered gently and arrived at the mobile enclosed ramp to the concourse. The engines stopped whirring, a faint bell chimed pleasantly, and the clacking of unfastening safety belts rippled through the fuselage.


      Maria Sanchez, who’d been sitting in a coach window seat just beyond the wings, wrestled her carry-ons from overhead storage and filed off the plane with the other passengers.


      She exchanged a polite and perfunctory “G’bye” with the smiling flight attendant at the plane’s door. Maria’s formerly long dark hair was dyed blond, and she was traveling under forged identification. She’d made it a point not to be at all memorable to the other passengers or the flight crew.


      When she emerged from the enclosed walkway into the terminal, she lowered both of her large red carry-ons to the floor and raised their telescoping handles. She followed the stream of passengers along the concourse toward the baggage area, then increased her speed, lengthening her stride and pulling the two rolling suitcases behind her.


      She went outside the terminal and waited her turn in line for a taxi. A cabbie finished stuffing a young couple’s tons of luggage into his taxi’s trunk, then got in and drove away with a brief squeal of tires. The cab lying in wait behind his leaped forward to take its place and came to a rocking stop. Maria’s turn.


      She watched her driver place her two suitcases in the trunk, then got in the cab and waited for him to join her. When he was settled into his seat and had turned an ear toward her, she gave him an address in Manhattan.


      The cab made a squeal like its predecessor’s and shot forward, speeding toward the island like a wolf returning to its lair.


      


      Jill stood in the hall outside her apartment door and used two keys to unlock two dead bolts. She was exhausted from her day of filing and following instructions at Tucker, Simpson, and King. That and her morning’s misadventure had left her weary and uneasy. It would be good to kick off her shoes, get a bottle of water from the refrigerator, and slump onto the sofa. In fact, it would be heaven.


      She opened the door and was immediately aware of an unpleasant odor, then a presence close behind her, crowding her. She was abruptly pushed into the apartment and followed. The door clicked shut.


      Jill took two skidding steps on the hardwood floor, almost falling, then whirled and saw the homeless woman from the subway, the one who’d called her at work and identified herself as Madeline Scott. Fury and indignation rose in Jill. She didn’t know any Madeline Scott and didn’t want to know this one.


      Then her anger became fear. She was alone with this woman who might be crazy, who might do anything.


      Mad Madeline.


      The woman’s hair was unkempt and her eyes were wild. Her clothes were wrinkled and frayed. She’d obviously been living on the streets and might be crazy or on drugs. Unnaturally strong. If it came down to it, Jill didn’t think she could subdue her. Didn’t want to touch her.


      Her fear must have shown on her face.


      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Madeline Scott said. Her wild blue eyes paralyzed Jill. “But I’m determined you’re going to hear me out.”


      Jill was ashamed of the terror in her own choked voice as she backed on stiff legs into the living room and said, “I’m listening.”


      Madeline smiled and said, “That’s all I ever wanted.”
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      Madeline Scott didn’t sit down. Jill didn’t make the offer.


      The two women had drifted farther into the living room and stood facing each other, keeping their distance. The odor coming off Madeline seemed to have dissipated, or maybe Jill was simply getting used to it. Some of the wildness had left Madeline’s eyes, leaving Jill at least reassured that the woman wasn’t going to abruptly attack her.


      “I only want to talk while you listen,” Madeline said with surprising calm.


      Jill swallowed. “All right. So talk.”


      Get whatever you have to say over with, and then get out. Get out.


      “Not so long ago I was in your position,” Madeline began. “I was from out of town, with no real family, and not very long in New York. Things hadn’t gone as well as I thought they would when I moved here from Illinois.”


      Jill began to feel somewhat relieved. Madeline had obviously rehearsed this, or at least given it a lot of thought. This was going to be a sob story, ending, she was sure, in an appeal for money. Okay, maybe she could buy her way out of this. Out of this dread she hated to admit to herself.


      “I was working dead-end, impersonal jobs,” Madeline continued, “where they’d hardly miss me if I didn’t show up. I had no real friends to speak of. Dates? Yeah, a few. But you know how that goes. The men I let pick me up wanted the usual and then out. All the acquaintanceship you might want is out there, but not friends, not people who’ll remember you even the next day. So I did what a lot of lonely people in New York do after they’ve wasted time dating enough losers. I contacted a reputable matchmaking service.”


      Jill’s mind had been distracted, still trying to figure a way out of this awkward situation, a way to cut it short. What would it cost her? Suddenly she began paying close attention.


      “It was the same online matchmaking service you used,” Madeline said. “E-Bliss.org.”


      Jill moved to a chair and sat down. Madeline went to the sofa and sat on the very edge of one of the end cushions.


      “Everything I just told you about,” Madeline said, “E-Bliss learned about on my personality profile form. That and more.”


      “There’s nothing wrong with E-Bliss,” Jill said, wondering as she spoke why she was defending the online dating service.


      But she knew why: she wanted desperately for the matchmaking service to be legitimate. So much of her intimate and vulnerable self was invested in it now.


      Madeline smiled sadly, as if knowing what Jill was thinking. “I believe they’re mostly a legitimate matchmaking service,” she said, “but they operate another service within that one. It requires women without close family, new to the city, and still mostly without close friends or connections. I fit the profile, and so do you.”


      Jill took a deep breath and tried to organize her thoughts. “What does this service within a service do?”


      “It searches through all the profiles, probably with some kind of computer software, and settles on the right applicant. Then the company sends someone to gain your trust and learn all about you. Everything from your Social Security and charge account numbers to your favorite candy. Meanwhile, someone else is learning about you, watching you, spending time in your apartment when you’re not there, wearing your clothes, even being glimpsed around the building as you. Practicing to be you. And then…she becomes you.”


      Whoa!


      “You said, ‘becomes me’? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Exactly what it says.”


      Madeline stared at her silently.


      “Why me in particular?” Jill asked, astounded. And afraid again, but not exactly in the same way. There was something creepy about this that was working its way into her marrow. Something some part of her mind knew that the rest of it hadn’t yet caught up with. “I mean, there are plenty of women like you described living in New York. This is the most anonymous city in the world.”


      “Why you?” Madeline said thoughtfully, obviously considering. “I don’t know for sure. But I followed the man you know as Tony Lake from the offices of E-Bliss to you. Only I knew him as Dwayne King. I’ve given this a lot of thought. In fact, it’s all I’ve thought about for weeks. My guess is you resemble someone who wants to disappear, and who’s paid E-Bliss so she can take your place.”


      “What about the real me?” Jill asked, dreading the answer even though she wasn’t sure she believed any of this.


      “The real you ceases to exist. You’re shot and killed, as they tried to do to me. I managed to break free and run. They kept shooting at me, but I escaped by climbing into an approaching car and urging the driver to get us away. I read in the paper a week later that a man I’m sure was the driver was found dead in Riverside Park from a drug overdose. I don’t think it was suicide or an accident.”


      Jill’s mind was still wrestling with what she was hearing. “But why would they do this, substitute people for each other?”


      “Money,” Madeline said simply.


      “Of course. Money. Like everything else. But what do their clients want? What’s the reason for the substitutions?”


      “I don’t know,” Madeline said. “But I know that what E-Bliss is doing must work. They choose their victims carefully from thousands of Internet applicants for relationships. These women must meet the qualifications and resemble whoever’s going to become them. If you’re a victim client and you’ve happened to make a friend who might care or suspect there’s something wrong, the new you simply moves away suddenly, as people often do in Manhattan, leaving a note or the last month’s rent so there’s no doubt the departure was voluntary. I’ve seen the other Madeline coming out of my apartment on West Seventy-second Street. She isn’t my exact double, but with the same hairdo, makeup, and my wardrobe and apartment, not to mention identification, charge cards, and passport, maybe even some minor cosmetic surgery, she became me.”


      “My God!” Jill’s mind was working furiously, warning her again that this woman was crazy, that what she was saying was impossible.


      Only it was possible, and Jill knew it. Loneliness made it possible. Jill remembered loneliness.


      Madeline, knowing what Jill must be thinking, again showed her sad smile. “People who don’t know us well or long don’t look at us all that closely, Jill, and the new me even has my gestures and speech patterns down pat.”


      “This other you,” Jill said, “why didn’t you confront her?”


      The gleam of terror in Madeline’s eyes was answer enough for Jill.


      “Why don’t you go to the police?”


      Madeline shook her head. “I tried. They brushed me off as just another deranged street person. And there’s no way for me to prove I really am me. Sometimes I doubt it myself. This is larger than either of us knows, Jill. The police might be in on it.”


      Jill was jolted by the thought. And again she thought Madeline might simply be paranoid, one of the poor and forever lost who roamed the Manhattan streets talking to everyone and no one, suspecting everything and everyone.


      And yet…


      “How could the police even know we talked?” Jill asked.


      “They’ll know. Or at least there’s no guarantee they won’t. And you can’t take the chance, Jill. I’m sorry I did this to you, but I need your help. I was like you, living my life, and suddenly I’m mixed up with…I don’t know. Organized crime would be my guess. Or maybe anyone who can pay whatever E-Bliss.org charges for its special service. They might have infiltrated the police and they’ll learn what’s going on and see that any investigation stops. And that I’ll be killed. And now that I’ve talked to you, that you’ll be killed. How can we know whom to trust? If we confide in the wrong people, we’ll wind up like the rest of those women. What’s left of our mutilated bodies that can’t be identified will be put into a pauper’s grave or cremated by the city.”


      “Left of our bodies? You mean the Torso Murders—”


      “Being on the run, I didn’t watch or read the news regularly, but when I happened to learn about the Torso Murders, I knew there was probably a connection. That was what was going to be left of me after I ceased to exist as a person. And that’s the plan for you, Jill. I’m sure you’ve never been fingerprinted or submitted a DNA sample, and if you disappeared there’d be no one to miss you or even report your absence.”


      Jill had to admit that Madeline was right about the fingerprints and DNA. And the family she didn’t have. There was no one who cared enough to make a spirited inquiry.


      “You’re halfway to nothing already.” Madeline took a deep breath. “Do you believe any of this?”


      Jill sat silently for almost a minute staring at the woman who might be mad. Who certainly appeared mad.


      Only she wasn’t mad. And Jill knew it.


      “I believe enough of it,” she finally said, remembering filling out her endlessly detailed and personal E-Bliss.org profile.


      Do you take cream in your coffee?


      What brands of cosmetics do you use?


      Do you ever wear a hat or cap?


      Would you drink from someone else’s water bottle without first wiping it?


      Do you jaywalk?


      Do you use an electric toothbrush?


      Madeline stood up from the sofa. The look on her face suggested she might rush over to Jill and hug her.


      But she didn’t.


      “I’ll go now,” she said. “I know your mind must be whirling. You need time to think about all this. Let’s meet tomorrow, around noon, just inside the main library on Fifth and Forty-second. They don’t throw anyone out of a public library, and I can neaten myself up enough so they won’t think I’m a panhandler. We both need to think this over and then have a talk, try to come up with some kind of plan.”


      “A plan…?”


      “Some kind of plan,” Madeline repeated. Her eyes brimmed with tears, pleading. “Will you be there, Jill?”


      Jill couldn’t look away from those eyes. They didn’t seem insane now. Desperate, but not insane.


      “I promise I’ll think about it,” she said.


      Madeline nodded.


      “If you think about it, you’ll be there.”
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      So here Quinn was in a blazing forest, terrified animals streaking past him, ignoring him. Deer, bears, rabbits, a lion. What next? A unicorn?


      Quinn had fallen asleep in the brown leather chair in his den while reading about the Torso Murders in the Post. It amazed him how so much could be written on something everyone knew so little about. The Cuban cigar he’d been smoking lay smoldering in an ashtray on the carpet beside his chair. That was the sort of thing Pearl often warned him about. He was going to start a fire, kill them both, kill everyone in the building. Pearl, who’d melted the shower curtain with her curling iron.


      He smelled cigar smoke and almost woke up. But not quite. His dreams weren’t ready to release him. The smoke grew denser.


      He was wearing only a plastic raincoat with a hood and, like the animals surrounding him, he was terrified of the advancing wall of flame. Even without the heat of the forest fire, he was sweltering in the plastic NYPD coat. The California heat was merciless.


      California?


      Where was Lauri? Was she safe from the fire? Was Wormy?


      Pearl?


      A phone was ringing. Or was it the urgent jangle of a fire engine? Gotta pull the damned car over to the side of the road.


      Hold on! He wasn’t driving. He knew that because he couldn’t find a steering wheel.


      He realized he’d fallen asleep. He struggled up out of the chair, wearily stumbled toward the phone. Snatched up the receiver and almost said, “Pearl?”


      But he didn’t say it. The word hadn’t quite escaped.


      Why did I think of Pearl? I was worried about Lauri. Even Wormy.


      He smelled something burning and terror took a swipe at him. Then he noticed the smoldering cigar in the ashtray on the floor.


      “Quinn?” a woman’s voice said on the phone. Not Pearl’s voice. “Quinn? It’s Linda.”


      He suddenly wanted to see Linda. To hold her and feel her holding him.


      “Linda,” he said stupidly, still tangled in the cobwebs of sleep. He dropped the receiver but caught it just before it could bang against the desk. “I dozed off in my chair,” he explained.


      “You’re working too hard.”


      “Not hard enough, though.”


      She was silent for a moment.


      “I need to see you,” he said.


      “That’s why I called. I need to see you.”


      Jesus! Quinn thought. Where is this going? So fast. Like being caught in a strong current propelling me toward a sea I know is dangerous.


      “Quinn?”


      Sharks. Not fire—water. Wake all the way up, numb wit!


      “Quinn?” Linda said again, concerned.


      “The Lotus Diner in half an hour?”


      “I’ll be there.”


      He hung up the phone and stood staring mutely at it for several seconds. Then he went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. On his shirt, too. He decided he needed a fresh shirt. Realized he still had a bitter taste in his mouth from the cigar. Brushed his teeth. Went into the bedroom and changed his shirt. Back to the bathroom to comb his hair.


      Before leaving the apartment, he picked up the cigar and ashtray and carried them into the kitchen. He ran water on the cigar and threw it away, then wiped the glass ashtray clean and set it on the sink counter.


      He found an aerosol can of air freshener and sprayed it around the apartment, especially in the den, where he’d been smoking.


      As he left the apartment, he wasn’t thinking about his dreams, about the Torso Murders, about dead women.


      Only about Linda, alive.


      


      At first Jill was awkward around Tony when they met for dinner. He seemed not to notice, and by the time they were seated at Scampi, a four-star restaurant near Sixth Avenue and Fifty-second Street, she was much more at ease. Tony was so attentive, so reassuring, so…nonthreatening that Jill’s conversation with Madeline receded in her mind and seemed more and more unreal.


      Surely it was unreal, the delusional ranting of a mentally ill street woman. This was reality, sitting here with Tony in the soft light from the candle in the center of the white-clothed table, their half-eaten meals before them, the waiter bringing more wine.


      Tony couldn’t—he simply couldn’t—be the kind of monster Madeline had painted. Surely if the story were true Jill would be able to see it in Tony. Not that he’d have horns and his eyes would glow red, but there’d be something. A person simply couldn’t be as Madeline had described and at the same time be like Tony.


      Besides, Jill knew this man. They’d had several dates now and were moving toward sleeping together. While making it obvious that was what he expected, Tony hadn’t rushed her in any way while they continued to explore each other, making sure of what they wanted. Making sure of Jill, really. Tony seemed to know he wanted her, and for more than simple sex.


      That was what had emerged from their time together, an intimacy that would be cemented by commitment when they were ready. A mutual trust. Their very private conversations had provided insights into each other’s souls.


      “You seemed a little unsettled when you got here,” Tony said, as the waiter finished pouring the wine. His grin was beautiful and boyish. Toothpaste-commercial white, yet genuine as Tony himself. “Still worried about someone trespassing in your apartment?”


      “Not anymore.” Jill smiled, wondering if she should tell him about Madeline. Mad Madeline.


      Actually mad?


      Better to say nothing. Tony, handsome and perfectly normal Tony, might think she, Jill, was the one with the overactive imagination. The paranoid tendencies.


      Maybe I am the mad one.


      But she knew she hadn’t imagined Madeline.


      And somewhere deep in her mind she knew she couldn’t entirely dismiss Madeline’s mad tale.


      Somewhere.


      Far away.


      The wine was relaxing her, making her feel warm inside. So warm and safe.


      With Tony.


      


      Over coffee at the Lotus Diner, Quinn and Linda made easy small talk. The evening was warm, but it was cool in the diner and unusually quiet.


      It hadn’t taken long before Quinn felt totally comfortable talking with Linda, and she seemed comfortable talking with him. Strangely, the coffee cups between them helped. They were similar to other containers of liquid from the hell they’d both visited, reminders of who they’d been, and who they were. The present, where the liquid containers had handles, was infinitely better than the past, and getting better.


      Quinn hadn’t taken a sip of his coffee in a long time. He sat toying with the warm cup, enjoying the scent of the coffee and the heat on his fingertips. “It was a good idea, meeting here tonight.”


      “I think so,” Linda said. She was wearing a dark blouse, pale Levi’s that she had the figure for, no jewelry except for four or five thin silver loop bracelets that jangled together ever so faintly whenever she lifted her right arm to sip coffee.


      There were only a few other people in the diner, and no one was paying them the slightest attention. Outside the streaked window next to their booth, traffic on Amsterdam had slacked off and there weren’t so many pedestrians—the city as relaxed as it ever got. Across the street, a woman waving a folded newspaper lured a cab to the curb. She opened its rear door and climbed in. The white of the newspaper showed behind the cab’s reflecting windows as it drove away.


      “My place is within easy walking distance of here,” Quinn said.


      Linda smiled. “Seeing that woman hail a cab make you think of that?”


      Quinn looked into her eyes, not smiling. “You made me think of that.”


      Linda felt a stirring she hadn’t experienced in years. She knew they could both feel their relationship shifting toward the tipping point and wondered if Quinn was as nervous about it as she was. Nervous and a little bit afraid. He couldn’t be as afraid. He’d been the one who’d nudged things in a new and faster direction. Linda’s heart wouldn’t slow down.


      Her smile faded and she raised a hand to run her fingertips lightly along the contours of his face, like a blind woman assessing someone’s true self.


      “I’ll get the check,” she said.


      “Wouldn’t think of it,” Quinn told her.


      “No, you wouldn’t.”


      She thought that from this point on it wouldn’t matter much which of them paid.
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      “Pearl’s pissed off,” Ed Greeve said to his boss. “Has been ever since we made sure she knew about Linda Chavesky.”


      “That’s a good way for her to be,” Nobbler said from behind his desk. He scratched his fleshy neck. “Walking around pissed off and with her mind not on her work.”


      Harsh morning light streamed in through the office window, making the brightly illuminated half of Nobbler’s face look red and raw, as if he’d shaved way too close and planed the skin.


      “Think we might be able to flip her?” Greeve asked. “Get her to let us know what Quinn’s up to?”


      Nobbler thought for a few seconds and shook his head. “Not that one.”


      “A woman scorned,” Greeve reminded Nobbler.


      Nobbler smiled. “Remember, she’s the one who dumped Quinn.”


      “I will say she’s trying to get over him. Got herself a replacement. Guy named Milton Kahn, who’s been humping her heavy.”


      “Well, well…” Nobbler drummed the plump fingertips of his right hand on the desk and looked off into the brilliant light, maybe calling up the image of Pearl and whoever this Milton Kahn was.


      “Pearl’s probably a sexual dynamo,” Greeve said.


      “The type,” Nobbler agreed. “Lucky Milton Kahn.”


      He sat back in his chair, made a tent with his fingers, and tapped their soft tips lightly together.


      “Pearl’s got this mother in a retirement home,” Greeve said. “Way I got it, she and another old broad there set up Pearl with this Kahn guy, and the chemistry was there. Matchmaker moms. Always a pain in the ass.”


      “You never had a wife.”


      “Other peoples’,” Greeve said.


      “Hardly counts.”


      “Counts where it counts, depending on who’s counting.”


      Nobbler didn’t want to get into that kind of conversation with Greeve. The guy was a mystery anyway, even without going all Zenlike. “This Kahn character, is he a player?”


      Greeve knew what Nobbler meant. Might Milton Kahn develop into a problem? “Naw, what he is is a dermatologist.”


      “It gets better and better,” Nobbler said.


      “I’ll tell you something else I think,” Greeve said. “My feeling is they might be humping like crazy, but they’re not in love.”


      “How the hell would you know that?”


      “I can just tell. It’s not the real thing.”


      Nobbler gave him an incredulous look. “Christ on a stick! What are you, a romance columnist?”


      “I’m somebody who knows people.”


      “He’s humping her,” Nobbler said. “That’s good enough for me.” He tapped his fingertips together faster and faster, as if to demonstrate.


      Greeve might have shaken his head in disapproval as he left the office, or it might have been Nobbler’s imagination.


      


      Jill had never been in the main library. After climbing stone steps to the entrance, she found herself in a vast atrium of richly veined cream-colored marble with tall columns. The floor was also marble. A wide stairway led to upper floors. There was a mezzanine with a railing high above. A girl about ten was leaning over the railing looking down at her. She smiled at Jill, then ducked back out of sight. People walked past, their footsteps and voices echoing in the vastness.


      Jill found a spot out of the flow of foot traffic and looked around.


      There was no sign of Madeline. Or the woman who called herself Madeline. As far as Jill knew, the woman might be someone other than she said she was, someone so mentally deranged she might be imagining a different identity as well as the bizarre story she’d told.


      Or was it so bizarre? When Madeline told it to Jill it seemed to possess a stubborn if frightening truth that kept finding its way to the surface. Jill had believed her enough to be afraid, to need to know more. Which was why Jill was here.


      But where was Madeline?


      


      Madeline never did show up. Jill waited fifteen minutes more inside the library, then went outside and stood in the shade near the entrance and waited another ten. People came and went. None of them was Madeline.


      Jill rode the subway back toward her apartment half expecting, maybe fearing, that the door at the end of the car would open with a blast of air and noise and in would burst crazy Madeline to slump down next to her again and fill her ears with madness.


      But the subway ride was uneventful except for a desperate man who set half a dozen small stuffed animals to bound about on the car’s floor and tried to sell them for five dollars each.


      During the next few days, as Jill entered or left her apartment, walked the streets, and rode the subway, she found herself watching for Madeline. Now and then she’d spot a bundle of rags that turned out to be human and her heart would jump, or she’d spot a haggard, lonely homeless woman who only vaguely resembled Madeline when she got up close. No Madeline. She seemed to have left Jill’s life as abruptly and mysteriously as she’d entered it.


      Jill couldn’t leave the matter alone. She caught up on the news reports about the Torso Murders, spending much of her time reading daily papers and then more time online searching local newspapers’ archives.


      Without Madeline there to make the murders seem connected to E-Bliss.org, Jill began to doubt that either of them was in any real danger. Madeline must simply be one of the many mentally precarious and delusional souls wandering the New York streets. Perhaps Jill could find help for Madeline. If she could find her.


      If she truly wanted to find Madeline.


      What she wanted to do, really, was forget Madeline, though she didn’t like admitting it to herself.


      Each night before Jill slept, and in the dawn just after waking, she found herself thinking about Madeline. There was no way she could keep her mind from working on Madeline’s story. If Madeline was telling the truth and was found and murdered, her killers wouldn’t necessarily leave her torso to be discovered and examined by the police. The fact that she’d escaped for a while might have put her in a different category, someone E-Bliss.org wouldn’t want in any way connected to the other murders.


      But what bothered Jill most about Madeline’s story, what snagged her thoughts whenever she let her guard down, was that Madeline, who’d been vibrating with the urgency that they meet and discuss some kind of plan, was nowhere to be found. Not in Jill’s banal, workaday world, anyway.


      But Madeline was real. Jill kept reminding herself of that.


      Had to be real.


      


      Five days after they were to meet in the library, Jill tuned her TV to NY1 local news and learned that the decomposing body of a woman had been found in the shadows of a subway stop on Fifty-first Street. No one had noticed the body at first because it was just inside the dark tunnel at the very end of the platform, down in the deeper darkness alongside the tracks. Train after train must have traveled alongside the dead woman, barely missing her.


      There was no identification on the body.


      In the Post the next morning was a police artist’s depiction of what the woman might have looked like when alive. Jill saw it while riding the subway when the man seated across from her opened his newspaper wide to read the inside pages.


      Jill sat rocking gently in her seat with the subway’s constant swaying motion staring at the sketch. The woman’s eyes seemed to stare back at her.


      The woman looked like Madeline.


      


      Charlotte Lowenstein kissed Dixie on the lips as they were about to leave The Bad Sister and walk the few blocks to Charlotte’s apartment in the Village. Charlotte was slightly drunk and knew it but didn’t care. Dixie would take care of her, make sure she didn’t stumble and fall or walk out in front of a car. Not that there was much traffic this time of night in this part of the Village.


      Dixie helped her to stand up from her chair at the tiny table where they’d been sitting. The tabletop was a clutter of empty glasses, wadded paper napkins, miniature plastic swords, and bent swizzle sticks. They’d been sitting and talking, lost in each other, for at least two hours.


      The bartender smiled and told them good night as they made their way along the bar, where about a dozen women sat, then past an old-fashioned glowing jukebox near the street door.


      Outside, walking wasn’t as much of a problem as Charlotte had assumed. Dixie lent her an arm for support, but it wasn’t necessary. Charlotte could walk a straight line. She pretended anyway that she required Dixie’s assistance. It was so nice, for a change, to have someone taking care of her.


      So much better than the loneliness, the emptiness that was becoming vaster and vaster and threatened to leave a hole in her soul.


      The dating service had worked the first time. First time for Charlotte, anyway. Its website had boasted about same-sex matchups, and it had been true to its word. Dixie, tall, dark haired, with strong features and a slim, powerful body, was exactly what Charlotte needed. Maybe opposites did attract, up to a point.


      Unlike the sleek and sensual Dixie, Charlotte was short and blond, and about fifteen pounds overweight, most of it in her hips. She had a heart-shaped, sweet face, as opposed to Dixie’s chiseled features and sharp vulpine profile. Dixie was undeniably sexy, but in a way that when she got a few years older might prompt people to refer to her as “handsome.” Well, she was handsome to Charlotte right now, tonight.


      And tonight was going to get better. Each night during the month since they’d first met by appointment at Starbucks seemed better to Charlotte than the last. It was tough enough in a new city without being one of the sisters. True, you could hook up easily enough in New York, but there were risks involved. Sometimes serious risks. There were people, male and female, out there who would hurt you in the worst ways.


      Charlotte found Dixie to be delightfully perfect. Dixie knew just how far not to go.


      The two women leaned toward each other for mutual support, though Charlotte was sure Dixie had downed only one drink, maybe two. Charlotte’s memory was fuzzy. She heard Dixie draw a deep breath.


      “Beautiful night.”


      “Every night’s beautiful with you,” Charlotte said.


      Dixie smiled. Two men, maybe a couple, passed on the other side of the street and glanced over at them. Charlotte knew that one way or another it was probably Dixie who drew their attention. Dixie, with her slicked-back black hair, her dark leather jacket and black tights, her high-heeled black leather boots that made her long legs look even longer. And the red scarf tied loosely at her neck, a splash of brilliance like blood. Man or woman, who wouldn’t stare? Who wouldn’t want?


      Charlotte rested her head on the point of Dixie’s shoulder as they strolled. “We gonna put on a CD tonight?”


      Dixie smiled. “If you’d like.”


      “I like it with music.”


      “You like it with or without,” Dixie said. She pinched Charlotte playfully on the cheek. Not that it didn’t hurt a little. Charlotte didn’t mind.


      Headlights behind them bathed the street in yellow light, but they didn’t alter stride or stance. This was friendly territory late at night.


      But Charlotte’s heartbeat did pick up when the lights got brighter and the car was obviously slowing behind them. She could hear its engine ticking. She didn’t look back, though. Neither did Dixie.


      The front of the car came into view beside them. A large black car, shiny and with lots of gleaming chrome. Charlotte couldn’t help but glance over at it. She thought it was a Chrysler.


      It pulled right alongside them and a little ahead and stopped at the curb. The driver buzzed down the passenger-side tinted window and leaned across the seat to look out at them.


      “Dixie?”


      A man’s voice.


      Dixie stopped walking and gave Charlotte a brief squeeze, letting her know there was nothing to fear.


      “What are you doing here?” Dixie asked the driver, sounding surprised but not particularly afraid. The sure tone of her voice made Charlotte feel better. There wasn’t much Dixie couldn’t handle.


      The driver was smiling. A nice-looking guy. “I just dropped a friend off at his apartment and was on my way home. Didn’t expect to bump into anyone I knew, much less you.” Still smiling, he looked at Charlotte, then back at Dixie.


      “This is my friend Charlotte,” Dixie said. Her arm stayed reassuringly firm around Charlotte and contracted again in a gentle squeeze. “Charlotte, this is my brother, Don.”


      “On your way someplace?” Don asked.


      “Just left someplace,” Dixie said.


      “We haven’t seen each other for quite a while.”


      “That’s for sure,” Dixie said.


      “I’ve got an idea,” Don said. “Why don’t we go to my place for drinks? The three of us. I can drive us there, then afterward take you wherever you want to be dropped off.”


      Dixie felt Charlotte draw back. But then, she knew what Charlotte wanted. She kept her arm tight around Charlotte at the shoulder and looked down at her, smiling encouragingly. “Charlotte?”


      “I don’t think so, Dixie. Not tonight. I’m feeling pretty dragged down.”


      “You sure?”


      “Certain.” She gave Don a tentative smile, asking for help.


      The two guys who’d passed on the other side of the street appeared again, walking the other way.


      Don seemed to think about it. “Don’t force her,” he said to Dixie. He grinned up at Charlotte. “There’s always another time.”


      “Okay,” Dixie said. “We’ll give you a call.”


      Don was still looking at Charlotte, still smiling warmly at her. He winked. “It’s a date.”


      He drew back into the shadowed confines of the car and the window glided up. Charlotte and Dixie watched as the big Chrysler pulled away from the curb and turned the corner at the next intersection.


      “Your brother,” Charlotte said, as if still digesting this new piece of information about Dixie.


      Dixie took her arm and they began walking again. “My brother. We don’t see each other often, but we get along. I think you’ll like him.”


      Charlotte kept pace and leaned into Dixie again so that they were almost thigh to thigh. “He seems nice.”


      “Everyone says that,” Dixie said.
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      It was moments like this when Pearl emitted a kind of energy that anyone near her could feel. Quinn felt it now. Something was up with Pearl.


      They were riding along in Quinn’s big Lincoln on a fine New York morning. The slanted sunlight cast stark, sharply angled shadows of tall buildings so that light and dimness danced over the vast expanse of metal that was the car’s gleaming black hood. Pearl had shown up at the Seventy-ninth Street office early in the unmarked car, and now they were driving to pick up Fedderman so the three of them could meet with Renz in his office at One Police Plaza. Quinn felt his hands tighten on the steering wheel as Pearl spoke.


      “I understand you’re seeing that M.E. who smells like formaldehyde.”


      Quinn braked to avoid rear-ending a dusty white delivery van and let the Lincoln edge forward in the blocked traffic. “I never noticed a formaldehyde scent.” He felt his jaw setting. Who was Pearl, anyhow, to worry about whom he was seeing or sleeping with? Pearl and that asshole Milton Kahn. Quinn cautioned himself about his anger. After all, he’d never even met Kahn, only heard about him.


      “I didn’t say scent,” Pearl told him. “I said smell. More like stench.”


      Quinn shrugged, which seemed to infuriate Pearl. He could sense her seething beside him. They drove along. The motor hummed. Pearl seemed to hum, though she wasn’t uttering a sound.


      She was trying to start something, Quinn knew. Always trying to start something. Born with a burr up her ass.


      Finally she said, “Goddamned car stinks, too. Like you’ve been smoking cigars in it.”


      Screw this! Quinn had wanted a peaceful morning, but if she was determined to make trouble, he was going after her. She’d brought it on herself. “That might be you burning, Pearl.”


      “Why should it be?”


      “You seem upset about me seeing Linda. Not that you oughta be. You’re the one who’s always harping about the end of our relationship.”


      “What’s to harp about?” she asked. “It’s over. There is no relationship.”


      “Then why are you—”


      “Who said I was?”


      “So pissed off about—”


      “I’m not in the slightest angry over anything concerning you, Quinn. Who you’re seeing. Who you’re screwing.”


      “You brought up the subject.”


      “The Linda subject?”


      “Doctor Chavesky,” Quinn corrected, still in an unforgiving mood.


      Pearl played it cool. She knew him, knew what he was doing, and how he usually refused to engage her in argument unless he was particularly angry about something. She must have pushed the right buttons. This Doctor Chavesky must’ve really gotten to him, for him to react by coming after Pearl so hard and tough. What was she supposed to do, shrink away in fear? Is that what the overgrown Irish thug expected?


      “Move the goddamned car,” Pearl said. “Try to keep up with traffic.”


      Quinn glanced up. It was true, traffic had begun to move forward. The dusty back of the van he’d almost hit was half a block away and picking up speed. He goosed the big Lincoln so it would keep up. He ignored Pearl.


      She wouldn’t let it go.


      “So now you’ve got something new to obsess about,” she said.


      “You’re the one with the new obsession.”


      “Which would be?”


      Screwing Milton Kahn. “Disliking Dr. Chavesky.”


      She laughed loudly and without a shred of humor. “You talk like I should actually give a shit about you two getting it on.”


      “You talk like you care.”


      “Why should I care?”


      “You shouldn’t. I won’t obsess about you anymore, Pearl. That’s what you always accused me of doing. That’s over. No need for you to get upset about it any longer.”


      “Is this me being upset?” she asked, pointing her forefinger at her deadpan expression. “Is it?”


      “I’ve gotta keep an eye on the traffic,” Quinn said, not looking at her. God help him, he was beginning to enjoy this. A little.


      Pearl seemed to sense it. “You do that,” she said. “You keep an eye on the traffic while you obsess about your doctor friend. You’re not careful, you’re liable to drive right up somebody’s ass. Maybe like you—”


      “Pearl!”


      They were both silent while he tailed the van along Forty-ninth Street in stop-and-go traffic. About five minutes passed. Quinn thought maybe Pearl had run down. He settled back in the leather upholstery and paid more attention to his driving.


      “Know what I think?” Pearl asked.


      “Usually not.”


      “I think you’re so good at getting inside the minds of serial killers because you’re obsessive just like they are. You’re psychotic. You and the killer are opposite sides of the same coin.”


      “That’s important, being on the opposite side.” But Quinn knew exactly what she meant and it bothered him. He’d always been stubborn, tunnel visioned, obsessive…. Or was it persistent, unrelenting, determined…? And what the hell was the difference? These were fine distinctions that had now and then gotten Quinn in trouble. Pearl’s hard head had gotten her into more than a few messes, too, so she had a lot of nerve talking to him that way, comparing him to serial killers.


      He took a few deep breaths and swallowed his irritation.


      So he was obsessive. So what? He put it to work and did some good in the world with it. If his obsessive nature helped to nail these assholes who killed women in the worst ways, so be it. That was their problem and he was coming after them hard. And didn’t every coin have its opposite side?


      “Whatever’s going on in our personal lives, we have to work together,” he said calmly. “Can you manage that, dear?”


      “Don’t give me that sarcastic ‘dear’ bullshit. I’m not one of your gullible suspects or witnesses who fall for it and spill their guts.”


      “Can you manage it?” he asked again.


      “I’m still in the car, aren’t I?”


      He glanced over and was surprised to see that she was smiling.


      She was actually smiling.


      Pearl enjoyed combat. But Quinn knew that. He didn’t say anything, and within a few blocks he found himself smiling along with her.


      At Second Avenue he stopped for a red light, first in line, then suddenly ran the light and went the wrong way up Second while there wasn’t any traffic coming. A uniformed cop was standing by his squad car halfway up the block. As they passed, Quinn slowed the Lincoln and held his shield up tight against the windshield so the cop would see it. The cop recognized the shield, maybe recognized Quinn, and nodded.


      As they turned the corner at the next block so they could zigzag uptown and get going in the right direction again, Pearl twisted around in her seat and saw the roof bar lights on the squad car winking and the cop standing alongside a gray Ford sedan lecturing the driver about traveling the wrong way on Second Avenue. She knew the Ford was a press car, one of those that had been staked out near the detectives’ office so media wolves could sneak photos or video footage, and sometimes follow them when they left.


      Quinn cut over another block and got back on course, checking his rearview mirror to make sure the press car was nowhere in sight.


      “That was nifty,” Pearl said.


      Quinn nodded and drove on.


      


      Jill knew she was being obsessive about Madeline. That was the only way to explain it. After all, the police artist sketch that was in all the papers and seemed to pop up every fifteen minutes on TV didn’t really look that much like Madeline.


      But Jill had worked her last day for Tucker, Simpson, and King, though they said there was a slight possibility she’d be called back in a week. It all depended on when Mr. Tucker’s hernia operation was going to be scheduled. Things at the office would be hectic while he was off, and they’d need someone extra who could answer the phone and knew the filing system.


      I know the filing system but no one there knows me.


      On top of the situation at the law firm, Tony was out of town on business and would be for another four days.


      For the first time in a while, Jill had time on her hands. That was why she couldn’t stop thinking about Madeline Scott. About what might have happened to poor mad Madeline. About whether she was still alive.


      Jill had eaten the other half of her Chinese take-out meal for dinner last night, and this morning she’d walked a few blocks to a deli and gotten orange juice and a toasted bagel for breakfast. Now what was she supposed to do, watch Oprah? Hell, Oprah wasn’t even on.


      The apartment was so quiet.


      Jill paced a while, then turned on the TV and channel surfed until she was tired of talking heads and SUV commercials and bad drama and unfunny comedies. What she didn’t want to watch was the news. It would make her think about Madeline.


      Jill used the remote to switch off the television. She stretched out on the sofa on her back with her forearm over her eyes. She knew she wasn’t going to sleep. She wasn’t tired. Her mind wouldn’t be still.


      She removed her arm from across her eyes and sat up, remembering something. Thinking back. Making sure.


      There was no reason why she couldn’t do something about Madeline, satisfy her curiosity about the woman. She was certain Madeline had mentioned that her former apartment was on West Seventy-second Street, the apartment where the new Madeline Scott (if by some chance there really was one) would be living.


      If the apartment actually existed.


      If what she’d heard hadn’t been another of mad Madeline’s flights of imagination.


      Jill got up from the sofa and went to where the phone sat, on a table near the door. A stack of borough directories lay on the table legs’ cross braces. She stooped and got the Manhattan directory from the top of the stack and carried it back to the sofa.


      She leafed through the pages to the Scott listings. There were quite a few Scotts, but she found it almost immediately: “M. Scott,” with a West Seventy-second Street address.


      Jill sat motionless for a few minutes with the open directory on her knees. Seeing the listing had given her a start, even though it was the object of her search. Its existence in the phone book made the rest of Madeline’s story seem much more possible.


      Jill shook off that feeling. The listing might be for a different M. Scott, a Mary, Martha, or Margaret Scott. Or maybe a Mathew or Martin Scott. It wasn’t only women who tried to give the impression a man lived in their apartment, by using first initials for their phone number listings and mailboxes.


      One way to find out.


      Jill gathered her willpower and carried the directory to the phone. She pecked out M. Scott’s number.


      And was told the number was no longer in service. It was now unlisted.


      Jill hung up the phone and returned to the sofa. She sat down heavily, still clutching the directory.


      Great! Now what?


      But she knew what.


      Her boredom, her curiosity, her fear were driving her.


      She tore out the directory page with M. Scott’s listing on it and stuffed it in a back pocket of her jeans, in case she’d forget the address.


      She’d seen the weather report three times this morning on TV and knew it was supposed to rain. No matter. She wouldn’t take an umbrella.


      She felt lucky.
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      The West Seventy-second Street address listed for M. Scott wasn’t far from Columbus Circle. It was an old building, at least twenty stories tall, with an ornate brick and stone front that was chipped and stained. Maintenance or repair was being done on the building. Blue iron scaffolding nestled tightly against it, across and above the entrance, though at present no one was working. A red plastic cone lettered CAUTION stood to the side of the three shallow stone steps leading to its entrance. Jill thought that was apropos.


      It wasn’t the kind of building that featured a doorman. In fact, one of the wide entrance doors was propped open by a crude wooden wedge. Jill stepped inside, where it was a few degrees cooler and dim after the hot brightness of outside.


      To her left was a bank of tarnished brass mailboxes. In a card inserted in the narrow slot above the locked box of apartment 16C was the name M. Scott. It was in slightly smeared black ink and appeared to have been there a while. Jill peered through the narrow grille in the box’s door and saw only darkness. There was no mail inside. None that showed, anyway.


      Jill moved farther into the lobby. It was large, with mismatched upholstered furniture arranged in two groups around low tables. One of the tables had a left-behind newspaper scattered over it. The other had an arrangement of plastic flowers in a glass vase on its center. Two elevator doors stood at the opposite end of the lobby, across an expanse of gray and white tiled floor. There were ancient stains on the floor that looked like they’d been made by people stepping on cigarettes to put them out. The elevator doors were wood, with fancy brass inserts that were as tarnished as the mailboxes. The lobby obviously hadn’t been redecorated in years, but it looked reasonably clean. A wide wooden stairway to the left of the elevators had rubber treads on the steps and stopped at a landing that turned out of sight.


      The lobby was empty, as far as Jill could see. Unless someone was seated in one of the two high-backed upholstered chairs facing away from her. Sounds from outside were faint. The busy sidewalk and street seemed far enough away to be another world, though they were just beyond the propped-open door.


      As she glanced back at the door and mailboxes, Jill noticed an intercom system on the wall opposite the brass boxes. She hadn’t seen it before because it was coated with the same beige enamel as the walls.


      She went to it and found 16C, then pressed on an enamel-glutted button, which, to her surprise, actually depressed under the pressure of her finger, and waited.


      No buzz. No voice. No answer.


      Jill gave the paint-coated button another push, thinking the ancient intercom probably hadn’t worked since the fifties.


      She gave it up, stood staring at the elevators for a moment, and then strode toward them. She’d come here to learn something, and so far she’d been shut out. She was frustrated.


      At least the elevator buttons hadn’t been painted over. She pressed the “up” button.


      Nothing lit up. There was no response until the narrow brass arrow on the floor indicator above one of the elevator doors trembled, then started to descend from the number nine.


      Jill waited patiently. Finally there was a grinding, clunking sound, and the elevator door slid open.


      No one stepped out.


      Inside, the elevator was surprisingly small and paneled in dark wood with a heavy grain. Jill saw that the building had twenty-five floors. She pressed the button for sixteen and stood waiting for what seemed a full minute before the door slid closed. When she was completely surrounded by the oppressive paneling, the elevator lurched and began its ascent.


      The walls of the hall on the sixteenth floor were paneled halfway up with the same wood as used in the elevator. The upper half of the walls was a much lighter beige than that in the lobby, and it was pinkish.


      Jill left the elevator and turned right, then walked down a dimly lit hall toward a small, dirty window and a sign indicating a fire stairs door. Apartment 16C was about halfway there.


      Its ancient, six-paneled varnished door looked like all the other doors except for the apartment number. Just beneath the brass numerals was a round peephole.


      Jill found that her hand was quaking as she raised it, made a fist, and knocked.


      She kept her eyes trained on the peephole, watching for movement or a change of light on the other side.


      No answer. No movement. No sound from the other side of the heavy old door.


      Jill swallowed, then knocked again, much harder.


      The door across the hall opened, startling her.


      She turned around and saw a small, Hispanic woman in her forties looking out at her. She had a shabby white robe wrapped around her and tied with a matching sash. Her graying dark hair was mussed. Jill noticed that her feet were bare and her unpainted toenails needed trimming. The woman said nothing, simply stared inquisitively at Jill.


      “I’m looking for Madeline,” Jill said.


      “You were knocking so loud, I thought it was my door,” the woman said, without a trace of accent.


      “I’m sorry. Do you know Madeline?”


      “Seen her a few times, is all. I’m not home a lot, and when I am…”


      “What?”


      “Nothing. People in this building pretty much mind their own business. You woke me up. Made me drag my ass in here and see who was at the door. Who was nobody. I don’t mind telling you that pisses me off. I work nights and try to sleep during the day.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “You should—”


      “I said I was sorry. Twice.”


      The woman stared hard at her. “Apology accepted,” she said abruptly and moved back inside and closed her door.


      Jill was angry at first, and then she had to smile. At least the woman’s rudeness had broken the spell of anxiety that had come over her. Or was she the rude one? She’d awakened the woman.


      She shook her head and walked back toward the elevator. This little bit of detective work hadn’t yielded a bit of information, but she felt better. At least she’d done something instead of sitting around her apartment letting the questions eat her alive from the inside.


      She rode the elevator down to the lobby and waited while the old door took its time sliding open.


      And was startled to see silhouetted against the light a woman entering the lobby.


      Madeline!


      Or someone who looked remarkably like her. She was the same size and shape as Madeline, had the same walk, the same tilt of the head.


      Jill was rooted to the elevator floor. Couldn’t budge.


      The woman was walking toward the elevator. Toward her.


      Jill’s mind worked frantically. She’d been standing staring at the woman. She couldn’t leave the elevator now. She’d stay where she was, as if she’d entered the elevator just before the woman came into the lobby.


      Then the woman was ten feet away from her, no longer in silhouette.


      She barely glanced at Jill and entered the elevator to stand beside her.


      She wasn’t Madeline, yet she was. They were so similar that anyone might mistake one for the other at a glance or from a distance. And after seeing this woman a few times as Madeline, there wouldn’t be the slightest doubt as to her identity. At that point, even standing next to the real Madeline, this one would be chosen as the original.


      This woman was perhaps slightly taller, and of course she was well groomed, with her blond hair cut the same as Madeline’s, only clean and combed. Her eyes, her nose, the thrust of her chin, everything about her was like Madeline’s. What wasn’t like Madeline’s—the slope of her forehead, the curve and fullness of her upper lip, the slight cleft in her chin (or did the real Madeline have such a cleft?)—all seemed to achieve a balance so the end result was that she looked like Madeline.


      The woman pressed the button for the sixteenth floor, and Jill was afraid the woman might hear the wild hammering of her heart.


      The elevator door slid shut.


      Jill thanked God the buttons weren’t illuminated. The woman wouldn’t know that none of them had been pressed before she’d entered the elevator.


      As the elevator rose, Jill knew what she had to do. She’d come this far, and afraid though she might be, she’d not stop now. Despite her fear, and the chance she was about to take, she’d go further.


      But not farther up than the sixteenth floor.


      Trying to seem casual, she exited the elevator first and turned left, away from 16C. She walked slowly, and near the opposite end of the long hall she stood before a door and pretended to be fishing in her purse for her key.


      From the corner of her eye she watched the woman who looked like Madeline walk the opposite way down the hall, stop, and enter an apartment. She hadn’t glanced back at Jill, hadn’t seemed at all curious about her.


      Jill hurriedly walked back down the hall, extending her arm and pressing the “down” button as she passed the elevators, in case she had to get away in a hurry. She had to make sure. To be positive.


      With a glance at the numbered door to the apartment the woman had entered, she was sure.


      The woman had gone into 16C.


      Jill strode swiftly back along the hall, breaking into a jog so she’d be in time to enter the elevator that was waiting, door open, already at floor sixteen level.


      It seemed to take forever for the creaking old elevator to descend all the way to the lobby.


      Finally, back out in the sun and bright air of Seventy-second Street, Jill made herself walk at a normal pace away from the apartment building toward Columbus Circle. Her breath came fast and uneven, in tiny gusts that she couldn’t control. Her mind danced from one possibility to another, not liking any of them.


      Now that she had this information, what was she going to do with it?


      She remembered what mad Madeline had told her that day in her apartment: “They’ll learn about what’s going on and see that any investigation stops. And that I’ll be killed. And now that I’ve talked to you, that you’ll be killed.”


      “You’re halfway to nothing already.”
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      Palmer Stone’s desk phone played the first seven notes of “I’ve Got You Under My Skin.” That meant his direct line.


      That meant something important. Only certain people possessed that number: his most trusted employees, and a few privileged clients. The clients were supposed to use it only in the direst circumstances. At a certain point, they were to destroy the paper it was written on and then forget it.


      Stone was in his midfifties but trim and still handsome. His tailored gray suit was Armani, his tie Hermès, his shoes John Lobb. His full head of dark hair was expensively cut and salt and pepper at the temples. He had features that were craggy yet amiable rather than noble, with a smile that dazzled. If he was an actor, he could play the president of the United States. If he didn’t drool or speak like an idiot, he could become the president of the United States.


      Palmer Stone didn’t drool, and he spoke with calm reason in a moderated tone. He was as suave as he looked. But he had no interest in the presidency. It didn’t pay enough.


      He picked up his desk phone on the third ring. “Palmer Stone here.”


      “This is Maria Sanchez, Stone.”


      An angry female voice, one he’d heard only a few times before. He didn’t think he’d ever hear her or speak to Maria Sanchez again. Like his other special clients, she no longer existed except on paper and as electronic pixels.


      He didn’t get a chance to ask her why she was calling, what was wrong.


      “I thought you told me that Madeline bitch was dead,” she said.


      “Maria! It’s good to hear from you.”


      “I thought—”


      “Please don’t worry, really. Ms. Scott is no longer a problem. I can assure you of that.”


      “Funny, I don’t feel assured.”


      “There is only one genuine Madeline Scott, and you are she.”


      “Sometimes I don’t goddamned feel like it, and that’s creeping me out. I got on the elevator this morning in my building and some bitch was waiting to go up. I had the feeling she’d been standing there a long time, and she had this weird look on her face. Then she got off on my floor, put on a transparent act of going to another apartment at the opposite end of the hall, and watched me enter mine.”


      “You’re saying she looked like Madeline?”


      “No, no! Listen to me, Stone. She was definitely giving me a close look, like it meant something to her, and I’m sure we never met before.”


      “Well, you’re a beautiful woman, Maria. Even more beautiful now.”


      “She wasn’t looking at me that way. She was…”


      “What?”


      “Scared of me. I’m sure of it. I’ve been around fear. I could smell it on her.”


      “Why would she be frightened of someone like you?”


      “I can think of only one reason.”


      “What you describe might have been mostly your imagination, about this woman being so interested in you. It’s natural. We’ve seen it in other clients. You couldn’t look more like…who you are now. It’s not uncommon to have doubts at this stage of the game. Things started out a little unevenly, but we soon got them under control. Believe me, you have nothing to worry about.”


      “Maybe you just think they’re under control.”


      “Maria—Madeline, listen to me. When I tell you the other Madeline is gone for good, believe me. I can’t give you the details and you don’t want to know them, but you have my sincere promise.”


      There was only silence from the phone at his ear.


      “Do you feel better, Madeline? Is my promise good enough?”


      “I don’t know,” she said and broke the connection.


      Stone hung up and sat drumming his manicured fingernails on the arm of his chair. Maria Sanchez had turned out to be a skittish one, which was a surprise. E-Bliss.org had been assured she was the sort who seldom got rattled. Now here she was acting out of character.


      Of course, what he’d told her was the truth. It was natural for special clients to be nervous and suspicious immediately after the identity exchange. They soon got over their fears once they settled in as who they had become.


      The odds that the woman on the elevator actually suspected anything were long. The odds that someone in Maria Sanchez’s position might think so were short.


      There was nothing to worry about if only he could get his client to realize it and feel safe.


      While he was at it, Palmer Stone made it a point to stop thinking of her as Maria Sanchez.


      “Madeline Scott,” he actually muttered under his breath, as he pushed Maria Sanchez from his consciousness.


      Madeline Scott, the first and original, had had E-Bliss.org almost exactly right in her conversation with Jill. The legitimate matchmaking service was a protective shell for an operation that provided something similar to a witness protection program for those who could afford it. Its clients were mostly the wives or lovers of organized crime figures whose own lives and/or considerable fortunes were in danger because of competing mob elements or the law. Occasionally a client was concerned only with disappearing for his or her own sake. These clients, who would eventually take other clients’ identities, were referred to in conversation and in E-Bliss.org files as special clients, to distinguish them from the bulk of legitimate clients, who often did find love, lasting or otherwise.


      The special client would make obvious a move out of the country or into deep cover and instead take the place of another E-Bliss.org client who’d been culled with a computer program and carefully researched. Fees included teaching and coaching the special client to move smoothly into the new identity. The old identity would remain at large, while the basis for the new identity was murdered. The special client, who for safety’s sake had severed all ties with E-Bliss.org, would wait patiently in hiding to assume the life of the victim client. News of the torso (useless in identification) being found was the signal that the switch in identities was complete; it was time to move into the client’s apartment. Usually, as a precaution, the new identity would soon move out of the building, leaving a note and making sure the rent was covered. Officially, no one was missing.


      This was a business model Palmer Stone had worked on for a long time before putting it into practice. It was a business model that worked.


      That’s why the phone call from Maria—Madeline—was particularly irritating.


      It had been a mistake jumping the gun and letting a special client take over an identity before it was actually available. E-Bliss.org had made the exception in Maria Sanchez’s case because she was an especially important, and demanding, client. And there had been a great deal of money involved. Who could have guessed the client to be deleted would somehow escape?


      Well, nothing to be done about it now.


      Stone didn’t exactly forget about the new Madeline’s nervousness, but he put it aside in a separate compartment of his mind. He’d always regarded compartmentalization as one of the most valuable business skills. He had other things to think about right now. Like printouts of the latest client profiles on the corner of his desk, awaiting his attention.


      He stopped drumming his fingers. He’d probably never hear from the new Madeline again.


      That, after all, was the whole idea.


      He smiled and set to work, determined not to worry about what he couldn’t change. He regarded that as another valuable component of his business skill set.


      


      Victor and Gloria entered Victor’s Sutton Place apartment at three A.M. They both looked tired and their clothes were rumpled.


      As soon as they closed the door, Victor walked to the other side of the tastefully furnished living room and got a bottle of twenty-year-aged scotch from an antique mahogany credenza. He poured about two fingers of the scotch in crystal on-the-rocks glasses, straight up. Gloria had followed him halfway to the credenza. He handed her one of the glasses, and they both raised them in brief and silent toast, then sipped.


      Gloria yawned.


      Victor felt like yawning but didn’t. “Want to sleep over?”


      She shook her head no. “Things to do tomorrow morning.” She looked down at her gray blouse and black skirt. Then she gave Victor a head-to-toe glance. “Not a drop of anything on us.”


      “Because we’re professionals.”


      “Thank the good Lord for plastic,” she said, smiling.


      Earlier that evening they’d disposed of a male E-Bliss.org client. One of the same-sex clients who comprised a minority but growing part of the company’s business.


      Because the client was gay, they hadn’t followed their usual procedure of luring the man into Gloria’s car. Nevertheless, Gloria had been in a position to effect the man’s death, and then drive him to the East Side garage where she and Victor did the dissection.


      Victor’s smile turned nasty, and curious. “I was surprised when we opened the car’s trunk and I saw a broomstick.”


      Gloria shrugged. “We need to stay consistent.”


      “I just couldn’t see you doing it,” Victor said. “And to a man. And of course, you didn’t wait for me.”


      “Since I handled the other preliminaries, I thought I’d handle that one.”


      Victor waited for her to say something more, but she didn’t.


      Instead she tilted back her head and swallowed the rest of her scotch, then began to move idly about, looking at the furniture, the art mounted on the walls.


      This wasn’t the apartment her brother actually lived in. That apartment, the one the clients saw, was owned by E-Bliss.org. and wasn’t nearly so sumptuous—which was why Victor had taken to spending most of his time here, moving in most of his clothes and even his modest library.


      Gloria paused near a bookshelf. Something new had been added to Victor’s collection of nineteenth-century novels and contemporary mystery fiction and biographies. Two glossy hardcovers. She pulled one out and looked at the cover. “‘Vlad the Impaler’?” The other book also appeared to be about the famous fifteenth-century Transylvanian despot who was the inspiration for the book and movie Dracula. Despite myth and movie, there was no proof that he’d actually drunk blood, though, at least not straight from the vein. His twisted pleasure was impaling enemies and sometimes friends on tall stakes. Sometimes by the hundreds or thousands. When one of his minions complained about the stench, the man was himself impaled on a taller than usual stake so he’d be up high where the air was better. Vlad had a sense of humor.


      “Most of your biographies are of statesmen, military or literary giants,” Gloria said.


      Victor sipped his scotch. He was always a slower drinker than Gloria. “Vlad’s not exactly my hero,” Victor said, “but he was an interesting man. The more you learn about him, the more impressed you become.”


      “If you say so.” Gloria returned the book to the shelf.


      “Since we’ve decided to do this, we might as well learn technique. And we should do it together.”


      Gloria stared at him, then walked over and placed her glass on the slate inlay of the credenza. “We’ve had a long night. I’m going home, say my prayers, and go to bed.”


      “I got a call from Palmer Stone,” Victor said. “He told me Maria Sanchez called him.”


      “Called Palmer?” Gloria looked irritated. “What the hell for?”


      Victor recounted the phone conversation as Palmer Stone had told it to him.


      “She should have known better,” Gloria said.


      “I wouldn’t get too worked up yet. She’s probably just nervous. That’s what Palmer told her, and my guess is he’s right.”


      “It didn’t sound as if she thought so. Off-the-wall bitch!”


      “She’ll calm down. We’ll probably never hear from her again. She got what she paid for, so she has no complaint.”


      “She sure won’t have any trouble with Madeline Scott.”


      “Since she is Madeline Scott,” Victor said. He finished his scotch, walked across the room, and placed his empty glass on the credenza next to Gloria’s. He gave her a nervous grin. “This really is something, what we’ve gotten ourselves involved in, sis.”


      “Something extremely profitable.” She waved a languid hand. “Here you are on Sutton Place. La-di-da.”


      “You’re not living so bad yourself.”


      “Let’s do what we must to keep it that way.”


      “Another scotch?”


      Gloria yawned. “No thanks. I’m tired enough already.” She moved again toward the door, this time with more resolution.


      “The broomstick, Gloria.”


      She paused with her hand on the knob, posing, he thought. “What about it?”


      “When you inserted it, was he alive?”


      “Go to bed, Victor. Read yourself to sleep.”


      She slid out the door into the plushly carpeted hall that absorbed the sound of her leaving.


      Victor poured another two fingers of scotch into his glass, wondering if he knew Gloria as well as he thought he did.


      Or knew himself.
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      “A man,” Quinn said, staring down at the bare torso wedged in with a cluster of black plastic trash bags and cardboard boxes of refuse.


      “Obviously,” Pearl said.


      It was a warm night, and the cloying stench of corruption hung in the still air. It might simply have been from the garbage, but there was more than garbage before them.


      They watched the CSU techs working around the torso inside a taped-off area alongside a pizza joint on the Lower West Side. The partial corpse had been discovered earlier that evening when one of the cooks carried out some garbage from the kitchen. A nearby neon sign advertising the best pizza in New York cast a greenish glare over the scene, making the torso seem more like a stage prop than what was left of a real human being.


      “Our guy swings both ways,” Fedderman said, pointing with a long finger protruding from his oversized sleeve. “Notice the broomstick?”


      “Hard not to notice,” Quinn said. “There’s also a lot of blood on the stick. Not like the others.”


      Pearl understood at once what he meant. “Sweet Jesus! He was alive when it went in.”


      “Looks that way.”


      Fedderman moved in to take a closer look. “Not much doubt about it. And it wasn’t gentle.” He straightened up and moved away, wiping his sleeve across his mouth. “I hope to hell we don’t have a copycat.”


      “Hard to imagine,” Pearl said.


      “This whole goddamned thing is hard to imagine.”


      “Whole world,” Pearl said.


      Quinn looked at her. Philosophizing at crime scenes wasn’t like Pearl. The Milton Kahn effect, maybe.


      “It makes my hypothesis more likely,” she said. “About a compulsive, psychosexual serial killer not being what we’ve been chasing. That could all be a diversion.”


      “Profiler says no,” Fedderman said.


      “He’s got her fooled,” Pearl said.


      “More likely a copycat,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn shot a glance at the ghastly green torso. At the two neatly placed small-caliber bullet holes in the chest, among hairs that were just beginning to gray. The victim might have been around fifty, but it would take the medical examiner to know for sure. Almost certainly the bullets were still in him. “We’ll know about the copycat theory as soon as we get postmortem and the ballistics test results on the bullets.”


      Motion caught his eye and he looked toward the front of the building, where more cars were arriving. Not all of them were NYPD. The media had caught the scent and were on the scene. Quinn knew more were on the way.


      “Wolves,” Pearl said.


      “Useful ones sometimes, though,” Quinn said.


      “That’ll be a tough sell with me.”


      “I’m going back to the office,” Quinn said. His Lincoln was parked out front, half a block down so it might not attract media attention. There were more black Lincoln Town Cars in New York than any vehicle other than cabs, but the media knew his car’s license number, so he had to be careful. “You and Feds talk to the people in the restaurant, especially the guy who found the body, then drive the unmarked back to the office. Meanwhile, I’ll be in touch with Renz and find out as soon as possible what comes out of the morgue and lab.”


      As Quinn was walking toward the street, he saw Nift approaching confidently from the opposite direction. He was wearing a well-cut black suit and lugging his black medical case, bouncing jauntily, as he always did, with each step.


      He smiled when he saw Quinn. “Leaving so soon?”


      “Miles to go before I sleep,” Quinn said.


      “Poetry, no less. And I thought you were the victim, you being so green and all.”


      “He’s back there waiting for you,” Quinn said, jerking his thumb in the direction of the torso.


      Nift raised his eyebrows in surprise. “He?”


      “I know it’s a disappointment for you, but this time the victim’s a man.”


      “The Torso Killer offed a man? What’s that mean?”


      “Means he’s dead,” Quinn said and walked on.


      As soon as he turned the building’s corner and started for his car, he heard shoe leather scuffing on concrete, a voice: “Captain Quinn, can we have a statement?”


      “Sorry,” Quinn said, “but no comment.”


      “But you will say we can assume this is another Torso Murder?” another voice, a woman’s, asked.


      “Assume away.”


      More shoe leather noise, even though Quinn was walking faster. He sensed numbers behind him, but he didn’t want to turn around and count. It sounded as if they were about to close in on him. He could imagine the headline: MOBBED BY THE MEDIA. The Lincoln was still a hundred feet away.


      “Anything different about this one?” the same woman asked.


      Quinn put on some speed. “You might ask the M.E., Dr. Nift. He’s back there now with him.”


      Several voices in unison: “Him?”


      At first Quinn thought they were talking about Nift. Then he realized otherwise.


      Shit! Quinn regretted his slip immediately. Not that it mattered; they’d learn it soon enough. Still, he didn’t like goofing up that way. A victim of another sex was just the sort of information the police should have kept away from the press. Something cops could know and all those nutcases making false confessions wouldn’t imagine.


      Too late now.


      “Is this victim a man?” several voices asked, almost in unison.


      “Captain Quinn?” The woman’s voice. Grating and insistent. “Is this victim—”


      “I think that’s what Dr. Nift said,” Quinn told them, as he finally reached the car and pressed the fob to unlock the doors. “Dr. Nift knows more than anybody about this one.” He got the door open and managed to ease his way inside the car as the media wolves crowded around him. “He’s the little guy poking around the body who looks like Napoleon dressed like a banker.”


      Quinn removed some fingers wrapped around the edge of the door and got it closed, then hit the universal lock button, started the car, and got out of there.


      In the rearview mirror he saw at least half a dozen shadowy figures hurrying back toward where the ghastly green torso lay, toward Nift and his black bag of tricks.


      


      Quinn, sitting at his desk in the office, looked up when the door opened and Pearl and Fedderman came in. They looked tired. They should—it was almost midnight. It must have been a late night for some of the pizza people, too.


      Pearl went over and slumped in her desk chair. Fedderman trudged to a brass hook on the wall and hung up his wrinkled suit coat, then rolled his chair out toward the middle of the room and sat down wearily.


      “Anything?” Quinn asked, knowing the answer.


      “Nothing,” Pearl said. “Nobody saw, heard, or smelled a thing other than pizza. The guy who discovered the torso, kid named Enrico, was still shook up, but his story’s simple enough. The head cook sent him out with the garbage to add to the pile of sealed plastic bags, and there was the victim. Kid thought it was a fake at first, some kind of prop. Then it dawned on him what he was looking at and he went back into the kitchen shaking and told the head cook. The head cook came out and verified his story, then went back into the kitchen and called the police.”


      “We talked to people in the neighboring buildings, too,” Fedderman said. “Same no story there.”


      “Our guy’s nothing if not careful,” Quinn said.


      “According to the pizza employees,” Pearl said, “no one had gone out the restaurant’s back door since about eleven this morning. The torso could have been there quite a while. It was half buried in all the trash, so the eleven o’clock employee might not have noticed it. Busy as the street is, our guess is that it was put there the night before, when hardly anybody was around. It’s a block of businesses, so it’s a good place to ditch a body after dark.”


      “Like the other places where we’ve found the torsos,” Quinn said.


      “Our guy,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman ignored her. It was clear they’d reached the point where they were getting on each other’s nerves. Quinn understood.


      “What’s next, boss?” Fedderman asked. “More coffee, or bed?”


      “Information, then bed,” Quinn said. “Ballistics did a rush job, and the bullets in and near the heart were twenty-twos, fired by the same gun that killed the other victims.”


      “There goes the copycat theory,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman made an obviously Herculean effort not to reply to her taunt.


      “We’ll know more about the postmortem tomorrow,” Quinn said. “Something different about the broomstick stake, though. The others were cedar; this one’s made of poplar. And the cuts that sharpened it are more visible and were made by shorter, shallower strokes, and from a sharper blade. And it wasn’t sanded as fine. Also, no traces of furniture oil.”


      “Ouch!” Fedderman said.


      “Believe it,” Quinn told him. “Nift did confirm the broomstick was inserted via the rectum when the victim was alive.”


      “After he was shot, though?” Fedderman asked.


      “Nift couldn’t be sure. The bullets might not have killed him right away. Nift said he might have lived another few minutes.”


      “Hard minutes,” Fedderman said.


      “All that blood,” Pearl said. “Any prints on the broomstick?”


      “Of course not,” Quinn said. “And what you were looking at wasn’t all blood.”


      “I guess not,” Pearl said, remembering the foul odor in the vicinity of the torso.


      Everyone sat silently for a long while. Quinn wondered what the other two were thinking. He wasn’t even sure what he thought about this departure, undoubtedly made by the same killer they’d been stalking. There were variations, sure, most notably the gender of the victim, but they were still looking at the same gun, same grisly M.O., same killer. Had to be.


      Pearl yawned. Didn’t excuse herself. “Bed?”


      “Bed,” Quinn said, standing and switching off his desk lamp.


      “I bet I won’t dream,” Pearl said.


      “I bet I will,” Fedderman said.
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      Jill hadn’t been able to sleep since her visit to Madeline’s apartment. She played it over and over in her mind, trying to remember the slightest details, trying to be sure the new Madeline hadn’t paid her any undue attention. She couldn’t be positive.


      She paced her apartment, moving like a disassociated spirit from room to room. She was exhausted but couldn’t make herself sit down. In the kitchen, she paused at the sink and ran water into a glass, gulped it down. She knew she should eat something, but her appetite had been replaced by anxiety.


      It was possible—no, now it was likely—that mad Madeline’s story was true. But even if it wasn’t, there sure as hell was something creepy going on. And if Madeline’s story was true, that meant Tony was…


      Jill didn’t dare let herself think about that. It seemed impossible.


      She remembered mad Madeline’s distrust of the police. But not all of them. The problem was, which ones could be trusted?


      Paranoia.


      Jill refused to let her mind tilt in that direction.


      She realized she didn’t have anyone to turn to. That was how she’d gotten into this mess in the first place. There was only Tony. Ordinarily he’d be the first person she’d go to for help, but if the real Madeline Scott was right, he’d be the last person she should go to.


      Jill tried again to bend her mind around the seemingly inescapable conclusion, but again it was impossible for her to imagine Tony intending she should come to any harm. Incomprehensible. Gentle, loving Tony.


      She ran another glass of water and carried it into the living room. She slumped in the corner of the sofa, feeling small and vulnerable, and absently used the remote to switch on the TV.


      The set was tuned to a local channel, and a talking head wearing a serious expression said that another Torso Murder victim had been found. “The torso of a man…”


      A man?


      Jill turned up the volume and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees.


      The news report had gone to tape. A tall, rawboned man in a white shirt and red tie, with strong features and a bad haircut, was striding just ahead of a gaggle of journalists dogging him with recorders and TV cameras. He ignored them and walked faster, nudged one of them aside, and opened the door of a large black car. It was a graceful but powerful movement. People instinctively got out of this man’s way.


      “Captain Quinn?” one of the media people, a woman, kept repeating. “Captain Quinn?”


      The big man said something unintelligible as he lowered himself into the car. He had to remove the hand of a man from the door so he could get it closed. There was a shot of the knot of journalists standing and staring as the big black car squatted with power and drove away fast.


      The camera moved in for a close-up of the woman who’d been calling the man’s name. She was hastily rearranging her breeze-mussed hair with her free hand while holding a microphone with the other. Behind her, other media people were moving back in the direction they’d come from when they’d followed the big man. A few of them were running.


      “As you can see,” the woman said, “the police aren’t yet giving out any information on this new and startling development.” A lock of blond hair flopped over her left eye, and without closing the eye she shoved the hair back in place. “Lead investigator Captain Frank Quinn did let slip that this time the torso is that of a man. Speculation at this point in time is that this murder was the work of a copycat killer, as so often happens in these sorts of cases. This is something that impacts the entire city, and you can count on Team News to get the facts as soon as they’re available and pass them on to you. Bill?”


      The news anchor named Bill reappeared on the screen. “Thanks, Mary.” He gazed solemnly at the camera. “As you just saw, Team News is on the scene and on the story, and we’ll pass it on to you at the speed of electrons.” He shook his head at the horror of the developing story. “Hopefully, this nightmare will soon be over.”


      He glanced down at his desk, then back up at the camera. “Do you ever wonder what your dog does when you’re not home?”


      Jill stopped listening. Quinn. Captain Frank Quinn. She recalled the big man’s name from the papers and earlier TV news. The lead investigator.


      There was something about him, something solid and strong. A calm island in an angry sea. He’d be a policeman she could trust. At least he was the best possibility she could think of, and she had to talk to someone.


      She got the Manhattan phone directory, balanced it on her knees, and looked up the number of the precinct house closest to her apartment. She picked up the phone.


      After punching in two numbers, she slowly put it back down.


      It occurred to her what they’d want of her, what she’d almost certainly have to do if she contacted the police and told them everything.


      They’d want her to look at a decomposed body. To identify Madeline Scott at the morgue.


      Jill didn’t know if she could do it. Didn’t people sometimes get ill when they did that? Throw up? Sometimes pass out? Simply the thought was making Jill nauseated. She’d always considered herself to be a person with the willpower to do what was necessary, a person of commitment and courage. Now she wasn’t so sure. She wasn’t sure about anything. Her world seemed to have gone insane, and it was the only world she had.


      She replaced the phone book and trudged to the sofa. Sat down and pressed her face hard between her palms. Her features were distorted as if squeezed in a vise. She didn’t feel like crying; she felt like screaming. And screaming and screaming…


      She held the screams inside, but it wasn’t easy.


      Eventually she might call Captain Frank Quinn, but not yet.


      


      Charlotte was daydreaming while walking along Christopher Street and didn’t recognize the car right away. There were so many big dark luxury cars running around New York. Then she used her hand to shield her eyes from the sun and saw the shiny Chrysler emblem. She realized it was Dixie’s brother’s car. What was his name? Ron? No, Don.


      The car slowed and then pulled to the curb about twenty feet ahead of where Charlotte was walking. Uh-oh. This might become an awkward situation. She’d caught the way Don had looked at her the other night, when he’d tried to get her and Dixie to go to his place for drinks, and knew he might not know about Dixie’s sexual orientation. He might think she and Dixie were simply friends.


      Charlotte pretended she hadn’t recognized the car and kept walking at the same pace, hoping maybe she’d been wrong about it being Don’s car. But when she was almost alongside it the tinted window on the passenger side glided down, and at a slant through the rear window Charlotte saw the figure behind the steering wheel lean over toward the passenger side to say something out the window.


      “Charlotte.”


      Not Don’s voice. Dixie’s.


      Relieved, Charlotte approached the car and bent down.


      There was Dixie, leaning across the front seat toward her and smiling. She looked terrific, dressed in black, as usual, with her red scarf, her glossy black hair pulled back to emphasize the prominent bone structure of her face and the force of her dark eyes. It was her eyes that had first attracted Charlotte to her.


      Charlotte grinned widely as she moved closer to the car, one foot down off the curb. “Dixie!” She bent even lower to look inside the rest of the car. Dixie was alone. “Isn’t this your brother’s car?”


      “I borrowed it to drive down here to the Village.”


      “How come?”


      “To see the woman I love.”


      “That would be me?”


      “That would be you, sweetheart. Hop in.”


      “Why? Where we going?”


      “Get in and I’ll tell you.”


      No reason not to. Charlotte moved back so she wouldn’t block the big door from opening, then lowered herself into the car.


      The interior was cool. An air freshener attached by a suction cup to the windshield emitted a faint lilac scent that seemed to overlay some other, more acrid odor. The upholstery was soft leather and felt almost like velvet beneath Charlotte’s exploring touch. Nice. As soon as she pulled the door closed, the car was filled with silence. She felt isolated but comfortable and cozy, being in here with Dixie.


      “This some kind of surprise?” she asked.


      “In a way it is. We’re going to my brother Don’s.”


      “Oh.” Charlotte realized she’d sounded disappointed and regretted it. She didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. “I mean, how nice! But how come?”


      “He’s home today and we were talking on the phone, and he said he wanted to meet you. Said you looked like a nice person.”


      “Is that why he wants to meet me? Because I look nice?”


      Dixie gave her a sideways glance and pulled the car smoothly away from the curb. “He’s interested. He figures you’re my significant other.”


      Charlotte laughed. “I was afraid he might be interested in another way.”


      “Not Don. We know all about each other. He understands.” Dixie braked the big car hard to avoid a cab making a wide turn. She glanced again at Charlotte. “Buckle up, hon.”


      Charlotte did as she was told. “Am I?” she asked.


      “Are you what?”


      “Significant to you.”


      Dixie smiled and ran the fingertips of her right hand along the inside of Charlotte’s left thigh. Charlotte’s body stiffened and she caught her breath.


      “You have no idea,” Gloria said.
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      Jill deliberated for hours. Finally she returned to the phone and called the precinct house nearest her address. They didn’t know what she was talking about at first. Then they tried to convince her that if she had valuable information it wasn’t necessary to talk to a particular officer. She told them patiently that she’d talk only to Quinn. It occurred to her that they might be tracing the call, but that was okay. She’d decided on her course and didn’t care.


      At last someone gave her the number to call to talk to Quinn. A detective named Fedderman told her that he’d be glad to help her, that Quinn wasn’t available. Again she insisted on Quinn and only Quinn. Finally, maybe because Fedderman heard the desperation in her voice, he relented. He told her to hold and he’d put her through.


      There was no unmemorable background music, only a series of clicks and buzzes as her call was patched through to yet another number.


      A voice said, “Quinn,” and the connection was made.


      


      Charlotte was surprised when Dixie slowed the big Chrysler to a stop. They waited while a sectioned overhead steel door rumbled and clanked as it rolled up in front of them. She looked over at Dixie, who smiled reassuringly, as the door reached full open position and the long black car eased into what the dimness soon revealed to be a garage. Charlotte heard the steel door rattle closed behind them.


      “Don’s garage,” Dixie explained.


      Charlotte nodded. She hadn’t been paying much attention, but it didn’t seem to her that the garage was large enough to be part of a much larger building that would contain apartments. Of course, Don might live in one of those prewar brick or brownstone homes converted into apartments. Or it might be a rented garage; there must be plenty of them in Manhattan, considering the scarcity of parking spaces.


      She felt better when a wooden walk-through door on the back wall of the garage opened and Don entered. He was wearing faded jeans and a gray T-shirt that might at one time have said METS. He was also carrying a white cardboard box.


      As Dixie climbed out of the car on the driver’s side, Charlotte opened her door. She heard Dixie say, “Hi,” to Don, then, “See what I’ve brought.” As if Charlotte was a pleasant surprise. But Don didn’t seem surprised.


      Charlotte got all the way out of the car and closed the door behind her. She thought she heard the electronic whisper of the doors locking. The garage smelled of gasoline and oil and something she couldn’t identify. Heat rolled out on her ankles from beneath the car.


      Don looked over at Charlotte and winked. “Hi, Charlotte.” He placed the cardboard box on the floor, wiped his palms on the thighs of his jeans, and walked over to her. He was smiling. Charlotte thought he was going to offer his hand to shake. Instead he punched her hard in the stomach.


      All the air whooshed out of Charlotte’s lungs and she slumped forward. Didn’t fall, though, because Dixie had walked around the back of the car and was there to catch her with her arms around her midsection just beneath her breasts.


      Close to her ear, Charlotte heard her ask Don, “Bring everything?”


      “Everything you wanted. This was your idea.”


      Charlotte’s body wanted to draw into a tight curl. Her feet rose off the floor. But Dixie was strong and held her firmly enough so she didn’t fall. She was hanging there in the air with her legs pulled up almost in a fetal position.


      The vacuum in Charlotte seemed to be drawing every part of her toward it. Her head was bowed. She couldn’t raise it as she tried futilely to suck in air. She saw that the garage floor was covered with something. A plastic drop cloth. She also saw that Don was wearing loose green booties of some sort, the kind doctors wore in operating rooms or other sterile environments. He reached into the cardboard box and pulled out a green surgical smock. It took him less than a minute to slip it on over his clothes, complete with cap. His movements were all very smooth and practiced, as if he’d done this many times before. He snapped on latex gloves with the same expertise.


      Charlotte’s heart was about to burst. She worked harder to suck in precious oxygen, and this time managed a quick, sharp intake of breath. A rasping sob.


      “She’ll be able to scream soon,” Dixie said.


      “Can’t have that,” Don said.


      He bent down, got a thick roll of gray duct tape from the box, and walked over to stand in front of Charlotte. He reeled out about two feet of tape and ripped it off the role. Charlotte felt Dixie tighten her grip and shift one arm so her hand was cupping Charlotte’s chin. She raised Charlotte’s head and Don quickly slapped the tape over Charlotte’s gaping mouth and wrapped it around her cheeks and neck, even her hair. He pulled out more tape and wound it tightly so she couldn’t breathe in or out through her mouth, couldn’t utter a sound. Then he stepped back and surveyed his work without really looking at Charlotte as a person. That more than anything scared her.


      What will they do to me if I’m not human anymore?


      “She won’t suffocate, will she?” Don asked.


      “She’s breathing through her nose,” Dixie said.


      Charlotte was, but it took every bit of will and effort she could manage. The ache in her stomach had spread throughout her body. But she was breathing again. She could hear the air hissing through her nose. Getting louder. The frantic hissing reminded her that all they had to do was pinch her nostrils for a minute or so and she’d be dead. That was all that stood between her and nothing. Now she was truly terrified.


      She calmed her fears somewhat by telling herself there was at least some hope. Don had been afraid she might suffocate with the tape over her mouth, so they didn’t intend to kill her.


      Did they?


      She tried to convince herself that the answer was no. Then what was going on? A kidnapping? Hardly. There wasn’t anyone who’d pay even a small amount of money to have Charlotte returned. There was no place for her to be returned to, since she’d cut off all family ties a month ago when she moved to New York after the inevitable blowup. It wasn’t acceptable to be a lesbian in a small town in Indiana. Her parents had said that they didn’t want to see her again, that she was no longer their daughter. Charlotte had accepted their judgment and pronouncement, and after meeting Dixie she knew she could live with the situation.


      Now this. Some kind of sexual thing? Dixie was plenty kinky. Maybe this was all to frighten Charlotte, give her the ultimate masochistic kick. But they’d never gone this far before. Not half this far. Charlotte managed to crane her neck and look up at Dixie. Dixie smiled at her. Charlotte knew that smile. This time it frightened her. Really frightened her.


      Was that the idea? She prayed it was the idea. A kinky game. Nothing more. In an hour or two at most it would be over.


      She saw that Don had something else in his hand. A thin strip of white plastic. It was one of those ties that once placed around something had to be cut to be removed. Sometimes the police used them instead of handcuffs.


      The police. Charlotte wouldn’t mind seeing them right now.


      Dixie momentarily released Charlotte, then grasped her wrists and yanked her arms behind her back. Charlotte felt the plastic tie go on and tighten, cutting painfully into her flesh. She screamed silently into the duct tape.


      Now she struggled to stand on her own. Dixie helped her, grabbing her beneath each arm and supporting her. The way Charlotte’s wrists were strapped behind her, she still had to slump forward, but she was standing.


      While Dixie held her, Don went to the box and returned with some kind of cutter with a razor blade in it. Charlotte kicked out her legs desperately and banged her heels against the hard floor. She remembered the clear plastic sheet spread over the floor, the kind painters used so they wouldn’t make a mess. Don was going to cut her throat. A single, quick slash and her life would gush from her. She knew it!


      But he didn’t use the blade that way at all.


      Instead he used it to cut along the seams of her blouse. He yanked the blouse away as if performing a magic trick and tossed it over by the box. He cut her bra straps and removed her bra. Tossed it over to land on her blouse. She kicked out futilely. One of her sandals flew off and landed near the pile of clothes, as if she’d tried to place it there. Don was staring at her intently now, but while his eyes were alive his features were set, almost wooden. He cupped one of her bare breasts in his hand for a moment, then unbuckled her belt, worked the button and zipper on her jeans, and tugged at the waist. When he’d inched the jeans down a bit, he lifted her feet and clutched the denim around her ankles and pulled the jeans off, along with her remaining sandal. Charlotte wriggled and tried to kick him. He sidestepped her bare foot and had her panties off before she knew what had happened.


      Don went back to the box and drew from it a folded clear plastic drop cloth, like the one on the floor, only smaller. He unfolded it and draped it over the hood of the car.


      He came back and stood in front of Charlotte, just out of kicking range, and looked at Dixie.


      “Do we really want to do this?” he asked.


      “Both of us do,” Charlotte heard Dixie say in a throaty voice. She could feel Dixie’s warm breath in her ear.


      Don went again to the box and this time drew out what looked like a broomstick, only it was shorter, and pointed.


      At first Charlotte didn’t realize what that meant. When she did, she was aware of a warm wetness flowing down her legs as terror took over every corner of her mind.


      This isn’t happening. This is a dream. Please, God! It has to be a dream!


      Maybe God had heard her, because she became oddly detached from what was happening. It was as if there were no place, no time, only fear so deeply rooted she couldn’t bear to accept its reality.


      It was a mercy that she was in a trance as Don took her from Dixie and walked her as if she were a zombie to where the plastic sheet was draped over the hood. He shoved her onto the hood, lifting her slightly so her feet were off the floor.


      She felt her legs being forced apart. She tried to put them together, but Don’s body was between them now, easing them ever farther apart. Charlotte saw Dixie on the other side of the hood watching her. Both of Dixie’s hands were on the hood and she didn’t have the sharpened broomstick.


      Don must have it.


      Don must have it!


      The trance was broken.


      Through unbelievable pain, the terror and panic rushed in.


      Charlotte began to scream, over and over. Each scream filtered through the tape as a muted, soft hum. Almost like coos of intense pleasure. Dixie leaned closer over the warm hood, still watching with glittering black eyes, her face like stone.


      Charlotte loved Dixie. She really did.


      Then there was only the pain.
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      It took Jill Clark almost half an hour to tell Quinn everything. When she was finished, she wasn’t sure how she felt about what she’d done.


      She still felt she’d had to do it, to talk to Quinn before her next date with Tony. But now she began to think again about what Madeline had told her and wondered if she really trusted Quinn. If she trusted anyone.


      She hadn’t been disappointed in Quinn. His strength and calm were obvious and reassured her, drew her out. He seemed to understand and to forgive her for any naïveté or foolishness that had led her to this predicament. But was that the idea? Was it a trick? Was everything a trick?


      The sense of being drained, of absolution, after telling her tale was fast disappearing. She’d opened herself to new problems. She was still suspicious of everyone.


      You’re being paranoid. Like Madeline.


      Dead Madeline, who’d had real enemies.


      But she didn’t know for sure that Madeline was dead. Jill had only been sure enough to come here, to talk to Quinn.


      Tony. Why didn’t I talk to him? Why didn’t I trust Tony?


      It was as if her heart had known secretly what hadn’t yet found its place in her mind. Her heart hadn’t trusted Tony. Was her heart right?


      It hadn’t been right yet.


      She was still afraid.


      


      Appraisal time.


      Quinn had been reviewing his notes when Jill arrived. He’d left his reading glasses on so he’d seem less intimidating. Anything to make her conversational and keep her talking. And she’d told him plenty, the words tumbling out sometimes so close together they got tangled up.


      He leaned back in his desk chair and peered over the rims of his glasses at this young woman who’d just unburdened herself to him. She seemed entirely rational but obviously distraught. She was wearing lightweight blue slacks, a white blouse with a coffee stain on it, very little makeup. Her blond hair was carelessly combed and slightly flattened on one side, as if she’d been lying down. Her eyes were red, but he couldn’t be sure if she’d been crying. She was perched on the very edge of the visitor’s chair in front of his desk, facing him. Quinn, after all his years as a detective and all those lies he’d been told, could almost unerringly know if someone was telling the truth. Jill Clark seemed too frightened to be lying.


      “I know it’s hard to believe,” she said, mistaking his silence. “I didn’t believe it myself at first.”


      “And you think the woman you saw in the elevator on Seventy-second Street has taken over the identity of the one you referred to as mad Madeline. Has moved into her apartment.”


      His words were statements, not questions.


      “Only Madeline wasn’t mad,” Jill said. “I’m sure of that now.”


      Quinn peeled off his glasses, folded them, and slid them into his shirt pocket.


      “It’s hard to believe,” Jill said again.


      “It’s hard to believe we’re finding human torsos lying around the city, but we are.”


      “Then you do believe me!”


      He wasn’t ready to give her that yet. “I think you and I should take a ride in my car,” he said.


      “To Madeline’s apartment?”


      He smiled. “It’s a little premature for that, I’m afraid.”


      She shuddered and her lower lip trembled. “I know where we’re going. I expected it.”


      “You’ve given this some thought.”


      “Of course I have.”


      And you’ll give it more thought after today. Probably for the rest of your life.


      Quinn scooted back his chair and stood up, then walked around the desk and placed his hand on Jill Clark’s shoulder. He could feel the fear and tension like electric current in her slender body. “You’re safe now, dear. You did the right thing coming here.”


      She surprised him and placed her hand on his and squeezed. “I don’t think anyone’s really safe,” she said. “Not anymore.”


      “Relatively safe,” Quinn amended. “And that’s about all we get in this cockeyed world.”


      She managed a smile, but it wasn’t much.


      “Ready to take that ride?” he asked.


      She nodded and stood up from her chair as if she were an arthritic old woman. The mind was forcing the body where the body didn’t want to go. Quinn couldn’t blame her for being reluctant.


      “We’ll make it as easy as possible for you,” he said. “Nothing’s as bad as the fear of it.”


      Almost nothing.


      He scribbled a note to Pearl and Fedderman explaining where he was going. Then he placed a hand gently on Jill Clark’s shoulder and steered her toward the door. He saw that the label on her blouse was sticking up out the back of her collar and deftly tucked it in. She glanced over at him and they exchanged smiles. He had to keep her moving, keep her from thinking too much.


      They were on their way to the morgue.


      


      Victor paced in his apartment, roaming through all the rooms, head bowed, his mind processing new experience, the new Victor.


      It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It was business. He’d started out so detached. The dismembering was useful as a public signal to the waiting client as well as a hindrance to victim identification. And most of all, it helped to divert the police by convincing them a psychosexual serial killer was operating instead of a unique and profitable business. If the dismemberment didn’t do it, surely the phallic broomstick stakes forced up through the vaginal and womb walls, or the rectum, would.


      At first there was no emotional reaction to using the sharpened broomstick stakes. But soon he’d become fascinated by the homemade stakes and began taking great care in their selection and transformation in his skillful hands. The sharpening, sanding, and oiling became tremendously important to him. Somehow extremely personal. It made using the broomstick stakes easier.


      It made doing business easier. That part of the business.


      Then slowly, without him being aware of it, he began to enjoy more than the preparation. He began to enjoy using the stakes.


      That wasn’t like him. Not at all. He was Victor the businessman, not Victor the Impaler.


      He glanced over at his bookshelves, at the Vlad the Impaler books. When he’d seen them in the biography section at Barnes & Noble he had to have them. That really was when he first suspected the presence of a demon in him, a sickness, and his uneasy suspicions were confirmed when he read more and more eagerly about the sadistic despot and warlord.


      Good Christ! He and the long-dead Vlad had something in common.


      They were kindred spirits.


      Victor wasn’t pleased by this. He went into the kitchen and poured some Johnnie Walker Black into a water glass. The liquor felt hot going down; maybe it would jolt him out of his depression, his reluctance to accept what he’d done, what he was.


      It was Gloria who’d suggested using the broomstick stakes. Maybe she was the one who’d infected him. And she was the one who’d suggested that Charlotte’s penetration be anal, like that of the man. Victor remembered what he’d immediately thought when she’d suggested that. It was the way Vlad had impaled his victims. He’d agreed to Gloria’s suggestion without argument, as if it was all business with him so it made no difference. But he knew by the smile in her hard, dark eyes that she was aware of this new side of him, or old side that had always been there as a secret even from himself. He and Gloria could have few secrets from each other.


      Victor continued to pace. He simply couldn’t sit down and be still.


      He knew why he couldn’t sit and be still, the real reason. What had happened wasn’t Vlad the Impaler’s fault, or Gloria’s. The decision had been his.


      He’d make the same decision again.


      He took another generous swallow of scotch, nailing down the admission that hadn’t come easily, and that somehow made him feel marginally better.


      This time when his mind began replaying Charlotte’s squirming and soft screaming on the hood of the car, he didn’t immediately deflect his thoughts, the muted pleas for mercy and the violent images. He found his courage and welcomed them into his consciousness, into his new being.


      Victor the Impaler.


      Another swig of scotch.


      I enjoy my work. Why shouldn’t I?
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      “Why are we going the wrong way up a one-way street?” Jill asked.


      Quinn steered the big Lincoln to swerve around a bus stopped for passengers and smiled over at her. “The pesky press, dear. They want to know what’s going on all the time.”


      Jill winced as the Lincoln’s right front fender barely missed the bus. “Isn’t that their job?”


      “Sure is. Right now, it’s my job to see that they don’t know about you. Because if they know, the killer will know.” If he doesn’t already.


      Quinn figured that if Jill’s story was accurate it was possible that the phony Madeline had related the elevator encounter to E-Bliss.org. Jill might already be in danger. A lot depended on whether the woman who’d been found dead in the subway tunnel was the woman in her story.


      Of course, if Jill didn’t identify the woman in the morgue as the real Madeline, that was no guarantee the real Madeline was still alive. At any given time, there was more than one undiscovered corpse somewhere in New York.


      Horns blasted as Quinn steered the Lincoln onto Second Avenue, headed the right direction now with the flow of traffic.


      “I think we shook them,” he said.


      “Driving with you is an adventure,” Jill told him. There was a curious elation in her voice, as if motion and risk had temporarily taken her mind off her more ominous troubles.


      “Life’s an adventure, dear.”


      “Sometimes a fatal one,” Jill said gloomily.


      Back in her doomsday mood.


      


      Maria Sanchez thought she might be going crazy. She had no money problems, but three years ago she’d made a mistake Jorge didn’t know about. She’d violated his strict rule of dealing drugs, not using them, and become a user. Now she was trying to quit.


      She didn’t think of it quite that way. Maria regarded herself as being in the process of quitting. She still had part of the stash she’d brought with her when she’d flown in to LaGuardia. Smuggling it in had been easy enough; arrangements had been made. Even if anyone had found the drugs in her possession, it probably wouldn’t have proved a problem. Money had been laid down. People who counted knew who she was.


      Who she wasn’t anymore.


      She scratched at her bare arms, stood up from the sofa, and paced back and forth across the living room of the apartment that was feeling more and more like a prison cell. Over the past several months she’d shortened up on her daily lines of cocaine, cut her usage almost in half. It wasn’t as if she had any choice. Maria had always been the exception to the rule. What others were afraid or unable to do, she could accomplish. Her drug usage wouldn’t be any different. Other people got hooked for life—not Maria.


      Cutting back had been difficult at times, was difficult now, but well within the scope of her will and physical ability to deny herself. Confidence was bred in her. She’d been sure she’d be able to quit entirely when the time came.


      Now she was beginning to wonder.


      


      So far, the trip to the morgue wasn’t as bad as Jill had imagined. She was told she didn’t have to view the actual body. They sat her down in a red plastic chair in an anteroom and would show her close-ups of the dead woman on a television monitor.


      Quinn stood behind her and to the side with his hand resting gently on her shoulder. “There are worse things on cable television,” he said. “The medical channel.”


      Jill didn’t know if there actually was a medical channel, but his words did lend her courage.


      Still, she drew in her breath as the first image took form on the monitor.


      Quinn said nothing, but tightened his grip almost imperceptibly on her shoulder.


      “Madeline,” she said simply, her voice almost too soft to hear.


      “You’re sure?”


      “Positive.”


      Jill turned her head to the side, away from the monitor. One photograph was enough. She knew it was Madeline and knew that was how she’d always remember Madeline. “Can we get out of here now?”


      “Of course.” As Quinn removed his hand he patted her shoulder, letting her know she’d done well and he was still concerned about her, looking out for her. “Are you all right?”


      Jill nodded as she stood up. “Fine.”


      Outside in the warm sunlight, she felt slightly nauseous and swallowed. She felt better after drawing a few deep breaths through her mouth.


      “Tummy okay?”


      He must have known exactly how she felt. “It’s all right now. The most awful thing is the smell. It doesn’t want to go away.”


      “Usually after a visit to the morgue, I smoke a cigar,” he said.


      “Feel free.”


      He drew a stubby, almost black cigar from his shirt pocket. Jill was surprised to see that it was half smoked. It wasn’t badly damaged where it had been snuffed out. The charred tobacco had been evened out and tamped with care.


      “It’s Cuban,” Quinn explained, seeing her staring at the cigar. “They’re kind of precious.” He dug into a pants pocket for paper matches, then struck one and fired up the cigar. “Would you like one?”


      “No, thank you. Aren’t Cuban cigars illegal?”


      “No Cuban cigar has ever been convicted of anything,” Quinn said. He drew on the cigar, rolled the smoke around in his mouth, then exhaled. He grinned at her. “Want a puff?”


      “No. Smelling the secondhand smoke instead of the inside of the morgue is enough for me.”


      They walked on to where the Lincoln was illegally parked in a loading zone, an NYPD placard visible on its dash.


      “For you,” Quinn said, “I’ll smoke in the car.”


      There was no reason to avoid the press as they drove away from the morgue. But just in case, Quinn ran a red light to make sure they weren’t being followed.


      “Still sure of the identification?” he asked when they were stopped in stalled traffic on First Avenue.


      “It—she’s Madeline. The real one.”


      Quinn unbuckled his safety belt so he could work his cell phone from his pocket and pecked out a number.


      “Isn’t that illegal, too?” Jill asked. “Driving in New York City while using a cell phone?”


      “Not if you’re also smoking a cigar,” Quinn said.


      


      When Quinn was finished telling Fedderman he had a lunch date, he called to set up his own lunch with Renz.


      Renz already had a luncheon appointment, but when Quinn told him what he wanted to talk to him about, Renz broke it. They were sitting now in Puccini’s, an Italian restaurant that played opera for background music, only a few blocks from where Quinn had hooked Jill up with Fedderman near a good fusion restaurant on Amsterdam. From this point on, Jill would need protection. She was in more danger than she knew.


      When Quinn was finished telling Renz about his visit with Jill Clark, and their subsequent trip to the morgue, Renz sat silently staring at his rigatoni carbonara. He wasn’t listening to La Bohème.


      “This Jill is having lunch right now with Fedderman?” he asked, to make sure, not looking up from his plate.


      “Right up the street,” Quinn said.


      “The woman pretending to be Madeline might have been suspicious of her. We’ve gotta protect her. Gotta keep her away from the media wolves.”


      “You believe her story?”


      “It’s all we’ve got.” Now Renz did look up from his food. “What’s your gut tell you?”


      Quinn didn’t take the question lightly. “Tells me it’s probably true.”


      A soprano warbled up the scale to improbably high notes. Renz sat for a while considering everything Quinn had told him, including political ramifications. Maybe especially political ramifications. Quinn sipped the Heineken he’d ordered and didn’t disturb Renz until what felt like five minutes had passed. Possibly Renz had zoned out with his eyes open.


      “Harley?”


      “Jesus H. Christ!”


      “Leaving him out of it,” Quinn said, “I need for you to check and see who’s obviously disappeared or gone into deep cover the past year or so. People the law might be interested in. It has to be done without raising any curious eyebrows. We can’t afford to spook E-Bliss.”


      “I can do that,” Renz said. “E-Bliss. I hate this high-tech bullshit, especially when it mixes with serial murder.”


      “Clark said it was a New York–based company. We’ll check it out carefully.”


      “What about Clark? We can’t leave her hanging out there. If she goes down with us knowing this and keeping it from the media, I’ll never do anything but pound a beat someplace where I’ll probably get shot, not to mention that poor young woman.”


      “Not to mention,” Quinn said. He took a long pull of beer. “What I think, Harley, is that Jill Clark needs a new friend living right in the same apartment building.”


      Renz smiled, catching right on. “A woman friend. A close one who’ll keep an eye on her, and who’d sure as hell know if one day she was a few inches taller or shorter or her eyes were a different color. Pearl?”


      Quinn nodded. “We’ll call her something else, though. Pearl’s photo’s never been in the papers in connection with this case, but her name has a few times.”


      “Call her what?”


      “I dunno. I’d better ask her about it.”


      “Make sure you do. If we choose something she’s sure to bitch about it.”


      “This is gonna be a dangerous assignment,” Quinn said.


      “Pearl’s a pain in the ass,” Renz said, “but she doesn’t lack for guts.”


      “It isn’t that,” Quinn said. “Pearl will be watching over Jill Clark. I want Pearl watched over, too.”


      Renz began forking in his rigatoni as if he’d just rediscovered it and didn’t want it to get cold.


      “Goesh without shaying,” he said with his mouth full.


      Quinn wasn’t so sure.
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      It was easy enough to find the brick-and-mortar address of E-Bliss.org, though it wasn’t on the matchmaking business’s website. Links led to links, and within half an hour on her computer, Pearl had the location of the company’s headquarters. She was fast becoming the computer whiz of the detective team.


      The business name E-Bliss.org was properly registered with the state’s Division of Corporations. The principals were Palmer F. Stone and Victor and Gloria Lamping. Besides the business address, Stone and the Lampings had listed three different New York addresses of residence. When Pearl checked, she found that they had all moved and left no forwarding addresses. The office of E-Bliss.org, on West Forty-fourth Street, had remained constant.


      While Pearl did more computer homework on E-Bliss.org, Quinn and Fedderman went to check out the West Forty-fourth Street address. The day had stayed warm and grown more humid as it had turned gray. Now a mist hung in the air, too fine to require a raincoat or umbrella, but thick enough so that the Lincoln’s wipers thwacked intermittently to smear the wide windshield. Quinn realized Pearl was right: in the dense, damp air, the car’s interior did smell too strongly of cigar smoke. The odor did cling. Maybe he should get one of those little deodorizers that looked like miniature pine trees to hang from the rearview mirror. He put it low on his list of to-dos.


      The E-Bliss.org offices turned out to be in an office building not far from the theater district. Letters engraved in stone above the entrance said it was the Western Commerce Building. Quinn guessed that was because it was on the West Side. He and Fedderman left the car parked by a fire hydrant on the opposite side of the street, then crossed over. Quinn’s bum leg, from when he’d been shot in a holdup, was bothering him slightly, maybe because of the rain. He was careful not to slip on the wet pavement. They entered the lobby.


      It smelled musty and had a lot of cracked marble and a yellowed tile floor. The walls had been recently painted a tinted cream color that leaned toward brown. There were pillars ending in a lot of scrollwork at a high ceiling bordered by fancy crown molding that was painted a shade darker than the walls. Light tumbling through a clear leaded-glass window kept the lobby from being depressingly dim. The Western Commerce Building was still respectable and had hung on long enough that it was becoming prime real estate, thanks to the vast improvement that had been made in the nearby theater district.


      Quinn and Fedderman were the only ones in the lobby. They went to a glassed-over directory near the elevators and saw that there were in fact two theatrical agents in the building, along with law offices, a real estate agency, an insurance firm, a dental clinic, and more of the kinds of offices you’d expect to find in such a building. There were also several ambiguously named businesses, among which was E-Bliss.org. It shared the sixth floor with Cagely Imports and E. Rupert Hall, Investments.


      “Think we should go up and have a talk with Palmer F. Stone?” Fedderman asked. “If there is a Palmer F. Stone. Sounds like a name made up by somebody running a con.”


      “With a name like that, you either go into politics or run a con,” Quinn said.


      “There’s a difference?”


      “I don’t think we should show ourselves yet,” Quinn said. “We spook these people and they might be out of here before we can turn around twice. You wait here while I go up to the sixth floor and scope things out. If somebody notices me I’ll duck into E. Rupert Hall and invest some money.”


      “Commodities,” Fedderman said. “I saw on the financial channel that commodities are hot.”


      “They won’t be if I invest in them,” Quinn said and headed for the elevators. Their doors were framed with fancy plaster scrollwork that probably matched the clutter around the tops of the pillars, but he didn’t feel like looking up and checking.


      The sixth floor was quiet. Quinn had stepped from the elevator into a small alcove and taken half a dozen steps to where the thinly carpeted hall ran in both directions. A small sign mounted on the wall featured an arrow pointing to the left, where E. Rupert Hall and Cagely Imports had offices. There was no arrow indicating anything was to the right.


      Quinn decided that if anyone asked he was trying to find the dental office on the fifth floor. He turned right and walked down the narrow but well-lighted hall.


      A single new-looking wood door near the end of the hall was lettered E-Bliss.org in fancy painted gold script edged in pink. Very artistic. There was no way to see what was inside. Apparently the dating service’s office was conveniently isolated from the other two businesses on the sixth floor. Quinn smiled. Romance flourished best in privacy.


      He stopped about five feet from the door and briefly thought about opening it.


      Not yet, he told himself.


      But someday soon.


      He turned around and walked back the way he’d come, then passed the elevators and entered the office of E. Rupert Hall. He asked a gray-haired receptionist who’d been reading a book about fingernail art where the dental offices were. Just to cover himself in case someone in E-Bliss.org had somehow been observing him.


      The woman directed him to the fifth floor and went back to her book. Quinn thanked her and left, thinking the book was about five hundred pages and it didn’t seem there’d be that much to write about fingernail art. He guessed it must have a lot of illustrations.


      When he got back to the lobby, he and Fedderman returned to the car and drove toward Jill Clark’s apartment.


      It was time to explain to her that she had a new friend in the building.


      


      When Pearl and Jill first saw each other, Quinn introduced Pearl as Jewel. They wanted to get Jill thinking of her as Jewel right away.


      “She’ll be right above you, on the eighth floor,” Quinn said. It was one of three vacant apartments in the building—the nearest to Jill’s. Quinn had told the disinterested landlord the NYPD wanted to rent it for a few weeks to observe someone in the building across the street. They gave him a voucher and he gave them the key.


      Jill nodded, still obviously trying to get used to the idea, and still obviously glad someone would be nearby to protect her. She couldn’t believe what might be the truth about Tony. On the other hand, it was impossible for her to dismiss the possibility from her mind. And even now that she’d gone to Quinn and found help, she hadn’t escaped her fear. It was like a malicious live thing in her stomach gnawing on her whenever she dared to forget about it.


      This couldn’t be happening. Not to her.


      But the creature in Jill’s stomach reminded her that it was indeed happening. And to her.


      Jill knew Madeline must have thought the same thing once.


      This couldn’t be happening. Not to me.


      Not-so-mad Madeline in the morgue.


      “Do you have a date coming up with Tony?” Quinn asked.


      “Not for a while. He’s out of town for the next few days and will call me when he gets back. He’ll probably want to go out right away. That’s the way it usually is.” She looked as if she wanted to say something else, then stuttered, “I can’t believe—I mean, Tony—”


      “I know,” Quinn said. “That’s the reason deceptions having to do with the heart usually work so well. They’re based on undeserved trust. People are susceptible.”


      Pearl knew he was right. The heart was a fool.


      “Invite him over when he calls,” Quinn said. “Make sure Jewel is there. Or meet him someplace for lunch and bring Jewel along and introduce her. We want it to seem like you and she are fast becoming thick with each other. A close friend of the intended victim will present a real obstacle to E-Bliss.”


      “The intended victim…,” Jill said. “That’s me. That’s what I’m having such a hard time believing.”


      “Madeline didn’t believe it at first either. And you didn’t believe Madeline.”


      Jill started chewing her lower lip and looked as if she might begin to cry. Maybe she was reliving her visit to the morgue.


      “My suitcase is upstairs,” Pearl said, to get Jill’s mind on something else, “but I think I’d better stay here with you for an hour or so.” She smiled. “There’s no reason we shouldn’t actually become friends, so we don’t have to pretend.”


      “Just remember to do what Jewel tells you,” Quinn said to Jill. “Jewel is very good at what she does, and she has your best interest at heart. She’s here to preserve your life.”


      “I know that. She’s here to save me from Tony.”


      “From anyone, dear. Jewel doesn’t discriminate.”


      Pearl wished he’d get the hell out of there. “Where’s Feds?” she asked. Maybe hurry him along.


      “He’s watching the new Madeline’s apartment. We don’t want to approach her yet. We don’t want to approach anyone prematurely and see a lot of people and evidence scatter and disappear.”


      Quinn glanced at his watch and stood up from the sofa. “Speaking of disappeared people, I’d better go see if Renz has found any.” He smiled. “So to speak.” He supposed that would be progress. But learning the identities of people who’d supposedly gone to ground wouldn’t reveal whose identities they’d assumed, or that they’d assumed any other identities at all.


      But then, sometimes progress was made when it didn’t seem so. Sometimes progress fell into your lap. If your lap was in the right place.


      “You’ll be fine,” he assured Jill, as he moved toward the door.


      To Pearl: “Leave your cell on, Jewel.”


      “Always, these days,” Pearl said.
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      Quinn and Renz met for lunch at Tavern on the Green, where Renz ate at least once a week, because he was in love with the crème brûlée. They had a table with a view out a window onto Central Park and an array of topiary. A tall shrub that Quinn assumed had been trimmed to resemble King Kong loomed over people negotiating a narrow walkway from a paved area where cabs were dropping off and picking up passengers. Quinn watched a woman in a thin summer dress hold the arm of a very old man in a brown suit as they approached the restaurant’s entrance. They resembled each other enough that he figured they were father and daughter, and he wondered what his own daughter, Lauri, was doing right now in California.


      “Four people in this area seem to have gone to ground, and for good reason,” Renz said. “Of course there must be more, but these four are obvious.”


      “E-Bliss would want them obvious.”


      Renz drew a folded sheet of paper from his suit coat pocket. He smoothed it out and propped it on his water glass, keeping his distance so he could read it without his glasses. “Velma Grocci, the wife of mob boss Vin Grocci, cleaned out his bank accounts and ran out on him. Left him a note saying she was never coming back. Not that it would matter much. Vin’s facing several life sentences for ordering various murders, including a hit on an undercover FBI agent. Velma’s life wouldn’t be worth much once hubby went behind the walls.”


      “Sounds right,” Quinn said.


      “Iris Klinger, suspected of embezzling half a million dollars from the insurance firm she worked for. She skipped bail and disappeared.”


      “With the money?”


      “Looks that way. Then there’s Marti Ogden, recently of the Upper East Side. Marti’s a woman. Thirty-year-old daughter of Hart Ogden. She and dad fenced stolen diamonds. Somebody tried to double-cross dad and dad killed him. He’s doing twenty-five to life at Elmira. The guy he killed had dangerous friends. We were about to close in on Marti and arrest her for handling stolen property, maybe save her life, when she flew off to Buenos Aires on a chartered flight. No way to know where she went from there, though, if anywhere. We found it odd that she used her real name for the charter. Not smart.”


      “Maybe,” Quinn said.


      “Number four is Jocko Lucci. Swindled millions from New Jersey casinos and washed the money here with a chain of pizza joints. Another bail jumper.”


      “A guy like that made bond?”


      “He could afford it. His wife put it up. She died four days after he ran out on her and his bail bondsman. Jocko left a note saying he was leaving the country.”


      “The wife died how?”


      “A bus ran over her on Second Avenue. Thing is, she had time after finding hubby’s note to call the law and stop him from leaving, but she waited a whole day and he was gone.”


      “Or became somebody else,” Quinn said.


      “That would be the somebody we’ve got in the morgue, minus head, arms, and legs, and plus a broomstick.”


      The waiter arrived with crustless, quarter-cut tuna salad sandwiches, but Quinn knew they were only an unimportant prelude to the crème brûlée.


      Renz dutifully took a bite of his sandwich. “There’ve gotta be dozens, maybe hundreds, of other people who’ve disappeared voluntarily, and the law doesn’t get involved,” he said, around a mouthful of tuna salad. “Why should it? Nothing illegal’s been done. Private detectives are sometimes hired to find these folks, but not with much success. If you know what you’re doing or have connections, and the whole wide world to get lost in, you can usually stay lost.”


      “Yeah, but the runners in this case would figure to be not only in trouble, but high profile, at least to the police or whoever else might search for them.”


      “We won’t stop looking for Marti Ogden, and the Feds won’t stop looking for the other three.”


      “Trouble is, they’re somebody else now.”


      “Trouble is,” Renz agreed. He pushed his plate with the sandwich away. He’d had two bites. The healthy part of his meal was over. Time for dessert, even though Quinn hadn’t had a bite of his sandwich.


      Renz sat up straighter and looked around for their waiter, but didn’t see him. Turning his attention back to Quinn, he said, “We’ve got some information on Victor Lamping. He’s thirty-six years old, was born in Baltimore, served in the army in Special Forces in Afghanistan, and was dishonorably discharged four years ago.”


      “Discharged for what reason?”


      “We’re working on that, but it’s not easy to find out. Special Forces aren’t like other military outfits. They’ve got their own set of rules and it looks like nobody’s up to challenging them. Once we contacted the Military Record Center in St. Louis, everyone in the place clammed up. We couldn’t even find out anything about Lamping from before he joined the military.”


      “Well, we know what he’s doing these days.”


      The sun had tracked to a slightly different position. Renz was almost in silhouette now against the expanse of bright window looking out on the green lawn and King Kong. Quinn wished he’d brought his sunglasses in with him.


      “How do you plan on playing E.Bliss.org?” Renz asked. “Should we shut them down?”


      Quinn was aware that Renz knew better; the politician in Renz needed affirmation that the decision wasn’t his alone.


      “Not in my judgment,” Quinn said. “When we nail them, I want them nailed hard and for good. So far, we don’t have anything approaching actual proof. We’ll keep watching them while we build our case. The last thing we want at this point is to spook them so they roll everything up and disappear themselves. Jill Clark figures to be their next victim, so we can play for time.”


      “Agreed,” Renz said. “But we wouldn’t want the media to discover what we know and when we found out. They’ll think we shoulda broke into E-Bliss’s offices like Eliot Ness and the Untouchables and gunned everybody down. Make sure you keep the media out of it. Cindy Sellers is all over me every day like chiggers.”


      “I’ll do what I can,” Quinn said. “We’ve been reasonably successful so far.”


      Renz sat high in his chair again. “Hey, there’s our waiter.”


      He had his arm halfway up to summon the waiter when his cell phone beeped. He dug the phone out of a pocket, flipped it open, and pressed it to his ear and identified himself. His hound-dog expression became even graver as he went to a different pocket with his free hand and got out a black leather-bound notepad. He said, “Uh-huh,” and then said it several more times while making notes. Renz thanked whoever had called. He flipped the phone closed so it made a loud snapping sound.


      “We’ve got another victim,” he said. “Female. What’s left of her was found less than fifteen minutes ago on the Lower East Side.”


      He tore off the top sheet of paper containing the information from his notepad and handed it across the table to Quinn. He slipped the notepad back in his pocket, then settled down in his chair.


      “Round up your team and go,” he said. “I’m waiting for dessert.”

    

  


  
    
      36

    


    
      Palmer Stone sat in his office at E-Bliss.org and looked across his desk at Victor Lamping. For the first time, he was worried about his business partner and longtime associate. It wasn’t so much anything Victor had done. It was more his behavior. He seemed distant sometimes, distracted. This could be bad for business.


      On a table near the office window, a small TV was tuned to local cable news. The volume was muted, but closed-caption lettering appeared at the bottom of the screen. It was all about politics, sports, celebrity name-calling, a man who’d set a hamburger-eating record.


      “How do you explain it?” Palmer asked.


      He wasn’t yet aware that Charlotte Lowenstein’s torso had been found. What was the delay? He’d expected the news on TV hours ago.


      Victor knew what he was talking about. “I don’t explain it,” he said. “Gloria and I did our work, including placing the object where it was sure to be discovered. I wouldn’t worry. It has to be found soon. It isn’t the kind of thing people consciously step over.”


      Stone’s desk chair was located where he could see his reflection in a small framed mirror. He glanced at the suave middle-aged man in the mirror and automatically adjusted his imported silk tie. He always dressed well, leaving his suit coat on in the office, though it was rare that a client or anyone else ever dropped in. Almost all of E-Bliss.org’s business was done via the Internet.


      His hand came away from the straightened tie knot as he saw the increasingly familiar faraway look transform Victor’s eyes. That look seemed to occur off and on during the first few days after a client deletion. Where had Victor gone? He certainly wasn’t in the office.


      Daydreaming didn’t suit Victor, who, like Stone, was a dedicated businessman who let nothing interfere with the pursuit of profit. What Victor and Gloria did in the course of their work for E-Bliss.org was for them simply part of the job. Or so Stone had thought. He hadn’t seen Gloria since the Charlotte Lowenstein deletion, but he doubted there was anything different about her behavior. Victor seemed to be another matter.


      Stone smiled, making him look like a kindly father on a TV sitcom. “Something bothering you, Victor?”


      Victor’s attentiveness returned like a lamp switching on. He was back in the here and now. “No. Why do you ask?”


      Stone shrugged. “You seem preoccupied lately.”


      Victor, in some ways a younger version of Stone, smiled like the dutiful son in the same sitcom. “I’m fine, Palmer.”


      “And Gloria?”


      “The same.”


      “The messy part of the work you two do, it’s simply business, Victor. Like a medical procedure. The termination of life, the dissection, and the diversionary act—it’s all about money, and nothing else. Of course, I can understand how you might form something like an affection for the deleted client.”


      “I guard against that from the beginning,” Victor said.


      “Of course you do. What about Gloria?”


      “You’d have to ask her.”


      “Do you think she might have gotten more involved than she should have with the last client? Charlotte?”


      Victor laughed. “Palmer, she’s…Gloria.” He placed his elbows on his knees, leaning forward. “What’s bothering you, Palmer?”


      “In the kind of work you and Gloria undertake, there are two dangers. One is developing a revulsion for what you must do. The other is getting to like that part of the job too much.”


      “There’s no danger of either of those things happening,” Victor said. “Not with me, and not with Gloria.”


      “Fine,” Stone said, sitting back in his leather upholstered executive chair and beaming with satisfaction.


      But he’d seen the change of light in Victor’s eyes and knew Victor was lying. The question was, who had the problem? Was it Gloria, or Victor? And what was the problem—revulsion, or too much attraction?


      “Ah!” Stone said.


      He was staring at the TV. Local cable news was running the story about another Torso Murders victim. The torso of an unidentified woman had been found only hours ago on the Lower East Side. Palmer knew the police would soon note the similarities of the crime with the other Torso Murders, and they would match at least one of the two bullets removed from in or near the heart with the gun that had killed the previous victims.


      Victor was also staring at the TV. “Feel better now, Palmer?”


      “Infinitely,” Stone said. “Nothing makes me happier than business as usual.”


      If only Victor were as usual.
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      Quinn decided that sex with Linda Chavesky was better each time. He knew it had to do with trust. They’d both entered the country of lovers cautiously, knowing now there was no turning back. But they were learning and were more at ease with each other every time.


      Of course, there were adjustments for each of them to make. Right now, lying next to Linda in his bed, watching the dying light around the blinds indicate the sun was about to set, Quinn would have enjoyed smoking a cigar. He could imagine himself doing that with Linda propped up beside him smoking an after-sex cigarette. But he knew it was only a mental image and would never become reality. Hell, for all he knew, smoking a cigar in bed might have become illegal in New York when he wasn’t paying attention.


      It hadn’t been that long ago when Pearl had lain there beside him in postcoital languor, but it seemed to have happened in another world. It wasn’t so much time as it was events that turned life’s pages.


      Quinn did still think of Pearl as more than simply a colleague who happened to be his former lover. When Pearl had found out about Linda, he’d read something in her eyes. Suddenly, with their romantic relationship supplanted by another for him, a part of her wanted him back. But only a part of her.


      Maybe it was always that way with ex-lovers, even after tempestuous relationships. A reflexive thing. The heart refusing to surrender completely a piece of its past. He did love Linda, but he wondered in an abstract way if a part of him wanted Pearl back.


      “What are you thinking?” Linda asked.


      “That the Yankees should trade for pitching.”


      “I thought maybe about the latest Torso Murder victim.”


      Images of corrupt flesh, exposed bone, dried blood, and fecal matter cascaded through Quinn’s mind. He went quietly mad for a few seconds.


      “I’ve learned to push that kind of stuff aside,” he said.


      “Are you happy?”


      “About the Yankees?”


      She laughed and poked a rigid forefinger between his ribs. It hurt quite a bit.


      She nestled deeper in the bed, lying on her side next to him so she could look him in the eye over the arc of her pillow. “Nift is keeping a few things back about the latest torso victim,” she said. “He’s obviously decided to delay as long as possible before sending the postmortem information along to Renz.”


      “Then he’s probably already sent it to somebody else.”


      “He has. To Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler.”


      Quinn knew Nobbler. He was deceptively ambitious and rumored to be bent. As with many such bureaucratic climbers, there was a cult of junior officers who’d hitched their wagons to his star. Nobbler wasn’t someone to be taken lightly. “You sure?”


      “Yes, but I couldn’t prove it.”


      She fell silent but for the faint sound of her breathing.


      Quinn waited, knowing when not to press. That trust thing. Linda had already stuck her neck way out for him. Would she stick it out even further?


      He felt her shift position again next to him on the bed, rustling the mussed sheets and causing the box springs to ping and the mattress to give. She might be stirring with her reluctance to say anything more. She was risking her career for Quinn.


      “She wasn’t dead when the broomstick stake was inserted,” she said.


      The images came again, like disjointed snapshots. Push them aside. Stop the slide show.


      “And it wasn’t the same as the last stake,” Linda added. “It was like the other, earlier ones, furniture oil and all.”


      “Was the stake the cause of death?”


      “No. She was alive for quite a while after it was inserted.”


      God! “Did the bullets match?”


      “Uh-huh. No doubt they were fired from the same gun used on all the other victims. A twenty-two caliber. Two shots to the heart, but the heart had already stopped.”


      “The matching broomstick stake, along with the bullets, pretty much leaves out a copycat killer,” Quinn said. “But then why the variation with the victim before last, who was penetrated with a different kind of stake?”


      “Anal penetration,” Linda said.


      “I can understand that,” Quinn said. “Had to be, because the victim was a man.”


      “No,” Linda said. “I mean with this last victim, the woman, there was anal penetration.”


      Quinn was surprised. Another deviation from the usual M.O. But with the usual kind of sharpened broomstick stake. And the usual gun.


      And what about the latest victim? The latest chunk of meat lying cold and unidentified in the morgue. Meat that had once been a woman. If Quinn and his team had immediately gone storming after E-Bliss.org, even without the necessary proof to convict, might she still be alive?


      Quinn doubted it.


      Or convinced himself that he doubted it. If Jill Clark’s story was accurate all the way down the line, the machinery leading to the last victim’s death had been in place for weeks or longer.


      He lay on his back with his fingers laced behind his head staring at the ceiling and trying to make sense of these latest developments. Psychotic killers stricken by compulsion didn’t follow the kind of interior script exhibited by the Torso Murderer in any way other than with strict repetition. But in this case there were anomalies. Not a lot of them, but they were significant. The question was, what did they mean?


      Almost certainly this latest victim was slain by the same killer, and if accumulating evidence pointed the same way, E-Bliss.org was behind all the murders. Pearl’s theory that the sexual mutilations were acts of misdirection, to dupe the police into searching for a standard compulsive psychosexual serial killer, continued to prove out. Pearl and her canny insights.


      On the other hand, the latest victims had been alive when the stakes penetrated them. They’d suffered long and terribly. The killer had committed acts of ritualistic sadism, exactly like those of a psychotic driven by compulsion. Not like the work of an E-Bliss.org employee, a stone-cold killer simply attending to business, grisly business though it might be.


      Quinn had an idea where this latest development might be leading them.


      He wished again he could smoke a cigar.


      “Two killers acting as a team?” Linda asked.


      “That would be my guess,” Quinn said.


      And that’s all it is—a guess.


      “I promise you we’ll know for sure soon,” he added.


      Linda leaned over and kissed him on the lips.


      “You’re the detective.”
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      It didn’t take long for Pearl, as Jewel, to move into the vacant apartment on the eighth floor of Jill Clark’s building. She was in 8G, not exactly above Jill’s 7C unit, but close enough. She could get to the fire stairs in a hurry if she had to, and be downstairs and pounding on Jill’s door, or kicking it in, within less than a minute. She made a mental note to tell Jill that. It would reassure her.


      Pearl had brought everything she thought she’d need. It was packed in a twenty-six-inch rolling suitcase. Almost everything. The only thing not in the suitcase was the folding cot Quinn had given her. It was brand new from a discount store, still in the box. There should be instructions with it.


      She unpacked the suitcase, then got the folding cot from its box and looked at it. She saw rolled green canvas, and what looked like aluminum tubes that must be legs. She withdrew one of the tubes and was surprised when another came with it. They were attached by a small metal plate of some kind run through with a bolt or rivet. She fumbled around and soon saw that the two tubes could be separated to form an X. Another of the metal tubes telescoped. Perhaps this was one of the side bars running down each edge of the cot. But how did you get the canvas on the damned thing? The canvas was what she was interested in, what she was going to sleep on. She played with the telescoping tube for a while, trying to figure out how it related to the canvas, until it pinched her finger painfully and she cursed and tossed it down on the rest of the cot’s various parts sticking out of the box.


      How had all those parts, along with the canvas, ever fit in the stupid box? It didn’t seem possible. It wasn’t possible. It was a trick, so the cot would be impossible to return.


      Something white attracted her attention. Directions. She unfolded them and saw that they were in Spanish, also French and German, and some language she didn’t recognize. Ah, there was the English part, on the back.


      She studied the instructions. They confused her.


      Quinn, she thought. Was he trying to mess with her mind, giving her something like this to sleep on? Or was it just his usual insensitivity? Either way, the cot was his idea, so let him put the damned thing together.


      She’d go down and talk to Jill Clark. They were supposed to meet at her apartment in—Pearl glanced at her watch—ten minutes.


      Without a backward look at the unassembled cot, Pearl headed for the door.


      She had to descend only one floor, so she decided to take the stairs. That was the way she’d go if she had to get to Jill’s apartment in a hurry, so she might as well familiarize herself with the route.


      The stairwell wasn’t air conditioned. There were two sets of wooden stairs with rubber treads, with a tiny landing in between so the steps could make their angled turn. Nothing she couldn’t negotiate in a hurry. She opened the door to the seventh-floor hall and a noticeable movement of somewhat cooler air.


      There was Jill Clark down the hall, in jeans and a yellow T-shirt, just stepping into the elevator.


      “Jill!”


      But the momentum of her step caused Jill to disappear into the elevator. Pearl wasn’t sure if she’d heard.


      Pearl hurried toward the elevator. “Jill! It’s Jewel!”


      The elevator door was closing.


      It was almost all the way closed when Pearl looked in and saw Jill staring out at her.


      “We were supposed to meet.”


      Jill looked startled and fumbled with the elevator’s keypad to stop the door. Pearl tried to hold the closing door with her hand, but mechanics had taken over and wouldn’t be denied. Pearl yanked her hand out of there before she got a finger pressed in the rubber seal.


      As the door growled shut, Jill looked out at Pearl with a helpless smile and shrugged. “I’ll be right back up.”


      The indicator above the elevator doors said the elevator was dropping.


      Pearl was alone in the hall. She didn’t have a key yet to Jill’s apartment, so she decided to walk down and stand by the door.


      She’d taken two steps when she heard the other elevator door softly rumble open behind her.


      She turned around and saw Jill step out into the hall.


      Pearl stepped toward her and realized suddenly that this was impossible. There was no way Jill could have ridden the elevator down to the lobby, and then returned on the second elevator. And why would she have taken a different elevator back up?


      And why was she wearing different clothes?


      Her hair was the same color as that of the woman in the other elevator, and worn in the same style. Her face…It wasn’t exactly the same, Pearl realized. The first Jill had somewhat broader features, and something about her neck and jaw wasn’t quite the same.


      Pearl called up the image of the other Jill, commanding her mind to re-create the woman in fine detail. She was sure the other Jill, smiling helplessly out at her as she seemingly tried to stop the elevator’s closing door, but was probably holding in the button to close it, had the same light pattern of freckles along and above the bridge of her nose. Nothing you’d call a flaw. A minor distinguishing feature only a cop would notice.


      My God! Even the freckles!


      “I saw her,” Pearl said.


      Jill looked confused. “Saw who?”


      “The other you. She was riding the elevator down to the lobby while you were coming up. You had to have passed each other. She must have been in your apartment and seen you approach out the window. Or maybe somebody called from outside and warned her.”


      Pearl dug her cell phone out of her blazer pocket, then put it back. Too much time had passed. The other Jill would be out of the building and putting distance between it and her. She’d be blocks away within minutes.


      Jill had gone pale and was leaning with an arm against the wall.


      Pearl steadied her. “It’s okay. It was quite a shock to me too, and I’m not even you.”


      “She must have been learning about me, seeing what was in my refrigerator, my bedroom drawers, maybe trying on my clothes….”


      “Maybe stealing some of your clothes.”


      “I don’t think it would be the first time.” Jill stood away from the wall and Pearl released her hold on her arm. “A week ago I blamed the dry cleaners for something they lost, something I couldn’t find the receipt for. And there’ve been a few other items, even some jewelry, that seem to have disappeared.” She gave Pearl a wan smile. “At least you believe me now.”


      “Oh, we believe you,” Pearl said.


      Jill looked around as if suddenly realizing they were in the hall. “C’mon, Jewel. Somebody’s liable to overhear us and think we’re nuts.”


      At first Pearl didn’t know who Jill was talking to. She almost glanced around. Then she realized she was Jewel and followed Jill down the hall to her apartment.


      The door was unlocked.


      “She must have left in a hurry,” Jill said. “Maybe somebody did call and warn her.”


      Pearl edged in front of Jill. “Let me go in first.”


      Jill seemed to resist at first, then moved aside.


      Pearl drew her 9mm Glock from its belt holster and used her free hand to push the door almost closed. She motioned for Jill to stay in the hall, and then Pearl was inside.


      She was in a modestly decorated living room with cheap or old eclectic furniture. Covering most of the hardwood floor was a threadbare fake Persian rug that was mostly maroon. The blinds on one of the street-side twin windows were angled down, as if someone had been peering between the wooden slats keeping an eye on the street. The blinds on the window next to it were slanted to admit light from above. Sunbeams stenciled angled shadows over everything.


      The apartment was quiet. It felt empty. But Pearl knew that could be deceptive. People who knew how to hide could be as silent and still as the furniture. With the gun pressed against her thigh, she made her way past a small galley kitchen on her right, then the opened door to a bathroom with chipped gray tile and old but clean white fixtures. There was a bunched plastic shower curtain, pulled all the way open to the faucet side of the claw-foot tub. Nowhere to hide in the bathroom. Pearl continued down the hall to the bedroom.


      It was surprisingly large, with a double bed covered with a blue and gray duvet. On the wall near the foot of the bed was a tall chest with some of the wood veneer starting to peel. There was a small TV on a table near the chest. On another wall was a dresser with a mismatched framed mirror. A bench by the windows. The blinds were both half open to admit yellow sunlight. The room was bright. Pearl saw that the closet door was hanging open. A light beige dress, maybe something you’d wear someplace nice, was carefully spread out on the bed.


      Pearl approached the closet cautiously, gun at the ready, then parted the clothes.


      No one was hiding behind them.


      She checked under the bed, the only other place in the room someone might find concealment, and saw only a few dust bunnies. The floor was bare wood in here, too, like the living room floor under the faux Persian rug, only in here there were throw rugs scattered about. Throw rugs. The most dangerous things in a house or an apartment—usually.


      Still holding the gun against her thigh, she returned to the living room.


      Jill had of course disobeyed her instructions and was standing just inside the door.


      “I didn’t hear anything,” Jill said. “I thought something might have happened to you.”


      “And you came in so it could happen to you too?”


      “It was dumb,” Jill said. “I’m sorry.” She hung her head like a kid who’d just been admonished.


      “Well, that’s one reason I’m here, to teach you how not to take risks,” Pearl said.


      “I’ll learn,” Jill assured her. “Really I will.”


      “Did you leave a dress on the bed when you walked out of here? Beige, lacy neckline, sexy?”


      “No. I wouldn’t have. I’m sure I didn’t.”


      “But it is your dress?”


      “It sounds like one of mine.”


      Pearl led her back to the bedroom and showed her the dress spread out on the bed, the closet door hanging open.


      “It’s mine, all right.” She glanced around, angry and scared. “I didn’t leave things like this,” she said. “She’s been here, handling my stuff, wearing my clothes.”


      “We might have gotten here just in time to save your dress,” Pearl said wryly.


      “Why would she steal my clothes?”


      “Easier to be you if she has some of your clothes. And maybe she wants to hang around the building, even the neighborhood, and let people glimpse her wearing them. Getting people used to seeing her as you. Safe enough, unless you and the other Jill are in the same place at the same time. The people we’re after are no doubt careful about that not happening.”


      Jill sat down on the edge of the bed, just missing the hem of the dress, and slumped staring at the floor. She looked as if she might start crying. Pearl didn’t want that, didn’t want to waste time with it.


      “They’re even stealing my clothes,” Jill said. “They’re stealing me. Madeline said I was halfway to nothing already. She was right.”


      “No, we can change that.”


      Jill looked up at her with moist eyes. “I believe you. I have to. These people might follow me anywhere. You’re the only chance I’ve got.”


      “It’s not just me, Quinn, and Fedderman,” Pearl reminded her. “There’ll be undercover cops looking after you every step of the way, Jill. You’ve got a whole brigade of guardian angels on your side. Angels who know their jobs. Angels with guns.”


      Jill stared again at the worn hardwood floor. “The only chance I’ve got,” she repeated in a soft and lonesome voice.


      Pearl thought she had it about right.


      


      For the next several hours, Pearl stayed with Jill in her apartment and went over instructions Jill was to follow until the case was resolved and she was again safe. Jill was to inform Tony Lake that Jewel, who lived just upstairs, had become her friend. After that, Jewel would be hanging around Jill most of the time when Tony showed up. Maybe Jill would even invite her new friend to dine with her and Tony. The best way for Jill to be safe was for her to get Tony to think she and Jewel had become a pair, the way it was sometimes with women who were best friends. If he suspected anything, let him suspect they were lovers. That would make it even more problematic for E-Bliss.org to murder Jill and try to pass off another woman as Jill Clark. New best friend Jewel would almost certainly notice the differences in the imposter. Short of murdering both women, which would be way too risky, E-Bliss.org would have no choice but to delay the substitution.


      That was what Quinn and his team were counting on—delay while they gathered evidence. While they built their case brick by brick into a wall that would fall on and crush E-Bliss.org in a court of law.


      It was only when Pearl finally left Jill, to return to her apartment on the floor above, that it struck her.


      Which of the two Jills she’d met today was the original?
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      Deputy Chief Harley Renz, potbelly straining the buttons of his white shirt, sat behind his desk looking like an angry Buddha with a basset-hound face. If he kept putting on weight, he’d soon catch up with Nobbler.


      Quinn had filled Renz in on the latest developments in the Torso Murders case, and while Renz was reasonably pleased by the progress they’d made, he was seriously ticked off about Wes Nobbler and the leaks from the medical examiner’s office.


      Renz’s office was too warm this morning, reflecting his mood. Sunlight fairly roared through the window, heating up Quinn’s vinyl chair, his right arm and shoulder, and one side of his face. The same sunlight was also harsh on Renz’s face, emphasizing his mottled, flushed complexion.


      There was a lot of dust in the sunlight, as if Renz had just finished beating a carpet. Quinn had to control his breathing to keep from sneezing.


      “I expected Nobbler to be a political animal and put the knife in my back,” Renz said. “Nobbler’s an asshole. But he’s a player. What’s that little prick Nift doing messing in Homicide’s business? He’s a physician, for God’s sake! What’s he got to gain?”


      “Aside from enjoying examining dead women,” Quinn said, “he figures to move higher in the bureaucracy. Maybe be the city’s chief medical examiner someday.”


      “He’s probably the one dumping information on that Cindy Sellers bitch. Damned woman’s a bottom-feeder.”


      “You’re her source,” Quinn reminded him.


      “It started out that way; then she turned on us.”


      “But you’re still talking to her.”


      Renz waved a hand dismissively. “I use her, she uses me, and we try to stay ahead of each other.”


      He leaned back, moving his mottled face out of the sunlight, and took a few deep breaths. Quinn thought he might pop a pill next. If he wasn’t taking something for his blood pressure, maybe he should. Renz looked like the definition of an impending heart attack.


      “The same gun, different kind of broomstick, vaginal, anal…Somebody’s screwing with our minds, Quinn.”


      “That’s how Pearl sees it. I think she might have a point. I also think we might have two killers.”


      Renz wearily rubbed his fleshy features, leaving marks beneath both eyes. “Serial killers don’t usually come in pairs.”


      “But it happens,” Quinn said. “A leader-follower kind of relationship. Together they’re capable of what neither of them might do individually. And considering E-Bliss, the switch in M.O.s might be part of a diversion to lead us to the assumption that we’re looking for a garden-variety psychosexual serial killer.”


      “I don’t see where it’d make much difference to whoever’s killing these people whether we’re looking for one or two psychos. The murders are part of a business plan, if what this Jill Clark says is true.”


      “It’s true,” Quinn said. He told Renz about Pearl coming face-to-face with the other Jill Clark yesterday in Jill’s apartment building.


      Renz dry washed his face again with his blunt-fingered hands. “Sometimes I think there are two of everybody,” he said.


      Quinn didn’t know what he meant by that. Probably another reference to two-faced backstabbers in the NYPD. He should know they could be found wherever there was rampant ambition, which was just about everywhere.


      “You sure you’re set up well enough to protect the real Jill Clark?” Renz asked.


      “She’s safe as we can make her. Protection around the clock, and Pearl’s staying on the floor above, playing the new best friend. We need more information. And we need to link Tony Lake and E-Bliss with the Torso Murders without Jill Clark becoming a victim.”


      “Sounds like she’s ripe for it,” Renz said, “considering what you told me about Pearl bumping into the other Jill yesterday.”


      Quinn heard a series of soft pops. Renz was absently cracking his knuckles. It was a new habit that could soon get on Quinn’s nerves. People do change their habits, sometimes their M.O.s. Maybe this is another Renz.


      “What the hell’re you smiling about?” Renz asked.


      Quinn hadn’t been aware of the slight smile on his face. “Nothing. Nervous reaction, I guess.”


      Pop, pop went the knuckles.


      “What would flush them out,” Renz said, “is if they made a play for Jill.” Quinn knew that was what he was secretly hoping for. “Unsuccessful, of course. But we need for something to happen before the media learn everything. That’d blow the investigation and we’d all get fed to the wolves.”


      “Maybe there’s a way to hold the wolves at bay,” Quinn said.


      Renz sat forward again, subjecting himself to the hot sunlight. Pop, pop. “Are you about to show me your devious side, Quinn?”


      “That’s why you hired me.”


      “One reason,” Renz admitted. “Takes one to catch one.”


      “And know one. Let’s give the media a suspect.”


      Renz’s face fell in disappointment. “Hell, I thought of that. Standard operating procedure. Trouble is, we don’t have anyone to give them.”


      “All the better. That way they won’t be able to nail anything down. If it’s somebody we can’t find, they won’t be able to find him either and eliminate him as a suspect. It might also lull the real Torso killer into thinking we’ve gone off on a tangent.”


      Renz stopped unconsciously cracking his knuckles. “You’ve obviously given this some thought.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Quinn watched Renz’s expression, the Swiss-watch mechanism behind the sad eyes. Renz was figuring the odds and risks and rewards of what Quinn was suggesting, and what it might mean to his career, his relentless climb up the slippery ladder. It took him only seconds to grasp it all. He was shrewd as well as ambitious. It struck Quinn, as it had many times, that Renz was a great politician in a small way.


      Renz smiled. “Who’ve you got in mind? Nift?”


      “I wish,” Quinn said. “I’m thinking Tom Coulter.”


      Coulter was a burglar and rapist who had allegedly murdered a single mother and her three young children a month ago in New Jersey. He’d used a kitchen knife on them, leaving his fingerprints on its handle and in the blood of the victims. There was virtually no doubt of his guilt. When police located him and approached with a warrant for his arrest, he shot at them and sped away in a stolen SUV. Neither he nor the vehicle had been seen since.


      With the victims in their graves, and the disappearance of the killer, Coulter had pretty much dropped out of the news. He’d reportedly been spotted here and there, but none of the leads went anywhere.


      “Leak to the media that Coulter’s suspected of committing the Torso Murders,” Quinn said.


      Renz began chewing the inside of his cheek, thinking it over. “Think there’s enough similarity in M.O.s for them to buy into it?”


      “Slash killings in this area—that’s all they’ll need because they’ll be hungry for the story. They’ll make Coulter a viable suspect. Rumor will build on rumor. The media will furnish the facts and the credibility.”


      “We’ve seen them do that before,” Renz said.


      “It might shake Coulter loose somehow so we can pick him up, but that’d only be a bonus. The main thing is, it’ll generate endless ink and TV babble and take media minds off the real investigation.”


      “A diversion,” Renz said in a pleased voice. “Like the diversion created by E-Bliss.”


      “Something like that,” Quinn said.


      “Raw meat thrown to the media wolves so they’ll gorge on it and slow down. Chew on each other in their blood feast.”


      “More like that.”


      “I like it,” Renz said, closing his eyelids and showing some REM movement, as if enjoying the imagery. “In fact, I’ll enjoy it.”


      Thinking no doubt of Cindy Sellers.
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      Victor walked back and forth along Sutton Place, his untucked shirt whipped by the breeze off the East River, his thumbs hooked into the side pockets of his designer jeans. He knew he hadn’t actually gone for a pleasant walk, as he’d assured himself. He was pacing. Trying to work off tension that had been building for days.


      There were certain thoughts Victor couldn’t shake, dreams he couldn’t forget. Most of the dreams were about Charlotte Lowenstein. What he and Gloria had done to the poor woman was sick and depraved, but it had, for a while, provided some relief.


      Still, Charlotte’s death was disturbing to Victor in a way that wouldn’t give him peace. He’d never been one to believe the hogwash that dealing out death somehow diminished the dealer. Especially if there was a sound business reason for killing. War, for instance. That was usually a business reason, and we made heroes of people who killed efficiently and in great numbers. The reality was simple. For some people to flourish, others had to die.


      That rationale had worked for all of the victims but Charlotte.


      As relief, then satiation, was gradually supplanted by reawakening desire, the dreams and dark yearnings returned. It was becoming more and more difficult for Victor to regard Charlotte’s death as merely part of a business plan.


      But why shouldn’t he regard it that way? That was what it was. Victor told himself that repeatedly. One way or another, the E-Bliss.org victim clients were expendable. It was the computer that had decided that. This was the new age of technology, and in a way the dead clients were among the earliest victims of the new technology society. They had to be deleted. What practical difference did it make if he enjoyed ending their lives?


      The lion that killed the antelope felt nothing beyond hunger, but did the antelope not suffer and die? What went on in the minds of slayer and slain was irrelevant. That was how the world worked. It was teeming with predators and prey animals, with nothing in between. Only people had their choice. They could become one or the other. Victor had long ago made his choice.


      Conscience didn’t enter into it.


      That was exactly how Victor saw it when it came to the earlier victims, the ones for whom he’d felt little compassion or anything close to sadistic arousal. He was the lion, and they were the antelopes. The world in its turning. The lion did not regret. The lion did not worry.


      Still, Charlotte worried Victor. Charlotte in her dying and death was causing him distress. She was the one victim he—and Gloria—had intended to enjoy.


      And, God, we did enjoy her!


      Gloria deceived her, but we both enjoyed her.


      A gray Mercedes sedan turning off East Fifty-sixth onto Sutton Place honked at him, jolting him out of his gloomy self-recrimination.


      He waved at the driver in apology for almost stepping off the curb into the car’s path, then continued his restless walking.


      This isn’t like me, what I did to Charlotte, what I’m thinking. It’s something I have to shake off or it will control me. And I can shake it off. It isn’t me. Not the real me. It isn’t.


      Victor drew comfort from the fact that he, more than most people, possessed iron self-control.


      If only I could sleep without the dreams….


      But in truth he knew there was only one thing that would enable him to sleep soundly through the night. It was the one thing that would chase the deep desires roaring through the core of him when he awoke from terrible nightmares in his sweat-drenched bed. That would free him from the persistent thoughts that claimed his daylight hours and prompted him to almost step in front of moving cars. That might someday cause him to make a critical mistake in his work.


      Resist though he might, he needed another Charlotte.


      


      Tom Coulter lay on his back in bed in his room at the Clover Motel, ten miles southwest of Hard Oak, Texas. He was a gangly man with raggedly cut black hair and bad teeth. He wore dirt-crusted jeans with a hole in one knee, expensive boots that needed polish, and a shirt unbuttoned to reveal scraggly dark chest hair and prominent ribs. He was perspiring heavily from the heat. He was breathing hard from the heat, too, not to mention the sour smell of his own body, but he was too tired right now to get undressed and shower. He had to rest. He closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, and sighed. Until he’d exhaled, his ribs looked as if they might break through his pale flesh.


      In the Clover’s gravel parking lot was the dusty green Volvo station wagon he’d stolen in Charmont, Illinois. Its license plate was stolen from a Chevy in a shopping mall in Morristown, Tennessee. Tom had parked it several doors down from his room; if the law came for him, he might have precious seconds to get away.


      His jangled nerves made it impossible for him to sleep. He opened his eyes and watched a fly bumping over and over against the dirt-smeared window, buzzing around and trying to find a way out to the light and freedom. He could identify with that fly. Most likely it wouldn’t be alive much longer, but there it was, struggling to break through an invisible barrier like the barrier of lousy luck that had always plagued Coulter and blocked his progress. He would have swatted the fly and put it out of its hopeless misery, only it was too much trouble.


      He absently reached to the bedside table and used the remote to turn on the TV. But after a glance at the screen he left the volume low and didn’t listen to it. Some kind of commercial about an arthritis drug was on, so what did he care? His mind was still fixed on how he’d gotten here. It was like what he’d heard somebody on TV call a loop, where the same tape kept playing over and over.


      None of what happened was really his fault. It was just that his luck had turned bad, and then it was one thing after another.


      He’d been surprised in the kitchen by the woman in the house in New Jersey, but the opportunistic Coulter, figuring the shapely woman’s presence was part of what the world owed him, simply smiled and told her the facts. He was a professional burglar, and now that she’d disturbed him at his work, it was time for her to undress. It was only fair, he’d explained to her.


      She started to unbutton her blouse, started to cry, and that’s when her two kids came in. Little bastards; he hadn’t heard them at all, so they must have arrived with her and come in through the front door instead of the garage.


      That was when his luck began to sour.


      He turned around and told the kids to go to their rooms. It wasn’t as if he had a gun or any other kind of weapon, so they didn’t obey him. Instead they started to cry and looked to their mother for directions. Fat chance there. The bitch was crying too hard to be able to give them the word.


      Coulter made a threatening jump toward the kids, yelling for them to shoo, so he could have some brief fun with their mother, then be on his way. Why didn’t they move? He had no desire to hurt anyone. Well, mom, a little bit.


      That’s when everything really went haywire, and in ways he couldn’t foresee. Simply shitty luck. It sure as hell hadn’t been his fault.


      When he moved to give the biggest kid a shove, the kid kind of sidestepped and Coulter stumbled and fell to his knees. The heel of his left hand landed on cookie crumbs or something that was brittle and dug into his flesh so that his hand stung. If it hadn’t been for that, he might have noticed what mom was up to.


      He was standing up when he heard her, in a new, confident voice, order him to get out—now, and fast. When he looked she was holding a gun she’d got from somewhere, a big blue steel semiautomatic. It made her a different woman. He sure didn’t like the look in her eyes. He figured it meant he’d better not mess with her in any way at all.


      Coulter was going to leave, and that would have been that. But he’d been too shocked to move. His feet were glued to the floor.


      Mom started pulling the trigger, over and over. Coulter was horrified at first, then angry. She had no right to do that. She hadn’t given him time to obey her command. He didn’t have a chance. He sure as hell would have gotten out of there in a hurry if she’d given him the opportunity. He was a professional burglar and wanted nothing to do with guns. Nothing to do with violence of any kind. Whatever happened from here on out, it was on her and not him.


      It was a good thing the gun was old and kept jamming.


      He figured it wouldn’t be long before it did go off, the way she kept pulling on the trigger; not squeezing, like you were supposed to, just clenching the thing tight and pulling so her bent forefinger went white on the unmoving trigger. Something seemed to be blocking it from moving. Maybe the safety was on. Maybe she’d figure it out any second and blow his brains out.


      Maybe it wasn’t too late to get out and away. He ran for the door, but he had to pass close to the woman to get there. When he pushed her aside, she must have thought he was attacking her. Bad luck again, for both of them.


      She started hitting him with the gun, a couple of times on the side of the head, really hurting him. Retaliating in a way that any fair judge or jury would say was self-defense, he wrapped an arm around her neck and wrestled her to the ground, trying to get the gun away from her.


      Then damned if the two kids didn’t jump on him. He figured they must not have liked him attacking their mother, not knowing she’d attacked him. Coulter guessed you couldn’t blame them.


      The biggest kid, a boy about eleven, found a full can of root beer somewhere and started slamming it into the back of Coulter’s neck. That distracted Coulter enough so that mom managed to get out from under him and grab a drawer handle so she could pull herself up.


      But the drawer slid all the way out of the cabinet. Crash and clatter, and there were knives all over the floor.


      Coulter snatched one up before anyone else could and started hacking and slicing away, yelling as if he’d lost his mind, which he guessed he had, for a while. But he was fighting for his life. He had no choice, and there were three of them and only one of him. Not a fair fight.


      Then he was standing there holding the big, wood-handled kitchen knife he’d picked up with blood all over him, all over the floor. All over mom and the kids. It was the most unreal thing Coulter had ever seen.


      Everything stopped. Time crawled, like in a bad dream. Nobody was moving, not even Coulter.


      He noticed that he was the only one not dead.


      The kids had so much blood on them he couldn’t tell where they were cut or stabbed. Mom had a deep gash from ear to ear. The way her eyes and mouth were wide open, it looked as if the knife blade had surprised her. Or maybe she’d died struggling to breathe.


      The knife slipped from his hand and bounced on the floor.


      Real time again:


      Move! Move! Move!


      Coulter got out of there, leaving the bloody knife behind.


      


      Coulter had made it home to his apartment, back in the city, and showered and cleaned up. It was still almost like a dream. But he knew he had to move and keep moving, get far away, sort things out.


      Coulter was wrestling his big suitcase out of the closet, so he could pack a lot of things in a hurry, when the police showed up.


      He knew exactly what to do. Coulter never lived anywhere without a prepared exit route and a plan to go with it. He left everything as it was, set his bed on fire, and climbed the fire escape up to where he could reach the roof. From that roof he made it over a thick wood plank to the adjoining roof, let himself in through the service door, and took the elevator to the lobby. He already knew about the side exit.


      Within five minutes of the knock on his door, he was making himself walk slowly toward where he’d parked the SUV he’d stolen for the trip he was planning.


      He had to hand it to the cops. They’d spotted him somehow, but by that time the fire department had started to arrive with its equipment in response to the fire in his apartment. There was a lot of activity and confusion. After he pulled away in the SUV, a squad car followed him for a few blocks, but he shot at it, knowing there’d be no return fire on the crowded streets. He didn’t know if he’d hit the driver, or maybe disabled the car, but it pulled to the curb. After turning the corner, Coulter drove a few more blocks, then ditched the SUV and lost himself in the mass of people in Manhattan.


      After that, no problem. He stole another car—another big SUV, because he liked them—and was on his way out of town.


      He’d overcome his bad luck.


      


      There were lots of stories about Coulter after that, in the papers and all over TV. And not just New York papers and television.


      He’d have kind of enjoyed the stories if they were true, only they made him out to be the bad guy. Still, he was famous. And for now he was free. He might even stay free, if only he could get to Mexico. That border had to be easy to cross in both directions, right? The government had never been able to stop the Mexicans from getting into the country, so he oughta be able to get out. When he got to Mexico, he could turn bad luck into good.


      After a while, whenever he’d switched on the TV or bought a New York paper, there wasn’t much being said or written about him. He had to admit he kind of resented that. He was supposed to be famous, right? What did it matter how he’d become a celebrity? You were one or you weren’t.


      He was one.


      Not that he wanted any paparazzi around.


      He didn’t want to be a dead celebrity, or one spending his life in prison.


      Now here he was at the Clover Motel, half watching a trapped fly at the window and half listening to a cheap little TV near the foot of the bed.


      Mexico figured to be his best chance. He could even speak a little—


      “…Tom Coulter, who murdered a suburban woman and her two children in New Jersey. In other news…”


      Huh?


      He grabbed the remote from the bedside table and ran up the channels until he found another cable news network.


      There he was! There was his photograph!


      It was an old mug shot, one where the camera had caught him by surprise with his mouth open so you could see his bad teeth. His hair looked greasy and all messed up over one ear, too. Like it was combed with an eggbeater, his mother used to say. He wished they’d used another photo.


      A voice from the TV said, “New York police confirmed today that wanted multiple murderer Thomas Coulter, who fled when police attempted to arrest him at his apartment, is suspected of being responsible for the Torso Murders that have terrorized the city and baffled law enforcement officials for weeks.”


      Holy Jesus!


      How’d they come up with that? Was it some kind of trick?


      No, he knew it wasn’t a trick. He knew how the police worked, and it wasn’t that way.


      Of course, Coulter knew about the Torso Murders. They were national news.


      And now I’m national news again.


      The big stage.


      The cops might have it wrong—big surprise. But I’m already wanted for three murders, so what’s the difference? They sure as hell aren’t gonna look for me any harder.


      Cable news moved on to another story, then a commercial about some kind of vitamin supplement for dogs and cats.


      Coulter was safe here, but he couldn’t leave for a while, what with all the new publicity. Though he wasn’t too worried about the photo, since it looked so little like him.


      Sometimes a bad rap could have its advantages. Soon they’d be saying he was famous. Or infamous. Whatever. He knew there really wasn’t any difference. His bad luck could be like good luck here.


      Firmly back in the pantheon of celebrities, Coulter smiled.


      His nerves were tingling too much for him to continue just lying there in bed, thinking wild thoughts and staring at a goddamned loser fly on the window. He should think of other things, give his mind a rest so his body could rest, too.


      Why should dogs and cats need vitamin supplements? Wild animals never take them, and they do just fine.


      You have to watch out for everything and everybody. Every goddamned thing in life is a racket.


      The celebrity got up and paced.


      


      Quinn and Fedderman entered the West Side brick building where Madeline had had her apartment. They did so separately, figuring someone other than the undercover cop at a well-concealed observation post across the street might be watching.


      The undercover had reported there’d been no sign of the new Madeline for four days. During that time, the lights in her apartment windows never came on at night. And there still was no sign of anyone else observing the building, which of course might only mean that the somebody else was very skilled at his or her job.


      Maybe the new Madeline was away on a visit somewhere, or maybe she’d moved out. Either way, Quinn figured it was time to take a look.


      It would have been easy to see the super, flash their shields, and gain entry into the apartment, but there was always the possibility the super might talk.


      Quinn and Fedderman met in the hall at the apartment door. Quinn, first in the building, had already tried to call up on the intercom from the lobby and hadn’t gotten a reply. Still, they knocked and waited before going in.


      Since the apartment was unoccupied, the door wouldn’t be locked from the inside, and Fedderman was one of the best at using a lock pick. He had the door open and them in the apartment within three minutes.


      Though the place was furnished, it was almost immediately obvious to a cop’s eye that no one lived there. A thin layer of dust was visible on all the wood surfaces. It was hot, since the air conditioner wasn’t running. There wasn’t a sound that didn’t filter in from outside, not even the refrigerator motor. The apartment even smelled empty.


      Most of the furniture looked cheap, and what didn’t look cheap was in some way damaged. There was a big pressed-wood combination bookcase, desk, and TV hutch along one wall. The books were all hardcovers without dust jackets and looked as if they’d been passed unread from tenant to tenant for years.


      Quinn started with the living room. Fedderman began in the bedroom, and they worked toward each other. They looked in empty drawers and empty closets, in cabinets that held nothing other than roach traps, wadded rags, or empty cleaning or insecticide containers.


      They searched for hiding places: inside light switch plates, the toilet tank, top closet shelves, beneath sofa and chair cushions, behind drapes, the outside backs of dresser drawers (a favorite place for people to tape envelopes and small packages that allowed the drawers to close all the way). They found nothing.


      The refrigerator held very little: a few frozen dinners, an almost empty orange juice carton, and a withered tomato. A kitchen wastebasket, already emptied, yielded a week-old cash receipt from a deli in the neighborhood. It had been stuck to the bottom in something that had spilled there long ago. The receipt was for $9.63 and it wasn’t itemized. Unhelpful.


      When Quinn and Fedderman stood in the small galley kitchen, the final room of their search, Fedderman leaned back against the sink with his arms crossed and said what they both knew.


      “The new Madeline’s moved out.”


      “And moved clean,” Quinn said. “This place might as well have been scrubbed by a pro.”


      “There’ll be fingerprints,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn shook his head. “They won’t do us much good. She wouldn’t have been an E-Bliss client if her prints were on file.”


      “We should have had her tailed whenever she left here,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn shook his head again. “We’ve got only so much manpower, Feds.”


      “The same old story. We need one cop for every dishonest citizen.”


      “One honest cop,” Quinn said.


      “Renz is gonna be plenty pissed off.”


      “Like I am,” Quinn said.
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      It seldom took Pearl long to become a pest, and here it was her job.


      Tony Lake stood up from the corner table in Raissen’s and showed his consternation for only a second when he saw Jill walk in with Pearl. Then his customary radiant smile flashed across the room to the two women.


      The tuxedoed maitre d’ spoke for a few seconds with Jill, then unnecessarily swept an arm to direct her and the other woman across the exclusive and isolated restaurant. Raissen’s hadn’t been open long. It occupied the entire top floor of a midtown office building. There were several color-coded rooms. This was the red room, open only for lunch. It had red tinted crystal chandeliers trailing oval rubies, was carpeted in deep red, and had white tablecloths edged in red. Dark red drapes framed a dazzling view of Manhattan Island and beyond. Like the other rooms in the restaurant, it featured genuine silver settings and cut crystal.


      Supposedly just back in town, Tony was expecting only Jill, and he was planning on entertaining her and perhaps taking her back to his apartment while hers would be available for other purposes. The time of client substitution was fast approaching, and everything had seemed to be going smoothly, until just now.


      “This is my good friend Jewel,” Jill said, with a big grin. “We were supposed to meet for lunch today. I forgot all about it when you called. I didn’t think you’d mind if I brought her along.”


      Good friend. Words Tony didn’t like hearing.


      He saw a short, slim-waisted woman in her late thirties or early forties with raven black hair and dark eyes. She was smiling at him with large, perfect teeth. It took some effort to keep his gaze from straying toward her prominent breasts, made more noticeable by the tight tan blouse she wore. It was fashioned of some kind of knit material and tucked into faded form-fitting designer jeans. Here was a woman, he thought, who was fully assembled.


      Tony extended his hand and she shook it with a light, dry touch that somehow suggested considerable strength. She played sports, he figured, or worked out.


      “Wouldn’t want you to be stood up,” Tony said amiably, motioning for Jewel to sit down. She sat on the opposite side of the table, leaving the chair directly across from Tony for Jill. Tony waited until they were both seated before settling down again in his chair and replacing the red napkin in his lap.


      A waiter, wearing a tux with a red cummerbund, promptly came over and they ordered drinks. Tony stayed with the scotch and water he’d been sipping; Jill and Jewel both ordered sour apple martinis. Tony tried not to wince.


      “So where’d you two meet?” he asked when the waiter had left.


      “Would you believe the laundry room in my building?” Jill said.


      “If you say it, I believe it.”


      “It’s a creepy place,” Jewel said. “Down in that dim basement. It wouldn’t hurt if the super put some brighter bulbs down there.”


      “It would make it safer,” Tony said.


      Jewel gave a mock shiver and Tony couldn’t help but glance at her breasts. “We were both down there at the same time doing a load of wash, so we were glad for each other’s company. Jill—or maybe it was me—struck up a conversation, and we found out we have a lot in common.”


      “What would that be?” Tony asked. “Other than the obvious.”


      “Obvious?”


      “That you’re both beautiful.”


      Jill laughed a few seconds before Jewel. Tony didn’t think Jewel seemed to feel as complimented. With her looks, she probably heard a lot of bullshit from a lot of men. She gave the impression she could handle it.


      “Beauty aside,” Jewel said, “we both came from the Midwest. And we haven’t been very long in New York, so we don’t know many people. Jill’s promised to show me around, and maybe I’ll sign up with Files and More so I can earn some money while I’m trying to land something permanent.”


      “It’s a tough town at first,” Tony said. “Then you learn to like it.”


      “Especially if you meet someone like Tony,” Jill said.


      Pearl had to admire that, especially the sincerity in Jill’s voice. But she hoped Jill wouldn’t do too much improvisation. This guy Tony didn’t strike Pearl as dumb in the slightest.


      The waiter came back carrying their drinks on a round silver tray. Talking was suspended while he placed the drinks around the table, as if talk might upset some delicate balance and liquid might slosh over a rim.


      Tony knew the addition of Jewel as a new friend had considerably upset the replacement process. Jewel would have to be dealt with in some way. Apparently she’d already become a close friend and confidante, so she’d certainly realize any replacement Jill was a phony. Tony was sure Jewel was the only person in the building who’d had more than passing contact with Jill. Without Jewel, the game was on. Jewel was an obstacle.


      Of course, something could happen to Jewel.


      But wouldn’t that put Jill’s apartment building under police scrutiny? Either way, if the police suspected foul play they’d question Jill. Who might mention Tony.


      It was a problem, all right.


      Tony raised his scotch and water and suggested a toast.


      “To the three of us,” he said.


      Their glasses clinked. They smiled at each other and drank.


      Tony thinking something would have to be done to take Jewel out of the game.


      


      Pearl settled into her new identity smoothly. It was made easier because she actually liked Jill Clark. Tony Lake, so far, hadn’t proved difficult. He seemed obviously resentful of the women’s close friendship, but no more so than any man whose lover had suddenly acquired a new best bud. One who was a rival for his time and turned up as an obstacle whenever he planned on getting intimate with the object of his love. Or with his target.


      Jill, mostly running on instincts, also sometimes seemed actually resentful of Pearl’s presence. Tony was good at his job; Pearl had to give him that. Jill knew who he was and what he was, but it was impossible sometimes to feel what he was. The Tony she saw on the surface could be disarming and deadly charming.


      It seemed increasingly obvious to Pearl that Tony was not only wickedly intelligent but also had no scruples whatsoever. She wondered if, for strategic reasons, he might go behind Jill’s back and make a pass at Jewel. Pearl, being Jewel, saw that as a potential problem.


      Since she and Jill were spending so much time together, Pearl liked to keep Jill talking, thinking maybe some new piece of information might be mentioned that would aid in the investigation. Most of the time, when Tony wasn’t around, Jill wound up talking about Madeline Scott. She was obviously still haunted by Madeline’s death and maybe felt guilty that she hadn’t believed Madeline’s story at first. If she had, she might have been able to help in some way that would have prevented Madeline’s death.


      Pearl didn’t think that was true, and whenever Jill began blaming herself, she talked her out of her depression. Madeline died because she knew too much. Nothing would have saved her. But something could still be done to save Jill, and a lot of women who’d follow, if E-Bliss.org could be shut down—and in a way that would prevent it from opening somewhere else under another name and resuming its chain of murders and ultimate identity thefts.


      Maybe it was all the talk about Madeline that gave Pearl the idea of visiting Madeline’s apartment. Jill had supposedly seen the new Madeline in the elevator, but in Jill’s state of mind, that might not have been true. Pearl knew how the imagination could work. It could make you see what you expected to see. That was the problem with eyewitness accounts.


      Like Jill’s.


      Jill had just gotten a temporary work assignment as a receptionist for a dental clinic, filling in for a vacation, so for at least a week she’d be away working every day. Jill would be protected there by the undercovers Renz had managed to get assigned to the investigation.


      That would leave Pearl with not much to do other than hang around her apartment as Jewel. She had instructions not to go near Jill’s apartment when Jill was out. Quinn wanted to make sure it was available for E-Bliss.org. It wouldn’t do for its imposter to find Pearl there doing her Jewel act, and making up an implausible reason for her presence.


      Pearl was going crazy with all the inaction, so why not make use of her time?


      Wednesday morning, she left the apartment to hail a cab. A light summer drizzle was falling. It wasn’t much of a rain, but enough to make the cabs go into hiding. Pearl walked in the direction she wanted to ride and soon ran across a sidewalk vendor selling umbrellas for five dollars. She paid up and stayed reasonably dry while she walked another two blocks and finally managed to flag down a cab. She felt things going her way; less then ten minutes and she’d scored a double, obtaining the two most precious items when it rained in Manhattan: an umbrella and a cab.


      Maybe she’d stay lucky. Though Madeline had moved out, there still might be something to be gained from looking over the vacant apartment again, and talking to the neighbors again.


      She told the cabbie to drive her to an intersection that was within a block of Madeline’s apartment.


      


      “You think this Jewel is a cop?” Palmer Stone asked, staring out his office window at the light rain.


      “It’s possible, but I doubt it,” Victor said. He was leaning back in the chair in front of Stone’s desk, his legs straight out in front of him with his ankles crossed. “I think she’s just a meddling bitch who turned up at the wrong time. She needed a friend, there was Jill Clark, and she attached herself to Jill like a leech.”


      “Sounds kind of intense. You get the idea it might be wearing off? That Jill doesn’t really like her around?”


      “Sometimes. Especially when we want to screw. Jewel’s timing seems to be perfect when it comes to preventing Jill and me from being alone together at a time or place where we might be intimate.”


      “Hmm. Some kind of lesbian thing, do you think?”


      “That’s the most likely explanation,” Victor said. He prided himself on understanding women and he’d thought about this situation. “I’m sure Jill doesn’t suspect it. Hell, maybe even Jewel doesn’t realize it. You know how it works, Palmer. Latent sexual attraction neither woman wants to admit. I don’t think it’d ever get to the point where they’d get it on together. The two of them might be shocked if they figured it out.”


      “You might tell Jill about it. Suggest that this Jewel has intimate plans for her.”


      “Not a good idea, Palmer. She probably wouldn’t believe it, and we’d be risking turning both of them against me.”


      Stone sighed, dug his heels into the office carpet, and maneuvered his wheeled swivel chair away from the gloom outside the window. “Well, you’re the expert on that part of the business.”


      As he had often lately, Victor found himself thinking about what he could do with Jewel if he had her like Charlotte. How she’d struggle against the tape that bound and silenced her, how she’d try to scream, how her dark eyes would widen when she saw the stake, how she’d—


      “We might simply have to make Jewel expendable,” Stone said, as if reading his thoughts. “If she might swing both ways, maybe we should introduce her to Gloria.”


      “No, not that,” Victor said. “It’d be bad business. Anything that happens to Jewel might lead the police to Jill. Maybe even, later on, to the new Jill.”


      Stone turned his swivel chair back toward the gray rain. The usually silent rotating mechanism squealed softly, maybe because of the humidity. “I see the problem, but we’re running out of time.”


      “Don’t worry,” Victor said. “I’ll think of something.


      Palmer Stone smiled at his business partner’s blurred reflection in the window.


      “You always do, Victor. You have imagination.”
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      Renz was pacing his office grinning. Quinn wasn’t sure he liked seeing the commissioner so pleased. It usually meant trouble. A steady drizzle from a leaden sky obviously wasn’t the reason for Renz’s good humor. The diffused light from the wet window, along with the pale glow of the desk lamp, gave Renz’s sagging features a grayish cast. Now and then the long shadows from the raindrops crawling down the glass pane made him appear to be crying, his grin a grimace.


      Quinn sat casually in one of the upholstered chairs near the desk and watched and waited.


      “The media sure as hell bought into it,” Renz was saying. “Every time you turn on the TV news, every time you pick up a newspaper, you see that shit-heel Coulter. He’s on CNN, FOX News, everywhere.”


      “He oughta be getting nervous,” Quinn said.


      “It’s bought us some time, just like you said.” Renz suddenly looking serious, stopped pacing, and turned to face Quinn. “Now we’ve gotta make use of that time. What are our alternatives?”


      So Renz is in his officious mood this gray morning.


      Quinn knew how to deal with that. “Alternatives are several,” he said. “My belief is that our best bet is to continue with Pearl playing Jill Clark’s new friend Jewel, maybe force E-Bliss’s hand.”


      “It’s a damned dangerous game,” Renz said.


      Quinn wondered whether Renz remembered that he, Renz, had approved the strategy. “Everything about this case is dangerous.”


      Renz crossed his arms and nodded, as if approving of Quinn’s answer. Then he said, “It could backfire. If either Pearl or Jill is killed.”


      “Or both of them,” Quinn said.


      “Christ! If that happened the media’d blame us for their deaths. They’d bury us. Don’t doubt that for a moment.”


      Quinn didn’t. “The way it works,” he reminded Renz, “is it would be too dangerous for E-Bliss to kill both of them, and too dangerous to kill Jill with Pearl still around as Jewel. And it would be senseless to kill Jewel first, because it might draw suspicion if they later killed Jill.”


      “Sounds complicated,” Renz said.


      Quinn couldn’t deny it. “It’s like bombers flying in formation so enemy fighters can’t attack one without drawing fire from the others.”


      Renz stood still and thought about that one. Quinn knew he watched hours and hours of old World War Two documentaries on the History Channel.


      “I guess it makes sense, when you put it that way, but I still get the feeling we oughta move while we can nail some of these jokers.”


      “We still don’t have much in the way of hard evidence,” Quinn reminded him. “No identifiable victims, no solid connections between E-Bliss and their clients who’ve been killed—mainly because we don’t know the identities that have been stolen. Surely E-Bliss has washed their files of any hint that they did business with the murdered women. Madeline Scott’s the only name we’ve got, but now she’s disappeared.”


      “‘She being the new Madeline Scott?”


      Quinn nodded, wishing Renz would stop playing the executive cop.


      “All that client information’s gotta be in their computers,” Renz said. “They’re a high-tech outfit.”


      “If everything incriminating hasn’t been deleted yet, it will be at the first sign of trouble. And like you said, they’re a high-tech outfit. They’d know how to actually destroy the evidence.”


      “What if we busted in there fast and confiscated everything?”


      “Even if we could get a warrant, which I doubt, the computers might be set up to delete on seizure. There are lots of possibilities for built-in safeguards: destruction of files if the wrong password is used or the wrong fingerprint ID, or if the location of the computer is changed, or if a code number has to be fed in every so many hours so the files won’t automatically be destroyed, or Stone might be able to send a signal some way we haven’t thought of.”


      “Who knows what we’d find if we were successful, though,” Renz said, undeterred by mention of all the potential tech catastrophes.


      “I’m more afraid of what we wouldn’t find. If nothing incriminating turned up, they’d know we were after them and every piece of potential evidence and everyone involved with E-Bliss would disappear. Then we’d be left with Jill Clark’s unlikely story that she heard from a woman now dead, some unidentifiable torsos, and suspects who are on the wind. Nothing times three.” Quinn said. Then he added, “Jill’s all we have that could turn into something solid. They’re not suspicious yet. They’ll make some kind of play, some kind of mistake. Jill and Pearl put us in position to take advantage of it.”


      “You forgot to mention the new Madeline. She could be the key to this.”


      “If we could find her,” Quinn said.


      


      It had stopped raining by the time Pearl climbed out of the cab less than a block away from Madeline’s apartment. This was the same unit the new Madeline had taken over after the death of the real Madeline Scott, and then recently abandoned.


      Pearl watched the cab drive away down West Seventy-second Street, then stop near the next corner and pick up a man waving his half-closed umbrella like a signal flag. She stood for a moment getting her bearings and setting straight in her mind what she planned to do.


      She decided to have the super let her into the vacant apartment. After looking it over, she’d talk to some of the neighbors. Since the new Madeline was gone from the building, she could identify herself as NYPD and maybe open some minds.


      Quinn and Fedderman had gone over the place, as well as a CSU team, but Pearl knew it wouldn’t hurt to look again. If nothing else, it might make this whole thing seem more real. The truth was, sometimes when she saw Jill and Tony Lake together, how devoted and seemingly enchanted Tony seemed, the horror that was behind it all was damned hard to accept.


      But isn’t that the way confidence artists work? Haven’t I seen it over and over again?


      It’s real, all right, and doubting it can cost Jill Clark her life. Can cost me my life.


      She breathed in warm, humid air that smelled fresh after the rain; held the still-folded umbrella in her right hand; and strode down Seventy-second toward the apartment building.


      As she walked, she pulled her cell phone from her pocket and called Jill at her temporary job. Since going undercover as Jewel, Pearl had a different cell phone and number, registered to a Jewel Karsdan. Lies within lies. Like life itself.


      Seeing Pearl’s number on her cell phone display, Jill answered immediately. “Jewel? Is everything okay?”


      “That’s what I called to ask you,” Pearl said.


      “Yes, everything’s normal here. Other than the job’s boring as hell.”


      “Boredom we like,” Pearl said.


      “If you say so.”


      “Let me know if you leave early.”


      “I will, but it doesn’t seem likely.”


      “Remember, your guardian angels are around, even if you don’t see them.”


      “I appreciate that, really.” A beat. “It’s so hard to believe all this. I feel like a character in some kind of mystery novel.”


      “Tell me about it,” Pearl said and broke the connection.


      She was almost to the building entrance when she saw a blond woman wearing a lightweight white raincoat emerge and trot gracefully down the shallow steps to the street. She was clutching a large black leather purse tight to her side. There was something familiar about her, but only vaguely.


      She turned and walked toward Pearl.


      As the woman drew closer, Pearl’s flesh began to crawl. She’d seen the sketches and the morgue photos of Madeline Scott.


      When they were twenty feet apart, Pearl knew.


      This woman was Madeline Scott.


      Pearl put on her poker face and hoped her heart wouldn’t hammer its way out of her chest. She and the woman exchanged the briefest of glances as they passed each other. Pearl didn’t break stride as she listened to the receding tap, tap of the new Madeline’s high heels on the damp pavement.


      The sound faded.


      One thousand, two thousand, three thousand…


      Pearl casually turned around and began to follow the woman.


      


      Victor graciously lent the woman his umbrella. Of course, Victor went with it.


      He and the woman shared the large black umbrella until the cool drizzle that had been falling all morning became a fine mist and then stopped altogether.


      “We’re here,” he said, folding his umbrella and smiling at the woman. Not that they’d had a common destination.


      They and the rain had happened to stop simultaneously near a Village restaurant that had outside tables beneath a canvas awning. The metal tables and chairs were dry. Only a few of them were occupied.


      The woman, a theatrical costume designer named Ruth Malpass, smoothed back her bouncy short brown hairdo, now limp from the rain and humidity, and took a closer look at the man with the umbrella. He appeared to be somewhere in his thirties and had regular, handsome features, eyes of an almost indeterminate color that seemed to reflect surrounding hues, and was nicely dressed in obviously expensive pleated brown slacks and a lighter tan pullover shirt with a collar. His medium-length brown hair was neatly combed. His wristwatch, she noticed, was a stylish and expensive Movado, and his shoes were rich-looking brown loafers.


      Look at their wristwatch and shoes. That’s what Ruth’s mother had always told her. That was the way to judge a man’s wealth and style.


      Ruth had taken the advice to heart and it had served her well during her year in New York. A small, slender woman with large brown eyes and a long neck, she looked like a scaled-down high-fashion model. Ruth attracted plenty of men, and she preferred them to be at least solvent. If their watch and shoes were of good quality, usually so was their bank account. Not that Ruth was in it only for the money. But there were so many men to choose from, why not make money one of the criteria?


      “Two of you?” a smiling waiter with a towel over one arm and a pad and pencil was asking.


      “Definitely,” the handsome man said. He really did have a charming smile.


      “Why not?” Ruth said, trying to match the smile.


      The waiter ushered them to a table near the black iron railing that defined the outdoor section of the café and took their drink orders. Handsome asked for a Jack Daniel’s on the rocks. It was early for alcohol, but Ruth again asked herself, why not? She ordered a whiskey sour.


      “I’m Vlad Novak,” Victor said, offering his hand.


      Ruth noticed the gold ring (not a wedding ring) and manicured nails. She shook his hand and smiled. “Ruth,” she said.


      “Got a last name?”


      “We’ll see.”


      The charming smile again. She had to admit it got to her. The light was such that she could see her twin reflections in his eyes.


      “Vlad’s an unusual name,” she said.


      “Short for Vladimir. It’s an old family name, from when my grandfather emigrated here from Yugoslavia.”


      “Isn’t there a baseball player named Vladimir?”


      “There is,” Vlad said. “And a good one. Vladimir Guerrero.”


      The waiter arrived with their drinks, and two vastly oversized menus in black leather folders.


      “It’s not too early,” Vlad said. “Should we make it lunch?”


      “We’ll see,” Ruth said again. Trying to hit the right note and not sound too coy. She didn’t want to signal any kind of a turnoff here. Testing, testing. She fully intended to have lunch with this prize that had fallen into her lap.


      The waiter glanced at Vlad.


      “Leave the menus,” Vlad told him.


      Ruth’s heart grew a few sizes.


      “I’ll give you time to decide,” the waiter said. He laid the menus on the table and retreated. Ruth got the definite impression he was rooting for Vlad.


      Vlad lifted his glass, and Ruth mirrored his action.


      They drank. Smiled at each other.


      Ruth found herself flushed with a desire she hoped didn’t show. She searched uneasily for words. “Funny how things can just happen. I mean, you politely offered the use of your umbrella, and here we are.”


      “Into each life…,” Vlad said.


      “…A little rain must fall,” she finished.


      Vlad widened his smile.


      “And then,” he said, “the sunshine.”
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      Pearl followed the new Madeline toward Columbus Avenue. The clouds that had produced rain were in the distance now, and the sun shone brightly. The day was beginning to heat up to summer intensity, New York becoming a concrete kiln.


      Keeping well back from the figure ahead in the white raincoat, Pearl dug her cell phone from her pocket as she walked. She felt rather than looked at the keypad as she punched out Quinn’s number.


      He answered after the third ring. “Yeah, Pearl?”


      “I’m following the new Madeline along West Eighty-third Street, headed west toward Columbus.”


      “Say again.”


      “You heard me.”


      “How’d that come to be?” Quinn asked.


      “Long story. Short version is I was on my way to her apartment to look around then check again with the neighbors. I saw her coming out of the building, and I’m on her.”


      “She see you?”


      “Not since I started following her; we passed on the sidewalk before I turned around and began the tail.”


      “Since she’s seen you once, she might make you,” Quinn said. “We can’t have that. I’ll get Feds to take up the tail.”


      “She’s wearing a long white raincoat made out of some kind of lightweight material. Got on white jogging shoes, fairly new looking.”


      “Hold on a minute.”


      Pearl continued walking, the cell phone still in her hand, keeping her gaze fixed on the figure in white half a block ahead. The new Madeline had slowed to a relaxed kind of saunter. Pearl, who usually walked fast, had to make herself slow to the pace. Still, with her eyes and her mind trained on the woman ahead, she tended to graze people coming from the other direction if they didn’t veer away from her.


      She bumped into a woman who said “Scuse you.” Pearl didn’t bother to answer. No time for smart-asses.


      The white raincoat slowed, then broke away from the cluster of pedestrians it had been moving with along the sidewalk. The new Madeline entered a building with a white-trimmed green canopy shielding stalls of what looked like bunches of cut flowers.


      Pearl crossed the street to get a better angle of vision, then drifted down the block about a hundred feet and stood near the doorway of an electronics shop. She saw that there was produce as well as flowers in the stalls across the street. The new Madeline had entered a deli. It was two doors up from the corner, and it didn’t look as if there’d be a side door she might slip out of unseen.


      Pearl realized she was sweating heavily, from the rising temperature and from the tension of tailing the new Madeline.


      Some business. Not like guarding a bank that was last robbed sixteen years ago.


      She raised her cell phone to her ear.


      “She just went into a deli on West Eighty-third near Columbus,” Pearl said.


      “Stay on her,” Quinn’s voice said on the phone. “Feds is on the way. If she stays in the deli a while, maybe he can pick her up there.”


      Pearl moved back a few feet and leaned against a show window displaying various kinds of DVD players on sale. She began to breathe easier.


      “Pearl?” Quinn’s voice came over the phone.


      “Yeah?”


      “Stay on the phone.”


      “’Kay.”


      Within a few minutes, the figure in white emerged from the deli. The new Madeline fidgeted with an object held in both hands, then tossed something small into a trash receptacle and raised whatever she was holding to her mouth. It was obviously a container of some kind of drink.


      After two sips, the new Madeline began to walk.


      “She’s moving,” Pearl said. “Still west toward Columbus. Looks like she bought some sort of drink. She’s sipping as she goes. Not walking nearly as fast.” Watching the woman she was tailing take another drink, Pearl realized she was thirsty herself.


      “Stay on her. Be careful.”


      “I’ve got both those things going,” Pearl said.


      “She must have been visiting her old apartment,” Quinn said. “Maybe she forgot something.”


      “Whatever,” Pearl said. “Let’s hope she’s going to where she lives now.”


      “She will sooner or later,” Quinn said.


      The new Madeline began to slow and gaze into shop windows as she sipped her drink. Pearl swallowed dryly and dropped farther back. She didn’t want to be glimpsed as a reflection in a window.


      “Uh-oh,” Pearl said.


      “What?” Quinn’s voice.


      “She just went into a jewelry shop. Doesn’t look like the kind of place that’d have another exit, but maybe I should get closer.”


      “If you—”


      “No. Wait. She’s out. She’s moving. I guess she just ducked in to check on the price of something that caught her eye.”


      “Just make sure what catches her eye isn’t you,” Quinn said.


      Pearl kept the cell phone stuck to her ear, but neither she nor Quinn spoke for the next few minutes.


      Then Quinn said, “Feds just called on the landline. He’s got her. Get out of there and go back to being Jewel.”


      “’Kay.” Pearl broke the connection and slid the phone back into her pocket. She didn’t see Fedderman anywhere around and didn’t expect to. She turned around and headed back the way she’d come.


      Pearl knew that if the new Madeline stayed on the move for any length of time, an undercover cop would take Fedderman’s place as her tail. Or they would tail her in twos. Whenever and wherever the new Madeline finally lighted, someone would be there to watch her.


      Pearl decided to walk to a nearby subway stop, return to her apartment in Jill’s building, and resume being Jewel, as Quinn had instructed.


      So intent had she been on following the new Madeline, she hadn’t noticed that she herself was being followed.


      


      Ruth Malpass regretted drinking the second whiskey sour with the sandwiches they’d ordered. Vlad seemed unaffected by his drinks, but Ruth knew she was on the verge of slurring her words. She was sure she was thinking okay, and making sensible if somewhat flighty conversation, but she needed another fifteen minutes or so and some strong black coffee before she wanted to get up from her chair and try to walk steadily.


      The rain seemed to be finished for the day. The sun brightened the street, but where Ruth and Vlad sat, at one of the metal tables beneath the restaurant’s green awning, they were in shade. A set of steel wind chimes dangled about ten feet away, near where the awning met the brick wall. A slight summer breeze roused the chimes from time to time to gentle notes that sounded almost like the lazy strumming of a harp.


      “You mentioned you were on your way home,” Vlad said. “Do you live nearby?”


      “No, I was going to take the subway. I came down here to shop at the stalls on Canal Street.”


      Victor knew where she was talking about, several blocks of stalls, mostly run by Chinese merchants, that sold knockoffs of famous brand names in clothing, jewelry, and other accessories. It was a teeming cauldron of commerce, where for ten dollars tourists could buy hundred-dollar items worth five.


      “I was going to buy a knockoff designer purse there for my cousin in Michigan,” Ruth said. “I never got there because of the rain.”


      “Isn’t that illegal?”


      “Technically, I guess so. You’re not a cop, are you?”


      “No, but I try to stay on the right side of the law.” Vlad flashed her a mischievous grin. “But I’m probably no more legal than you are. You still want to go to Canal Street?”


      She smiled. “No. I think I’m out of the mood now.” She came down hard on her consonants, enunciating quite clearly. Few people would guess she was on the verge of having drunk a little too much.


      “Shame you came all that way for nothing.”


      “It isn’t that far,” Ruth said. “Besides, I like to ride the subway. And I wouldn’t say it was for nothing. You’re hardly that. If I’d happened to buy an umbrella before you showed up with yours, we wouldn’t have met.”


      “Destiny in the rain.”


      “Sounds like a romantic novel.”


      “Maybe it is.”


      Ruth felt her heart race. “Might we have some coffee in the rain’s aftermath?”


      Now I’m talking like we’re in a romantic novel.


      Vlad grinned. “I appreciate the invitation, Ruth. But we won’t have to ride the subway. I can drive us to your place.”


      Ruth tried to clear her mind. It was hard to keep ahead of this guy. “I didn’t exactly mean…”


      “Oh? Now you’re disinviting me?” He was smiling earnestly. He reached across the table and touched her hand.


      She shook her head. “Vlad—”


      “I’m joking, of course. I wouldn’t presume. But we can have some coffee, and then I’ll drive you home so you won’t have to take the subway.”


      “I didn’t notice you had a car.”


      “It’s parked up the street from where we met. I was running some errands, but nothing that can’t wait. I’d rather drive you home anytime.”


      Before she could say anything more, he summoned the waiter and ordered two coffees.


      “There, it’s settled,” he said when the waiter had gone.


      Ruth didn’t really want to argue with him. She debated with herself as to whether she should invite him in when they got to her apartment. The place was a mess, with dirty dishes in the sink and her bed unmade. Better to wait for some other time. Neaten up the place and make a good impression. But it would be nice to ride uptown and not battle the subway. It wasn’t true that she enjoyed the subway. That had been only a convenient lie. She wondered if he’d told her any lies.


      She valued honesty in a relationship, and this looked as if it might become a relationship. She hoped.


      “Malpass,” she said.


      “Pardon?”


      “That’s my name. Ruth Malpass.”


      He raised his coffee cup in her direction. “My great pleasure, Ruth Malpass.”


      When they’d finished their coffees, Ruth was confident she could walk a straight line. In fact, she felt confident about everything right now.


      Perhaps sensing some unsteadiness, Vlad took her arm as they left the restaurant. She didn’t in the slightest resist. During the ten-minute walk to where his car was parked, she laughed at something he said and squeezed his arm, letting him know they’d reached the point in their brief relationship where casual touching was okay. Step by step. Something about him. He’d been around. She was sure he knew the ritual, and where it would lead.


      He hadn’t mentioned his car was a newer model black Chrysler with darkly tinted windows. Beaded raindrops glistened in the sun like fine crystal on its waxed roof and long hood.


      “Very impressive wheels,” she said.


      “It’s a company car.”


      She decided not to ask him what kind of company, what he did for a living, or where he worked. She’d find out eventually.


      He unlocked the car with his key fob and held open the passenger-side door for Ruth. When she was seated, he closed the heavy door and hurried around the front of the car to get in on the driver’s side.


      He was already seated behind the steering wheel fastening his seat belt when Ruth heard a soft sound behind her, glanced over her shoulder, and gasped.


      Because of the tinted windows, and her attention fixed on Vlad striding around the front of the car, she hadn’t noticed the black-haired woman sitting on the wide backseat. She had a severe hairdo and penetrating dark eyes. She was grinning.


      Vlad laughed and patted Ruth’s knee.


      “Sorry to startle you,” he said. “I should have said something. This is my sister, Ivana. We have to drop her someplace; then we’ll be on our way.”
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      She was a snap to follow. Fedderman stayed back about half a block behind the new Madeline, sometimes crossing to the other side of the street in case she might glance behind her. But she never did. It seemed not to have entered her mind that she might be followed. Either that or she was damned good at looking unsuspecting. Fedderman had seen it both ways. He thought she was simply unaware.


      It had been twenty minutes since Fedderman had seen Pearl reverse direction and get off the new Madeline’s tail, just after Quinn’s phone call to her after Fedderman had talked to him. Fedderman didn’t think Pearl had spotted him, either. That pleased him. He’d thought Florida might have spoiled him, that he might be out of practice at being invisible, but tailing, once learned, you didn’t forget. It was like riding a bicycle but not like hitting a golf ball.


      Fedderman was getting uncomfortably warm in the hot sticky air that followed the rain. Feeling the dampness under his arms, he took off his suit coat and slung it over his shoulder. It wasn’t that he had to work hard to keep up with the woman in the white raincoat. She walked slowly, and she liked to window shop. Every now and then she’d enter one of the shops, but usually she didn’t stay long. Fickle, Fedderman thought.


      She turned the corner at West Eighty-fifth and walked a while, then went up the concrete steps of one of a row of three six-story brownstones that were in disrepair. The middle building looked vacant and had scaffolding along its front, but there was no sign of anyone working. The new Madeline entered through the oversized, green-enameled wood door of the third building.


      Fedderman thought the way she’d taken the steps, kind of bounding up them, suggested she was a young woman, or in damned good condition.


      He waited five minutes, then crossed the street, sidestepped around pigeon shit, and entered the building. He found himself in a small vestibule with yellow-stained green tile walls and a painted gray concrete floor. The place was stifling and smelled strongly of bleach overpowered by the acrid scent of urine. There were bits of tinfoil on the floor. They looked like Hershey’s Kisses wrappers.


      Fedderman glanced around and saw no sign of an elevator. The building was a walk-up. A TV was playing loudly in one of the units, tuned to the financial channel. He heard a man’s voice proclaim that the bulls were in charge.


      That’ll be the day.


      He stepped over to the row of six mailboxes that were painted the same yellowed green as the wall. The slot above one of the end boxes had a card in it on which M. Scott, 6A was printed in pencil. Top floor. Good thing the new Madeline is in shape. Fedderman was glad there was no reason why he should have to ascend the stairs and verify that indeed unit 6A was up there. It was too hot to climb the steep wooden steps. And a bad idea anyway to clomp up them and maybe alert the new Madeline that she might have been followed.


      Fedderman pushed open the heavy wood street door and left the building, glad to get away from the heat and the stench of urine.


      He walked half a block before he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and called Quinn.


      They had the new Madeline’s address. Progress.


      


      Ten minutes after leaving Fedderman to take her place tailing the new Madeline, Pearl realized she was being followed. It was only an uneasy feeling on the edge of her consciousness, but one a longtime cop didn’t ignore.


      She began stealing glances behind her and caught just a glimpse of a figure quickly moving away on the periphery of her vision. After another block, she pretended to turn slightly and excuse herself for bumping into a man with a briefcase and saw the same sudden movement. This time whoever it was had ducked into a Duane Reade drugstore. A big one that Pearl knew had a downstairs, so it wouldn’t do to enter it and try to find whoever was tailing her. There might be fifty customers inside. She and her tail would simply be playing cat and mouse up and down the aisles.


      She told herself not to get excited. Her shadower might simply be some guy who liked short women with black hair and big boobs. Easy enough to understand. But she was curious.


      One way to find out.


      She decided first to put him at ease and end any of his suspicions that he might have been spotted. Without once more checking to see if he was there, she abruptly went down the concrete steps to a subway stop. She joined a crowd of people hurrying toward the turnstiles. The air was unnaturally still and heavy, as if an underground thunderstorm were due. Maybe someday New York would have one. As an escalator carried her even deeper belowground, she could hear the mournful, echoing notes of someone playing a harmonica not very well.


      Not bothering to look up or down the platform, she waited about five minutes, then boarded a train.


      She emerged aboveground from another stop four blocks from Jill’s—and Jewel’s—apartment building and strolled toward it. The sun was bright on the tinted windows of traffic headed past her at a crawl going the opposite direction, painting reflections of the street and sidewalk. When a large truck hissed its air brakes and slowly passed, she angled her stride slightly, moving toward the curb, so the reflection in its big side window gave her a brief but panoramic view of the block behind her.


      She glimpsed the reflection she thought she might.


      You’re still there.


      If some guy was following her simply because he liked her looks and was working up the nerve to approach her, he was going to a lot of trouble.


      Not that I’m not worth it.


      Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. Great!


      Quinn, maybe.


      Pearl unobtrusively pulled the buzzing phone from her pocket and saw the number of Golden Sunset. She didn’t want to talk to her mother now. She slid the phone back in her pocket.


      It continued to vibrate. Pause. Vibrate.


      After eight or ten steps she knew the phone was going to drive her nuts. She was sure her mother would let it vibrate ninety times before giving up and breaking the connection. Pearl could set the phone to kick over to voice mail, but she knew her mother would simply call back, maybe ninety times.


      Not breaking stride, she removed the phone from her pocket again and flipped it open.


      “Hello, Mom.”


      “Pearl?”


      “Who else would it be? You just called me.”


      “Really? I thought I’d dialed the number of my friend Mrs. Kahn.” Pearl knew this was a lie. Her mother pressed on: “Where were you, on the commode? Never mind. But speaking of Mrs. Kahn, how is your relationship going with her nephew Milton? I should say Doctor Milton Kahn. A girl could do worse—and here I know I get personal but why shouldn’t I with my only daughter—than marry a successful dermatologist. And judging by my conversations with Mrs. Kahn, the aunt, Milton, the nephew, is successful in ways monetary as well as professional. She said he spent his early years in practice doing charitable work—which bespeaks a good heart, though we both know he has that—but now has a thriving practice with patients who pay. Has marriage so much as come up in a conversational manner? I think enough time has passed since your first meeting together that it would at the very least have been at some time a topic of casual conversation.”


      “Do I get a turn to talk?” Pearl asked.


      “That’s what I’ve been asking you to do, dear. Tell me about the status of your relationship with Doctor Milton Kahn. Since it was I who, you might say, arranged—along with Mrs. Kahn, the aunt, of course—that you two lovebirds meet, I feel I have some right to ask the question. That is, about the status of your relationship in regards to matrimony.”


      “I think Milt’s a nice guy. That’s where we’re at.”


      “You’ve said that before.”


      “Well, it’s still true. Mom, I’m—”


      “I’m inquiring about the relationship not so much on a platonic plane. Where has it progressed to on—and here I attempt delicacy—more of a physical plane? In a successful relationship the line between the platonic and the physical isn’t so noticeable as time and love work their—”


      “Mom, I’m working.”


      “Exactly my point, dear. Is that necessary? I mean, this pertains to my still unanswered question, wouldn’t you agree?”


      “No.” Pearl thought shock therapy might work. “I’m being followed by a man with a gun.”


      “Would it be likely in the slightest that the wife of Doctor Milton Kahn, renowned dermatologist, would even in this crazy world be followed by a man with a gun?”


      “No,” Pearl had to admit. “But I’m not anyone’s wife, and I’m working, and you must understand that I don’t have time to talk.”


      “People are judged by the time they take to—”


      Pearl broke the connection and switched off the phone.


      Still without a glance behind her, Pearl briskly took the steps of the apartment building’s entrance and pushed through the front door. There was no one in the outer lobby, no one in sight through the windowed door to the inner lobby that would show anyone about to exit the building.


      She counted to five slowly, then spun on her heel and burst back out through the door and down the two concrete steps onto the sidewalk.


      And came face-to-face with Ed Greeve.
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      Pearl hadn’t seen Greeve in over a year, but recognized him immediately. He hadn’t changed. Same narrow, stooped build; same black suit; same lugubrious expression. A born mortician who’d somehow become a cop. She knew his nickname, “The Ghost,” and felt briefly proud that she’d been able to spot him on her tail.


      He was puffing slightly as if he’d been running and had just skidded to a stop. She moved in close to him, catching a whiff of cheap cologne that reminded her of formaldehyde.


      “Why are you following me?” She almost snarled the question.


      Greeve didn’t change expression, but he backed away a step. “I just happened to see you on the street a few blocks back and wanted to say hello. You’re a fast walker. I tried to catch up without breaking into a run.”


      Pearl gave him a vicious grin that made it perfectly clear she knew he was talking bullshit.


      That seemed to be okay with Greeve. There was no way for her to know for sure if he’d been deliberately tailing her. Certainly no way to prove it. He wasn’t about to let this pint-sized pit bull take charge here.


      He smiled and motioned toward the building. “So who lives in there?”


      “A friend.”


      “Jill Clark?”


      Pearl understood Greeve was letting her know that he’d followed her before, and that she was being observed. Trying to make her lose her temper so he could get on top in the conversation.


      She didn’t bite. “Yes. Jill’s an old friend. If she’s home, you can meet her.” Letting Greeve know Jill wasn’t home, or she wouldn’t have extended the invitation.


      He gave her his undertaker’s smile—someday you’ll be mine—and made a motion as if tipping his hat. “Thanks anyway. Maybe some other time.”


      “I don’t want to catch you following me again,” Pearl said.


      “You won’t.”


      He walked away without saying good-bye.


      Pearl went back inside the building and became Jewel. She rode the elevator up to the eighth floor and her half-assed, barely habitable apartment.


      The first thing she wanted to do was call Quinn, but almost as soon as she’d shut the door her cell phone began to buzz and vibrate in her pocket.


      She took it out, flipped it open, and saw the phone number of Golden Sunset. Her mother again.


      She tossed the phone, unanswered, onto the cot and then crossed the room to the landline phone.


      Picked up the receiver.


      Lowered it back in its cradle.


      If Greeve, and by extension Wes Nobbler, knew that Jill Clark lived in the building, they might also know Pearl was staying there as Jewel. The line to this apartment might be tapped.


      Probably not, but maybe.


      Pearl returned to the cell phone on the cot.


      It was wedged between the blankets and had stopped vibrating.


      Quickly she snatched it up and pecked out Quinn’s number. If her mother called again, she’d get a busy signal.


      Maybe she’d even think Pearl was busy.


      


      Ruth stopped believing anything they told her as the big Chrysler slowly pulled in beneath the steel overhead door that was still rumbling open above them, like thunder portending a storm.


      As the car braked to an abrupt stop, the lean but muscular arm of the woman in the backseat snaked around Ruth’s neck, and Vlad leaned over and held her arms pinned to her sides. Behind the car, the door was already clanking and rattling closed. The outside light faded with its descent.


      The arm around Ruth’s neck tightened, making her attempted scream a strangled screech no louder than the cawing of a crow. As Ruth fought for breath, she thought she could hear and feel the cartilage in her throat cracking.


      There was an increasing pressure in her head, as if her skull were full of expanding gas, and the dimness of wherever they were became total blackness as suddenly as if someone had yanked down a shade.


      


      Ruth gained consciousness before she opened her eyes.


      Think!


      She realized she was breathing through her nose. Her lips felt bruised. She explored with the tip of her tongue, wedging it between her lips with effort. Something tacky, some kind of tape, had been fastened across her mouth. She tried to move her hands, but could only wriggle her fingers. Her arms were bent behind her back, her forearms tightly taped together and immovable. Tight seemed to be the operative word.


      There was the certain knowledge without memory that time had passed, and she’d missed it.


      Think!


      Memory rushed in. Her mind quickly put together the pieces of what had happened since she’d gotten in the big dark car.


      Ruth began to panic but quickly brought herself under control. She might be a costume designer now, but there was a time when she’d been a soldier, when she’d learned to organize and do difficult things right. She’d served in the U.S. Army in Kuwait, as a sergeant in a supply depot. She hadn’t seen action but she might have, and now her training took over. It was as if she were five years younger, thinking as she had back then. This was a tough spot; that was for damned sure. But she kept her head.


      Don’t panic. Assess your situation. Plan.


      Here was the situation: Supply Sergeant Ruth Malpass was lying nude on her stomach on a flat metal surface, her feet off the ground. Has to be the car’s hood. It was still warm, bare flesh against heated, ticking steel. Legs not bound. I can still kick.


      Plan!


      While you’re planning, act!


      But when she attempted to kick, she realized how widely her legs were parted. Her calves and feet flailed frantically, contacting nothing but air. She couldn’t put her legs together.


      She stopped kicking and moved her legs slightly in a soft pincers motion to feel the obstruction. Someone was standing between her thighs, up close to her crotch so her knees were far apart.


      She lay still then with her eyes closed, thinking her leg movement might be taken as automatic reaction to being bound and gagged. Her captors might assume she was still unconscious.


      “She’s awake,” a man’s voice said immediately. Vlad.


      Bastard Vlad.


      There was no sense in playing possum now. They knew she’d regained consciousness.


      Ruth opened her eyes.


      She was in a basement garage of some sort. As soon as she saw it, she could smell it, the faint scent of oil and gasoline. She had a headache and was squinting. She couldn’t see the source of the light, but it was harsh and shone from above, probably from bare fixtures. There were stark shadows along the walls.


      Don’t give up! Plan!


      Her neck was twisted and she was being held fast against the car so her left cheek was splayed against the hood. She saw the woman who’d been in the car—Vlad’s sister, Ivana—walk around the hood of the car. Heard something that might be soft plastic rustling beneath her feet with each step.


      Something on the floor. Covering it.


      Supply Sergeant Malpass could find nothing there that might be used to her advantage. But she could guess the waterproof plastic sheet’s purpose. Her captors wanted to contain any mess they might make.


      Ivana was nude, her breasts small and pointed, her ribs prominent. Her black hair was still combed severely back into a tight bun. Her dark eyes still burned. She was holding something with both hands. A mop? A broom? She reminded Ruth of a witch—the narrow, hard features; the black hair and intense eyes; the broom. An evil witch.


      She raised the broomstick and Ruth saw that she was wearing white rubber gloves. When she held the broomstick still higher, Ruth saw that it wasn’t as long as she’d assumed. It might have once been attached to a broom, but it had been sawed off well above the bristles. It was about three feet long, and sharpened to a fine point.


      “I wanted you to see this,” the woman said, grinning as she had when Ruth first saw her in the car.


      Ruth felt the bulk of the figure between her legs move in tighter, felt strong hands on her knees, the thumbs digging into the soft, sensitive flesh behind them, pressing harder and painfully, causing her to go limp as he forced her thighs further and further apart. Then her left leg was pinned tight against the car by the heavy weight of a body, and the powerful hand released its unnecessary grip on that knee.


      The witch moved back around the car, out of sight behind Ruth, and Ruth felt more hands on the backs of her legs, up high, higher, forcing her buttocks apart.


      “Are you still with us, sweetheart?” the witch who called herself Ivana asked.


      “She’s more conscious than she’s ever been,” Vlad said calmly.


      “We’ll do this very slowly,” the witch said.


      Ruth made a final, frantic, and futile effort to break free. Vlad laughed, bearing his weight down on her hard so she grunted in pain and stopped struggling.


      She knew now that all the planning in the world wouldn’t change a thing. She surrendered entirely. All she wanted now was for this to please be over. It was the end of plans. Everything ended sometime. Everything. This must end soon.


      It must!


      She screamed over and over soundlessly into the thick layers of duct tape, praying for unconsciousness and oblivion, a refuge from an agony she’d have thought impossible. It was there, almost within reach. She could sense it. A vast blackness without pain or dread knowledge.


      “I brought smelling salts,” she heard the witch say in a faraway voice.


      “You plan for everything,” her brother said.
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      “It happened two days ago,” Linda said. “That’s about as close to a time of death as we’re going to get.”


      They were in Quinn’s bed, sated by good food, good wine, and good sex. Quinn was lying on his back looking up at Linda, who was sitting propped on her pillow, which she’d wedged against the headboard. He knew she’d deliberately waited before telling him this. He understood and was glad, because he thought he knew where it was going and it figured to make him mad as hell.


      Linda had just told him about a woman found dead in a landfill outside Newark, New Jersey. Found pretty much by luck, actually, because a bulldozer operator happened to notice a human foot protruding from the dozer’s scoop as he was about to drop a load into a valley of varied trash that would soon be filled over with earth.


      “Let me guess,” Quinn said. “Wes Nobbler got this from the Newark police and is keeping it secret for now.”


      “Good guess. Nift hasn’t mentioned it to anyone, either. But they’ll both have to soon, even though their position is that the dead woman’s simply another homicide victim and has nothing to do with the Torso Murders.”


      “If she was found in Newark, how come we have her body here in New York?” Quinn asked.


      “Nift and Nobbler pushed hard, told Newark there’s a possible tie-in with the Torso Murders.”


      “And Newark’s keeping this quiet.”


      “For now. Nobody wants to screw up catching this guy.”


      “But that’s exactly what Nobbler and Nift are doing.”


      “I agree. But that wouldn’t be their spin.”


      Quinn felt his anger rise. “They’re going to get away with this shit?”


      “For a while,” Linda said. She seemed to have given this a lot of thought and become resigned to it. “It seems there’s only one thing that links this one to the Torso Murders. She died of massive internal bleeding from injuries caused by the insertion of a sharpened broomstick stake.”


      “Quite a link, I’d say.”


      “Yes and no.”


      “Renz isn’t aware of any of this?”


      “He knows about the homicide victim. Not about the broomstick.” Linda reached over for her warm can of Diet Pepsi. It was leaving a damp ring on a magazine lying on the table on her side of the bed. She took a long swig, made a face, and put the can back down. “More importantly, he doesn’t know what they found out yesterday, that the broomstick’s the same kind used in most of the Torso Murders. Nift is keeping it from his media mistress, too, but he’ll have to tell her soon or she’ll know he stalled on it. He wouldn’t want to get Cindy Sellers pissed off at him.”


      “For damned sure.” Quinn found himself again longing for a cigar. Here, in his own bedroom, smoking one wasn’t even remotely possible. Women and cigars. “No bullet wounds in this one?”


      “None,” Linda said. “And she’s still got her head and all her limbs. There’s a positive ID, too. Ruth Margaret Malpass, address on the East Side. It didn’t take long for her to be missed. She was a costume designer working on an off-Broadway play, Major Mary, scheduled to open in the fall. Two assistants from work went by to check on her when she didn’t come in to her studio. Not like her, they said. They got the building super and her neighbors in on the hunt. When they and no one else were able to locate her, they called the police. It was too early for her to be officially missing, but her description matched the woman found in the landfill. She was positively identified almost immediately through her fingerprints. She’d been in the army, and they were on file through her military records.”


      “So the sharpened broomstick is the only connection,” Quinn said.


      “It was inserted anally, like in the latest Torso Murders.”


      “Something else similar.” Quinn said.


      “And it was inserted when she was alive,” Linda said. “Continuing on the killer’s new variation on his M.O.”


      “God help us.” Quinn said.


      “He didn’t help Ruth Malpass,” Linda said. “I hope He doesn’t help Nobbler and Nift.”


      “Nobbler’s counting on all the dissimilarities to keep him out of trouble, but you’re right, he can’t play dumb much longer.”


      “He’s got a defense,” Linda said. “There are no prints on the broomstick, the victim is whole and easily identifiable, and she lived quite a while in New York, even went to art school here, and seems to have had plenty of acquaintances and connections. Something else. I used my home computer to check out E-Bliss’s database. They don’t have a Ruth Malpass as a client.”


      “How’d you get to their client list?” Quinn asked.


      “Easy,” Linda said. “I joined it.”


      


      Quinn didn’t wait until morning. It was eleven-fifteen. Renz might still be awake. If he wasn’t, Quinn would take care of that.


      He phoned from where he was, in bed next to Linda. Though he was seething inside, he might as well be physically comfortable.


      Renz picked up on the second ring, sounding angry.


      Quinn began relating what Linda had just told him, but Renz interrupted.


      “I already know,” he said. “It’s breaking news, all over TV, all over the damned country, but not in my office.”


      “Nobbler must have gotten nervous and released it.”


      “Or Cindy Sellers learned it somehow. I’ll bet City Beat already has a special edition all over town.”


      “Was it on TV news about the broomstick stake?”


      “Second from the lead. First thing I saw was one of Tom Coulter’s old mug shots, then a news anchor holding up a sawed-off broomstick explaining what happened to the poor Malpass woman. The news sees a tie-in because Coulter killed his victims in New Jersey. They think he might have come home.”


      “Maybe he did,” Quinn said. “This could be a copycat killing.”


      “That’s what Nobbler’s going to say, a copycat job.”


      “It’s possible, considering what wasn’t done to the victim.”


      “Don’t even go there,” Renz said. “I don’t want to think we might be responsible for Coulter figuring he was going down for the Torso Murders anyway and joining the party.”


      “I doubt it was Coulter,” Quinn said. “He’s basically a professional burglar that killed in a panic.”


      “Once they get a taste…”


      “Yeah, sometimes. But I still don’t like Coulter for it. The media’s on him because we gave him to them. If we hadn’t, they wouldn’t even be mentioning his name.”


      “That’s true,” Renz said, after a pause. “Meat to the wolves. Tell me something else reassuring, Quinn. Like what we do next.”


      “You have a press conference as soon as possible,” Quinn said. “Emphasize the differences between the Malpass murder and the Torso Murders. Hint that we have good reason to believe Malpass wasn’t murdered by the same person, that we know something the public and the killer don’t know. Say we have no reason to believe there’s any connection.”


      “Play dumber than Nobbler?”


      “Dumber faster. You can do it. I know you can.”


      “Hmm.”


      “It takes a fox to play a rabbit,” Quinn said.


      “Have I told you lately that I like your style?”


      “It’s why you hired me.”


      When Quinn clicked off his cell phone and laid it back on the nightstand, Linda sat up straighter in bed, drawing up her knees and hugging them. She’d been listening to Quinn’s end of the conversation.


      “Do you think it’s possible this one is Coulter’s?” she asked.


      “No. The balls to commit burglary and the balls to commit murder are two different things.”


      “Four,” she said.


      Quinn did half a sit-up and kissed one of her knees, then settled back down.


      “Do you think Ruth Malpass’s death is connected to E-Bliss?” she asked.


      “I don’t think there’s a chance in hell it isn’t the same killer,” he said.


      Linda frowned, puzzled. “If Malpass wasn’t an E-Bliss client, why would the Torso Killer murder her? I don’t see anything to gain. She was outside the circle. Where’s the motive?”


      “Think about it.”


      Linda did, for about five seconds.


      “My God!” she said.


      “It started out strictly business,” Quinn said. “Now he enjoys it.”
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      Palmer Stone had the morning Post lying open on his desk. He’d invited Gloria to read it, but she told him she already had.


      Stone had called her in for a morning confab. Gloria, alone, not with Victor. So here she was, wearing a white tunic, black slacks, and black boots, with her red silk scarf knotted loosely at her neck.


      Stone was in his big swivel chair behind his desk, his head not moving as he stared at Gloria, but his body inching this way and that in the chair. Nervous.


      “If you already read the paper,” he said in his usual modulated voice, “you know this dead woman they found in New Jersey was impaled with a sharpened broomstick.”


      “Kinda shit happens,” Gloria said.


      “I don’t like it happening right in our backyard. It makes me wonder.”


      “The cops’ll probably wrap it up soon. The guy they suspect’s photo’s right there on the front page.” Gloria motioned with her head toward the newspaper on the desk. “They even have his name. Tom whatever.”


      “Tom Coulter. He’s a house burglar who had a job go bad and killed some people.”


      “In New Jersey. Where this woman’s body was found.”


      “Awful close to New York.”


      Gloria tilted her head and stared at Stone with an expression of disbelief.


      “Jesus, Palmer! This New Jersey thing has nothing to do with us. They didn’t find just her torso. And they identified her immediately. If the press is tying it in with the Torso Murders, they’re wrong.”


      “I’d like to agree with you, but I’m having a tough time.” Stone puffed up his cheeks, blew out some air. “The three of us have worked together for a lot of years.”


      “So let’s stop gassing to each other about what we both already know. I’d ask what’s bothering you, Palmer, because you’re obviously bothered, but I can guess what it is. I know why you wanted to see me this morning.”


      “Don’t bother to guess,” Stone said. “I’ve got an inkling of a suspicion your brother killed this woman.”


      “Victor? Don’t believe it, Palmer.”


      “I didn’t say I believed it.”


      “But you’re tilting in that direction.”


      “Why shouldn’t I be? He’s been acting strange lately, and the way the woman—Ruth somebody—died, it sure put me in mind of Victor.”


      “Was Ruth a client, Palmer?”


      “You know she wasn’t.”


      “Then what would be Victor’s motivation? Why would he do one off the books?”


      “I can’t answer that for sure, Gloria. But speaking of books, I’ve been to Victor’s apartment and seen his. I noticed some new additions. Brand-new-looking books on Vlad the Impaler. You know who he was?”


      “Of course. I’m not ignorant, Palmer. He lived during the Middle Ages, I think. Bad guy. Terrorized his enemies by impaling people and hoisting them up on poles driven into the ground. Weird guy. Sick.”


      “Your brother seems awfully interested in him.”


      “Victor’s always been into history and biography. What’s that got to do with motive?”


      “I’m wondering,” Stone said, “if maybe Victor’s come to enjoy that aspect of his work so much that he’s moonlighting—not for pay, just for pleasure.”


      “You’re suggesting my brother’s some kind of sick sadist.” Gloria fixed her onyx eyes on him. He couldn’t look away. “Listen to me close, Palmer. Victor didn’t kill that woman.”


      “Then who did?”


      “Tom Coulter.”


      “I kind of doubt it.”


      “Then maybe it was someone who’s read about the Torso Murders or followed them on TV. Some guy who leaned toward sadism to begin with and decided to get in on the act. Only for him, there was no reason to sever the head and limbs. He didn’t care if the body was identified.”


      “He didn’t expect the body to be found,” Stone pointed out.


      Gloria didn’t change expression. It was true that she and Victor hadn’t expected the body to be found. Acres and acres of trash, every kind of refuse, and Ruth Malpass had been five feet down in it, waiting to be shoved into a vast pit of trash. It was a fluke that she was found.


      Gloria crossed her arms and spread her feet wide, becoming angry, and glared at Stone. “If you really suspect Victor of killing this woman, I can put your mind at ease. During the time the police say she was killed, he was with me. We were in his apartment. We take turns preparing each other a gourmet dinner once a week. Last time, it was Victor’s turn. We were enjoying lobster lasagna and a good wine when that woman was killed.”


      “Victor never left your sight?”


      “Not for more than five minutes, if that long. And I stayed until almost midnight.”


      “Why so late?”


      “We got to talking about business and lost track of time. I know it was close to midnight because I looked at my watch and told him how late it was.”


      Stone sighed, making Gloria wonder if he might be feigning relief. You could never tell for sure with Palmer. The discovery of Ruth’s body had complicated things.


      “Do me a favor,” Stone said. “Even if you don’t take what I’m saying seriously, keep an eye on your brother. We don’t really know people, even the ones closest to us.”


      “I know Victor,” Gloria said. “He’s like me. We’re businesspeople first and foremost. As you are, Palmer. We’re not sadists or devil worshipers. We pray to profit and to the good Lord.”


      “In that order?”


      She flashed a crooked grin. “’Fraid so.”


      “People can change, even the best people. I don’t want Victor doing anything dangerous, either for him or for the company.”


      “He isn’t, I’m sure.”


      “Still, will you watch him? If there are any changes, you might be the first to notice.”


      Gloria uncrossed her arms and loosened her stance. She was no longer intractable. Her expression suggested that, however unlikely, Stone might have a point. She had to concede him that. “I’ll watch him, Palmer. If he starts behaving strangely, I’ll let you know.”


      Stone stood up behind his desk wearing the smile she knew so well, the inclusive, reassuring one that lulled the marks.


      “I’m counting on you, Gloria.”


      “You’ve always been able to do that, Palmer. Nothing’s changed.”


      As she left the office she was smiling, too. Her smile was nothing like Palmer Stone’s.


      She was thinking about Ruth Malpass.
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      Tom Coulter sat straight up in bed.


      Even though it was three a.m. he’d been sleeping lightly in his room at the Tumble Onn Inn Motel. Maybe he’d been dreaming, or maybe he’d been waking up and his imagination had gone on a romp. Either way, he was scared. He made an effort to control his breathing. He’d been waking up like this lately, feeling all tight inside, out of breath.


      He tried his version of mental discipline to ease his tension, getting tough with himself.


      What the hell are you afraid of, you big pussy, except every cop in the country wants to kill you?


      Didn’t work.


      He fell back on the bed, his eyes wide open.


      The Tumble Onn Inn was just outside of Burback, Louisiana. It was where Coulter’s flight from the law had left him, this ramshackle clapboard building constructed in a U around a swimming pool full of algae. The outside walls had once been white but were now a dull gray mottled with mold. There were rust-colored vertical stains where the gutters leaked.


      At least it wasn’t the kind of place where the staff was curious about the guests. The old guy at the desk wore rimless glasses held together by black electricians’ tape and looked as if he’d been hired especially for the motel to give it local color. He hadn’t raised an eyebrow when Coulter paid cash. He was used to guests who didn’t qualify for credit cards. Coulter didn’t worry much about him.


      On the other hand, the old bastard probably watched TV, and Coulter’s name and image were all over the damned news channels. They kept using the photo he hated, the one with his hair all messed up and with his bad teeth showing. Damned thing made him look ignorant. Made him look like a criminal.


      The rattling old air conditioner had stopped working since Coulter had gone to bed and fallen into an uneasy sleep hastened by cheap vodka. Either that or the power was off again. It was close and hot in the cruddy little room. There was no sound except for the insects buzzing outside in the darkness.


      Coulter was breathing okay now. He tried to relax, even though he was sure something had awoken him. He told himself it might have been anything. A cat, or maybe even some kind of wild animal, making a noise. A possum. There had to be plenty of them around. There seemed to be a dead one every two or three miles of road.


      He was wearing only his jockey shorts, trying to keep as cool as possible, but his body was coated with oily perspiration. Too close to the damned swamp. Something soft, probably a moth, brushed his forehead, and he swiped at it with his right hand, not really expecting to make contact.


      This wasn’t how he’d foreseen things. His notoriety had overwhelmed him. Not that he didn’t still enjoy being a genuine celebrity. But no matter where he went he could be sure people had heard or read about him and probably seen his photo. It was always a worry. That kind of thing could be damned wearying if the law was itching to hang a string of murder raps around your neck. The irony was, he’d never set out to kill anyone. He wasn’t that sort of guy. This had all been done to him, a series of bad breaks, most of them brought on by mistakes made by other people. All he’d done was react to a shitload of bad luck. Another example of how unfair life was to him.


      Nothing had changed from the time he’d jolted awake and sat up on the sagging mattress. No sound. No movement of light or shadow. No stirring of air. Beads of sweat continued to form and trickle down his bare neck and arms.


      He made himself relax and let the weariness close in on him again.


      Everything’s gonna be okay, at least for a while. Go back to sleep….


      His eyes flew open.


      No doubt about it this time. Very faintly in the night, the unmistakable crunching sound of tires rolling slowly over packed gravel.


      Something had driven into the parking area outside the rooms.


      Coulter slid out of bed and went to the window. He crouched down and parted the blinds and peered out into almost total blackness. A sliver of moon provided the only light. He gave his eyes a minute or so to adjust, and then figured, hell, they didn’t need it, since he’d been sitting like a mushroom in a dark room.


      He saw nothing out there but the same six cars that had been parked in front of rooms when he’d pulled in earlier that evening. They were all older models, one of them a vintage ’98 Olds with a flat front tire. Coulter liked and knew about cars. He’d stolen a lot of them in his younger days and figured the Olds would have been a collector’s item if it weren’t such a rust bucket.


      Staying in a low crouch, he shifted his weight and glanced in the other direction over the sill. Parked two spaces down from his room was the late-model black Ford F-100 pickup he’d stolen two days ago. Faint moonlight glimmered off its fender. It looked like a gigantic toy on drastically oversized tires. Which was maybe what it was.


      Another sound!


      It might have been a car door shutting as quietly as possible, pulled closed, and latched.


      Something’s going on out there, all right.


      Coulter backpedaled away from the window to where his Levi’s were wadded on a chair. He hurriedly slipped into them, then yanked a T-shirt over his head. He thought about going barefoot, then changed his mind and took the time to work his feet, sockless, into his boots. Sweat was pouring off him, stinging the corners of his eyes.


      He picked up the .38 handgun from the nightstand by the bed and held it in his left hand while he dug the truck keys from his pants pocket with his right. The gun was a blue steel semiautomatic with a checkered wood grip. He’d stolen it in Baton Rouge and had never fired it. Didn’t even know for sure if it worked. He thumbed the safety off. Then he moved to the door.


      Coulter rotated the knob with a trembling hand and slowly opened the door a few inches.


      Sultry night air flowed in, carrying the fetid stench of the nearby swamp. He could see nothing outside but the dark parking lot, the shadowy bulks of cars nosed into spaces outside the identical rooms. He glanced to his right. The big Ford pickup, resting high on its huge knobby tires, looked tantalizingly close.


      No movement out there. No sound other than the drone of insects. Not even a car passing on the state road, not at three in the morning. And the big trucks didn’t use this narrow, meandering road, with the interstate only about ten miles away running almost parallel to it.


      Coulter felt his confidence returning. Maybe all he’d heard was some guy going out to his car because he’d forgotten his cigarettes. Something like that. Nervous as Coulter was, maybe he’d gotten himself all in a dither over nothing.


      Maybe not.


      Either way, I ain’t goin’ back to sleep. I’m outta here.


      He stepped all the way outside, moving cautiously in his cowboy boots. His crunching footfalls were barely audible in the still night as he made his way toward the truck. The ignition key was tight between his fingers, ready to insert and twist. He was squeezing it so hard he felt it cutting into his flesh. In his left hand, he still carried the gun.


      Maybe I should switch. Can’t shoot good left-handed.


      Too late for that.


      He made it to within ten feet of the truck, then used the key fob to unlock the doors. A dim light came on inside the truck’s cab. He straightened up and moved faster, not worrying now about the noise, and opened the driver’s-side door and swung himself up behind the steering wheel.


      Wham!


      A blinding light hit him in the face like something solid. He reeled back even as he reached forward. Amazingly, the ignition key found its slot. Red and blue flashing lights were all around him now, and sirens began to yowl.


      Ignoring the maelstrom of light and noise, he slammed the shift selector into reverse, twisted the steering wheel as he stomped on the gas. Gravel flew as the truck did a 180-degree spin. The truck had stopped, but was still rocking as he rammed the selector into drive, and headed hell for leather for the driveway leading to the state road.


      The truck’s big engine roared with power as Coulter laid the gun on the seat beside him and hunched over the steering wheel. He was gripping the wheel with both slippery hands. Something made a loud crack behind his right ear. Glass breaking. Like a rock had been hurled through it. Only he knew it hadn’t been a rock.


      Shooting at me! Jesus!


      His right foot mashed down on the accelerator even harder. Gravel, dirt, large rocks were hurled into the air off the knobby tires as the truck lurched forward. Sonuvabitch has got power, he thought, as he felt himself pressed backward in his seat. There was a bump that made him rise off the seat cushion, and the steering wheel writhed in his hand. The truck leaned left and he yanked the wheel right.


      Then he was out of the motel’s parking lot and picking up speed on the paved road. The flashing colored lights, the yowling sirens, were still there, flitting this way and that in the darkness, but they were behind him now. There was nothing ahead but black road, and a faint yellow line snaking away into the night, leading toward freedom.


      The truck cab got brighter. He glanced in his right outside mirror and was almost blinded by headlights that had slid in close behind him. The mirror exploded as a bullet caught it. He mashed down harder on the accelerator, putting distance between him and the headlights.


      Coulter thought he should shoot back. He owed it to himself. And maybe it’d make the State Patrol or whoever the hell they were let up some on the gas. Gripping the wheel tight with his left hand, he picked up the gun with his right.


      Shootin’ hand. Look out now!


      This was going to be awkward. He made sure the truck was aimed straight ahead, held on to the steering wheel with his left hand, and twisted his body so he could get his right arm out the window and shoot behind him.


      The gun worked okay. He managed to get off a shot but had no way of knowing if it had hit anything. The car hit a bump just as he was about to squeeze the trigger again, and the sudden jolt made him bump his wrist against the hard window frame, knocking the gun from his grasp. It dropped down and away onto the pavement.


      In the shitpot now!


      He turned back so he was sitting straight, staring out through the windshield and steering with both hands. Whoever was chasing him had gotten close again. The lights in the rearview mirror were blinding, even though the mirror was set for nighttime vision. He reached up and twisted it so the light was deflected. No need to look behind him. He knew they were there.


      Just drive, goddamnit. Forget about the gun. You wasn’t gonna hit anything anyway.


      Drive!


      Coulter saw a county road intersecting with the state road, made up his mind in an instant, and swung left. This road was narrower than the one he’d been on, and bumpier. He knew what he had to find. The kind of turnoff where the big four-wheel-drive truck could go and low-slung police cars made for highway pursuit couldn’t follow. That was his only real chance to escape the shitstorm his bad luck had put him in.


      If I can just make it into the swamp I can…think of something….


      The headlights were still back there. The road began to wind. A bullet sparked off the already damaged outside mirror, startling Coulter. But he didn’t lose control of the truck. He kept his head. He was learning all about himself, and he liked it. He had the balls for more than breaking and entering. He was a goddamned Jesse James.


      As the truck roared and sped along, the swamp seemed to move in closer on either side. Within half a mile he saw what he needed, a crude wooden sign indicating a turnoff ahead. As he flashed past it, he couldn’t even read what it said, but he put light pressure on the brake pedal, getting ready.


      Then there it was on his left, an opening in the swamp. It wasn’t much more than flattened grass, but enough of a road to provide access for the big truck. Just enough.


      Luck from shit to gold!


      As Coulter yanked the steering wheel to the left, the truck leaned hard and went up on two wheels. Then it dropped back and tracked perfectly onto the narrow, grassy road. As soon as he straightened it out, it flew up in the air, and Coulter felt the top of his head hit the headliner. As he plopped back down in his seat, he fumbled and found a firm grip on the steering wheel. He clenched his teeth and followed the truck’s headlight beams into the swamp.


      This was goddamned working. This was what he wanted. There was another, smaller bump, then rooster tails of water rose high and away from the front wheels and the truck rocked to a dead stop.


      Coulter’s heart stopped with it.


      Here was his lousy luck again. He should have expected it. It was his role in life to have the rug yanked out from under him. God had had it in for him from the beginning.


      He jammed the selector into a lower gear and played the gas pedal. Mud and rocks slammed against the insides of the fenders, but the truck didn’t budge. Wasn’t this thing supposed to have four-wheel drive?


      Don’t let me down now! Please! C’mon! C’mon!


      If God wouldn’t help him, maybe the devil would. Or the all-powerful God of Trucks and Fools. The big engine roared. The oversized tires spun free and threw more mud, found traction, and the truck lurched forward and picked up speed.


      Coulter gleefully stomped the accelerator. The truck responded as if it were alive and born for the challenge.


      Small branches whipped and scratched against the truck’s steel sides. Welcome sounds. They meant the swamp was opening its arms for him and freedom could be had. He drove like a maniac. More dark water splashed from time to time, some of it splattering on the windshield.


      Coulter used the truck’s wipers and forged on. The road had become a narrow, muddy tunnel through the swamp. That was fine with him. The bumpier and muddier the better. This was exactly the kind of place that would soon bog down a low-slung car.


      After a while, Coulter chanced a glance in the rearview mirror and saw through the trees a glimmer of headlights, far behind. A few seconds later he looked again and saw only blackness.


      He backed off a bit on the accelerator, driving more carefully. His breathing was ragged and his heart was pounding as if it might break a rib. He knew he wasn’t out of the woods yet, literally, but he couldn’t help letting out a loud whoop. He’d shaken them.


      Desperado on the run!


      Goddamn he was something! He’d shaken them!


      For now.
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      Wes Nobbler and Greeve had gotten to Ruth Malpass’s apartment first and confiscated her notebook computer. After that, it was seconds for Quinn and his team. When they requested the laptop, they were informed that Nobbler and Greeve were the real NYPD, but that they’d share.


      Quinn informed Renz of this, and Renz promptly phoned and gave Nobbler one of his better ass-chewings and made it clear who was working the Torso Murders case.


      It wasn’t Nobbler.


      Nobbler had reluctantly given Quinn’s team a copy of the hard drive of Malpass’s computer’s, made after Pearl and an NYPD computer whiz observed the transfer of the files to make sure it was complete.


      The drive revealed no sign of E-Bliss.org. Pearl had gone over it and found some e-mail messages and addresses to follow up on, but nothing promising. The computer’s Internet history was also unrevealing. Ruth had read several newspapers online and regularly visited a few show-business sites and gossip blogs. Pearl had reported that Ruth had bought lots of shoes over the Internet. That meant nothing other than that Pearl had new sources of shoes.


      Today Pearl and Fedderman were getting follow-up statements from Ruth’s neighbors, who were telling them what a fine woman Ruth was. That had been the report from two of the actors and the producer of Major Mary, the musical she’d been costuming.


      Quinn got a key from the super and entered Ruth’s apartment. It was pretty much what he expected except for the scent; there was a sachet or something like one somewhere giving off a faint whiff of cinnamon. The apartment was a functionally furnished loft, with a southern exposure and shelves of art books and pottery and sculpture. There was a shiny steel framework on one wall that held clothes. At first Quinn thought they were Ruth’s and simply didn’t fit in the big oak wardrobe, but then he realized they must be part of her work.


      Near a window was a wooden drafting board with a large pad of paper on it. The top sheet was curled back over the high end of the slanted board. There was no chair nearby. Ruth must have stood while she worked.


      “Hello?”


      Quinn was startled by the voice. He turned and saw a short woman with no waist and a lot of frizzy blond hair. She was wearing loosely cut jeans and a sleeveless white blouse. Her incredibly large blue eyes were the sort that didn’t blink much. They looked frightened.


      “I’m Hettie Crane from downstairs,” she said, “a neighbor and good friend of Ruth’s. When I heard what happened to her…”


      Whatever else she’d been about to say was choked off by emotion.


      “I know,” Quinn told her gently. He introduced himself, showing her his shield.


      Hettie only glanced at it, but wouldn’t have been able to see it well anyway from as far away as she was. She stood stiff legged where she’d stopped just inside the door, as if she might be invading Ruth’s privacy if she ventured farther into the apartment. The way her friend died had obviously shaken Hettie’s world.


      “You all right, dear?”


      Hettie nodded. She lifted her chin slightly and tried to smile, but her facial muscles wouldn’t cooperate.


      “It always smelled so good in here,” she said. “Ruth burned scented candles.” Her eyes became moist. She swallowed.


      Quinn smiled at her and decided to give her time to wrestle some more with her new reality. Her juicy blue gaze followed him as he walked over to the drafting board.


      The top sheet of paper was filled with skillfully rendered sketches of what looked like military uniforms, male and female. Quinn flipped the raised sheet of paper and saw more of the same.


      “These mean anything to you?” he asked Hettie, keeping his tone casual.


      She reluctantly came over to stand next to him where she could see Ruth’s drawings.


      “They’re costume concepts for Major Mary,” she said. “I know because I’m directing the play. It was set to open in a couple of months.” She moved closer and looked again at the sketches. “It’ll still open. We’ll use Ruth’s costuming ideas. These sketches. They’re far enough along, and she would have wanted it that way.” She looked up at Quinn. Her eyes were still teary. “It’ll be at the Marlborough Theater in the Village. It’s a musical comedy.”


      “Good luck with it,” Quinn said, and meant it. “Did you know Ruth well?”


      “Very well. She’s the one who recommended me for my apartment. This building rents to a lot of theater people.”


      “So you had mutual friends.”


      “Quite a few,” Hettie said.


      “Was Ruth involved with anyone?”


      “Romantically? Sexually?”


      “Either one,” Quinn said, smiling.


      “She broke off about four months ago with this guy she’d been seeing. Buddy Erb. He’s an actor.”


      “Know where he can be found?”


      “In L.A. He does the voice-over in that commercial where the frog recommends an insurance company and then drives an SUV off a cliff. You know the one?”


      “Sure.”


      “Buddy does a great frog.”


      “Got that kinda voice,” Quinn said. “They fight or anything when they broke up?”


      “No, they just got tired of each other. It was pretty much over when Buddy got the job offer.”


      “The frog?”


      “Yeah. Which meant he had to move to the West Coast.”


      “Yuck,” Quinn said. “All that sun and surf.”


      Hettie gave him a look. She knew what he was doing, loosening her up, getting her to talk so maybe she’d yield a nugget of information. It was okay with her. She wanted the big, homely-handsome cop to catch the animal who had killed her friend.


      The guy has an interesting face, Hettie thought. Rugged and memorable. And so, so trustworthy. He should have been an actor. Leading man. Not that he wasn’t way too old for her…


      Not that he wasn’t an actor, in his own way.


      “I know Buddy pretty well,” she said. “He’s an actor, not a killer. And from what I hear, his sexual needs are standard issue. If you check, I’m sure you’ll find he was on the other side of the continent when Ruth was killed.”


      “We’ll check. You know how we are.” Quinn ran his fingertips over the sketch pad, as if trying to gain some knowledge about the sketches’ creator. “Ruth date a lot?” he asked.


      “Some. She liked men, but she was busy much of the time. Especially lately, what with Major Mary.”


      “You recall her mentioning anyone?”


      “Since Buddy? No.”


      “Since Buddy, did she ever use a dating service?”


      “I doubt it. Ruth was great to look at. Men liked her. If she wanted to go out, there was always somebody there.”


      “I don’t want to sound like a TV cop—”


      “You’d make a great TV cop.”


      “But did Ruth have any enemies whom you know of?”


      “Everybody loved Ruth.” Hettie gave him a sad grin. “More TV dialogue, but it happens to be true. She was a terrific and talented person. Even the sicko who killed her must have loved her in his own twisted way.”


      “How so?”


      “He chose her, didn’t he?”
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      Hettie had left, and Quinn was standing in the center of Ruth Malpass’s apartment, slowly looking around, when Pearl came in.


      “Anything from the neighbors?” he asked.


      “Nothing useful. They all liked Ruth. She’d been seen coming and going with a man now and then. Nobody steady. Nobody lately. She was friendly—I heard the word sweet a lot—but pretty much kept to herself.” Pearl glanced around the apartment. “Anything here?”


      “Nothing unusual or helpful. Just like on her computer.”


      “Nobbler had it first. You think we saw everything that was on it?”


      “You watched the file transfer. The tech whiz seem okay?”


      “Yeah. Seemed.”


      “Then we probably got it all,” Quinn said. “Nobbler’d be taking a hell of a risk tampering with that kind of evidence. And it’d take somebody who really knew computers to be sure whatever was deleted was really and truly gone from the disk for good. You know how it works.”


      “Yeah. E-mail is forever.”


      They both turned when they heard the door open.


      Fedderman. He looked tired, and his brown suit was even more wrinkled than usual. He’d canvassed the top floors, while Pearl had worked the ones below. He didn’t look happy.


      “Any luck?” Quinn asked.


      Fedderman shook his head.


      “Probably not except maybe for the woman living right in the next unit, a loft apartment just like this one. Name’s Emma McKenna. Real nice. Pretty enough to be an actress.”


      “She probably is an actress,” Quinn said. “What did you learn from her.”


      “She was a good friend of Ruth’s. According to her, they kind of looked out for one another. She said Ruth phoned her on what must have been the day she died and left a message on her machine. Said it probably wouldn’t happen, but if a guy named Vlad came around looking for her, tell him he just missed her and get his phone number.” Fedderman shrugged. “Emma didn’t know anyone named Vlad and said Ruth never mentioned a Vlad before the phone message. So it probably means nothing.”


      Pearl said, “Holy Christ!”


      Fedderman looked at her in surprise. “Huh?”


      Quinn and Pearl both stared at him.


      “What?” Fedderman asked.


      Quinn said, “Don’t you watch The History Channel?”


      


      After explaining to Fedderman about Vlad the Impaler, they set to work doing a search of the names Vlad and Vladimir, using phone directories at first, then moving on to their computers.


      In the five boroughs of New York City, there were a surprising number of Vlads and Vladimirs. The Vlads who showed up in the various criminal databases were for one reason or another unlikely suspects. One, who’d at first seemed a possibility, was in the Russian Mafia and had been killed last year in New Jersey.


      Almost certainly the killer—if Vlad was the killer—wouldn’t have used his real name. Still it was something that should be checked. Every ten years or so, something like this paid off. The drudge work of detection. Renz assigned a young cop named Nevins, fresh out of the academy, to do more extensive checking. He seemed enthusiastic.


      Pearl stayed behind and helped Nevins, out of pity, while Quinn and Fedderman left the office to look over the vacant apartment Pearl had seen the new Madeline leaving.


      Just in case she hadn’t found what she might have gone there to retrieve.


      “Happy hunting,” Nevins said, as they went out the door.


      Pearl rolled her eyes.
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      A white van with the peel-off magnetic sign of a painting company was parked in front of the building the new Madeline had lived in. Peel-off signs. Sometimes Quinn thought they’d been invented especially for the convenience of criminals.


      Quinn and Fedderman decided not to bother with the super. They entered the building, pushed the elevator’s “up” button, and didn’t see a soul on their ascent to Madeline’s floor.


      They’d guessed right. The door down the hall that was propped open was to the new Madeline’s unit. Quinn went in first. A rug-sized canvas drop cloth covered most of the living room floor. A guy in paint-splattered white coveralls was perched on the next-to-top step of an aluminum stepladder, using a brush to apply paint where ceiling and wall met. There was a pleasant but nose-tingling smell emanating from whatever kind of paint he was using. The new color was peach. Quinn would have preferred the previous white.


      “Help you?” a woman’s voice asked.


      A young woman wearing white coveralls and a painter’s cap stuck on top of a lot of carrot-colored hair came in from the kitchen. She was carrying a plastic bucket of spackling compound and a small trowel that looked as if it’d had a lot of use.


      Quinn and Fedderman showed both painters their shields. They seemed satisfied. The one on the ladder set back to work. The woman was probably the boss.


      “We want to take another look around the apartment,” Quinn said.


      “For clues?” Carrot top couldn’t say it without smiling.


      “Before you paint over them,” Fedderman said.


      She raised red eyebrows. “Was a crime committed here?”


      “We don’t know for sure where the murder took place,” Quinn said. “That’s what the clues would be about.” There was no point in telling her the crime didn’t occur in the apartment. Let her be impressed.


      She didn’t seem impressed.


      “Did somebody say murder?” the painter on the ladder asked. Apparently he wasn’t up on the news.


      “We’re from Homicide,” Fedderman said. “Murder it is.”


      “Oh, great!” the man said. “I hope we didn’t paint over any fingerprints.”


      “Not to worry,” Quinn told him. “That part of the investigation’s already been done.”


      “By the crime scene unit?”


      “You must watch TV,” Fedderman said.


      “Law & Order,” the man said.


      “We’re for that,” Quinn said.


      “Well, you’re in luck,” the woman said. “We just got started. This is the only room we’ve worked in. That shouldn’t matter much, should it? I mean, aren’t most murders committed in the bedroom or kitchen? Nobody ever gets killed in the living room.”


      “Depends on what’s on TV,” Fedderman said.


      “Football,” the woman said. “Football on TV brings out the violence in men.”


      “Oprah, too, sometimes,” Fedderman said.


      The woman laughed. “You gotta be jesting. Everybody likes Oprah. Like with Raymond.”


      “You must sniff a lotta paint fumes,” Fedderman said.


      “We’ll take a look around,” Quinn said. “Thanks.” He thought the redheaded woman might be about to get genuinely angry at Fedderman. He’d seen it before with Oprah.


      The apartment was small, so there wasn’t much to look at, especially considering they’d been there before. Quinn took the bathroom, while Fedderman began in the bedroom.


      The medicine chest had been cleaned out, as had the small closet built into the wall, where towels and other bathroom supplies had been stored. Even the old tub looked as if it had been cleaned. The plastic plates were removed from the switches and sockets. The painters had been there, preparing. A clear plastic shower curtain lay neatly folded beneath the washbasin. Quinn used it to pad his knee as he knelt down and craned his neck so he could look at the underside of the porcelain basin.


      Nothing there but plumbing.


      He took a last look around, then went into the bedroom to join Fedderman.


      It had been cleaned out, like the bathroom. Whatever the new Madeline had left behind had been either sold, stolen, or hauled away. The bed had been stripped down to the mattress and box springs.


      “Look under the bed, Feds?”


      “I always peek under the bed,” Fedderman said. “Even at home.”


      Fedderman walked over to the closet and opened the door. It was as empty as they’d seen it last time. The two or three tangled wire hangers seemed to be dangling in the same pattern as before, like a wire mobile. Cops remembered things like that. Patterns.


      Fedderman started to close the closet door.


      “Wait a minute,” Quinn said, staring into the empty closet.


      The painted, thin piece of plywood on the closet’s back wall, maybe eighteen inches square, that allowed access to the bathroom plumbing behind the tub didn’t look quite the same. Something…


      “Was that access panel slightly crooked like that?” Quinn asked.


      Fedderman stared at it. “No.” An ancient line of paint was even visible halfway along one edge. “Somebody’s been in there and didn’t put the panel back quite straight. Maybe because they were in a hurry.”


      “Or maybe we got us a careless plumber,” Quinn said.


      He bent down, listening to the cartilage in his knees crackle. There was a fine dusting of white powder on the closet’s bare wood floor near the access panel. Some of the powder had gone down into the cracks between the boards.


      Fedderman leaned close and looked over Quinn’s shoulder.


      “Wanna bet what that is?” he said. Plumbing access panels were a common place for drug addicts to conceal their stash. They didn’t seem to know that’s where narcs looked immediately after examining the inside of the toilet tank.


      Quinn traced his fingertip through the film of powder, then touched his finger to his tongue, ran it across his gums beneath his lower front teeth.


      “Coke,” he said. “High quality.”


      Fedderman straightened up. “So the new Madeline is a user. She must have left her stash when she moved out, then came back for it.”


      “Maybe because she had help moving,” Quinn said.


      “And vacated the place in a hurry. When she got feeling needy, she had to come back for her stash. Got careless, somehow punctured a Baggie or dropped some of the product while she was snorting.”


      “In a hurry and shaky,” Quinn said, picturing it.


      “Or maybe we’ve got it wrong,” Fedderman said. “Maybe she came back to hide something behind the panel.”


      Quinn didn’t think that was likely, but it was possible. Most of these old access panels stayed just as they were for years.


      While he was kneeling, he took a closer look at the wooden access panel. It was fastened to the wall by large screws at each corner. There was no paint in the slots, and the screws looked loose. A few flakes of paint lay on the floor beneath them. Obviously somebody had been at the panel recently.


      “Go see if you can borrow a screwdriver from the painters, Feds.”


      “On my way.”


      When Fedderman had left the bedroom, Quinn gathered his strength and stood up on his noisy, wobbly knees. The leg that had taken a bullet didn’t feel any more unsteady than the other leg. Time had healed. He felt light-headed for a moment. Feeling my age. Nothing good about that.


      “Regular or Phillips?” Fedderman called from the living room.


      “Bring both,” Quinn called back.


      He didn’t feel like kneeling again to reexamine the screws.


      


      The new Madeline hadn’t hidden anything behind the access panel in the back closet wall. When Quinn removed the plywood panel he found only the bathtub plumbing, and some more white powder on the floor. The spaces between the floorboards were wider there, and quite a bit of the powder had fallen down into them.


      It was easy to see what had happened. There was a bent nail sticking out of the right side of the access opening. It was sharply pointed and had traces of white powder on it. Quinn pointed it out to Fedderman.


      “She must have snagged the plastic pouch her coke was in and spilled some of it.”


      “You can see where she tried to scoop it up and put it back in the bag. A lot of it went down into the floor.”


      “Better than up her nose,” Quinn said.


      Quinn held the panel flat against the wall and began replacing the screws.


      When he straightened up and backed awkwardly out of the closet, he said, “We know she’s a user. And since she lost a lot of her stash here, she’ll probably need more soon.”


      “Narcotics is liable to pick her up.”


      “We don’t want that,” Quinn said.


      “So we gotta make sure she doesn’t get nailed on a drug charge.” Fedderman shook his head. “Some police work. The new Madeline is a pain in the ass.”


      “If we think she is,” Quinn said, “imagine what a pain in the ass she must be to E-Bliss. It can’t have been part of their plan to supply one of their new identities to a cocaine addict.”


      “Maybe they don’t know she’s a user.”


      “Maybe not yet,” Quinn said.


      “But we know it,” Fedderman said. “Now we gotta figure out some way to use what we know.”


      “Or avoid getting hurt by it,” Quinn said, closing the closet door.


      They returned the painters’ screwdrivers, pointed out where they’d missed a spot, and left the apartment.
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      Her skin was itching on the inside. Maria Sanchez, the new Madeline, was having difficulty sitting still. If Jorge could see her now he’d be disgusted. He had been so disdainful of people in the business who got hooked on the product. She wondered what his reaction would have been if he’d known she’d become a user, then a cokehead. And she knew that was what she’d become—a cokehead. Knew it now, this minute, more than ever.


      She felt trapped in the apartment E-Bliss.org had moved her into after they’d hustled her out of the one the old Madeline had occupied. Once they’d decided she should move, they’d watched over her every step, so there’d be no mistakes, nothing traceable left behind. She hadn’t even been alone long enough to sneak her stash out from behind the bathroom plumbing access panel on the back wall of her bedroom closet. Which meant she’d have to return.


      And she did return to get what was hers, before anyone else had a chance to move in.


      In a rush, already shaking because she’d waited too long, she snagged the plastic Baggie on a nail and ripped it open as she withdrew it from behind the plywood panel.


      Shit!


      At least half the high-quality cocaine spilled from the bag. Some of it she managed to scoop up, but the rest was a loss. It had sifted down in the cracks between the floorboards.


      Like my crappy life.


      Gonna be lots of wired cockroaches.


      A giggle burst from her at the thought. Then the image intruded and she decided it wasn’t funny. Wasn’t funny at all.


      She replaced the panel and got out of there fast, certain that no one had noticed her, and returned to her new apartment.


      


      The cocaine had carried Maria for a while, and then it was gone and the waiting had begun. She’d seen it enough times with other cokeheads and knew how it was going to feel.


      It started sooner than she’d expected, and it worsened fast.


      She sat with her legs drawn up in a corner of the threadbare sofa. She’d been trembling, and now she was hot. Perspiring. The temperature was always off one way or another in this goddamned rat hole. This wasn’t the kind of environment she was used to. Palmer Stone had promised to move her yet again, into an apartment where the water didn’t run brown. It couldn’t happen too soon for Maria.


      She stood up and began to pace, had to move, had to keep moving. Something she’d read somewhere returned to her:


      “All the trouble in the world is caused by people who can’t sit still when they find themselves alone in a room.”


      Wasn’t that the truth? And most of the trouble they caused was for themselves.


      The part of her stash Maria had saved had gone so fast it had surprised her. And disturbed her. She hadn’t realized how much stuff she was using, and with increasing frequency, increasing need. She hadn’t suspected how deep into the trick bag she’d fallen.


      Stone had warned her to be cautious, especially for the first six months. Six months! He had no idea what he was asking. She was going absolutely, undeniably insane.


      She began to scratch her arms, her neck, leaving tracks from her gnawed fingernails. Maria knew she’d soon become a quaking mess if she didn’t make a connection and get a fix. She’d seen people like that, users colliding with reality. How pathetic she’d thought they were. How weak and contemptible. Maria wasn’t sure she’d changed her opinion of them now that she was one of them. She felt weak and contemptible.


      She had to take the chance soon, or it would be too late. Once the nausea began—and it soon would—she’d be such a wreck nobody would trust her enough to sell to her. It would be impossible to score any kind of drug, and if she did happen to connect with a dealer, her desperation would be so obvious she’d be robbed of everything she had. The pathetic thing was that she knew she’d turn it over willingly, even eagerly, for the smallest sample of whatever would help her. She couldn’t let it reach that point, where she’d do anything for salvation for an hour.


      Maria decided the smart thing, the cautious thing, would be to act before it became too late. If she explained it to Palmer Stone, she was sure he’d understand. If only he’d take the time to listen and think about it.


      She sat back down, got back up, paced some more.


      Without recalling how she got there, she found herself in the kitchen. She opened the freezer door of the refrigerator and got out the bottle of vodka she kept there. It was only half empty. It wasn’t what she needed, but it would help. For a while, anyway.


      She removed the cap from the bottle and let some of the cold vodka slide down her throat. The alcohol content kept the vodka from quite freezing, increasing its viscosity without lessening its effect. It would help her to stave off the need and agony.


      Buying time. That’s what she was doing, buying time and passing time and going mad.


      The time she was buying was worth less by the minute.


      She picked up the remote and switched on the TV. The news was on, some hick sheriff’s deputy or something from someplace down South being interviewed by a woman in a tight sweater and bad hairdo. The volume was too low to hear, but the crawl across the bottom of the screen said the alleged Torso Killer, Tom Coulter, had been spotted and almost caught in Louisiana.


      Maria laughed. It sounded slightly maniacal even to her. She switched off the TV and tossed the remote over on the couch.


      Crazy world! Crazy!


      She walked from room to room, carrying the bottle, tracking the same path of her despair along worn carpet and sagging wood floor.


      Maybe Stone wouldn’t understand. Or care. He was a lot of talk, Palmer Stone. A lot of bullshit.


      She knew Stone’s type all too well. She couldn’t count on him, and she didn’t have to. The only person she could count on in this insane and unfair world was herself. She had to make a connection somehow, and soon.


      Soon, God, soon!


      She wanted to sit down but couldn’t. Something in her wouldn’t allow it.


      All the trouble in the world…


      


      They were in the office on West Seventy-ninth Street. The window air conditioner was noisy and fickle, being ornery. Right now it was too warm in the office. Pearl, in an uncharacteristic burst of domesticity, had gotten them all coffee and delivered the cups to the desks on round cork coasters she’d found somewhere. The coasters featured ads for some kind of ale Quinn had never heard of. In the warmth created by the malfunctioning air conditioner, neither Quinn nor Fedderman really wanted the steaming coffee, but they took sips from time to time so Pearl wouldn’t get mad.


      “The new Madeline must have E-Bliss spooked,” Quinn said. “They had the initial problem when the real Madeline Scott somehow escaped when they tried to kill her. Then the new Madeline must have picked up on something from when Pearl spotted her in the elevator, so they moved her out of the building. Thanks to Pearl—” he glanced toward where she was perched on the front edge of her desk—“we know where she’s living now.”


      “And we know she needs coke,” Fedderman said.


      “We’ll keep a watch on her,” Quinn said. “Except for Pearl, whom she’s already seen. When the time comes, the new Madeline will make a hell of a witness for the prosecution.”


      “We’ve got leverage on her,” Fedderman said. “Major drug rap. She’ll cut a deal and cooperate.”


      “If they don’t kill her,” Pearl said.


      She understood why she wouldn’t be included in the watch on the new Madeline. Not only would she be a familiar face, but she’d be too busy elsewhere playing Jewel and looking after Jill Clark. And she could still feel Greeve following her, even though there was no sign of him. He wasn’t nicknamed “The Ghost” for nothing. If he didn’t know about the new Madeline, there was no point in leading him to her.


      “We’ll watch her partly to protect her,” Quinn said, “and partly to see where she goes. Apparently she’s still in contact with E-Bliss from time to time.”


      “We looking at her as bait?” Pearl asked. She knew it would be a coup to nail Tony Lake, or Vlad, or whatever name he was using, or maybe even Palmer Stone, in the act of trying to kill the new Madeline. And they might feel she had to be killed if they found out she was into drugs and vulnerable. She had to be a danger to them.


      “We’ll play this close,” Quinn said. “Renz will give us some undercover help we can trust not to leak anything. And I’ll bring in Nancy Weaver to fill in for Pearl. We’ve used Weaver before. She’s good, and we can trust her, especially if there’s a possibility of promotion in it for her. Between us, we’ll keep a close tail on the new Madeline.”


      “Starting when?” Fedderman asked.


      “Renz has already got an undercover outside her apartment. One of us will relieve him this evening. Word is, she stays cooped up, keeps the blinds closed.”


      “Scared,” Fedderman said. “That’s good.”


      “What’s left of her stash might be running out,” Quinn said.


      “Also good.”


      “But pure hell for her.”


      “She took the elevator down,” Fedderman said. “Far as we know, nobody forced her to get in.”


      “Meanwhile, let’s go over the murder book on Ruth Malpass,” Quinn said. “See if between us we can spot something useful, especially if it makes a closer connection to E-Bliss.”


      “Weaver?” Pearl said. “Weaver filling in for me?”


      It wasn’t out of the blue. Quinn had been expecting it.


      “Weaver,” he confirmed. He tried to use a tone of voice that would discourage Pearl from making a drama out of it.


      Pearl wasn’t crazy about seeing Officer Nancy Weaver brought in on the case. The two women didn’t like each other, maybe because similarity bred contempt. And competition. Weaver and Pearl shared the same relentless approach to their work, as well as the same tendency to raise hackles. Weaver didn’t have Pearl’s short fuse, though. Quinn had to give her that.


      “Weaver’s back in uniform,” Pearl said. “Got some shit-hole assignment over in Brooklyn. She got caught fooling around with a married lieutenant on the vice squad.”


      “Seems the place to do it,” Fedderman said. “What the vice squad’s all about.”


      Quinn wished Fedderman would take it easy. There was no point in detonating Pearl.


      “That woman put the ‘cop’ in copulate,” Pearl said.


      “But she’s good at what she does,” Fedderman said. “Being a cop, I mean.” He tried but failed to take a sip of his searingly hot coffee. “Almost at the boiling point,” he said, looking at Pearl and not his coffee.


      “All Weaver wants is to be promoted,” Pearl said.


      “I want her promoted, too,” Quinn said, “if it’s for helping us break this case. Weaver’s got her flaws, but she’s also smart and resourceful. Renz will put her back in plain clothes for this, and she’ll work herself to the nub to stay there.”


      Pearl made a sniffing sound. “It’s hard for Weaver to stay in any kind of clothes.”


      Fedderman gave her a pained look. “Give the woman a break, Pearl.”


      “Just don’t give her any trouble,” Quinn said in the voice he used to warn people. No mistaking it. Like God laying down the law from on high.


      “You know me,” Pearl said.
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      Some ringing phones are better left unanswered.


      Victor had been alone in the offices of E-Bliss.org and fielded Maria Sanchez’s phone call.


      He was still pale and obviously angry when Palmer Stone walked in wearing one of his Armani suits and carrying his Hansom and Coach leather briefcase. Palmer was also wearing his usual handsome and benign expression, that of the kind sitcom father who’d never once raised hand nor voice to his make-believe wife and children.


      “Something the matter, Victor?” he asked, with a concerned frown, as he set the briefcase alongside his desk and settled into his leather swivel chair. Victor might well have been his troubled son.


      Victor, slumped on the sofa, stopped gnawing on his lower lip. “The Sanchez bitch phoned here a while ago, talked like she was crazy. Didn’t even use her Madeline Scott name, called herself Maria. As if Maria Sanchez still actually existed somewhere.”


      The concerned frown, genuine now, stayed glued to Stone’s symmetrical features. “I didn’t expect to hear from her again. She seemed to understand the rules, and why they’re necessary.”


      Once the new identity was assumed, there was no reason ever to contact E-Bliss.org again. It didn’t exist anymore. The old identity no longer existed except here and there on paper or in obscure databases. Each special client was made to understand that that was the entire idea, to draw a line between an old and a new reality. Madeline Scott (Stone no longer allowed himself to think of her as Maria Sanchez) seemed smart enough to comprehend that. Seemed safe as a special client. Apparently she hadn’t come as advertised. Stone felt himself getting disturbed and pushed the heat of his anger aside. Anger was an emotion he couldn’t allow. Only one letter away from danger, he reminded himself. Bad for business in so many ways, anger.


      Victor, Stone observed, seemed to still be angry over the phone call. Victor, who might himself be a potential problem. Stone wondered, would Gloria, if he asked, be able to deal with Victor?


      A problem for another day. Here was Stone, worried about Victor’s anger today.


      “What did our troublesome special client want?” he asked Victor


      “Said she wants the better apartment we promised her. She wants money. She wants us to live up to our end of the arrangement. She wants things to change. She wants, wants, wants!”


      Stone smiled. “She wants quite a lot.”


      “No, I think she wants one thing,” Victor said. “A fix.”


      Stone thought for a moment, then shook his head no. “Maria Sanchez couldn’t be a drug addict. She was around the stuff, but not a user. Somebody like that, in her position, she wouldn’t survive long if she even started to use.”


      “If it became a problem.”


      “It always becomes a problem,” Stone said. “Or often enough that no chances are taken. People in the business know that going in.”


      “Maybe it was a problem that hadn’t had time to develop enough to be noticeable.”


      Stone said nothing. That was a possibility. An unsettling one. The company might have inherited a nascent problem, only just beginning to become a monster.


      “I know the signs, Palmer. I know how cokeheads talk, especially when they get desperate. The bitch was unhinged.”


      “I still say it’s unlikely that drugs are the problem,” Stone said.


      “If she’s not a head that hit the wall, she sure sounded like one. You should’ve heard her, Palmer. She was ranting like she was nuts. She had to be crazy to phone here in the first place.”


      Stone thought back to the poised young woman he himself had interviewed, to the background file reaching into her childhood. She’d been something of a revolutionary as a young girl, but a smart one. Near the top of her college class when she met her husband. Stone even knew her IQ, which was in the superior range. He remembered her correct and concise replies to his questions, the calm and appraising intelligence in her cool blue eyes.


      Palmer Stone knew breeding and quality when he saw it. Maria Sanchez qualified.


      “I’ll phone and discuss things rationally with her,” he said. “Don’t worry, Victor, I can calm her down.”


      Victor thought about the surest way to quiet the nutcase new Madeline Scott, a way he’d relish and she wouldn’t. But he said nothing and with effort turned his mind away from possibilities already stirring in the core of him. The new Victor would think about the new Madeline Scott later, but he wouldn’t act on his imaginings. Not in any way involving her. It wouldn’t be worth the risk. She was business and would stay business.


      He knew this was the kind of situation that called for bullshit, and nobody was better at it than Palmer Stone. He was built of the stuff.


      Victor stood up from the sofa, stretched, and nodded.


      “Whatever you say, Palmer.”


      


      Jill could see that Tony was getting tired of it. And maybe a little puzzled.


      He’d dropped in unexpectedly this evening, and two minutes later Jewel had turned up at the door. Jewel the pest and barrier to the bed. Jewel was talky, and downright pushy sometimes. She didn’t take a hint and she didn’t scare away. Tony and Jill were stuck with her. Jill played it that way, raising her eyebrows and making a what-are-you-gonna-do face at Tony when Jewel wasn’t looking.


      Jill had been barefoot tonight when Tony arrived. As soon as Jewel showed up, on had gone the shoes. Obviously, Tony saw that as a bad sign.


      “Let’s go out someplace and grab a bite to eat,” he suggested, standing up from where he’d been sitting on the sofa.


      “Great idea!” Jewel said.


      Tony glanced at Jill. “I mean’t—”


      “The three of us,” Jill interrupted.


      He stared at her, not even caring now if Jewel saw the look he was giving her. Why did you say that? What the hell’s the matter with you?


      No doubt Jill saw Jewel as a friend as well as a pest and didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Not that Jewel seemed to have any.


      Tony bet she could be made to feel. He found himself looking at her from time to time, sizing her up. Small woman with a great body, if she’d quit trying to conceal it. Slender waist, big boobs and ass. Sometimes he wondered what she’d look like nude. Jill had caught him looking at Jewel like that, and he had to think fast and make it all seem innocent. Jill wasn’t difficult to deceive. Tony didn’t think many women were. They only thought they were clever, which made them all the easier to fool.


      “We can go back to that pizza place,” Jewel said. The three of them had eaten several times at a pizza joint down the block.


      “Sounds great.” Jill looked at Tony.


      “Sounds good,” was all he could muster.


      The three of them started toward the door. Jill hung back and let Jewel go out first.


      In the hall, when Jewel was half a dozen steps ahead of them, Jill raised her head and whispered in Tony’s ear, “She’s my friend. I don’t want to be rude to her.”


      She could feel the tension in Tony, hear it in his breathing. How long could this charade last without him becoming suspicious? And if he did suspect, what would he do? She was beginning to think this might be the evening when she was going to find out.


      Then his face broke into his beautiful smile. Easygoing Tony. The Tony she knew.


      He bent over as they approached the elevator and whispered back to her, still smiling, “Hey, I understand. What’re you gonna do?” He kissed her ear.


      Despite herself, she felt something in her melt.


      He’s a killer.


      Sometimes it was so hard to remember that.


      He reached over and squeezed her hand gently, lovingly, assuring her he did indeed understand her predicament with Jewel.


      “Don’t worry, darling,” he said patiently. “We’ll be alone sooner or later. Just the two of us. I’ll see to it.”


      Something with a thousand legs walked up JiIl’s spine.
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      Tom Coulter stationed himself at the small wooden table where he’d sat drinking last night in Rodney’s Roadhouse. The mingled odors of stale beer and stale sweat were in the air, along with tobacco smoke. Nobody in Rodney’s was afraid to inhale.


      The place was narrow but long, with a bar to the right of the entrance, tables to the left, a few of them back beyond the bar where the light wasn’t so good. Most of the light was provided by illuminated signs advertising beer: a hunter holding up a bottle, label out, posed near a dead buck; a girl in a skimpy bikini casually sipping brew while water-skiing; a famous baseball player, retired and free of contractual constraints, regarding a half-empty frosty mug and grinning with a foam mustache. Mixed in with the beer signs were a few advertising cigarettes. Like Rodney’s itself, most of the ads seemed to date back about twenty years.


      Coulter’s table had old initials carved in it, worn almost smooth with the grain. It was the farthest table from the bar, near a short hall leading to the back exit, which was a screen door poked full of holes. From where he sat he could sip his beer and observe everything going on in Rodney’s, and at the same time get out in a hurry if it became necessary. Beyond the back entrance was the swamp, where Coulter had lost himself before and could again. City boy that he was, he had come to regard the swamp as a reliable friend on call to lend him shelter.


      Rodney himself, a guy about fifty, built like a potato sack with a lumpy face to match, wandered back now and then to see that Coulter had enough beer in his bottle. It wasn’t the kind of place that furnished glasses. It took two of those trips before Coulter noticed that Rodney had an artificial right eye that didn’t match his left. Or was it the other way around?


      It was getting to be evening, and the roadhouse regulars were filtering in. Half a dozen guys who looked like construction laborers were at the bar. Two homely women in jeans and sleeveless T-shirts perched on the last two stools at the end of the bar near the entrance. Coulter had figured it out on the first night that they were whores working the place. One of them, Cathy Lee, chunky and obviously proud of her generous cleavage, had approached him. She had a tangle of blond hair, wore way too much rose-scented perfume, and had a sweet twenty-year-old’s face with forty-year-old eyes. He’d bought her a drink and strung her along, but not so much that she hadn’t deserted him for a more likely prospect.


      Cathy Lee sensed he was watching her and turned her head and nodded, smiling. She wasn’t coming over, though. She figured sooner or later they’d get together. Coulter thought that under ordinary circumstances she’d be right. Cathy Lee might have been his going-away present to himself, only there wasn’t the time. He had other ideas for tonight.


      About half the tables had people sitting at them now. The air wasn’t good. It was humid from the swamp, as well as heavy with the unpleasant smells trying to crowd one another out. Conversation and laughter were getting louder, and speakers mounted high on the walls were playing a lament by some country singer about a man who’d shot at his wife’s lover and accidentally killed the wife. A guy with my kind of luck, Coulter thought.


      He was particularly interested in two rough-looking guys at one of the tables. One was about Coulter’s height but even skinnier and had a scraggly red beard, though the hair on his head was brown. The other guy was short but broad and had his head shaved. Had—guess what—a strand of barbed wire tattooed around both oversized biceps.


      Swamp turkeys, Coulter thought. Every once in a while someone would approach the two men. What looked like money would change hands; backs would be slapped; high fives would be given; smiles would be exchanged. Coulter eared in and made out that the tall skinny guy’s name was Joe Ray. The short, broad one was called Juan, though he didn’t look as if he had a drop of Latin blood in him.


      Coulter figured they were dealing drugs, most likely meth. He’d fallen behind lately on the news, but he knew this part of Looziana was meth country. There’d been an explosion that had killed two guys cooking the stuff in a house trailer not far down the state road, and the sheriff had promised action in shutting down meth labs. Coulter smiled. A sheriff. Wild West. And the hayseeds don’t know the biggest desperado in the country’s sitting right here among them drinking draft Bud.


      They’d crap in their drawers if they did know, and that I’m sitting here with a plan.


      Coulter hadn’t been lounging around wasting time in Rodney’s. He’d been watching and waiting, figuring things out.


      He knew he wouldn’t be safe around here much longer. He couldn’t afford to stay anywhere very long. He’d stashed the big F-150 truck back in the swamp and had been more or less living out of it. He knew he shouldn’t move it around much. Its description and plate number must have been broadcast all over the country.


      Joe Ray and Juan, the meth guys, had a truck. A beat-to-shit old Dodge pickup nobody’d look twice at in swamp country, mostly rust and dents, but with a legal license. And they were bound to have drug money stashed wherever they lived.


      Coulter had the F-150 out in the gravel parking lot tonight, parked way back near the trees. Black swamp mud was artfully packed on its license plate so you couldn’t read most of the numbers and letters, in case anyone got curious. This model of truck, being so popular, was one of several F-150s on the lot, so Coulter felt pretty safe about leaving it there.


      When the meth guys left Rodney’s tonight, he’d follow them to wherever it was they slept, hold them up at gunpoint, and trade trucks with them. He’d have to explain to the dumb jerkoffs how things worked. They wouldn’t report their truck being stolen, because if caught with it, Coulter would blow the whistle on their illegal meth operation. The F-100 they could paint, and then maybe arrange for a junkyard title and drive it as long as they wanted. Guys like them had the connections. Yokels were into trucks.


      Coulter figured that when the two meth guys thought about it, they’d be glad for the deal. Sure they’d lose some cash, but they’d be gaining an expensive new truck in exchange for their rolling piece of crap. Some trading up.


      The other thing about his plan, before he drove away in their junker and with all their cash, was that he would be sure to let them know they’d been held up by the most wanted fugitive in the country. Couple of hicks, it’d probably be the biggest thing in their lives. But they wouldn’t tell anyone. They couldn’t. They’d have an interest in him not being caught. Not with their rust-bucket truck, anyway. Also, they’d probably secretly be on his side. Underdogs stuck together tight, just like the smelly swamp mud around this place.


      Pleased with himself, Coulter sipped his beer and through half-closed eyes observed money changing hands.


      Money that would soon be in his hands.
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      She had to do something!


      Had to move!


      Maria Sanchez decided to walk off some of the energy that was building up in her like a nuclear device about to reach critical mass.


      She left her shit-hole apartment, and when she got outside the building took a deep breath and turned right. The evening air was cooler than the heat of the day, but not by much. The city’s concrete still radiated heat from today’s bright sun.


      She strode along the sidewalk almost at a run, but after a few blocks, when she realized how hard she was breathing, she slowed down.


      Maria hadn’t set off with any particular destination in mind, but since she was walking toward Columbus Circle she decided to go there. If the scream that was like an itch in her throat had gone away by then, she’d walk back to the apartment and see if she could make it a while longer before going out and taking the risk of trying to make a buy.


      Columbus Circle, then back. Then, if the need returned…


      At least she had a plan.


      Plan or go mad!


      Maybe, once she made it back, she wouldn’t go out again at all tonight. She could drink some booze—not at all her drug of choice—and watch some crummy TV on the lousy little set in the corner of the living room until she was tired enough to sleep. She knew Palmer Stone was right, that the smart thing, the only thing that made sense, was for her to bide her time and keep a low profile.


      But Palmer Stone wasn’t the one with the scream caught in his throat.


      


      What the hell was she up to?


      Nancy Weaver, who’d been watching the new Madeline’s apartment building from across the street, saw her leave the building, dressed casually in brown slacks, white joggers, and a red tunic gathered at the waist by a thick brown belt with an oversized buckle. On the opposite side of the street, Weaver began to shadow her.


      After only a few strides she knew it wasn’t going to be easy. The woman was damned near running.


      Weaver was the shorter of the two women and was wearing clunky black cop’s shoes instead of joggers. Every once in a while she’d have to take a few skips to keep pace with Madeline; otherwise she’d have to break into a jog. She wasn’t dressed for jogging, what with the leather shoes and the skirt and blazer. She’d attract a lot of attention. Some of it might be Madeline’s.


      Finally, on Broadway, Madeline slowed down.


      Weaver stayed well back, huffing and puffing and wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist. She didn’t want to screw up this temporary assignment. Quinn believed in her, and he was about the only one left. She knew if things went right he’d put in a word for her. He was a tough guy and a real cop, and he recognized her talent for being a detective. And he had pull. He could get her back in plain clothes permanently. She could take it from there. Sure, she’d been dumb before and gotten herself all jammed up and back in uniform. It wouldn’t happen again, though. She’d make sure of that.


      Madeline had slowed down even more and was kind of ambling. It was almost as if she’d been trying to get away from something and had finally found some relief. Working off tension. Weaver had been there herself and understood. She just wished Madeline didn’t have those long legs. Wished she had those long legs. A cop with legs like that could get herself promoted.


      Following Madeline became progressively easier at this slower pace. Weaver fell into the other woman’s rhythm. It was almost as if she were inside Madeline’s mind and knew ahead of time what she was going to do, where she was going.


      They were almost to Columbus Circle.


      


      Gloria hadn’t had much trouble keeping up with Maria Sanchez, a.k.a. Madeline Scott. She was glad, though, that the bitch had finally slowed down. They were almost at Columbus Circle. That would be good. Plenty of traffic. Rush hour. Everybody in a hurry. Careless.


      Gloria had shoved the first Madeline off the subway platform just as the train was roaring in. Even if someone in the crowd edging toward the train had noticed, it would have seemed only a slight, accidental nudge. They wouldn’t have guessed the technique and power in it.


      Not a subway this time, Gloria had decided. A street vehicle. Preferably a cab, but an ordinary car or truck would do. A bus might work well. She was confident Maria Sanchez’s stay on this earth was fast coming to an end.


      If Gloria didn’t have the opportunity this time, she’d wait for another chance. It would come. She had patience. God would provide.


      After Victor had related to her his conversation with Palmer about Maria’s phone call, Gloria knew something had to be done, and she had to be the one to do it. Victor and Palmer would agree that Maria had to be deleted, she was sure, only not soon enough. They were men, and this bitch knew how to string men along. For the safety of all of them, for the company, Maria had to go soon, before she did damage they couldn’t control.


      Watching the woman striding ahead of her—the erect posture; long legs; slender hips; and tight, round ass—Gloria momentarily considered doing things the slow way. But she soon reconsidered. This was business and nothing to play with, however enjoyable it might be. It needed to be fast, and look like an accident.


      No problem. Gloria smiled, remembering not only the first Madeline, who’d been too breathless and shocked to scream, disappearing beneath the speeding subway train, but also the many hits she’d made for a long-ago insurance scam. She could make this work. Bringing about other people’s accidental deaths used to be her specialty, and it was a skill you never forgot.


      


      Weaver saw Madeline slow down near the traffic circus of Columbus Circle. Cars, trucks, buses coming fast and from odd angles as traffic lights signaled in the dying light. A person had to be careful crossing the street here, but even with care, things happened.


      Madeline stopped at the curb among a knot of about a dozen people waiting for the light to change. Several more pedestrians joined the crowd, edging in tight, closer to each other. Some of them leaned slightly forward, as if the traffic light would signal the beginning of a race.


      Weaver slowed her pace. She didn’t want to reach the intersection too soon. Better to keep some distance between herself and Madeline.


      She felt a tingling pain in her right calf, and her left foot was sore from her shoe being a little too tight. All that high-speed walking had taken its toll. And apparently it had all been for nothing. It wasn’t as if Madeline was late for an appointment. Weaver felt a twinge of aggravation with this woman who was taller, more attractive, and irritatingly blond. And with those legs.


      The light changed, and waiting parallel traffic roared and sprang forward. The charge was led by a gleaming white stretch limo. Pedestrians could cross now in the direction of the flowing traffic, but they had to wait for right-turning vehicles to give them a break. This being New York, right-turning vehicles didn’t.


      


      Gloria was standing directly behind Maria Sanchez when the signal changed. She could smell her shampoo and perspiration, feel the heat emanating from her lean body.


      Exhaust fumes suddenly overpowered all other smells. A bus. That would be perfect!


      Gloria had both fists bunched, ready to plant them between Maria’s shoulder blades and give a short but powerful shove. But the man next to Maria for some reason glanced over at Gloria. Gloria kept a poker face and let the bus rumble around the corner.


      The man was looking forward again, concentrating on the traffic.


      Gloria waited, mentally ticking off the seconds, aware of everything around her, knowing she had to synthesize time, movement, and her target’s inattention so that it all added up to sudden death.


      Her meat.


      Here came a cab.


      


      Weaver picked up her pace and moved toward the intersection, knowing there’d soon be a break in the flow of right-turning traffic and the pedestrians straining to go would step down off the curb and claim their territory between the white lines.


      She heard the screech of rubber on blacktop. There was a flurry of movement ahead as people waiting at the curb surged across, moving around something. Most of them kept walking, glancing behind them and down, as if at an object they’d dropped that wasn’t valuable enough to stop for and retrieve. Several were looking deliberately away from something.


      Uh-oh!


      Weaver could see the yellow roof of a stopped cab with its service light glowing.


      She stood on tiptoe and saw Madeline well ahead of her, among the throng of people striding across the street. Damn! Weaver would have to hustle to catch up.


      As she stepped off the curb to make her way around the cab, she saw what everyone was staring at. A dark-haired woman wearing a red scarf lay in front of the cab. There was a pool of blood beneath her head.


      Weaver couldn’t stop. She had to hurry to keep pace with Madeline. She made her way through the stalled traffic as drivers rubbernecked at the downed woman. As she walked, she fumbled in her pocket for her cell phone so she could call and get the woman some help, but a siren whooped nearby and she saw a radio car on the other side of the street. It was making its way toward the scene of the accident. She slid the phone back into her pocket.


      Whatever had been compelling Madeline to walk must have worn off. Weaver followed her down the concrete steps to the subway stop at Columbus Circle.


      They rode in a stifling, crowded car back to within a few blocks of Madeline’s apartment. Madeline, looking despondent and exhausted, sat between a scowling black youth wearing dreadlocks and a black leather jacket despite the heat, and a bearded man studying a tabloid newspaper printed in some language Weaver didn’t recognize. Weaver stood gripping a steel pole for support, looking everywhere but at Madeline.


      With Madeline safe inside the building, Weaver took up her observation position in the doorway of a closed tailor shop diagonally across the street.


      She leaned her back against the heavy plate-glass door, crossed her arms, and let herself relax. The new Madeline was in her apartment, tired, and unlikely to go out again soon. Weaver figured everything was under control. At least for a while, the excitement was over.


      The lettering above her head on the inside of the door read RIPS AND TEARS OUR SPECIALTY.
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      Tom Coulter climbed up into the F-150 and followed the two meth guys, Joe Ray and Juan, from Rodney’s Roadhouse. They drove a couple of miles back into the swamp, over rutted, muddy roads sometimes so narrow that leaves brushed the windshield. Coulter thought it was creepy and saw no reason why anyone would choose to live like this. The heat and humidity made you sick, and the damned weird-looking bugs were bigger than the roaches in New York.


      The Dodge pickup slowed and made a right onto a narrow dirt road that turned out to be a driveway. Coulter stopped before following it and looked the place over.


      No big surprise where a couple of swamp turkeys like Joe Ray and Juan lived. It was a flat-roofed, clapboard house that looked as if it had never been painted. Vines grew up the front wall and much of the side wall that Coulter could see. A sagging gutter ran across the front of the house, its drainpipe disappearing into a wooden barrel. About a hundred feet off to the side was an outbuilding more rickety than the house. Coulter figured that was where they had their meth lab.


      He waited until they’d gone inside the house, then rolled the F-150 up the drive, pulled it close behind their rusty Dodge, and gunned the engine and tapped the horn a few times. He wanted to get them out of the shack so they could see the difference in the two trucks. They were dealing big-time here, not junk vehicles and money under the mattress.


      The two of them came ambling out the front, Joe Ray first, and let the screen door slam behind them. They stood on the porch, looking surprised and wary. Coulter was getting a kick out of it. Neither man displayed a weapon. Pair of yokels against a genuine desperado. His confidence soared. This should be easy.


      Coulter got out of the truck and walked over there, then he casually reached behind him and drew the Glock out from where it was tucked in his belt at the small of his back. Whoa-ho! The two meth guys came hyperalert. Their eyes darted this way and that, making Coulter think of trapped animals. There was no direction they could move without Coulter bringing them both down. He wouldn’t have drawn the Glock otherwise. He smiled inwardly. Organization was the key to success.


      Then the two of them, seeing the hopelessness of their situation, seemed to calm down.


      “What the hell you want?” Joe Ray asked, showing a little bravado.


      “He wants to get hisself killed,” Juan said.


      “My, my,” Coulter said and moved the gun barrel over to point at Juan. Juan looked scared, but held his ground. What else could the dumb schmuck do?


      “It ain’t love makes the world go round,” Coulter said. “It’s business. We’re all businessmen. I want to talk a deal.”


      “What kinda business you in?” Joe Ray asked.


      “Right now, far as you’re concerned, the truck business.” Coulter almost giggled. “And I guess you could say the travel business.”


      The meth guys said nothing.


      “We’re gonna trade trucks,” Coulter said. “Your bucket of rust for my almost-new Ford F-150.”


      Joe Ray looked off to the side and spat. “Now why am I thinkin’ that ain’t your truck?”


      “’Cause it ain’t. That’s my problem. But you got a problem, too.”


      “Which is?”


      “Me. And I got the solution for both of us.”


      “You’re one smart asshole,” Juan said.


      Coulter grinned. “Maybe I should shoot you in the knee.”


      Juan went pale.


      Joe Ray said, “Let’s all ease up here.” He looked with wary, level eyes at Coulter. Maybe a spark of helpless anger in those eyes. “Let’s quit jerkin’ each other off. Say plain what you come here to say.”


      “I’ll take your truck with its legal license plate. You keep the Ford, paint it up, get yourselves a salvage VIN and a legal license, and you’re way ahead of the game. You boys smart enough to follow that?”


      “We follow,” Joe Ray said. “We ain’t sure we like where it might lead.”


      “Cops lookin’ for that truck?” Juan asked. He was staring with longing at the sleek black Ford with its oversized tires. Even dusty as it was, the bruiser of a vehicle was obviously a quantum leap trade-up.


      Coulter gave them his best desperado grin. “Let’s say the rightful owner would like to have it back. I guarantee you he’s in another state and won’t be a problem for you. Me, I need transportation. I drive outta here in the junk Dodge, and I won’t be a problem for you, either.”


      “Way you tell it, we part company and nobody’s got a problem.”


      “Congratulations. You finally caught on.”


      Juan glanced at Joe Ray. “It don’t sound like a bad deal.”


      “Don’t shit yourself,” Joe Ray said, staring at Coulter.


      “Well, there is one more thing,” Coulter said. “I want the meth money you’ve been raking in at Rodney’s.”


      “What the hell is meth?” Joe Ray asked.


      “What I can smell coming from that outbuilding over there, where you cook the stuff.” Coulter shifted his weight. The Glock was getting heavy. “It still ain’t a bad deal for you. That’s a thirty-thousand-dollar truck, easy. You got that much meth money?”


      The two men exchanged a sly look.


      Coulter smiled. “I guess you do.”


      “I don’t like the deal,” Joe Ray said.


      “Doesn’t matter a bit. I drive away with rusty and the money; you stay here with your new truck. You call the law on me, they pick me up, and you’re toast. Same thing the other way around. So we’re both safe. That’s the beauty of the proposition. We got no choice but to trust each another.”


      “You musta gave this a lotta thought,” Juan said.


      “Thinking happens to be my specialty,” Coulter said. “That’s why this deal’s gonna work. Now, next thing happens is you two yokels lead me to where you got the money stashed.”


      “Ain’t likely,” said a woman’s voice.


      Coulter looked to where Cathy Lee from Rodney’s Roadhouse was standing hip-shot near the corner of the shack. She must have come out a back door. She had on a stained gray robe, was barefoot, and her frizzy blond hair was flattened on one side as if she’d been sleeping on it. Her boobs were hanging halfway out, and she was holding a double-barreled shotgun. The effect was alarming.


      “You boys don’t watch the news,” she said, motioning with her head toward a small satellite dish on the corner of the shack’s tarpaper roof. “This is the guy killed all them people in New York.”


      “Killed people?” Juan said, looking at Coulter with new respect.


      “The Torso Killer. He’s probably the most wanted man in the country.” Cathy Lee smiled at Coulter. “Ain’t you just proud of yourself?”


      Coulter couldn’t stop staring at the shotgun.


      “There’d be a reward out for him,” Juan said. “Prob’ly a big one.”


      “I ain’t interested in no reward,” Joe Ray said. “What I’m interested in is burying him.”


      The shotgun wavered. It was a long gun. Heavy, for a woman. Coulter wondered, how strong and quick could she be, little country whore? And her eyes looked all red and swollen. She might have been napping and could still be half asleep.


      She was holding the shotgun low now, its barrels at a forty-five-degree angle to the ground.


      Her mistake. Coulter’s only chance.


      He’d barely started to bring the Glock to bear on Cathy Lee when the shotgun came up astoundingly fast and she fired.


      He was on his back in the mud. The pain in his chest made him gasp. His heart started banging irregularly, like an engine running crazy on empty just before it quits.


      Everything went spinning, and then everything went dark.


      They say the last thing that goes when someone’s dying is his hearing. Coulter heard distinctly the sucking sound of a boot sole in the mud, very near his head. Joe Ray’s voice from high above:


      “Both barrels. You surely made a mess here, Cathy Lee.”


      “My bad,” Cathy Lee said.


      


      Joe Ray, Juan, and Cathy Lee studied on it for a while, then decided not to bury Coulter nearby. He was, after all, the most wanted man in America. If the police traced him to the area, they’d eventually find the body. On the other hand, the meth guys and Cathy Lee sure couldn’t say they’d killed him and try to claim any kind of reward. The farther away Joe Ray, Juan, and Cathy Lee stayed from the law, the better for them.


      They decided to drive Coulter off some distance and dump his body, make it look like he was shot on the side of the road. Could be the law would think he was hitchhiking and some mean bastard drilled him for sport. That’s if he was found before some gator dragged him off.


      The Ford truck was another matter. You could tell that under all that dust and caked mud it was a cherry. They could have it painted another color. Joe Ray knew where he could get a “ghost truck” VIN from a similar-F-150 that was wrecked and in a salvage yard, and have the truck retitled. The truck wouldn’t be legal, but it would be close.


      Coulter they wanted no part of, but the truck was worth the risk.
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      The first thing in the morning, Victor drove the Chrysler over to a parking garage off Broadway. From there he walked the crowded, sunlit sidewalks to the offices of E-Bliss.org.


      Now and then someone gave him a second glance. He needed a shave. He’d slept with his clothes on, on Gloria’s sofa, and his usually razor-creased suit pants were wrinkled. The matching coat, which he’d draped over a chair back, was still neatly pressed. The effect was that the pants looked even baggier. That and the black stubble on his face made him look like a homeless person who’d rolled a rich banker after first getting him to remove his coat. This wasn’t at all like Victor, not to care about his appearance.


      Palmer Stone glanced up from the E-Bliss applications he was studying when Victor gave a perfunctory knock and walked into his office. Stone was working at his desk with his suit coat on, as was his custom, and was impeccably groomed. Always when someone walked into his office he looked like a captain of commerce interrupted in an important task involving world affairs. This morning, he was quite a contrast to Victor.


      Stone laid down the printout he’d been holding. It was rife with information about a lonely, middle-aged widow in Queens.


      “Victor! What on earth happened to you?”


      “I tried to get in touch with Gloria yesterday afternoon and evening,” Victor said, driving to the point, “and I couldn’t. I spent the night in her apartment. She never came home.”


      Stone appeared alarmed at first, then thoughtful. “It isn’t the first time, Victor.”


      “It is without me knowing where she was. We always knew—know—where the other one is. We’ve got this extra sense like we pick up each other’s radio waves, and Palmer, she’s not broadcasting.”


      “Victor, it’s a little premature to think she’s…gone.”


      “I’ve got a bad feeling, Palmer.”


      Stone swiveled to the side and leaned back in his chair, facing the window but obviously not looking outside. Victor and Gloria. He knew both of them well, but there were some aspects of their relationship that still puzzled him, made him wonder. But then, he never had a sister.


      “You know Gloria,” he said. “She’s probably off on some adventure.”


      “She would’ve stayed in touch. When I called her cell number, her phone was turned off.”


      “Maybe she simply didn’t want to be disturbed.”


      Victor started to pace, raking his fingers through his hair with each step. “I told you, Palmer, Gloria and I are on what you might say is the same wavelength. I’ve really got a hunch something’s happened to her.”


      “Could be you’re being an alarmist.”


      Stone didn’t like what he was seeing here. More indication of instability in Victor. Gloria hadn’t seemed upset when Stone had talked to her about her brother. On the other hand, she hadn’t seemed surprised. There seemed no reason for Victor’s consternation. He did know his sister was a lesbian with an active sex life, so why couldn’t he accept the fact that she might right now be sleeping late in some ladylove’s warm bed?


      Victor clenched and unclenched his fists. “Listen, Palmer—”


      But Stone raised a manicured forefinger for quiet as his phone rang. He snatched up the receiver.


      Gloria, he hoped.


      Victor paced and watched while the caller did most of the talking. Stone’s mature, handsome features grew more and more set and pale.


      Something was obviously very wrong.


      Victor stopped pacing and collapsed on the black leather sofa facing the desk.


      Stone hung up the phone and swiveled his chair to look directly at him with an expression of fatherly concern.


      “Gloria was struck by a cab yesterday near Columbus Circle,” he said. “They tried to get in touch with someone, but couldn’t.”


      “She doesn’t have a landline phone,” Victor said.


      Stone nodded gravely. “The people at the hospital finally figured out how to look in her cell phone log. The last call she’d made was to here.”


      Victor sat up straight. “Hospital?”


      “She’s at St. Luke’s–Roosevelt, in critical condition. Her skull’s been fractured and her hip and left leg are broken.”


      “Jesus! But at least she’s alive.”


      “The cab hit her when she stepped off the curb. That’s what witnesses said. An accident.”


      “What the hell was she doing—”


      “Who knows, Victor? Gloria’s her own woman.” That’s for damned sure. Stone swiveled his chair toward the window again. He tilted back. “You’d better drive over there and see her, Victor. See if she’s conscious, talking. Maybe she’s under the influence of sedatives. You understand what I mean?”


      But when Stone swiveled around for an answer to his question, Victor was gone.


      


      Stone combed through both the Times and the Post, but neither of the papers made mention of Gloria’s accident. That didn’t surprise Stone, but it relieved him. News was news. Gloria wasn’t remotely famous, which meant the media would probably ignore the story tomorrow morning, too. That meant her name wouldn’t be in the papers or mentioned on television or radio. Stone much preferred it that way. Less of a threat to the business.


      A little after one o’clock, Stone’s phone rang as he was rifling through a middle file cabinet drawer. Without standing up, he rolled his chair over to the desk and picked up.


      Victor, calling from the hospital.


      “She looks terrible, Palmer,” Victor said plaintively. “Her head’s all bandaged and her face is so swollen you wouldn’t know it was her.”


      “Is she conscious?” Stone asked.


      Drugged up? Talking?


      “There’s no way to be sure if she knows what’s going on around her.”


      “What do you mean, Victor?”


      “She’s in a coma, Palmer. The doctors say they don’t know how long it will last, or even”—Victor’s voice broke—“if she’ll ever come out of it.”


      Stone was surprised to find his own throat tightening. The three of them had been together in one scam or another for a lot of years. He did feel for Victor. And for Gloria. Emotions were doing that more and more lately, catching Palmer by surprise.


      “Is there anything I can do, Victor?”


      “I don’t think so, Palmer. I don’t think there’s anything anyone can do.”


      “I’m sorry, Victor. I really am.”


      “I know that, Palmer.”


      After hanging up the phone, Stone sat back and assessed the situation. Gloria was obviously out of commission. Judging by what Victor had said, she wasn’t about to say anything that might attract suspicion as to what she…did for a living. And someone being struck and seriously injured by a vehicle was a common occurrence in New York. There was nothing about Gloria’s accident that would attract undue attention.


      Stone sighed and smiled.


      Any danger to the company had been narrowly averted.


      The question now was, how would what happened to Gloria affect Victor? Stone had been suffering doubts about him before Gloria’s accident. Gloria had gone a long way toward assuaging those doubts, but not all the way.


      Now this.


      Palmer wondered, could Victor still do his job?
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      Jill watched Tony’s eyes follow Jewel as she wove her way through a maze of red-clothed tables toward the restroom. He wasn’t the only one watching. Half the men in the restaurant at least sneaked a glance at Jewel. She was quite the temptress when she wasn’t dressed like a cop.


      She wasn’t dressed like one now, in her tight black dress with the low neckline, her three-inch heels. Jill knew that Jewel wanted to look like anything but a cop.


      They were in Dominick’s Italiano, a new gourmet restaurant on the West Side. Tony had raved about the extensive wine list in order to talk Jill into going there with him, and naturally Jewel had invited herself along. Jill, of course, hadn’t resisted and had given Tony the evil eye when he had begun to voice his objections.


      “Did you ever think,” Tony now asked Jill, as he still watched Jewel, “that she’s a little too friendly with you?”


      Jill saw Jewel veer left and disappear into a hallway, walking none too steadily, as if maybe she’d had too much wine with her dinner. But then, Jewel—or Pearl—was a pretty good actress.


      “What do you mean?” Jill asked. “Too friendly?” He was giving her a crooked little smile.


      Then she realized what Tony meant. “Jesus, Tony! Jewel and me? Are you kidding?”


      The crooked smile turned sad, as if gravity had suddenly claimed it. “Not Jewel and you. Just Jewel. I mean, the way she looks at you sometimes.”


      “Get off it, Tony. Jewel’s no lesbian.”


      He shrugged.


      Jill started to take a sip of her coffee, then changed her mind and sipped from the half-full wineglass the waiter had left. “Tony, neither one of us is in romantic love with the other.”


      “I’m in love with you.”


      “You know what I mean. Jewel and me in some kind of sexual relationship. It’s absurd.”


      “Not absurd at all.”


      “Well, I think so.”


      “It happens,” he said.


      “Of course it does. That’s the way the world works. I’m not homophobic or passing any kind of moral judgment.”


      Tony reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I know you’re not, hon. I know you better than that. But do me a favor, will you, and just pay closer attention. I mean, the way she hangs around you all the time doesn’t seem to me like the usual platonic relationship.”


      Jill felt her face flush with embarrassment and anger.


      Tony had gone too far. He seemed to know it. He sat back abruptly in his chair, which was on rollers, and the force carried him a few feet from the table. When he tried a smile it didn’t quite work. He rolled back to the table. Most of the dishes had been cleared and they were waiting for dessert, some kind of chocolate-iced cream puffs the Post food editor had raved about.


      Jewel arrived at the same time as the cream puffs. She looked neater than when she’d left the table. Her hair had been combed and her freshened makeup made her features even more vivid. She sat down with some difficulty in the tight dress and replaced her napkin in her lap. “Some restroom,” she said. “You oughta see how clean and modern it is. Everything automatic.” She smiled at Jill. “You should’ve come with me.”


      Tony and Jill exchanged glances. Jewel gave no indication that she’d noticed. She smiled at the waiter and asked for two of the miniature cream puffs from the pyramidal display on a tray.


      No one spoke until the waiter was finished serving dessert and had poured the coffee and departed.


      “You okay, Tony?” Jewel asked. “You seem kind of…I don’t know, out of sorts.”


      He frowned. “‘Out of sorts.’ What’s that mean?”


      “On the edge of being grouchy,” Jill cut in, tempering her words with a smile.


      Tony sighed. “I guess I am on edge. I’m sorry. Somebody at work I like a lot had an accident and he’s badly injured.”


      “That’s too bad,” Jill said, wondering why Tony hadn’t mentioned this to her earlier.


      “Hospitalized?” Jewel asked.


      “Yeah. Poor guy was hit by a car.”


      “Damned shame,” Jewel said.


      “He’s going to be okay, isn’t he?” Jill asked.


      “I sure hope so. He’s one of those guys everybody likes.”


      “Things like that always happen to the wrong people,” Jewel said.


      Tony might not have heard her. He was twisting his red cloth napkin, staring hard at it.


      But Jewel knew he had heard.


      “These cream puffs are delicious,” Jill said. She swallowed a bite and licked chocolate icing from her finger.


      “They sure are, hon,” Tony said, though he hadn’t yet taken a bite of his. He came out of his distraction for a few seconds to glare at Jewel.


      Jill finished her second cream puff. “Mmmm! These are sinful.”


      “Dangerous,” Jewel agreed, thinking things couldn’t go on much longer as they were. Tony was one of the sharper knives in the drawer. He was getting suspicious and might make some kind of move.


      She made a mental note to get on the Internet, check and see how many double murders occurred every year in New York City.


      A lot, she bet.
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      Both of them knew the other was awake.


      Quinn lay beside Linda in his bed, listening to the nearness of her breathing. He knew the breathing of complete relaxation from the breathing of sleep. So did she, he was sure.


      He watched the morning sun brighten the rectangular outline around the tightly closed blinds, then send lances of light to lie in narrow rhomboids on the rug and the sheets near the foot of the bed. Faint traffic sounds were building up outside, in another world. Jackhammers, the urban equivalent of woodpeckers, clattered away in the far, far distance.


      “What are you thinking?” Linda asked. Her words seemed to linger with effort in the still room.


      “Honestly?”


      “Sure. What else? Even if it’s something as prosaic as wishing you didn’t have to get up and relieve the pressure on your bladder.”


      “You talk a lot like a doctor,” Quinn said.


      “Act like one, too, I’m sure.” The sheets rustled and a bedspring poinged as she shifted position beside him. “Is that a turnoff?”


      “Turn-on.”


      “Really?” She sounded genuinely amazed.


      “Men pay money to have women dress up as nurses and have sex with them,” Quinn said. “So why not doctors?”


      “Some of the men probably are doctors.”


      “You know what I mean.” He tried to give her bottom a gentle slap, but she wasn’t where he’d thought.


      “Doctors like Nift,” she said.


      “Nift’s got a wife.”


      Linda made a slight huffing sound. “Like that stops men from paying prostitutes.”


      Quinn looked over at her. “You know something about Nift?”


      “More than I’d like.”


      “Most anyone who knows him would say that.”


      “He isn’t normal, the way he moons over female corpses.”


      “I guess it is out of the ordinary.” Quinn sat up in bed and worked himself sideways, feeling the cool hardwood floor on the bare soles of his feet where the carpet ended. “I thought he might only do that at crime scenes. He acts the same way at the morgue?”


      “He’s almost always good for an insensitive remark or two.”


      “Could be he’s just like the rest of us, trying to stay sane.”


      “Or it could be he’s just got a nasty mind and can’t help expressing himself.”


      “What about during the actual autopsies?”


      “To be honest, he’s very professional then. Despite what I say about the guy, he’s a skilled physician. But if we have an attractive dead female not yet on the table, he can’t seem to control himself. Other than that, he’s all business.”


      “Other than that.”


      “When he’s not ratting somebody out.”


      “That’s business, too,” Quinn said. He stood up.


      “Where you going?”


      “What I’m thinking right now is—”


      “Never mind,” Linda said.


      


      Victor watched the nurse outside Gloria’s critical care unit trade whispers with a doctor so they wouldn’t be overheard. With a backward glance at Victor, the nurse scurried away down the hall. The doctor, a tall, blond, shambling man in baggy green scrubs, headed in the general direction of where Victor sat in the furnished alcove that served as one of the hospital’s waiting areas. He was one of those very tall men with a perpetual forward lean, as if he’d adapted to low ceilings.


      In the waiting area, there were a sofa, a couple of matching black herringbone wing chairs, and a wall-mounted TV playing a rerun of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? Regis was blue on blue on blue in this one. Victor thought, who wants to be monochromatic?


      Victor had assumed the doctor was going to walk past; he seemed preoccupied. Then he appeared to snap back to reality and made a sudden turn toward Victor, holding out his hand.


      Victor stood up from the sofa and shook the cool, dry hand.


      “You’re the patient’s brother?” he asked Victor, with a concerned expression. He had a pale complexion, red-rimmed blue eyes.


      Victor said he was.


      “I’m Dr. Polanski. The nurse said you’ve been asking for an update on your sister’s condition.”


      “Nobody wants to tell me anything,” Victor said.


      Dr. Polanski nodded, as if he’d heard the complaint many times before. “She’s still in a coma,” he said. “Her hip and leg injuries are serious but under control and pose her no danger. It’s the head injury we have to keep an eye on.”


      “But she’s going to be okay?”


      Dr. Polanski took a deep breath. “She should be. It’s difficult to know for sure with this kind of head injury. There’s still significant hemorrhaging, causing blood seepage between the skull and the membrane covering the brain. This is causing pressure that has to be relieved. As of now, there’s no way to know for sure whether that pressure’s done damage to the brain itself.”


      “She looks calm. Is she suffering?”


      “No, she’s sedated, and we’re going to keep her in an induced coma for at least another few days.”


      “Induced? You mean you’ve deliberately put her in a coma?”


      “It’s what we do in cases like this, Mr….?”


      “Lamping. Victor Lamping.”


      “Your sister has no other family?”


      “I’m afraid not.”


      “I’ll tell the nurses to keep you informed,” Dr. Polanski said. “And to notify you when your sister is conscious and you can visit her.”


      He extended his hand again, and Victor shook it.


      “With a little luck,” Dr. Polanski said, “your sister’s going to be okay.”


      Victor watched the doctor stride swiftly down the hall and disappear through two wide swinging doors that parted for him automatically, seeming to hurry themselves because they knew he wasn’t going to slow down. They leisurely closed behind him so that their NO ADMITTANCE message was again on display.


      After checking the nurses’ station to make sure they had his cell number, Victor left the hospital and took a cab to the offices of E-Bliss.org.


      


      Seated behind his desk, wearing flower-patterned suspenders over a white shirt today, Palmer Stone looked properly concerned as Victor filled him in on Gloria’s condition.


      “So the coma’s induced,” he said thoughtfully when Victor was finished.


      “I’ve told the nurses I want to be there when they bring her out of it,” Victor said. He let himself fall back into the leather sofa, making air swish from the cushions like a sympathetic sigh. “I’ve never trusted nurses.”


      “Nor I,” Stone said. The air from the cushions caused a stirring that brought a whiff of Stone’s expensive cologne to Victor. Stone laced his fingers on the desktop. “How are things progressing in the Jill Clark matter?”


      “Not well,” Victor said. “Her upstairs neighbor and new best friend—that bitch Jewel—is complicating things. She’s on Jill like a spandex suit. Sometimes I think she’s hot for her; other times I think she wants a ménage à trois.”


      Stone calmly regarded Victor. “That hardly seems likely.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s just that the two women have become so close I can never get Jill alone. And when and if we are out of Jill’s apartment, we can’t get our client in without worrying about Jewel showing up. I think Jill gave her a key to the place.”


      “Hmm. They are close friends. That could be problematic.”


      “One thing’s for sure,” Victor said. “Jewel’s never gonna buy into a new Jill. No way to fool her when they’re like sisters. And we can’t delete both of them without making the cops suspicious.”


      “There might come a time,” Stone said, “when we simply might have to take the risk.”


      “If it weren’t such a risk,” Victor said, “it would be a pleasure.”


      “We’re not in this for pleasure, Victor. We’re in it for profit.”


      “Yeah. You’re right, Palmer. I was just ruminating. No harm in that.”


      “None,” Stone agreed. “I do it myself.” He sat back and opened a drawer, then laid some file folders on his desk. “I hate to cut our visit short, Victor, but I’ve got to get to these.” He picked up a ballpoint pen from where it lay on the desk. “Keep me apprised of Gloria’s condition.”


      “Of course I will,” Victor said, standing up from the sofa. He shook his head. “Problems always come in bunches.”


      “They can be solved in bunches, too,” Stone said.


      “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”


      Stone wasn’t sure if Victor was being sarcastic. That was what made Stone uneasy about him, the recent unevenness that seemed to have seeped into his personality. It made him unpredictable.


      Stone watched him walk from the office and softly close the door behind him. Victor had missed a patch of stubble when he shaved this morning, and his expensive dress boots didn’t glisten with the usual shine. It was difficult for Stone not to be concerned. Maybe the changes in Victor could be attributed to Gloria’s condition. On the other hand, Victor had begun to worry Stone well before Gloria was struck by a cab.


      Stone laid the pen back on the desk and leaned back in his chair. He ruminated.


      It seemed that things were coming unraveled. Maybe it was time for him to disappear. He had an exit plan that Gloria and Victor didn’t know about. He thought of it simply as Plan B. Gloria and Victor were friends as well as business associates, and he owed them some loyalty, but a man had to take care of himself. He wasn’t quite ready to act on his plan, but he’d continue giving it some thought.


      After a few minutes, he went over and picked up the morning Times from where it lay on a table near the sofa. The paper was still folded. Stone hadn’t so much as glanced at it.


      When he opened the paper and saw the headline, he had to smile: TORSO MURDERER FOUND DEAD IN LOUISIANA.


      This would certainly reduce the pressure. However it figured in the mix, it was a plus for the company and a minus for the police.


      Stone felt relief move through him, easing a tension in his stomach he hadn’t even realized was there. For now, all thoughts of Plan B faded away.


      Still smiling, he carried the paper over to his desk and sat back down to read the details.


      Making sure the devil wasn’t in them.
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      “We’ve lost our decoy,” Renz said, in a voice that suggested a close relative had died.


      Quinn and Renz were in Renz’s office. Renz looked terrible in the harsh morning sunlight. His bloodhound eyes were encircled by saggy flesh that was even darker than usual. Before him on his desk lay this morning’s Times. Quinn thought that was enough to explain Renz’s appearance.


      “Not quite yet,” Quinn said. He’d read the paper over breakfast and given the Coulter story some thought. “As far as the media are concerned, Coulter’s still the Torso Murderer.”


      “Until another torso turns up and the shit hits the fan again, and then us.”


      Quinn knew that by “us” Renz meant “me.”


      “Look at the bright side, Harley.”


      “I am. I see a fire about to consume us.”


      “You have a point about the real killer taking another victim, and establishing that Coulter wasn’t our man. But the killer’s probably thinking right along with you. He stays pretty much in the clear until he murders again. That might make him wait a while. Meanwhile, Coulter’s dead and can’t provide alibis for the times of some of the Torso Murders.”


      That last seemed to cheer Renz somewhat. His bleary eyes opened wider and he looked thoughtful. “That’s true enough.”


      “What about Nobbler?”


      It took Renz a few seconds to understand what Quinn meant. “Yeah, it might settle him down, too. Far as we know he bought the story about Coulter being our prime suspect. Maybe he’ll pull in his horns.”


      Quinn didn’t disagree. But he knew that when Nobbler saw that Renz wasn’t pulling in any horns, he’d realize Coulter had only been a decoy. That was if he didn’t realize it already. Nobbler was smart and had his sources within the NYPD.


      “The other thing Coulter’s death does for us,” Quinn said, “is put E-Bliss off their guard. They’re thinking the pressure’s off them, as long as everyone’s assuming the Torso Murderer died when Coulter died.”


      Renz bit on his flabby lower lip and nodded. “It might make them careless.”


      “When you hold your press conference,” Quinn said, “emphasize that the case against Coulter is still being made, even though he’s dead. We aren’t jumping to any conclusions. We want to be absolutely sure of his guilt.”


      “I like that,” Renz said. “Cover our asses for when the real killer leaves us another grisly present.”


      “The idea is to nail the killer before then,” Quinn said. “We do that, and none of the stuff about Coulter will matter.”


      “You got that right,” Renz said. “The public wants this prick stopped, and whoever does it will be a hero. Or heroes.” He placed his hands behind his neck, leaned back in his chair, stretched, and stared up at the ceiling while flexing his muscles so that his biceps jumped around beneath the taut material of his shirt. “Who do you suppose shotgunned Coulter? I mean, nobody’s stepped forward to take a bow and be an instant celebrity.”


      “Let the Louisiana cops worry about it,” Quinn said. “We’ve got our own worries.”


      Renz sat forward, picked up the Times, and tossed it to the side of his desk.


      “Fill me in on some of those worries,” he said, “so I can worry some more.”


      


      Maria Sanchez absently scratched at her arms, paced five steps this way, five steps back. This was getting unbearable. She had to get out and risk scoring some coke. It was either that or go mad.


      She walked to the window and glanced outside.


      It was still morning. Not even goddamned noon. It felt as though she’d been awake for ten hours after finally dropping into an uneasy sleep about dawn. New York was bright and hot out there. A city strange to her. And ominous. It wouldn’t work, trying to make a buy during daylight. She needed the night. She needed the people who came out at night.


      She needed.


      She would have to wait for darkness. Then she would act.


      She needed.
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      The evening brought showers, lightning flashes, and thunder rolling like artillery volleys above the stone and glass towers along the avenues. Then, with a humid hot breeze off the East River, the rain stopped falling, the lightning ceased, and night dropped like a curtain in a darkened theater over the city.


      The new Madeline, Maria Sanchez, stood before the cracked full-length mirror mounted on the bedroom door and gave her image a final appraisal. Teased-out blond hair, tight red sleeveless T-shirt that emphasized her breasts, form-fitting black skirt that hugged her lean hips and came to just above her knees, fishnet black stockings, and killer four-inch red high heels. Makeup definitely on the heavy side, with black false eyelashes, too much eyeliner, and bright wet-look lip gloss. Lots of paste jewelry that looked as cheap as she wanted to look. She winked at herself and ran her tongue along her lower lip. She was satisfied. She looked like a whore.


      To make the kind of buy she had in mind, she had to pass for a poor dumb working girl who needed a fix and had recently turned enough tricks to afford one. She had to be trusted by people who had trust in nothing other than money or power. Dressed as obviously as she was, there was always the chance they might think she was an undercover narc; but she could sense when that might happen and do something even an undercover cop wouldn’t do to prove her dishonest intentions. When it came to survival, the new Madeline was like her preceding persona and had few inhibitions.


      In Mexico, and during trips with Jorge to San Francisco, she used to feel above the kind of people she was now about to move among. She was the wife of a drug king, making her a drug queen, a superior creature with both money and power. It showed on her even when Jorge wasn’t present. She’d inspired respect and fear among the addicted and the lower echelons of dealers. Now she had to pass as one of them.


      Maybe I am one of them!


      Trying to ignore her stab of panic, Maria turned away from the mirror. She went to the window and gazed out at the streetlights below. They were starred in the damp air, but the rain had stopped.


      It was time to go out.


      Before leaving, she added one more accessory to her outfit: a small black beaded purse. It contained a comb, some Kleenex, and a mace bomb she’d bought at a flea market. Supposedly, one whiff of the stuff and whoever might want to harm her would collapse helpless in a coughing fit. She didn’t even know if the thing worked, but carrying it made her feel better.


      At the door she considered taking an umbrella, then almost laughed out loud. The woman she’d been assessing in the mirror wasn’t the sort who’d carry an umbrella if it wasn’t raining. Being caught in the rain would be the least of the chances she’d routinely take. Tonight, Maria was that woman.


      


      At first it was difficult to walk in the stiletto-heeled shoes. Maria took a cab south on Broadway until she was in a neighborhood that met her needs. The cabbie, who’d swerved to the curb immediately to pick her up, seemed to know what part of town she wanted to go to before she told him. Image could be everything in this world.


      On foot again, it took her a few blocks to stop wobbling. She was almost surely working up a blister on her left big toe, but the hell with it. Blisters she could deal with later.


      Now that the rain had stopped, there were plenty of people back out on the sidewalks. Maria ignored the stares she drew, and the occasional remarks. She went to clubs in the Village that looked like places where drug buys might be made. Her clothes were working their magic. Men propositioned her in ways bold and subtle, suave and crude. One place turned out to be a lesbian bar, and she was asked by a butch-looking woman wearing what looked like a leisure jacket to dance to an old sixties rock tune. Had to say no twice. She noticed everyone was dressed as if it were the sixties and realized that maybe she was, too. Women in her ostensive profession were in many ways a constant.


      A sign made of pink paper letters strung together and draped on the mirror behind the bar declared that it was NOSTALGIA NIGHT and exhorted everyone to HAVE FUN! Maria had never regarded nostalgia as fun, merely weakness.


      She thought about dancing for a while to work off the tension that was building in her, but she was worried she might sprain an ankle in her four-inch heels. A bald woman wearing a baggy tie-dyed T-shirt and huge gold hoop earrings grinned and waved a handful of bills at her, beckoning her to come back. She mouthed, “Don’t leave,” but Maria pushed through half a dozen women just entering and went back out into the warm night.


      The fourth place she tried was Billie G’s, in a crumbling brick building just off Christopher Street. It occupied the entire first floor, a vast space with a bar so long four bartenders were working it. There was a good-sized parquet dance floor, a neat rectangle running parallel to the bar. On the other side of the crowded dance floor were tables. The clientele seemed to be of both genders and every sexual orientation. The dancers moved jerkily to a rhythmic, relentless pounding sound that Maria suspected was an amplified heartbeat.


      She took a table along a wall and ordered an economical well drink, bourbon and water on the rocks. The waitress, an emaciated woman with one eye made up to look blackened, didn’t give her a second look. My kind of place, Maria thought.


      Putting on a pointedly disinterested act whenever someone approached her table, she studied the crowd. If she was a prostitute, she was a particular one. Knowing what to look for, Maria sipped her drink and kept to herself.


      Near the end of the bar up near the door were some black-boots-and-leather types. Tough-looking guys who might be bikers, or might be daytime worker drones from the financial district, out of their Brooks Brothers garb and playing a role.


      Farther down the bar were more traditional types, wearing everything from jeans to suits and ties, drinking everything from beer and straight booze to Cosmopolitans.


      As people entered Billy G’s, some of them paused near the leather guys, then walked on. It was quick, it was deft, but Maria’s practiced eye saw money and small items change possession. A geek in low-rider pants, and with his lacquered hair combed into five-inch spikes, was definitely not running with the leather crowd, yet he, too, paused at the end of the bar and made an almost unnoticeable exchange.


      Maria sat and watched, becoming optimistic, thinking maybe she wouldn’t have to finish her piss-and-water drink.


      Within about ten minutes one of the leather guys, a big one with a graying beard, slid off his bar stool and made his way along the edge of the dance floor toward the restrooms. He was shirtless beneath a black leather vest with chains dangling from it. His muscular arms were adorned with tattoos, and when one of the dancers accidentally bumped into him, he gave the man a casual but vicious swipe with his elbow. The injured dancer, bent over in pain but still moving to the beat, glared at him, but didn’t try to retaliate.


      Maria had watched people going and coming from the restrooms, keeping track. It was possible that the bearded leather guy would be alone in the men’s room.


      This is why you came here. Do it!


      She stood up from her table and moved among the dancers to catch up with him.


      The restrooms were at the end of a long hall and down a flight of dimly lit, steep concrete steps. The stiletto heels were a problem here, too. Maria had to be careful as she descended the steps. The stairwell was narrow, and the closer she got to the bottom, the more the stench of stale urine and pine disinfectant confirmed what was at the base of the steps. Urine was definitely winning the battle with the disinfectant.


      She edged around an enthusiastic couple necking in the stairwell, the woman pressed tight against the wall and making soft mewing sounds. Maria heard a door open and close—someone exiting a restroom—and a slim figure began climbing the steps toward her.


      When the figure got closer, she saw that it was that of a man in an unbuttoned and flapping sport jacket.


      Good. One down. All the more likely that the beard’s alone.


      At the base of the stairs were two gray-enameled flimsy wood doors identical in every way. Each had international skirt-and pants-clad figures stenciled on it, indicating the restroom was for both men and women. Cute.


      Maria took a deep breath before remembering the ammonia stench of urine, then quickly exhaled and pushed open the nearest door.


      Oddly, the air was better in the restroom. Maybe more disinfectant. There was a urinal mounted on the wall to the left. On the right was a stall. Its door was closed, and Maria could see a pair of definitely female ankles above dainty feet wearing low-heeled pumps.


      She backed out and went to the other door.


      This time, when she entered the restroom she glanced to her left, where she figured that with a flip plan the stall would be. Its metal door was open and it was unoccupied.


      Standing to her right, at the urinal, was the bearded leather guy taking a piss.


      Polite to a fault, Maria stood and waited for him to finish and turn around.


      He zipped his jeans and turned at the same time. She saw the surprise in his eyes. He’d assumed another man was behind him, waiting to use the urinal.


      He looked her up and down and smiled at her with rotten teeth. “If you’re gonna stand an’ pee, I hope you don’t mind if I watch.”


      She returned the smile. “You know, I wouldn’t mind at all.”


      His flesh-padded blue eyes darted this way and that, confirming that they were alone. He was obviously curious. “What’s your play?”


      “I’m looking for something to play with.”


      “You look more like you’re somethin’ to play with, if a man’s got the cash.”


      “Some men did have the cash. Now I’ve got it.”


      “And now you’re lookin’ to spend it?”


      “Isn’t that what it’s for?”


      “Depends on what you wanna buy.”


      “White powder, not for a baby’s ass.”


      He grinned and breathed out loudly and slowly, signifying that he was thinking. She could smell his foul breath, even from three feet away.


      “You a cop?” he asked.


      “If I am, I sure as hell got a sore anatomy from raising the cash for a score.”


      “You must be pretty confident I ain’t a cop.”


      “Yeah, I bet tourists come up and ask you directions all the time.”


      He laughed. “You sure as shit ain’t no workin’ girl. You wear that outfit like it’s some kinda costume. And maybe it is.”


      “I don’t wanna pass a fashion test. I’m here to buy some coke.”


      “Thing is, there’s a rumor there might be a raid on Billy G’s tonight.”


      “Don’t you hear that rumor every night?”


      “Just about,” he admitted.


      “Listen, I sat upstairs and watched you deal to other people. From local jerkoffs to geeks from the burbs who drove their father’s car into the city. My money’s good, too. And to tell you the truth, I’m kinda desperate.”


      “Now, that I believe. But desperate to score some coke, or to make an arrest?”


      “Oh, get serious.” She lifted her T-shirt to expose her bare breasts, then squeezed them together, aiming her nipples at him. “Would a cop do this?”


      He kept his eyes trained on her breasts until she lowered the shirt.


      His hand went to a pocket in his leather vest and came out with a small tin container that had held breath mints. Maria wondered where he’d got it; he sure hadn’t bought it and used all the mints. She inched her right hand into her unzipped purse.


      “This has got high-grade stuff in it,” he said.


      She reached for the tin and he drew it back away from her outstretched left hand. “You don’t trust me?”


      “I trust no one.”


      “Well, you gotta place your trust in reliable old me. It’s not like you’re Donald Trump and you got any kinda bargainin’ position. Is the stuff real or is it talcum powder? That’s a question it’s gonna cost you to answer.”


      “I don’t buy without a taste.”


      He shrugged massive shoulders beneath the black leather vest. “You say you been watchin’ me doin’ business. How the hell you think I stay in business if I ain’t honest?”


      In a perverse way, it was a reasonable question. “Okay. How much?”


      “Whatever’s on you.” His gaze returned to her breasts. “An’ then some. You can show me you’re really a workin’ girl, an’ that play outfit you’re about to take off ain’t a costume.”


      She fought down her fear and revulsion, letting her anger lend her courage. “Maybe you didn’t notice I already showed you. And us working girls get paid.”


      “Sometimes they just get screwed.”


      The door opened, and a man in dress slacks and a blue pullover looked in. The expression on his face went blank and he quickly backed out.


      The leather guy shrugged his bull shoulders again. “All I’m askin’s a bonus.” He held up the tiny tin container. “An’ by the way, it ain’t talcum powder. Like you mentioned, that’s for babies’ asses. This is for your nose, sweetheart. I got a whole nother somethin’ for your ass.” He noticed her hand in her purse, and the perfect stillness of very dangerous men about to act came over him. “I really do hope you’re reachin’ for your money.”


      She pulled out the flea market mace bomb and aimed it at his face, extending her arm so it was only inches away, and mashed down hard on the plastic button with her thumb.


      Work! Please work!


      Nothing happened.


      “Oh, shit!”


      He was just beginning to break into a grin when the mace hissed out into his face. It caught him when he was inhaling, and he gasped and staggered backward, floundering on the slick tiles.


      He went down hard, bonking his head on the porcelain urinal.


      The tin container flew from his hand and slid beneath the stall door.


      Maria tried to pick it up in time but missed, fell down herself, and crawled into the stall.


      There it is! Behind the toilet bowl! There!


      As her hand closed around the tin container, she felt the leather guy’s hand close around her right ankle. He had the grip of a man who’d spent thousands of hours squeezing motorcycle handlebars.


      Maria clasped the container with one hand, and the edge of the stall door with the other. She managed to haul herself up to a standing position, but he still had her ankle.


      The leather guy was lying on his back and had his mace-burned eyes clenched closed. There were tears streaming down his beefy face. He wasn’t about to let go of her. Maria was glad to know he couldn’t see her. She had a fighting chance.


      Maintaining her grip on the steel door so she wouldn’t lose her balance, she raised her left foot high and came down on his hand with the four-inch stiletto heel.


      No reaction.


      Again! Harder!


      He yelped and released his grip on her ankle. The narrow tip of the heel had penetrated the web of flesh between his thumb and forefinger so deep that when he’d yanked his hand back it had almost pulled off her shoe. He was holding his injured hand in tight to his body, as if trying to stanch the bleeding. Still lying on his back, he began kicking out blindly with both feet, hoping one of his heavy boots would find her.


      Maria stayed in the stall out of range and chose precisely the right time to dash past him. One of his flailing legs barely missed her. He was screaming now, but probably no one could hear him upstairs over the din of voices and the loud thudding of the amplified heartbeat.


      Her attacker was swiveling on the floor like a crazed break-dancer, wasting his time now kicking at the opposite wall. She knew she’d made it. Edging from the restroom, she leaned down and said, “Asshole,” between his screams. Making sure it was loud enough for him to hear.


      Immediately he zeroed in on her voice and brought his huge body around on the tiles.


      So graceful for such a big man.


      As she left, he kicked the door shut after her.
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      She’d been down there too long. It was a worry.


      Officer Nancy Weaver, seated at the bar in Billy G’s, glanced at her watch. The new Madeline had been downstairs in the restroom for almost fifteen minutes. It wasn’t the kind of place where anyone stayed a second longer than was necessary.


      Weaver had made a trip to the restrooms herself and knew there was no way out of the building other than to come back upstairs. But no one had done that except for the somewhat alarmed-looking man who’d apparently gone downstairs and then immediately turned around and come back up.


      Weaver knew there were a lot of things that could instantly repel someone from a restroom in a place like this. Still, the expression on the man’s face stayed with her. Probably it had nothing to do with the new Madeline. Probably.


      It was the long time Madeline was spending down there that bothered Weaver. She—


      A commotion at the other end of the bar drew her attention. She heard the word police several times. She strained forward over her drink to see into the back bar mirror.


      Great! Just what I need.


      It looked like undercovers from the narcotics squad were making a collar. They had the guys in black leather lined up braced against the bar while they frisked them. One of the undercovers, a skinny guy with wildly spiked hair—who’d made an earlier buy Weaver had witnessed—had his 9mm stuck in one of the leather creeps’ ear.


      Movement caught her eye to the left. The new Madeline had just come back upstairs. She saw what was happening down the bar and froze at the top of the steps, looking terrified.


      She had good reason. The expression on her face was already drawing attention. The way she was dressed was holding it.


      Weaver had to make a decision. She knew it was one that could make or break a career.


      It took her only a few seconds to decide that becoming identifiable to Madeline was preferable to Madeline being scooped up in a drug raid.


      This had to be fast and smooth. One of the cops was already walking over to shut down the music. Everybody in the place would be subject to at least a cursory questioning or body search.


      She slid down off her stool, noticing that Madeline’s eyes were already exploring, looking for a way out. She’d never make it. At the least she’d be suspected of prostitution, possibly taken in. Weaver herself was dressed kind of sexy, taking advantage of her plainclothes role, and might be accosted and have to show her shield.


      She approached Madeline and clutched her elbow. “I’m your friend. Follow me.”


      Madeline stared at her with surprisingly calm, appraising eyes.


      “Like I’ve got a choice,” she said.


      Weaver led her diagonally across the dance floor toward the front exit, where a couple of uniforms were now standing. She kept her left hand on Madeline’s elbow. Cupped in her right was her shield. She’d need a little luck, but she might be able to get clear of Billy G’s without Madeline discovering she was a cop.


      They made it past the leather types being braced. The two big uniforms at the door were both staring at them. Why wouldn’t they? A couple of ladies dressed for heavy action about to walk out on a drug raid. If nothing else, they’d be fun to search. Weaver thought she knew one of the uniforms slightly and hoped he wouldn’t recognize her right away.


      He smiled, but not at her. “Couple of working girls trying to slip away,” he said.


      The other cop, who looked like a kid still, with his baby fat and trying to grow a mustache, stepped toward them.


      Weaver shifted her body, holding her palm down near her hip and turning it out so the uniform could see the badge. He stopped, gave a hard look at the shield, then at Weaver. She gave him a hard look back and winked. No dummy, the child cop. He glanced at his partner, then moved toward him.


      He was whispering to his partner as Weaver led Madeline out the door. The other cop, the one Weaver knew, was staring at her. She could see he recognized her now, but he said nothing.


      She and Madeline were clear, out in the warm night, which felt cool after the body-packed Billy G’s. Weaver held on to Madeline’s elbow as they walked fast, Weaver leading. She could feel that she was stronger than the taller woman, and in better condition. Or maybe the difference was the wobbly high heels. Madeline was beginning to huff and puff.


      A block down, Madeline suddenly yanked her elbow away and stopped.


      “That was close,” Weaver said, thinking Madeline would figure her for a hooker who thought she, Madeline, was a sister prostitute who’d been working the bar at Billy G’s.


      “Sure was,” Madeline said. “Thanks for the help. We walked right past those dumb cops at the door.”


      “Took them by surprise,” Weaver said, faking a giggle. “Stunned them with our beauty.”


      She thought maybe they’d share a good laugh together, two losers temporarily on top. Bond a bit. Now that Madeline had seen her and would recognize her, maybe it would be a good idea to gain her confidence. Quinn would understand why Weaver had to act fast and get Madeline out of the club; maybe he’d want to take advantage of what had happened in some way, though at the moment Weaver couldn’t figure how. What she wanted was to turn a piece of bad luck into something good.


      Madeline wasn’t having any. Without cracking a smile, still breathing hard, she unzipped the little black purse she was clutching and reached into it. “Let me give you something.”


      Weaver thought she might be getting out money, offering her something for helping her out of Billy G’s. “Listen, you don’t have to do that, honey. Really.”


      “I insist. You saved my ass in there.”


      “Sisters gotta stick together.”


      Madeline drew from her purse a small cylinder and extended it toward Weaver’s face. Her thumb was on top pressing down.


      An instant after Weaver recognized it as a mace container the fine spray hit her in the eyes and blinded her. Jesus! She desperately swatted out with her right hand to knock the mace bomb away, but it was too late. Her fingertips barely brushed Madeline’s stiffened arm and didn’t move it. Weaver tried to breathe but couldn’t. As she started to choke and swipe at her eyes, Madeline shoved her to the sidewalk.


      Ouch! The back of her head bumped hard on concrete. Pain flared behind her eyes and she heard herself gasp.


      The sudden involuntary intake of air at least cleared her nasal passages, but only temporarily. Her eyes were on fire.


      I’ll kill her! Kill the rotten bitch!


      Not that she was in a position to kill anyone.


      She experimented and found that she could breathe out without choking. In was harder.


      Weaver started to get up but fell back. A pulsing ache began in her right knee. She must have landed on it before flipping onto her back.


      Kill her…


      Lying blinded and in pain on the damp concrete, coughing and wheezing, she distinctly heard the brittle clack, clack, clack of Madeline’s ridiculous high-heeled shoes moving away.


      Mace. Some goddamned gratitude!


      She was still trying to breathe and knuckle the chemical from her burning eyes when she felt rather than heard someone step over her and hurry on.
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      Tonight was going to be different.


      As he walked, Greeve thought about how tailing Weaver had paid off. Two days ago she’d led Greeve to the building where the woman he now knew as Madeline Scott lived. Greeve hadn’t known her name at first, but it was simple enough to find out she was the reason why Weaver was watching the building. An hour had passed, and then Scott emerged and Weaver fell in behind her.


      What to do but join in?


      It was fun being the caboose on the train. Scott, Weaver, Greeve. He thought Weaver was pretty good at her work.


      Scott returned carrying a newspaper and some magazines. Weaver was nowhere in sight. But Greeve knew she was there.


      Same thing had happened the next evening; Scott emerged from her building and Weaver appeared from a doorway across the street and tailed her.


      That time Greeve didn’t follow them. He waited until they returned about half an hour later. It looked as if Scott had only gone down to the corner deli for some takeout food. Weaver took up her post again when Scott entered the building.


      Greeve watched the windows to see which lights came on.


      Third floor east.


      A later check of the mailboxes in the vestibule, when Weaver wasn’t around, established that M. Scott was the tenant of that apartment. Greeve inserted a pen with a clip into the grilled front of the box and skillfully snagged a thin piece of mail and rolled it up on the pen. He withdrew it without damaging it. The piece of mail was an ad inviting Madeline Scott to open a free checking account at a nearby bank. Now he knew where M. Scott lived and knew her full name.


      He inserted the undamaged mail back in the box and smiled.


      Detective work. Greeve was so good at it, sometimes it amused him.


      


      Tonight was different, all right. The usually sedately dressed Madeline Scott was something when she emerged from her apartment building. She was dressed like a hooker. Maybe she was a hooker. All Greeve really knew about her was that Quinn and his team were interested in her. And with those high heels, she had a helluva wiggle. He skillfully followed Weaver, who was tailing Madeline. Greeve loved this kind of thing.


      After a short cab ride, Madeline walked from dive to dive, usually not spending much time inside. She seemed to be searching for someone. Or something. Greeve followed the two women into one of the clubs, an S&M place that was divided into cubicles. They were in there about ten minutes; then it was off again on the hunt.


      He stayed outside of Billy G’s. He’d been there before and knew the layout and figured the odds were too great that Weaver might notice him if he ventured inside.


      From across the street, he watched the drug raid go down, wondering what that was all about, if it had anything to do with Madeline or Weaver. There was no way to know. A place like Billy G’s might be raided frequently. He smiled, wondering if Madeline would be taken in as a prostitute. The way she was dressed, she shouldn’t be surprised. He could imagine her being escorted to the police van parked down the block, and then climbing up into the back in that short skirt.


      He was the one who was surprised when Weaver came out the door dragging Madeline along by the elbow.


      What the hell’s this all about?


      At first he thought Weaver might be taking Madeline in. But they turned the wrong direction for that, away from the police van. He watched as the two women hurried down the block, and then he casually crossed the street to fall in behind them.


      Behind them was a good place to be. It was something watching Madeline walk in those high heels. Weaver…she was worth watching, too.


      They stopped, and Madeline yanked her arm free of Weaver’s grip. They stood close to each other talking. The conversation seemed amiable, but the body language was all wrong. Greeve knew he was looking at two people who were wary of each other. Then Madeline reached into her purse and fished something out.


      At first Greeve thought she might be drawing a gun, but it appeared that her fist was clenched around nothing—or something very small. She stuck her fist up close to the surprised Weaver’s face, and instantly a fine mist became visible in the glow from a nearby streetlight.


      Tear gas or mace.


      Madeline used both hands to push Weaver to the sidewalk. Then she broke into a fast walk, clacking along in her high heels. After about ten feet she stumbled and almost fell. She bent gracefully and removed the stiletto-heeled shoes. With a quick glance back at Weaver, Madeline broke into a run, carrying her shoes as her nylon-stockinged feet hit the pavement. The whole thing had taken about ten seconds.


      Shit!


      Greeve didn’t like anything resembling an outright pursuit, but he had to stay close to Madeline. He broke into a brisk jog, his gaze fixed on the pale action of Madeline’s legs flashing in the shadows up ahead. She could really run, without those high heels. Thanks to the tight skirt inhibiting her leg movement, he thought he’d be able to stay with her.


      When he reached where Weaver lay on the sidewalk, she was still gagging and coughing. Her eyes were swollen and unseeing. She hadn’t had time to close them or turn away. She was clutching her gut and trying to catch her breath. Whatever she’d been sprayed with, tear gas or mace, she must have breathed in plenty of it.


      He stepped over her and kept going.
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      After a couple of blocks, Madeline slowed to a walk, paused, and put her shoes back on, bending in that same graceful motion but this time brushing off the bottoms of her stockinged feet.


      Must have been hell on the nylon, Greeve thought.


      She resumed walking at a normal pace. Greeve was glad. He was starting to get winded. And overheated. He had his charcoal gray suit coat open. It was flapping as he walked. With his dark shirt and tie, he was sure he wouldn’t be noticed even if Madeline glanced behind her.


      It was a standard tail again. He breathed in and out hard, twice, and decided he was okay, practicing his trade and liking it. It felt good to fall into Madeline’s rhythm, moving close to the buildings off his left shoulder so he could fade from sight if she did happen to glance back while he was near a streetlight or illuminated sign. They were on a dark block, mostly closed businesses, so there wasn’t much chance he’d need to move to cover.


      She surprised him. The rhythm and angle of the pale legs abruptly changed. Then she disappeared. She’d turned into a doorway, or a passageway between the buildings.


      What the hell?


      Whatever it was, he could handle it.


      He didn’t think he’d been spotted, but there was no way to be sure. He picked up his pace, then lengthened his stride to a run. For all he knew, she was running again, her shoes back in her hand.


      Near the shadowed area where Madeline had disappeared, he slowed down and advanced more cautiously.


      She’d apparently entered a dark passageway.


      Odd, a woman alone…


      Nothing to do but follow.


      He moved forward, his left fingertips brushing the rough-textured brick and mortar as he slipped around the edge of the building into darkness.


      He was shocked to see her standing directly in front of him.


      His momentary astonishment cost him his life. He felt the knife blade enter his left side and slide upward to his heart. Actually heard the blade scrape against a rib. Through an electric wave of pain, he felt his wallet being removed roughly from his pants pocket, then his belt buckle being loosened. The night was becoming even darker.


      His pain propelled him so he moved without any thought of direction. Then he saw a faint glimmer of distant light and staggered toward it. Light meant life.


      The light became fainter and moved farther away as he fought his way toward it.


      Farther…


      His pants worked themselves lower and lower, bunching around his ankles, and he fell.


      


      Officer Ben Murray was walking his beat with a slow relentlessness, rattling doorknobs and wondering if he’d ever make it through to the end of his shift. It was a boring job, foot patrol in this part of the Village. And that was what made it dangerous. Boredom bred carelessness, and that could get you hurt or killed.


      His wife, Milly, had been concerned about him getting hurt lately, not exactly nagging at him, but letting him know she was worried. She’d been getting to him. Causing Murray to think too much. Not just about the danger, but about the things you saw, things you’d never forget. He hadn’t told Mil, but he’d been considering getting some other job, one where there wouldn’t be so much risk, so much cynicism, so many indelible memories.


      He tried the knob on the entrance to a closed erotic-book shop. No give. He peered through the windows at the racks of paperbacks and magazines and saw nothing suspicious, so he turned to move on to the next door. The bookshop had been burglarized twice in the last month. Maybe he could talk the owner into slipping him a key, so he could stay in there at length some nights and guard the place, maybe read some of the magazines. Several of the merchants on this beat were glad to—


      Huh?


      There was a guy with his pants down staggering along the sidewalk. Finally the puddled trousers tripped him and he fell hard. The way he dropped, without trying to protect his head or face, made Murray sure he was dead or unconscious. He unsnapped the flap on his 9mm’s holster and ran toward the man.


      Murray was immediately aware of the yawning black passageway alongside him, but for the moment he ignored it and tended to the fallen man.


      The guy’s suit coat had twisted around and Murray saw the distinctive brown strap of a shoulder holster. Murray used two fingers to pull up the leather folder in the man’s shirt pocket. It contained the blue and gold shield of an NYPD detective.


      Jesus, a cop!


      There was blood on the guy’s shirt, on the sidewalk, on Murray’s hand.


      It was then that Murray became aware of a sweet and subtle scent wafting from the dark passageway. He snapped his head around and saw that the passageway was empty.


      But somebody wearing too much perfume had been there recently.


      Something tugged at his shirt. The guy, the detective, not dead, one hand plucking at the material so Murray would lean closer. The guy’s lips were moving as he tried to speak but couldn’t. Dying words. Christ! Murray put his ear close to the man’s mouth.


      What the guy said was soft but distinct: “Whore…”


      That was it.


      Murray felt for a pulse and found only still flesh.
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      Quinn entered Renz’s office and paused briefly, nothing showing on Quinn’s face. He hadn’t known Nobbler was in there, but he’d heard loud voices. He wondered why Renz had called him in with Nobbler present. Maybe he wanted a witness, just in case. Or a referee.


      Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler’s face was crimson as he paced Renz’s overheated, humid office. Renz was obviously trying to show some compassion for him; after all, Nobbler’s best friend and coconspirator, Ed Greeve, had been knifed to death last night. Quinn wondered how much compassion Renz actually felt. He’d been plenty pissed off on the phone when he’d called and told Quinn how Greeve had gotten himself killed. Pissed off at Nobbler.


      Nobbler stopped and whirled to face Renz, who was seated behind his desk and looking calm in a way that portended a storm.


      “You’ve got a hell of a nerve,” Nobbler said, “working in goddamned secret and setting up an undercover cop to tail Madeline Scott.”


      Renz, maybe thinking staying seated would help him remain calm, didn’t move. His voice was tight. “Greeve wouldn’t even have known about Madeline Scott if he hadn’t been following Weaver.”


      “So what? Greeve’s—Greeve was a cop. He was supposed to follow people.”


      “Not other cops.”


      “He was following that Scott bitch when he was killed. I know because he phoned me on his cell from outside Billy G’s just before he started the tail.”


      “Following both women, you mean.”


      “It doesn’t matter.”


      “Doesn’t matter?” Renz rested both palms flat on the desk, as if it might float away on Nobbler’s sea of senselessness if he didn’t hold it down. “Like hell it doesn’t matter. You’re interfering in my case. If I’ve got a cop following my cop following a suspect, I oughta goddamned know about it. What was Greeve doing tailing Weaver, anyway?”


      “He thought it might advance the investigation.”


      “My investigation. And Weaver had lost Scott when Greeve was killed. Greeve was following Weaver, so he probably lost Scott when she did. There’s no reason to suspect Scott killed him.”


      “Who else but Scott?” Nobbler asked. “You knew Greeve. Do you honestly think he was killed by some other, real prostitute he was about to bonk?”


      “He had his pants down around his ankles,” Renz pointed out. “And according to Officer Murray, Greeve’s last word was whore.”


      “That’s all the friggin’ media in this town cares about. It’s all over the papers and TV—how a police detective was killed by a prostitute. One of the headlines is even COP CAUGHT WITH PANTS DOWN.”


      “They’re usually not so precise.”


      Nobbler turned a deeper shade of red. “Don’t give me that kinda shit. You know Greeve wasn’t killed by some ordinary whore who caught him—”


      “With his pants down. You can’t blame the media. They’re saying it because that’s where the evidence points.”


      “Do you believe it?” Nobbler asked, actually vibrating while trying to maintain self-control.


      “Frankly, no.”


      “But we wouldn’t believe it if it had actually happened that way,” Quinn said.


      Both men stared at him, as if noticing him in the room for the first time.


      “Fact is,” Quinn said, “we don’t know it didn’t happen that way.”


      Nobbler glared at him as if he wanted to rip out his throat.


      “He’s right, Wes,” Renz said. He puffed up his saggy cheeks and blew out a long breath. “Nobody likes it, but he’s right.”


      “Everybody’s human,” Quinn said. “Greeve was vulnerable just like the rest of us. He might have gotten mixed up with a prostitute, and then things got out of control. It could’ve happened even with Greeve, with the right woman, whether she was a saint or a whore.”


      “That’s right,” Renz said. “Remember Bernie—”


      “Yeah, yeah!”


      Nobbler jammed his fists deep into his pants pockets and strode to stare out the window. Some of his anger seemed to have leached out of him. “Why are you so interested in Madeline Scott?” he asked, not turning around.


      “She has the same name as a homeless woman who was killed by a subway train,” Quinn said.


      If Nobbler was already aware of that, he gave no indication. “So what?”


      “Coincidence?” Quinn asked.


      “Maybe. They do happen, or the word wouldn’t be in the dictionary.”


      “It’s not in my dictionary,” Quinn said.


      “You think Greeve being knifed while he was following Scott might have something to do with the Torso Murders?” Nobbler asked.


      “We don’t know. We can’t even be sure Greeve was still tailing Scott when he was knifed.”


      “Coulter’s been killed down in Louisiana,” Nobbler said. “The Torso Murder case is gonna be shut down. Neither of us solved it,” he added almost absently.


      “I thought only one of us was trying,” Renz said.


      Nobbler ignored him, continuing to gaze outside at the summer glare. “The Torso Murderer was already on the run, taking both of us pretty much out of the game. Maybe nobody in law enforcement is gonna get credit for his death. Hell, Coulter mighta been shot so somebody could rob him. Or maybe it was a hunting accident.”


      “Likely was,” Quinn said.


      Nobbler turned around. “So Coulter being shot is the kind of coincidence you believe in.”


      Quinn smiled.


      “We’re trying to solve crimes here,” Nobbler said. “We shouldn’t set up separate squads and not share information.”


      “Information like autopsy reports?” Quinn asked.


      A big vein in Nobbler’s forehead began throbbing as if it were a fire hose about to burst and start spewing all over the place. He started to reply, then bit down hard on his lower lip and stalked from the office, slamming the door behind him.


      “He took that well,” Renz said.


      “He’s got no right to be pissed at us,” Quinn said.


      “You think it mighta been the new Madeline who knifed Greeve?”


      “I don’t know. It doesn’t sit right.”


      “So many things about this case don’t,” Renz said. “It’s not gonna be long before the media wolves get on to us. It’s hard for me to believe. We set up a killer already on the run as a suspect to divert them, just picked the guy out of a hat, and damned if he isn’t shot to death down in Louisiana.”


      “His photo was all over the country.”


      “Still…”


      “Could actually have been a coincidence.”


      “Jesus, Quinn.”


      “Maybe we oughta test it by setting up another wanted killer who’s somewhere out there on the wind. We mighta stumbled onto something here.”


      Renz covered his face with his hands for a moment, then removed them and looked up at Quinn.


      “I’m thinking about Ed Greeve,” he said solemnly.


      “He wasn’t a bad guy,” Quinn said. “And he was a hell of a cop. He deserved better. When’s the funeral?”


      “I didn’t mean that,” Renz said. “I was wondering why anyone would stick him.”


      “The logical answer is he cheated a whore and she took offense.”


      “Screw logic. It’s caused a lotta trouble in my life.”


      “Mine, too,” Quinn said with genuine sadness. “It’s what we live by and love, and it’s frightening where it can take us.”


      “Like real love,” Renz said.
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      “I talked to a neighbor in the same building,” Victor said. “She told me she saw Madeline Scott go out alone right after dark dressed like a hooker.”


      They were in Palmer Stone’s cool, ordered office at E-Bliss.org. Victor’s shirt was wrinkled and he needed a shave. Possibly he was growing a beard. Stone had never liked beards around a place of business.


      “What time did she come home?” Stone asked, from behind his desk.


      “She didn’t. Not all night. I gave up watching for her about six this morning.”


      “That’s bad,” Stone said. “Maybe she’s on the run.”


      “Why would that be?”


      “A cop was stabbed to death in the Village last night.”


      “I don’t see the connection,” Victor said. “My guess is she really was hooking and spent the night with a client.”


      “She doesn’t need the money,” Stone said.


      “Maybe she needs the sex,” Victor said. “Some people like it too much.”


      Stone stood up from his chair and ran his hands through his meticulously styled gray hair, considering a nymphomaniacal Maria—Madeline Scott. His hair miraculously fell back into place. “I suppose it’s possible.”


      “Drugs and sex. Maybe even something else.”


      “I don’t even want to think about the something else,” Stone said.


      “What with the cops thinking the Torso Murders are stopped, maybe we should take Maria Sanchez out,” Victor said.


      Stone knew he didn’t mean out on a date. “Delete her?”


      “If you’d rather put it that way.”


      Stone would rather. He didn’t like altering the nomenclature of their business. “Let me think on it.”


      “She’s a loose cannon, Palmer.”


      “I don’t want to take any unnecessary chances.”


      “Madeline Scott will have a fatal accident. Who the hell cares about her enough to even notice? Hardly anyone in New York even knows who she is. And you know she’s dangerous. She’s getting more and more unstable, and she runs off at the mouth. I mean, with Maria, the transformation was never completed. She’s not like our other special clients. She never really became Madeline Scott.”


      Stone thought Victor was making a pretty good case against Maria Sanchez–Madeline Scott. And with the police assuming the late and unlucky Tom Coulter was responsible for the Torso Murders, there wouldn’t seem to be any connection between them and her death. Not as long as Sanchez-Scott’s death was thought to be accidental.


      Stone wished Gloria was out of the hospital and well. She was the expert on accidental death. Victor…Well, the changes in Victor lately had to be taken into consideration. His increasingly sloppy appearance. His apparent streak of sadism. Emotion shouldn’t be mixed with business. And of course there was the stress of Gloria’s serious injury. More emotion. Would Stone be sending a loose cannon to delete a loose cannon?


      “Let me think on it,” Stone said again.


      Victor shrugged. “You’re the boss.”


      Lately Stone had been wondering about that.


      


      Two days later, Victor was back in Palmer Stone’s office. He was more neatly dressed this time, in a medium blue suit made from some kind of light material that gave it a graceful drape. And he no longer needed a shave. The scraggly beginnings of his beard were history. Stone liked him much better this way.


      “Remember our conversation about Maria Sanchez?” Victor asked.


      “Let’s refer to her as Madeline Scott,” Stone said.


      “Okay. Whichever she is, I’ve been watching her.”


      Stone wasn’t really surprised. “Why?”


      “You said you were thinking about deleting her. I thought it would be a good idea to make some preliminary plans.”


      “And now you want to know my decision,” Stone said.


      “No, I don’t think we should go near her.”


      “Really?” Stone had been leaning in exactly the opposite direction. Victor had convinced him. He just hadn’t been sure Victor was the man for the job.


      “I found out the police are watching her. And around the clock.”


      “Question is,” Stone asked, “were the police watching you while you were watching Madeline Scott?”


      “Not a chance. I’m sure about that, Palmer. I’m a pro.”


      “So are the police. Especially Quinn.”


      “We’re okay on this,” Victor said. “When the cops lose interest in her, then maybe we should delete her.”


      “Maybe,” Stone agreed.


      “I know,” Victor said, with a smile. “You’ll think about it.”


      But what Palmer Stone was actually thinking about was the police surveillance of Madeline Scott. How long had she been under observation? Why would they be watching her?


      What did it mean?
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      “Som’un’s out there,” Cathy Lee said sleepily.


      It was a warm, muggy Louisiana morning, and the drone of swamp insects was almost louder than the sound of the car rolling over muddy ruts to park outside the ramshackle house.


      Cathy Lee looked over at Joe Ray, who was snoring lightly, lying on his stomach with his face half buried in his pillow. Juan was in the other bedroom, quiet for a change. Usually he snored loud enough to rattle the leaves on the trees, which was why Cathy Lee had her and Joe Ray’s door shut.


      Cathy Lee crawled out of bed, crossed the bare plank floor, and peeked out the window.


      Her heart gave a jump.


      A sheriff’s department car was parked out there in the shade of the big willow tree. She knew there was enough incriminating evidence in the meth lab to get all three of them locked up for years. She glanced behind her. Maybe she could slip out the back, run out on Joe Ray and Juan. She was sure they wouldn’t hesitate to run out on her. The truck was parked out in back of the house, and she could get in and drive away.


      But the big engine turning over would make a lot of noise. Somebody would surely hear it. And the sheriff’s car might give chase.


      She watched the car door open and a tall, broad-shouldered sheriff’s deputy got out and looked around. It was hot, and he’d left his Smokey hat in the car. A young guy with a buzz cut, real good-looking. Kathy decided maybe she could handle him, go out and see what he wanted (not that she didn’t know), and divert him from looking in the outbuilding.


      Careful not to wake Joe Ray, she put on her white terry-cloth robe, making sure it was open enough to reveal cleavage. Then she did what she could with her hair and sidled out onto the porch without slamming the door.


      The deputy looked at her and smiled. It made him look ten years younger. Maybe this would be easy.


      “Mornin’, ma’am,” he said. “I’m Sheriff’s Deputy O. E. Simmons.”


      “Mornin’ to you, Sheriff’s Deputy O. E. Simmons. I’m Cathy Lee Aiken, an’ I’m at your service.” She almost smiled and saluted, but figured that might be too much.


      He didn’t respond as she thought he would. His smile stayed stuck on but dimmed, and she realized he simply had one of those faces, was one of those people who smiled through everything because that was the way their features were set. And on second glance, he didn’t look so young. Not if you paid attention to his eyes.


      “Anybody else in the house?” he asked.


      She was looking at the big 9mm handgun perched on his hip. The eyes and the gun. Best not to lie to this man. “Two fellas. Joe Ray an’ Juan.”


      “That’s three.”


      “No, sir. Joe Ray is one fella.”


      “Uh-hum.” He moved in closer to her. There were crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes, as if he’d squinted into the sun too much.


      He didn’t react as she took the three sagging wood steps down off the porch to meet him, letting the robe part to reveal a lot of leg. His eyes told her he wasn’t interested in her in the way she wanted. Out of the shade of the porch roof, she was the one squinting into the sun, at him. Are you gay, Deputy O. E. Simmons?


      “You come here to see one of ’em?” she asked.


      “If one or both of ’em might own the truck we found out in the swamp.”


      Cathy Lee breathed easier. When they’d gotten the F-150 retitled and painted a dark blue (her favorite color), Joe Ray and Juan had ditched the rusty old Dodge off the road in the swamp about a mile from the house. That shoulda been the end of it. Something given up to the swamp you could put out of your mind as gone for good. She guessed there hadn’t been enough time for the saw grass to grow up where the truck had mashed it down, and somebody’d spotted the old hulk and reported it to the state police.


      “We got a problem?” a voice asked.


      Joe Ray had awakened and stumbled sleepy eyed out onto the porch. He was shirtless and barefoot but had pulled on his old jeans. There was a rip in one leg, revealing a dirty knee.


      “It’s about the old Dodge truck we left in the swamp,” Cathy Lee said. She looked at the deputy. “Have we broken some kinda law?”


      Simmons looked puzzled, still with the smile that wasn’t a smile. “This wasn’t a Dodge. It was a near-brand-new Ford.”


      Joe Ray had started down the porch stairs and almost fell. He looked panicky for a moment. Cathy Lee realized she was standing with her mouth hanging open.


      “Somethin’ wrong?” the deputy asked.


      “We got that truck all legal,” Joe Ray said too defensively.


      Simmons narrowed his eyes. These two were acting as if he’d happened onto a Mafia meeting. “You the one left it stuck out there in the mud?”


      “I don’t know nothin’ about it. My friend Juan was drivin’ it last night.”


      “Where would he be?”


      “In the house, fast asleep. Musta had a late night.”


      The deputy rested his right palm on the top of his black leather holster and glanced off to the side.


      “What’s in that outbuilding?”


      “Gardenin’ tools. That kinda stuff,” Joe Ray said.


      “I never noticed any plantin’ around here when I drove in.”


      “I hear somethin’ about a truck?” Juan asked. He’d come out onto the porch. He was barefoot, like Joe Ray, but wearing a white T-shirt with his jeans.


      “The Ford truck,” Joe Ray said. “You know.”


      “I was on my way home from Rodney’s Roadhouse last night,” Juan said, “an’ got it stuck in the mud. Woulda thought that was impossible with that big Ford, it havin’ four-wheel drive an’ all, but I missed a turn an’ drove it well off the road. I gave up after tryin’ to get it out an’ walked the rest of the way here. Truck’s still where I left it, I guess.”


      “Yeah, I saw it,” the trooper said. “Need a tractor or somethin’ with a winch to pull it out.”


      “You got that right.”


      “You have a snootful when you left Rodney’s?”


      “Two beers, is all. You can ask Rodney.”


      “I’ve always trusted Rodney. Weren’t drinkin’ behind the wheel, were you?”


      Juan’s smile was sheepish. He hadn’t been high on booze last night, but on something else. “I can honestly say no, officer.”


      “I don’t know a damned thing about that truck,” Cathy Lee said.


      Anger flashed in Joe Ray’s eyes. “You rode in it enough. You even got yourself—”


      “Best not go there, Joe Ray,” Cathy Lee said.


      “We can show you where we left the old Dodge,” Juan said, tumbling to what might be a dangerous development. Showing a little cooperation and changing the subject. Maybe they should invite the cop inside, where he or Joe Ray could get close to a gun. Not that they wanted to kill a sheriff’s deputy, but if it came down to that…


      “Uh-hm.” Simmons looked from one of them to the other. “Forget the Dodge. I gotta say I’m curious about the Ford truck. Big F-150.”


      “It ain’t stole,” Joe Ray said. “You can check.”


      “Already did. I wonder if we looked in the cab, we’d find some beer cans or liquor bottles. Maybe even some illegal substance.”


      “Not on your life,” Juan said, using a forefinger to cross his heart.


      “Truck’s not very far from here,” the deputy said. “Let’s go see.”


      Juan shrugged. Joe Ray looked worried.


      “Seemed far enough when I was walkin’ it last night,” Juan said.


      “You can stay here, ma’am,” the deputy said to Cathy Lee. “We’ won’t be more’n fifteen, twenty minutes.” He looked at Juan and Joe Ray. “I’ll drive, since you’ve got no vehicle. I apologize, but you two’ll have to sit in back, where we usually transport prisoners.” Without averting his gaze from them, he walked over to the car and opened a rear door.


      Joe Ray and Juan glanced at Cathy Lee and ambled over to get in the backseat. They both had their thumbs tucked in their front jeans pockets. Joe Ray, leaning over to enter the car first, got a look at the steel grille separating the front and back of the interior, and the absence of inside door handles. There was a control for the window to go up and down, but he knew it would be dead.


      Halfway into the car, he hesitated and turned and looked back at Deputy Simmons. “This ain’t a trick, is it?”


      “No kinda trick I know of,” Simmons said. “Just regulations, sir. We got passengers, there’s where they gotta sit.”


      Joe Ray nodded and disappeared into the back of the car. Juan followed.


      As the deputy walked around to get in behind the steering wheel, he glanced over at Cathy Lee. His smile seemed genuine again. And at this distance, he was youthful again.


      “This is just a formality. We won’t be long, ma’am.”


      “I’ll make some coffee,” she said.


      


      When the sheriff’s deputy’s car reached the spot where the F-150 was bogged down off the road, Simmons steered slightly onto what passed for a shoulder and braked to a halt. The back of the blue truck’s bed was visible through lush green foliage. Flattened-out grass and some sheared-off small saplings showed where the big Ford had gone in. The road had curved, and the truck had gone straight and just missed some good-sized cypress tree trunks, one on each side. It hadn’t missed their lower branches.


      “Looks like you broke some wood goin’ in,” Simmons said over his shoulder.


      “Tell you the truth, I mighta fell asleep at the wheel,” Juan said. “I got sleep watchamacallit—a sleep disorder—so I’m tired most of when I’m awake, doze off unexpectedly at the darnedest times.”


      “Sleep apnea,” the deputy said. “Doctor can treat that for you.”


      “I don’t wanna wear one of them breathin’ apparatus things when I sleep,” Juan said. “Looks to me like they’d suffocate you.”


      “Cure your sleep apnea,” Joe Ray said.


      “I’ll be right back,” the deputy said and climbed out of the car and shut the door before they could answer.


      Deputy Simmons didn’t look back at them as he approached the truck. Morning sunlight slanted in low through the trees, and the F-150’s bulbous blue tailgate gleamed like an Easter egg badly hidden among the greenery.


      When he was as close to the vehicle as he’d been last time, Simmons rolled up his uniform pants and waded into shallow, brackish water. He thought about removing his shoes, but it wasn’t worth the risk of stepping on something. Or getting bitten by something. Besides, the sheriff’s department would compensate him for a pair of regulation shoes ruined in the performance of his duties. He hoped. There was no other, dry way to reach the damned truck.


      He felt the cool water rise on his bare legs, then spill into his leather shoes. His socks were soaked within seconds.


      All in the job.


      When he got to the mired truck, he attempted to open the driver’s-side door and found it locked. He could see across the cab that the opposite door was also locked.


      Laugh’s on me.


      In part so he wouldn’t look foolish to the two men confined in the rear of the cruiser, he began a slow, sloshing circuit of the truck, making a show of examining its exterior.


      When the one called Juan had driven it into the swamp, the branches had scratched it considerably. One deep gouge in the right front fender revealed black paint beneath the blue.


      Black.


      Simmons was pretty sure the truck hadn’t been manufactured with black primer paint. This vehicle had been repainted. It was awfully new for a repaint, unless it had been in an accident.


      Standing and staring at where black paint showed through some other, smaller scratches, the deputy suddenly remembered it hadn’t been that long ago when every lawman in the South was looking for a black Ford F-150. It had been stolen by that Coulter guy who’d been found dead and full of shotgun pellets about ten miles down the state road. This truck had a different license plate number, but that was no surprise.


      Sheriff’s Deputy O. E. Simmons decided to leave the two men locked in the backseat of his car for a while. Wading back toward the car, he was surprised to realize he was excited. Somebody had sure as hell shot Coulter, the Torso Murderer, and left his dead body on the side of the road. Maybe it was the two assholes in the back of the patrol car. A couple of killers. Wouldn’t that be some collar? Maybe get him elected sheriff someday.


      Slow down, slow down…. Don’t jump to conclusions, get ahead of yourself, and screw up royally.


      Simmons played it casual and acted like there was nothing wrong as he drove the two men back to the ramshackle house. He parked where he had last time, in the shade of a big willow.


      Cathy Lee Aiken was nowhere in sight outside.


      “Any guns in the house?” Simmons asked the two men behind him, making it a casual, routine question.


      “Not as I know of,” Juan said.


      “Not a one,” Joe Ray said. “I got an old shotgun, but it’s back in the truck. Broke down proper an’ outta sight behind the seat back.”


      Leaving the two men confined in back, Simmons locked the car and left it. He went up on the plank porch with his gun drawn. Knocked. Got no answer. Knocked again. Same result. He could feel the hot sun on the back of his neck.


      “Ma’am?”


      Silence.


      He tried the knob and found the door unlocked.


      When he glanced back at the patrol car, he saw the two men staring at him intently through the back side window. The skinny one, Joe Ray, actually had his nose pressed to the glass.


      The deputy hurled the door open and went into the house fast, gun level and held before him with both hands. Keeping his arms rigid, he swept the barrel from side to side.


      The living room was unoccupied.


      With his heart lodged low in his throat, he checked out the two bedrooms and found them also unoccupied. A ceiling fan was turning slowly in the bedroom with the double bed. There was a used condom on the floor. There was also a double-barreled shotgun leaning in a corner.


      So much for no guns in the house.


      As he entered the tiny, unoccupied kitchen, he smelled it.


      He relaxed and holstered his gun.


      The coffee was on, but Cathy Lee was gone.
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      Sometimes love was grand.


      Linda had brought some take-out Chinese to Quinn’s apartment, and they were eating lunch at the tiny table in the kitchen. It was comfortably cool despite the outside temperature of almost ninety. Quinn was having orange-flavored chicken; Linda, moo goo gai pan. They shared egg rolls and a large foam container of white rice. Quinn had gotten some bottled water from the refrigerator to drink and put it in tumblers with ice so it would stay plenty cold..


      The kitchen smelled good with the aroma of food and soy seasoning. Quinn thought it remarkable that he didn’t feel strange sitting here sharing a meal in this kitchen, at this table, with a woman other than May or their daughter, Lauri. So many years in the apartment with May, with Lauri growing up. Then the divorce, and Lauri coming back to live briefly with Quinn, while May stayed in California with her new husband.


      Now they were both in California, May and Lauri, and here was Quinn in the apartment with a woman named Linda. A stranger to them, and sometimes to him.


      It was almost as if the apartment and its contents were different in some strange, unidentifiable way. Quinn remembered the comedian who’d claimed someone had stolen everything in his apartment and replaced it with identical duplicates. That was how Quinn felt, as if he were playing himself in a dream of his life. And in that context, everything seemed normal. Pass the rice, please, whoever you are. Quinn wondered if Linda ever felt the same strange detachment and alienation. Would it ever pass?


      They ate for a while in slow silence while the world moved at its own pace outside the kitchen.


      “Nift’s got a bean up his nose about something,” Linda said, dipping her egg roll into sweet-and-sour sauce.


      “Could be my fault,” Quinn said. He took a sip of water. “I’m afraid I made him aware that Renz knows he’s had someone in the medical examiner’s office sitting on postmortem information.”


      “That gonna be looked into? An official investigation?”


      “It’s unlikely, but Nift doesn’t know that.”


      “No wonder he’s been nervous lately.” Linda chewed and swallowed her bite of egg roll. Quinn loved to watch her throat work. “The little twit deserves whatever they do to him.”


      “He’s not the only informer in the medical examiner’s office.”


      Linda looked alarmed, then smiled. “Well, sure, there’s me. But that’s different.”


      “Because you’re on the side of the good guys?”


      “Damned right.”


      Quinn grinned at her. “You are so different from Nift.”


      “God, I hope so!”


      He sipped from his condensation-slippery glass of water and appraised her. “When we’re finished with lunch—”


      “I’ll go back to work,” she interrupted. “And aren’t you supposed to be out trying to catch the bad guys?”


      “Haven’t you heard? The Torso Murderer was shot to death down South.”


      “Must have hurt like hell, being shot down south.”


      Did she believe me?


      “You sound skeptical,” he said.


      “More like realistic. How long do you think that farfetched Tom Coulter story’s gonna hold up?”


      “Maybe Coulter really was the Torso Murderer. Now and then we get lucky.”


      “The cops down in Dixie are gonna start tracing his actions over the past few weeks, and when they try to square times and places with him being here in New York committing murders and dismembering the bodies, it isn’t going to work.”


      “They won’t be very eager to backtrack on Coulter,” Quinn said, “considering he’s dead.” He reached across the table and touched the back of her hand. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”


      “Sure it is. You only need to fool the media. Media wolves are relentless, Quinn, and the E-Bliss folks strike me as smart and have sure as hell known all along that Thomas Coulter wasn’t the Torso Murderer. Assuming we’ve got this figured right.”


      “We do,” he said.


      “And you think it’s gonna all hold up?”


      “I didn’t exactly say that.”


      “I love confidence in a man.”


      Linda finished her iced water, then picked up her purse from the floor and stood up. She was wearing a brown pantsuit with a white blouse, low-heeled brown shoes, no jewelry other than a silver bracelet. All very demure and businesslike, yet somehow sexy as hell in a way he didn’t quite understand. She wasn’t his type, really, so how could this have happened? A month ago, Quinn wouldn’t have dreamed he could fall in love again. If that had happened, what other surprises might life throw at him?


      “You’re going?”


      “Back to the morgue,” she said. “Nift needs me.”


      “So do I.”


      She came around the table and rested a hand on his shoulder. “I hope you always feel that way. Sometimes I’m bad luck for men.”


      “Not this time.”


      “We have no control over that.” She realized that if Wes Nobbler knew Renz and Quinn had been aware of Nift hiding or delaying information, Nobbler also knew somebody must have ratted Nift out. Renz must have his own informer in the medical examiner’s office. It shouldn’t take Nobbler and his cronies long to figure out it might be Quinn’s lover.


      Linda understood how it worked. Nobbler would need her on his side, and he’d squeeze hard. She’d be forced to choose between her career and Quinn.


      “You’re trying to tell me something,” Quinn said.


      She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. Her lips were cool and dry.


      “Telling you to be careful,” she said and moved toward the door.


      “Because you love me?”


      “Because I love you,” she said, and then left the apartment.


      Quinn finished his orange-flavored chicken and started in on some of what was left of Linda’s white rice. It needed seasoning, but he decided not to bother.


      He knew Linda was right about the Coulter story unraveling soon. That was pretty much all he knew about what she thought. She was a mystery.


      Maybe that was the thing about her that made him hers.


      


      Palmer Stone’s desk was clear, its surface polished. The cleaning woman hadn’t been in for a while; Stone was responsible for the strong scent of Lemon Pledge in his office. Everything, in fact, was gleamingly clean, squared away, and in its proper place. Business profits, Stone sometimes said, were often the result of appearances. Perception had a way of becoming reality. Sometimes there was opportunity in perception. Like now.


      “While the law thinks the Torso Murderer is dead,” Stone said, “maybe we should get back to business.”


      Victor appeared surprised. “But Gloria—”


      “How is she?” Stone asked.


      “The same. Now and then you can see her pupils moving under her closed eyelids, but that’s all that moves.” The muscles in his face tightened and his eyes became moist. “I tell you, Palmer, it tears your heart out.”


      “I do sympathize,” Stone said. “I wish there were something I could do.”


      “I know…. It’s so goddamned rough.”


      “It is,” Stone said. “Nevertheless, we’ll have to tend to business without Gloria. She would approve of that, I’m sure.”


      Victor looked over at him. “We talking about deleting Maria Sanchez?”


      “No, we decided there was too much risk in deleting her. But we should be able to delete Jill Clark, despite the almost constant presence of her friend Jewel. If Jill disappears leaving a note saying she’s left New York, who’s there to question it?”


      “Jewel.”


      “Jewel will ask Tony Lake about it. He’ll be heartbroken, unable to understand why Jill left him.”


      “I can play that role,” Victor said. “I have before. But Jewel’s no dumb bimbo.”


      “I know, Victor. But I’m sure Jewel will buy into it, especially since she has no choice.”


      “What about our special client?” Victor asked. “The one waiting to become Jill Clark?”


      “We can’t leave a torso to be found as a signal that she can take over Jill’s identity and move in. That would let the police know Coulter wasn’t the Torso Murderer. We’ll simply alter procedure and talk to her, make it clear it will be the only contact—ever—between us. She can be Jill for a while somewhere else, and then move back to New York, if that’s where she wants to be.”


      Victor ran his fingers lightly over a chin that Stone was glad to see cleanly shaven today. “I don’t know, Palmer. Jewel’s a persistent pain in the ass. She might not accept my story. She might go to the police.”


      Stone made a dismissive motion with his manicured right hand. “If she does, so what? Jill decided to leave New York, like countless other young women who grew tired of the struggle. And there’s always the note.” Stone sat forward. “You can persuade Jill to write the good-bye note, can’t you?”


      “Of course. She’s no problem. I can persuade her to do anything.” Victor began rubbing his chin harder, as if trying to sand it smooth. “Once I—”


      “Never mind that.”


      “Weak stomach?”


      “My stomach doesn’t factor into it,” Stone said. “You’re tasked to do something, you do it, and I handle my end of the business. We decided early that, in everyone’s best interests, compartmentalization would be our business model.”


      “Yeah, we did.” Victor thought he might have to remind Palmer of that in the near future.


      “Listen, Victor, I know Jewel’s a hindrance, but Jill must be deleted because of her link to the old Madeline Scott. And don’t forget she’s gotten at least a glimpse of the new Madeline.”


      Victor stopped with the chin rubbing. It had become so vigorous that it had left a red mark. “Okay, Palmer. It makes sense. You’re right, as usual.”


      Just the kind of talk Stone wanted to hear. “It’s a business decision, Victor, pure and simple. It best serves our select client, and it best serves the company. Think of it that way, and it’s our only reasonable option. It’s important, of course, that Jill Clark never be found.”


      “There’s a place in New Jersey.”


      “I don’t want to know about it. That’s your department, and I trust you can manage it as well as you always have.”


      Stone deliberately hadn’t mentioned Gloria again. Victor would be acting on his own.


      “When do you want it done?” Victor asked.


      “Soon,” Stone said.


      “How?”


      “That’s totally up to you.”


      Victor smiled.
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      The old man behind the desk at the Tumble Onn Inn watched the Louisiana state patrol car pull into the lot with its lights out. That made four cars.


      “What’re you waiting for?” he asked one of the troopers in the motel office.


      There were two troopers in the office, making it feel half as big as it was. It seemed the only space to move around a little was behind the desk. That was where the old man, whose name was Ike, sat on a high stool that had a low but rigid bentwood back. He hauled his scrawny body up onto the stool now and then to ease his perpetually aching spine. It was better than standing and trying to make nice with the guests. Or with the cops. Ike had suffered in his life at the hands of the police and was wary of them.


      Neither of the troopers bothered answering Ike. They were polite enough when they chose to speak. It was just that they didn’t seem to think of him as someone worth answering.


      Ike had misplaced his glasses, which made the two troopers look almost exactly alike. Burly six-footers with dark, flat-topped military haircuts and aggressive chins. One of the troopers had on some kind of cologne or aftershave that made Ike feel like sneezing.


      Ike persisted. “She’s just one woman alone, an’ she probably ain’t the one you’re lookin’ for anyways.”


      “You called us,” one of the troopers reminded Ike.


      “Well, I figured she wasn’t right somehow, the way she flew off the handle when I told her no.”


      The other trooper smiled.


      “Imagine a woman like that,” Ike said, “offerin’ to sell sex to an old guy like me. Hell, testosterwhatever’s just a memory to me. These days, the only part of me that ain’t stiff—”


      “Don’t tell us,” the trooper who’d smiled said.


      “You might not believe it to look at me, but I’m eighty-six years old. And she just up an’ bold as you please said she didn’t have the money to pay for her room these past two days, an’ would I take a—”


      “We don’t need to know that part,” the same trooper said. “We only need to know if it’s the woman we’re looking for. The description you gave on the phone makes us suspect she is.”


      “Lookin’ for her for what?” Ike asked, raising his thick gray eyebrows, making his cadaverous face seem even thinner. “You two guys want a—”


      “Hey!” the other trooper said, raising a cautioning forefinger.


      “I don’t understand you guys,” Ike said. “Hell, I just thought a patrol car’d swing by here and you’d take her in for vagrancy or tryin’ to peddle her ass. Who is she, Bonnie Parker?” He fixed his bleary eyes on them. “You two even know who Bonnie Parker was?”


      “Owned a diner outside Slidell, if memory serves,” the trooper on the right said. “Big redheaded woman, loud voice.”


      “Different Bonnie Parker,” Ike said, eyeing the trooper with contempt. “I guess you ain’t heard of Bonnie and Clyde.”


      “We know a lot of Clydes,” the other trooper said.


      “John Dillinger?”


      “He had something to do with Enron, right?”


      “Christ on a stick! You call yourselves law enforcement officers?”


      The troopers were both grinning. Ike, knowing he’d been had, glared at them and shifted position on his stool. “They stayed here once, the real Bonnie and Clyde. Room number eighteen.”


      Both troopers were staring dead eyed at him, not buying it.


      One of them turned at the soft sound of gravel crunching out in the driveway. Another car arriving. This one had its lights off, too, but Ike could see it out the window and it wasn’t a state police car. It was a sheriff’s department car from nearby Pool County.


      “That’s him,” one of the troopers said.


      “Who?” Ike asked.


      He didn’t think they were going to answer him. Then the nearest trooper said, “The only one of us here other’n you who’s seen Mary Smith.”


      “An’ she offered me a—”


      “Forget that part of it,” said the trooper farthest away.


      The other trooper winked. “Excuse my partner. He’s kind of a prude. And we don’t think the woman really is Mary Smith.”


      “Don’t make me no never mind,” Ike said. “That’s the name she signed in under. Said her husband’d be here the end of the week with some money, an’ she’d pay me cash when she checked out.”


      “That before or after you got that offer of sex?”


      “After. She went to cryin’ when I turned her down. Then she gave me the husband story.”


      “And you believed her, even though she signed in as Mary Smith?”


      “I pretended to. She’s a sweetie. An’ she seemed all frazzled an’ I felt sorry for her. Thought she might have some kinda mental or drug problem an’ she should be in the hands of the authorities. Anyways, I seen more Smiths sign in here than you can imagine.”


      “I can imagine a lot of Smiths,” said the trooper farthest from the desk.


      “Let’s go,” said his partner. To Ike: “Just sit tight here, old fella, and we’ll finish our business and you can go back to that girlie magazine you’ve been reading.”


      Ike started. He’d thought he’d concealed Bizarre Desires under People on the table behind the desk. Now he saw that People had been knocked sideways and Bizarre Desires was plainly visible. He must have brushed up against the table.


      “Hell, I got no idea where that came from. I used to read Playboy years ago.”


      But the troopers were gone. It was amazing how quickly and quietly they’d moved, for such big men. They hadn’t let the screen door slam behind them. Ike hadn’t even heard the stretched-out spring squeal the way it usually did when the door opened and closed. They were here; they were gone.


      Ike went back to his magazine, but he couldn’t read it or even focus on the photographs.


      Too much going on outside.
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      Outside, the two troopers walked to a line of trees at the edge of the parking lot opposite the room where Mary Smith presumably lay sleeping. The room’s lights were out, anyway.


      A knot of their fellow troopers was already there, along with Lieutenant Floyd Balamore from headquarters up the highway. A young, tan-uniformed guy who must be Simmons, the Pool County sheriff’s deputy, was standing beside the lieutenant.


      Simmons shifted his weight and the moonlight touched his face, and all of a sudden he didn’t look so young.


      “We’ve got the back covered in case there’s some way out we don’t know about,” Lieutenant Balamore said to Simmons. Balamore was African American, big, smart, and very ambitious. He had sparkling dark eyes and wore a tiny brush mustache that was always impeccably trimmed and made him look as if he’d just sucked a lemon and, hey, it’d tasted okay.


      “We’re gonna advance in a semicircle,” Balamore said, “with weapons drawn, and two men are gonna knock on the door and identify themselves as police. One of them’s gonna be looking back at you, Deputy Simmons. When you’re positive this is the Aiken woman, you give us the nod.”


      Simmons, who’d seen and talked with Cathy Lee Aiken back at the swamp shack and was 90 percent sure she was also “Mary Smith,” nodded.


      “Like that,” Lieutenant Balamore said, “but not yet.” His smile was thin beneath the twitchy little mustache. A comedian too dry for those under his command, he felt unappreciated. Simmons, he figured, was as humorless as the rest of them.


      Balamore turned to his somber troopers. “Let’s do this thing. And remember, the subject might be armed and dangerous.”


      They spread out, just as he’d instructed, and slowly advanced across the dark parking lot toward the end room that presumably contained the woman registered as Mary Smith, and whose description matched that of the woman they sought, Cathy Lee Aiken. Armed and dangerous as a woman named Cathy Lee could be.


      The two troopers at the motel room door stood well on either side of it, concerned that a fusillade of bullets might smash through it at any second. The one on the left leaned in, knocked three times, and loudly proclaimed he was police. The one on the left had his gun raised and held with both hands. His head was turned and he was looking at Simmons, who was off to the side of the door and about twenty feet away.


      Having met Cathy Lee, Simmons didn’t think all these precautions were necessary, but he had his gun out so as not to be the only one not ready to blast away. There was enough firepower here to take on an armed battalion. Nobody even knew if Cathy Lee Aiken—assuming the woman in the motel room was Cathy Lee Aiken—actually had a gun.


      The motel room door slowly opened, and the form of a woman in a white robe appeared. At first she stood motionless. Then she moved forward, leaning out into the moonlight, and Simmons saw her face as well as her cleavage.


      She was Cathy Lee, all right. He nodded in an exaggerated way, so there would be no mistake.


      No sooner had he done that then Cathy Lee suddenly bolted straight out the door and past the two nearest troopers. She stopped ten feet beyond them and pulled a large revolver from beneath her robe, causing the robe to flap open and reveal her otherwise naked body. She began turning in a tight circle, taking in the entire scene with wide eyes while affording everyone an entire view of what was beneath the robe.


      There was no contingency plan for this. The startled troopers who’d been at the door froze when they saw her. The troopers lined in the lot couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their comrades behind Cathy Lee. The troopers behind her couldn’t fire without risking hitting one of those standing out in the lot. And of course there was the fact that in every demonstrable way she was a woman, and that gave men with guns pause.


      Cathy Lee raised the revolver with both hands and began squeezing the trigger. The big revolver roared again and again. One bullet slammed into a car parked fifty feet to her left. Three went twenty feet up and lodged in some tree limbs. One went away into the night over a bean field. The last struck the side of a tractor trailer driving past on the state highway, hauling tires north to Atlanta. The driver wasn’t even aware the trailer had taken a bullet, one that was now probably bouncing around inside a tire.


      Cathy Lee pulled the empty gun’s trigger several more times, then sat down on the ground and began to cry.
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      Palmer Stone had showered and was shaving, preparing to leave for the office, when he noticed the news was on the small-screen TV in his bathroom. A beautiful and sincere blond anchorwoman was talking about a woman who’d been arrested in Louisiana, and was thought to be the confederate of the two men who’d been charged with murdering Tom Coulter and with possession and distribution of methamphetamine.


      Because of Coulter’s fortunate death and the assumption that he’d been the Torso Murderer, Stone had been following the news reports on him with some interest. He’d read about the woman who’d been with the two men charged with murdering Coulter, and knew something about her. A woman like that knew how to take care of herself. Stone thought she’d gotten away clean. Well, not clean, but away.


      Obviously, she hadn’t.


      The mug shot of a distraught-looking woman with scraggly brown hair was shown on the tiny flat-panel screen. She had dark and desperate eyes, attractive features, and was staring at the screen with her lips parted as if she were about to speak. Stone thought there was something about her reminiscent of trailer parks, cheap beauty shops, and tattoos in unmentionable places.


      “Twenty-year-old Cathy Lee Aiken resisted arrest,” the anchorwoman was saying, “and after a fierce gun battle with police, in which, thankfully, no one was killed or injured, she was taken kicking and screaming into custody. Police regard her as a valuable source of information about the recent whereabouts of fugitive Tom Coulter, the alleged Torso Murderer, and what led to the murder of Coulter himself by suspects Joe Ray Jeffers and Juan Adamson, allegedly. It’s reported that Aiken had been living with the two alleged killers in what some people are said to be describing as a ménage à trois.” She lowered her gaze and flipped a page that had been invisible until she lifted it to camera level, then looked back up and smiled. “They say dogs can’t talk, but in Spangler, Idaho—”


      Stone used the remote to switch off the TV and stood holding the remote for a while, still aimed like a gun at the blank screen.


      The Aiken woman might know something about Coulter that would preclude him from being the Torso Murderer. Maybe she and Coulter were lovers, and he’d been with her in some sleazy motel, or wherever she might live, at the times of some E-Bliss.org clients’ deaths and virtual rebirths. The torsos that so confounded the police couldn’t be attributed to him.


      Stone laid down the remote, which had a dab of shaving cream on it, and resumed leveling his sideburns. He was uneasy about the arrest of the woman in Louisiana. The threat wasn’t yet clearly defined, but it was there, all right. She looked terrified in her mug shot. She looked like the sort who might scare, who might talk and talk.


      On the other hand, Cathy Lee Aiken’s credibility wasn’t the best. She was a prostitute—or at least a woman of questionable morality—and an accessory to murder. Not to mention her probable involvement in an illegal methamphetamine operation. Why should anything she say be taken as gospel?


      The law demanded facts, not the frantic babbling of a woman in custody and charged with committing serious crimes herself.


      But the image of Cathy Lee Aiken was still in his mind.


      Cheap whore! No one will believe you. You’ll lump the truth in with your lies, and after a while no one will listen.


      Still, when she talked, it would mean the police would double their efforts to solve the Torso Murders, an investigation that might lead to the company—his company—that he’d raised from an idea into a profit machine not even yet running at full speed and power. Stone felt the added pressure like a wedge of lead in his gut.


      He nicked himself and winced in the mirror. He was shaving sloppily. As Victor had been shaving recently.


      Stress could do that to a person.


      


      Quinn and Renz were in Renz’s office at One Police Plaza. It was too warm in the office. These days it almost always was. Quinn was beginning to think Renz liked it that way. Renz was taking medication for his blood pressure. Maybe that had something to do with it. And there was a stronger than usual smell of cigar smoke. Renz’s secret vice. Something he and Quinn had in common.


      “This woman the Louisiana cops have in custody,” Renz said. “They say she’s talking up a storm. Nailing those yokels who killed Coulter to the cross.”


      “Was she in on it?” Quinn asked.


      “Looks that way. That’s why she’s running off at the mouth. I talked by phone to a state police lieutenant down there a couple of hours ago. He says they can’t shut her up.”


      “They get that way sometimes when they’re both scared and guilty,” Quinn said.


      “That one’s both. And she opened fire with a revolver on a bunch of state police. That’s enough to put her behind walls where they don’t make cupcakes. I say let her blab. I love a motormouth suspect.”


      “She say Coulter was murdered for that stolen truck he was driving?”


      “No,” Renz said. “He actually wanted to leave them the newer truck and take their old rust bucket because it wouldn’t draw attention and it’d be harder to trace. And of course the yokels wouldn’t report it as stolen. That mighta worked, but he also demanded money. The two yokels were dealing meth. Coulter tried to hold them up. Made out like he was Jesse James or something, she said. The yokels didn’t like it. She said one of them shot Coulter, and then later they drove him to a spot near the highway and dumped his body. They kept the truck, though, had it repainted and got it a junkyard title.”


      “That truck’s movements are gonna be traced back to when Coulter stole it,” Quinn said. “People will remember it and Coulter. Maybe think they remember, whether they saw them or not. Coulter will have an alibi for at least one, and probably more, of the Torso Murders.”


      “Aiken woman’s already saying he spent time hanging around some roadhouse in Louisiana. It places him down there at the time of the most recent Torso killing.” Renz pressed his temples with his forefingers, as if he had a bad headache. “Media pricks aren’t gonna like it that we put them on the wrong road.”


      “They had fun while it lasted,” Quinn said.


      “Puts the pressure back on E-Bliss, too,” Renz said. “That could be good or bad.”


      Quinn knew he was right. Once it got out that Coulter couldn’t be the Torso Murderer, E-Bliss.org had nothing to lose by resuming operations. The company would also know that the investigation into the Torso Murders would heat up again. He made a mental note to call Pearl and tell her to stick as close as possible to Jill Clark.


      Renz’s phone line blinked and he picked up. Someone calling on his direct line. He swiveled his chair so his back was to Quinn. Not that Quinn couldn’t hear him. And not that it mattered, because the caller did most of the talking.


      When Renz had finished the conversation and swiveled around to face Quinn again, he hung up the phone and said, “That was my new best friend, Lieutenant Balamore, in Louisiana. He tells me all three suspects are talking now, accusing each other of every crime ever committed. It’s a feast of information. Don’t they have sense enough to lawyer up?”


      “I don’t know. What’s Balamore say?”


      “He says they don’t. They don’t have an average IQ between the three of them. But in this day and age, with Law & Order reruns playing around the clock on TV, how can anybody not know to lawyer up?”


      Quinn simply shook his head.


      “Law and order,” Renz said. “As if they go together.”


      But Quinn did sense a cosmic mechanism beginning to shift at the core of events. An old cop’s instinct feeling imbalance and movement without yet quite knowing what it all meant, where the momentum would take them.


      It was often that way before the dominoes started to fall.


      


      Stone worked late in his office. Not that he actually had work to do. He thought that probably the stress was getting to him. Or was it that he actually felt more at home here, in his place of business?


      More and more lately, his office seemed a sanctuary from the encroaching menace of Quinn and his detectives. He’d never met Quinn, but he’d met other Quinns, men who simply wouldn’t quit, who in another era would have been hunters of the most dangerous game. Who were, in fact, in this era hunters of the most dangerous game. But Palmer Stone didn’t feel dangerous. He was no predator. He felt more like prey being run to ground.


      Never for a second had Quinn believed Coulter was the Torso Murderer.


      Stone sat behind his desk and passed his fingertips over the fine mahogany finish. Wood, the warmth and solidity of it, was reassuring. Here behind his desk he used to feel as if he could solve any problem, surmount any obstacle. It was different now. Quinn had made it different.


      He used the remote to switch on his flat-panel TV mounted on the opposite wall. It was tuned to the financial channel. He switched it to the news.


      There was the now familiar mug shot of Cathy Lee Aiken.


      The TV went to split screen and in contrast to the disheveled and frantic-looking Cathy Lee was the same impeccably groomed blond anchorwoman who had first broken the news to Stone about the confederate of Coulter’s killers being apprehended.


      “Authorities say Cathy Lee Aiken is talking,” the anchorwoman proclaimed, as Stone turned up the volume. “And talking and talking and talking. Her two partners in crime, allegedly, are also said to be cooperating with police. More and more doubt is accumulating about the late Tom Coulter actually being the man who committed the Torso Murders.” The camera zoomed in on perfect pale features grown suddenly appalled. “Which means, of course—”


      Stone pressed the red button on the remote and watched the beautiful bearer of bad news fade with her voice into nothingness.


      Right now, nothingness seemed like a welcome state of being.


      Palmer Stone was alone again in his office. Alone with his thoughts and not liking them.


      The police, Quinn and his minions, were relentlessly tightening the noose. Despite the daily security sweep Stone conducted in his office, he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t bugged. Technology these days quickly overwhelmed technology, like a beast that kept devouring itself.


      Technology, the science that made E-Bliss.org possible, had turned against Stone.


      Victor was on his assignment to delete Jill Clark. But despite Stone’s reassurances to Victor, Stone knew the Clark woman’s cloying best friend, Jewel, might pose a problem.


      The new Madeline Scott, Maria Sanchez, was like a hand grenade waiting to explode. Should she also be deleted? She was a special case, a grave danger. But E-Bliss.org had never, ever, deleted a special client. It was a violation of Stone’s business ethics.


      Then there was Victor. Another worry. Victor, who seemed to be sinking into some kind of degeneracy and sadism. His collection of literature on Vlad the Impaler, his apparent state of nervousness that always lay just beneath the surface. It was all very disturbing. And Gloria was no longer around to control Victor. For all Stone knew, Gloria might never come out of her coma.


      And if she did regain consciousness, would she have all her mental faculties? Would she know what not to say if authorities questioned her?


      The business, Stone’s precious business, was unraveling like the people who were at its heart.


      It was all so hopeless, so out of control. Stone did feel like a cornered prey animal docilely waiting for the predator’s jaws to close.


      He buried his face in his hands, his fingers slowly becoming claws leaving red indentations on his forehead and around his eyes.


      He began to sob.


      When finally he stopped and was calm again, his expression was blank. He had obviously made up his mind about something.


      He opened a bottom desk drawer and reached inside.
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      Quinn was having dinner with Linda at a Vietnamese restaurant in her neighborhood when his cell phone vibrated in his pocket.


      Linda, about to take a sip of her tea, paused and watched him pull out the phone, flip it open, and press it to his ear. He’d only glanced at the caller ID.


      “Go,” he said, then listened.


      They were near the door to the kitchen, and pungent spices were thick in the warm air. The buzz of conversation around them was no concern; they’d automatically asked for an isolated table, knowing Quinn might receive a call.


      After about thirty seconds, he said, “Make sure that’s where he’s going; then wait outside her building. Be sure and let me know if anything else develops.”


      Quinn broke the connection and immediately used his forefinger to peck another number into the phone. He glanced meaningfully at Linda. She nodded her understanding of his polite apology for the interruption of their evening. No words needed between them. Getting familiar.


      “Was that Pearl?” she asked while Quinn waited for his call to be answered.


      “Weaver,” he said.


      “Who are you calling now?”


      “Fedderman.”


      Fedderman apparently answered. Linda could see Quinn’s attention turn away from her a moment before he spoke.


      “Feds, Weaver just called. I’ve had her watching E-Bliss’s offices. She said she tailed Victor Lamping from there to his apartment, and he left about an hour later to go shopping. He bought a broom.”


      Linda stiffened as she looked at Quinn.


      Quinn met her eyes and quickly looked away. “Right,” he said. “Then he returned home. A while later he went out again in his car. Weaver thinks he might be headed for Jill Clark’s apartment. Yeah. I’m across town. ’Kay. See you there.”


      He snapped the phone closed and slid it back into his pocket, then gazed beseechingly at Linda. She thought he looked like a small boy eager to go out and play rather than finish dinner. Kick the can. Hide-and-seek.


      Is that all we are, people playing a grown-up game? A serious game, lives at stake, but a game nonetheless?


      Of course it’s a game. And someone has to play it. If that person thrives on it, all the better for the rest of us.


      Quinn thrived on it. He was a hunter, a predator. If she doubted it before, she didn’t now, looking into his intense green stare. Now it seemed not so much like the eager stare of a beseeching child. It was the eye of a tiger. She’d always laughed at the expression. She understood now what it meant, and she almost felt sorry for Victor Lamping.


      Then she remembered Quinn’s words: He bought a broom.


      She knew that no matter what she said, Quinn was leaving her to play the game.


      “I’ll stay here and finish my dinner,” she said, “and you can call me when you get a chance.”


      “Linda—”


      “Go,” she said. “It’s your job.”


      It’s your life.


      He stood up, leaned across the table, and kissed her cheek. Then he laid some bills next to her plate and hurried toward the door.


      He’d left his car parked in a garage, and they’d walked to the restaurant from her apartment. She watched him through the length of the restaurant and out the glass door, watched as he hailed a cab. Watched the cab drive away.


      Watching through glass.


      This is what it’s like to be a cop’s wife.


      She finally took that sip of tea.


      


      After ten minutes in the cab, Quinn’s cell phone vibrated again. He picked up.


      Weaver’s voice. “Damn it, I lost him, Quinn.”


      Quinn was surprised. It wasn’t like Weaver to lose someone she was tailing. “Where and how?”


      “In heavy traffic near Times Square. He’s driving that big black Chrysler sedan. We were in the theater district, and it was almost curtain time. Big black cars were all over the damned place. I just a minute ago realized I got mixed up and started following the wrong one.”


      “You sure of that?”


      “Oh, yeah. The car I was following pulled up to valet parking in front of a restaurant. Two women and a guy who looked to be about a hundred got out and went inside.”


      “Where are you now?”


      “Way uptown on Broadway. Long way from Jill Clark’s apartment. If that’s where Lamping was going.”


      “It’s where he was going. He’s on his way there. I feel it.”


      “So do I,” Weaver said honestly. “And with that goddamned broomstick.”


      “And a twenty-two pistol.”


      “What about Pearl? Is she guarding Jill?”


      “She’s there.”


      “So should Victor be, about now,” Weaver said in a sad and frustrated voice. She would beat herself up over this for months. If it turned out the way it might, maybe all her remaining years.


      The cab slowed, then stopped in heavy traffic. Horns began to blare. Their varied, urgent tones echoed in discord among the tall buildings. Everyone in the city of dreams and doom was frustrated. Quinn leaned to the side and squinted out the window up at a street sign near the corner. He still had blocks to go. “I’ll never get there in time.”


      “What about Fedderman?”


      “He was home when I called. He won’t make it, either.”


      “Better call Pearl,” Weaver said. “Or get a radio car over to Jill’s apartment.”


      But Quinn had already closed the phone lid, ending the conversation.


      Traffic moved and the cab broke loose and picked up speed. Slowed, stopped, crept forward.


      Quinn sat staring at the phone. If he called and had a radio car sent to Jill’s apartment, the siren or the sight of uniformed police might well scare Victor away.


      If he called Pearl rather than the police dispatcher, Victor would walk into a trap. Wasn’t that why they were using Jill? For bait?


      And there was always the slight chance that Quinn might reach Jill’s apartment in time to apprehend Victor before he had the opportunity to use his weapons of choice. If he had a sharpened broomstick with him, and the gun that had fired bullets into the hearts of the Torso Murder victims, Victor would be nailed solid and as good as convicted.


      A slight chance.


      Quinn leaned forward and tapped on the Plexiglas divider across the back of the front seat. When the cabbie turned, Quinn held his shield up so the man would see it.


      “Drive faster,” Quinn said loud enough to be heard on the other side of the Plexiglas. “Put a wheel up on the curb if you have to, but just get there.”


      The driver did exactly as Quinn instructed, bumping his cab’s left-side tires over the curb and onto the sidewalk. Quinn slid sideways in the seat.


      They passed half a dozen stopped cars that way. Then, at the intersection, they were stalled in gridlock.


      The driver looked back over his shoulder and gave an exaggerated shrug.


      The cab sat motionless.


      Quinn held the phone in the glow from a streetlight and pecked out Pearl’s cell phone number.


      


      Fedderman thought he had a chance to get to Jill Clark’s apartment in time. He had the unmarked and was using the flashing lights behind the grill. Vehicles in New York seldom got out of the way as they should have when their drivers saw flashing lights, maybe because they had no place to go. Fedderman would give them a short, deafening blast of siren, and they’d find a way to let him pass. He was doing okay.


      Near Fifth Avenue, brake lights suddenly flared on the delivery van he’d been tailgating.


      Both vehicles had been building speed and were doing around thirty. As Fedderman stood on the brake pedal and yanked hard on the steering wheel, the unmarked’s right front fender clipped the van. The steering wheel came alive and spun in Fedderman’s hands.


      He managed to gain control and avoid hitting a man walking a dog. While his attention was diverted, the car’s right front tire caught on a curbstone sticking a few inches into the street. A hubcap went spinning out in front and crossed the street in a graceful glittering arc, causing a lot of rubber screeching and horn blaring. Then both the unmarked’s right-side tires shredded their sidewalls along the edge of the curb.


      “Shit!” Fedderman said just before the car jolted over a storm drain and his head bounced hard off the side window.


      The car shuddered and bucked before coming to a stop near a NO PARKING HERE TO CORNER sign.


      Fedderman sat dazed for a while.


      When he came around he saw concerned and curious faces peering in at him through the car windows, saw beyond them people running toward where he sat in the crippled vehicle.


      He thought he’d better call Quinn, then abandon the unmarked and commandeer a cab.


      


      It was after business hours. The midtown building where E-Bliss.org had its offices was almost completely unoccupied. The windows facing the street were dark.


      All but one, where a faint light filtered through closed drapes.


      The inside of the building was quiet. Peaceful. The nighttime janitor service wouldn’t show up for hours. The corridors were silent and empty, their waxed floors flat and gleaming dully like perfectly still waters.


      There was no one around to hear the sharp, single shot.


      It might as well have been a domino falling.
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      Victor had figured out a way to follow Palmer Stone’s instructions, and make Jill Clark’s death look like an accident. Gloria, the expert on accidental death, would be proud.


      He parked the Chrysler a block down from Jill Clark’s building and walked back. He was wearing khaki pants and a blue pullover shirt, well-worn jogging shoes. On his head was a Mets cap, not cocked at an angle like a younger man might wear it, but square on his head like someone trying to be unrecognizable on security tape would. People passing on the sidewalk didn’t give him a second glance. If asked later to pick him out of a lineup, they’d have a problem. He didn’t want to make a memorable impression tonight except on Jill Clark, and she’d remember him for the rest of her life.


      In his right hand was a navy blue duffel bag with a Nike swoosh and a web handle. Mr. Average, possibly returning home from a workout at the gym. The bag contained two rolls of duct tape, pruning shears, dental floss, and a package of single-edged razor blades. Protruding from its almost zipped opening was the blunt end of a wooden broomstick, redolent of the way tennis racket handles jutted out of club bags. The other end of the yard-long length of broomstick, inside the bag, was carved and sanded to a point. Not too sharp a point; Victor had learned not to create immediate extensive internal bleeding, so his subject’s agony would be prolonged.


      As he strolled, he smiled. Jill would cooperate rather than die right away. Everyone scratched every way they could for those last precious seconds of life, for something as opposed to nothing.


      Nothing was forever.


      Jill would write her good-bye note within the first ten minutes, and then the real fun would begin. Victor had to concentrate on Gloria and her tragic state in order not to have an erection and attract attention.


      After he was finished with Jill, Victor would pour cleaning solvent over her, which he knew was stored beneath her sink. Then he’d extinguish the pilot light on her old gas stove and turn on all the burners.


      Before leaving, he’d set Jill, and then the draperies, on fire.


      Within minutes of his exiting the building, the blaze should be steady and strong. The gas would continue to seep until it, too, was ignited. By the time the fire department arrived, the apartment would be an inferno.


      He’d take the broomstick with him. With a fire, you never could tell what might not burn completely—and where the broomstick would be, it might not burn at all.


      Victor didn’t have a full erection, but he was tumescent as he entered Jill’s building. He hoped that if anyone did happen to see him, they wouldn’t notice.


      Gloria!…


      


      Pearl’s cell phone in her purse played the first four notes of the old theme from Dragnet. Although it was muted, she still heard it and removed the phone, saw that it was Quinn calling.


      “Everything okay there, Pearl?” he asked.


      “Just another night in paradise,” Pearl said. “I’m in the bedroom trying not to be a pest.”


      “And Jill?” There was an unexpected concern in Quinn’s voice.


      “She’s in the living room watching TV. Some sitcom rerun about a bunch of neurotic misfits living in an apartment in New York.”


      “You don’t like it?”


      “I’ve seen the episode four times and don’t want to see it again.”


      “Victor Lamping is on his way over there,” Quinn said.


      “He’s probably coming as Tony Lake. Nothing new there. He’ll be tickled to see me.”


      “He was seen buying a wood-handled broom earlier today,” Quinn said.


      “Oh…. Who’s on him?”


      “Weaver was. She lost him. Listen, Pearl. Feds and I might not be able to get there in time to help you.”


      “Weaver lost him?”


      “Don’t be catty, Pearl.”


      “Could be he’s just coming over to try again to bed Jill. Poor bastard’s balls have probably turned blue from trying and failing.”


      “A broom, Pearl. He’s not going to be Tony Lake tonight.”


      “Maybe he just needed a broom. To sweep.”


      “Pearl…”


      “I can handle things here, Quinn. You know I can.” Not like that screwup Weaver.


      “I can get some radio cars over there within minutes.”


      “And spook Victor after we’ve gone to all this trouble to lure him into our trap?”


      Her reaction didn’t surprise him. “There’s that possibility.”


      “Probability, even if they arrive without lights or sirens.” Pearl unconsciously passed her hand over her Glock 9mm in its belt holster. “I’ll control things here and wait for you and Feds.”


      “You’re taking a chance, Pearl. Sticking your neck way out.”


      “So are you, Quinn. It’s the only way we can stop these assholes.”


      “I don’t want—”


      “Don’t worry. Nobody’s gonna do the slightest harm to Jill Clark.”


      “I was thinking about you, Pearl.”


      But you’re letting me face one of the creepiest killers ever by myself.


      “Don’t worry about me, Quinn. I’ll do my job. If you have to worry, make it about your friend Dr. Linda.”


      “Damn it, Pearl—”


      She broke the connection.


      Why did I say that? Why did I have to say it?


      She heard the rasp of the intercom from the other side of the door, in the living room.


      Heard Jill answer it and invite someone up.


      


      Jill went to the mirror near the door and made sure her blouse was tucked tightly in her jeans, then fluffed her hair. It was an effort making herself look good for Tony Lake now that she knew what he might be capable of doing to her. What he might have done to those other women.


      But even now, sometimes, he could be so charming it was—


      There was a scuffing sound in the hall. She pressed her lips tightly together and rolled them to make sure her gloss was on evenly, then turned away from the mirror.


      Two knocks on the door, firm and loud.


      She gathered herself, then went to the door and opened it. Smiled big and broad.


      “Tony!”


      


      Quinn was three blocks from Jill’s apartment, seething in the back of the cab. A block ahead, something was going on involving a tall van and some flashing yellow lights. Maybe a tow truck trying to handle more than it could manage. Whatever it was, it had traffic stalled to intermittent gains of ten or fifteen feet before brake lights flared again and the cab would come to a complete halt.


      The driver’s gunfighter eyes met Quinn’s in the cocked rearview mirror. He swiveled in his seat to face Quinn and mouthed that he was sorry, there was nothing he could do to make better time.


      Quinn squirmed and nodded. He understood, and he didn’t see that things were going to change anytime soon.


      He reached in his wallet and counted out what was on the meter, along with a generous tip, then tapped a knuckle on the clear divider and shoved the wad of bills on the steel swivel tray.


      Then he was out of the cab and striding along the sidewalk in the direction of Jill’s apartment. If the leg he’d been shot in months ago still ailed him, he didn’t feel it. He resisted the urge to break into a run, knowing it would only exhaust him and might ultimately slow him down.


      As he walked, brushing people aside, ignoring their hostile glares and remarks, he fished his cell phone from his pocket and pecked out Pearl’s number.


      What the hell was going on in Jill’s apartment?
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      As Pearl moved toward the bedroom door, she heard her cell phone faintly playing Dragnet in her purse on the bed but ignored it. She knew it couldn’t be heard from the living room.


      She inched the door open. She could see across the living room to the small foyer and the hall door.


      Tony, all right.


      Jill was facing him, with her head raised as if expecting a kiss, playing her role.


      As Tony pecked her cheek, he drew a small semiautomatic handgun from behind his back. It had a sound suppressor attached, dull gray and about six inches long with baffles. He began bending his elbow awkwardly so he could point the gun at Jill.


      He’s going to shoot her low in the side, to wound, and then…


      Pearl didn’t hesitate. She had her Glock out within seconds and snapped off a shot she knew would be wide of Tony but would certainly miss Jill. It wouldn’t take him down, but it might startle him into forgetting for a few seconds about Jill.


      Tony reacted fast. He shoved Jill away and swung the gun toward the sound of Pearl’s shot, instantly saw her advancing down the hall toward him.


      Pearl had a clear shot at him now. As she steadied her gun she saw a dulled muzzle flash and heard the silenced pistol spit at her. Tony’s shot missed. So did her return shot. She knew he had a twenty-two. It was his weapon of choice, and even silenced it had sounded like a small-caliber gun. Pearl figured it would probably take several shots to stop her. Her powerful 9mm Glock could put Tony down with one shot.


      If it hit home.


      Pearl kept advancing down the hall, the Glock bucking and crashing in her hand. Tony wasn’t retreating. Grade A for guts. Kill the bastard! She expected any moment to feel the sting of a bullet.


      One of Tony’s wild shots glanced off a framed print hanging in the hall just as Pearl came alongside it. Less than a foot from her face, the frame swung and dropped to the floor as the glass exploded into thin fragments. Pearl felt the right side of her face catch fire. She suddenly couldn’t see from her right eye, realized it was closed, tried to open it but couldn’t because of the pain.


      Shit!


      It only made her enraged. No time or room now for fear.


      Through her watery left eye she took shaky aim and squeezed off another shot, knowing it would hit nothing but wall.


      She saw a blurred figure dart to the side, turn, and disappear out the door to the hall.


      Pearl staggered all the way into the living room and became aware that she wasn’t headed toward the door. She was dizzy and had lost her bearings. She aimed her left eye at a huddled figure pressed back in a corner.


      Jill.


      Pearl started toward her and was suddenly nauseated. She looked down at her right arm and saw blood splatters on it.


      There was something else wrong. Pain was taking her over, making it difficult to breathe. Am I going into shock?


      No, damn it!


      She took two steps backward and fell slumping into the sofa.


      The figure huddled in the corner wasn’t there anymore. Then she saw it. Jill was crawling across the room toward her.


      “Jewel?”


      Jill’s voice sounded as if it had come from the next room. Only it hadn’t. Jill, standing up now, was only a few feet in front of Pearl.


      “Jewel? Jewel? My God! You okay?”


      “My cell,” Pearl said. “Go get my cell phone. In my purse in the bedroom.”


      “Jewel?”


      “My cell, goddamnit!”


      


      On foot, Quinn dashed against the traffic signal through speeding, blaring traffic. He didn’t slow down once he set foot on the opposite curb.


      He’d reached Jill’s block and was almost to her building, running flat out now, heart pumping so fast and hard it hurt.


      Maybe he’d make it.


      Maybe he’d get there in time.


      A horn blared close to him, startling him. A cab veered to the curb about twenty feet in front of him. A voice:


      “Quinn! Quinn!”


      Quinn stopped and saw Fedderman shouting out the lowered side window in the back of the cab.


      “Quinn!”


      The cab’s rear door swung open wide, looking as if it might spring off its hinges. Fedderman was leaning out waving at him.


      “Get in, Quinn! Get in!”


      Quinn knew they could make better time than he was making on foot as long as traffic didn’t bog down again. He ran toward the cab, stumbling and almost falling as he stepped off the curb. His ankle felt sprained, but not enough to slow him down.


      Getting too old for this…


      No, not yet!


      


      Victor understood it now—Jewel was a cop. They’d been waiting for him to come after Jill.


      And the bitch had shot him!


      He knew it wasn’t serious, but a bullet had grazed the side of his neck, fortunately missing that carotid artery. Still, blood was flowing down inside his collar, and he could feel the warm wetness down his back.


      He couldn’t be sure if he’d hit Jewel; he’d been was firing small-caliber rounds at a distance. Almost surely she was coming after him.


      No time to wait for the elevator. He threw himself down the steps, managing to stay on his feet by gripping the banister and shoving off the walls at the landings. He thought he could hear Jewel’s footsteps on the stairs above and made himself move faster. She might have a clear shot at him any second. And she’d probably called for backup. He had to get out of the building, reach the streets before more police came.


      He was in the lobby, almost slipping and falling on the slick tiles. Still holding the silenced handgun, he thought about turning around and firing a snap shot up the stairwell to at least slow down Jewel if she was pursuing him.


      No time even for that.


      He bolted toward the heavy door to the street, hit it hard with his shoulder, and spun as he lurched outside.


      


      The cab pulled to the curb. Fedderman shoved a wad of bills at the driver as Quinn, on the right side in back, opened the door and started to climb out.


      “Hell is that?” he heard Fedderman say.


      Stooped over and with one foot still in the cab, one on the curb, Quinn looked up and saw a man burst from the doorway of Jill’s apartment building. He must have hit the door hard on the inside because he was spinning as he broke outside. Quinn saw something in his right hand. Identified it immediately.


      “That’s Victor!” Fedderman shouted.


      Quinn very calmly but loudly shouted, “Gun!” He gripped the butt of his old police positive special and pulled the revolver smoothly from its leather shoulder holster.


      The cab’s window behind him starred as a bullet smacked into it. Victor was standing with his feet spread wide facing Quinn. He was holding his weapon with both hands aiming carefully. Quinn noticed it hadn’t made any noise and saw the bulky silencer on the barrel.


      No time even to seek shelter!


      Quinn lowered himself to a kneeling position to present a smaller target and fired a shot at Victor. Another shot barked nearby. He glanced back across the interior of the cab and saw Fedderman’s ample stomach paunch and wrinkled tie mashed against the outside of the opposite side window. Fedderman was standing and firing across the cab’s roof.


      Another shot, and a bullet snapped past over Quinn’s head.


      Outgoing.


      Victor had decided to make his stand. He made no attempt to escape. A bullet zinged off the cab’s hood. The cabbie had had enough. Quinn heard the engine roar and felt rather than saw the cab pull away fast from the curb.


      Exposed now, Fedderman moved up so he was standing directly behind Quinn. Both men fired over and over at Victor. Quinn’s ears rang from the din and he could smell cordite, see brass casings from Fedderman’s 9mm bouncing around like loose coins on the sidewalk.


      Victor seemed almost to melt as he fell.


      He lay motionless with one leg twisted beneath him.


      Quinn and Fedderman separated and approached the still body from different angles. Fedderman, his white shirt cuff flapping above his gun hand, reached it first and kicked the silenced .22 away from where it lay next to Victor’s dead hand.


      He stooped low and touched the base of Victor’s neck lightly, feeling for a pulse, and then looked up at Quinn. “Gone.”


      “Let’s get upstairs,” Quinn said, breathing hard. “See how Pearl is.”
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      Quinn and Fedderman saw the door to Jill’s apartment hanging open. There was no way to know what was going on inside, or how many people were involved. Victor had probably been alone, but there was no way to be sure.


      They entered cautiously, guns drawn.


      Jill was sitting on the floor in front of the sofa, her face blank. She was obviously in shock. Pearl was slumped on the sofa. Her right eye was tightly closed and there was blood all over that side of her face and in spatter marks down her right arm.


      She squinted at Quinn with her left eye.


      “More blood than anything else,” she said. “Bullet hit a picture on the wall. Blew it all to hell. Glass in my eye.”


      She seemed only mildly annoyed, rather than enraged or in any great pain. Must be in shock, like Jill, Quinn figured.


      He turned to instruct Fedderman to call for EMS for both Pearl and Jill. Fedderman was already standing off to the side with his cell phone making the call.


      “Don’t need an ambulance,” Pearl said. “You or Feds can drive me to the hospital. Or I can take a cab.”


      “Call Renz when you’re done with that call,” Quinn said to Fedderman. “Let him know what happened.”


      Then he sat down beside Pearl on the sofa and held her close.


      


      As soon as Renz hung up after Fedderman’s call, he phoned Cindy Sellers. She’d hear it and publish it first, even if the news hit TV before the next edition of City Beat.


      Sellers was print media and should be used to getting scooped by TV or the Internet. But she’d get the jump on all the major New York papers. A deal was a deal. Besides, Renz would rather have Sellers as an ally than an enemy.


      Her questions were brief and to the point. Renz’s answers were the same. They both knew the rules. Renz kind of enjoyed the conversation. They were two ruthless and expert players who by chance and opportunity found themselves on the same side of the board.


      When the conversation was over, Renz went to his office door and locked it. He was smiling.


      Quinn had come through again. The Torso Murderer—the real one—lay dead on the sidewalk, and Renz’s career was alive and well.


      As planned.


      He returned to his desk and fired up a celebratory cigar.


      


      Pearl had done her job. Jill Clark was mentally shaken but otherwise unharmed. The paramedics tried to load Pearl onto a gurney to carry her to the ambulance. She was having none of it. The glass wasn’t actually in her eye, so she demanded to be stitched up then and there. The paramedics said the best they could do on the spot were butterfly bandages to temporarily hold the deepest cuts together and stop the bleeding. Pearl told them that would do. Tough Pearl. Thought she was staying on the job, going with Quinn and Fedderman.


      “Not a chance,” Quinn told her when he realized she expected to stay in the hunt. “You’ve done enough, Pearl. If you won’t go to a hospital, stay here and rest. Or go up to your own apartment. Jewel’s.”


      “That place is a rat hole,” Pearl said.


      “For a rodent that’s lucky to be alive.”


      “You calling me a rat, Quinn?”


      Quinn said, “Stay, Pearl!” As if she were a dog he was disciplining and taking no more shit from. Well, better than a rodent.


      Pearl didn’t like it, but she knew when not to argue. Stubborn bastard! She slumped down on the sofa, slouching so she was sitting on her spine. Like a spoiled brat unfairly denied.


      Quinn was unmoved. He turned to Fedderman.


      “Let’s go see if Palmer Stone’s working late tonight,” he said, not looking back at Pearl as he moved toward the door.


      Fedderman slid a fresh clip into his 9mm, glanced at Pearl, grinned, and said, “Hard ass.” He hurried to catch up with Quinn.


      Pearl stayed behind and fumed.


      


      Quin and Fedderman commandeered one of the unmarked city cars that had arrived at the scene. Quinn drove it fast but not recklessly, staring straight ahead, thinking about Pearl and what had happened to Victor Lamping, and what he, Quinn, would like to do to Palmer Stone.


      He double-parked outside Stone’s office building and flipped down the sun visor to display the NYPD placard. Quinn and Fedderman were the only ones in the elevator as it rose to the floor where E-Bliss.org’s offices were located.


      Quinn knew Renz had probably tipped Cindy Sellers by now. All secrets were known. The news of Victor’s death might already be on TV and radio.


      As they entered the suite of offices, Quinn signaled Fedderman, and both men drew their weapons and held them tight against their thighs.


      The small anteroom was empty. It had a still and desolate air about it. After enough years, cops could sense unoccupied premises. After enough years, they learned not to entirely trust their instincts.


      Weapons raised and at the ready now, Quinn led the way, and they pushed through to Stone’s office.


      The offices of E-Bliss.org were occupied—in a way. Palmer Stone was at his desk, appropriately dressed in a dark business suit with white shirt and red silk tie. He was slumped forward with both arms and his head on the desk, as if he were taking a nap. There was a dark-rimmed, perfectly round hole in his temple. The gun that had created it was in his right hand. The bullet hadn’t exited his head, so the desk had only a small pool of blood on it. Near Stone’s left hand was a precisely folded suicide note. Everything about the scene was neat and orderly, considering. The live Palmer Stone would have approved.


      The note was computer generated and had been printed out. It said simply, “I know when business hours are over.” It was signed in blue ink, no doubt from the Montblanc pen lying uncapped on the desk.


      Quinn replaced the note where he’d found it. He used his cell to contact Renz and tell him what had happened.


      While they were waiting for the army of CSU techs and the M.E. and EMS, Quinn and Fedderman slipped evidence gloves on and began a cursory examination of Palmer Stone’s files and the contents of his desk drawers.


      Unsurprisingly, there was nothing incriminating. Merely the expected business letters and signed correspondence with suppliers and satisfied clients. Maybe the computers would yield more later.


      Fedderman, who was near the office window, glanced outside and down at the street.


      He turned to Quinn. “Troops’re arriving.”


      Quinn took a deep breath, released it, and looked around the spare, neat office, then at the still body behind the desk.


      “They can have it,” he said and moved toward the door.


      And stopped. Something made him not want to leave. Not just yet.


      He walked over to the desk and stared at the shocked expression on Palmer Stone’s face.


      “We ever seen Stone before in the flesh?” he asked.


      Fedderman shook his head no. “Seen his photo on the Internet. What’s left here in his desk chair looks like the photo.”


      Quinn continued to stare at the dead man. He simply couldn’t tell for sure, but he had to allow for possibilities.


      “You notice anything about those files we went through?” he asked Fedderman.


      “Nothing I wanted to notice.”


      “The signatures on the documents and the suicide note aren’t the same.”


      Fedderman took a moment to think about that. “And Stone’s business was providing doubles with new identities.” He wiped his wrist across his mouth, then looked doubtful. “But if the dead guy at the desk isn’t Stone, and the note’s a phony, why wouldn’t Stone have signed it?”


      “He might have wanted only the dead man’s prints on the pen and paper in case they might be lifted. He could’ve held the gun to the man’s head and made him sign the note. I’ll bet the gun’s been wiped clean except for the dead man’s prints. I’ll bet the office has been wiped clean. And Stone’s been clean, never been arrested or in the military. His prints aren’t on file.”


      Fedderman leaned forward and stared hard at the dead man’s face. “It sure looks like Stone.”


      “What if it isn’t?” Quinn asked.


      But he already knew the answer.


      If Stone was alive but officially dead, what did he have to lose by murdering the woman who’d destroyed his business and brought about his downfall?


      Or women?


      Jill Clark, who’d already barely escaped. And Pearl.


      By cell phone, Quinn tried to contact Pearl, who was still having her injuries tended.


      She’d managed to browbeat a second paramedic, who’d come for Jill, into applying stitches rather than the butterfly bandages. The grumpy paramedic answered her phone. Quinn told him the situation.


      Pearl, listening to one side of the conversation, told the paramedic to tell Quinn that Weaver was with Jill, who was unhurt and had refused medical attention.


      “She says to tell you—”


      “Never mind,” Quinn said. “Just take care of her. Make sure she’s okay.”


      “What we do,” the grumpy paramedic said.


      “And tell her to get the hell out of there. Out of the building.”


      “With this one, telling her’s not the same as her doing it.”


      “I know,” Quinn said. “I’m an expert on the subject.”


      He broke the connection, then immediately called Renz and told him the situation at E-Bliss.org.


      Renz didn’t say anything for almost a minute, thinking about all the ramifications of maybe looking foolish if Quinn was wrong about Stone not being Stone. The consequences could be even worse than simply looking foolish. There were deep wells to fall into here. Even tiger pits.


      But Renz was still more cop than bureaucrat or politician.


      “Could be,” he said. “Not likely, but could be.” He paused. “You’re on your own with this hypothesis, though. It’s gotta be that way, Quinn.” Well, almost more cop than bureaucrat or politician.


      The Two Palmer Stones was Quinn’s theory, Quinn’s game, Quinn’s risk—and if Quinn just happened to be right, Renz’s glory. And if it turned out Quinn was wrong, no harm to Renz. Win-win.


      “We’re on our way to Jill’s apartment,” Quinn said.


      “I’ll call Weaver,” Renz said, “and make sure she takes Jill somewhere safe.” No political risk there. Only upside.


      While Quinn was stuffing the cell phone back in his pocket, Fedderman said, “Pearl okay?”


      “For Pearl,” Quinn said. “For now.”


      They took the elevator down and Quinn gave directions to the CSU crew that had just entered the lobby. Then they were back in the unmarked bucking traffic and retracing their route. Ignoring potholes and blaring horns and angry shouts and traffic laws and traffic lights. Driving hard toward Jill Clark’s apartment.


      “Think he’ll go there?” Fedderman asked.


      Quinn concentrated on threading his way through traffic. “I think he might. That’s enough.”


      “Should still be plenty of law there. Maybe they haven’t even taken away Victor’s body.”


      “That’ll all be out in the street,” Quinn said. “And if there’s something going on there, all the better for Stone. It’ll be easier for him to enter the building without attracting suspicion and confront Jill and Pearl.”


      “He’s not stupid,” Fedderman said. “He might think we could be on to him and he’s got that figured in his plans.”


      Quinn smiled a smile Fedderman had seen before. It would never prompt anyone to smile back.


      “We have our own plans,” Quinn said.
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      Stone was there.


      Quinn and Fedderman knew it almost as soon as they entered the building. They saw him first as a lower leg in richly tailored dress slacks and polished wing tips, for only a second as he rounded the corner and began climbing the stairs.


      Neither Quinn nor Fedderman said anything as they quietly gave chase. They didn’t want Stone to know they were there. Ideally, they’d come up behind him before he realized he wasn’t alone and take him down alive. They needed him in court, as a defendant and as a witness.


      As Stone began climbing the last flight of stairs to Jill’s floor, he prepared to enter her apartment by drawing a small pearl-handled gun from his suit coat pocket.


      As he did so, Quinn made the slightest noise on the creaking stairs.


      Stone turned in surprise. It was as if the dead man back in the office had risen up and they’d startled him.


      Quinn didn’t hesitate. He couldn’t. There was distance to cover.


      He charged.


      The wind rushed out of Stone as Quinn leveled a shoulder into his midsection. At the same time, Quinn’s left hand found Stone’s right, forcing the pearl-handled gun to point at the ceiling.


      As the two men slid toward the floor, Quinn squeezed hard with his powerful left hand. Flesh and blood vessels compacted against bone as Stone’s right wrist was crushed. The gun dropped like a child’s surrendered toy and clattered onto the floor.


      Stone wasn’t the sort to put up a fight.


      He sat down winded on the wooden steps, leaning forward and gripping his aching wrist. Saliva dripped from the corner of his mouth. He brushed away the drool, working hard to control his breathing, then gave a sad smile and shook his head.


      Fedderman read him his rights, then leaned close to him so their faces were only inches apart. He studied Stone. “The dead guy sitting at your desk—”


      “Isn’t me,” Stone finished for him. “Obviously.”


      “Your double,” Quinn said. “Who thought he was going to move into your life and be well paid for it. Instead he was used to fake your suicide.”


      “Things had reached an impasse,” Stone said. “Because of you, I might add.”


      “You’re the one who shot the poor bastard,” Quinn said, not posing it as a question. Just making conversation here. The idea was to get Stone to admit it in his own words.


      Quinn held his silence. He waited, waited….


      “I killed him,” Stone said. “I’m not averse to doing the wet work when I must.” He managed to shrug. “Business is business.”


      Quinn whistled out a long breath in relief.


      It was over. He and Fedderman exchanged a look. Quinn thought Fedderman might have smiled.


      With Stone alive and an admitted killer, and with Jill’s testimony, the case against E-Bliss.org was solid. And when they found the new Madeline Scott, she’d have little choice but to reveal her true identity and testify for the prosecution.


      “I think,” Stone said, “I won’t say anything more until my attorney is present.”


      Which struck Quinn as odd, considering Stone had just confessed and confirmed that they had the right man.


      Very odd.


      He cuffed Stone’s uninjured wrist to the banister.


      


      Pearl had reluctantly taken Quinn’s earlier advice and returned to Jewel’s apartment. She wasn’t sure where Jill was. Weaver might have taken her someplace safer.


      After cleaning up as best she could, combing her hair without looking closely at the two-inch-square bandage on her right cheek near her eye, she decided to go downstairs and check on Jill, make sure she wasn’t still in her apartment.


      As she turned from the bathroom mirror, the light penetrating through the narrow window was like a lance in her right eye. She put on the black eye patch the paramedic had given her and then did assess her appearance carefully in the mirror.


      She decided she looked like a pirate after a run-in with the Royal Navy.


      Aargh! she almost said softly. Then she decided nothing was funny and looked away from the pathetic face in the mirror.


      She went downstairs and knocked on the door to Jill’s apartment.


      The light behind the peephole in the door changed and she knew Jill—or someone—was there. Jill, probably, too shaken to immediately open the door to anyone’s knock. After what had happened to her, Jill might not trust anyone for months.


      “Me,” Pearl called. “Jewel.” The alias had become a secret password.


      The light behind the peephole remained constant.


      


      The man peering through the peephole sized up the woman at the door. She was small, didn’t look like much of a threat, and seemed to have been in some kind of accident. She was wearing an eye patch and a glob of white bandage on her face.


      If he waited her out, she might simply go away. He’d already searched the apartment, looked in all its hiding places, and knew Jill Clark wasn’t home. She must have been placed somewhere else for her protection. This woman—Jewel, she’d said her name was—obviously knew Jill. Maybe she’d know where Jill was. She seemed to be alone.


      He decided to make the woman tell him what he needed to know, then kill her. If he could somehow get to Jill, everything might still go as planned.


      The cops hadn’t left that long ago. There might still be some around. He’d have to move fast and noiselessly.


      He holstered the gun he was holding and drew a knife.
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      The door suddenly opened and a dark-haired man with fierce brown eyes clutched Pearl’s arm painfully and yanked her inside the apartment. She hadn’t had time to think, much less offer any resistance.


      I don’t recognize him. What the hell have I gotten myself into?


      Who the hell is he?


      Now what?


      He was showing her a knife, slowly revolving the blade in the air. Obviously displaying it for effect.


      He grinned meanly as he held up the long-bladed knife, figuring terror would melt the woman into something he could easily handle. It had always amused him that women reacted that way when they saw a knife that might be used on them. Perhaps it was a natural fear of penetration. Something sexual. Whatever, it made them inert and helpless.


      Pearl kicked him in the knee.


      The man roared with pain and slashed out at her with the knife. Pearl stepped inside the arc of the swing and punched him in the stomach. He grunted and shoved her backward, almost making her lose her balance. When he came at her she sidestepped his charge, barely avoiding the flashing blade. She was terrified that he might slash at her from the other direction, her blind side.


      Damned patch!


      But she was afraid to tear the patch off now, afraid of sudden brilliance and pain that might be worse than vision with one eye.


      She remembered a tacky glass vase on the table near the sofa, swiveled her head so she could see it through her left eye. Fixed its image in her mind. When the man charged her again with the knife, she avoided the blade and dodged left, toward the table.


      He whirled and came at her low, using the knife underhand this time. It would be harder to avoid his upward slashes, more difficult to see them coming from below eye level. Pearl felt for the cheap vase, a florist’s pressed-glass giveaway designed to hold one rose. She fumbled it, feeling it slide from her fingers.


      Then she lowered her hand and caught the vase as it toppled. She got a good grip on it and slammed it into the man’s face.


      It didn’t shatter. She swung it again and felt it make solid contact with the man’s head.


      The force of the blow made her lose her grip on the vase. It bounced on the floor and passed from her range of vision.


      She no longer had the vase as a weapon, but it had bought her precious seconds. She knew how to use them. She bolted for the door.


      Had her fingers wrapped around the knob.


      Was pulling the door open.


      But she knew she wouldn’t be fast enough. She was trapped in one of those horrible slow-motion nightmares.


      She was aware of the knife suddenly protruding from the door frame, near her face, where it had penetrated enameled wood after the man’s desperate throw, his attempt to cut her on the run.


      At least he isn’t armed now.


      Gunfire exploded behind her.


      Oh, shit!


      He’s got a gun, too! And he’s determined!


      So was Pearl. She had the door open and was almost in the hall. If she could get around the corner, out of sight, she might make it to the stairs. Screw the elevator. No time.


      She felt the familiar smoothness and grit of the hall’s tile floor under the sole of her left shoe.


      Gonna make it!


      A truck slammed into her back.


      She knew she’d been shot. She stumbled forward, then seemed to strike an invisible wall and bounce off it. Her balance shifted, as if the floor tilted.


      Pearl felt herself moving backward, back, back into the apartment on numbed legs. Exactly where she didn’t want to go.


      The impact of the second bullet was greater than that of the first. It flung her against the door, slamming it shut and trapping her inside with her assailant. Everything around her began to whirl, making her dizzy.


      She was looking up at the door. It was square in her one-eyed vision and moving farther and farther away, getting smaller.


      Odd…Am I floating…?


      She realized she was on the floor, her upper body on soft carpet, hardwood floor solid beneath her bare heels. Had the force of the shots knocked her out of her shoes? She’d seen it happen.


      She looked again and found the door. It was standing wide open. There was more noise, banging sounds, but she could barely hear them, as if they were coming from far away.


      Gunfire?


      There was Quinn, crouched in the doorway in shooting stance, filling the doorway, blasting away with that antique revolver of his.


      Quinn.


      It was strange how calm she was now.


      Quinn. Looking so serious. A serious man, Quinn. So simple and complex. A good man. Hard to find, hard to lose. She was going to miss him so….


      She thought she might have smiled at him.
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      “You with me, Pearl?


      Quinn’s voice. There was a horrible taste in Pearl’s mouth, and her lips were glued together with dried mucus.


      Yuk!


      “Pearl?”


      She didn’t want to open her eyes, but she did.


      There was Quinn, standing over her, looking serious.


      It came back to her in a rush, the man in Jill’s apartment, the struggle, the gunfire.


      Jesus, I’ve been shot!


      “Don’t try to move, Pearl.”


      She felt her lips rip apart. “Wha’ happened?”


      “You were shot and spent five hours on the operating table. You’ve been unconscious for a while, and now you’re back.”


      Mingled scents came to her: pine disinfectant, peppermint, fresh linen. She let her gaze roam, painfully and with one eye. Her vision was slightly blurred more than a few feet out, beyond a tray on which sat a green plastic glass and pitcher, a box of tissues. She was in a hospital bed.


      “Unconscious? A while?”


      “Three days,” Quinn said.


      Three days! Serious. Maybe critical.


      “That qualify as a coma?”


      “Sure,” Quinn said.


      “I’m gonna live?”


      “Yeah, if from now on you do everything I say.”


      “Quinn…”


      “I’m sorry. You’re gonna be okay, Pearl. You’re in Roosevelt Hospital. You were shot twice. One bullet broke your collarbone. Another entered your back near the shoulder blade and deflected downward and lodged near your liver. They’ve both been removed. You’re gonna be fine.”


      “So I really will live?”


      “You will.” His smile came and went like a ghost. “You’ve got a lot of physical therapy ahead of you.”


      Pearl tried to move but found she was too weak. “My back, nothing hurts. Everything’s numb.”


      “It’s the drugs. It’ll hurt later, Pearl.”


      “Good old Quinn, giving it to me straight.”


      “Few enough people will, in this screwed-up world.”


      “Don’t I know it? When can I get out of here?”


      “Maybe in two or three more days. They’re gonna evaluate you again.”


      “Jill okay?”


      “Fine.”


      “What the hell happened?”


      “Feds and I caught up with Palmer Stone on the stairs of Jill’s building, and he admitted faking his suicide, killing the man who had become his double and thought he was going to become Stone after the real Stone disappeared. We tried to get more out of him, but he went silent and asked for an attorney.”


      “He decided to lawyer up after admitting to murder?”


      “Yeah. That’s what struck Feds and me as wrong. We figured he had a reason, that he was maybe trying to delay us. And we could think of only one reason why he’d want to keep us in the stairwell as long as possible.”


      “He didn’t want you to go to Jill’s apartment. He wanted you to think any danger to her was over.”


      “Right. He knew what was going to happen up there, because he knew who was waiting. But you went to see Jill. You found Jorge Sanchez instead.”


      The name didn’t mean anything to Pearl for several seconds. Maybe because of the drugs. Then it came to her.


      “The infamous drug lord? But he was killed in Mexico City.”


      “Not the real Sanchez. The man the Mexican police shot to death was one of Sanchez’s several doubles, who was tricked into leaving the hotel Sanchez and his wife were in. The police took him for the real Sanchez and killed him. Even Sanchez’s wife, Maria, thought Jorge was dead. She had to have been shocked to see him in the dark passageway when he stepped out of the shadows and killed Greeve.”


      “Greeve had been shocked, too,” Pearl said. “He wasn’t killed by any prostitute. They just made it look that way. He was trying to pronounce Jorge’s name before he died.”


      “Right. Jorge is in the hospital now, and talking. But he isn’t going to make it. He was planning to join his wife in New York after assuming the identity of an E-Bliss client himself. They were going to meet again as two other people and move out of town, away from the drug trade. And it might have worked out for them if Jorge could have killed Jill. She was the only one who could swear she saw both Madelines and could tie them in with E-Bliss. Jill was the link he had to destroy. But Jorge’s plans went about as sour as Palmer Stone’s.”


      “So Maria Sanchez was the new Madeline.”


      Quinn nodded.


      “What about Tony Lake?”


      “Victor Lamping?”


      “Yeah.”


      Quinn was surprised she’d forgotten; he’d told her all about Lamping while holding her and waiting for the medics in Jill’s living room. “He was dead before they got him to the hospital.”


      Pearl let her head sink back into her pillow and thought about that. About handsome, smiling, lying Tony Lake. Everything about him a lie.


      “Good,” she said.


      Quinn said nothing.


      “E-Bliss,” Pearl said. “What a nightmare.”


      “Even more than you think,” Quinn said. “Stone and Victor’s sister, Gloria Lamping, whom Stone ratted out, are trying to outtalk each other, cutting deals that aren’t going to happen. That’s where I got much of my information. Gloria’s still recovering from being run down by a cab. She knew about the killings. Stone says she even committed some of them.”


      “A woman doing that to another woman.” Pearl managed to shake her head slightly on the pillow. “A nightmare,” she said again.


      “One that’s over,” Quinn said. “You’re awake now, Pearl.”


      He touched her hand as gently as he’d ever touched her.


      


      Quinn stayed with Pearl until almost midnight, then went home to his apartment and found Linda’s note.


      She’d thought things through, the note said, and she realized she could never be a cop’s wife. She was also going to quit her job with the city. She felt there was no choice, after being exposed as an informant who’d chosen sides in an NYPD internal dispute. No one would trust her after that. And she didn’t deserve Quinn’s trust.


      She’d signed her name under the word good-bye.


      Quinn felt like sobbing, then like breaking up the furniture, but he did neither. He thought about trying to phone Linda. But he didn’t do that, either. He knew she’d made her decision, and he wouldn’t be able to argue with the fatalistic logic in her note even if she did answer his call.


      In truth, he was saddened but not surprised. He knew where she probably was now, someplace where they served booze. He cared but he understood that it was hopeless to try to help her. Some people you couldn’t save. Some people you couldn’t save from themselves.


      Those were the ones who haunted you, because you could have tried harder even though you knew it was hopeless, because somehow or another, on the way out, they made others partners in their destruction. Even the people they loved. Maybe especially them.


      He folded the note carefully, as if he might keep it.


      Then he reconsidered, wadded it small and tight, and dropped it in the wastebasket.
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      A month later, Quinn was sitting at an outside table of a West Side restaurant nursing some kind of overpriced latte that was actually pretty good. An old woman sat at the table opposite his. She had three precisely aligned narrow gouges in her left cheek where her cat had clawed her. If that’s what had happened. If the woman even owned a cat. Quinn never got tired of observing people in New York and trying to read them.


      A signal changed and traffic streamed past in the street only ten feet away, raising the noise level and leaving a low-lying haze of exhaust fumes. Pedestrians hurried along the sidewalk, occasionally bumping and shoving at each other in the narrowed space between restaurant railing and curb.


      Quinn smiled. He knew that sooner or later one of those pedestrians would be Pearl. She was supposed to meet him here in five minutes for lunch.


      Pearl was doing well since her release from the hospital. Last week she’d even begun working again as a guard at the bank. She continued to attract and befuddle Quinn, and he knew she always would.


      Quinn glanced at the Times folded on the table. In it he’d read with satisfaction that the latest polls showed Harley Renz was the most popular police commissioner in the city’s history. There actually were rumors concerning a mayoral bid, most of them probably generated by Renz. Quinn figured Renz had come out of the Torso Murders case better than anyone.


      Fedderman had also come out okay. He was back in Florida, continuing his uneasy retirement, waiting for another call from Quinn. From time to time he sent Quinn citrus fruit.


      Palmer Stone and Gloria Lamping had lawyered up, but in truth they were helpless now. The system had them in its teeth, and the system would shake them and chew them to a fineness that was nothing.


      Two weeks ago the dead body of Maria Sanchez had been discovered in a bathtub in a Tijuana motel. Her tongue had been cut out and her mouth stuffed with cocaine.


      The Torso Murders had ceased.


      Jill Clark had reclaimed her life.


      Quinn noticed a bobbing, dark-haired head in the oncoming stream of pedestrians and stood up so he could be seen.


      He grinned. Pearl was here.
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    Asthey all are
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        They change their skies above them, But not their hearts that roam.


        —RUDYARD KIPLING,

        The Native-Born

      


      
        Why do I often meet your visage here? Your eyes like agate lanterns—on and on Below the toothpaste and the dandruff ads?


        —HART CRANE, The Tunnel

        (New York Subway)
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      In the long ago an eagle circled high above a rabbit burrow and would swoop down and lay on the ground a branch of ripe berries, and then climb high again into the sky.


      The rabbit would see how high the eagle was and know there was time to leave the safety of the burrow to snatch the berries and return to the burrow before the eagle could reach him from up so high.


      Again the next day the eagle would swoop down and leave a branch of berries, but this time a little farther from the burrow. Again the rabbit would see the eagle circling high in the clear sky and seize the berries and return to the burrow before the eagle might reach him.


      For seven days this happened, each day the rabbit venturing farther from its burrow, and the eagle simply circled high overhead and looked very small against the pale blue top of the sky. The rabbit decided the berries were a gift, but still the eagle was an eagle and not to be trusted.


      On the eighth day the branch of berries was still far from the burrow, but the eagle so small in the sky seemed no threat and like a mote in the rabbit’s wary eye.


      But as the rabbit left his burrow the eagle became larger, and it wasn’t an eagle at all this time but a hawk that had seemed so high only because it was smaller than the eagle the rabbit usually saw. Too late the rabbit realized what had happened. There was no time to return to the safety of the burrow.


      The weak things in the world have a time to die that is sooner than the strong. That is why the spirit made the weak and the strong. In its heart, the rabbit knew this and was still.


      The hawk swooped down, and its wings spread wider and wider and covered the sun and made the sky black. The hawk’s talons cut like blades into the rabbit’s back, and the rabbit screamed as the hawk lifted it higher and higher into a blackness darker than the night. The screams became the wind and the beating of the hawk’s great wings the thunder of the coming storms.


      In the long-ago day, these things did happen.
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      New York, the present


      Vera Doaks keyed the lock on her apartment door and told herself she needed to be patient.


      She’d been in New York a little more than a month. That wasn’t a long time, and already she’d placed an article in the airline magazine Nation Travels and sold a short story to a nationally published mystery magazine. Her MFA from Ohio State University was paying off. She told herself it wouldn’t be long before she wouldn’t have to wait tables in order to pay the rent. Some publisher would pay it for her.


      She paused by the framed flea-market mirror in the entry hall and tilted her head to the side for a dust jacket publicity shot. The attractive redhead in the mirror smiled out at her, with wide cheekbones like a model’s, intense brown eyes, slightly upturned nose, strong cleft chin, a knowing, confident grin.


      Look intelligent now.


      Her famous writer look. Vera practiced it frequently.


      A career as a novelist was what really interested her. The short story she’d sold was going to be the basis for her first book, a suspense novel set in her new city, New York.


      She was from a small town, and she loved the hurricane of activity every day in the city, then the pulsing energy that maintained it through the nights. The theater (which she could barely afford), the delis and street vendors, the wandering transfixed tourists, the underground city of subways and tragic songs and sometimes dangerous people, the rich stepping over the poor, the poor rising up to be rich, the maelstrom of races and religions, of neighborhoods and languages and the uncertainties of life; she thrilled to all of it. Here, Vera knew, was the stuff of inspiration and of great fiction. Vera was positive she was capable of inspiration. She never gave up believing in herself. Nobody had ever explained to her satisfaction why she should.


      She hadn’t given up hope on the short story and article she’d submitted, and here she was, able to pay another month’s rent on the Hell’s Kitchen walk-up apartment she’d come to love.


      Love, of the romantic sort, that was the one thing missing in her unfolding life of good fortune.


      There’s no need to give up hope for that, either.


      She unlaced her joggers, worked her heels out of them, and kicked off the gray composite and canvas shoes so they bounced off a wall. Walked over to where her bed and a dresser were located behind a three-panel Chinese-print folding screen in the cramped efficiency apartment. From an apportioned space that passed for a closet, where one of the apartment’s many exposed water pipes served as a hanger rod, she drew out the foundation of her wardrobe—a simple black dress. It seemed that every woman in New York owned a simple black dress and was in competition with every other woman over how to wear and accessorize it. She had uncomfortable but serviceable black high-heeled pumps to wear with the dress tonight, a white scarf and pearls, a matching knockoff Prada purse she’d bought from a street vendor. And she could do wonders with her shoulder-length red hair that was almost dark enough to be auburn. She wasn’t pale, like a lot of redheads. Her dark eyes were flecked with green. Not a ravishing beauty, to be sure, but she and her black dress could compete, and they could damn well win.


      It was just that so far they hadn’t.


      She peeled off her faded jeans and Yankees T-shirt, then her Macy’s panties, and padded barefoot to the sectioned-off bathroom area with its cramped shower stall.


      Tonight might be the night. Tonight, tonight…The words were a melody in her mind.


      What was that song from? She searched her memory.


      Ah! West Side Story. A great musical, based on Romeo and Juliet. The ultimate lovers.


      Well, she was on the West Side.


      Vera adjusted the squeaky porcelain faucet handles and stepped beneath the water.


      She picked up the smooth oblong sliver of soap and began to sing, knowing that out there in the night the city pulsed like her heart and waited, and the possibilities were endless.


      Tonight, tonight…
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      Total darkness, total pain.


      Where am I?


      Vera tried to raise her head and look around, and a deep ache closed on the back of her neck like a claw. She let her head drop backward.


      Backward?


      That was when she realized she was hanging from her bound wrists and ankles. Her mind flashed on photos she’d seen of large dead animals, their lifeless heads dangling, being carried that way on horizontal poles by hunters. Only she wasn’t being carried; she was stationary. The pain was from her cramped neck muscles, and from her body weight pulling down on her wrists and ankles. She could see nothing in the blackness. Hear nothing.


      Her head, flush with the blood rushing to it, began to throb with almost unendurable pain behind her ears. She tried to ask if anyone was there, what was happening, but her mouth wouldn’t open. Something, tape probably, was over her lips, sealing them together. She parted them with difficulty but could only make a soft muffled sound halfway between a moan and a sob. She made the pitiful sound again. Any sound was better than the darkness and silence, and the pain.


      She tried again to lift her head, but it weighed a thousand pounds.


      But with the thought of motion, and another stab of pain, came memory.


      Last night at Risqué Business, the man she’d had a couple of drinks with…darkly handsome…well dressed in dark pants and a gray sport jacket…a red tie…and with a cosmopolitan air, what used to be called smooth.


      She tried to recall his name.


      Had he ever told her?


      Light!


      Blinding her. She involuntarily clenched her eyes shut.


      When Vera did manage to open her eyes wider than slits she saw the bottom of a floor, rough wood planks running one direction, joists another. Her wrists were tied together with thick rope that had cut off circulation so that her fingers were pale. She strained to see her ankles, her feet—are they as pale and bloodless as my hands?—but couldn’t pull them into her field of vision. She did see several long fluorescent fixtures, two glowing tubes in each. There must be lots of fixtures. That was where all the light was coming from. And the faint, crackling buzzing.


      She realized she’d been able to raise her head slightly, almost to the horizontal, and with realization came another shot of pain at the base of her neck. Her head dropped again, dangling at a sharp angle from the thin stalk of her neck.


      But she managed to turn her head slightly, before the pain stopped her. She saw that she was in what looked like a large basement. Gray concrete walls, wooden support beams, exposed steam and water pipes, round ductwork with shreds of insulation hanging from some of it like grotesque stalactites.


      Asbestos? Could be dangerous.


      The pain became unbearable, and she tried not to move at all other than to blink away her tears.


      In the glimpse she’d had of herself, confirmed by the lack of constriction on her upper arms and her legs, she knew she was nude.


      Someone—What’s his name? I need to know it so I can plead, beg for him to stop whatever’s going to happen!—someone had done this to her, put something in her drink, perhaps. Something had caused her to black out, to awaken here, dangling from her bound wrists and ankles like a…She didn’t want to know what. Or didn’t want to think about it.


      Tears welled again in her eyes and tracked downward along her temples, beneath her hairline. Tickling as if in cruel and obscene jest.


      Motion caught her gaze, and there he was in her pain-blurred vision, the man from last night. She wasn’t surprised to see him. He had to be responsible for this.


      He was walking toward her, also nude, like a figure in a dream. Only it wasn’t a dream. She could only pray that it might be. That she might wake up a second time, in her apartment, in her bed. Safe.


      When she saw the knife in the man’s hand her heart leaped. She did try to struggle then, but couldn’t so much as squirm. Her hyperextended arms and legs were like lifeless tense cables preventing her from crashing to the concrete floor.


      She saw that the man had an erection, and at that moment he reached up with the blade and must have sliced through the rope binding her wrists to the horizontal beam, because her upper body suddenly dropped.


      She flinched as she swung downward. Surely her head was going to crack open on the hard floor.


      But her body swung like a pendulum, swiveling slightly, her hair brushing the floor with each pass. Though her wrists were bound together, her arms were free now. She reached over her head—which was downward—and her fingertips scraped the concrete floor. There was no pain though, only numbness.


      As she swung she saw something circular beneath her, a drain cover.


      She dragged her numbed fingertips over the rough floor again, hearing them scrape, feeling her nails bend back and tear, as she tried to stop her body from swinging. If only she could stop she might support some of her weight by pressing her fingertips against the floor, reduce the pain in her ankles. The full burden of her weight was pulling on her ankles now, and she was swinging in lessening arcs. The rope must be digging into her flesh. She could feel something warm trickling down her calves, past her knees, along the insides of her thighs toward her crotch.


      Blood!


      The rope must have cut deeply into her ankles. She flashed a vision of her twisted, torn flesh.


      Oh, God!


      There was a sudden burning sensation on the right side of her neck. Then on the left. She caught a glimpse of a bloody knife blade and knew the man had slit her throat.


      It wasn’t her throat, though. It couldn’t be.


      Then she accepted that it was and lifted her arms, probed with her fingers, felt warm blood and something else.


      It was when she heard the trickle of her blood in the drain that the real horror engulfed her. Her life was draining away, her remaining time, her remaining everything!


      She panicked and tried to suck in air through her nose, and managed to raise her hands enough to rip the tape from her mouth. She drew in a breath to scream but inhaled only blood.


      


      The man had waited until the pendulum arc of Vera’s swinging body narrowed and was almost stopped before he cut the large carotid arteries of her neck.


      He watched her.


      Watched her.


      After she’d tried to scream, he’d drawn the blade across her taut throat.


      She wasn’t alive when her body slowed to describe a small elliptical orbit above the drain and finally dangled motionless from the beam.


      Nor was she alive to see the man, showered and neatly dressed, leave the building’s basement, switching off the lights behind him.


      She’d been dead for several hours when he returned to make sure she was completely bled out.
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      In the feeble light from his car’s outmoded headlights, retired NYPD homicide detective Frank Quinn didn’t see the damned thing. Not soon enough, anyway.


      His old black Lincoln Town Car jounced and rattled over a pothole the size of a bomb crater, and he wondered if he’d chipped a tooth. He lifted what was left of his Cuban cigar from the ashtray and chomped down on it to use it as a mouthpiece so it might at least pad another such impact of upper and lower jaws.


      He knew cigars were bad for him and had pretty much given them up, but the Cubans were too much of a temptation. Or maybe part of the appeal was that they were illegal, and he used to be a cop.


      He smiled, knowing a cop was never something you used to be. He’d always figured small transgressions forestalled larger ones, so the cigars were okay.


      Quinn cursed silently at traffic on Broadway as he jockeyed the big car north toward West Seventy-fifth Street and his apartment. The windows were up, and the air conditioner was humming away in its struggle with the hot summer evening. There was a slight persistent vibration of metal on metal—possibly a bearing in the blower fan motor going out. Quinn made a mental note to have it looked at. This would be a bad time of year for the car to lose its air-conditioning.


      A traffic signal changed a block up, and a string of cars near the curb accelerated and made the sharp right turn onto the cross street. This created a break in the heavy traffic, and Quinn gratefully took advantage of all that barren pavement before him and ran the car up to about forty-five—a fast clip for most Manhattan streets.


      Feeling pretty good, he puffed on his cigar and almost smiled. This was his poker night with five other retired or almost retired NYPD cops, and he’d won over a hundred dollars. It hadn’t been a high-stakes game, so he was far and away the big winner. Everybody but Quinn bitched when they stopped playing, as agreed upon, with the last hand dealt before ten o’clock sharp. Quinn always felt unreasonably triumphant after coming out ahead at poker, even though at the level of skill where he was playing luck had everything to do with the outcome. Still, his life had left him at a point where he took his victories where he could find them.


      Light glinted brightly for a moment in the Lincoln’s left outside mirror. Headlights behind him. Despite the car’s brisk speed, the trailing traffic was catching up. Quinn squinted and checked the rearview mirror, but didn’t see much. The thick cigar smoke was doing something to the rear window, fogging it up so he couldn’t see out.


      Is it doing that to my lungs?


      He could see well enough to know the car behind was too damned close.


      Tailgaters always ticked him off. He ran the Lincoln up over fifty.


      Almost immediately the big car’s black leather interior was bathed in alternating flashes of red, making it damned difficult to see anything outside.


      Irritated, Quinn braked down to about ten miles per hour and peered through the windshield to find a space where he could veer in and stop at the curb.


      There didn’t seem to be a space.


      Hell with it, he thought, and was about to double-park when a cab pulled out into traffic ahead of him, vacating a space. Quinn steered in close to the curb and saw that there was a fire hydrant there. That was the only reason there was a parking space in this part of town, and it was illegal. He braked to a halt anyway.


      If there’s a fire, I’ll move.


      The reflected flashing lights grew brighter, the headlights blinding, as the police car wedged in at an angle behind him. He let the Lincoln roll forward a few feet, giving the driver behind him as much room as possible.


      Quinn knew better than to get out of the car. He sat still, his hands high on the steering wheel where they could be seen, and watched in the rearview mirror. In the whirligig haze of reflected light behind him, he saw doors open on both sides of the police car. Darkly silhouetted figures climbed out and advanced on the Lincoln, seeming to move jerkily in the alternating light show.


      This shouldn’t take long. Quinn might even know one or both of the uniforms. And the cops might know him. He could easily talk his way out of a ticket. Quinn was much respected in the NYPD. He even occasionally heard the word “legend.” He prepared himself to exchange some friendly words and be on his way.


      In the mirror he saw one of the silhouetted cops turn back toward the police car. Quinn figured the uniform was going to run a check on the Lincoln’s plates.


      Odd, Quinn thought. They could have both waited in the car while the plates were run. It was also odd that the cop on the driver’s side had returned to the police car. It would make more sense for that cop to approach the Lincoln and talk to Quinn through the lowered window.


      The one on the right side of the Lincoln, who should have been doing the license check, kept coming, then passed briefly from view at the edge of the mirror.


      Quinn felt a prickly sensation on the back of his neck. Something was wrong here.


      Brightness slid to the side, out of the mirrors, and the radio car that had pulled Quinn over whooshed past him and continued down the street, its roof bar lights no longer flashing.


      The passenger-side door of the Lincoln swung open, and the cop who’d approached on that side slid into the seat.


      He wasn’t wearing a uniform. Instead he had on an unbuttoned light raincoat, though it wasn’t raining, and beneath it a suit and tie. A big man, in his late forties, overweight and with dark bags beneath his eyes. His jowls and the flesh beneath his chin sagged, making him look like nothing so much as a pensive bloodhound.


      Quinn recognized him immediately, but the prickly sensation didn’t go away.


      The man who’d slid out of the night and into his car was New York City Police Commissioner Harley Renz.


      


      Renz smiled, not doing a thing for the bloodhound look, and glanced around. “Smells like hell in here.”


      Quinn knew Renz was right. The cigar smoke odor had seeped into the upholstery and every cranny of the car. Even Quinn sometimes found it offensive, and he was used to it.


      “You can get out as easy as you got in,” he said. He and Renz had always gotten along, but not in the friendliest manner, each knowing the other perhaps too well.


      “You smoking one of those illegal Cuban cigars you like so much?”


      “Venezuelan,” Quinn said.


      “If you insist.” Renz settled back in his plush seat, still looking over at Quinn. “You got an extra?”


      “No,” Quinn said. “You can finish this one.”


      “It’ll finish you first.” Renz upped the amperage on his smile. His effort at charm. Still a bloodhound. His eyes had gotten droopier since Quinn had last seen him, slanting downward more at the outer corners as if weights were attached to the sagging flesh. He held his insincere smile as he stared at Quinn. “How’d you do?”


      “Do?”


      “At the poker game.”


      “Won.”


      “Ah. Really, all that means is you quit soon enough not to lose.”


      “That why you stopped me? You riding in one of the traffic cars so you can collect graft from poker winners?”


      “Seeing as I’ve become police commissioner, you should speak more respectfully to me.”


      Quinn didn’t bother answering. He was wondering why Harley Renz would be interested enough in his poker night to follow him when he left the game.


      “So what’s this about?” Quinn asked. “You want in?”


      “I know some of those guys you’re playing cards with, Quinn. They cheat.”


      “Your kind of game.”


      “Even so…”


      Quinn waited, tired of word games. He actually did have a sliver of respect for Renz, even though Renz represented authority and bureaucracy. Renz had at one time been a tough and effective homicide detective, and now and then it showed. And both men knew Renz was commissioner because of Quinn’s work on the Torso murders, for which Renz had skillfully garnered most of the credit. Quinn didn’t care about that. In fact, it had been part of the arrangement. The enthusiastically devious and ambitious Renz had used his newfound fame to become the most popular police commissioner in the city’s history. A media darling of monstrous proportions, his high standing in the polls translated into leverage he didn’t hesitate to use.


      “I want to tell you a story,” Renz said.


      “About speeding?”


      Renz waved a hand dismissively. “You were going way too fast, but we can forget about that.”


      Quinn pressed a button, and the window on his side of the Lincoln glided down. Sultry night air mingled with exhaust fumes tumbled into the car. He took a final pull on the cigar and tossed the glowing butt out into the street, watching it bounce and spark like a miniature fireworks display.


      “Littering,” Renz said. “Illicit cigars, gambling, speeding, and now this. Jesus, Quinn! You’re a one-man crime wave.”


      “It gives me something to do in retirement.” Quinn sighed and brushed cigar ash off his shirt. “It’s still hot out there.”


      “Hotter than you know.”


      Quinn left the window down to let in plenty of heat so maybe Renz would leave sooner and the car would air out. He leaned forward so he could reach the ignition key and killed the motor.


      “This story of yours,” Quinn said. “Go ahead and tell it. And try not to be so cryptic.”
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      The car was uncomfortably hot within minutes. Quinn suffered gladly, knowing it would hasten Renz’s departure. He had a hunch what kind of story he was about to hear, and where it would lead. Quinn was uneasy about that last part, where it would lead.


      “A month ago,” Renz began, “a hedge fund manager named George Manders was shot to death in a crowded SoHo club.”


      “Never heard of him,” Quinn said. Maybe he could hurry Renz along.


      “That’s okay, you’re not a suspect.” Renz made a face and wrinkled up his nose. It was probably a reaction to the cigar smoke smell in the car, somehow made stronger by the humid night air. Maybe Renz had a bloodhound nose as well as the looks of the breed. “At the time of the shooting,” Renz continued, “Manders was dancing with a woman he didn’t know. At least according to her. They’d just met ten minutes ago, and he’d asked her to dance. The dance floor was illuminated by those colored strobe lights that make everything look fast and herky-jerky, and the music was so loud nobody heard the shot from a small-caliber gun.”


      “How small?” Quinn asked.


      “Twenty-five caliber.”


      It wasn’t an uncommon size bullet, but more rare than a .22 caliber when it came to small handguns.


      Renz said, “The way the light was flickering, and the sound of the shot being drowned out by all that noise that passes for music, nobody realized at first that Manders had been shot. When he went down, they thought maybe it was some kinda tricky dance step and he was gonna pop right back up. Then witnesses said they saw someone bend over him—they thought to talk to him, maybe make sure he was okay—and the guy reached in and removed something from Manders’s suit coat pocket and then shag-assed outta the club.”


      “This is the same guy that shot him?” Quinn asked, wanting to keep the facts straight.


      “Far as we know,” Renz said. “Nobody actually saw a gun. Hardly anyone even noticed there was something wrong. The music went on for another minute or so after Manders went down, and people kept dancing.”


      “Can anyone identify this guy who ran from the club?”


      Renz shook his head no. “It all happened too fast, under conditions where it’d take a while for people to react. Half of them were juiced up on one substance or another anyway. So we got no positive ID in the offing. And nobody knows what was removed from the victim’s pocket. His wallet, stuffed with cash, was intact, as was his Rolex watch and gold ring.”


      “Wedding ring?”


      “No. Manders was divorced five years ago. He was living alone, like you.”


      “What kinda club was it?” Quinn asked, ignoring the barb.


      “Straight clientele, upper to upper-upper class, looking for action.”


      “So that’s what Manders was doing,” Quinn said “and he got a different kind of action than he was looking for.”


      “Could be.”


      “And maybe whoever bent over him wasn’t the shooter but really was somebody wanting to help him, and when he realized Manders was dead he ran out of there so he wouldn’t be involved.”


      “So what was taken from the victim’s pocket?”


      Quinn shrugged. “Maybe nothing. Maybe the guy bending over him was feeling for a heartbeat. Coulda been a doctor stepping out on his wife and didn’t want any record that he was there.”


      Renz had to grin. His canine teeth were longer than most people’s, and tinged yellow. “That’s pretty good, the heartbeat thing with the philandering cardiologist. Why you’re such an ace detective. Trouble is, there’s more to my story.”


      It began to rain, hard. “I’m sorry to hear that.” Quinn worked the buttons and raised all the windows, making it even warmer in the car. The windows blurred immediately, isolating Quinn and Renz from the outside world. There was a musty smell now to go with the stale tobacco scent. Nothing moved the sultry air.


      Renz didn’t seem at all discomfited. “Last week an insurance executive, Alan Weeks, was shot to death in Central Park, in front of witnesses too far away to see the killer’s face. They did see the killer lean over the victim and remove something from his pocket before disappearing into the woods.”


      “Not his wallet?”


      “Nope,” Renz said. “Not his expensive pocket watch, either. The bullet that killed Weeks was fired from a twenty-five-caliber handgun, but not the same gun that killed Manders. Nothing about the murders seems to connect Weeks and Manders, other than bullets in the head. And possibly whatever was removed from their pockets.”


      Quinn drummed his fingertips for a while on the steering wheel, making a sound something like the rain pattering on the car roof.


      “Maybe coincidence,” he said, not believing it. He’d been conditioned not to believe it. Coincidence and detective work were incompatible.


      Renz flashed another canine smile in the wavering light making its way through the rain-washed windows. “Like it was coincidental we bumped into each other tonight.”


      Quinn stopped with the fingers. “Fate?”


      Renz shook his head no. “Design.” The grin stayed. “Another homicide like the first two,” he said, “and we’ve definitely got ourselves a serial killer and all the media hype that goes with it. I need you and your team ready to go in the event that happens. Usual terms.”


      For particularly difficult and sensitive cases, the clever and immensely ambitious Renz called on Quinn and his team of former NYPD detectives, Pearl Kasner and Larry Fedderman, to act as his personal investigators. Their work-for-hire status provided them use of NYPD resources, but they suffered few of the department’s hindrances.


      Quinn knew this wasn’t only because Renz wanted serious crimes solved on his watch. Quinn understood the bureaucracy and still held a grudge against it from when it had turned on him. He didn’t have to be told that an important part of his job would be covering Renz’s ass.


      “You could call it a standby basis,” Renz said, “but we both know it won’t be standby very long.”


      “That’s what my gut tells me.”


      “Your gut tell you to take the job?”


      “Tells me not to touch it.”


      “How about your head?”


      “My head says run from it fast as I can.”


      “But you’re going to call Pearl and Fedderman? Be ready to go after this sicko?”


      “Yes,” Quinn said.


      Renz stared at him for a while, studying him.


      “Your heart must be telling you what to do,” he said. He grinned hugely, all incisors and canine teeth gleaming in the night’s reflected light. “How sweet.”


      “Get out of the car.”


      “Can’t,” Renz said. “You mighta noticed the radio car I was riding in has driven away, and now it’s raining. I need a lift home.”


      “You shoulda thought ahead.”


      “If I hadn’t been thinking ahead, Quinn, I wouldn’t be here talking with you. I want us to be ready for the media shit storm.”


      “You still live over on East Fifty-first?”


      “Same place,” Renz said. “Newly decorated, though.”


      “It’s kinda far from here,” Quinn said.


      “That’s why I asked a friend.”


      Quinn started the car’s big engine. Before pulling away from the curb, he drew a cigar from an inside pocket and fired it up with the Lincoln’s lighter. If Renz was riding with him, he was going to suffer. If the smoke didn’t get to Renz, it would only be because he was a cigar smoker himself and knew good tobacco when he smelled it.


      “I thought you said you were smoking your last one,” Renz said.


      “This is the last one,” Quinn said.


      Renz stared ahead quietly, obviously pissed off. Made Quinn smile.


      He would have offered Renz a cigar if they weren’t Cuban.
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      Quinn figured it wasn’t midnight yet, so Pearl might still be awake.


      She wasn’t a night owl in the sense that she liked to roam around the city after dark. It was simply that Pearl couldn’t sleep. She was probably pacing the stifling confines of her apartment, counting the steps. Or maybe bouncing off the walls. She’d always been like that, even when living with Quinn. He’d wake up at 3:00 A.M. and find her in the living room, eating potato chips and watching television news or an old movie. She was partial to the old Busby Berkeley musicals, where every time a dancer takes an initial step a thousand other dancers appear.


      He was right about her being awake. She picked up halfway through the second ring.


      “Watching an old movie?” Quinn asked.


      “Quinn. What are you doing, spying on me with a telescope?”


      “I would if I could see you from here.”


      “Babes on Broadway,” she said.


      “I’d spy on them, too.”


      “That’s the movie I’m watching, Babes on Broadway.”


      “Mickey Rooney?”


      “Not here.”


      “Don’t wanna talk to him anyway,” Quinn said. “Wanna talk to you.”


      “Talk.”


      “You should be in bed sleeping.”


      “Like you should. You didn’t call me about sleeping.”


      “Being in bed, though…”


      “Have a good reason for being on the line, Quinn, or I’m hanging up so I can watch the dancing.”


      He told her about Renz’s visit and job offer.


      “I’m still working at Sixth National,” she said when he was finished. “They need me.”


      “Pearl, Sixth National Bank hasn’t been held up since nineteen twenty-seven.”


      “Overdue.”


      “You can get a leave of absence.”


      “I know,” she said. “That’s our arrangement. It’s just…”


      “What?”


      “You start these things, these murder cases, and they take over your life. You understand. I know you do. It’s a strain on mind and body, Quinn. It becomes a goddamned obsession.”


      “There are good obsessions, Pearl.”


      “Are there? I can’t think of any.”


      “All right,” Quinn said, tired of arguing with her. “We’re slaves to ourselves all the way to the grave.”


      “Slaves to something,” Pearl said.


      “You in?” Quinn asked.


      She didn’t answer right away. He could hear lively dance music in the background.


      “Pearl?”


      “I’m in,” she said.


      Slaves to something.


      


      After the conversation with Pearl, Quinn decided not to call Fedderman until morning. Retirees went to bed early, didn’t they?


      Quinn decided they did and went to bed himself.


      He had trouble falling asleep. Maybe Pearl was right about obsessions. The hunt wasn’t only in his mind, though. It was in every cell of his being. It seemed a kind of destiny that he and whoever was on a killing spree should share a common struggle.


      There was little doubt in Quinn’s mind that there was a serial killer out there in the city, playing out the drama he’d chosen for himself, making Quinn a part of it. Quinn would be the part the killer would regret. Old juices were starting to flow again. The hunt was in body and blood.


      “Locked in,” Quinn actually muttered, and finally fell asleep.
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      In the morning, Quinn put Mr. Coffee to work so he could have his caffeine fix before walking over to the Lotus Diner for breakfast. He showered and shaved, then dressed and combed his hair. He noticed he needed a haircut but figured it could wait.


      Feeling much more awake after a restless night, he carried the wireless phone into the kitchen and sat at the table with his coffee off to the side within easy reach. Nine thirty. Fedderman should be awake by now. Maybe he was even on the links, or out on the wide ocean casting for marlin. Or he might be sitting in some diner swapping lies with other retired cops. Stories that sounded like lies to anyone listening, anyway.


      Fedderman answered his phone on the second ring and was no problem. No Pearl-like discourses out of Feds, the voice of pure practicality.


      “So we got a new hobby,” Fedderman said over the phone, when Quinn was done relating what Renz had said. That was one way police described a long-lasting serial killer investigation. “One that should keep us busy for a while. It gives me a reason for living so I don’t ride a bullet outta here.”


      Quinn sampled his coffee. Yeow! Still too hot to drink. “Things that bad, Feds?”


      “Naw, things are just things. Living alone at my age, not gainfully employed, stretching my pension money with coupons and early-bird specials. It’s okay for some people, but not for me.”


      “There are plenty of people who lead active lives after retirement,” Quinn said, but he knew exactly what Fedderman meant, how he felt. Quinn had the same feeling sometimes, woke up with it lying heavily enough on his body that it felt like one of those lead bibs dentists lay over your chest to protect against X-ray damage. It made it hard to breathe.


      “I tried golf,” Fedderman said, “tried fishing. Golf just makes you mad, fishing disappointed.”


      “Rich widows down there,” Quinn reminded him.


      “Widows looking for rich husbands,” Fedderman said, “not for bloodstained ex-cops. They get a sniff of my past and don’t want much to do with me.”


      “Jesus, I’m glad I called.”


      “Me, too, Quinn.”


      Quinn’s mind flashed an image of Fedderman, balding, gangly, paunchy, able to make the most expensive suit look as if it had just been stripped off a wino. Not tempting widow bait, Fedderman.


      I should talk.


      “You and Pearl still on the outs?” Fedderman asked, as if reading Quinn’s mind over the phone.


      “Yeah. Pearl’s got her own place, and she’s still working that bank guard job at Sixth National.”


      “Job for guys in their eighties,” Fedderman said. “Banks don’t get robbed anymore in ways a guard might prevent. Usually it’s done by computer. Robber might never even see the inside of the place.”


      “Technology.”


      “Who the hell understands it, Quinn?”


      “Everybody under thirty.”


      “Not us,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn took a cautious sip of his coffee. It was still almost hot enough to singe his tongue. Mr. Coffee needed some adjustment.


      “You want me to fly up there?” Fedderman asked. “I can close down the condo, put my convertible in storage.”


      “You drive a convertible?”


      “Uh-huh. Lot of guys around here do. Reliving their youth. Place down here sells new cars made in emerging nations at reasonable prices ’cause of the low labor costs. I got a red Sockoto Senior Special. Front seat swivels and kinda lifts you so you can get out easy.”


      That was disturbing to Quinn. “You’re in your fifties, Feds. You don’t need that kinda crap.”


      “Nice, though. Makes things easier. You’re still a young man, Quinn, comparatively. You got it made with early retirement, but you’ll find out how it is.”


      Early retirement, Quinn thought. A false accusation of child molestation, then a bullet in the leg. Some way to retire.


      “Not that you haven’t earned it,” Fedderman said, reading Quinn’s mind again. “You want me to fly up there?”


      “Not yet. Renz is waiting for confirmation and for the media wolves to start howling in unison. Then he’ll give us the go-ahead.”


      “Confirmation?”


      “Officially there’s no serial killer yet. Not enough definitive evidence to link the murders.”


      “From what you told me, he’s out there.”


      “Renz still has hope there won’t be another victim. Busy building his fool’s paradise. You know how he is.”


      “So we sit back and wait for the next victim?”


      “Not much else we can do,” Quinn said.


      “I guess not. And I’d like to be with Renz on this one, thinking there might not be a next victim, but I know better.”


      “We all do.”


      Quinn added some milk to his coffee and tested it. Cool enough now to be bearable. Coffee could be a trial to drink, but he liked to use the coffeemaker now and then just to fill the kitchen with the warm scent of fresh grounds.


      “Aren’t you gonna ask me what Renz is paying this time?” he asked.


      “Screw the money,” Fedderman said. “You know what I mean?”


      “Sure. It’s the game.”


      “I know Pearl feels the same way. That’s why I always figured you two’d stay together.”


      “Fire and ice,” Quinn said. “Sometimes it makes lots of smoke but not much in the way of flames.”


      “Long as there’s embers,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn wondered if, in Pearl’s heart, there were even embers.


      Fedderman was quiet for a while; then he said, “Can you feel him out there, Quinn?”


      He couldn’t help it; there was a note of hope in his voice. Fedderman knew Quinn was notorious for splicing into the thought processes of the mad and dangerous men who killed over and over. Quinn understood them from their work, from the pain they caused and the pain they left behind. He could read their handiwork the way a hunter reads a spoor, and then set off in the right direction.


      “Quinn?”


      The voice on the phone was faint, as if Florida were drifting away from the rest of the continent.


      “He’s out there,” Quinn said.


      After hanging up the phone he sat and drank some more coffee. It was making him hungry.
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      Pearl sat on the park bench with her cell phone in her hand, wondering if she’d done the right thing. It wasn’t the bank; she knew they’d take her back when the NYPD and Quinn cut her loose. It was Quinn himself. She was certainly over him, but did he know it? Would he act accordingly?


      Had Pearl made a mistake? Should she phone Quinn and back out of her agreement to become a cop again, just for a while?


      Questions. Too many of them. When they reached a certain critical number, Pearl usually decided to ignore them and charge blindly ahead.


      This time was no exception. She slipped her cell phone back into her purse and settled back on the bench. It was on the edge of the park, facing the street, so there was lots of pedestrian traffic.


      A compact, dark-haired woman with a kind of vibrancy even when sitting still, Pearl was drawing male stares. She ignored them.


      Right now she didn’t feel beautiful, and the hot sun beating down on her didn’t help to improve her mood. A bead of perspiration trickled erratically down her back beneath her shirt and into the waistband of her jeans. She admitted to herself that she felt like crap. Usually she felt better after making up her mind, when there was no turning back. Not this time. She hoped it wasn’t an omen.


      She felt suddenly as if she were suffocating in the heat; she breathed in some exhaust fumes, and didn’t feel much better. But the next few deep breaths moved her away from the edge of panic. Manhattan air—whatever its quality, she could live on the stuff. Millions of other people did.


      A squirrel with a gnarly tail that looked as if it might have been run over by a tire ventured close to the bench, where someone had scattered some peanut shells. It began to gnaw at one of the larger fragments of shell, then hunched its tightly sprung body and was very still.


      There was the slightest of sounds; then a shadow passed nearby, and the squirrel shot away from Pearl and into some trees.


      Pearl looked upward and saw the hawk. Its speed, the way it wheeled on the wind and soared higher, took her breath away.


      “Falcon!” she heard someone nearby say.


      Pearl squinted as the ascending bird crossed the brilliance of the sun.


      Like a lot of other New Yorkers, she’d read in the papers about how people would sit and watch peregrine falcons that nested high on skyscrapers as if they were mountain crags. Residents of the buildings sometimes wanted the falcons killed or captured because of the mess they made defecating on and around the entrances. And hailing a cab in front of the buildings could be dangerous for the doormen and their cleaning bills. Sometimes canvas sheets were mounted several stories high on the buildings as makeshift awnings to shield the sidewalk below, but these were only temporary measures.


      Pearl had read that there were over a dozen known families of falcons in New York City. Also that they fed on smaller birds such as sparrows and pigeons. So maybe this falcon was only curious and the squirrel had nothing to fear. But then, squirrels must have something to fear always, as did most animals that were the natural prey of carnivores.


      Several passersby had also seen the swooping falcon and were standing and peering skyward, shielding their eyes with their hands as if holding salutes. A man accompanied by a boy about ten stopped to see what people were looking at. The man pointed, grinning, while the boy stood with his head tilted back and his mouth open.


      The falcon veered, spread its wings wide to brake to a near halt in midair, and found its perch out of sight high on a building.


      “That was something,” a voice said next to Pearl.


      A fortyish man in a gray business suit had sat down next to her on the bench. He had a brown paper bag in one hand, almost certainly his lunch, and an unopened plastic water bottle in the other. His hairline had receded, and he’d dealt with it by affecting a tousled, forward-combed hairdo that made him look as if he’d just tumbled out of bed. On the hand holding the bottle was a wedding ring. He grinned at Pearl in a way not at all like a married man.


      “Something,” she agreed pleasantly, and got up and walked away without looking back.


      The man said nothing behind her.


      There were plenty of men in the city, but Pearl was particular. Maybe too particular.


      For the time being she contented herself with living alone and infrequently going to select dating bars, looking, but not for anything serious.


      Still, if the right guy happened along…


      Pearl smiled at her own naïveté. Right guy, wrong guy, like lyrics in a musical. It was all so much more complicated than that. She supposed that was why musicals were popular.


      She found a comfortable stride and began in earnest the walk to her subway stop. In motion she drew even more admiring glances, but she ignored them.


      There was a slight rushing sound on the edge of her consciousness, and a shadow flitted like a spirit alongside her on the sidewalk, then was gone.


      Pearl ignored that, too. She walked on, determined through her apprehension, refusing to be intimidated by her doubts.


      


      Lavern Neeson lay as if asleep and listened to the apartment door open and close. The sounds were distinct, a faint grating noise as key meshed in lock, then the soft sigh of the door sweep crossing carpet, another sigh as the door closed, and the click of the latch. Last came the rattle of the chain lock as her husband Hobbs fastened it, locking them in together. Lavern shivered beneath the thin sheet.


      Hobbs clattered about in the bathroom for a few minutes. She heard the seemingly endless trickle as he relieved himself, the flush of the toilet, the pinging and rush of water in the building’s old pipes. He seemed steady in his movements; he wasn’t drunk tonight. He wasn’t drunk as often as she liked to think. Alcohol would at least provide some excuse for what he did, and for her allowing it.


      Not that she had any choice. Her options had been taken from her one by one over the seven years of their marriage.


      No, alcohol wasn’t the problem.


      Something she’d done? Had kept doing? There must be some solid reason for the guilt that weighed her down. Guilt needed at least some soil in which to grow.


      My fault.


      That wasn’t what she concluded whenever she carefully analyzed her dilemma, but it was always what she felt, and that was what made her powerless. She couldn’t let this continue, yet she couldn’t stop it. Every time it happened she was more helpless to prevent it. Hobbs used to discuss the problem with her, seeming to listen very carefully to what she was saying, but she knew now it had been a ruse while he manipulated her, neutralized her defenses one after another.


      What’s wrong with us?


      She’d asked the question more than once. Kept asking it. Now Hobbs no longer even pretended to listen politely or care and consider.


      Lavern knew now that he didn’t have the answer. Or maybe he was as fearful of the answer as she was. Perhaps he feared merely the question.


      Where is this taking us?


      The bedroom light winked on, blinding her at first, so she clenched her eyes tightly closed and pressed her face into the pillow. She kept her eyes shut and didn’t move.


      Hobbs knew she was awake. He knew all her evasive tricks.


      “Lavern?”


      She sighed, opened her eyes, and sat up blinking in the light. She was an attractive woman with honey-blond hair and blue eyes. Her slender figure was shapely but without much of a bust. (Years ago she’d considered breast implants, and was glad now she hadn’t gotten them. They’d be another vulnerability.) Her features were a bit too long to be beautiful, her lips full and not quite meeting because of a slight overbite Hobbs used to tell her was sexy. Her pink nightgown slid down one shoulder, almost exposing one breast that truly was the size of a teacup.


      Hobbs loomed over her, all six feet of him; he was almost forty now but was still burly and hard from playing college football until he’d blown out his right knee. Still had the buzz cut that made his angular features seem as cruel as a Roman emperor’s. That harshness of countenance was made even more extreme by the coldness in his eyes that were almost exactly the same shade of blue as his wife’s. But while Lavern’s eyes were soft and resigned, Hobbs’s eyes were as hard and reflecting as diamonds.


      Lavern hadn’t known Hobbs in college, though she’d been aware of him. They’d met on First Avenue six years later when sharing a cab out of necessity during a downpour; they were two people unfortunate enough to be going the same way—though of course they’d both thought it lucky at the time. They had so much in common—or so she’d been led to believe—and at first the sex had been undeniably great.


      The relationship had worked for a while. Long enough for them to marry with romantic feigned impetuousness, helped along by a night of hard drinking during a weekend in Las Vegas.


      It was after the marriage that they came to know each other better. That was when the real Hobbs emerged. Or possibly he’d been there all along and Lavern had loved him too much to notice the signs.


      He’d removed his shirt, but hadn’t taken off his pants. She noticed the empty belt loops and knew he’d removed his leather belt. There it was in his right hand, dangling and doubled and portending pain.


      What have I done now?


      His voice was level, but still carried a quiet menace. “The towels, Lavern.”


      Her mind danced frantically. She had no idea what he was talking about. “What towels?”


      “In the bathroom. I take a piss, wash my hands, and the goddamned towels are filthy. You didn’t even hang them up straight. Damned things were bunched under the towel rack so they’d stay damp. That’s how disease spreads, Lavern.”


      She was bewildered. He actually seemed serious.


      “I’ll go see,” she said, and slid sideways to get out of bed.


      The belt caught her in the ribs, but she didn’t cry out. She knew better than to make noise. The neighbors mustn’t be disturbed. The neighbors mustn’t know.


      She grunted with pain and bent low enough that her elbows rested on her knees.


      “Stand up, Lavern. Take your medicine.”


      She knew then it wasn’t really the towels that bothered Hobbs. It was his sickness, the thing inside his heart that made him hurt with a nameless rage that from time to time would be directed at her.


      As she fought her agony and straightened her body, he surprised her by not using the belt. He used the flat of his hand instead, slapping her left cheek hard enough to spin her head so it felt as if it might snap from her spine. She tasted blood and saw a tiny red splatter on the dresser mirror all the way across the bedroom.


      He gripped her by one arm and jerked her upright so she was standing straight again, as if teeing her up for another blow.


      Violence came as easy to him as laughter. One of his friends had reminded Lavern that Hobbs had barely escaped being kicked out of college for almost killing another student with his fists in an argument over a movie. She vaguely remembered the incident, the talk on campus. He would have been expelled, only that was before he hurt his knee, and he could still bowl people over at football. Assault charges had been dropped, and the matter had been classified as an incident of boys being boys, when it should have been a clear warning.


      Not that any of this was relevant to Lavern’s present circumstances. She knew she wouldn’t have heeded any warning. Not at that age. Not even when she was older. Just Hobbs being Hobbs, she had decided, along with the faculty. Like almost everyone else, she had excused him his youthful misbehavior. He was fun to watch on the football field. There was even talk of a possible pro contract. Lavern had wondered from time to time if there might be some way to meet him.


      Then had come the knee injury, and soon thereafter she’d heard that he’d left school.


      The mature Hobbs shoved her back into the bed and wrestled her almost inert body around so she lay on her back.


      Then he was on her, straddling her, his weight mashing her slight form into the mattress. His breath hissed in the quiet bedroom.


      He began to beat her, not as hard as he could, but methodically, slapping, slapping, slapping. She let herself go limp and closed her eyes to the onslaught, closed her mind.


      Finally he stopped.


      He’s going to kill me someday. He’s going to kill somebody.


      She felt his weight shift and heard the rasp of his zipper being undone.


      At least the beating was over.


      He’s going to kill somebody.
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      Joseph Galin was conscious, but he wasn’t thinking or seeing clearly. It had become a world without time or meaning. He had no memory of how he’d gotten where he was, sitting slouched and apparently in a car.


      His car?


      He couldn’t move, and though there was no pain, there was an advancing numbness. It had begun with his feet, then his hands. Now he had no feeling at all in any of his extremities. He might as well have been floating like a balloon.


      Galin could see out the windshield to the wide expanse of the car’s hood, where a bird of some kind was walking around, pecking, maybe damaging the paint. And it was night out. Evening. Dark and getting darker. Way past dusk.


      Then darkness fell completely, as if he were in a sealed room and someone had pulled down a shade. Odd. Strange also that he wasn’t afraid. More curious. What the hell was happening?


      Am I drunk?


      He’d been on benders before and figured this wasn’t one of them.


      Some kind of stroke?


      If I could only remember who I am…


      He could smell leather and something that reminded him of dirty coins…pennies.


      A penny for my thoughts…


      He might have smiled.


      The darkness was heavy on him, keeping him from opening his eyes now. Not that it made any difference. He heard himself let out a long breath. Heard the bird pecking on the car hood, still working even though it was so dark. He heard a car passing way out in the street, beyond the mouth of the alley.


      Alley?


      He began to remember and was afraid. His mind searched for light and found none.


      The fear remained. Held on to him like a lost lover dying along with him.


      Dying?


      Without meaning to, he said loudly and in a clear voice, “Hawk.”


      The word meant nothing to him.


      Then Galin saw nothing, became totally blind. He could no longer remember what he couldn’t see. Could no longer smell the leather and tarnished copper or anything else, could hear nothing, feel nothing…


      Nothing.


      


      The phone chirping by the bed pulled Quinn out of deep sleep. His mouth and throat were dry. There was grit beneath his eyelids. He glanced at his watch to see the time. It was…dark. Why the hell didn’t luminous hands work at the same brightness all the time?


      He found the phone in the dark, lifted the receiver, and mashed it against his ear.


      Damned chirping’s stopped, anyway. Like a nattering bird.


      “Quinn?”


      Renz’s voice. Great.


      “Quinn,” he confirmed. He reached out and switched on the reading lamp on the table alongside the bed. Saw the face of his watch. A few minutes past five o’clock.


      “You were sleeping, right?” Renz said, as if he’d been asked to answer some kind of riddle.


      “You guessed it. That why you called? To wake me up?”


      “Yeah, but there’s a deeper reason. Remember our conversation from a week ago?”


      Quinn was almost all the way awake now. “I remember. We got another one?”


      “’Fraid so. Remember Joe Galin?”


      Quinn searched his memory. Found a stocky, gray-haired plainclothes cop with an easy smile that could turn hard. “Detective Joe Galin? Narcotics? Manhattan South?”


      “The very one,” Renz said.


      “Galin’s dead?”


      “Or putting on a hell of an act.”


      Quinn was having difficulty processing this. “Our killer did a cop?”


      “Sure did. Single small-caliber bullet to the head. Ex-cop, by the way. He was retired, like you.”


      “Like I was,” Quinn said.


      


      Despite the hour, Quinn phoned Pearl and Fedderman. Then he got dressed, went outside to where his car was parked, and in the glimmering dawn drove across town and over the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge into Queens.


      It was a gray but bright morning when Quinn pulled the Lincoln to the curb and braked to a halt behind a parked radio car. There was another patrol car and what looked like an unmarked city car parked directly in front of a take-out pizza joint with PIZZA-RIO painted on its window. Beneath the name in smaller letters was PIZZA WITH A SPANISH KICK.


      Might be good, Quinn thought, as he climbed out of the Lincoln. But not now. Not here. What he wanted was coffee. He knew he should have taken the time to swing by the Lotus Diner and get a go cup. It would have taken only a few more minutes. Several uniformed cops and two plainclothes detectives were standing around on the sidewalk in a circle. They were holding white foam cups, some of which had steam rising from them, and at least two were eating doughnuts.


      As Quinn walked toward the mouth of an alley where, according to Renz on the phone, the shooting had taken place, one of the plainclothes guys—the shorter of the two, with a gray buzz cut and a broad, florid face, spotted Quinn and walked toward him. He smiled. “Captain Quinn?”


      Quinn nodded, noticing the man was holding two cups of coffee.


      “I’m Detective Charlton Lewellyn. I’ve been with Commissioner Renz on the phone. He said this one was yours.” He held out one of the foam cups for Quinn to take, as if he’d been referring to it and not to what had happened in the alley.


      Quinn accepted the cup, which had a white plastic lid on it to keep in the heat, and thanked Lewellyn. He sipped. Good coffee, cream, no sugar. Had Lewellyn checked with someone to see how Quinn drank his coffee?


      “I hope that’s okay,” Lewellyn said, as if he didn’t want Quinn to think he was too clever.


      Quinn took another sip. “Fine.”


      “We kept the scene frozen for you,” Lewellyn said. He led the way toward the alley. The uniforms had moved away and taken up position to keep any passersby clear. One of them was seated in a radio car with the door hanging open, working on some kind of form on a metal clipboard. The other plainclothes cop was standing nearby, as if the one filling out the form might need help. It occurred to Quinn that there wasn’t much of a turnout here considering an ex-cop had been shot. But maybe that was Renz keeping a low profile. Or maybe Galin had been gone too long. About five years, Renz had said.


      There was yellow crime scene tape strung across the mouth of the alley. Lewellyn lifted it high so Quinn could stoop and move beneath it, like a corner man helping a boxer into the ring.


      A late-model red Buick was parked in the alley. Beyond it, Quinn saw three kids peering down the alley from the block at the opposite end. There was no crime scene tape, but there was at least one uniform posted there, keeping anyone from cutting through. He came into view and talked to the kids, and they all looked down the alley toward Quinn and hurriedly moved along.


      As Quinn got closer to the car he saw a figure hunched over the steering wheel. “CSU been here?”


      “Nobody,” Lewellyn said. “We were keeping it fresh for you.”


      Quinn set his coffee cup on the ground out of the way, then got some crime scene gloves from a pocket and worked them onto his hands. He moved in closer to the Buick. All of the car’s windows were up. The doors appeared to be unlocked.


      “The engine and air conditioner were off,” Lewellyn said.


      “Ignition key in the off position?”


      “Yes, sir. It wasn’t all that hot last night. The victim might have sat a while with the windows up and still not gotten warm enough to lower them or turn the engine and AC back on.”


      “Or he might have just arrived and been about to get out of the car,” Quinn said.


      Lewellyn nodded.


      “I like it your way, though,” Quinn said, making friends. “He didn’t park here in an alley for nothing.”


      Lewellyn nodded again, same way, same expression, not giving away much or taking much. Quinn liked that about him.


      Quinn leaned closer and peered into the lightly tinted front-side window, across the wide seat, at the dead man behind the steering wheel. He saw no sign of a bullet hole. The heavyset man with the wavy gray hair might have been taking a nap.


      Not touching the car, Quinn moved around to the driver’s side. Through the window he could see the dark bullet hole in Galin’s temple.


      Making as little contact with the handle as possible, he opened the door.


      The wound looked nastier up close and without tinted glass filtering out the details.


      “He wasn’t wearing his seat belt,” Lewellyn said. He’d moved in so he was standing just behind Quinn.


      Quinn saw that that was true.


      There was no sign of a gun, but they might still be looking at suicide. Then Quinn noticed the butt of what looked like a nine-millimeter handgun protruding from a belt holster beneath the victim’s suit coat. The position of the holster, the way the gun butt was turned, indicated Galin was right handed.


      Left temple wound. Small-caliber bullet. Not likely a suicide, even if the gun that fired the bullet was around, under the seat or something. And why would somebody serious about suicide favor a small-caliber weapon when he had a large-caliber one in his holster? If you really do go through with it and shoot yourself, you want to make sure.


      Quinn noticed the right-hand jacket pocket in Galin’s gray suit coat was turned inside out.


      “No sign of a note,” Lewellyn said.


      “Sometimes they put them in the mail beforehand,” Quinn said.


      Lewellyn sipped his coffee, holding the cup with both hands as if it were a cold morning instead of seventy degrees.


      “You know him personally?” Quinn asked.


      Lewellyn shook his head no. “He worked out of Manhattan. You?”


      “Didn’t exactly know him. I recall seeing him around. He was Narcotics. Worked undercover sometimes.”


      “Think that might have anything to do with him being shot?”


      “It usually does,” Quinn said. “But probably not this time.”


      “Guy walks some mean streets for years, then doesn’t bother wearing his seat belt and something like this happens to him.”


      “Goes to show you,” Quinn said, “but I’m not sure what.”


      Lewellyn silently sipped some more coffee, not knowing what, either.


      Quinn wished he could help him, but couldn’t.
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      Quinn wished he could take his eyes off Pearl.


      He was behind his big cherrywood desk in his combination office and den. Pearl was slouched in the small armchair on the left, angled toward the desk. She was wearing a white blouse, black slacks, a gray blazer, and comfortable-looking black shoes with thick, slightly built-up heels. Not a sexy outfit, but she turned it into one. Her black hair was slightly mussed this morning, her full lips glossed a red that wasn’t brilliant but looked so on her. Her dark eyes with the long dark lashes…


      “Quinn, you concentrating?”


      Fedderman’s voice. Feds was seated in the large brown leather chair where Quinn often sat when he was alone and wanted to read.


      “Concentrating,” Quinn said.


      Fedderman looked at him and shook his head slightly. He had antennae, did Feds.


      “Something I’m missing?” Pearl asked.


      “Not a chance,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl didn’t answer. Gave him a look. Quinn could feel the old chemistry returning to the team of detectives. There was tension here, almost all the time, but it tended to lead to results.


      “What we have is a dead ex-cop,” Quinn said.


      “There’s no such thing as an ex-cop,” Fedderman said.


      “Me,” Pearl said. “From time to time.”


      “We still have a dead ex-cop,” Quinn said. “For him, time’s over.” He looked at Fedderman. “You know Galin when he was on the job?”


      “Knew of him,” Fedderman said. He was wearing a gray suit like Galin’s, only Galin’s fit him better, even dead.


      Gangly, paunchy Fedderman was one of those people who mystified tailors. Not that Fedderman ever went to one. He always looked as if he’d just shaken straw out of his sleeves and come from scaring away crows in a cornfield. His body parts didn’t quite match, and nothing fit him well. Often one of his shirt cuffs was unbuttoned and flapping as he walked. Quinn wondered how that happened. It was usually after Fedderman had written something down. Quinn thought it might be because he dragged his hand a certain way when he used a pen or pencil and it worked the cuff button loose.


      Fedderman ran his long, pianist’s fingers through what was left of his light-colored hair. That seemed to remind him he was getting balder by the day. He lowered his hand and glanced at it as if he might find errant hair. “Galin was a guy kinda kept to himself,” he said. “Seemed friendly enough, just…I dunno, private.”


      “I was in the two-oh doing a report a long time ago,” Pearl said. “Galin walked past and pretended he’d pinched me on the ass. Made a big thing of it. It got him some laughs.”


      “Sure,” Fedderman said.


      “But he didn’t really pinch you?” Quinn asked.


      “I said he didn’t.”


      “What’d you do?” Fedderman asked.


      “Shoved him into a desk anyway. He had to wave his arms around to keep from falling. That got the biggest laugh. I heard the two-oh guys called him ‘Windmill Galin’ for a while after that.”


      “I take it you didn’t like him,” Quinn said.


      Pearl shrugged. “He was no worse than most. They get kinda wild sometimes, the guys doing undercover. No way some of that shit doesn’t rub off on you. You do that kinda work, you better have some…”


      “Moral equilibrium,” Fedderman suggested.


      Pearl looked at him as if he were a lesser primate that had spoken. “That’s exactly right, Feds. Good boy!”


      She sat up straighter, making her large breasts strain the fabric of her white blouse. She clapped once, as if to suggest they return to business, then rubbed her hands together as if to warm them. “I guess we rule out suicide.”


      “No gun in the car,” Quinn said, “other than the nine-millimeter in Galin’s holster, and it hadn’t been fired.”


      “Holster strap wasn’t even unsnapped,” Fedderman said. “Galin either knew who shot him, or he was taken completely by surprise.”


      “Our guy do this?” Pearl asked Quinn.


      “I don’t doubt it,” Quinn said. “Nothing seems to have been stolen from Galin. His wallet had over ninety dollars in it and wasn’t touched. He was still wearing his wristwatch.”


      “Piece of crap,” Fedderman said. “Galin liked to shop down on Canal Street, buy imitation name-brand watches. His watch said Movado, but it was probably worth about ten bucks.”


      “Free to the shooter,” Quinn said “and he still left it.” He leaned back in his desk chair, swiveled an inch or two this way and that. The chair’s mechanism made a tiny squeak each time it moved clockwise. “That inside-out pocket in his suit coat. Something was snatched out of that pocket fast, probably after Galin was dead.”


      The desk phone jangled. The sudden noise made Fedderman jump. Pearl didn’t move. Both detectives watched Quinn as he picked up the receiver, then said “yeah” six times and hung up.


      “That was Renz,” he said. “They got the slug out of Galin’s head. Twenty-five caliber. Ballistics said it doesn’t match either of the bullets removed from the two previous victims.”


      “It was a warm night,” Fedderman said, “and with gas high as it is, it costs a bundle to sit in a parked car with the engine idling and the air conditioner running. Lots of retired cops live on the cheap. Galin might have been sitting there with his window down, taking what breeze there was, and the shooter just worked in close and shot him in the head.”


      “Then he raised the window?” Pearl said.


      “Maybe. Before he died.”


      Quinn wasn’t buying it, about the window. “More likely the shooter approached the car, yanked open the door, and shot him. Then slammed the door shut and left.”


      “More likely,” Fedderman admitted. “But who the hell’d walk up on him and shoot him?”


      “Somebody who knew how to move,” Pearl said. “Galin spent time on the streets. It’d take somebody with skill to work in on him unseen and unheard, open his car door, and fire a bullet into his brain. The way the car was parked in that alley, the shooter couldn’t have approached at much of an angle.”


      “Maybe he just walked up to the car,” Fedderman said. “Maybe Galin went there to meet him and didn’t suspect he was gonna get popped. Opened the door to get out of his car, then bang.”


      Pearl nodded. “We don’t know what we’re talking about. Not at this point. We’re just wagging our jaws making noise.”


      “That’s okay,” Quinn said, “as long as we don’t make up our minds about anything important yet.”


      “Galin’s dead” Pearl said. “That’s important.”


      “Not to him,” Fedderman said. “Not anymore.”


      “He had a wife,” Quinn said. “He was important to her. Still is.”


      “Maybe,” Fedderman said.


      “Either way,” Quinn said “we’re gonna talk to her.”
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      Her name was June.


      Joe Galin’s widow was in her forties and looked as if she’d had drastic cosmetic surgery done to her eyes. They were dark brown and slanted like a cat’s, and would have been beautiful if she hadn’t been sobbing most of the day. Though short, she had a high-fashion model’s anorexic figure, and even wearing an oversized T-shirt, baggy brown shorts, and flip-flops, it was easy to imagine her strutting along a runway. The widow would have been stunning if she hadn’t had a nose that appeared as though it belonged on a much larger face.


      Do the nose next, Pearl thought, when she, Quinn, and Fedderman had introduced themselves. She took in the widow’s eyes, the possibly collagened lips, the probably uplifted boobs, and wondered about June’s priorities.


      June invited them all the way into a surprisingly well-furnished and tastefully decorated home that was on a middle-class street of single-story houses with vinyl siding.


      Quinn had noticed that the Galin home was the only brick-fronted house on the block. He also was noticing the way Pearl was sizing up June, figuring that when the interview was over, Pearl would have something to say.


      June offered them tea or coffee, and after the offer was declined motioned for them to sit. She sat down herself in a flower-patterned chair with wooden arms. Pearl took a more comfortable gray leather recliner, thinking it had probably been Joe Galin’s favorite chair, the point from which he’d observed the narrowing world of the retired cop. Quinn and Fedderman remained standing.


      “We’re sorry for your loss, dear,” Quinn began.


      ‘Dear.’ Starting with the phony Irish charm, Pearl thought. So obvious. But that was his talent, how he got people to confide in him. Pearl could see right through Quinn, and wondered why the suspects and witnesses he laid his phony bullshit on couldn’t.


      June didn’t have a wadded tissue, but she nodded her thanks for his condolences and dabbed at her swollen eyes with a dainty knuckle. Pearl caught the flash of a gold wedding ring inlaid with tiny diamonds that might have been as phony as Quinn’s charm, but maybe not.


      “Did you know my husband?” June asked Quinn and Quinn only. He’d captured her full attention. They were players in the same drama; the others might join in if they so chose.


      He nodded solemnly. “Oh, yes. You know how it is, dear, I’m sure. All of us on the job are brothers and sisters.”


      Siblings against crime. Pearl tried not to make a face. She caught Fedderman’s eye. He looked quickly away. He was watching, analyzing, as she was.


      The deal was, Quinn was going to handle the interview. Pearl and Fedderman were to make mental notes and, when it seemed wise, occasionally add momentum to the conversation, if any momentum developed. The object was to keep the talk flowing so at some point the tongue might get a little ahead of the brain. A prodding now and then from the sidelines could be very effective, as long as the subject of the questioning didn’t realize he or she was being ganged up on.


      “During the days leading up to his passing,” Quinn said, “did your husband behave in any way unusual?”


      June’s tilted, tear-brimmed eyes suddenly appeared suspicious. Was this about screwing her out of Joe’s death benefit?


      “I mean,” Quinn said, seeing the signs, “did he seem on guard, as if someone might be posing some kind of danger?”


      “He’d been retired almost five years. After that much time, who’d be looking to get even for something he did on the job?”


      “Somebody who’d been in prison five years,” Fedderman suggested.


      June thought and nodded. “I hadn’t considered that.”


      “We’re checking his old closed case files for just that kind of thing,” Quinn said. “The work we do, the time we put in to keep this city safe…with a good cop like your husband, the years collect all sorts of things, including enemies.”


      “He put away a lot of bad types,” Pearl said. “Unfortunately, not for life.”


      “Those people,” June said, sniffling, “the ones he helped put away…Joe said they talk big sometimes, but they usually cool off during their time in prison.”


      “That’s usually true,” Quinn said. “And usually ex-cons don’t shoot and kill ex-cops.”


      “Usually not,” Fedderman said. “But sometimes.”


      “It could happen,” Quinn said with a trace of reluctance, as if he really wished he could agree with June but had to acknowledge Fedderman’s point.


      June shrugged one bony shoulder and dabbed at her moist right eye with the back of a knuckle. “Joe didn’t seem afraid. But then, he was never afraid of much.”


      “Isn’t that the truth, dear,” Quinn said. He made a fist with his right hand and ground it into his left. “A fine man like your husband. A good and true cop. And then some worthless piece of—” He caught himself and forced a smile. “I’m sorry. It’s just that all of us here, we bleed for a lost brother as you do for your lost husband. Your love.” He crossed his arms and stood there like a compassionate figure climbed down from Mount Rushmore. “It’s a fact there are all kinds of love. It’s not too strong a word to use for the way many of us felt and still feel about Joe Galin. Your husband will be missed by a lot of people. Missed in all sorts of ways and for all sorts of reasons. The world is the worse for his leaving it.”


      June lowered her chin to her chest and began to sob.


      Quinn went to her and gently patted her shoulder. “There, there, dear, I shouldn’t have made you cry. But we so much want to find out what happened. If there’s anything you could tell us…”


      “Everything seemed normal,” June insisted. “Joe was happy enough, even planning an elk-hunting trip with his buddies. They were going to drive up to Canada when the weather changed and elk were in season.”


      “Sounds great,” Fedderman said. “You ever go with them?”


      “Oh, no. It’s a men’s thing. I don’t want to shoot any animal. Shoot any living being.”


      “Great to get out in the woods, though,” Fedderman said. “Nature can be beautiful.”


      A slight smile glowed through the tears. “That’s certainly true.”


      “I suppose you and your husband enjoyed nature together,” Pearl said.


      June seemed not to have heard her.


      “If you can remember anything at all,” Quinn urged, dragging June from the sylvan setting of her imagination and back to her agony.


      Her body shook in another spasm of sobbing. Her nose began to drip uncontrollably.


      Fedderman went to where a Kleenex box sat near a cream-colored phone on a table and pulled several of the blossoming tissues from their slot. He presented the bulky and stemless white bouquet to the widow. June accepted it and began dabbing at her eyes and nose.


      “Thanks so much,” the widow told him, glancing up with reddened and grateful cat’s eyes.


      “Something like what happened to your husband,” Fedderman said, “reminds us that we’re all in this together.” There was a catch in his voice.


      Pearl observed all this and felt a stab of pride. These guys are good. And I’m part of the team. Just then, the idea of standing around in her gray uniform, hour after hour, in a walnut and marbled quiet bank lobby wasn’t so appealing.


      “He didn’t seem exactly afraid,” June muttered into the Kleenex between sniffles.


      “Pardon me, dear?” Quinn sounded casual, even distracted, as if he might have misheard a remark about the weather.


      “Not what I’d describe as afraid,” June said, more clearly.


      Quinn nodded his understanding. “But he must have felt something at least somewhat out of the ordinary. At least sometimes, or you wouldn’t have brought it up.”


      “Yes,” she admitted. “But—”


      “What, then?” he asked gently.


      “I don’t know…” She sobbed some more, dabbed at her nose and eyes some more.


      “Did he seem uneasy?” Quinn asked.


      “No, not exactly.”


      “Anxious?” Fedderman suggested. “Did your husband seem anxious?”


      The widow looked at him. “Well, yes…I suppose you could describe it that way. But ‘uneasy’ is more like it. Sometimes on a case he used to get like that.”


      There was something here. They could all sense it. Sitting there in Joe Galin’s Barcalounger, Pearl was wondering how a guy like Galin would act if he were involved with another woman, having a hot affair. He might act suspiciously around his wife, even a guy his age, with his experience and the elbows and who knew what else he’d rubbed over the years. Retired narc in love. And secretly loving the danger. Missing the danger.


      “Anxious how?” Fedderman asked.


      “I didn’t say—“


      “Elated?” Pearl asked.


      The widow’s head snapped around. She’d known what Pearl was thinking, and had to admit she might be right.


      “Elated,” she said in a hoarse whisper. She’d almost strangled on the word. Then she made a face as if she didn’t like its taste and was considering spitting it out. Instead, she swallowed.


      Quinn moved closer and gently patted her shoulder. “It’s all right, dear. You’re with friends.”


      She gazed up at him with moist, surgically widened eyes. “If Joe was elated, it was about something he didn’t share with me.”


      Pearl stared at her, feeling a strange pang of pity.


      It isn’t okay yet to hate your husband. Not with him so recently passed from this world of the living and still a resident of the morgue. It isn’t allowed.


      “Nervous,” June said. She’d found a word, a concept, she could handle. “Yes, I suppose that’s the best way to put it. The last week or so before his…his death, Joe seemed nervous. Not afraid, but nervous.”


      “Anxious,” Fedderman said again.


      She looked at him, defeated. “Anxious,” she conceded.


      Feds had worn her down.


      Pearl showed a thin smile when the widow wasn’t looking.


      Elated.


      Interesting.
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      Jerry Dunn remembered a time in London when he’d sat in his hotel room awaiting the arrival of a prostitute. It had felt something like this.


      It wasn’t morning then, as it was now. And he’d been sitting on the bed then, not in a chair as now. The chair was armless and uncomfortable, before a low wooden desk on which was a phone and a gold-embossed leather folder stuffed with flyers explaining the amenities at the Mayerling Hotel in Midtown Manhattan.


      The Mayerling was almost plush enough to be called luxurious, with a vast blue-carpeted lobby and marbled steps leading to a long registration desk. Arranged about the lobby were half a dozen conversation groupings of high-quality cracked leather chairs and heavily grained wooden tables. The main elevators were almost invisible in a decorative wall of polished oak and veined marble. Beyond an array of potted plants was a discreet entrance to a lounge. Jerry had noted that the lounge also had a street door, so that you could enter or leave it without passing through the lobby. That was an important fact that Jerry logged in his memory.


      Jerry had a good memory. A good mind. And he was damned good at writing advertising copy. He knew he looked like an average kind of guy—mid-forties, dark hair just beginning to thin, pleasant features, nice smile. Always up, was Jerry, at least on the outside. If they were casting him for movies he’d never be the leading man. He’d get the roles Tony Randall used to get, or Gig Young. Clean-cut, handsome guys, but not quite leading men. That was how Jerry figured people saw him, not quite ready for stardom, ever.


      He glanced at his gold Rolex watch. It was an imitation Rolex with a quartz movement inside a gold-plated case. It didn’t cost as much as a real Rolex, of course, but unless you examined it carefully it could pass for the real thing.


      The real thing.


      Is that was this is about? What I have to find out? Am I the real thing?


      It was amazing. The heightening anticipation was almost the same as with the London prostitute. Heather had been her name. The name she’d used, anyway. She’d looked something like Sami, Jerry’s wife. That had put Jerry off at first, but only at first.


      He gazed out at the morning sunlight blasting through between the tall buildings across the street and making his eyes ache. It was still early. Sami would be back from driving the kids to school. Or maybe not. She might have stopped off somewhere, to pick up some groceries, or maybe to have a coffee at Starbucks with her friend Joan. Sami of suburbia.


      Jerry made a soft, snorting sound. He shouldn’t feel that way, he knew. He should like their life out in the burbs. He did like it. And where else were you going to raise kids? Not in this shitpot city. The things that happened here…


      He laughed nervously. You should talk.


      The room was cool enough, but he realized he was perspiring.


      Damn that sun! They oughta tint those windows.


      He stood up, walked over, and closed the heavy drapes just enough to block the direct light. Then he sat down again at the desk and thought about Sami, putting her in Starbucks, seated at a table sipping a mocha latte, a medium one, or whatever Starbucks was calling medium these days. Maybe leisurely leafing through a newspaper, browsing for sales.


      She thought he was at an advertising convention in Los Angeles. The convenient thing was that there actually was an advertising convention in that city at the time of Jerry’s stay in New York, and his firm of Fleishman and Gilliam was represented. Mathers was there. The Beave would cover for him if Sami did happen to phone L.A. The Beave would tell Sami her husband was on a side trip with some reps, or off to some other place where he couldn’t be reached. Sure, he’d tell Jerry to call her when he saw him. Might not be right away, though, since the convention hotel was overbooked and Jerry was at another hotel a few blocks away.


      Jerry smiled. The Beave would think of something, and would know how to elaborate on his lie so it would be believable. Most of the other people from the firm would do the same. The guys, anyway. They were used to covering for ol’ Jer’. They’d figure he was off on another of his sexual escapades and provide a good story for Sami, stay in tight with him. They knew Jerry might be called upon to do the same for them someday. Those advertising conventions were fuck-fests. Some of them, anyway.


      He looked again at his watch. It was almost time to leave the hotel.


      He began to tremble.


      Since he still had a few minutes, he went into the bathroom and emptied his bladder. He should have known better than to drink so much morning coffee.


      He zipped up and then washed his hands, looking at his image in the mirror as he dried them. He forced himself to smile and said aloud to his image a line from a song in one of his favorite musicals.


      “I believe in you.”


      His image tilted up its chin and smiled back.


      I believe in you.


      When he left the room, the trembling began again.
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      Pedestrian traffic was heavy and moving fast. Everyone on Manhattan Island seemed to walk fast. It amused Pearl sometimes to think that if everyone just kept walking fast the direction they were going, it wouldn’t take long for all of them to reach the water. Then what would they do? Simply keep going like lemmings and all drown? Or mill about until the mood grew ugly and violence would ensue? The smokers would die first.


      Pearl was irritated. Fedderman was supposed to have picked her up this morning in an unmarked and driven her to Quinn’s apartment, where the three of them were to discuss developments and plan the day.


      But Fedderman hadn’t shown. Most likely he’d overslept, having drunk himself to sleep last night. Not that Pearl knew or had heard anything about Fedderman being in the bottle, but why wouldn’t he be? Pearl figured that in his place she’d probably become an alky herself, living a solitary life in some ten-by-ten condo in Florida, going outside now and then so the sun could bake your brain.


      Different strokes…


      She wished she could stroke Fedderman with a baseball bat.


      Pearl had taken the subway uptown, and was now walking the remaining few blocks to Quinn’s apartment. It was a hot morning. The sun seemed to burn with an extra fierceness and cast long, stark shadows that emphasized angles. Traffic gleamed like multicolored gems strung along streets. Bagged trash was still piled curbside. Some of the plastic bags had burst or been cut open to get to the contents. New York could smell sweet and rotten on a morning like this.


      She was standing with half a dozen other people waiting for a traffic light to change, everyone starting to perspire like her in the building morning heat, when her cell phone played its four solemn notes from the old Dragnet TV show. She fished it from her pocket and answered it a second before checking caller ID to see who was on the other end of the connection.


      She was a second too late. She’d expected Quinn, wondering where she was and what was keeping her. Instead she saw letters spelling out Sunset Assisted Living. Pearl’s mother was calling from her modest but specially equipped apartment.


      “Milton Kahn says you have something on your neck,” her mother said, without preamble. “Just behind your ear.”


      Pearl wasn’t surprised. It was the way her mother often began phone conversations.


      “I’ve got Milton Kahn on my back,” Pearl said, about the former lover she was trying to shed.


      “He cares deeply about you, dear.”


      “Mom, we tried. We’re simply not compatible. It wasn’t a take. Kaput! It’s over.”


      “What are you trying to tell me, Pearl?”


      “That I’m at work and don’t have time to talk.”


      “Even about your future, God willing that you have one.”


      Huh? “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “The thing on your neck, Pearl—Milton Kahn says it might be serious, and he of all people should know, the necks he looks at. Not that it’s critical now, but such things should be kept in check, dear, through regular visits to your doctor.”


      “In this case my doctor would be Milton,” Pearl said. She knew the game. Milton Kahn was a dermatologist. He and Pearl had been the object of a matchmaking maneuver involving Milton’s aunt, also a resident of Sunset Assisted Living, and Pearl’s mother.


      “Milton and I had a fling,” Pearl said, “that’s all. It can never be anything more.”


      “Fling, schming,” her mother said.


      “Almost all schming,” Pearl said, not even knowing what she meant.


      Actually Pearl had enjoyed their brief, exploratory affair, but Milton Kahn could never be the steady lover of a cop, much less the husband that his aunt and Pearl’s mother envisioned. Pearl had broken off the affair. Milton didn’t want it to stay broken. Now he was apparently plotting to get Pearl concerned about what appeared to be a simple brown mole on her neck, just behind her right ear. The last time they’d seen each other, at a mutual friend’s daughter’s bat mitzvah, he’d brought the mole to her attention, feigning what she now knew to be great concern. The tiny mole had been there—well, she didn’t know how long. How often does anyone look behind his or her right ear? Knowing her medical insurance was scant, Milton was hoping to lure her to his office and place her under his care, then under him.


      Pearl smiled as the light changed and she stepped down off the curb to follow the herd across the intersection. Dr. Milton Kahn only thought he was devious.


      “Pearl?”


      “I’m here, Mom. The mole on my neck hasn’t killed me yet.”


      “Of these things you shouldn’t joke, Pearl. Mrs. Edna Langstrom—I don’t think you ever met her—didn’t have the chance, poor thing. She was a resident here in the nursing home—“


      “Assisted living,” Pearl reminded her.


      “Assisted hell, is what. But she was a resident like me, and she had this reddish rash on her neck, not far from where Milton says your mole is, and she tried to alert the medical staff here, but naturally they were too busy to pay attention—or so they claimed, though I often see them in their lounge drinking coffee—and the rash became larger and started to itch, and before dinner one night—pot roast night, your favorite—she fell over dead.”


      “From the rash?”


      “From a car backing up the driveway to let out Mrs. Lois Grahamson, another resident. The car was driven by her grandson Evan, poor man.”


      “A car killed Mrs. Langstrom?”


      “While she was distracted scratching her rash.”


      “The point being?”


      “That you should be careful, Pearl. Take precautions, such as seeing your doctor.”


      “My doctor being Milton Kahn.”


      “He’s a dermatologist, Pearl. You could do worse if you had a rash. You could do worse in many other respects.”


      “I don’t have a rash.”


      “A mole could become a rash, or worse, if you don’t take—”


      “Mom, Milton Kahn tried and tried hard. He doesn’t do anything to scratch my itch.”


      “Pearl!”


      “He and I aren’t a match. We made an effort. It wasn’t a bad idea. It simply didn’t work.”


      “Milton thinks it might yet.”


      “Milton is wrong.”


      “But you will do something about your rash.”


      “I don’t have a rash.”


      “Yet.”


      “I’ve got to hang up now, Mom. Crime calls.”


      “Don’t joke about your health, Pearl.”


      “You’re breaking up, Mom.”


      “Nothing is funny.”


      Pearl held the phone away from her head, but didn’t raise her voice. “Mom, you’re brea…”


      She broke the connection, figuring her mother had it wrong. It was Pearl’s mental health that concerned Pearl. She expected and even thrived on the pressure of the job she’d taken on, but she didn’t like the additional pressure applied by her mother, and now by Milton Kahn. He had a nerve, trying to use her mother so he could get back into her pants. Pearl’s pants.


      Pearl realized she was on Quinn’s block. She made herself slow down. She’d been walking faster and faster as she talked on the phone, taking long strides for such a short woman. Now her heart was pounding away, and she was slightly out of breath. Unconsciously, she raised her right hand to her neck as she walked, tracing the area of the mole with her fingertips. The mole was there, all right. She could barely feel it.


      She put it out of her mind.


      


      “Traffic,” Fedderman said, seated in his usual chair in Quinn’s den, enjoying a cup of coffee.


      “That’s why you didn’t come by my apartment and pick me up?” Pearl said. “You were caught in traffic?” She’d been about to sit down, but continued standing, as if considering springing at Fedderman. “You could have called.”


      “I tried,” Fedderman said. “Got the machine at your place. You must have already given up on me and left. I couldn’t get through on your cell, either. You oughta keep the line clear when you know somebody might be trying to reach you.”


      Pearl glared at him, then sat down and seethed.


      “Something wrong, Pearl?” Quinn asked from behind his desk.


      Pearl didn’t look at him. “My mother.”


      “She okay?” Quinn asked in a concerned voice, misunderstanding.


      “She is. I’m not.”


      “Oh.” Quinn knew about the relationship between Pearl and her mother. “Why don’t you go into the kitchen and pour yourself a cup of coffee? It’ll help you calm down.”


      Now Pearl aimed her laser look at him. “Coffee does that? Calms you down?”


      Fedderman was grinning. He held up his own cup, and then held out his free hand to demonstrate its steadiness.


      “If you don’t want a cup, then we’ll get down to business,” Quinn said in a voice that Pearl knew. His warning voice. She could take her bad mood further and risk serious confrontation, or she could back off. He shot a look at Fedderman, too, causing the grin to fade. “Either one of you seen the papers this morning?”


      “Haven’t had time,” Pearl said. “Had to subway and walk all the damned way over here.”


      Quinn stared at the folded newspapers on his desk, as if the sight of Pearl might be too much for him. “Feds?”


      “Haven’t seen them, either. Had to drive, fight traffic, call on the cell phone,” Fedderman explained, looking at Pearl.


      “What you can do with your cell phone—”


      “Did you say hello to your mother for me?” Quinn interrupted. That was his calm-but-about-to-explode tone.


      Pearl seemed to adjust herself to a calmer setting. “I always do,” she lied.


      Quinn looked at her, regretting that she was so damned beautiful when she got her ire up. Seeing her that way reminded him of what he’d lost.


      “Okay,” he said, and opened the top paper, the Post, and held it up so the headline showed: .25-CALIBER KILLER STALKS CITY. Then Quinn held up the Times to demonstrate the same news in a less sensational fashion.


      “Leaky NYPD,” Pearl said.


      “It didn’t take the media long to give our guy a moniker,” Fedderman said. “Next we’ll see an artist’s depiction of the killer, even though nobody’s seen him.”


      “The artist will be working off Helen Iman’s description,” Quinn said. Helen was the police profiler he knew would sooner or later be in on the case. While he wasn’t a fan of profilers, in truth he had to admit that Helen might be an exception.


      “So the media shit storm Renz feared is on us,” Fedderman said. “What now?”


      “We drive over and look at 149 West Seventy-ninth Street,” Quinn said.


      “What’s that?” Pearl asked.


      “The city-paid-for office space Renz promised us.” He stood up from behind his desk. “We ready?”


      “Ready for anything,” Fedderman said. He gulped down the remainder of his coffee and put cup and saucer aside.


      “I already put the murder books and notes in a box in the trunk of my car,” Quinn said. “We can drive it over, come back for the unmarked later if we need it. Parking’s hell in that part of town.”


      Pearl and Fedderman stood up. Pearl wished they could stop somewhere so she could get a cup of coffee, but decided against mentioning it.


      They moved toward the living room and the door.


      “I always liked your mother,” Fedderman said as they were leaving. “The few times we met, she seemed like a real lady.”


      “She mentioned to me she hated your guts,” Pearl said.


      She didn’t look at Fedderman as they went outside into the heat. There was no doubt in her mind the bastard would be smiling.


      Quinn, she noticed, had both newspapers folded under his arm. He was irked, but at the same time oddly energized by the sharper focus of the media and the name they’d attached to the murderer. The .25-Caliber Killer.


      Name something and make it real. Make it more threatening.


      The dial had been turned up. The pressure increased.


      It was the kind of pressure Quinn feasted on.
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      Quinn was having difficulty concentrating on his driving. Having Pearl so near him in the car was affecting him more than he’d imagined.


      He understood why she felt the way she did about her mother, but Quinn rather liked the woman. She could be a pest, insistent and insufferable, but she had her finer points. Would Pearl be like her when she grew older? Maybe. Would Quinn still love Pearl? Probably. Simply being so near to Pearl, smelling the subtle combination of her soap and shampoo, being aware of the energy that seemed to emanate from her compact and curvaceous form, made him understand that he would never really get over her. That didn’t mean they’d ever be able to coexist as lovers, but he’d always feel something for her. As for Pearl, it seemed to Quinn that she’d completely gotten over him. He wondered if he could do anything about that.


      “You missed your turn,” Fedderman said from the backseat.


      His thoughts interrupted, Quinn glanced over and saw that he’d passed West Seventy-ninth Street.


      “Woolgathering?” Pearl asked.


      “Whatever that means,” Quinn said.


      He drove around the block and parked by a fireplug in front of the building where Renz had found them city-provided office space.


      The three detectives climbed out of the Lincoln and stood in the heat, looking up at the three-story brick and stone structure. The windows on the top two floors were boarded up. The first-floor windows had aluminum frames and looked new.


      “Renz said the place used to be a meth lab,” Quinn said. “There was an explosion on the second floor that damaged a lot of the building, including the third floor and the roof. First floor’s okay, Renz says. That’s us.”


      Pearl shook her head. “You gotta admire the way Renz keeps finding us cheaper and cheaper space in a city like New York.”


      “The city actually owns this building,” Quinn said. “It was confiscated from the perps running the meth lab.”


      They went up half a dozen worn concrete steps and entered the vestibule. Lots of cracked gray tile there, and a bank of tarnished brass mailboxes. Also some black spray graffiti that was illegible but might have been some kind of gang code none of them knew. It was hard to keep up with the city’s gangs. For some of them, graffiti was their lives.


      Pearl wrinkled her nose. “Jesus! You smell that?”


      Fedderman and Quinn sniffed. There was a slight but acrid scent in the still, warm air.


      “I told you,” Quinn said, “it used to be a meth lab. There was what Renz called a minor explosion.”


      “Smells like it might explode again,” Pearl said.


      They went up another short flight of stairs to the first-floor apartments, one on each side. Quinn tried the door on 1B and found it unlocked. He opened it to see a spacious apartment stripped down to lathing and wooden studs. The bare wood floor was littered with trash, and raw lumber was stacked high in the middle of what must once have been a living room. Several wooden sawhorses and a stack of metal folding chairs stood along the far wall.


      “Tell me this isn’t for us,” Pearl said.


      Quinn was thinking the same thing. He crossed the hall, tried the door to 1A, and found it unlocked.


      It opened to an apartment whose interior walls had been removed except for the kitchen and bathroom. It was one large space, in need of paint to cover the grimy raw wallboard. There were unpainted vertical strips of rough concrete where interior walls had been detached. From inside the spacious room, the new windows appeared dirty and streaked. Some of them still had triangular blue stickers in their upper right corners with the name of the manufacturer. The acrid burnt wood and meth odor had permeated here, too.


      “This is more like it,” Quinn said dryly.


      Along one wall were three gray steel desks with identical swivel chairs sitting on top of them. Two dented three-drawer black file cabinets sat nearby. Also on each desk was a computer. Lettering on cardboard boxes alongside the desks indicated they were from a used electronics shop in Times Square. Renz doing it on the cheap.


      They pushed all the way inside.


      “Busy, busy,” Pearl said.


      She was talking about the four people in work clothes, three men and a woman, scurrying about with tools and ladders. They ignored the three detectives, concentrating on running wires across the scarred wood floor and taping them tightly so no one would trip over them. The woman, young and wearing a Red Sox cap with her blond ponytail flouncing out the back above the plastic size-adjustment band, was up on an aluminum stepladder with both arms above her head, fiddling with a light fixture.


      One of the workers, a handsome guy with lots of curly black hair and a serious cast to his eyes, stood up from where he’d been applying duct tape to run wiring and looked inquisitively at the three detectives.


      “Help you?” he asked.


      “That’s what you were doing when we came in,” Quinn said. He explained who they were.


      “I’m Rusty,” said the man with coal black hair. “We got another four hours’ work here, then the place is all yours. Gotta finish running wiring to where the desks are gonna sit, then put in some ceiling fixtures. It’ll all be crude, but it’ll work and keep working.”


      “Like us,” Fedderman said.


      “We were told it’s all temporary.”


      “Like us,” Fedderman said again.


      “You gonna set up the computers?” Pearl asked, thinking she might use her laptop.


      Rusty shook his head no. “Somebody from the NYPD’s gonna do all that, fix you up with Internet access, printer, fax machine, whatever. We’re supposed to let him know when we’re done here.”


      “It always smell like this?” Pearl asked.


      Rusty looked confused. “Like what?”


      “Never mind,” Pearl said.


      Rusty grinned. “Hope it isn’t me.”


      “Not unless you’re flammable.”


      His grin widened. “You never know, but there are ways to find out.”


      “You don’t flirt with a cop,” Pearl said. “You’ll get run over so flat you’ll never get back up.”


      Rusty looked surprised, then thoughtful. Then he nodded.


      “We’ll check back this afternoon,” Quinn told him.


      “But she won’t have changed her mind,” Fedderman told Rusty, as they were leaving.


      Rusty, a fast learner, said nothing.


      


      Quinn drove them to Pizza Rio in Queens, next to where Galin’s body had been discovered in his parked car. Then he assigned Pearl and Fedderman to check with people in nearby buildings to find out if anyone had seen or heard anything unusual the night of the murder—in particular the sound of a shot. Much of this was double-checking, as they’d already read the responding officers’ reports. But that was what police work was all about—double-, triple-checking. Then checking again.


      Quinn went inside the pizza joint to see if whoever was in there had been working last night.


      It was a small take-out place that smelled great. Quinn thought he might actually be able to reach out and feel the spicy garlic scent wafting from the ovens. There were only three small tables with chairs. They were more for people waiting for carryout orders than for sitting and enjoying a meal. One employee was working behind the counter, a young black guy in his twenties. He was bone thin and had a soul patch growing under his lower lip and a silver Maltese cross dangling from his left ear. He was wearing a stained white apron to protect a stained white shirt. He grinned hugely at Quinn with stained white teeth. The plastic name tag on his shirt said he was Mickey.


      “Help you?” he asked.


      “Second time today,” Quinn said.


      “Help you?” Mickey said louder, thinking Quinn hadn’t heard him over the deafening rap music booming from the kitchen: “Kill the bitch, do the snitch, got the itch, don’ matter which…”


      Quinn smiled back and flashed his shield. “Turn that crap off.”


      Mickey looked injured, disappeared into the kitchen, then returned. The abrupt silence seemed to reverberate with a decibel life of its own. “You don’t like rap?”


      “Good rap’s okay,” Quinn said.


      “Such as what?”


      “Second offense, twenty to life.”


      “Never heard of ’em. They new artists?”


      Quinn ignored the question, since he was here to ask, not answer. “Were you working here last night?”


      “Sure was, but I don’t know nothin’ about that cop got hisself shot.”


      “How do you know he didn’t shoot himself?”


      Mickey shrugged so elaborately it might have been a dance step. “Now you speak of it, I don’t. Did he?”


      “What?”


      “Shoot hisself?”


      “How late did you work?”


      “Came in at eight, worked till twelve. Do that five evenin’s a week. Go to school durin’ the day.”


      “College?”


      “New York University. Gonna make it big in the music industry.”


      “You perform?”


      “Plan to, in court. Gonna be an entertainment attorney. Represent lots of celebrities. Wear loud ties. Maybe get on TV in one of them little squares on talk shows.”


      It occurred to Quinn that Mickey might be putting him on. “So tell me how it went the night of the shooting.”


      Mickey did his little dance shrug again. “Been sayin’ an’ sayin’, I was workin’ the phone-in orders as usual, passin’ ’em on to the delivery guys, when I noticed some commotion outside.”


      “Commotion?”


      “People standin’ around talkin’. Some of ’em pointin’ toward the side of the building. Boss man wasn’t here, so I figured I was in charge. Went out, seen this guy sittin’ in his car parked in the alley. Walked closer an’ seen how he was slumped over. Went to talk to him through his window and seen the window was up. Then I looked in closer, through the windshield, and saw he was dead.”


      “Shot?”


      “Didn’t seem so at the time. But I seen dead before, an’ I knew he wasn’t jus’ nappin’.”


      “Where’ve you seen dead?”


      “Iraq. Fourth Infantry.”


      “Good enough. You touch the car?”


      “Naw. I watch TV an’ know better’n to mess with no possible crime scene.”


      “You ever seen the victim before?”


      “Naw. He wasn’t no customer that I know of.”


      Quinn watched Mickey’s face carefully. No change. He figured he was getting the truth here. “You didn’t call the police.”


      “No reason,” Mickey said. “I could see that some citizen with a cell phone already done that. I came back in here an’ took some pizza orders, is what I did.”


      “You did right,” Quinn said. “One thing, though: you said you were here when that cop got himself shot. He was an ex-cop. How’d you know that?”


      “Tha’s two things.”


      “I guess it is, technically. You got two answers?”


      “Yeah. One: I read about it in the papers, seen TV news. Two: ain’t really no such thing as an ex-cop.”


      Quinn chuckled down low in his throat. Mickey looked alarmed, not quite sure what he’d heard was laughter.


      “True enough,” Quinn said.


      He talked with Mickey a while longer, making sure his story correlated with his earlier statement, then went outside, where it wasn’t quite as warm as inside but didn’t smell as good.


      A couple of Hispanic teenagers were hanging around a bike rack at the opposite side of the building from where Galin’s body was found. The bikes chained to the rack were beaten up, looked identical, and had oversized wire baskets attached behind their seats. Quinn realized the teenagers were waiting for instructions from Mickey, addresses where they should deliver pizzas.


      “Either of you guys working last night?” Quinn asked.


      “Depends if you’re a cop,” said the shorter of the two. He grinned and bounced around as he talked, in a way that suggested he had to do it. Lots of energy. Might have been on batteries.


      Both boys wore baggy and low-slung gangbanger pants, but this one had what looked like a dirty athletic bandage around his right ankle, holding the voluminous pants leg in tight so it wouldn’t snag in the bike’s chain. The other boy said nothing. He was as tall as Quinn, wearing filthy jeans, a wifebeater shirt, and a sensitive, somber expression. He had coiled snakes tattooed on both skinny arms. Quinn didn’t think he’d want either of these characters delivering his pizza.


      “I’m a cop,” Quinn said “but nobody’s in trouble here unless you guys shot someone.”


      “You mean ever shot someone?” the grinner asked. Then he bobbed around some more. “Jus’ jokin’, officer.” He had a Spanish accent he laid on heavily to project a certain pride that came across as arrogance. Quinn understood it and didn’t care.


      “You see what happened here last night?”


      “Guy gettin’ shot? Never seen it happen. Or even heard it. I came back from makin’ a delivery an’ there was this buncha people.” He put his hands on his hips and struck a mock indignant pose. “I tol’ another officer all this.”


      “That’s okay.” Quinn looked at the taller boy, thinking he resembled the old movie actor Sal Mineo. “How about you?”


      “I left right before the guy was found. What I know’s what I seen in the papers next mornin’.” His accent was lighter, or maybe he just wasn’t hiding behind it so much.


      “See the victim’s photo?”


      “Sure. Front page.”


      “Ever see him before?”


      “No. I don’t think he was from around here.” Quinn saw something change in the liquid dark eyes. Only for an instant, but it had been there. He’s lying. He knows something.


      “Dead guy used to be a cop, right?” the short boy with the attitude said, possibly trying to change the subject, protect his friend.


      “Used to be,” Quinn said.


      Both boys nodded, maybe sadly, probably too young to be pondering their own mortality. Again, something came over the tall one’s handsome features.


      Quinn took both boys’ names. The short one was Jose Meayna. Sal Mineo’s name was Jorge Valento.


      “Anyone ever mention you look like Sal Mineo?” Quinn asked Jorge. See if he lies again.


      “My mother. She’s dead now.”


      No change of expression. Sal Mineo on Novocain.


      Quinn peered more closely at Jorge’s arms. “Nice tats. Look like real snakes.”


      “Thanks.”


      Quinn didn’t mention the needle tracks that had nothing to do with tattoos. Possibly the snakes were there to disguise them.


      He said good-bye to the boys, figuring he’d talk with Jorge again when they could be alone. Maybe the boy had simply been lying because he was talking to the police. In this kind of neighborhood, lots of people lied to the police.


      But Quinn didn’t think that was it. Jorge knew something, and sooner or later Quinn would know it.


      This was a homicide investigation. Eventually and in myriad ways, everything would become known.


      Everything.
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      Hettie liked bars at night.


      She particularly liked the bar at Chico’s, a tiny restaurant on West Forty-sixth Street that was handy for the theater crowd. It was dim yet bright enough to show off her good skin and strong bone structure. And every now and then somebody from one of the Broadway or near-Broadway shows wandered in.


      Not that Hettie hadn’t already been discovered, just not by the theater world. Since moving to New York, she’d had small speaking parts in half a dozen TV series, and was the voice of Dubba the Mermaid on a Saturday morning cartoon show that had lasted five weeks three years ago but was still in reruns. She wished adults would watch things over and over the way kids did. It was simplistic things that sold to kids again and again, and it didn’t necessarily have to be quality stuff.


      She wasn’t knocking Dubba. Maybe it was her part in that show that had landed her the detergent products commercial spot she was scheduled to shoot next week, wearing the skimpiest of bikinis.


      Good clean work, she thought, like she’d promised her mother back in Idaho.


      From the potato state or not, Hettie had a kind of wicked sexiness about her. She was five-ten and slender but curvaceous, and had those much sought and envied finely chiseled features with high cheekbones, bright dark eyes, and a full-lipped wide mouth that easily slipped into an arc of disdain even when she was thinking nice thoughts. She knew that men read all sorts of things into her, most of them carnal. That was fine. It meant she could play almost any role that came her way, from Gidget to black widow killer. Trouble was, not enough roles were coming her way.


      So here she sat sipping a Cosmopolitan, having just come from an acting lesson, when she should be standing on a Broadway stage.


      A guy down the bar gave her the look. Average height and weight, maybe well built inside the expensive blue suit. Wearing a white shirt and red and black tie with the knot slightly loosened as a concession to the heat outside. He was handsome enough to be an actor, with his thick black hair and symmetrical features. And just sitting there, he had a way about him. The kind of guy who seemed intelligent, viewed life with cynical humor, and took no shit. The kind of guy looking for a one-night romp but maybe more.


      Hettie shifted on her bar stool and crossed her legs so her skirt hiked up another inch or so, putting on a leg show while sipping her Cosmo and studiously ignoring the guy.


      He caught her eye in the back bar mirror and somehow gave her a smile without rearranging his features. Neat trick. Movie close-up stuff. He knew how to underplay, so maybe he was an actor.


      She watched him in the mirror as he slid down off his stool and moved toward her with a casual grace, idly spinning empty bar stools as he advanced. He got up smoothly onto the stool next to her. It was almost as if they’d been playing some kind of game with the stools and now it was his turn on that stool.


      That was when Hettie pretended to first notice him, but she held her silence. Whoever spoke first would be initiating the pickup, if that’s where this was going.


      “What are you doing here?” he asked, as if he knew her and was mildly surprised to have come across her tonight.


      “Drinking.”


      He glanced at an oversized gold watch peeking from beneath his white shirt cuff. “You belong a few blocks downtown,” he said, “acting, singing, or dancing on stage.”


      Amazing! Is he a mind reader?


      She gave him a smile, trying to keep it low key as he had in the mirror. “Nobody’s where they’re supposed to be.”


      “Charles Manson.”


      “No,” she said, “he should be in hell.”


      “Your point.” He’d brought his drink with him. Looked like scotch rocks. He took a sip. “Really, if you aren’t an actress, you should be.”


      “You say that to all the women you try to pick up?”


      “Pretty much so.”


      She laughed. Couldn’t help the way it just bubbled out of her. There was something about this guy. The word disarming came to mind.


      He cocked his head to the side as if to examine her more closely to satisfy his curiosity. “But with you it’s the truth, right? You really are an actress.”


      “Well, yeah.” Like half the women in this place. “But I’m between roles right now. Except for a TV commercial shoot coming up. I’m gonna be in a bathtub full of detergent packages and bottles.”


      He grinned. “I can visualize that.” Another sip of scotch, though now she noticed it smelled like bourbon. Another smile. Handsome guy. “Then you actually are in show business,” he said.


      “Sure am.” The Cosmo was making her a little lightheaded. Overconfident. And in this kind of game it was okay to exaggerate a bit. She decided to let herself go a little and find out where it might lead. “I’ve done quite a lot of TV work.”


      “Really? I’m impressed.”


      “You don’t seem that impressed.”


      “What’s your name?” he asked. “Let’s see if I’ve heard of you.”


      “Hettie Davis.”


      He pretended to think. “It really does sound familiar. Especially to a guy who likes old movies.”


      “That’s the idea,” she said. “And it’s better than my real name, Angela Obermeir.”


      He gave a little shrug without shrugging. You’re the one who should be an actor.


      “Oh, I dunno,” he said. “They’re both kind of glamorous names.”


      She smiled.


      “For a woman with a glamorous smile,” he added, leaning toward her. “I don’t mean to sound flip, or too much like I’m some lounge lizard who does this all the time. Truth is, I looked at you and something clicked.”


      “Now, that’s not very original.”


      “Well, I warned you. I’m not good at this. You know what I worry about now?”


      “What’s that?”


      “That I might work this kind of shallow chatter too hard because I don’t know how to really get through to you.” He toyed with his glass, regarding the amber liquid. “That I might lose you when I’ve just found you.”


      “Kind of like yanking too hard on a fishing pole and breaking the line?”


      “Kind of like,” he admitted. He aimed those dark and deep eyes at her, at the center darker than her own. Becoming darker the longer she looked into them. “I’m trying to be honest with you, Hettie. I’d be dishonest if I thought it would help my cause.”


      “I like a little dishonesty now and then.”


      “Sure. But only now and then.” He seemed absolutely serious.


      “The object of your game,” she said, “is for us to leave here together and go to your place or mine.”


      “Or to a hotel.” He rotated slightly on his stool so he was facing her. “Listen, Hettie, half the men in here—no, more than half—would gladly cut off any appendage but one if they could leave here with you.”


      “I’m not crazy about hotels,” she said.


      “Neither am I.”


      She was liking this guy more and more. And the way he could look deep into you…


      She had to think about this, but she was already 90 percent sure of her conclusion.


      He must not have liked the way the conversation was flagging.


      “Maybe I’ve seen you on TV or somewhere,” he said. “What have you been in?”


      She placed both elbows on the bar and leaned toward him and to the side, so their heads were almost touching and she could speak softly and directly.


      “Ever heard of Dubba the Mermaid?”


      “I might have,” he said. “Refresh my memory.”


      Hettie smiled at him.


      Maybe tomorrow when we wake up.
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      “Good thing the car’s black,” Fedderman said.


      The weeks-long assault of hot weather was having its effect on the pavement. Fresh blacktop from where an early morning street crew had just patched a pothole spotted the windshield when it was thrown up from the tires of the truck ahead of Quinn’s Lincoln. Quinn used the windshield squirts and wipers and got most of it off without leaving too much of a mess on the glass.


      “They’ve got chemicals that’ll take tar off,” Quinn said. He wasn’t worried about the car right now.


      They were driving to a diner on First Avenue to talk to Vance Holstetter, a homicide detective who’d been Joe Galin’s partner until shortly before Galin retired. Pearl wasn’t in the car. She had listened to Quinn’s account of his conversations at Pizza Rio and asked if she could go take a run at the two delivery riders, especially Jorge, the one Quinn thought might know something.


      Quinn had figured there was nothing to lose, so he’d told her to take the unmarked and go. Pearl had a way with young guys sometimes, knew how they thought and how to manipulate them. He wondered if she’d grown up with brothers. He really didn’t know much about her early life. Maybe he could ask her mother.


      His cell phone chirped, and he drew it from his pocket and squinted at it cradled in his palm.


      Renz calling.


      He raised the phone to his ear. “Hello, Harley.”


      “Quinn, where are you?”


      “Driving to meet Galin’s old partner, Vance Holstetter.”


      “Something you should know: The lab’s blood pattern guys got together with the medical examiner, and they all agree about Galin.”


      “That he’s dead?”


      “Quit trying to be funny. There’s a complication. Galin wasn’t shot where the car was parked. The bullet didn’t kill him right away. He apparently drove to the alley by the pizza place after he took the slug.”


      Quinn said nothing, trying to digest this. It was a complication, all right. No wonder nobody inside or in the vicinity of Pizza Rio saw or heard anything around the time of the shooting. Galin had been murdered someplace else.


      “He couldn’t have driven far,” Renz said. “Nift says the gunshot wound was probably inflicted somewhere in Manhattan, on the East Side, judging from where the body was discovered. Galin couldn’t have lived very long after getting shot. It’s likely he took the tunnel or drove over the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge into Queens before he got too weak to get any farther.”


      “Headed for home, maybe,” Quinn said. “Running on instinct while his life bled out.”


      “Could be,” Renz said. “Or maybe he had a strong yen for pizza.”


      The car bounced over a pothole the patching crew had missed, causing Quinn to juggle the phone and grip it tighter.


      Renz must have interpreted the silence as disapproval of his joking about a dead cop and made a stab at recovering his solemnity. “It’s true you’d want to get someplace familiar if you knew you were dying,” he said in a somber tone. “Way the human mind works. Even animal minds.”


      “That so?”


      “Hell, I don’t know. That’s something for you to find out. You’re the detective.”


      “What are you, Harley?”


      “I’m a politician now,” Renz said. “Best you keep that in mind.”


      He broke the connection.


      Fedderman looked over from the passenger seat. “What?”


      Quinn told him.


      Neither man said anything for a while. Quinn realized he was driving one-handed and snapped the phone shut and slipped it back in his pocket.


      “Complicates things,” Fedderman said.


      “Complications are pretty much our job,” Quinn said.


      He thought about calling Pearl and telling her never mind about talking to anyone at Pizza Rio. Then he remembered the guilty, knowing look in Jorge Valento’s eyes and decided not to call.


      


      The diner on First was on a corner across from a D’Agostino market. Quinn saw a parking space almost in front of it, cut across uptown traffic, and pulled to the curb, causing a delivery van driver who’d been about to park there to give him the finger. Quinn ignored the gesture. The man blew him a kiss. Still Quinn didn’t react. The guy in the van drove farther down the street in search of parking. Fedderman thought the guy didn’t know how lucky he was.


      Inside, the diner was surprisingly spacious. Lots of maroon vinyl booths and maroon vinyl padded chairs. A counter and cash register were on the immediate right, tables and booths to the left. Toward the back there was a step up and even more maroon. The breakfast crowd was gone, and among the dozen or so customers, the guy at a back booth by a window was the only one who looked like a cop, even though he was in plain clothes.


      Quinn and Fedderman walked back there. Quinn noticed that though the restaurant was cool enough, it was slightly warmer in back.


      The man who was surely Holstetter stood up. He was wearing a gray suit with the coat unbuttoned and was tall and skinny, with pointed features and oversized pointy ears that stuck way out like open doors. All in all, he looked like an overgrown leprechaun.


      When he grinned amiably with little sharp teeth he looked even more like a leprechaun, but a sad and resigned one who hadn’t been let in on the secret of where the pot of gold was.


      “Holstetter,” he said, like an admission of guilt.


      Quinn nodded and shook hands. “I’m Quinn. This is Larry Fedderman.”


      Fedderman and Holstetter shook hands, then everybody sat down. A waiter in white was there from out of nowhere, and Quinn and Fedderman ordered coffee. That was all Holstetter had in front of him on the table. Cops drinking coffee at 11 A.M. It was probably happening all over the world.


      “You guys wanna order some doughnuts?” Holstetter asked. “They’re good here.”


      “No, thanks,” Quinn said. “I don’t want to be a stereotype.”


      Holstetter flashed an oversized tired-pixie smile. “I thought since we got the coffee, we might as well go all the way.”


      Quinn figured Holstetter was treading water, stalling before getting to the Q-and-A part of the conversation. Quinn thought they were wasting time.


      “Tell us about Galin,” he said.


      Holstetter used both hands to revolve his cup slowly on its saucer, then he sat back in the maroon upholstery. “Me and Galin were friends. Know that right off.”


      Quinn nodded. “Two guys work together a while, it happens.”


      “I wouldn’t be saying this at all, only Joe’s dead, so what’s it matter? He’s got no family except his wife, and he wasn’t crazy about her. Talked all the time about leaving her.”


      Quinn thought June Galin might be surprised to hear that.


      “And what I’m about to tell you, it might not be true anyway,” Holstetter said.


      Nobody spoke for almost a minute.


      “Go or no go?” Quinn asked.


      “I think Galin might have been on the take,” Holstetter said.


      Quinn saw the hardness that came over his features. Cops didn’t talk like this about their former partners unless they were dead certain it was true.


      “I wouldn’t say that, only it might help nail whoever did Galin.”


      “Might,” Quinn agreed.


      “The thing is, I’ve got no real proof of it. But Galin and I talked a lot with each other, confided some things. He never quite said he was taking protection money, but he came close. And once he was carrying a hell of a roll of cash. Flashing it like he kinda wanted me to ask where he got it, if you know what I mean.”


      Quinn nodded. “Did you?”


      “Ask? No. I didn’t want to know.”


      “But you knew.”


      “I guess so.”


      Still unwilling to be definite about his former partner. A good cop.


      “This was when you were working narcotics?” Fedderman asked.


      “Yeah. It woulda been so simple to go on the take. Drug money. Nasty stuff, floating all over the street in those days. Both of us had our offers, but we always turned them down. At least I thought we both did. It wasn’t easy.”


      “They know how to make it hard,” Fedderman said. “Then when you take that first shitty dollar they own you.”


      “Maybe they owned Galin. That’s all I’m saying, is maybe.”


      “But you think the odds are pretty good,” Quinn said.


      “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”


      “Got anybody in mind who might have had Galin in his pocket?”


      “Maybe. A dealer name of Vernon Lake. I couldn’t tell you why I think that. Just the way they talked or looked at each other sometimes, like they shared a secret. Hey, this was all a long time ago. I don’t even know if Lake’s still around. These guys have got life expectancies like fruit flies.”


      “Where’d Lake sell?”


      “All over, but mostly down in the Village. Best friend of lots of college kids that hit the clubs down there.”


      “He live in the Village?”


      “Doubt it. They don’t like fouling their own nests. I think he lived over in Brooklyn or Queens. Far enough away so the heat wouldn’t singe him.”


      “Did it strike you that Galin had a lifestyle beyond a cop’s salary?”


      Holstetter stared into his coffee cup, then looked up and met Quinn’s gaze. “Yes and no. I mean, he had a modest enough house, didn’t wear flashy or expensive clothes, or spend his vacations in Europe. But he had a Rolex watch, said it was a knockoff he bought down on Canal Street. I think it was genuine, worth over twenty thou.”


      “President?” Fedderman asked.


      “Huh?”


      “That’s the expensive Rolex.”


      “Probably was. It had diamonds for numbers. Looked real to me, like the gold looked real. He didn’t wear it all the time, just when he was trying to impress somebody. We’d go out at night sometimes, talk up women in bars or restaurants. Seldom led anywhere, though, except to trouble for me once. I think Galin just wanted to show off, know he could score if he wanted to.”


      “He never did score?”


      “Couple of times. Not in any way meaningful. He’d throw money around, flash the watch and his gold cufflinks. He did have a few suits and jackets that’d put a strain on a cop’s salary.”


      “He wasn’t wearing an expensive watch when he was shot,” Quinn said. “And there wasn’t all this gold or a Rolex in his dresser drawers or mentioned when we talked to his wife.”


      Holstetter grinned. “June wouldn’t have known about that stuff. Galin was planning on a life beyond early retirement that didn’t include her.”


      “According to her, they were happy enough,” Fedderman said.


      “Maybe they were. Maybe Joe changed his mind. Life’s complicated.”


      “We were talking about that on the drive over here,” Fedderman said.


      “Complicated as…shit,” Holstetter said.


      Quinn knew that for a fact. The most profound things in life happened in a place beyond words and easy explanations, behind a thick, impenetrable curtain. Now and then the curtain parted slightly to allow a glimpse. Sometimes it was horrifying.


      “I never dreamed I’d ever be sitting someplace ratting out my dead partner,” Holstetter said, “but it seems like the only thing I can do if I want his killer brought down.”


      “Always the rock and the hard place,” Quinn said.


      “Ain’t that the damned truth?”


      Quinn figured Holstetter had said all he was going to say that might be useful. He knew where the conversation was going now. It was time to leave. He’d been in these maudlin cop confabs too many times over the years. All that was missing here were the doughnuts.


      “Death can be complicated, too,” Fedderman said, joining in the glum philosophizing.


      “Until you get right up to it,” Holstetter said. “Then it’s simple.”
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      Hettie didn’t exactly feel drunk. But it was a feeling close to being drunk. Maybe drunk with love.


      She giggled.


      “You okay?” he asked, raising his head so he could look down into her eyes.


      They were in her bed, she realized, not even recalling how they’d gotten there. It seemed only minutes since they’d entered her apartment. She could barely remember walking from the lounge. He’d had her arm. She’d felt dizzy, disoriented, almost as if she were floating, being led, her feet not quite in contact with the ground. That was all she remembered, and how insubstantial and small she’d felt. No, wait…Hadn’t there been a subway ride? She seemed to recall the sound, the roaring, clacking, steely clamor. Maybe she’d dozed off. Subways always made her drowsy.


      Anyway, here they were. She was on her back. He’d been tickling her right nipple with his tongue.


      “Okay,” she said. “ ’Cept you stopped to talk.”


      “No problem,” he said with a smile, and resumed paying extraordinarily close and gentle attention to her nipple.


      “You slip something in my drink?” she asked, not angrily, but in a have-you-been-naughty tone of voice.


      “Uh-uh. Did you slip something in mine?”


      She giggled again.


      They were nude. She did recall how they’d removed each other’s clothes, slowly, with soft caresses and frequent kisses. That had been his idea. A good one. This man was full of good ideas.


      She lay with her eyes half closed, feeling his hand creep down along her stomach. She’d had no idea the flesh of her stomach was so sensitive. Down, down, closer, closer…when he began manipulating her she heard her own moan as if from a distance. How good he was at this! How he seemed to work his fingers in rhythms she rode up, up, up and then swiftly down…and then up again, each peak of emotion higher than the last. A knowing touch, gently tracing out the circular designs of a desire that turned her in on herself and consumed her very soul. The window air conditioner continued humming softly like an engine of her passion. A controlled and insidious sound. Irresistible…relentless…


      She felt his softly circling fingers move away.


      “No…” a woman pleaded, not wanting him to stop, knowing what would happen next. Her own voice. She pleaded again.


      Not as if she really meant it.


      You’re not fooling anyone, she said in her mind to the woman with her voice. Why don’t you just be honest?


      He entered her slowly at first, unfolding her like a flower so she wouldn’t be injured. In and out slightly then, not far, not far, twice, three times, no pain…and he was all the way into her in a single lengthened stroke that left her breathless.


      She began to say something as he began a slow and rhythmic rocking motion that caused the headboard to bump against the wall. Without breaking rhythm, he kissed her on the lips, using his tongue, stilling her words. She had no idea what she’d been about to say.


      Not that it mattered.


      


      In the morning he was gone.


      Hettie reached over and ran the flat of her hand over cool sheet, then the cool pillowcase.


      She felt a stab of loneliness, then of guilt.


      One date. That had been all it had taken to get into her pants and beyond. What must he think of her?


      If he thought of her at all.


      She’d slept all night in the raw and was cool now. While the morning outside was warm, the air conditioner had been set on high and was running hard, winning its battle against summer. Hettie had goose bumps. She pulled the thin sheet up beneath her chin and stared at the ceiling.


      Get up. Take a shower. Wash last night away.


      In truth she remembered little about how he’d somehow talked her into bringing him to her apartment. Letting him stay, then sleeping with her. Or had she talked him into it?


      They’d talked a while after arriving; she did have some recollection of that, snatches of memory. He’d been interested in her apartment, in the exercise area behind a folding screen in a corner of her bedroom. She remembered him effortlessly chinning himself a few times on the chinning bar. It was a collapsible piece of equipment, the bar set up firmly on a tubular steel frame, and would support much more weight than Hettie demanded of it. He’d been pretending to test the bar but really showing off for her. And he had plenty to show off. He was average-sized but extremely muscular, no stranger to working out.


      About their lovemaking she remembered everything.


      Or did she?


      The smile that had started to form on her face faded. What wonderful things might she not be recalling?


      Don’t be absurd.


      The sheets still smelled of sex. Leave that behind you. New day.


      But she didn’t want to forget everything about last night. That’s where the guilt crept in.


      One cheap date!


      She sat up in bed, and it was as if a headache had been waiting for her to make a move. It slammed her hard. The ache behind her eyes made her clench them shut.


      Squinting, she climbed out of bed, felt the cool hardwood floor beneath her bare soles, and padded toward the bathroom.


      Her gaze fell on her wristwatch on the corner of the dresser. Nine fifteen.


      Jesus, what’s he done to me? He…?


      She realized she still didn’t know his name. My God, what a whore!


      At least he didn’t leave a wad of bills on the dresser. Not that I couldn’t use it…


      A loud knocking on the door made her heart skip. Was he back?


      Not likely. Ever. He got what he came for.


      Hettie changed course, went back into the bedroom, and found her white terry-cloth robe. She slipped it on and tied the sash, then on the way to the apartment door ducked into the tiny bathroom and did what she could to rearrange her hair so she didn’t look like an escapee from Bedlam.


      More knocking. Even louder.


      She went to the door, peeked through the spy hole, and saw a man in a light-colored shirt cradling a long white box in his arm.


      Leaving the chain on, she opened the door a few inches and peered out.


      Big guy, dark mustache, a potato for a nose.


      He smiled at her. “Flowers for Hettie Davis. That you?”


      “It’s me.”


      “Gonna open the door so I can deliver these, get you to sign for them?”


      “Who are they from?”


      “I don’t know.” He opened the box and held it so she could see inside. Pink roses. Lush and beautiful against soft white tissue. A dozen of them. “There’s a card, but it’s inside an envelope.” He shifted his weight and glanced at his watch. “Listen, lady, I don’t blame you for being scared. Hasn’t been that long ago a white florist’s box meant a dangerous killer to most of the women in New York. But I ain’t no serial killer. This is on the level, and I’ve got lots more deliveries.”


      “Of course. Just a minute.” She closed the door, then went to where she kept tip money in the kitchen and got two one-dollar bills. She went back to the door and removed the chain, then opened the door.


      These are from him. They must be!


      She accepted the flowers and tipped the deliveryman, who gave her another smile and left, his descending footfalls clattering on the wooden stairs. As she closed and relocked her apartment door, she heard the street door down below whoosh open, then close.


      After laying the box on the kitchen table, she opened it and fumbled to remove the small white envelope attached to a stem with a white ribbon tied in a bow. She opened the unsealed flap and withdrew the stiff white card, holding it to the light so she could make out the handwriting in dark blue ink.


      
        Sorry I had to leave early.


        Last night was too wonderful


        not to repeat. I’ll call you soon


        to see if you agree.

      


      There was no signature.


      A weight lifted from Hettie, and her headache magically disappeared. She still didn’t know his name, but he’d call, surely, or he wouldn’t have bothered sending flowers. Maybe he was married. Wanted by the police. On the run from the Mafia. She didn’t care. She’d be waiting for him with open arms, not to mention legs.


      Don’t think that way, whore.


      But she was grinning, immune from insults even from herself.


      She found a tall glass vase for the flowers, and after arranging them, hastily placed them in the center of the small Formica table. Then she put some coffee on to brew and plodded back toward the bathroom to shower.


      The needles of warm water on her breasts rekindled her desire.


      Of course it would be nice if she had his name, but you took what you could get in this mixed-up and too-often-disappointing world. He’d already revealed so much of himself to her that eventually he’d tell her his name. She could wait. Hettie was patient, and maybe on the very edge of a love affair like none she’d ever known.
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      The late-morning sun beat down on Queens from a cloudless sky, shortening tempers as well as stark shadows. Already the temperature was almost ninety. As she drove, Pearl watched the people on the littered sidewalks, reading their faces and body language. Some of them trudged along looking beaten and resigned. Others scowled and swaggered, with fixed glares suggesting they were near the breaking point. Heat and the city.


      Pearl was driving a dusty black four-door Ford. To anyone with a knowing eye it was obviously a city car.


      A middle-aged man with a stomach paunch straining the silky material of a blindingly violet shirt glanced over at her from the sidewalk and frowned. What the hell are you doing here, in my neighborhood? Pearl gave him her dead-eyed look, but he continued to stare, unimpressed, as he absently unwrapped a piece of candy or stick of gum and tossed the wrapper on the sidewalk. That irritated Pearl. She considered stopping the car and bracing the arrogant bastard for littering. And that shirt must be in violation of some ordinance.


      Forget it. Bigger fish to fry.


      She turned up the blower on the car’s air conditioner and made a left turn. In the rearview mirror she caught a glimpse of the guy in the luminescent shirt standing and staring at her with his fists on his hips. Prick.


      Pearl pulled the car to the curb diagonally across the street from Pizza Rio. It was almost eleven o’clock. She was hungry enough to eat a pizza, so somebody else would soon crave an early lunch and pick up the phone to order takeout. Then one of the two teenage boys lounging near the bike rack across the street would place a cardboard box in a warmer on the wide basket on one of the ratty bicycles and leave to make a delivery. Pearl hoped it would be the shorter, heavier of the two, leaving her to talk privately with the tall one, who must be Jorge Valento. Knowing she was a movie buff like himself, Quinn had told Pearl to look for Sal Mineo. From this distance, the tall one filled the bill.


      Pearl settled in, leaving the car’s engine idling and the air conditioner on high. Even with the windows up she could smell the spicy scent of pizza being baked. It was making her hungry.


      The two boys by the bike rack didn’t seem to notice her. Jorge leaned with his back against the brick wall, his hands in the pockets of his baggy, torn jeans. Now and then he casually spat off to his left, away from the bikes. The shorter kid was doing all the talking, all the time jumping around a lot like a junkie needing a fix.


      After about fifteen minutes, the jumpy one was suddenly still, and Jorge raised his head with a sideways tilt. Apparently a buzzer or some other kind of signal had sounded.


      Pearl was in luck. It was the short boy who scurried into Pizza Rio and emerged almost immediately with a large, padded black pizza warmer. He used bungee cords to strap it to the wire basket behind a bicycle seat, then mounted the bike and rode off, standing on the pedals and leaning out over the handlebars as he gained speed.


      Good at his job, Pearl thought, which meant she might not have much time. She switched off the ignition and climbed out of the car.


      


      Not moving from where he leaned against the wall, Jorge observed the woman from the car approaching in the corner of his vision. When she was within about ten feet, he pushed himself away from the wall and turned toward her.


      Nice-looking piece, he thought. Compact, trim, good legs, great rack. Nice face on her, too. Long dark hair that’d be fun to yank on. Dark eyes. Maybe she was Hispanic, as he was. A sister. He might play that angle.


      No, now that she was closer she looked Jewish. That was okay, too. It just required different moves.


      He knew he had a beautiful smile. He aimed it at her.


      “You’re a cop,” he said.


      She didn’t change expression. Not much would surprise this one.


      She flashed her shield. “I’m Detective Kasner.”


      “And I’m not.” Play wise ass with her, see how she reacts.


      She seemed about to yawn. “You’re Jorge Valento.”


      It kind of bothered him that the bitch knew his name. “How’d you know?”


      “I came to talk to you about Joseph Galin, the man whose body was found here in a parked car night before last.”


      He made it a point to meet her direct stare, and then blatantly looked her up and down, lewdly appraising her.


      She looked only mildly irritated.


      “I don’t know much about that,” he said.


      “Sure you do.”


      “I told everything I know to another cop, yesterday.”


      “Not everything.”


      “Who says?”


      “Homicide Detective Frank Quinn.”


      “That the cop I talked to yesterday? Old icicle eyes?”


      “Uh-hm. Those eyes are the windows to his soul.”


      “So why should I tell you anything I didn’t tell him?”


      “It’d be a lot easier to tell me. You see, in Quinn’s mind, me asking you is just like him asking you. When people lie or refuse to talk to me, which is to say him, he gets impatient.”


      Jorge remembered the big cop, Quinn, the large hands with their knobby, scarred knuckles. Not a young guy, but you just knew he could still be mean, and that it was his way sometimes. Jorge felt nervous. It had to show. He mentally put his mask back on, rearranging his facial muscles so he looked bored.


      “You look like Sal Mineo,” the titty little cop said.


      “That’s what my mother says.” My mother, who died ten years ago of alcohol poisoning.


      “If you don’t talk to me, you might not look like Sal Mineo much longer.”


      Jorge didn’t like the way she’d said that, as if she meant it. “Is that a threat, Officer Kasner?”


      “That’s Detective Kasner. And yes, it’s a threat.”


      He was surprised. Usually they didn’t come right out and say it. “Cops ain’t supposed to threaten people.”


      “People aren’t supposed to use illegal drugs.” She nodded toward the broken crack vials among the litter at his feet on the concrete.


      “What drugs?” he asked.


      “The ones in your pocket.”


      Jorge realized how hot the sun was. He began to perspire.


      “That pizza sure smells good,” Pearl said.


      “You get used to it.”


      “That’s ’cause you get to smell that way yourself. You’ll sure smell good to the lifers in your cell block. Before you know it, you’ll be Sally Mineo.”


      Jorge gave her a laugh he didn’t feel. “You’re pretty tough,” he said.


      “You don’t know the half of it, Jorge.”


      “So how do I avoid learnin’ the other half?”


      “Tell me what you know about Galin.”


      “He was dirty,” Jorge said.


      He watched her face, how she looked not so much surprised as disappointed. Cops were a club whose members had to believe in each other. Not to believe hurt. And it was dangerous, when you couldn’t trust the guy watching your back. The titty cop would be surprised if she knew that when he was a ten-year-old kid he’d considered trying to join that club. Before he got mixed up in the gang that saved his life.


      “It’s a dirty world,” he said.


      “We agree. How was Galin dirty? Was he your supplier?”


      Jorge almost smiled. She didn’t know much. “Naw, Galin never moved no stuff himself. He just watched over things, made sure nothin’ went wrong.”


      “For the dealer?”


      “Sure. Who else?”


      She moved closer. For some reason she became scary. The eyes, maybe. Even the tits looked dangerous. “What I want now, Jorge, is the name.”


      “The dealer’s name?”


      “The name of whoever was paying Galin for protection.”


      “That could get me in real trouble,” Jorge said, trying to find some leverage, an angle.


      But the lady cop had all the leverage.


      “You’re five minutes away from being taken away from here in handcuffs,” she said. “You’ll give us the name or you’ll see time behind walls.”


      He kept his voice level, no quaver. He was no pussy. “You scare the shit outta me, lady.”


      “Yes,” she said. “That’s probably because you’re smarter than most of your asshole friends.”


      He stared at her. She had him, and they both knew it.


      “Name you want’s Legend Lawrence,” Jorge said. It had slipped from between his lips almost on its own, but not surprising him. His mind had made the calculation without him realizing it. She wasn’t bluffing. He had no choice but to give her something. Prison time—a real stretch in an adult lockup—scared the crap out of him.


      “Don’t screw around with me, Jorge.”


      “Well, that’s his street name, anyways.”


      “What’s his real name?”


      “That I don’t know. Honest.”


      The titty little cop sighed. He didn’t like the way she sighed, as if she was giving up on him.


      She turned, about to walk away. The big cop, Quinn, would be the next one he’d see, and there’d be no sense running and hiding from him. He was the kind who’d find you no matter where you went or how good you hid. Like a goddamned Doberman pinscher with a bloodhound nose. Fear washed over Jorge like cold water.


      “Lawrence was shot by another dealer,” he said.


      That stopped her. “When was this?”


      “Four days ago.”


      She took a few steps back toward him. “What dealer?”


      “I dunno who shot him. That’s what I heard, is all.”


      “This Legend Lawrence dead?”


      “In a hospital’s what I heard.”


      “Which hospital?”


      “I dunno. But he’s there under another name. Vernon Lake.”


      “That his real name?”


      “I got no way of knowin’ that.”


      She studied him, making him feel like a bug or something under a magnifying glass. This was a hard bitch.


      “Okay, Jorge. We’ll see about what you said.”


      “You won’t tell where you got the information, will you?”


      “I’ll try not to.”


      “You seem like a nice lady.”


      “Don’t shit me, Jorge. You gotta learn not to keep trying that.” She walked away a few steps and then turned back to face him. “And quit lying to yourself, too.”


      “Everybody does that,” he said.


      She grinned with big beautiful white teeth, like a celebrity.


      “Now you’re learning,” she said.


      Jorge watched her walk back across the street to the dusty black Ford. Even scared as he was, he couldn’t help admiring her ass.


      When the car had turned the corner and she was indeed gone, Jorge swallowed hard and thought over his predicament. Cincinnati, he decided. He had cousins in Cincinnati who’d put him up for a while. Anyplace other than New York.


      The bell mounted high on the brick wall gave two brief rings, signaling that a pizza was ready for delivery.


      Jorge thought the hell with that, and climbed on the remaining bike.


      Then he reconsidered, dismounted the bike, and went inside for the pizza and the delivery address.


      Outside again, he crumpled the address slip and tossed it on the sidewalk before throwing his leg back over the bike. He took the pizza.


      He didn’t know when he’d get a chance to eat again.


      Probably not soon.
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      Jerry Dunn took a cab from the city to his suburban home in Teaneck, New Jersey. He and his wife Sami had lived in the house for twenty-two years and raised a couple of kids there. It had memories. He liked living there. The neighborhood was tree-shaded and quiet, and only a short commute to and from his job in the city.


      Land near New York City being relatively expensive at the time the houses were built, in the fifties, they were close together, but each had a single-car attached garage. Jerry and Sami’s car was a white ten-year-old Toyota Camry, but neither liked to drive in the city, so it was used mainly for errands and trips to restaurants or to a nearby shopping mall.


      After paying off the cab, Jerry entered the front door and picked up the scent of onions being fried. Sami was expecting him. They’d made a deal: he’d take a cab to and from LaGuardia so she didn’t have to fight the airport traffic, and she’d have a hot meal waiting for him when he returned.


      Of course, this time the cab hadn’t come from the airport, but a deal was a deal.


      He set his suitcase in the front entry hall, then followed the scent of onions to the kitchen.


      There was Sami at the stove, barefoot and wearing jeans and a loose-fitting blue tunic. Her upswept dark hair was mussed in back in a way that made her neck look skinny. She was frying what looked like thinly cut steaks with some onions in sizzling oil. The table was already set for two.


      Jerry knew she’d heard him come in, so he approached her from behind and kissed the nape of her neck, then pulled her to him so her back and generous rump were against him.


      He realized he was getting an erection and felt like carrying her into the bedroom. Was it because of what had happened in the city? What he’d done?


      My God, is it a turn-on?


      “—was the convention?” she was asking, still concentrating on her cooking.


      “Just what you’d expect. Information booths, panels, speeches, speeches, speeches…”


      “Drinking,” she added, flipping a steak with the wood-handled spatula in her right hand.


      He moved back so their bodies weren’t touching. “I went easy on that,” he said.


      He was sure she believed him. Whatever his other vices, he was a light drinker. As for women…well, Sami never questioned him about that, thank the Lord. From time to time he thought it might be because she was afraid of the answers, but lately he’d assumed she simply didn’t know what a stud he was. Besides, his hotel quickie sex with almost-strangers meant nothing, really. Not that Sami wouldn’t strongly disapprove. But surely she understood that Jerry had needs she didn’t fill.


      “Want iced tea with your steak?” she asked.


      “Sounds perfect.”


      She propped the spatula against a trivet on the stove and turned and kissed him on the lips, then smiled up at him. “I’d rather have you home than away,” she said.


      He kissed her back, hard, and said, “That’s where I’d rather be.”


      She turned back to the stove and sizzling canola oil.


      “We gonna eat soon?” he asked.


      “ ’Bout fifteen minutes.”


      “I’ll do some unpacking.”


      “You got time,” she said. She opened a drawer and got out a can opener to use on a tin of green beans sitting on the sink counter.


      Jerry patted her rump and went back to the entry hall for his luggage, congratulating himself on how calm he was. On how smoothly everything had gone.


      After dinner, maybe some wine. Then maybe the bedroom. Or the sofa. It was odd how much he felt like sex. Like he was back in his twenties.


      Hell, don’t question it. Make the most of it.


      


      Later that evening, he went out to the garage to put his suitcase up on the sheet of plywood over the rafters where the luggage was stored. His black nylon carry-on he took to his wooden workbench set up against the front wall of the garage.


      He glanced at the closed door from the kitchen and stood still for a few seconds. He’d left Sami in bed, snoring lightly. He smiled, remembering. He’d exhausted her.


      After dinner they’d watched part of a Yankees game on TV, then gone to bed early. They’d had sex every which way, and then read for a while in bed. Pleased and surprised, Sami had remarked that she’d never seen Jerry so passionate and so relaxed.


      It was true, he realized. It was amazing how everything in the world seemed so much better, more vivid and real, once a man took control of his life.


      He unzipped the carry-on and looked at the banded stacks of dull green bills inside. A hundred thousand dollars in small denominations. Another fifty thousand would soon be given to him. That money would be profit after paying back the bridge loan he’d taken out at the bank. He had a personal credit line there and had taken out such loans before, for stock purchases or business deals. They’d known him for years, so all that was needed was his signature.


      The money had been left for him in a tightly wrapped and taped brown package at the hotel desk. After checking in, Jerry had taken it up to his room, made sure the door was locked, and started to count the money. But he’d soon gotten bored and impatient. It was all there, he was sure, so he threw away the brown wrapping paper and stuffed the banded bills into his carry-on.


      


      The question now was where to hide the money.


      Jerry looked around the garage, trying to settle on a safe place of concealment, somewhere Sami would have no reason to look.


      Finally he decided to take his suitcase back down and put the carry-on, still with the money in it, inside, then lock his suitcase before replacing it in storage. Sami had her own luggage and would probably never touch his large suitcase anyway. That was where he’d always hidden her Christmas gifts before wrapping them, and she’d never found them.


      When he’d switched off the garage light and returned to the house and gone to bed, he lay beside his sleeping wife and calmly stared into the darkness.


      He’d reached a new maturity. It was great the way he could set aside selective parts of the past so they didn’t get in the way of the present. Compartmentalize.


      When he thought back on what he’d so recently done in the city…


      Sweet Jesus!


      He held up his right hand and tried to see if it was trembling, but the darkness in the bedroom was so dense he couldn’t tell. It sure felt steady.


      He decided maybe there’d be a delayed reaction. But if that were true, it didn’t seem it would hit him tonight. Jerry laced his fingers behind his head and sighed. He had no remorse, no regrets. He was sure he never would have.


      But it took him forever to get to sleep.


      He would dream without remembering.
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      “Dan Martin,” he said, and Hettie knew the name of her lover.


      She repeated the name, as if testing for taste.


      “You never asked my name after the first time,” he said.


      They were in her bed, and had just had sex. Hettie was spent and sore, but if he wanted to go around again…


      “You could wear me out,” he said.


      She grinned and moved her nude body against his on the perspiration-damp sheet. In the warm room their flesh seemed almost hot to the touch. “Did I hear a complaint?” she asked.


      He smiled. His dark hair was damp and mussed, a lock dangling over his forehead and almost in his eyes. “You did not.”


      “Well, I’m complaining now,” she said. “I’m thirsty.”


      She started to get up, but he gripped her shoulder gently and pulled her back down. “I’ll get us something.” He sat up and swiveled on the mattress so he was facing away from her. Twisting his muscular body, he looked over his shoulder at her. “What would you like? I’m having a beer.”


      “There’s an open bottle of Pellegrino in the fridge. That’d suit me fine.”


      He turned some more so he could lean down and kiss her lightly on the lips. “Gonna miss me?”


      She laughed deep in her throat. “I already do.”


      He kissed the top of her head, then stood up. She watched him as he walked from the bedroom. He’d have to cross the living room to get to the kitchen. She wondered if the blinds were closed.


      He returned a few minutes later with the green glass Pellegrino bottle and an opened can of Busch Lite. She sat up on the bed and scooted back so her shoulders were against the cool headboard. When he handed her the bottle she immediately took several long swallows, aware of him watching her. Some of the cold water dribbled onto her warm breasts, sending a chill through her as it mixed with her perspiration.


      Dan (as she was training herself to think of him) sat back down on the mattress, exactly where he’d been before, facing away from her. She watched a drop of perspiration drip from his damp hair as he tilted back his head to take a long pull on his beer.


      Hot work, she thought. It called for cold drinks afterward.


      Neither talked for a while, getting comfortable with each other’s silence. The air conditioner had cycled off and was quiet. Hettie listened to the constant rush of traffic from the street below. A faraway car alarm warbled briefly, barely audible in the summer night. Closer, but still far away, a police or fire department siren called like a lonely banshee.


      Loneliness. Hettie hated it. Maybe now, for her, it had ended.


      She reached over and traced the fingers of her left hand down Dan’s sweaty, muscular back.


      He turned and grinned at her. “You trying to seduce me again?”


      She smiled. “I could’ve sworn it was you who seduced me.”


      “A woman’s convenient lie,” he said, leaning back and kissing her softly, using his tongue, showing her that if she were willing…


      She let out a long breath and pushed him away.


      He moved his mouth to her ear. “What should we do now?” he whispered.


      “It’s almost three a.m.,” she said. “Maybe we should try sleeping for a change.”


      He threw back his head and finished his beer in a series of long gulps, then swiveled on the mattress and let his upper body flop back so he was lying beside her. Hettie worked herself down so she was eye to eye with him in the damp bed, lying on her side.


      “You finish your water?” he asked.


      “Most of it. Why, you want some?”


      “No. Want some of my beer?”


      “Nope. I’m fine.” She smiled. “Your beer’s empty anyway.”


      “Tired?” he asked, looking over at her.


      “Getting there,” she said, just before she dozed off.


      


      Hettie dreamed, saw the dark, muscular form of Dan Martin moving about the bedroom, heard a soft, metallic clinking sound. She couldn’t imagine what was making that noise. Dim light then, shadows gliding like the wings of soaring birds.


      Dan’s voice: “Tired?”


      Concerned about me. So sweet.


      “Are you sleeping, Hettie? Hettie?”


      She decided not to answer. Why should she? It was her dream.


      


      When Hettie awoke she realized immediately what she was smelling. Perfumed soap. Her brand.


      Her brain had barely registered that when pain erupted in her ankles.


      What…?


      She was dumbfounded. Disoriented.


      Full consciousness made its way through the thick layers of confusion, and with it came panic.


      She fought the panic by concentrating on the pain, then by trying to accept the pain, to somehow push it aside.


      Reason! Think!


      How did I get here? Where?


      It was almost completely dark.


      Can’t see! Can’t move arms or legs!


      She tried to call out. Call Dan’s name. Her lips and the tip of her tongue worked helplessly on a rough, sticky surface she recognized as the adhesive side of tape.


      Can’t scream!


      A headache she’d barely been aware of now struck her skull like an ax, and she realized she was dangling upside down. Her feet were tied together, bound to something, and her wrists were tied or taped to her thighs. She could move only her head, and that brought excruciating pain to her neck.


      Her eyes were getting used to the dimness, and she made out folds of what looked like white plastic near her. The shower curtain! Nearby vertical tubular steel glinted dully to her left, and to her right. She recognized it and knew where she was—hanging upside down from her chinning bar that, along with its collapsible and portable supporting structure, had been moved from the exercise corner of her bedroom into the shower stall.


      Dan! He did this! Must have planned it all along. Put something in my water bottle, something that made me sleep so he could do this. Oh, Jesus, I can pick them!


      The pain in her head increased with the pressure of blood-swollen veins and began to pulse. She made another attempt to scream but could barely hear the muted hum that found its way through the tape.


      Dear God, If I ever—


      A scuffing, building rhythm came to her, moving closer.


      Footsteps in the hall, near the open bathroom door.


      The lights blinked on, blinding her.
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      Sometimes it made sense to go back to the beginning.


      It occurred to Quinn that they’d carefully investigated the .25-Caliber Killer murders that had happened on their watch, but the first two crimes, the murders of George Manders and Alan Weeks, had been given only slightly more than a cursory examination.


      He decided to start with the first victim, George Manders.


      Quinn and his team had studied the murder book on Manders, read the statements of neighbors, friends, and relatives, and looked into the life of Manders himself.


      Manders seemed tailor-made to be an unlikely murder victim, a maddening conundrum for the police.


      They’d found nothing in his life that might lead to his murder. But of course there must be something, because he had been murdered.


      Quinn sat at Fedderman’s desk, where the light was brighter, and propped the rectangular half-frames of his reading glasses on the slightly crooked bridge of his nose. Patiently, and in a pedantic pose that didn’t suit him, he began to read.


      The statements of people who knew Manders seemed to lead nowhere, and the revisited facts concerning his murder also yielded nothing new.


      Manders had been a fairly successful hedge fund manager for a firm called Prudent Power, which specialized in shorting the market using exchange traded funds. Quinn could barely make himself read about that, so boring did it become. But he scanned it, learned something about puts and calls, then decided it probably had little to do with Manders’s murder except in larger and general ways whose understanding didn’t require an MBA from Harvard. He hoped.


      He stood up, stretched, and then poured some of yesterday’s coffee into a white foam cup. Tasting the horrid stuff and making a face, he snatched up the Manders file from Fedderman’s desk, sat down at his own desk, and booted up his computer.


      After a minute or so, and several acidic sips from the foam cup, he peered over the frames of his glasses at the glowing monitor. Where to look first but the Wall Street Journal?


      Interesting. The price of Prudent Power had plunged as the market rose, losing a lot of value for its investors. But wasn’t that what a hedge fund was supposed to do, move the opposite way of the stock market? Quinn wasn’t sure. It might not be that simple, meaning the manager of Prudent Power might have made enemies by the thousands. It would take only one furious client crazy enough to kill him.


      But would that same killer then have moved on to take more victims, people who, presumably, had nothing to do with his (her?) finances? And Quinn wondered, how many serial killers had there been who were wealthy enough to have holdings in hedge funds?


      He phoned the police profiler, Helen Iman, and asked her that question.


      “Maybe Jack the Ripper,” she said. “But we’ll never know for sure. That’s about it. Don’t bother barking up that tree, Quinn.”


      He was holding the phone to his ear with his left hand while leafing through papers in the file.


      “What’re you doing, Quinn?”


      “Looking for another tree to bark up.”


      “I’m pretty busy here,” Helen said.


      “I’m leafing through witness statements as we talk,” he said. “Not that there were really any witnesses.”


      “The usual friends and relatives talking about what a great guy the victim was, and how he had no enemies?”


      “On target.”


      “Read me who they are.”


      Quinn found the statements list and began reading her the names of people either his team or the earlier investigators had interviewed.


      “That last one,” Helen said, interrupting him. “Same last name as the victim.”


      “Zoe Manders,” Quinn said. “Sister.”


      “The name sounds familiar to me. She the one who’s the psychologist?”


      “Says here she’s a psychoanalyst. Got an office over on Park Avenue.”


      “La-di-da. Well, maybe that’s where I heard her name, some convention or other.”


      “Manders himself was no pauper. Lived on East Fifty-sixth Street, near Sutton Place.”


      “Prosperous siblings,” Helen said.


      “Like you and I would be, if we were related and had money.”


      “Talk to her again,” Helen said.


      “Says here she and her brother only saw each other half a dozen times a year, mostly on holidays. Didn’t go to the same places or have the same friends. And sis is solid with alibi.”


      “She might know something she doesn’t know she knows,” Helen said.


      “That’s pretty goddamned cryptic.”


      “How old is Dr. Manders?”


      “Forty-six,” Quinn said, adjusting his reading glasses to peer more closely at the file.


      “Victim was forty-three,” Helen said. “They probably grew up together and were close. She was his big sister, and now she’s a psychoanalyst. Most likely looked out for him when they were kids. She probably knows a lot about him.”


      “And being a shrink, she’d know how to root through her childhood memories in productive fashion.”


      “Exactly,” Helen said. “All you have to do is get her to think like a cop, and she might tell you something illuminating about little brother. Dr. Manders might be a hidden undeclared asset.”


      Had Helen been reading the Wall Street Journal?


      “One way to get to know something about the killer is to know his victims,” Quinn said.


      “You got it, Quinn. Cherchez la shrink.”


      “Always,” Quinn said.


      


      Hettie’s almost constant muted screams were like insane musical accompaniment to her agony. While they were barely audible, she could hear them. Each one echoed in every dark corridor of her mind, each echo sharper and more painful than the last. Hettie had given up hope long ago.


      What filled her mind now, along with the pain, was a question.


      Why must it take so long to die?
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      Zoe Manders’s fashionable Park Avenue office address, just off Fifty-ninth Street, whispered success. Standing in the towering building’s glass and marble lobby, Quinn studied the directory and found that she was one of maybe a dozen doctors of one sort or another on the floors not occupied by corporations large and small. He walked over to where a uniformed security guard sat in a low chair behind a curved marble-topped counter and signed in. The marble was cold to the touch.


      “Good to see you again, Captain.”


      Quinn glanced again at the guard and recognized the grinning, puffy face of former NYPD detective Ben Byrd. Byrd had worked out of Manhattan South homicide and been in a bad car accident while on the way to a crime scene…what, five years ago?


      “You’re looking good, Ben,” Quinn said, shaking hands. Quinn meant it. He’d heard about how seriously Byrd was injured, the endless rounds of operations.


      Byrd added a shrug to his smile. “I don’t get around so well, but other than that there’s no pain. It’s pain that can wear you down, especially the back pain.”


      Quinn caught a glint of polished steel behind the counter and noticed for the first time that Byrd was seated in a wheelchair.


      “I don’t get up outta here by myself,” Byrd said, but the grin didn’t waver. “I can get around okay, though. Things turned out all right, considering.”


      “Better than what almost happened.”


      “That’s what I tell myself, Captain.” Byrd’s gaze dropped to the building log on the marble counter. “I see you know Dr. Manders.”


      “Meeting her for the first time,” Quinn said.


      “Police business, I guess.”


      “Yeah. Thanks for assuming I’m not one of her patients.”


      “It wouldn’t be an insult. I was one of ’em myself, after the accident.”


      “She must know her job,” Quinn said, a bit awkwardly.


      “I figured you were here ’cause of what happened to her brother. That Twenty-five-Caliber thing. How’s it going on that one?”


      “Slowly,” Quinn said.


      “So nothing’s changed.”


      Quinn told him nothing had, then offered his hand again to shake.


      Byrd, with a still-powerful grip, gave Quinn’s hand a squeeze and said, “Take it easy on Dr. Manders. She’s one of the good ones.”


      “In the building, you mean?”


      “One of the good ones anywhere,” Byrd said. “A class lady.”


      “Thanks for telling me.” Quinn smiled. “She’s not a suspect, Ben. Class ladies don’t shoot people in the head.”


      “Most of them don’t,” Byrd said.


      


      Quinn found the neatly disguised elevators and rode one to the ninth floor. At the end of a long, carpeted corridor, beyond the door to a law firm, was a plain wooden door simply lettered DR. ZOE MANDERS.


      The door opened to a small anteroom that was tastefully furnished in grays and greens, with a brown leather sofa and two matching chairs. There were a lot of potted plants that looked artificial, but when Quinn touched one of the leaves he found it was real.


      There was no receptionist and no place for one to sit and greet people. No phone in sight. The doctor must have an answering service. Next to a door beyond one of the brown leather chairs was a small illuminated button. Quinn had called ahead for an appointment, so he went over to the button and pressed it. A buzzer sounded behind the closed door.


      Within a few seconds Dr. Zoe Manders opened the door and smiled at Quinn. She was a slim woman who looked too young to be in her forties, slightly taller than average, with brown eyes and short brown hair. Her features were even and radiated more health than delicacy. Maybe it was her wide cheekbones and wonderful smile, or maybe it was the fact that she was a psychoanalyst, that reminded Quinn of Ingrid Bergman, who’d played a psychiatrist in a Hitchcock movie.


      “Detective Quinn?” she asked.


      He’d been staring. “Yes, and you’re Dr. Manders?”


      “The introductions are out of the way,” she said, still smiling, and stood aside so he could enter her office.


      Simply being there made Quinn feel better, and he’d felt okay when he arrived. Gray and green in here, too, but with lighter tan leather. There were some heavy, shaded lamps with oversized bases on darkly grained wood tables, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in matching wood, the books neatly arranged. The carpet was a plush beige two shades darker than the leather chairs. The heavy drapes that muffled the sounds of Park Avenue traffic nine stories below were the deep, velvety green of old moss. On two of the walls were framed prints of Monet garden paintings, containing almost every color but in a muted harmony that made them relaxing to gaze on.


      Dr. Manders was wearing loose-fitting charcoal-gray slacks, a silky pale gray blouse with a white pattern that made it look almost lacy, and low-heeled shoes of a gray that matched the blouse. She led Quinn to one of the comfortable-looking leather chairs and motioned for him to sit down, then she sat behind a polished wood desk that had delicately carved legs and looked more like a table. The effect of the room with her in it was strangely soothing. It was all calculated, Quinn told himself, but it certainly worked.


      “You came about George,” she said. Her voice was unexpectedly low, also soothing.


      At first Quinn didn’t understand, then realized he’d been thinking of the victim, her brother, by only his last name. “I did.”


      “You’re not the first.”


      “I know that, Dr. Manders. I mean I really came about George.”


      She appeared puzzled.


      “As opposed to his killer,” he said.


      “You need to explain.”


      “You know who I am? I mean, beyond my name and NYPD identity?”


      She nodded. “I read the papers, watch TV news. When I heard the city had put you in charge of the investigation, I was glad. Not just because of George, but for the other victims. A serial killer…”


      “The way we search for them,” Quinn said, “is figure out how they think, what passes for logic in their damaged minds. The more we can learn about them the better, even if it’s not directly related to the murders.”


      “You mean you want my input as a psychoanalyst? I’m afraid you—”


      “No, no,” he interrupted, leaning forward, realizing for the first time she was wearing perfume, something subtle that carried the scent of lilacs. “What I mean is that, the next best thing to knowing the killer is to know the victim. It might seem that these are random killings, but to the murderer, they’re not. Even if the killer thinks they are, they still might not be. The more I know about George, the more I can surmise about his killer. It’s even possible that I’ll be able to discern some sort of motive, even if your brother and his killer never crossed paths until the time of the murder.” He studied her impassive features. “Does that make sense, Dr. Manders?”


      She locked gazes with him and nodded. “Very much sense. And it’s Zoe. We might as well be informal if I’m going to talk about George. It will make it easier for me.” Her dark eyes remained trained on his, searching, maybe imploring. He didn’t quite understand that. It came to him that there might be a lot about this woman that was beyond his understanding.


      “All right, Zoe. If it’s okay with you, I’ll just sit back and you can tell me about your brother. Even the things that don’t seem important. I need to have some idea of him.”


      She smiled. “Shouldn’t we change places?”


      “No,” Quinn said seriously, “you’re in control here.”


      “I sometimes wonder,” she said, and leaned back in her chair. Her eyes fixed on some point above Quinn’s head and behind him.


      “I am—was—three years older than George,” she began. “We grew up in a middle-class neighborhood, but a kind of tough one. For a while, I was his protector. Not that he wouldn’t fight, but he was small for his age.”


      “Was he a magnet for bullies?”


      “No more than any kid small for his age. And bullies didn’t taunt him once they learned he was my little brother.”


      “So you were pretty tough.”


      She laughed. “No, just pretty. The boys wanted to stay on my good side.”


      “Easy to see why.”


      She ignored the compliment. “When I was sixteen and George was thirteen, our father died in an industrial accident.”


      “What kind of accident?”


      “Chemical,” she said. “He was a chemist, and someone at the plant where he worked for Montrose Insecticide and Feed used a wrong compound in a weed-killer, and it…killed my father. Our father.” She looked at Quinn, then back at the point above his head. What does she see there?


      “Poisoned him?”


      “The fumes destroyed his lungs. It was a terrible way to die.”


      Tears glistened in her eyes. Quinn sat quietly, giving her time.


      “When Dad died, it was as if a bomb had exploded in the family. Our mother raised us, never remarried. She had to work two jobs to keep the family going. Things changed between George and me. He became the protector. I became more of a…victim.”


      Quinn listened patiently for well over an hour while she went on to describe their home life, the pets they’d had, the arguments, how she and her brother had attended the same college, how George had an inborn skill with numbers, which carried him through business school. After working at a brokerage house he managed to attract investors and started a growth mutual fund, which evolved into a hedge fund, Prudent Power. Zoe meanwhile had gone on to postgraduate studies and earned her degree. She interned and worked for a while in a clinic, then as a corporate psychologist. Eight years ago she began her own practice.


      “Obviously, you and George were both highly motivated.”


      “I suppose so.” She smiled sadly. “To escape grief, perhaps.”


      “Sounds as if things were hard for you.”


      “Only to a degree. We were both good students, and we must have inherited ambition.”


      “Strange thing for a psychoanalyst to say.”


      “I suppose it is. But I think we both felt that things would work out okay for us.”


      “Is your mother—”


      “She died twelve years ago. A heart attack.”


      “George never married?”


      “He almost did, once. But the girl changed her mind.”


      “What about his sister?”


      She looked startled. Then she smiled, understanding he was talking about her. “I almost did once, too. Only I changed my mind.”


      “George and you turned out to be overachievers.”


      “That’d be my diagnosis,” she said.


      “Because of your father’s death?”


      “Maybe. He was an overachiever, too, as was his father.”


      “In your genes.”


      “Yeah, maybe. So much is genetic. Do you think murder is genetic, that it’s in your killer’s genes?”


      “I honestly don’t know. That’d be your field.”


      “Well, Detective Quinn—” She seemed suddenly surprised at herself. “I forgot to get your first name.”


      “Just Quinn’ll work.”


      “I thought we were on a first-name basis.”


      “We are, Zoe. My given name’s Frank, but everyone calls me Quinn.”


      “Well, Quinn, I don’t know, either. About the killer gene.”


      She sat farther back. He sat back. They regarded each other.


      “Life’s so goddamned short,” she said.


      “For some of us. Usually the wrong ones.”


      “Has this conversation been a help?” she asked.


      “Has it helped you?”


      She swallowed. “I suppose it has. It hasn’t brought George back, though.”


      “It might help to catch his killer,” Quinn said. “There’s no way to know for sure at this point.”


      “If you really think you and I getting together might help,” she said, “maybe we should do it again.”


      Quinn felt surprised and oddly embarrassed. He couldn’t contain his smile. “I thought you psychoanalysts were supposed to be obscure.”


      “That was me being obscure,” she said. “What I really meant is that you intrigue me. Your methods, who you are. Maybe it’s because you’re trying to track my brother’s killer. Maybe when you catch him, or kill him, you’ll no longer intrigue me.”


      “That was direct enough,” Quinn said.


      “Often being direct is wise. Life offers only so many opportunities, it’s a shame not to explore them. Believe me, I’m not being impulsive. I’d tell you I hardly ever do this kind of thing, only you already know that.”


      “I do know it,” Quinn said.


      “I don’t take very many chances.”


      Oh, yes you do. Was your brother a gambler like you? A risk taker? Some people say that’s in the genes.


      “Neither do I,” he said.


      She crossed her arms, cocked her head to the side, and stared at him with hope and a certain vulnerability. He knew what courage it must take. But at the same time, the lady seemed to get off on risk. Quinn understood that; he often fought the same instinct in himself.


      And sometimes he didn’t fight it.


      What the hell, since we’re being direct: “How about dinner, then maybe later…?”


      “How about sooner,” she said “then maybe dinner?”


      Later that night Quinn wondered, is there a victim gene?

    

  


  
    
      23

    


    
      It was almost like watching a wary exotic fish considering a variety of lures. The man in the unmarked blue baseball cap had watched her yesterday from across Broadway as she meandered from shop to shop, looking in windows, regarding the bait. He knew she’d finally see something that interested her and enter one of the shops. She would finally bite.


      Men and women thought quite differently. He understood how women thought, had made a study of it. Certain women, for certain reasons, he studied individually and closely.


      That was because only certain women would do. It would be wrong to call them all the same physical type. It was more something about their bearing, the way they held themselves and moved. The way they thought. The look in their eyes.


      That was something he hadn’t yet seen. He hadn’t looked into this one’s eyes.


      She was certainly attractive, he thought, as he slowed and stood with his hands in his pockets, staring across the street. She was medium height, with long dark hair, long legs encased in tight jeans, long and graceful arms that nonetheless looked strong. Even her neck was long and slender. What interested him most was her ballet dancer’s tightly sprung body. It hinted at physical strength as well as grace, reminiscent of a wild and lovely animal that might bolt and be up to speed in seconds. A prey animal, like an elegant gazelle. Every slight movement she made was unconscious art.


      She went into a mid-price fashion shop and, after about fifteen minutes, emerged carrying a small white shopping bag. From outside the shop he followed her back the way she’d come, along Broadway. She was walking now with a firm destination in mind, and he had to quicken his pace to keep up with her long, graceful strides.


      Finally she took the concrete steps down a shadowed stairwell to a subway platform. Even descending the steps, had she wanted to, she could have balanced a book on her head.


      Though the train was crowded, she managed to find a seat. He stood halfway down the car, holding on to a vertical steel bar, unobtrusively watching her.


      They didn’t ride far before exiting the subway and surfacing back into the bright sun. Like moles, he thought, blinking at the light. He was sure she still hadn’t noticed him as he fell in behind her at a prudent distance.


      He had to find out as much as possible about her, and where she lived was essential information.


      It turned out to be a West Side apartment in an old brick building with phony green shutters and fancy grillwork on the ground-floor windows. He’d watched, but it was impossible to know which unit she’d entered. It was probably useless to cross the street and look at the mailboxes, and he might attract suspicion.


      He’d be back tomorrow, though. And if things worked out as he suspected, he’d return here often. At least for a while. He’d find out what he needed to know. He always did.


      He thought about the woman with the strong and elegant ballerina’s body, the way her hair flipped with each step as she strode with her long legs. So delicate and precise, with a grace one had to be blessed with at birth. He replayed the image over and over in his mind, studying it for meaning and vulnerability.


      He was learning. He was stalking.


      


      The next morning he found out where she worked.


      He’d been waiting less than half an hour when she appeared outside her building, wearing jeans again (though these weren’t as tight) and a T-shirt with some sort of lettering across the back. He was too far away to read what it said. Her graceful stride lengthened as she headed in the direction of the subway stop where they’d emerged last night. He fell in behind her as he’d done yesterday.


      He followed her to an Office Tech, one of the big-box chain stores that retailed office supplies and electronics. It wasn’t far from where she’d been shopping early yesterday evening.


      Now he followed her into the store, along the aisles of electronics, seeing nothing in focus but her. Without hesitating she strode toward the rear of the store, occasionally nodding a good morning to some of her fellow employees. Closer to her now, he could read the lettering on the back of her T-shirt: PRACTICE RANDOM ACTS OF KINKINESS.


      A joke. She thinks.


      Her regal elegance was incongruous and somehow stimulating as she brushed through a swinging door into what must be a storage area. Apparently she didn’t work on the sales floor.


      Not quite ready to be disappointed, he decided to hang around for a while. He browsed about, pretending to study notebook computers, printers, various computer supplies. Twice he had to assure salespeople that he didn’t need or want help. There were about half a dozen of them in the spacious store, all of them wearing identical pin-on green buttons with identical fake ink stains on them that, if you looked closely, resembled desktop computers. The Office Tech logo.


      


      Ten minutes, and she hadn’t come out of the storage area. He was becoming impatient. Close behind her, he’d been able to pick up her scent, the harbinger of her fear. Of her excitement.


      Almost immediately they know without knowing.


      He heard one of the salespeople, an older woman, ask a young clerk if “Terri” had come in yet.


      “Few minutes ago,” the clerk said. He was a skinny teenager with a wannabe mustache. “She’s in back moving stock.”


      “I figured you’d notice,” the woman said, and they both smiled.


      The older woman, apparently a supervisor, walked toward the back of the store.


      Going to check on Terri? Make sure she’s working?


      A small message board was mounted on the wall next to the door to the storeroom. It was one of those erasable ones of the sort you saw outside hospital rooms. The name “Terri Gaddis” was written on it, along with several other names. The woman used a writing instrument hanging on a string beside the board and put a checkmark next to Terri’s name.


      In his mind, the man in the blue baseball cap put a checkmark next to Terri’s name.


      Terri Gaddis.


      


      He was about ready to give up for the morning and leave Office Tech when Terri emerged from the storeroom. She was wearing one of the green buttons with the logo ink stain.


      So she did work on the sales floor.


      It was still early, so there weren’t many shoppers in the gadget-lined aisles. She walked over and stood near a display of notebook computers, all with their screens glowing, and looked beautifully bored.


      Well, he enjoyed shopping for computers, talking about them, learning. He enjoyed learning about almost anything. Who knew when any bit of knowledge might prove useful? So he wouldn’t completely tune out what Terri was going to tell him while he was primarily learning about her. Studying her from only a few feet away. Looking into her eyes as he must so he could see in them the commitment they would make to each other on a deeper level than her conscious knowledge. Those who were prey always recognized the predators, always accepted what would surely occur. Often the premeditation in what the courts called premeditated murder took two.


      He walked toward her, smiling.


      Terri Gaddis didn’t know it, but she was ready for her close-up.
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      “If I’d known it was going to be like this,” Quinn said, “I’d have seen a shrink sooner.”


      They were in Zoe’s bedroom, in her king-sized bed. The window treatments were white-stick blinds that were halfway down. Diaphanous white sheer curtains over them admitted soft morning light.


      Her apartment was also on Park Avenue, two buildings down from her office. It was on a high floor in a pre-war brick and stone tower that admitted very little sound from outside. Not a large apartment, it was well and eclectically decorated. Zoe’s dresser was a marble-topped French provincial work of art, while a large walnut wardrobe that supplemented her closet was an almost plain period piece. A chair near the bed was upholstered in maroon and had artfully turned wooden arms. The carpet that covered most of the polished hardwood floor was a multicolored Persian with an intricate design and variegated shading. Quinn knew a little about carpets and thought it was authentic. Everything looked expensive and should have appeared mismatched, but somehow it all went together.


      “You had a great decorator,” he said.


      He thought she’d tell him she’d decorated the place herself, but she said, “It looks all right. You live in a place, you get used to anything.”


      She had a point. And he knew she hadn’t grown up in professionally decorated rooms.


      “You’ll have to see my place,” he said, figuring she’d laugh. She didn’t disappoint him. “I did it myself,” he said.


      “Very good. It’ll reflect you.”


      She shifted her weight on the mattress so she could see him better, causing a fold of white sheet to drop and expose her right breast. He couldn’t swear she didn’t do it on purpose. Women moved so easily through the world of convenient chance. He leaned forward and kissed her nipple, feeling her fingers run through the hair on the back of his head, gently at first, then roughly, pulling him closer.


      When after a few minutes he leaned back, she said, “I’m glad we took the chance.”


      “It’s unanimous.”


      He was about to get up when he heard the opening notes of “Don’t Cry for Me Argentina.”


      “My cell phone,” he said, sitting up. The sheet fell away as he stood. He was aware of her watching him as he went to his pants folded on the maroon chair and fished the phone out of a pocket. He flipped open the lid, staring at the caller’s number on the tiny screen.


      Pearl.


      Just what I need.


      “Yeah, Pearl.”


      “I called your apartment and didn’t get an answer, so I figured you’d already left.”


      “On my way in,” he said.


      “Oh.” He knew she wouldn’t miss the fact that there were no traffic sounds in the background.


      “Stopped for a bagel,” he said.


      “Ah.”


      Oh and Ah. It didn’t take much for Pearl’s antennae to pick up the slightest reason for suspicion. Or was Quinn simply feeling guilty and reading things into her tone?


      Zoe was sitting up in bed, looking at him with one of her eyebrows arched. He shrugged helplessly. Damned Pearl!


      “I talked to Jorge, the handsome pizza biker,” Pearl said. “Shook something loose.” She told him what Jorge had revealed about Joe Galin and his business relationship with the drug dealer Vernon Lake.


      “We need to find out what hospital Lake’s in,” Quinn said


      “That’s what I was up all night doing. He’s in Roosevelt, room six-twenty. I told them I was police, but since I wasn’t there in person to flash my shield, the nurse I was talking to clammed up. I called back later and got a different nurse, told her I was Lake’s sister Veronica. She told me the name was familiar, that she must have heard Lake talking about me.”


      “He’s liable to rabbit outta there if he hears about your call.”


      “Lake’s not going anywhere. He’s got two bullet holes in him and he’s on painkillers.”


      “He gonna die on us?”


      “Might. The nurse that thought I was his sister sounded somber, but she wouldn’t tell me much about Lake’s condition over the phone. He’s listed as critical but stable.”


      “Stable for now,” Quinn said.


      “Yeah.”


      “We’ve gotta get over there.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Leave now, and I’ll be at the hospital waiting for you.”


      He regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. Pearl would know he wasn’t on his way to work if he was closer to Roosevelt than she was.


      “I’ll be there soon as I can,” she said. “You take your time. Finish your doughnut.”


      “Bagel,” Quinn said.


      “Whatever. They both have holes in the middle.”


      She broke the connection.


      Sarcasm?


      “Work?” Zoe asked from the bed.


      “ ’Fraid so. A policeman’s lot.” He padded barefoot over to the bed and kissed her. “Sorry. I was looking forward to us going out and having breakfast.”


      “I understand,” she said, maneuvering her body so she was seated on the edge of the mattress. She tossed the wadded sheets behind her toward the center of the bed as she stood up. “You go ahead and get dressed, and I’ll make you some breakfast.”


      “Don’t go to any trouble.”


      “I won’t. Just a bagel.”
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      When Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman asked at the nurses’ station for Vernon Lake’s room number, they soon found themselves face-to-face with a uniformed cop named Butterfield who knew Fedderman from his NYPD days. Butterfield had bad symmetry; he was built square and had a round, angelic face. The crow’s-feet at the corners of his blue eyes and a head of thinning gray hair suggested he had to be near retirement age.


      After exchanging pleasantries with Fedderman, he said, “You wanna see Lake, I’ll have to take you to him. He’s been charged and read his rights, but maybe it’s his last rites he needs.” A nearby nurse behind the counter had overheard and glared at him, then continued bustling about.


      “We heard he’d been shot,” Quinn said. “Bad?”


      “Depends on whose point of view.”


      “Lake’s.”


      “He’ll get over the two bullet holes in him. What he hasn’t been told yet is he’s got pancreatic cancer and won’t live more’n three months.”


      “Jesus,” Pearl said.


      Butterfield shrugged. “It’d be easier to feel sorry for him if he hadn’t been living off kids’ drug money for years.”


      “He in any condition to have a conversation?” Quinn asked.


      “Sure. I wouldn’t say he’s eager to leap outta bed, or even able, but he’s conscious and not in a lot of pain.”


      Butterfield led them to Room 620 and then told them to go on in and he’d wait out in the hall.


      It was a small room with only one visitor’s chair, and that with a stack of folded linens on it. Sunlight sneaked in through slatted blinds. It smelled as if someone had been hanging around there chewing spearmint gum.


      The three detectives stood close to Vernon Lake’s bed as he regarded them with rheumy brown eyes. He was an African American man in his thirties, with a powerful upper body and a sharply defined face of ebony planes made darker by black stubble. The bed was cranked up so he was almost in a sitting position. His midsection was swathed in white gauze, as was his right bicep. An IV unit with two plastic packets of medication hanging from its metal stand was feeding clear liquids into a vein on the back of his left hand. His wrists were handcuffed to the steel bedrails.


      He didn’t smile as he looked up at them. “You ain’t doctors.” He sounded tired, but didn’t slur his words, obviously not too drugged up with painkillers to know what he was saying.


      “Healers of society,” Quinn said, flashing his shield.


      “Not my society.”


      “We got some questions for you,” Pearl said.


      “Then maybe I oughta have my lawyer here.”


      “You got one?” Fedderman asked.


      “Public defender. Name of Sophie Murray.”


      “She’s a tough one,” Quinn said. “You might wanna call her at a certain point. All we want from you are a few answers about Joseph Galin.”


      “Don’ know him.”


      “He’s the guy you paid for protection while you were dealing. Back when he was a cop and we were all younger and better looking.”


      Lake pressed his head back into his pillow and said nothing.


      “We can offer you a deal,” Quinn said, “if you give us some answers and don’t play the hard ass. You know Galin’s been shot and killed. Maybe you even did it.”


      “Talk that way,” Lake said, “an’ I want my lawyer.”


      “Hear me out before you decide. We’re not interested in pinning Galin on you. We know you’re innocent. You know you’re going up for a long time on the drug charges, not to mention trading shots with another dealer. He’s gonna be okay, by the way, just like you.”


      “I been tol’ he was dead.”


      “Then somebody’s jerking you around.”


      “Wouldn’t be the first time for that. All cops do, ain’t it, jerk us plain folks around?”


      “Some cops sometimes,” Quinn admitted. “Not me, not now. All we want’s some straight information about Galin. He’s dead now, so if you owed him something, it doesn’t matter.”


      “I din’ owe that man nothin’.”


      “We want Galin’s killer,” Quinn said. “We’ve got no interest in you otherwise. What we’d like to know is, was he dirty?”


      “Why should I—” Lake decided in mid-sentence to be silent. His powerful neck muscles flexed as he scrunched his head farther back into his pillow. He was obviously going to be stubborn.


      “ ’S’cuse me, please.” Quinn stuck his head outside the room’s door and said something to Butterfield, then ducked back in.


      Lake glared at him without moving his head. “Don’ matter what you do. Till I get—”


      “Shut up,” Quinn said, hardening his tone. “Be a smart asshole for once and shut up till you know the game and decide whether to play.”


      Lake seemed to relax, but only slightly. This was the kind of cop talk he knew. His breathing was loud and rhythmic in the quiet room.


      There was a knock on the door. Quinn went to it and was handed something, then closed the door and came back to stand again by Lake’s bed. He was holding a Bible.


      “You a religious shit-head?” he asked Lake.


      “Long-ago Baptist, if it be any of your business.”


      “I’m a religious man, through and through. It’s why I’m a cop. I don’t miss church on Sundays, and I try to live by the good book. You believe me?”


      “Don’ believe a thing you say.”


      “That hurts me. I’m gonna offer you a trade. You don’t want it, then we can do the lawyer thing and you can talk or go mum or whatever, but the deal will be off the table.”


      “That legal?”


      “For Christ’s sake, I’m a cop.”


      “Yeah, that’s what I be thinkin’.”


      Quinn held the Bible out flat in his left hand and rested his right palm on it. “I’m gonna tell you this, and I’m swearing to it on the Bible. You tell us what we want to know about Galin, and…well, I can’t guarantee you won’t do some time on the charges against you, but I can and do guarantee, on this good book and by all I hold holy, that you won’t serve more than eighteen months.” He handed the Bible over for Pearl to hold. “Now, we can go that way, or we can do this by another book. You can call your lawyer in and we’ll go through the usual bullshit, and maybe you’ll do okay and only get fifteen to twenty years, but this offer will be off the table.”


      Lake closed his eyes, thinking about it.


      Fedderman walked over and pretended to gaze out the window. Pearl held the Bible and looked at Quinn, standing there with his arms crossed, staring down at Lake. Beneath the medicinal minty scent in the room was the stench of Lake sweating under the white sheet that covered his lower body. Perspiration gleamed on his muscular chest and shoulders, on his broad forehead.


      Lake, still with his eyes closed, said, “You can really do this?”


      “I can do this.”


      “Guarantee me an eighteen-month cap?”


      “Eighteen months or less, and you’ll be out,” Quinn assured him.


      Pearl felt a queasiness, watching Quinn telling the truth yet misleading a dying man like this. Hard, hard bastard, Quinn. Believable as an emissary from God.


      “We got us a deal,” Lake said, opening his eyes. “But you best be tellin’ me the truth.”


      “You’ll know soon enough that I am,” Quinn said. He didn’t shake Lake’s hand, but he reached down near the steel cuffs and touched it. Lake replied with a wriggle of his fingers.


      The man in the bed sighed. He was going to unload. Quinn had pulled it off. Pearl felt a guilty elation.


      “Galin was dirty,” Lake said. “I paid him once a month to lay off my dealin’s an’ to let me know if somethin’ heavy was movin’ my direction. I do gotta say, he kep’ to the deal.”


      “How much did you pay him?” Quinn asked.


      “Ten thousand a month, then later on he wanted fifteen.”


      “He get it?”


      Lake snorted a kind of laugh that hurt him and made him wince. “I paid. He be worth it.”


      “This go on till he retired?”


      “No. Till six, seven years ago, when I went in for a short stretch. Nothin’ to do with Galin, though. Got stopped for a traffic violation, had a trunk fulla product. Shitty luck, was all it was. What it usually is. When I got out, I knew Galin was gonna retire soon.” He smiled. “An’ of course I wasn’t dealin’ then anyways.”


      “No need to get into that,” Quinn said.


      “I wasn’t surprised when I heard Galin was shot,” Lake said.


      “Why’s that?”


      “I always had the feelin’ I wasn’t the only one payin’ him. I’d give you the other names if I knew ’em.”


      Quinn thought Lake might be lying, but he didn’t want to push it. “You’ve told us what we wanted to know.”


      “I gotta ask again,” the doomed Lake said, “you bein’ straight with me? I can count on less’n eighteen months behind walls?”


      Quinn took the Bible from Pearl, then gripped it tightly and held it out toward Lake, above the bed.


      Pearl thought he looked like a faith healer ready to cast his spell. Was Lake going to rise up from the bed and walk, his handcuffs miraculously opened and dangling from his wrists?


      “If you’ve been truthful to me,” Quinn said, “I promise that you’ll be free, Vernon. Within eighteen months, you’ll be free.”


      “I been truthful. I swear to God I have.”


      “I believe you, son.”


      When they left the room, Quinn returned the Bible to Butterfield, who carried it back toward the nurse’s station.


      In the elevator going down, the three of them were alone.


      Pearl said, “Sometimes you frighten me, Quinn.”


      “Vernon Lake’s an asshole who killed his share of people,” Fedderman said. “He knew something that could help us save lives. Quinn didn’t actually lie to the man.”


      “That’s what frightens me. And makes me a little queasy.”


      “Grow up, Pearl.” Fedderman said.


      “Yeah. Grow up, grow old, then die. Makes being born not seem worthwhile.”


      “Every right thing you do,” Quinn said, “you don’t feel good about it afterward.”
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      Black Lake, Missouri, 1985


      The bitter November air was sharp and full of scent. It froze the hair in Marty’s nostrils and caught like a blade in his throat.


      Eleven-year-old Marty Hawk stayed well to the side and slightly behind his father as they trudged up the snow-crusted rise toward the ridge of trees lined like silhouetted Halloween shapes against the gray sky. When the wind blew, it rattled the ice in the branches. Marty’s breath fogged out ahead of him.


      He held his rifle cradled in his arm, pointed at the ground as instructed. Marty had shot the rifle before, but not with the high-velocity rounds that were in its breach and magazine now.


      The rifle was a Mossberg bolt-action 30–06 with Marty’s name artfully carved into its wooden stock. It had been his birthday present last year. He’d practiced with it for months.


      Now, finally, his father had decided he was ready.


      As they approached the frozen ridge, his father shifted his ancient Winchester rifle to his left hand, extended his right arm to the side, and made a downward motion with the flat of his palm. Man and boy slowed their pace and moved as silently as possible through the snow to the top of the ridge.


      The trees and some bent and frozen underbrush lent them cover as they surveyed the lay of lightly wooded land beyond them. Through the trees they could see the wide flatness of the lake, not quite frozen but with sheets of ice in its dark water.


      There was movement ahead, and Marty and his father hunkered lower. Marty almost slipped and slid back down the rise, but his father reached over to grab his wrist and steady him. His father raised his gloved hand to his face and held a forefinger in front of his mouth, in a signal for Marty to be silent. Marty watched the steam of his father’s hot breath swirl around the raised finger and nodded. The rifle was getting heavy. He hefted it slightly higher so the tip of its barrel wouldn’t touch the snow.


      Marty’s father pointed toward a doe and a large buck with a fine stand of antlers less than a hundred yards away. The two animals had their heads down, feeding on some grass they’d managed to find beneath the layer of snow. The buck raised his head, as if to show off his antlers, sniffed the air, then resumed feeding.


      Marty felt his father’s hand squeeze his shoulder, and his father pointed to him, then to the buck.


      Marty’s head swam. He didn’t want to kill this beautiful animal, but he knew his father saw it as food as well as prey.


      It was food.


      And it was prey. And Marty was a hunter. At least he would be. He knew what his father expected of him. Marty would do almost anything not to disappoint his father.


      His father squeezed his shoulder again, brushing his back as he removed his hand.


      Marty raised the rifle and sighted down its barrel at the peacefully grazing buck. He centered the sights on the deer’s large chest, just above the left leg. A heart shot.


      The steam of Marty’s own breath rose in the icy air, for a second obscuring his vision. His heart slammed against his ribs and his blood rushed hotly through his veins. The blackened gun sight before him trembled.


      He drew a deep breath, as he’d been taught, then slowly and quietly exhaled. They were downwind of the deer, and he knew he could take his time. The animals couldn’t pick up their scent. If he and his father simply were still enough, the deer wouldn’t bolt.


      The end of the barrel was now steady. Marty adjusted his aim ever so slightly to the left, allowing for the winter breeze, and ever so gently squeezed the trigger.


      The rifle’s sharp report cracked through the still morning, and the stock kicked back hard against Marty’s shoulder. He had to catch himself again to keep from sliding downhill.


      When he looked for the deer he saw it beginning to run and was sure he’d missed. He didn’t know whether to be sorry or glad.


      Then the deer stumbled, struggled up again, took a few more leggy strides on limbs that refused to work, and collapsed.


      “We won’t have to track after that one,” Marty’s father said beside him. Then he laughed and hugged Marty, who found himself laughing and crying simultaneously, and hugging back.


      He saw that the Mossberg was lying in the snow and dutifully stooped to pick it up, brushing snow off its bolt action. Should he have worked the rifle’s bolt and readied it for a second or even third shot?


      “You did good!” his father said beside him. “How do you feel?”


      Marty thought about the question and decided. “Good.”


      He looked about and saw that the doe was nowhere in sight. There were tracks in the snow, leading off toward the lake.


      His father noticed that Marty had seen the doe’s tracks. He didn’t smile, but he nodded his approval.


      Marty and his father topped the ridge and trudged downhill through the snow toward the dead deer, their weight back on their heels. There was no breeze now, and the air was like still crystal that shattered each time their boots broke through the crust of snow. Marty had forgotten to put his gloves back on and his hands were cold. Through the trees, he caught glimpses of brilliant red near the dead buck, like scattered jewels in the snow.


      The buck lay on its side, its neck twisted so that its head was at a sharp angle. Its eyes were open and blank. When they were close enough, Marty stooped low and reached toward the animal and petted it.


      “A fine shot,” his father said proudly. “Damned fine!”


      Marty would never forget that morning. Not so much because of what had happened, but because of what was to follow.
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      New York, the present


      Quinn reminded himself that June Galin had a bad heart. She stood squarely in the doorway of her house in Queens, as if braced to defend her home against invaders. A bee droned close by, abruptly changed direction, and passed within inches of her face. She ignored it.


      “We need to look around the place,” Quinn told her.


      “You mean search it,” she said.


      “Yes. That’s what we’re asking you to let us do.”


      “What do you think you’ll find?”


      “We don’t know. That’s why we want to search.”


      June’s gaze darted to Pearl and Fedderman, standing just behind Quinn, then to the radio car parked behind Quinn’s big Lincoln at the curb.


      “You have a warrant,” she said, “or you wouldn’t have brought people with you to help search.”


      “We do have a warrant, dear. We thought we’d ask and might not have to use it. We were hoping for your cooperation, considering it was your husband who was murdered.”


      She flinched when she heard it so bluntly stated.


      “You won’t have to serve the warrant,” she said, stepping back. “Come on in. Just try not to mess things up too much.”


      Quinn waved for the two uniforms waiting in the radio car to join them, then led the way past June Galin into the house. Though she’d made room for them to enter, they still had to edge past her. It was as if she was putting up a token defense for her dead husband.


      “We’ll try to be neat,” Pearl assured her as she squeezed past, the two uniforms at her heels. They were officers Nancy Weaver and Vern Shults. Shults was near retirement and could be sitting behind a desk, but he preferred to be out in the field. Weaver had worked her way up to detective rank, but had screwed up again somehow and was back in uniform. She was a talented detective, but she liked to sleep around, especially with other cops. It had been good for her libido, but bad for her career.


      June Galin walked to the sofa and sat down squarely on the middle cushion. She picked up a throw pillow and held it in her lap, hugging it, as the five invaders began what, in her mind, must be a vandalizing of her home.


      “Possibly we can find something that tells us who your husband met the night of his death,” Quinn said.


      “I’ve already searched for that,” June said, not looking at him.


      “Then you understand why we must.”


      She didn’t answer. Almost certainly Joe Galin hadn’t confided in his wife. She didn’t know she was defending honor already lost.


      Quinn began opening drawers. The warrant specified that the object of their search was evidence that might shed light on who’d been with Galin the night of his death. But out in the street, before they’d approached the house, Quinn had made it clear to everyone what they were searching for once they got inside. It was the same thing police auditors and bank examiners were trying to find, only they were searching in paper form or on the Internet, or for a safety deposit box. Everyone was looking for Joe Galin’s secret cache.


      Looking for money.


      


      Across the bridge, in Manhattan, something else had been found.


      “Go on in and take a look,” the uniform in the hall said. He was a young man with old eyes. His uniform was a size too large for him. He was pale, slender, with a prominent Adam’s apple. Acne scars pitted both cheeks and the bridge of his nose. He could have passed for seventeen if it weren’t for those eyes. “I’ll go back in there if I have to, but I gotta say it ain’t high on my want list.”


      Detective Sergeant Sal Vitali and his partner Harold Mishkin exchanged a glance.


      “You say the super found her?” Mishkin asked. He was a small man in his fifties, with a receding chin and a sprout of gray mustache. He had arched gray eyebrows that gave him a perpetual expression of mild surprise. Vitali thought Mishkin always looked like a befuddled accountant interrupted at his work.


      The uniform nodded, swallowing. “Yeah. In the bathroom. Said a neighbor complained about the smell and the flies.”


      “Flies?”


      “Yeah. So many of them. Like thousands. They got into the ductwork, and some of them made it into the apartment upstairs.”


      “Where’s the super now?” Vitali asked. He had a voice like gravel in a can, and a head of unruly curly black hair. He might have played Columbo if Peter Falk hadn’t beaten him to it. Vitali traded on that in cold weather, wearing a wrinkled trench coat and squinting a lot. Mishkin let it pass without comment. Anyway, Sal wasn’t nearly as subtle or polite as Columbo.


      “The super?” the young cop asked, almost as if he was in a daze. “He’s down in his basement apartment. He ain’t feeling so well.”


      “What’s your name?” Vitali asked.


      “Henderson, sir. Ron Henderson.”


      “You ride with a partner?”


      “No, but there’s another of us here. Gary Mumford, he was nearby and did a follow-up on the squeal.”


      Vitali remembered two radio cars parked outside.


      “Where’s Mumford?”


      “Went out to get some air. He ain’t feeling so good, either.” Henderson glanced at his watch, as if events were on some kind of schedule. “He oughta be back soon.”


      “You stay here in the hall,” Vitali said. “Don’t let anyone else in this apartment till we give you the go-ahead. Understood?”


      Henderson nodded and swallowed. Vitali thought the young cop had the most prominent and hyperactive Adam’s apple he’d ever seen.


      Vitali looked at Mishkin. “You ready, Harold?”


      “Almost,” Mishkin said. He drew a small tube of mentholated cream from a pocket, squeezed a little on his finger, and applied it beneath his nose. “You want some?”


      Vitali did, and followed suit. Usually he didn’t bother, and it was only Mishkin, with his famously weak stomach, who used the menthol fumes to keep from upchucking. But after listening to young Henderson, Vitali figured this time should be an exception.


      Mishkin held the tube out to the young cop. “This’ll help,” he said. “Used to be we lit up cigars at times like this, before they declared open season on smokers.”


      Henderson dabbed some of the cream beneath his nose and nodded his thanks to Mishkin. Another swallow, this time followed by a feeble smile.


      Vitali was a little surprised by Henderson’s reaction to this crime scene. Cops saw a lot, even young ones like this. And what about the other one, Mumford? What had so badly shaken up these guys?


      Time to find out.


      “Let’s do it, Harold,” Vitali growled, and led the way inside.


      Mishkin drew a deep breath and followed.


      


      Their first impression was that the apartment was quiet.


      No, not quiet.


      As they moved farther into the living room they could hear a faint but persistent buzzing.


      Both Vitali and Mishkin had heard the sound before and knew instantly what it was. The flies Henderson had mentioned. Hundreds, maybe even thousands of flies.


      The mentholated cream was making Vitali’s eyes water as they made their way toward the short hall that must lead to the bathroom. With each step the buzzing got louder.


      As they approached the open doorway they began to notice flies in the hall, all around them. Mishkin slapped one away from his face. Another threatened to fly into Vitali’s right nostril. He brushed at it and saw it circle away.


      Where have you been, you little bastard?


      The buzzing coming from the bathroom was very loud now, filling every chamber of Vitali’s brain with noise.


      Just outside the bathroom’s open door, he and Mishkin looked at each other. Then Vitali stepped closer to the doorway and leaned forward so he could see into the bathroom.


      No, no, no, no, no…


      “Sweet Jesus!” he muttered.


      He felt Mishkin move up to stand alongside him.


      “Awww,” was all Mishkin said, as if he was terribly disappointed in someone or something.


      The plastic shower curtain had been flung aside, maybe by the super, to reveal what was left of the woman. She was hanging upside down from some kind of metal contraption set up over the tub, covered with flies. They swarmed over her like a moving blue-black carpet, and their buzzing roared through Vitali’s consciousness. There was something fierce and frightening in the sheer volume of their collective, constant drone. They were in charge now. It was their turn.


      The woman had been slit open wide from pubis to throat. Her internal organs had been removed. Through the undulating carpet of flies Vitali could see her spine and the backside of her rib cage.


      Bile rose in his throat. He made himself move closer on numbed legs and peer into the bathtub.


      Her entrails were there in a bloody pile. More flies, so many the mass of them flexed and shifted like one huge creature intent on its feast.


      Vitali jerked back away from the tub, bumping into Mishkin, who stared at him in surprise. Fear glittered in Mishkin’s mild blue eyes.


      “You don’t have to look at that, Harold.”


      But Mishkin did, edging closer to the tub. When he turned back toward Vitali there was an expression of horror on his pasty face that Vitali would remember on his deathbed.


      A fly bounced against Vitali’s cheek, found its way back, and crawled into his ear. He slapped at it and felt it fall out. He was sure he felt it fall out.


      “Let’s get outta here, Sal,” Mishkin said calmly.


      Vitali backed out first, then turned and almost ran toward the living room and the door to the hall. Mishkin was behind him at a fast walk.


      Back out in the hall, they closed the door tightly so none of the flies, none of the horror, would follow them out.


      Young Henderson was leaning against the opposite wall, looking somberly at them with his old eyes. You’ve seen it, too, the eyes said. Welcome to the club. There’s no way to resign. There went the Adam’s apple.


      “Call for a CSU, Harold,” Vitali said. “Tell them about the flies. They’ll need to get rid of the damned things before they can get her out.”


      Mishkin didn’t answer, but pulled his cell phone from his pocket and walked down to the end of the hall. He tried to open the window there, but it was jammed tightly closed, so he contented himself with standing, staring outside, as he made his call. Considering his own reaction, Vitali was surprised that Mishkin had managed to keep down his breakfast.


      “Stick here,” Vitali told Henderson. “Keep the scene frozen. That means you don’t go in there, either.”


      “I was just about to go check out that bathroom again,” Henderson said.


      Vitali had to smile. Humor, no less. The kid with the old eyes was going to be okay. For a second Vitali considered explaining to Henderson how they were going to have to put what they’d seen somewhere in the dark cellars of their minds and not look at it or think about it, never let it escape back into the light. It wasn’t exactly forgetting, but it passed. Then he realized none of this would be news to the young cop. Besides, it wasn’t the kind of thing easily put into words.


      “Don’t you even think of going back in there,” he growled at the kid, shaking a finger at him.


      Then he went to get Mishkin so they could talk to some of the neighbors before the crime scene unit showed up.


      “They’re on the way,” Mishkin said, still staring out the window at the end of the hall. “I was thinking, Sal, how this one looks like it could be habitual.”


      Mishkin knew what he meant. A murder like this one, committed in such a brutal and bloody ritualistic manner, might not be the first such crime.


      And it might not be the last.
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      “Here!” Fedderman said.


      At first Quinn wondered where Fedderman had gotten the white board he was holding. Then he realized it was one of the bottom shelves of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. They were searching the Galin house’s den, or family room, wherein was a large red leather sofa and matching recliner, as well as the oversized oak desk where all the family’s bills were paid and correspondence was written.


      Fedderman and Nancy Weaver had removed almost everything from the shelves, even the large encyclopedia set and coffee table art books on the bottom ones. One of the end-bottom shelves had a hole about half an inch in diameter drilled through it at a sharp angle toward the room, so that it was barely noticeable when the white enameled shelf was viewed by anyone facing it. But if it happened to be noticed, you could insert a finger at the angle of the hole, crook it, and easily lift out the shelf. The bottom shelves were set on a baseboard about five inches above the dark brown carpet, and in the space between this shelf and the floor had been hidden stacks of rubberbanded bills of large denominations. Along with the money were several large, plain brown envelopes.


      Pearl had also heard Fedderman and came over with Quinn to see what he’d found.


      “Neat little hidey-hole,” Fedderman said, nodding toward the space beneath the removed shelf.


      “There’s a small fortune there,” Weaver said.


      “Large fortune for a cop,” Pearl said. She glanced over at Weaver’s trancelike stare at the money. “Is it giving you ideas?” She and Weaver had never gotten along for more than minutes at a time.


      Weaver’s face reddened, but she said nothing and moved away.


      “Don’t start, Pearl,” Quinn said softly.


      She didn’t bother to look at him.


      Fedderman began opening the envelopes. Some of them contained more money, stacks of hundred-dollar bills. Others contained gold and silver jewelry. Even some gold coins.


      “Looks like pirate treasure,” Pearl said.


      Still miffed at Pearl and feigning disinterest, Weaver had gone into another room where her partner Vern Shults was working. Quinn saw movement near the door and thought she might have calmed down and was returning, but June Galin entered the den.


      She stared at the books stacked on the floor, then at the white shelf, which was now leaning against the wall. Then she saw what was going on, and her eyes widened. Quinn watched her closely. She really did seem surprised.


      When she got closer and saw what had been hidden beneath the removed shelf, she seemed genuinely shocked. Quinn was afraid her legs might buckle and braced himself to be ready to catch her if she fell.


      But she managed to maintain her equilibrium.


      “I don’t understand…” she said. But Quinn knew she did. The knowledge had come suddenly, and at a cost.


      “Your husband never told you about this?” he asked.


      She began to stammer and then clamped her lips shut. Obviously holding back tears, she looked bitterly up at him. “Who do you think he was hiding all this from?”


      Quinn understood how she must feel, betrayed by her husband even after his death. Their relationship hadn’t been as loving and trusting as she’d imagined. It had to be difficult for her.


      “I don’t know what to believe now,” she said, rubbing the heel of a hand into her eye. “What else might not be true?”


      “We’re going to try to find out,” Quinn said, as gently as he could. He believed—his years of experience and his gut told him—this woman was an innocent caught up in her dead husband’s game.


      She swiped the back of her hand across her nose, which had started to run. “I’m so goddamned confused…”


      Quinn wasn’t confused. What he felt was rage toward the late Joseph Galin, dirty cop, almost certainly planning on keeping his ill-gotten gains and at some point leaving his wife.


      “I’m sure your husband loved you,” he said, “whatever his faults.”


      Pearl gave him a look, letting him know this was no way to talk to a suspect. That’s what June Galin had suddenly become, though Pearl had come to the same conclusion as Quinn: it was unlikely that June had known her husband Joe was a bent cop. The hiding place beneath the bottom shelf had been created mostly to keep her from finding that out.


      June began sobbing in earnest now, and went to the red recliner and sat on its edge, her face buried in her hands.


      Pearl and Fedderman both stared at Quinn, question marks in their eyes. Were they going to regard June Galin as a suspected coconspirator? Cuff her, read her her rights, and take her in?


      Quinn, almost imperceptiblly, shook his head no.


      Fedderman came over to stand near him, keeping his voice low. “If Galin was dirty, it could be his murder’s got nothing to do with the Twenty-five-Caliber Killer.”


      “Maybe,” Quinn said, thinking the investigation was leaning in that direction. There was no shortage of motives when it came to who might have killed Galin.


      Then he recalled that inside-out pocket in Galin’s suit coat. And there was something else…


      “Hey!” a woman’s voice said.


      Everyone turned to look at Nancy Weaver standing in the doorway. She was holding a six-foot-long oak board beneath her right arm, as if she might go surfing, but the surfboard was obviously a bookshelf. And she was grinning.


      Quinn remembered the bookshelves in the living room, crowded with glass figurines and a pewter collection.


      “There was one of those removable bottom shelves in the living room, too,” Weaver said. “Come see.”


      The hiding place in the living room held more money and jewelry, along with an envelope containing three deposit box keys.


      


      When the tally was completed the next day, it was determined that Joe Galin had hidden in his modest home two hundred thousand dollars in cash, as well as ninety thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry. The three deposit boxes had held another fifty thousand and a coin collection that hadn’t yet been appraised.


      But what interested Quinn most was something found in the first hiding place they’d discovered. An empty yellow envelope that looked, by the way it was folded and impressed, as if it had once contained money.


      


      Renz was telling Cindy Sellers over the phone whatever she wanted to know about the Hettie Davis murder. Sensational though it might be, it wasn’t what Vitali and Mishkin feared, the opening act of another serial killer in the city. Not yet, anyway.


      “The thing about the flies,” Sellers said, obviously taking notes. “That’s great.”


      “Yeah,” Renz said, and swallowed. Ice-hearted bitch.


      “Any additional comment?” Sellers asked.


      “Just that we’re working day and night and in between,” Renz said. “And the killer should know we’re getting closer with every breath he takes.”


      “That’s good,” Sellers said. “You decide to give up police work and politics, you should be a writer.”


      “Who’d believe any of it?” Renz said.


      After the conversation, he hung up his desk phone, confident that Sellers wouldn’t speculate in her paper about yet another serial killer, this one focusing on women. The way Hettie Davis was killed must have taken a lot of hate, a lot of sickness, a lot of evil.


      He pushed the intercom button and told his assistant out in the anteroom that he didn’t want to be disturbed, then got up from his desk chair and cracked the window a few inches. Then he sat back down in his chair and fired up a cigar. Not an illegal Cuban like the ones he knew Quinn was smoking, but a good cigar nonetheless. Smoking wasn’t permitted in the office or anywhere else in the building. Damned near nowhere in the city. But what was the point in being police commissioner if he couldn’t break the law?


      He leaned back in his chair and smoked, thinking about Hettie Davis again. Her murder had shaken even two old pros like Vitali and Mishkin. It had to be hard stuff.


      What was wrong with people out there in his city? Were they getting worse? Renz had seen plenty of all sorts of crime, most of it committed for the usual reasons: greed, passion, revenge, mental illness…. But sometimes the reason was simply evil. Not often, but sometimes. Renz believed in evil, and he knew Quinn believed in it. They’d both seen it and would see it again.


      Renz swiveled his chair so more of the cigar smoke would drift out the window. He didn’t want it to leave a telltale tobacco scent after he’d finished the cigar and sprayed the office with aerosol pine air freshener. He adjusted his position until he saw with satisfaction that the window was drawing well. Smoke seemed to be fleeing the office.


      He rested his head against the chair’s high back and blew a perfect smoke ring that dissolved quickly and headed for the polluted outdoors. He thought some more about evil. It was difficult to define, and though you might deny it even to yourself, you could feel it when you were in its presence. It did something to your flesh and stirred something long dormant in the minds of those whose job it was to deal with it. Genuine evil, the real deal, stuck to people, and it scared the hell out of them. Ask Vitali and Mishkin. Ask anyone who’d been anywhere near that crime scene.


      Renz tried and failed to blow another smoke ring. In his cynical, self-serving way, he prayed there wouldn’t be another Hettie Davis.

    

  


  
    
      29

    


    
      Black Lake, Missouri, 1985


      The snow-painted woods were quiet after the reverberation of the rifle shot; then there was the crunching sound of boot soles breaking through the icy crust as Marty and his father made their way down the shallow grade toward the kill point.


      They stood over the dead ten-point buck Marty had just shot. The action had quickened their blood, and despite the low temperature, neither of them felt the cold. Marty, in fact, was perspiring under his heavy coat.


      “We draggin’ it back now?” he asked, his breath fogging out before his face as he looked up at his father.


      His father smiled. “We ain’t got my deer yet.”


      Marty returned the smile tenuously. “We gonna just let him lay here, pick him up later?”


      “Can’t do that. We’ll tree-hang him, cut him so he bleeds out, then come back later and field dress him proper.”


      “How we gonna do that?”


      Marty’s father drew a coil of thin nylon rope from a coat pocket. “I’ll help you string him up; then I’ll show you what to do. Then you’ll do it.” He walked over to a tree about ten feet away and tossed one end of the rope over a thick branch about ten feet off the ground.


      “I’m rememberin’ when me an’ my dad did this,” Marty’s father said.


      “How old was you then?”


      “ ’Bout your age. Like he was when his father before him showed him how it was.”


      “Long time ago,” Marty said.


      “Not so long. Grab on, son.”


      Marty and his father clutched the deer by its antlers and dragged it over the snowy ground to the tree. It left a long red track of blood along the trail of their boot prints.


      Marty’s father made a large loop in the rope and pulled it tight to the branch so a single strand dangled from the tree. He held the dead animal’s rear hooves together and wrapped the rope around them in a weaving motion, around and in and out between the slender legs, so they were tied firmly together. Then he looked around for a stout fallen branch, found one, and broke it over his knee so it was about two feet long. This he inserted in the slack in the rope and began to wind it, tightening as one would a tourniquet. The rope drew taut, and as Marty’s father rotated the branch, his arms well above his head, the deer raised off the ground.


      “There’s a wire gizmo called a gambrel you can use to fasten the rear legs,” Marty’s father said. “We use rope. Always have, always will.”


      When the deer’s antlers had cleared the ground, Marty’s father looped rope around the piece of branch so it was firmly fixed. He stood back, breathing hard, his breath steaming, and surveyed his work. The deer dangled awkwardly upside down, but the knots were tight and the rope would hold.


      “Ain’t goin’ nowheres,” he said.


      “Guess not,” Marty said.


      His father unbuttoned his coat and reached inside. He drew out his long bowie knife from the sheath on his belt, and with one swift, powerful motion slit the deer’s throat.


      Blood spurted from the great severed arteries, brilliant red and steaming on the white snow. The shock and stink of it made Marty gasp and step back.


      “Mind you don’t get none on you,” his father said.


      Marty felt sick to his stomach. He swallowed and tried to keep his voice as deep as possible, but it still broke when he spoke. “We goin’ lookin’ for your buck now?”


      Marty’s father peered closely at him, as if trying to see into him, and smiled, then looked away, almost as if to see if there was anyone else in this part of the woods.


      “Ordinarily we would,” he said, “but there’s somethin’ you gotta do first. Let’s jus’ take a little walk, wait for this fine animal to bleed out.”


      Marty followed, not at all unhappy to be leaving the scene. As they walked away he could hear blood pattering on the ground. The sound of it, the scent and vivid red of the blood on the pure white snow, would never leave him.


      


      They walked down to the lake, then along the frozen shoreline. Winter had hit with the lake level high, and the dark water that was flecked with ice looked to be halfway up some of the smaller trees. There was no sound in the winter woods other than the crunch of their boots in the snow, and sometimes in the frozen mud.


      “There’s somethin’ Alma an’ me don’t much talk about,” Marty’s father said. Alma was his wife, Marty’s mother. He and Marty referred to her by her first name, because that’s what she demanded. His father looked over at him with a faint smile as he spoke. “The both of us—you an’ me—are from a family of hunters, descendents of Red Hawk, who was the most renowned hunter in the Chippewa nation.”


      This wasn’t news to Marty. He’d even used the fact to earn some respect at school. Aside from family whispers, he had heard others mention Red Hawk and his father’s Chippewa lineage. He’d even read in some of the books in the school library about his ancestor, the legendary Red Hawk.


      “You proud of who you are?” his father asked.


      “ ’Course I am. Always been.”


      “When my father was young, his father took him huntin’ when he was just about your age, an’ it was the same way with his father, all the way back to Red Hawk.”


      “Family tradition,” Marty said.


      “Oh, it’s somethin’ even more’n that.”


      They’d left the lake and circled around and were back near where the dead deer hung from the stout tree branch.


      When they approached the deer, Marty couldn’t believe how much blood was on the ground beneath the ugly jagged slice in its neck. There was so much blood around the gash itself that it made the cut look even deeper than it was, so it appeared as if the great animal’s head might fall off from its weight and the weight of the antlers.


      Marty’s father reached beneath his jacket and drew out a different knife, large, with a sharp blade. About an inch from the knife’s point was a curved barb, jutting out about half an inch like a steel tooth.


      “Take off your clothes,” he said to Marty.


      “Wha—”


      His father smiled. “Don’t be frightened. Jus’ go ahead an’ undress.”


      Marty did as he was told, hanging his clothes over some nearby tree limbs, letting his boots sit on the ground with his socks in them. What had seemed a slight breeze became more brisk now, as if taking advantage of Marty’s nakedness.


      His father smiled at him again, then turned his attention to the deer. He inserted the point of the blade in between its rear legs, then grunted with effort and made a long incision all the way down, even cutting through breastbone, almost to the gashed throat.


      The deer’s stomach opened wide, and its entrails spilled out onto the ground. Marty recoiled from the fetid copper stench of blood and corruption. He could taste it along the edges of his tongue. A long gray section of intestine remained dangling from the body cavity.


      His father flipped the knife around in his hand so he was holding it by the bloody blade. He extended the bone handle to Marty. “You finish the job. Ordinary way to do this is to lay the deer down, open it up more gentle, but we do it this way. This here’s a gutting knife. Some hunters like this kind ’cause it’s got a gut hook. You use that sharp barb on the blade to hook the deer’s insides. That’ll help you pull out the internal organs. You cut out the rectum an’ tie it with this cord, else wise you can have a hell of a mess. You gotta clean that deer out good so nothin’ll rot later on, so the meat’ll cure okay. You understand?”


      Marty had never felt so naked and addled. His stomach was on a roller coaster. Bile rose bitterly in his throat. At first he thought he could stop it, but he had to turn away suddenly and vomit. His bare toes were splashed, and he moved back out of the way. That was when he noticed he was standing with his feet in blood. All around him was blood now mixed with vomit.


      “Dad…”


      His father moved the knife closer to him, and Marty took the bone handle and trudged through the snow and blood to the deer. He had goose bumps and was shivering, but not entirely from the cold.


      The stench and heat of the deer almost overwhelmed him, and made him vomit again. But he steeled himself and found surprising resolve deep within him. A place in his mind he didn’t even know existed.


      He did something like turning off his mind, and set to work with the knife.


      “Use your hands,” his father said. “Both of ’em if you have to.”


      Marty continued gripping slippery, sometimes still-warm internal organs, cutting them free and pulling them from the bloody cavity, dropping them to the saturated ground at his feet.


      “Hollow him out good,” his father said encouragingly.


      Marty worked harder and harder, not so much minding the blood now. What he wanted to do—what he had to do—was finish field dressing this deer so he had the approval of his father. Of his father’s father…


      When the carcass was nearly hollowed out, he heard his father say, “Now rub the blood on yourself, Marty. All over yourself.”


      And Marty, sobbing quietly from his stress and effort, did exactly that, painting himself with blood.


      War paint. Like putting on war paint.


      His father came to him, dipped a hand inside the deer, and rubbed more blood on Marty’s forehead. The tip of his forefinger moved with slow purpose above Marty’s closed eyes, tracing some kind of design, a symbol. Then he removed the knife from his son’s hand and stuck it into the deer. Still holding Marty’s hand, he led him down to the lake.


      Marty washed in the icy water, rinsing the blood from his hair, splashing lake water coldly over his face. He was trying to shock himself back from what seemed like a dream.


      Only he never made it all the way back. It hadn’t been a dream.


      His father told him to run ahead and get dressed, and Marty, shivering, made his way back to where the deer was strung up. He got his clothes down from where he’d draped them over branches. Fumbling with frozen fingers, he managed to dress himself.


      He was still cold, even with his boots and coat on. He tried not to, but he began to shiver.


      “You’ll get used to field dressing game,” his father said. “The way I did after my father had me do the same thing you jus’ did.”


      Marty could only nod, still trembling from the cold.


      “Think of it as an initiation. A rite of passage. Can you?”


      “I can,” Marty said. It didn’t seem like enough. “I do.”


      His father gazed at the sky and pointed.


      Marty looked and saw a large bird, maybe a hawk, circling high above. It was wheeling lazily, the way hawks do, as if they’re more concerned about rising than falling.


      “You’re one of us now, son. A hunter.”


      A sudden flush of pride warmed Marty so that he not only stopped trembling, he barely felt the cold.


      “A hunter,” his father said again. But it didn’t seem like his father’s voice that time. Not exactly. It was almost like a third voice, inside Marty’s head.
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      New York, the present


      Pearl and Fedderman were out reinterviewing witnesses. Quinn had assigned them that task mainly because Renz had wanted to meet with him alone.


      They were in the sparse but efficient office on West Seventy-ninth Street. Quinn was seated at his desk. Renz was standing across from him, leaning back with his butt propped against the edge of Pearl’s desk, the way Pearl often stood. Quinn wondered if there was something about that spot, the way the two desks were arranged, that induced people to stand that way.


      “The Hettie Davis murder,” Renz said. “Hell of a mess.”


      “The job takes a strong stomach sometimes,” Quinn said.


      “I don’t mean just that kind of mess,” Renz said. “The sort of butchery that was done on the victim, that’s usually not a one-time thing. The bastard treated her like she was some kind of animal he’d killed and was gonna make a rug out of, or something.” He absently toyed with a cellophane-wrapped tip of a cigar protruding with a clipped pen from the pocket of his white shirt. “How likely is it that we’ve got two major psychotic serial killers operating at the same time in the same city?”


      “In this city,” Quinn said, “maybe not so unlikely. But whoever killed Hettie Davis might not be a serial killer.”


      “We both know better than that,” Renz said. “By the way, she’d had sex, but some time before death. Impossible to know how long, but at least six hours. No sign of forcible entry. No semen, either, so no DNA. Traces of condom lubricant. Might have nothing to do with her murder and she was a random victim.”


      “Or maybe it was a crime of passion.”


      “Cold-blooded passion,” Renz said. Both men knew there was such a thing. “I had a records search done, and there’s nothing like that kind of killing happened here as far back as it went.”


      “So it would be his first,” Quinn said. “At least in this city.”


      “All that doesn’t change the fact that it’s the kind of gory, ritualistic murder serial killers commit.”


      “But not always serial killers. Not even usually. Maybe she wasn’t a random victim. Maybe there’s something personal in this.”


      “Personal?” Renz asked, as if people murdering people they knew were a new concept.


      “Killer and victim could have known each other,” Quinn said, “could even have been lovers, and there was something between them that led up to the murder, maybe even over a period of years.”


      “I got a good team on it, checking all that out. Vitali and Mishkin.”


      Quinn knew both men, and they were top detectives. Sal Vitali was a pushy kind of guy, a hard driver. Harold Mishkin was almost timid, a deep thinker with a weak stomach. Together they got things done. “My guess is they’ll find the victim had a history with the killer,” Quinn said.


      “Your guess and my hope. Two psycho freaks terrorizing the city at the same time’s a nightmare scenario.”


      “We don’t have that,” Quinn reminded him, almost adding yet.


      Renz seemed suddenly to become aware that he was fingering the cigar. “Okay to smoke in here?”


      “Sure. Pearl’ll find out—she can smell tobacco smoke at a mile and a half—but that’s okay.”


      Quinn waited until Renz had used a thin gold lighter to fire up his cigar, then got one of his Cubans from a desk drawer and lit it with a book match. When Pearl got hissy about the air quality, as she almost certainly would, he could truthfully blame it on Renz.


      The two men enjoyed their smokes for a while, not saying anything. Then Renz said, “I’m the goddamn police commissioner and whenever I light up anywhere in this city I feel like I’m back smoking in the boys’ room in high school.”


      “You get to be mayor, Harley, and you can change that.”


      “Be at the top of my agenda,” Renz said. “Right after bustin’ balls in the NYPD so the murder rate drops. Between that and the smokers’ vote, I don’t see how I can’t get elected.”


      Probably, Quinn thought, he was serious.


      Renz tilted back his head and blew a series of imperfect smoke rings that created a white pall up near the ceiling. He laughed. “Pearl will be furious.”


      “At somebody,” Quinn said.


      


      He simply wasn’t getting it, so Prudence Langton patiently explained it again to the apartment building’s super, a grossly overweight man wearing a dirty gray uniform. He was sweating profusely, causing his dark chest hairs to glisten where the top two buttons of his shirt were unfastened. He was bald, smelled rancid, and wore what looked like a religious symbol on a silver chain around his thick neck. She didn’t consider him dating material.


      Prudence had on a fashionable gray pantsuit with a ruffled white blouse. She was wearing her usual Blind Obsession dabbed behind her ears and at the top of her cleavage, but its delicate scent was easily overwhelmed by that of the super. “I was Vera’s roommate in college,” she said. “I knew I was coming to New York on business and wanted to see her. I’ve been calling for two weeks and getting her machine. And I’ve been here twice knocking on her door, and nobody answers.” She leaned toward him, trying not to breathe in. “You do know who I’m talking about?”


      “Sure. Miz Doaks, Seven B. I ain’t seen her in quite a while neither, runnin’ in an’ out like she usually does. A regular jogger. Keeps in shape, all right.” His small gray eyes journeyed up and down Prudence as if they had a lascivious mind of their own. “She’s an actress or somethin’. I just figured she had a job outta town. Summer stock theater, or whatever it is them kinda people do.”


      “I’m afraid it isn’t that. I talked to her literary agent. He said he’s been trying to get in touch with her, too, and hasn’t had any luck. What I’d like is for you to unlock her apartment so we can see if anything’s happened to her.”


      “You mean is she up there dead?”


      Pru swallowed. Dead? Not Vera. Not possible. “I’d prefer to think that perhaps she’s sick and unable to get to the phone. Or possibly she’s taken a trip and there’ll be some sign of that.”


      “Summer stock,” the super said again. He used a filthy rag to wipe his gleaming face. He seemed to see for the first time the look of apprehension in this obviously refined woman’s eyes. Maybe it was because of him. He didn’t like it that his appearance might be scaring her. Slightly embarrassed he forced a smile. “I been workin’ on the plumbin’,” he explained. “Dirty work.”


      “You don’t have to go in yourself,” Pru said, assuming he was concerned about smudging Vera’s apartment. These were two people who definitely couldn’t communicate on the same wavelength. It was more than frustrating for Pru. “I just want to glance around and make sure she isn’t there.”


      “Then what?”


      Pru’s plan was to go to the police and see if they’d list Vera as a missing person, but she decided not to involve the super in that.


      “Then I’ll know,” she said simply.


      The super made a big show of considering. “I don’t usually do something like that unless it’s the police or somebody like that askin’. Or unless I know there’s some kinda trouble in a unit.”


      “Well,” Pru said, running out of patience, “I can get the police. But time might be important. If Vera’s up there with some sort of health problem and the worst happens, I don’t want to be in any way responsible. Nor do you, I’m sure.”


      The prospect of legal responsibility did the trick. “You got a point there.” He untucked the dirty rag from his belt and used it to wipe his hands. “I’ll go get my passkey, and we can take a look-see.”


      As they rode the elevator up, he said, “Miz Doaks is one of the nicer tenants here. I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to her, so I guess it is best we decided to look in on her.”


      Covering his ass. Not so dumb. “We have to look out for each other,” Pru said.


      “Used to be you didn’t have to,” the super said, “but now you do. In this city, you sure do.”


      After he unlocked the door he stood back, obviously intending to stay in the hall. His visitor’s apprehension had proved contagious.


      


      Pru opened the door to a stillness and staleness that suggested the apartment had been unoccupied for some time. She stepped inside, noting that Vera’s home was functional and fairly well decorated.


      Immediately she noticed the potted plants on a windowsill. They were brown and dead.


      Pru’s heart began to pound as she moved deeper into the small apartment. She held her breath as she glanced in each room.


      No sign of Vera.


      Now she wished the super had come in with her. She had to make herself open the door to the closet in the bedroom, and to another in the short hall. She had to make sure Vera wasn’t in one of them, that someone hadn’t locked or hidden her out of sight.


      But Vera was in neither of the closets. The one in the hall held only linens; the one in the bedroom, what looked like Vera’s full complement of clothes and shoes. Pru made herself peer under the bed. There was nothing there but dust bunnies and two suitcases, one large, one small, both with wheels. Both empty.


      It seemed unlikely that Vera was traveling.


      When Pru went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator she found sour milk, and green mold on cheese and meat. In the produce drawer were limp brown celery stalks and two shriveled tomatoes.


      This wasn’t good. The dead plants, unpacked suitcases, closet full of clothes, and the obviously old contents of the refrigerator. Something was very wrong.


      Pru went back into the living room and noticed the phone with its answering machine blinking red, signaling there were messages. She thought about playing the messages and then decided against it. Maybe she shouldn’t touch anything in the apartment.


      When she returned to the hall she watched as the super relocked the apartment.


      “Satisfied?” he asked.


      “Yes,” Pru said. “She isn’t in there.”


      But where is she?


      She decided that her next stop would be the nearest NYPD precinct house.


      


      Pearl stood staring at herself in the restroom mirror. She didn’t like admitting that they were getting to her. At odd times of the day or night, she found herself wondering and had to check.


      She leaned toward her mirror image and with her right hand bent her right ear forward, tilting her elbow in as she rotated her body to the left.


      There, on the right side of her neck, was the mole, usually invisible behind her ear from this angle.


      She leaned in closer, turning her head left at an extreme angle while looking right, so she might have a better view.


      Larger.


      The mole, or brown spot, or whatever it was, was definitely larger than it had been the last time she’d checked.


      No. Not definitely.


      She realized she was hurting her ear and released it and leaned back away from the mirror.


      This was stupid, this constant self-examination. Her mother and Milton Kahn had driven her to this state of mind with their idiotic harping on the mole. Or spot. Or whatever it was. If she was going to keep examining it, she should wait at least a few days so it had time to become larger and she could actually see a difference.


      As she started to turn away from the mirror, she couldn’t help herself. She folded her right ear forward and looked again at the mole. Or spot. Or whatever it was.


      Not larger.


      Not definitely.


      What is it?


      Something to worry about. That was for sure. You go around day after day and think you’re healthy and secure, and all the time something’s working on you, against you, without you even suspecting it. It could appear harmless, simply a part of you that you’ve gotten used to, but it could kill you as surely as a safe falling on your head, and almost as suddenly. Like your own body deciding it had lived long enough so it was time to turn on you. On itself.


      Pearl let her ear flop back in place.


      Don ’t be so morose. Don’t think that way.


      But she knew it was true. Life could be like that, end like that.


      


      In a boarded-up imported dry goods warehouse in the East Village, Vera Doaks’s hollowed-out corpse dangled motionless in the darkness. Her internal organs were reduced to a coagulated hardened mass an inch thick on the concrete floor, inedible now even to the rats and insects. Other than considerable damage to the feet and hands, the corpse itself was only moderately eaten on, as it was a tricky task even for a resourceful New York rat to traverse the crossbeam and make its way down the rope that bound the ankles. What was left of Vera Doaks was beginning to take on the look of dry mummification.
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      Some rich men have a certain subtle sheen, as if over time gilt had rubbed off on them. Thomas Rhodes was such a man. He was accustomed to the best, and it showed. He looked like a component of the wealth and luxury surrounding him.


      He drew a small white card from his pocket and checked again on the room number that had been given him, then rode the elevator to the thirtieth floor of the Eastin Hotel in Times Square. After decades of reversal, the Eastin had been recently renovated and brought up to its present high-end luxury standards. In fact, the décor was almost decadent. Gold-flocked wallpaper, wide crown molding, veined marble, and ornate chandeliers seemed to crowd one another even in the hotel’s vast spaces. On one of the elevator walls was a Rubens print in what appeared to be a museum-quality gilded frame.


      Now in his mid-fifties, Rhodes was still lean and fit, his graying hair combed straight back from a widow’s peak, his tailored suit a black chalk-stripe material set off by his gold and black striped tie and the flash of white cuffs and gold cufflinks when he moved his arms. He looked exactly like what he was, a very successful banker.


      There was another passenger in the elevator, a small man in a gray business suit, who obviously found himself in awe of Thomas Rhodes’s near presence. Rhodes was used to such reaction and barely glanced at the man. The fellow’s shoes were cheap imports, his watch a gold-plated imitation. He hardly mattered.


      Rhodes set his wingtip Barker Black shoes in a wide stance and waited for the high-speed elevator to settle before striding from it out into the plushly carpeted hall. He looked neither left nor right.


      Finding the room number he’d been given, he checked his Patek Philippe watch to make sure he was on time to the minute, then knocked.


      The man who almost immediately opened the door was slightly shorter than Rhodes, slightly leaner, and had dark hair neatly trimmed and combed to the side from a perfect part. He was wearing a well-cut dark blue suit, a white shirt, and a blue and gray silk tie with a perfect Windsor knot. His face was as lean as his body—hawklike—even with hooded brown eyes. Despite his rather predatory features, there was a professorial aura about him. Even a courtliness.


      The one thing, the pertinent thing that Thomas Rhodes noticed about him, was the way his eyes took in Rhodes standing in the doorway. They were unimpressed and unafraid.


      Even standing out in the hall it was obvious to Rhodes that the room was very cool. The man ushered him in, smiling slightly and offering his hand. “Martin Hawk,” he said.


      “And you know who I am,” Rhodes said. Might as well get on top of this conversation from the start.


      “Oh, indeed I do,” said Hawk in his softly modulated voice. “Thomas Rhodes, Stanford honor student, Harvard MBA, successful career at Cartner-Whimer, inventor of the bottom-up leveraged buyout, now president emeritus of Rhodes and Finkman Finance.”


      “Not so emeritus,” Rhodes said pleasantly, careful not to show his surprise at this man knowing so much about him.


      “Yes,” Hawk said, “you’re still quite active in the business, when you’re not away on safari or stalking game in Canada or Alaska. No children. Married Gail Cromartie in nineteen ninety-two, divorced in ninety-nine. Presently Gail is living in London, while you reside here in New York in a condo in Benton Towers on the Upper East Side. You have homes in the Hamptons and in Sarasota, Florida, where your boat, Striver II, is docked.”


      “Yacht,” Rhodes said.


      Hawk smiled, his hooded eyes steady. “I stand corrected. The yacht is outfitted for deep-sea fishing as well as luxury. You hold the record for largest ocean pike, I believe.”


      “Have for twelve years.” Rhodes felt his composure slip a notch. “You’ve done your research.”


      “I hope you’re not offended.”


      “Not in the slightest.”


      “Please sit down, and we’ll discuss the reason you’re here.”


      Soon Rhodes was seated in a satin-upholstered wing chair across from Hawk, who sat relaxed with his legs crossed in a brown leather easy chair. His wristwatch was visible, an undoubtedly genuine Rolex. Rhodes was sure his shoes were Savile Row. Both men were sipping twenty-year-aged Macallan single-malt scotch whiskey that Hawk had already poured.


      “You’ve been recommended by a former client of my company, Quest and Quarry, Mr. Rhodes,” Martin Hawk said, in his level and cultivated voice—not an English accent but almost. The voice went with the man’s obvious polish.


      Rhodes resisted asking who was the source of the referral. Hawk almost imperceptibly nodded, as if to say he approved of Rhodes playing his cards close to the vest. It was unsettling.


      “You are a hunter, Mr. Rhodes. On various safaris and expeditions, you’ve hunted the most dangerous animals on earth. Now you have the opportunity to hunt something even more dangerous than the tiger, the only animal that doubles back and lies in wait for its stalker. This tiger will be armed as you are—and also hunting you. Your, and his, expertise in the bush will be neutralized by the terrain, so you and your fellow hunter will start even, with identical weapons—small and untraceable twenty-five-caliber handguns. A condition of the hunt is that after you take your prey, you remove his weapon as your trophy and return it to Quest and Quarry, so there’ll be no evidence of our involvement or unconventional business arrangement.”


      Rhodes sipped his scotch. “Well, that’s quite a bit to take in.”


      Martin Hawk sat patiently and waited. At this point, a few clients had gotten up and walked out. Not that they knew anything they could prove. But their refusal to do business did necessitate changing hotels, being extra careful for a while. Hawk didn’t figure Thomas Rhodes for one of the walkers.


      “I’ve been reading the papers,” Rhodes said, “watching the news.”


      “Have you now?”


      Neither man mentioned the .25-Caliber Killer.


      Rhodes took another sip of the excellent scotch and said, “So far so good. Tell me more.”


      “The terrain is Manhattan. You’ll be in separate hotels that you must leave and not return to between nine a.m. and midnight. This is important: within your respective hotels, each of you is out of season and safe.


      “Your prey will be a predator like yourself, a tiger who yearns for the ultimate hunting experience and is willing to pay for it. Participants pay a hundred thousand dollars each. When the survivor presents his trophy gun as proof of his opponent’s death, returning it with his own weapon to Quest and Quarry, he receives a full refund plus fifty thousand dollars.”


      “The money is inconsequential,” Rhodes said.


      “Of course it is. Though not to some of our clients. But it isn’t about the money.”


      “No, it isn’t. Not to a certain type of man.” Rhodes gently swirled the rich amber liquid in his glass, his gaze fixed on something outside the high window. Beyond the sun-touched buildings across the street was clear blue sky but for a few streaks of white cloud, like claw marks.


      “I want you to think about this carefully, Mr. Rhodes, but I would like your answer before you leave this room. For both of us, I want you to be sure.”


      Rhodes finished his scotch and stood up. Being sure was what he was about.


      Martin Hawk regarded him with mild curiosity.


      “Whom do I kill?” Rhodes asked.
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        Oh, write of me not “Died in bitter pains,” But “Emigrated to another star!”


        —HELEN HUNT JACKSON,

        Emigravit
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      Lavern Neeson made a halfhearted attempt to duck beneath her husband’s slap. The flat of his hand stung her forehead instead of her cheek with a solid whap!


      She put her mind, herself, on hold.


      Just as well. There wasn’t time to think about defending herself. The second slap was almost instantaneous, to her left cheek and ear, causing a thousand needles of pain, a ringing sound, and the salt taste of blood. The force of the blow whipped her head to the right. Blood escaped her mouth and splattered the dresser mirror. Alongside the blood was her own face staring back at her, a mask of horror that terrified her.


      She didn’t even have time to look away. In the mirror she saw Hobbs’s hand clutch a fistful of her blond hair. The horror mask image flashed out of sight as Lavern was slung across the room and onto the bed.


      The pillow again!


      Bedsprings sang. Hobbs was on top of her, straddling her, pressing one of the pillows—her own—almost flat against her body with one hand. The other hand he balled into a fist, and he began pounding the pillow. Lavern almost cried out with pain, but she knew that would only make it worse. The pillow would prevent bruising while his fists caused agonizing internal injury. Her body, so damaged inside, would appear unmarked.


      Not her face, though. Hobbs usually couldn’t resist beginning one of Lavern’s beatings by starting with a slap or two—“to get her attention,” he’d once told her—before concentrating his righteous wrath on her body.


      She kept her teeth clenched, her lips clamped, emitting only whimpers, as she heard him breathing harder with each blow. It would stop soon, she was sure. She often counted the blows, and usually somewhere between fifteen and twenty he’d become exhausted in limb or rage and stop pounding the pillow.


      Eighteen!


      Nineteen!


      Finally spent, he gave her a final punch, just below her breasts, and then shifted his weight off her. He’d left her breasts themselves undamaged this time, knowing she was soon due for a mammogram. No point in doing something that might show up on an X-ray and prompt questions.


      Lavern felt herself being turned onto her stomach, felt her slacks and panties being wrenched down. Hobbs removed her shoes. Then she heard stitches pop and felt her clothing other than her shirt being worked down over her calves and rigid feet, turning into a tangle and a clump, and yanked away, leaving her terribly exposed and vulnerable. There was a glimpse of something dark, like a great bird soaring across the room, which she knew was her wadded clothing being tossed into a corner.


      Hobbs was on her then, lying full length on top of her. His right arm snaked around her neck, yanking her head back. If she tried to scream now he’d tighten his grip so she could only make a harsh rasping sound, like a crow cawing.


      Lavern’s mind drew back further away from what was happening, into a quiet dark place of shelter and unknowing. A place of surrender and suspension that prey animals knew so well.


      The woman being crushed into the bed felt something cold between her buttocks. Vaginal lubricant, or whatever kind of greasy substance Hobbs happened to come up with. Once it had been cooking oil. Her buttocks separated, and she felt his probing finger, then more fingers.


      Wincing silently in pain, the woman understood why Hobbs abused her. In some twisted, debilitating way, while she loathed it, she couldn’t simply walk away from it, couldn’t escape it. The more he abused her, the more she must deserve it, and the more she deserved it, the more he’d abuse her. It was a cycle, like the rest of life. And like the rest of life, it had to be accepted because it simply was. Like the rest of life, it was a trap.


      The woman knew that Hobbs was as helpless in the cycle as she was. Knowledge was supposed to be power, she thought. It didn’t work that way for her. Knowledge was only more of a conundrum. As the one who understood, it was her responsibility to stop what was happening, yet she didn’t. She couldn’t. That meant, in an oblique but very real way, that she was the one to blame. The one who deserved to be punished.


      Hobbs removed his left hand, and she watched from the corner of her eye as he wiped his greasy fingers on the bed-sheet. Then he used the hand to grip himself. She felt his weight bear down harder on her, felt the pressure that was impossible to resist as he guided himself into her.


      Hobbs preferred anal sex. It hurt more.


      In the morning he’d assure her that he loved her, and she’d believe him because it was true. She knew it was true.


      


      It had been a long time since a man had professed love for Rosa Pajaro, who was fat, forty, and tired. Lifting the stacks of sheets and pillowcases to the top shelves of the hotel storage closet sent a dull pain along the base of her spine.


      She wondered sometimes how she’d come to this situation. It seemed that only yesterday she’d been one of the prettiest girls in her village of Tojano in Oaxaca, Mexico. Then had come her affair with the American engineer. A year after the affair had begun, her beautiful daughter Sara was born. Their daughter, though the American never claimed the girl publicly.


      Then had come Sara’s illness and the medical bills. The American was by then dead, after an infection from a wound incurred in an auto accident on a winding mountain road. He had been drunk, and on his way back to town after an assignation with a married woman. Rosa could never forgive the woman, but she’d long ago forgiven the American.


      Rosa’s mother was now watching and caring for Sara in Tojano. Rosa, her dark eyes dimmed and weary, her olive complexion coarsened and seamed, her black hair lank and graying, had made her way to America to work, having bought forged papers with money the American had left her.


      Hard years had passed like cards being shuffled in a deck. Now here she was working as a maid in the Antonian Hotel in Manhattan, having replenished a storage room with freshly laundered linens. Ever the optimist, Rosa rubbed her sore back with both hands and reflected on how wonderful the fresh linens in the small room smelled from the perfumed detergent the hotel laundry used. Rosa liked that part of her job that dealt with the clean linens. The soiled linens were, of course, a different story.


      She was about to go back out into the hall, when she heard a sound as if someone had been slapped, only louder.


      The storage room was off a corridor that ran the length of the hotel’s east side, where there was a little-used exit out into a passageway between it and the side of the Honeysuckle Restaurant next door. Rosa hesitated in pushing the storage room door open with the cart she’d used to transport the linens, and instead eased the door open about six inches with her hand and peered out into the quiet, carpeted hall.


      So little used was this corridor that she expected to see no one. Instead she saw two men. One was on the floor, the other bending over him. As Rosa watched, the man who was standing lowered himself on one knee and removed something from one of the pockets of the man on the floor. She was sure it was a gun, and realized the sound that she’d heard had been a shot. The kneeling man placed the fallen man’s gun in his own pocket. Then he straightened up and looked up and down the corridor.


      And saw Rosa.


      He didn’t hesitate. He strode toward the storage room.


      Rosa thought about screaming, but realized no one would hear her. Instead she decided to shut and lock the door.


      But of course there was no lock on the inside of the storage room door.


      It opened quickly, the knob yanked from her hand so suddenly and violently that it hurt.


      He was tall and fierce looking. She saw that his big hands were empty. He’d left the gun he’d taken from the other man in his pocket. He simply stared at her with cold blue eyes.


      Then he smiled. He raised his forefinger to his lips in a signal for her to be quiet, and to remain silent about what she’d seen. Then he turned and walked back toward the man on the hall floor.


      As she watched, he again bent over the prone man, gripped him beneath each arm, and pulled him backward, toward the door leading outside. He glanced at Rosa and again raised his forefinger to his lips. Then he dragged the other man out through the doorway and into the night.


      The door swung shut. She knew that it automatically locked and couldn’t be opened from outside without a key.


      She told herself she was safe, but she didn’t feel safe.


      Rosa stood trembling, staring at the empty corridor. It had all been like a dream. Had she seen it? Had it actually happened?


      She moved backward all the way into the storage room and, without thinking about it, resumed her work. She pushed the empty laundry cart out into the hall, bumping the door open, thinking of her mother and Sara in Mexico, of her forged papers and her job at the Antonian. Rosa was in charge of rooms 570 through 580 on the fifth floor. They were suites, and the tips were more than adequate. They were in dollars that soon became pesos.


      She pushed the cart back along the corridor the way she’d come, listening to its squeaking rear wheel, telling herself that what she’d seen hadn’t happened. She couldn’t afford for it to have happened, so it hadn’t.


      It hadn’t. She’d seen nothing, and she’d say nothing.


      It hadn’t happened.


      She silently repeated her daughter’s name to herself to the rhythm of the squeaking wheel, Sara, Sara, Sara…


      It hadn’t.
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      Sal Vitali knew this was going to be one of his worst days.


      “I wanted to look the place over before my company seriously considered leasing it,” Arnold Penington said. He gulped. “That’s when I found it. Her, I mean.”


      It, Vitali thought, as he looked at what was left of the woman. She was hanging upside down from her bound ankles attached by rope to a beam, a long incision made from her pubis to her throat. She was opened up and hollowed out like Hettie Davis, only the long period of time had…Vitali, stared slack-mouthed at the dried, leathery state of her body. He could only think of it as cured meat.


      The hardened mass on the concrete floor, beneath and alongside the woman’s upside-down head and gracefully draped arms, was what was left of her internal organs. Her eyes were missing—thanks to the rats that lived in the long-abandoned warehouse—and three of her fingers on the dried hand that lay partly on the concrete floor had been nibbled to bare bone.


      Vitali heard the warehouse’s steel overhead door clatter and clank up, then lower. His partner, Harold Mishkin, he of the turbulent stomach, had just entered the warehouse after talking to the uniforms outside who’d secured the scene.


      Vitali considered telling Mishkin not to look at the dead woman, then thought better of it. Mishkin took pride in the fact that he could screw his courage tight and look at what homicide detectives too often saw without losing his lunch. Occasionally his stomach had its way.


      Arnold Penington had moved well back and stood silently, not looking in the direction of the dangling body. Mishkin continued to advance. He was about twenty feet away, waving at the dirty, narrow windows lining the east wall of the building. “We oughta get more light in here, Sal.”


      “Maybe not, Harold,” Vitali said in his gravel-box voice.


      Mishkin stopped cold and stared at what was left of the woman dangling upside down from the warehouse beam. His hand floated up to his mustached mouth.


      Almost immediately he gained control of himself and pretended he’d raised his hand to stroke his mustache.


      He said “Jesus, Sal.”


      “Him and his dad,” Vitali, the lapsed Catholic, said. “I don’t see how they could let something like this happen.”


      “Just like the other one,” Mishkin said. “Hettie Davis.”


      Vitali could smell the menthol cream Mishkin always dabbed beneath his nostrils to help keep his food down at violent crime scenes.


      “Gotta be the same guy,” Vitali said. “She’s been gutted and cleaned like some kinda game animal.”


      “Yeah, but…what else happened to her? I mean, her eyes and all…”


      “Rats,” Vitali said.


      Mishkin turned away and bent over. He still didn’t lose it, though. He turned back, straightened up slowly as if in pain, and wiped his forearm across his mouth.


      Vitali was proud of him. Mishkin should have been in another business, or riding a desk at some precinct house in a gentler part of town. It was where he’d be if he weren’t so damned good at his job.


      Whatever the physical impact of what he saw, Mishkin’s mind was still working, along with his commitment to the job. He paced off a slow circle around the upside-down, dangling body. There was a floor drain nearby, down which most of her blood must have flowed. It was obvious, too, that her throat had been slashed, probably while she was alive and hanging there. The things people did…


      “First Hettie Davis, now this one,” Vitali said. “We’ve got a set.”


      “Judging by the condition of the body, this one was killed way before Davis,” Mishkin said.


      “Yeah, but either way…”


      “I know what you mean, Sal. We’ve got us a serial killer.” He finished his slow circle and wound up standing near Vitali. After another glance at the dead woman, he shivered. “What’s wrong with people, Sal?”


      “Some people, you mean,” Vitali said.


      “Yeah. Thank God only some.”


      “I don’t know what’s wrong with them, Harold. Maybe that’s why we do what we do, trying to figure it out.”


      “That and we like to get paid,” Mishkin said, playing hard.


      Sirens sounded outside.


      “Reinforcements,” Mishkin said, figuring more radio cars and a crime scene unit. Maybe an ambulance. More than once somebody assumed to be dead turned out to be alive. It wouldn’t happen this time, though.


      Neither Vitali nor Mishkin said anything for several minutes. Penington, even farther away now, remained silent. Then the steel overhead door at the other end of the warehouse rattled open again and let in a blast of bright light. Silhouetted against the afternoon brilliance, half a dozen figures entered the warehouse. Among them, Vitali recognized the short, chesty form of Dr. Julius Nift, the obnoxious little medical examiner.


      “The little prick’s here,” Mishkin said.


      “We’ve seen enough of the victim,” Vitali said. He nodded toward the advancing figures. “She belongs to them now.”


      “No,” Mishkin said, “she belongs to us.”
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      Hobbs would kill her if he knew she was doing this, stopping for a drink at Melody’s on her way home from the doctor. But she felt she had the right to stop, to steady her nerves and to celebrate her relief.


      Though Lavern Neeson hadn’t really expected a problem, she was nonetheless relieved. Her mammogram had turned out negative. Dr. Chivas hadn’t seemed to notice any injury to her internally bruised torso, which she had held as stiff and still as possible. She did sense that he’d noticed the makeup covering her facial bruises, but he didn’t say anything. There were all kinds of ways she might have gotten those marks, from a fall down the stairs to a quarrel with a neighbor. Anyway, Dr. Chivas wasn’t the sort who pried. If his patients wanted him to know something, they’d tell him. Then he would act. He would do what he could to heal.


      Lavern had left the medical clinic and walked only a few blocks toward her subway stop before spotting Melody’s Lounge. She’d noticed it before, but had never gone inside. This afternoon, with something to drink to, and the city so hot, she did go in.


      She was soon situated on a bar stool near the door. The lounge was dim, and there was a blues tune playing so you could barely hear it. Peggy Lee, one of her all-time favorite singers. There was a woman who’d overcome a rough youth, who’d had to cover her bruises with makeup. What a career Peggy Lee had enjoyed. What a life she’d led, after a stumbling start. Listening to her always made Lavern feel better.


      Aside from a woman behind the bar, there were only three other people in Melody’s. A couple sat at one of the tables along the wall, lost in the promise of each other’s eyes. Halfway down the bar from Lavern a guy sat staring straight ahead maybe at himself, in the back bar mirror, sipping something amber from an on-the-rocks glass. There were two identical empty glasses in front of him.


      Kind of early for that kind of drinking, Lavern thought. Though the way Peggy was slowly meting out the blues, it might have been a gloomy two in the morning. The woman behind the bar, tall and with a top-bun hairdo that upped her to over six feet, approached and smiled a hello. Lavern ordered a Bloody Mary. Almost a health beverage.


      Of course Hobbs would still object to it, as he objected to almost everything she did. He’d made her promise him she’d stop drinking, trying to get her to pretend along with him that she was developing a problem.


      The tall woman—maybe Melody—had the drink before Lavern within a few minutes, then withdrew to the far end of the bar, where she’d been working on what looked like a crossword puzzle. Peggy Lee launched into a song warning her lover not to smoke in bed. Other than that it was quiet, with only soft traffic noises filtering in from outside.


      Pleasant, Lavern thought. The alcohol relaxed her almost immediately, maybe because of the heat outside and the fact that she’d skipped lunch. She felt safe in here, isolated, her cell phone turned off and in the car, Hobbs at work for most of the rest of the day. She took a bite of the celery stalk that had been in her drink, then set it aside on a napkin. The crunching sound of her chewing the celery seemed unusually loud. Maybe it even attracted the attention of the guy down the bar.


      He lowered his drink to its coaster and glanced over at her and smiled. Wham! This was a handsome one. In his thirties, dark hair and eyes, killer smile, wearing light tan slacks and a black sport coat, a red and black tie against a white shirt. Everything about him looked expensive.


      Lavern thought about Hobbs.


      He’d kill me.


      If he knew.


      She decided it wouldn’t hurt anything if she flirted a little. Hobbs would never find out. Anyway, she’d be in enough trouble with Hobbs if he just knew she was here, drinking in the middle of the day. He didn’t like it when he didn’t know exactly where she was, and he especially wouldn’t like it if he knew she was in a bar. Lounge, rather.


      If she flirted a little, talked with this dark-haired guy and listened to his patter, it would make her feel better. Make her feel she was desirable as something other than a punching bag. She felt a pang of shame. A pang of anger. She smiled back at the man down the bar.


      What the hell? It isn’t like I’m gonna screw the guy.


      What Hobbs would do if he discovered her in bed with another man was something her mind didn’t want to comprehend.


      In a kind of graceful manner the guy down the bar swiveled around on his stool and stood up, holding his drink steady and level in his right hand. She saw that he was about average height and well built beneath the nice clothes.


      She liked the way he moved. He advanced toward her with a liquid, muscular walk, as if he might be some kind of athlete, absently spinning bar stools with his left hand with each step…two, three, five stools. They made a soft, ratchety whirring sound as they spun.


      The closer he got, the handsomer he became. Heavy-lidded eyes, the kind people sometimes called bedroom eyes, a sort of predatory but sexy cast to his lean features.


      When he was about six feet from her the expression on his face changed. Lavern knew why. He’d noticed the bruises. The makeup could conceal them somewhat in the soft light, but not from a few feet away. The light in his brown eyes dimmed, and his smile lost its wattage. He knew what facial bruises probably meant: violence he wanted no part of. Lavern came with dangerous baggage, so why waste time talking her up? Lavern couldn’t blame him.


      When he was almost alongside her he widened his smile, raised his glass to her in a silent salute, then set it on the bar on his way out the door, as if he’d been headed there all the time and not down the bar to talk to her.


      Letting me down easy.


      “Too bad,” a woman’s voice said, as the door swung closed behind him, cutting off the glare of outside light. “I thought he was interested in you.”


      Lavern looked up and saw the woman who might be Melody behind the bar.


      “I thought so, too,” Lavern said. She took a sip of her Bloody Mary, then met Melody’s eyes with her own. “Listen, you don’t think I—”


      “That you’re in here working? Drinking a Bloody Mary and trolling for afternoon clients?” Melody shook her head, grinning. “Not hardly. But I do think our handsome friend was lookin’ for a lady. He had that way about him.”


      “Yeah, he sure did.”


      “Oh, well. He’ll never know what he missed.”


      “Shame,” Lavern said.


      But the woman who might have been Melody was already moving away behind the bar, returning to concentrate on what might have been her crossword puzzle. Lavern was left feeling, as she often did, that this was a world in which she couldn’t quite connect.


      It was strange, she thought, the way people’s lives could almost but not quite intersect, the way drastic changes could almost but not quite happen. She wondered if there were lots of parallel worlds where almost everything was different from the way it was in this one because different choices had been made. Different worlds with different, happy Laverns.


      Not likely.


      Fate, destiny, whatever. The hell with it.


      Probably Hobbs would have found out and killed us both.


      “Shame,” Lavern said again, softly, to herself.
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      Probably to demonstrate to Quinn that he was a busy man, Renz wanted to meet him for a chat while on the way to an appointment. He’d said he had something to show Quinn.


      They stood in the warmth of the sun at Rockefeller Center, beneath the colorful line of noisily whipping flags that were captives to the breezes flowing down the avenue. Now and then one of the flags would snap like the canvas of a sailboat suddenly billowing with air. Behind them, Renz’s gleaming black limo sat at the curb, its engine idling, the barely discernable form of the driver behind the tinted windows sitting and staring patiently straight ahead.


      Renz had on an expensive-looking blue pin-striped suit. His maroon tie had somehow found its way out from beneath his three-button coat and was frolicking in the breeze like the flags above. Backhanding the tie aside, he handed Quinn a large brown envelope and said nothing.


      Obviously this was what he wanted to show Quinn, who undid the envelope’s clasped flap and examined the contents.


      They were crime scene and morgue photos of Vera Doaks.


      “What’s this world of ours come to?” Quinn said sadly.


      “It’s the same as ever,” Renz said. “Story of life. We live, we become garbage, and they put us in a hole or burn us to ash.”


      “Somehow you live with that perspective,” Quinn said.


      “It’s the only way I can live, being honest. You should try it, Quinn, instead of nurturing your weak spot.”


      “Which is?”


      “You’re a romantic. The world is shit. You fool yourself into thinking it isn’t and try to clean it up while I recognize it for what it is and happily wallow in it. That’s the difference between us.”


      “I’ll stay a romantic,” Quinn said.


      Quinn knew what the photos meant, and there was no way to romanticize it. The killer the press had tabbed the Slicer had taken another victim. There was another serial killer in the city.


      “On the surface it looks like we’re dealing with two dangerous psychos,” Renz said.


      “On the surface?”


      Quinn looked at the last photo and slid all of them back in the envelope. Then he reminded Renz of the common thread that seemed to connect the .25-Caliber Killer’s victims. All of them had been hunters.


      “And the two Slicer victims,” Renz said, showing that he was a step ahead of Quinn, “were treated like game animals, gutted and strung up like meat put out to cure. Could be we got us one killer using two different MOs to throw us off the scent.”


      “Serial killers don’t usually work that way,” Quinn reminded Renz. “They act out of compulsion, and usually follow a ritual set in motion in childhood. These murders have all the earmarks of serial killer crimes, but it’s doubtful they were committed by the same person.”


      “But possible.”


      “Barely.”


      Renz attempted to tuck his errant tie back beneath his buttoned coat, but it flapped right back out, reminding him it was an untidy world. “In this case,” he said, ignoring the tie, “we’re going to assume, publicly at least, that we have one serial killer using two different methods.”


      “And what links the murders is the hunting motif.”


      “Very good,” Renz said.


      “Flimsy.”


      “But convenient. Sal Vitali and Harold Mishkin will continue working on the Slicer murders, but under your direction.”


      “They won’t like that.”


      Renz shrugged and made another futile attempt to tame his tie.


      “Have you talked to Helen Iman about this?” Quinn asked. He was interested in what Helen the profiler had to say about tying the two cases together.


      “She agrees with you,” Renz said. “It’s not likely the Slicer and the Twenty-five-Caliber Killer is the same person. Their methods aren’t even similar. She thinks the hunting angle is thin, too.”


      “Helen’s smart for a profiler,” Quinn said. “You should listen to her.”


      “But like you she considered it possible, if not probable, that we’ve got one killer. When we began discussing odds, though, she started talking about a meteor striking us dead.”


      Quinn fixed a stare on Renz. “You don’t think it’s one killer either, do you, Harley?”


      “I think it’s politically expedient for it to be one killer. You might not like the necessity of handling these cases that way, but there are politics involved. That’s something you should have realized earlier in your career, Quinn. You might have become police commissioner instead of me.”


      Quinn knew he was right. Still…


      “Have you told all this to Vitali and Mishkin?” Quinn asked.


      “An hour ago,” Renz said.


      “I’ll bet they were overjoyed.”


      “They huffed and puffed, like you. But they took it. Like you. None of us has any real choice in this matter.”


      Quinn sighed and jammed his hands deep in his pockets so Renz wouldn’t see that they were clenched in fists. “All of this for political expedience.”


      Renz smiled and stuffed his flapping tie inside his shirt between the top two buttons, where finally it remained trapped.


      “All of this,” he said, “for that.”
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      Terri Gaddis wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t show up. Handsome guy like Richard, he could have just about any woman he wanted, when he wanted.


      How great it must be to be a man, rooting around among the trinkets, choosing then putting back down, instead of being one of the trinkets.


      She took a sip of her rum and Coke and tried not to keep looking at the Magic Lounge’s door. Now and then a wave of embarrassment and anger at herself would wash over her.


      What am I doing here? Other than waiting to be stood up?


      But she knew what she was doing. Trying to relieve the loneliness of working at Office Tech, then going home, sometimes stopping for drinks with one of the other women at the store, watching reality TV (Survivor. Boy, she could identify with that one), going to bed, getting up, and then climbing back on the treadmill. Day after numbing day.


      Then all of a sudden there he was, tall enough and certainly dark and handsome, chatting her up among the printers and fax machines in aisle seven.


      Lucky aisle seven.


      He’d accidentally brushed his arm against her right breast when reaching to turn on a printer—she was sure it was accidental—and it felt as if wires ran from her nipple to the core of her sexual need and another wire ran directly to her heart. Conduits of erotic electricity.


      To look at his face you wouldn’t think they’d made any contact at all, while her heart wouldn’t slow down. Terri couldn’t remember when a man had done that to her. If ever. Anyway, it was rare, and something you didn’t just toss away in your life. She’d realized that the moment it had happened.


      “This printer,” she’d told him, “will print papers on any kind of photo.”


      He’d merely smiled at her awkwardness. “If I were dyslexic,” he’d said, “I wouldn’t have noticed that.”


      That was how they’d begun a long and increasingly personal conversation. He’d been so smooth, so obviously deeply interested in her, that she’d been the one to suggest they meet later here at the Magic Lounge for drinks and more talk. And he’d seemed pleased to accept her invitation.


      Terri wasn’t naïve. She knew that was a bullshitter’s stock in trade, seeming to be just what people wanted or needed at the time. But if he was pretending, he was so, so good at it. Close enough to be the real thing, when emotion was there to fill in the blanks. What was fake and genuine was difficult enough to discern in this life, even if you looked closely. A person could see glass and throw away a diamond.


      She wished he were here now to pretend, if that’s what he was doing, instead of being sixteen minutes late. She’d pretend right along with him.


      Other men in the lounge were getting interested in her, making her uneasy. All of them looked like losers, compared to Richard Crane.


      Then the door opened, and there he was. Relief flooded through her and somehow morphed into a wash of desire. He was as handsome as he’d been in the store, wearing light tan slacks, a blue sport coat with brass buttons, a pale blue shirt open at the collar. Several women in the lounge looked at him and couldn’t look away. Terri felt a tingle of excitement and possessiveness as he smiled and walked toward her.


      “Been here long?” he asked, sliding onto the bar stool beside hers.


      “Not very. Anyway, I had stuff to think about.”


      “Such as?” His gentle, hooded eyes held hers. He was truly interested in her thoughts. In everything about her.


      “About how my life is going,” she said. “One week after another in the store, stocking electronics, telling people about electronics, now and then selling electronics. It’s…”


      “Soul stifling,” he said.


      “Exactly.” He does understand.


      “Ever thought about quitting and trying something else?”


      She had to laugh. “I don’t have the nerve.”


      The bartender came over, and they ordered drinks. He a scotch rocks, she another rum and Coke.


      “So rum’s your drink. You could be a lady pirate,” he said seriously.


      She had to giggle. “Where do I apply?”


      “Right here. I can see you in a pirate outfit. You’d look sexy. Boots, three-corner hat, sword…”


      “Eye patch?”


      He seemed to think about it. “Sure.”


      Their drinks arrived. She took a cautious sip of hers, remembering it was her second. If they stayed for a while here, he’d be a drink behind her. Dangerous.


      “Boots and a sword,” she said. “Are you a little kinky, Richard Crane?”


      “Only if you want me to be.” He tasted his scotch. “What turns me on is you. Just you.”


      They drank silently for a while, studying each other.


      He said softly, “Take a chance, Terri Gaddis.”


      She felt her heart race.


      “Have dinner with me tonight,” he said.


      “Is that taking a chance?”


      “Depends on where we eat.”


      She smiled. “That eye patch thing is growing on me. Trouble is, I don’t have one.”


      “We could make believe,” he said. “Or you could keep one eye closed. That’d be enough for me.”


      Take a chance, Terri Gaddis.


      “Let’s finish our drinks,” she said, “then go to my ship, and I’ll make dinner in the galley.”


      “Sounds great. I’ll buy the wine on the way there.”


      He wants to keep me drinking.


      “Maybe we can have a treasure hunt,” he said.


      “I think it’d be better if we sailed around a bit first.”


      He wounded her with a smile, then sipped his scotch. “You’re the pirate.” He lowered his glass and regarded her. “If you’re worried about the rape and plunder part,” he said, “don’t.”


      Terri smiled and rested a hand on his arm. “I would never plunder you,” she said.


      He downed his scotch and said, “Damn it!”


      


      John Riley had finally drunk enough wine that the voices were stilled. An hour after it got dark, he made his shambling way into the passageway between the Honeysuckle Restaurant and the Antonian Hotel. There were some black plastic trash bags piled against the hotel’s brick wall. Riley was pretty sure there wouldn’t be much of value in them, but they might make a comfortable enough bed for the night.


      He still had half a bottle of the cheap wine he’d bought with what he’d been able to beg on the street. Breakfast had been half a cheeseburger he’d seen someone throw away in the trash receptacle at the busy corner down the block, and he hadn’t eaten since. The truth was, he wasn’t hungry. Maybe it was the wine, or maybe the spot on his lung, the one that doctor had told him about last year, had developed into some kind of disease that was making him thin. Or maybe it was old age. Riley was what…sixty-three? Or four? Whatever, anything over fifty was old for the streets.


      Riley stopped halfway down the passageway and grinned. This was good. It looked as if more plastic trash bags had been added since he’d cut through here yesterday. Or was it the day before? Time was losing its traction in John Riley’s life. Why wouldn’t it? Night was often day in this city.


      Being in the passageway, the bags probably weren’t part of the regular trash pickup, and the hotel would call now and then to have them taken away. Meanwhile, Riley could make good use of them.


      He kicked with his right foot, chasing away two rats. Kicked at the bags again to make sure there weren’t more of the rodents there, out of sight. He didn’t kick so hard that the plastic would split, though, and release fluids or some foul odor that even he couldn’t abide. Carefully, to accommodate arthritic knees, he lowered his aching body and lay back on the mounds of black plastic. He wriggled around so he wasn’t in contact with anything hard, then uncapped his wine bottle and sighed. He was tired. If he was lucky, he wouldn’t dream. He wouldn’t hear the voices again until morning.


      Riley took a deep draw on the bottle and felt the acidic liquid course down his throat. There’d been a time when he’d have sent this one back in a restaurant and ordered another vintage. In another life.


      Some of the wine dribbled from his mouth and ran down his unshaven chin. Quickly he raised the bottle upright so he wouldn’t lose more of its precious contents, and lowered it to his side. He shrugged a shoulder to wipe his chin against it and looked down at the bottle, about to raise it for another sip.


      That’s when he saw the hand.


      At first he thought it might be a joke, someone hiding in among the trash bags. Or a fake hand. A mannequin’s, maybe. Something like that.


      But he knew it was human, even though it didn’t look quite right.


      Then he knew why it didn’t look right. It was dead.


      The voices screamed.
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      There were floodlights set up in the street and at each end of the passageway, so it was like day, only the glare was surrounded by darkness. Moths fluttered in and out of the brightness in warm night air so humid they might have been swimming.


      “Same as the others,” Fedderman said. He’d been closer and reached the scene ahead of Quinn and Pearl.


      They were standing near the dead body that had been found beside the Antonian Hotel. Julius Nift, from the medical examiner’s office, was over by his black city car parked among the NYPD radio cars, peeling off his latex gloves. The CSU techs were still gathering evidence in the blocked-off passageway. Nift glanced over at Quinn, smiled, and nodded.


      Quinn nodded back, thinking, Asshole.


      He thought about going over and talking to Nift, but the arrogant little ME was already climbing into his car, pulling the door closed. Quinn figured it didn’t matter. As Fedderman had said, this one would be like the others. Cause of death: a small-caliber (which would later turn out to be a .25) bullet to the head. Nift might have a time-of-death estimate, but it would be only that—an estimate. Quinn could wait until tomorrow for the postmortem report.


      He almost spat a foul taste and odor from the edges of his tongue, then remembered this was a crime scene and swallowed instead. He was pretty sure most of the stench was coming from the black plastic trash bags, but the dead man was contributing.


      Quinn looked back down at him. The man was in his late forties or early fifties, dressed conservatively in neatly pressed Dockers and a blue checked shirt, wearing a black sport jacket that was twisted around his body because of the way he was lying. He actually didn’t look too bad except for the way his eyes had sunk back in his skull, and of course the hole in his forehead.


      Fedderman had already searched the man’s pockets and found nothing other than a hotel key card. Galin had been the only victim who hadn’t had one of those on him. Galin, in fact, was the odd piece in this puzzle, linked by method and not much else.


      “Looks like our killer shot this guy, then concealed the body back against the brick wall under the trash bags so it wouldn’t be found right away,” Fedderman said. “That guy”—he pointed toward a ragged, bearded man yammering and gesticulating wildly at a uniform from one of the radio cars—“happened to notice a human hand protruding from the trash while he was back here getting ready to sack out for a while with his bottle of wine. That sent him screaming out into the street, where he scared the shit out of people and snarled up traffic. An ex-cop from Denver dragged him back up on the sidewalk where he’d be safe and called us on his cell, saying there was a crazy man running wild and yelling about a dead body. Right on both counts.” Fedderman grinned at Pearl. “Why don’t you go over and get Riley’s statement?”


      “Riley the crazy guy?” Pearl asked.


      “He’s not the one with the uniform.”


      “Why don’t you go?” Pearl said. “You’re more likely to connect with him.”


      “I’ll do it,” Quinn said, to shut them up. This wasn’t the time or place for one of their pissant quarrels. He pointed to a gray door set in the brick wall. “Where’s that lead?”


      “Into the hotel, I would imagine,” Fedderman said, making Quinn wonder if Fedderman was messing with him. But then, it hadn’t been the brightest of questions. “I tried it after I made sure the CSU people had dusted the knob for prints. It’s locked.”


      “Lock automatically when it closes?”


      “I don’t know,” Fedderman said. “Nobody’s been in there yet.”


      “You go check out what’s on the other side of that door,” Quinn told Pearl. “Feds, let’s the two of us go over and see what Mr. Riley has to say.”


      Pearl flashed a grin at Fedderman as she hurried away.


      When Riley saw Quinn and Fedderman approach, he lost interest in the uniform. He was more than happy to confirm the story he’d told the first cops on the scene. Trouble was, he wouldn’t stop confirming it.


      “Should have given Pearl the job,” Fedderman said, managing to get in a word that wasn’t Riley’s.


      Quinn nodded.


      “Pearl the lady with the big bazooms?” Riley asked, indicating big bazooms with both hands. His breath was terrible and might have been flammable.


      “Let’s not talk about that,” Quinn said.


      “Those, you mean,” Riley corrected.


      “Those,” Quinn said, thinking if Fedderman laughed he was going to kick his ass all the way back into retirement.


      “They’re genuine, all right,” Riley said.


      Pearl was back within ten minutes, telling them the door led to a corridor and she’d found blood on the carpet. It looked like the dead man had been shot inside the hotel, then dragged outside and dumped behind the trash bags.


      Riley’s bleary eyes widened in alarm. “Shot? Blood? Holy, bejesus, bejesus, bejesus! I been told it’s the End of Days. I been told.”


      “The dead man would agree with whoever told you,” Pearl said, stepping to the side to avoid Riley’s breath. To Quinn she said: “I’ve got the bloodstain cordoned off and a uniform posted to protect it.”


      Quinn nodded, not doubting that the blood would belong to the corpse lying next to the mound of stuffed trash bags. This one is different. The other .25-Caliber Killer victims died where they were shot, or at least were never moved after death.


      Not exactly a break in the case, but something about it suggested to Quinn that it was important.


      “Holy bejesus!” Riley said again.


      Pearl said, “What the hell are you looking at?”


      “Let’s check inside,” Quinn said. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Riley.”


      “The End of Days,” Riley said.


      “That’s a good thing for you to be thinking about,” Quinn said.


      “I don’t like that old jerk-off,” Pearl said, as they were walking toward the front of the hotel.


      “He seemed to like you okay,” Fedderman said.


      It didn’t take long to learn which door in the Antonian the key card unlocked. After Quinn checked at the desk in the lobby, they took the elevator to the third floor.


      The room was furnished like thousands of others in New York, an armchair that reclined, desk and matching chair, bed flanked by nightstands with lamps, an entertainment hutch, most of it in matching dark maple.


      On a collapsible luggage stand was a suitcase with three changes of clothing. There was no luggage tag on the suitcase. The clothes were expensive casual and included a pair of designer jeans. There were three baseball caps, three different colors, each from a different team.


      “Fickle fan,” Pearl said.


      Quinn looked in the tiny bathroom. There was a shaving kit and lineup of containers on the vanity. Also a coffee brewer that hadn’t been used. The soap hadn’t been unwrapped. No tissues, nothing, in the plastic-lined waste basket. The dead man hadn’t been a hotel guest long enough to leave any stamp of personality.


      Quinn took a wary look at himself in the vanity mirror and went back into the main room.


      “A wallet,” Fedderman said, standing at the open desk drawer. He thumbed through it. “We got us a Floyd Becker, SoHo address, fifty-one years old and will be forever.” He riffled the money like a skilled bank teller. “Three hundred even.”


      “That’s not the name he used when he checked in with cash at the front desk,” Quinn said.


      “ Jones,’ I’ll bet,” Fedderman said. “And he used his initial for his phony first name.”


      “ Smith,’” Pearl said, “and no same initial.”


      Quinn shook his head. “You’re both wrong. Answer’s ‘Bob Green.’”


      “Shit!” Pearl said.


      Fedderman chuckled nastily. “I was sure you said ‘Smith.’”


      There was something unusual about this one, Quinn thought, despite Becker’s lack of imagination in choosing a pseudonym. Something that deviated from the pattern in a meaningful way. Maybe it had to do with the body being dragged outside. Or maybe it was something else.


      


      Terri Gaddis thought she’d found heaven. Her own Camelot, at least.


      Richard Crane was the most gentle, skillful lover she’d ever experienced. She lay now in her bedroom, hungover and exhausted from the wine and sex, her head resting on Richard’s bare chest. She could hear, could feel, his regular, coursing heartbeat. It must, she thought, be in rhythm with her own.


      The pungent scent of their bodies, of their coupling, was still in the room, and she wished it would never leave. The air conditioner was humming, gradually catching up with the heat the two of them had generated. Soon, Terri knew, the room would return to normal, and so would her life.


      Or would it?


      Surely Richard had felt the same intensity she had, known the same revelation. Yes! Two people can be this gloriously happy!


      He was the kind of man who would feel it. She knew that about him now. It was all she had to know.


      Which reminded her that she didn’t know very much. He’d mentioned that he worked for a Wall Street firm, but he didn’t say which. Obviously he was successful, had money, or he couldn’t dress the way he did, with the tailored suit and expensive gold watch and cuff links. And he took care of himself, judging by his muscularity and—she smiled—his endurance. She absently ran a hand over her right breast, her erect nipple.


      We could do this again. And again and again and again.


      She shifted her body and reached over to the nightstand where her half-full glass of wine sat and managed to wrap two fingers around the slender glass stem. After downing the rest of the wine to sate her thirst, she settled down again, snuggling against Richard’s warm body. The last thing she remembered before falling asleep was his arm working its way beneath her neck and pulling her closer.


      


      The room was cool when she awoke in the morning, and she was alone in the bed.


      Terri sat up, looking around with something like alarm, and found herself the only one in the room.


      “Richard…?”


      “In here, darling.” He appeared in the doorway, buttoning his shirt that he hadn’t yet tucked in. “I was getting dressed in the living room so I wouldn’t wake you.” His dark hair was wet, uncombed but smoothed back with his fingers, so he must have already showered. Terri had never been so relieved to see anyone.


      “I thought we might go out for breakfast,” he said. “Celebrate us.”


      “I can think of other ways to do that,” Terri said.


      He grinned. “It isn’t either-or.”


      “Almost everything else is,” she said.


      The handsome grin stayed. “No, there are some things that are predestined. Nothing we do can change them.”


      “Are we predestined?”


      “Most definitely.”


      “Then I can accept predestination.” She climbed out of bed, unashamed of her nakedness in front of him. After what they’d done with each other…“I need to shower,” she said. She padded barefoot to him, kissed him lightly on the lips, then squeezed past him and made her way into the bathroom.


      She’d got under a hot shower, soaped up, and tilted back her head to rinse shampoo from her hair when she noticed the large metal hook screwed into the bathroom ceiling.


      Surely it hadn’t been there before.


      Or had it? Maybe she simply hadn’t noticed it.


      No, impossible. I would have noticed.


      Obviously, Richard had put it there while she was asleep.


      She felt a deep dread. Why had he done such a thing? What the hell was it about? Some kind of kinky sex? Water sports? S&M? If it was that kind of stuff, Terri wasn’t into it.


      After last night and what had happened between them, was it going to turn into something dirty and violent? The thought of it made her stomach knot up with disappointment.


      She shook her head. Dating in New York…


      Then she felt a sudden flare of hope. The super! Jennison the building superintendent must have installed the hook yesterday, or even sometime over the past week, and she simply hadn’t noticed it. That was it. Had to be. She’d been looking at the dark side again, jumping to disastrous conclusions. Her Camelot was safe.


      When she got out of the shower, she’d mention the hook to Richard. He might even know what it was for.
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      Renz loved this kind of thing, a setting where he was in control.


      He had them all in his office, Quinn, Pearl, Fedderman, and the team of Sal Vitali and Harold Mishner.


      The office was hot because of the way sunlight was pouring in between the blind slats. Quinn knew the blinds would remain open because the deluge of morning brilliance was at Renz’s back, putting his visitors at a disadvantage. Renz tended to play every card in his hand. Quinn also noticed the faint smell in the dust-mote-filled air: Renz had been secretly smoking cigars in his office again. If the mayor knew that, there’d soon be a new police commissioner.


      Vitali and Mishner were reasonably friendly toward Quinn and his team, but Quinn could tell they didn’t like the single-killer theory any more than…well, anyone liked it, other than Renz. And Renz liked it because it was politically expedient.


      Still, Quinn had to admit it was possible that one serial killer in the city had, for whatever reason, committed two series of murders in different ways in order to forge, or satisfy, two separate identities.


      Strategically silhouetted at his desk, Renz held up a folder. “This is more info on the Twenty-five-Caliber Killer’s latest victim, Floyd Becker. He was wealthy from his construction company, Becker Synergies.”


      “Never heard of it,” Quinn said.


      “They aren’t big in New York,” the silhouette said. “They apparently built a lot of dams and such in South America. Anyway, he was well off, if not a Rockefeller.”


      “Liked to hunt, I’ll bet,” Quinn said.


      “You got that right.” If the silhouette was irritated by Quinn’s remark, it didn’t show it. “We still need to find out why he checked in at the Antonian under a phony name, and why he went out without carrying any identification.” The silhouette laid the file on the desk and made a show of idly leafing through it. “No surprise to any of us that death was caused by a single twenty-five-caliber slug fired by the same make firearm—one we can’t yet identify—but definitely not by the same gun.”


      “Maybe some make of target pistol with a changeable barrel,” Vitali suggested.


      “No,” the silhouette said, “we checked that out. The firing pin strikes are slightly different. And you and Mishkin need to be focusing more on the Vera Doaks and Hettie Davis murders.”


      “If it’s the same killer—”


      “Call it a logical division of labor,” said the silhouette. “Back to the facts: Becker was shot inside the hotel, in a corridor running the length of the building and with a door leading to the passageway outside. A spot of blood on the carpet tested out to be his. For some reason, after shooting Becker, the killer then dragged the body outside into the passageway and dumped it behind a pile of trash bags. The crime scene inside the hotel offered up little evidence other than the blood. The CSU team searched and vacuumed the surrounding carpet, came up with dirt and three human hairs. None of the hairs matches Becker’s. One or more of them might be from the head of the killer. We’ll know that when we nail the bastard.” The silhouette turned its head toward Quinn. Strongly backlighted as it was, its hair looked like a hopeless tangle of wire. “The hotel staff have anything for us?”


      “No,” Quinn said. “We’ll talk to them again today.”


      “Do that, and interview Becker’s wife. She’s been told about his murder, but was too shaken up to talk last night.”


      Quinn nodded and pretended to write something in his notepad.


      “You two,” said the silhouette to Vitali and Mishkin, “keep hard at the Slicer killings and report anything pertinent to Quinn. Have you got anything on the Vera Doaks murder?”


      “She’s still dead,” Vitali said.


      Here was a man, Quinn thought, without much of a future in the NYPD. But he was feeling a growing fondness for Vitali.


      “If you’re contacted by any of the media,” said the silhouette, unfazed by sarcasm, “don’t talk to them. I mean that. Tell them zilch.”


      “Even Cindy Sellers?” Fedderman asked.


      The silhouette stared at him for a moment, trying to decide if this was more sarcasm. “Especially Sellers. I’ll be the one to decide what she does or doesn’t know, and when she knows it.”


      “Or doesn’t,” Quinn heard Pearl say beneath her breath. He hoped this meeting would end before she decided to jump in with Vitali and Fedderman and gang up on Renz. She could be captive to pack mentality.


      The silhouette stood up and walked out from behind the desk, passing into the light and becoming Renz. “That’s it for now,” he said. “I’ve gotta meet soon with one of the mayor’s aides. Keep the information flowing to me and to each other.”


      The five detectives assured Renz that they would and he politely, but hurriedly, ushered them from his office.


      Outside the building, in the glare of the already hot morning, Vitali put on a pair of fashionably tiny sunglasses and said, “Have you ever heard such bullshit?”


      “Oh, sure,” Quinn said. “But call me if you do have something on our murderous multitasker.”


      “I’ll let you know if we apprehend either of his personalities,” Vitali said.


      He and Mishkin got into their unmarked, which was a later model than Quinn and his team had arrived in, and drove away. Mishkin smiled and gave them a slight wave through the passenger-side window.


      “Vitali is obviously the wiseass of the two,” Pearl said.


      “I know Mishkin,” Fedderman said. “He’s almost mute and might faint at the sight of blood, but don’t sell him short, even in a down market.”


      Pearl said, “Is the trail leading us to Wall Street?”


      “Drive me back to the office and my car,” Quinn said, “then Feds can take the unmarked and interview the hotel employees again. You and I, Pearl, will talk to Becker’s widow.”


      Nerves were frayed, after the meeting with Renz. It was best to split these two up.


      


      Quinn and Pearl’s conversation with Floyd Becker’s widow, a hefty, brunette with a bright pink face, yielded little of value other than to confirm that Becker was, like earlier .25-Caliber Killer victims, an avid hunter.


      “He even has a lion,” the widow had said. “Or what’s left of one. It’s down in basement storage someplace. For years we used it as a rug, complete with the head.”


      Pearl thought about that as she and Quinn drove through noontime Manhattan traffic toward the Antonian Hotel to join forces with Fedderman. She didn’t know people still used animal skins for rugs. Wouldn’t that prompt some kind of social outrage? It should, Pearl thought. In fact she felt quite vehement about it. She glanced down at her leather shoes, felt slightly foolish, then promptly righted herself and maintained her indignation. People needed shoes, damn it! They didn’t need rugs. Especially rugs with heads on them.


      “Wanna stop for some lunch?” Quinn asked.


      “No. Not hungry.”


      Quinn glanced over at her as he drove. “You okay, Pearl?”


      “Why shouldn’t I be?” she snapped.


      “I dunno. You look…angry.”


      “What I’d like to do,” she said “is catch this asshole we’re after and have him made into a rug, head and all.”


      “We’re pretty much of the same mind on that,” Quinn told her.


      “What’s a lion but a big cat?”


      “It’s a big cat,” Quinn said, making a right on Broadway.


      He drove silently for a while, thinking, with Pearl fuming beside him.


      She was a puzzle he’d never solve. Was that why he couldn’t shake her from his dreams?
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      Later that day, Terri and Richard were eating lunch at Kazinski’s on the Upper West Side. Terri was picking daintily at a romaine and walnut salad while Richard wolfed down his goulash.


      She hadn’t mentioned the hook in the bathroom ceiling. Hadn’t thought it worth mentioning. When she saw the super she’d ask what it was for. Maybe to hang a bicycle by one of its wheels, get it out of the way for when guests came over. Not a bad idea for a tiny Manhattan apartment. Close the shower curtain and no one would ever guess they were sharing a bathroom with a Schwinn.


      “I love to order goulash,” Richard Crane said. “You never know what you’re going to get.”


      Terri grinned and took a sip of her Chianti. “You obviously approve of that version.”


      “Yes. It’s delicious. But maybe that’s because I’m with you.”


      How can he always know exactly the right thing to say?


      Terri had called Office Tech that morning and told them she wasn’t feeling well. She was out of sick days, so the store manager allowed her to use one of her vacation days and said he hoped she’d feel better.


      She’d felt like telling him she’d never felt better in her life, but instead politely closed the lid of her cell phone and continued her walk through the park with Richard Crane.


      They’d played all morning, enjoying each other like lovers who’d been separated by life and somehow found each other. Maybe that’s what they were, Terri thought. Maybe Richard was right in saying some things were predestined. Wasn’t the study of genetics making that more and more obvious?


      Human beings were so mysterious, Terri thought. So unpredictable. Didn’t that make life wonderful?


      


      Lavern winced as her friend Bess touched a damp washrag to the cut near her left eye. Bess held the washrag out and glanced at the blood, shook her head.


      “This is happening more often,” she said. There was anger in her voice.


      Lavern could only nod. One of Hobbs’s glancing blows had caught her in her throat, and it was still sore.


      “You gotta do something,” Bess said. “Make some kinda move.”


      Lavern began to cry. Bess touched the cool washrag to her injured eye again, and both women sat motionless for a while.


      “Men,” Bess said, finally. “They’re never what we expect.”


      “Neither are we what they expect,” Lavern said hoarsely.


      “So everything’s our fault?”


      “Only most of the time,” Lavern said.


      Bess looked at her. “So you’re goin’ back to that piece of shit again?”


      “Yeah. And I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t call him that.”


      “Ah, Lavern…”


      “Really,” Lavern said, and coughed, choking.


      Now Bess began to cry.


      


      Richard forked in some more goulash. “Would you like more bread?” he asked, while pouring her more wine.


      She looked up from the topped-off wineglass and smiled. “Are you trying to get me drunk so you can take me home and have wild sex with me?”


      “More like relaxed sex.”


      “No,” she said.


      He frowned.


      “On the bread, I mean.”


      He grinned and somehow managed to add even more wine to her glass.


      After lunch Terri went to the ladies’ room and was surprised when she returned to find Richard holding a brown paper sack. He’d gone to the bar section of Kazinski’s and bought a bottle of wine.


      “Chardonnay this time,” he said. “A particularly good vintage.”


      “Are you a wine expert?” Terri asked, as they left the restaurant and began walking through the warm afternoon toward a subway stop where a train would carry them south.


      “Like everybody else,” Richard said. He was joking, but Terri got the idea that he did know about wine. She suspected that Richard knew quite a lot about a number of things but was too polite to parade his knowledge.


      “Every now and then,” she said, “your good breeding shows.”


      “You object?”


      “No. I like it. To most of the single men in Manhattan ‘good breeding’ signifies something else altogether.”


      He laughed. “Well, I like to think I know something about that, too.”


      “You should write a book,” she said.


      “I’d title it Terri.”


      Once inside her apartment, they drank to that.


      


      “Around the time of the shooting,” Fedderman said to Rosa Pajaro, “you loaded a cart with some clean laundry in the basement and brought it up in an elevator to lobby level.”


      “Sí. Yes. There is a storage room on this level where extra linens and other supplies are kept.”


      “It’s near where Mr. Becker was shot.”


      He stared at her expectantly, even though he hadn’t actually asked a question.


      She returned his gaze for only a few seconds and then dropped her eyes to stare at the maroon carpet of the Antonian Hotel lobby. They were sitting and talking in what the management called a conversation nook. The maid was a terribly unskilled liar. Fedderman found himself liking her, and thought she must have been extremely attractive a few years and pounds ago. Rosa Pajaro was a woman who showed hard wear.


      “Is right,” she said, finally.


      “When you rolled your cart toward the storage room, did you notice anyone or anything suspicious in the corridor?”


      She shook her head no. “Solitario. I was alone with my job.”


      He had the impression she might speak English better than she was letting on. But that was a common ploy for illegal aliens, which Rosa Pajaro might very well be. In order to get her job here at the Antonian, she had to have papers, but papers could be forged.


      “According to your records,” Fedderman said, “you’ve been working here at the hotel for six years.”


      “Yes, that is so. I work hard.”


      “So it says here.” The papers Fedderman consulted mentioned nothing of the sort, being a computer printout of directions and a restaurant menu. “You’re rated as an excellent employee. One who would tell the truth.”


      “I am saying what is true. There is nothing to tell.” Again she couldn’t meet his eyes. “When this terrible thing happened, I must have been in the storage room.”


      “Or it might have happened before you arrived.”


      “Si. Or even after I left.”


      “Did you notice any blood on the carpet near the door to outside?”


      “No. Nothing.”


      “You’re saying there was no blood?”


      “I say only that I didn’t notice any.”


      “Was the door to outside closed all the way and locked?”


      “I couldn’t say. I didn’t pay attention to the door, only to my work.”


      Fedderman stared at her. He knew she was lying, but probably not about anything pertinent. Maybe she’d seen Becker’s body before it was moved and then hightailed away. Or maybe she had seen the bloodstain, though on the maroon carpet it wouldn’t have been very noticeable. He could take Rosa Pajaro in and lean on her, make her afraid, even suggest she was a suspect. But she couldn’t be held, and when she got the opportunity she might run. If she was an illegal, so what? Fedderman didn’t want to make trouble for her. There was really no reason to push her, he thought, unless she might be the killer, which was too unlikely to consider.


      “I am in trouble?” she asked, alarmed by his thoughtful silence.


      Fedderman smiled at her. “Not as long as you’ve told the truth.”


      “That’s what I’ve done, I swear.” She crossed herself. Fedderman wasn’t sure, but he thought she might have done it backward.
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      Wow. Something’s not right.


      She knew she was beginning to slouch on the sofa, but she couldn’t seem to make herself sit up straight.


      The food, the wine, the walk from the subway stop to her apartment had made Terri Gaddis exhausted. After the third glass of wine, her eyes began involuntarily closing. It felt as if invisible fingers were pushing them shut.


      She didn’t want to feel this way. Richard expected some of that wild sex she’d mentioned at lunch. She’d almost promised him. He’d certainly be willing, but the wine was having its effect and she was fast losing her desire.


      What’s wrong with me? Why do I feel so…


      Struggling not to fall asleep, she heard him rise from beside her on the sofa and cross the room, go into the kitchen.


      When he returned, he lifted her head and gently placed the rim of a glass against her lips.


      “Drink this, sweetheart. It’ll fix you up.”


      His voice sounded far, far away. She sipped and was mildly surprised. She tasted the same wine she’d been drinking, one of the reasons she felt so tired.


      “S’more chardonnay,” she muttered.


      “You say you want more?” he asked, amused.


      He’s deliberately misunderstanding.


      “Same…” she murmured. She tried to say the word chardonnay again, but it was too difficult. Her tongue was getting numb, and there was no feeling in her cheeks. If she tried to touch them, they might not be there. They might be made of wood. She tried again. “Chardonnay.” She heard something slurred and incomprehensible and realized it was her own voice.


      Richard answered, she was sure, but she couldn’t understand him as she dropped into a comforting warm darkness.


      


      As she was keying the dead bolt on the door, Pearl heard the phone ringing inside her apartment. Which of course made her hurry and fumble and drop the key on the hall carpet.


      By the time she’d opened the door and reached the phone, it had rung at least nine times. Maybe something important.


      Too exhausted to be cautious and check caller ID, she took several long steps across the living room and scooped up the receiver.


      “Pearl? Is that you, dear?”


      Her mother, calling from Sunset Assisted Living in New Jersey. Pearl’s heart took a dive.


      “Pearl?”


      “Me.”


      “It’s your mother, Pearl, calling from Hades.”


      Pearl tried at least to keep a civil tone in her voice. “Assisted living isn’t Hades, Mom.”


      “So purgatory then. A stop on the way down, just to torture. I’ve been calling and calling, and not even your machine answers anymore.”


      Pearl saw that the LED display on her answering machine was signaling that there was no more room for messages. It also indicated that she’d received fifteen messages. She stretched the phone cord so she could sit on the end of the sofa.


      “Is something wrong, Mom?”


      “I thought you’d never ask. Yes, wrong. I’m concerned, as a good mother should be, about my daughter, which is only natural and is why I’m calling, to find out some pertinent information about it.”


      Pearl didn’t like this at all. She was worn down by the gauntlet of conversations she’d run all day with people who couldn’t remember, didn’t recall, didn’t care, might be lying anyway. “What would it be, Mom?”


      “The thing just behind your ear, dear. That’s what it is, and it’s more important than you, in your hectic and solitary life, seem to think.”


      “It’s only a mole, Mom.”


      “You know this?”


      “I’m sure enough of it that I’m not worried.”


      “So now you have medical opinions? Are you an actual medical doctor, like Dr. Milton Kahn? No, Pearl, you are not. It’s not your place to examine a mole and just make up a diagnosis, not to mention a prognosis. This is a worry to me and to all who love you, and you should consider that and them.”


      “It’s my mole,” Pearl said, feeling at that moment the hopelessness of her position.


      “So have you recently checked your mole?” her mother asked.


      “Recently enough.”


      “And is it the same in shape, color, and size? Has it moved at all?”


      Moved? “Everything looks the same, Mom.” Pearl slipped her shoes off her aching feet and wriggled her toes. She wished she could hang up the phone, go into the bedroom, get naked, take a shower, and scrub off the lousy day that she’d spent in the hole in the world left by violent untimely death. If people only knew, if they understood…


      “Pearl,” said her mother’s voice on the phone, calling from purgatory, “have you ever looked at a mole under a microscope?”


      “No.”


      “They are not a pretty sight. And, I might add, it is the consensus of medical experts that you might think you’re looking at a mole and be looking at something else very much more dangerous.”


      “I’m not dying of mole poisoning, Mom.”


      “This is not a venue for humor, Pearl. A doctor, like Dr. Milton Kahn, who would examine you free and avoid all the expense and insurance nightmare, should be the one to make that critical interpretation.”


      “Dr. Milton Kahn has pretty much examined all of me already,” Pearl said, getting angrier by the second.


      “Pearl!”


      “I’m only trying to make a point, Mom. If Milton Kahn thought the mole behind my ear was dangerous, he would have mentioned it to me long ago.”


      “So you think he was concentrating on an out-of-the-way spot behind your right ear while you two were—”


      “Mom! Damn it!” The plastic receiver was getting slippery in Pearl’s sweaty hand, as if it might slip from her grasp like a watermelon seed and go zipping across the room. She’d had about enough of this.


      “So now impertinence and curse words are the answer? Let me tell you, dear, they are the answer to nothing. When your own mother calls and points out that you are in denial—”


      “I don’t deny that I have a mole, Mom!”


      “One you should regularly examine. If it is a mole.”


      “I have to turn my head to the side and bend my ear forward even to see it. It hurts to do that.”


      “Which is why you should have a doctor do the examining.”


      “I have an appointment with a doctor,” Pearl lied. She’d had to call and cancel the appointment she’d made with the dermatologist who was not Milton Kahn. A murder investigation had gotten in the way.


      There was surprise in Pearl’s mother’s voice. “Mrs. Kahn didn’t say her nephew, Dr. Milton—”


      “He’s not the only dermatologist in New York!”


      “For you, the only free one, dear. And one who cares for you already and will—”


      Pearl cupped her hand over the earpiece, got up from the sofa, and placed the receiver in its cradle.


      In the blessed silence she stood for a few minutes, waiting for the phone to ring. If her mother called back, as she sometimes did after such conversations, Pearl might apologize. Or she might not. Her mother was sticky and clever. She might trick Pearl into simply taking up the conversation where it had left off and getting angry all over again.


      But her mother didn’t call and apparently wasn’t going to. Not this evening, anyway.


      Pearl reverted to her plan to undress and shower before putting a Lean Cuisine in the microwave for dinner.


      In the bathroom, while she was running the shower and waiting for the water to warm up, she stood before the medicine cabinet mirror, craned her neck painfully, and bent her right ear forward to examine the mole.


      It appeared to be the same size as the last time she’d looked at it. Maybe a quarter of an inch in diameter. Maybe more.


      She let her ear flop back in place and smiled. The mole wasn’t any larger. Seemed to be the same shape and color. She was sure.


      Reasonably sure.


      In the shower she realized she hadn’t checked to see if it had moved and had to laugh.


      Briefly.


      


      Terrible headache!


      That was what woke Terri Gaddis.


      Something was horribly wrong. Her head felt as if it were splitting wide open.


      She attempted to swallow but couldn’t. And she was breathing with difficulty, through her nose. She explored with her tongue and found that her mouth was stuck firmly closed, as if her lips were taped.


      Her consciousness was quickly returning. She became aware of another pain.


      My ankles! My ankles are on fire!


      Only then did she realize her eyes were still closed. They seemed dry. Stuck firm. She tried to wipe them with her hands, but couldn’t raise her arms. Couldn’t move them.


      Then she realized they were taped or tied to her waist and thighs, in tight to her body.


      Fear gave her strength. She forced her eyes wide open in alarm, and through her pain realized what was causing such agony in her head and ankles.


      She was mystified and horrified to find that she was hanging upside down.


      The hook in the ceiling!


      Terri knew she was in her bathroom, dangling head down over her bathtub, hanging from the hook.


      She glanced about frantically. The plastic shower curtain was closed, and though the light was on in the bathroom, she couldn’t see anything but her immediate porcelain, tile, and plastic surroundings. In a burst of panic she worked every muscle in her body, but nothing happened. Nothing!


      Her struggles did cause her body to rotate slightly, and there were the stainless-steel faucet handles and spigot. The drain. Viewed so closely, she could see that the drain was starting to corrode and that a few of her hairs were caught on its cross braces from showers past.


      How odd to notice something like that now.


      Or is it? Is any of this real?


      There was a slight sound on the other side of the plastic shower curtain, and she strained to see in that direction. Through the curtain she could make out the upside-down, shadowy shape of a man, growing larger, approaching.


      Coming to help me, not to hurt me! Please!


      When he was very near, the shadowy form on the curtain took on a paler, flesh-colored hue, and she realized the man was nude.


      Kinky sex! That’s all this is! Kinky sex!


      “Richard!”


      She was aware that she’d made only a soft humming sound.


      She tried again, screaming his name in her mind. Something warm was trickling along her body, tickling her armpits. She could smell it. Urine. Hers. The ammonia stench of her mindless fear.


      Oh, Richard! Please!


      The curtain rattled open on its rod, and all she could look at was the knife.
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      Cindy Sellers sat on a bench near the Seventy-second Street entrance to Central Park and had what for her was a crisis of conscience.


      Certainly she’d promised Harley Renz she wouldn’t make public that the .25-Caliber Killer’s latest victim had been shot inside his hotel and then dragged outside, to where the body was discovered. It was made clear to her that the police had settled on that detail being known only to them and the killer, so they could sort out the inevitable false confessions that were sure to interfere with the investigation.


      But from Cindy’s point of view, that curious fact was what gave the story its appeal. A question posed to her readers was always good for additional circulation. In this instance the question was simple and easy for her readers to understand: why was the body of this particular victim moved?


      Only the killer knew the answer, and, as of now, the police were the only ones aware of the question. So like a game, Cindy thought, and the police have an extra card in their hand.


      Of course, if she revealed that card the NYPD wanted to keep close to its vest, she’d lose Renz’s trust. She had to smile. She and Renz didn’t really trust each other anyway. That was part of the game they played. Wolves on the prowl, both of them. And if she did include that inside-outside angle in her story, Renz would be angry, but he’d get over it. They were both forced to live with the fact that they were useful to each other.


      Cindy was aware of the warm sun on her shoulders as she slumped forward and began tossing popcorn to the pigeons from a greasy bag she’d bought from a street vendor. The pigeons waddled cautiously toward the kernels at first, then rushed at them, nudging competitors out of the way. Like people, Cindy thought. Like newspaper readers elbowing each other aside to get to the next edition of City Beat before the rack was empty.


      Fighting each other to be able to read her story.


      If our situations were reversed, would Renz run the story with all the facts, including the one about how the body had been moved?


      She knew the answer to that one.


      Her fingers reached the bottom of the popcorn bag and found nothing but the grit of salt. She crumpled up the bag and tossed it to the pigeons. They began to peck at it and fight each other over it.


      Cindy watched them. Bird nature. Human nature. Maybe it’s why I really don’t like people.


      She brushed her hands together to rid them of most of the salt on her fingers, and then fished her cell phone out of her purse.


      Her decision had been made. Already her conscience no longer bothered her.


      How could she have even considered not running the entire story? It was strange how sometimes she questioned herself, when she knew her job and her purpose. She had enough on Renz to sink him anytime, if she so chose. At least, he thought she did.


      The idea of leverage is when you have it, use it.


      No more self-doubts, she vowed, as she pecked out the number that was a direct line to her editor. I’m a professional practicing my profession. A gray and white pigeon standing off from the others and watching her seemed to be bobbing its head in approval.


      


      Zoe lifted her head from Quinn’s bare chest and squinted at the clock by her bed. Almost nine o’clock. She had a ten o’clock appointment with a schizophrenic patient who was beginning to show distinct symptoms of paranoia.


      Deciding to let Quinn sleep, she laid back the sheet that was covering her to the waist and gently lifted his arm, which lay heavily across her. As she moved the arm she could feel the strength in it, but it didn’t resist her, as if it knew even as Quinn slept that she was something to be protected rather than harmed.


      While Quinn was gentle in bed, he was the most physically powerful man she’d ever slept with, and a man who knew violence. A far cry from the postgraduates and professional intellectual types Zoe was used to. She wondered if it was the sense of danger, of potential violence, that intrigued her. No, she didn’t wonder. She knew. She also knew she was safe with Quinn. The best of both worlds.


      Smiling as a coconspirator with her own devilish self, she began sliding out of bed.


      His big hand found her shoulder and closed on it, stopping her. Had he even been asleep?


      “Gotta get up,” she said, removing his hand. “Appointment.”


      “Some troubled soul like me?”


      She laughed. “I don’t see you as troubled. Not really.”


      “It troubles me that you’re leaving,” he said.


      “That’s just the sort of thing I mean.” She managed to avoid his other hand that was snaking around her, and moved back out of reach. “I’m going to take a shower,” she said. “You might consider joining me.”


      “Why? Are you coming apart?”


      “For God’s sake, Quinn!”


      “Old joke,” he said. He sat up in bed. “I’ll join you, but I can’t put you back together and make you any closer to perfect than you were. Are.”


      He’d just planted both bare feet on the floor when the phone rang. Instead of standing up, he watched Zoe walk to pick up the receiver, liking the way her breasts swayed with each hurried step. She had, he decided, the body of a much younger woman.


      A shower. Not a bad idea…


      “It’s for you,” she said, holding out the receiver for him as if it were a gift she regretted having to present. “Larry Fedderman.”


      “I gave him this number,” Quinn said. His cell phone had been cutting out last night, and he knew there’d be no way to charge it in Zoe’s apartment.


      Zoe didn’t seem to mind that Fedderman knew where to call. In fact, she seemed pleased that Quinn had told someone about them. She handed him the phone and then sat nude on the bed, watching him, understanding from his face that what he was hearing wasn’t good.


      “On my way,” was all he said before hanging up.


      He looked over at her. “There’s been another Slicer murder. Our shower had better be a fast one.”


      She nodded. His job again. His guiding star. “You go first. I’ll stay out of the way.”


      He smiled at her. “I’m sorry about this. It seems when we sleep together in your bed, I’m destined to get a phone call about a murder.”


      “That’s right. It’s just like last time…”


      He’d only made a casual remark, but something changed in her eyes. He came to her, leaned down, and kissed the top of her head. He brushed his knuckles lightly across her cheek, studying her thoughtful expression.


      “You okay?” he asked.


      “Sure. Go take your shower.”


      But he knew something had occurred to her, disturbed her, and he didn’t know what.


      He didn’t have time now to find out, but later he’d find the time.
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      A small, terrified-looking woman in her early twenties sat perched on a wrought-iron bench just down the hall from Terri Gaddis’s apartment, where a stolid uniformed cop was standing guard. With her pinched features and pointed nose, she very much resembled a tiny, nervous bird. She’d obviously been crying, and barely glanced up at Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman as they passed. There was fear in the glance, as well as sorrow. Quinn thought somebody should be looking after her.


      The crime scene unit was already inside Terri Gaddis’s cramped apartment, doing their white-glove ballet. Sal Vitali and Harold Mishkin were talking to Nift, the obnoxious ME, in a hall that probably led to a small bedroom and bathroom. Mishkin looked ill.


      Vitali nodded a hello and motioned with his head. “In the bathroom,” he said in his gravelly voice. Mishkin gave them a faint and sympathetic smile as they edged past, as if to warn them they weren’t going to like what they were about to see.


      Mishkin was right.


      A tech who’d been dusting the toilet tank and vanity for prints saw them and got out of their way, leaving the tiny bathroom so they had a clear view of what was dangling from a hook in the ceiling.


      It was what Quinn had braced himself to see, but it was still worse than he’d imagined. The woman’s upside-down body was laid open from her pubis to the base of her neck. Her internal organs and entrails had been removed and were piled in the bathtub. Flies were beginning to feast.


      Terri Gaddis had been an attractive woman. Her face, even with its horror-stricken expression, had somehow escaped being coated with blood and was in sharp contrast to the carnage.


      Quinn looked up at the ceiling, almost as if to offer a prayer.


      “Bicycle hook,” Pearl said. “The killer located a wooden joist on the other side of the drywall so it would support plenty of weight. You do that if you’ve got a bike to hang.”


      Nift had halfway entered the tiny bathroom and was clucking his tongue. “She’s no bicycle, but you can tell she was the kinda woman who’d give you a helluva ride.” He leered at Pearl. “Hello, shweetheart.” It was a bad Bogart imitation.


      “Hi, ashhole.”


      “It’s like the other victims,” Nift said to Quinn, no longer Bogart and ignoring Pearl. “Same kind of knife was used. Looks like at pretty much the same angle. We’ll know more once we get her to the morgue and I put her back together.”


      Why? Are you coming apart?


      Quinn felt queasy as he recalled his joke with Zoe less than an hour ago.


      “You can tell she had a pretty good rack on her,” Nift said.


      It was like something a hunter would say about a slain deer, and it made Pearl suddenly furious. “How does a prick like you become a doctor?”


      Nift grinned. “People I work on never complain, so why should you?”


      “Because you’re a—”


      “Pearl!”


      Quinn’s hand was on her shoulder, holding her back, and she realized she’d been advancing on Nift.


      “Let’s keep it professional,” Quinn said. Then, to Nift: “Is everything there?” If only you could put her back together.


      The cocky little ME seemed surprised by the question. Then he understood. “Yeah, I looked and made sure. And the organs have to be cut away from the peritoneum differently from the way it was done here if they’re gonna be reusable. Nobody’s doing this so they can get healthy organs to sell on the black market.” He glanced at Pearl. “Shame. The killer’s missing a bet, and he could maybe save somebody’s life whenever he killed someone.”


      The stench in the stifling little room was beginning to get to Quinn. The stench and Nift.


      He led the way, and they returned to where Sal and Mishkin were standing, watching the techs go over the living room.


      “They won’t find anything we can use,” Mishkin said. “The guy works clean.” He had so much mentholated cream all over his mustache he looked as if he had a bad cold.


      Vitali noticed Quinn looking at his partner and said, “Harold does what works for him, just like the rest of us, even if he does smell like a walking meth lab.”


      “He smells better than the corpse,” Quinn said.


      “That’s absolutely the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about me,” Mishkin told him. He had a deadpan, dry delivery. Quinn made a mental note that the innocuous-looking little guy might occasionally sting.


      “Let’s go out in the hall,” Quinn suggested, in deference to Mishkin’s weak stomach.


      They dodged the techs and left the apartment, then moved down the hall so they were out of earshot of the cop posted at the door and the distraught young woman on the bench.


      “Her name’s Martha Swann,” Vitali said. “She’s the one found the body. When the victim, Terri Gaddis, didn’t show up for work at one of those Office Tech stores and didn’t answer her phone, they sent Martha here to see if Terri was all right.”


      “Terri wasn’t,” Mishkin said.


      “You wanna talk to Martha?” Vitali asked. “That’s the only reason we were still keeping her around.”


      “You got her full statement?” Quinn asked.


      “Sure.”


      Quinn nodded to Pearl, who went down the hall and sat next to the woman, calming her and telling her she could leave, that a squad car would drive her back to work, or to where she lived, if she preferred.


      “Poor kid won’t forget this,” Mishkin said.


      “Her friend Terri already has,” Vitali said. There was venom in his voice.


      “Lighten up, Sal,” Mishkin told him.


      Partners for a long time, Quinn thought. He was glad they were on the Slicer end of the investigation and under his command. “Nift said all the organs are there,” he said. “You guys check that on the other victims?”


      “We did,” Vitali growled. “Nobody’s out there selling livers or kidneys. That’d make it too easy, give us a motive.”


      “Hunting,” Mishkin said. “The bastard likes to stalk and kill, then field dress his game.” He swallowed and absently moved his right hand across his stomach.


      Pearl was back. Quinn looked down the hall and saw that Martha Swann was gone.


      “She decided to go back in to work,” Pearl said.


      “Gutsy young lady,” Fedderman said.


      “Or one who needs the money,” Vitali said.


      There was a flurry of activity down the hall. Terri Gaddis was in a body bag on a gurney, being maneuvered out of her apartment. Also on the gurney was a black plastic bag twist-tied at the top. Quinn knew what was in it and thought it looked too much like a trash bag. Another defilement of a beautiful young woman.


      “We told them they could take her after you had your look,” Vitali said. “Hope you don’t mind.”


      Quinn said he didn’t.


      As the remains of Terri Gaddis were wheeled past them, Nift, following the gurney, glanced over at the detectives.


      “My examination told me there were times the lady looked a lot better on her back,” he said, flashing his practiced leer at Pearl.


      As the death procession was trying to fit itself into the elevator, Pearl said, “I wonder what makes Nift such an asshole.”


      “He makes those nasty cracks in an effort to stay sane,” Mishkin said. “It isn’t working.”


      “How’s the other end of the investigation going?” Vitali asked.


      Quinn filled him in.


      “I thought we were gonna hold back that Becker was shot inside his hotel, then moved outside,” Vitali said. “It’s in all the papers.”


      “We tried,” Quinn said. “The information leaked, and a reporter we had on our side double-crossed Renz.”


      “Cindy Sellers,” Mishkin said. “Only a snake would trust somebody like her.”


      “Uh-huh,” Pearl said.


      “We can still use her,” Quinn said. “Sometimes it works in our favor that she has no scruples.”


      “Any ideas as to why Becker’s body was moved?” Vitali asked.


      “None. Do you?”


      “No tengo ni noción.”


      The reply in Spanish was surprising, coming from the most Italian-looking man Quinn had ever seen.


      The diversified city. He loved it.


      “Anything in particular you want us to do now?” Vitali asked.


      “Stay on the case,” Quinn said. “And be careful.”


      “Have a good one,” Pearl said, as the Vitali-Mishkin part of the team started toward the elevator.


      Vitali gave a little wave. “Ciao.”


      “Happy hunting,” Fedderman said.


      “Shalom,” Mishkin said over his shoulder.


      Au revoir, Quinn thought.


      


      Jerry Dunn chewed absently on a gin-soaked olive. He was nervous, but didn’t know why. The man from Quest and Quarry had called and asked to meet him here, in Gillman’s Bar on West Forty-second Street. It was about business, he’d said. Maybe that was why Dunn was nervous; he knew the business of Quest and Quarry, had in fact been part of it.


      He swallowed what was left of the olive and wondered if he should mention the newspaper piece he’d read about the guy who’d been shot in the Antonian Hotel and then dragged outside. The latest victim of the .25-Caliber Killer. It had to have something to do with Quest and Quarry, but it might be a sensitive subject,


      Here came the guy now, medium height, compact, clean cut, and thoughtful looking in a way that made him seem like a youthful college professor who hadn’t yet burned out. But there was a grace and muscularity about him that attracted attention and suggested a lot of strength beneath that tailored blue suit. He gave his handsome smile and extended his hand to Jerry, who shook it and noticed how dry and strong it was.


      Jerry had been drinking a Beefeater martini. The man from Quest and Quarry sat down opposite him in the wooden booth near the window and ordered a scotch rocks and a fresh drink for Jerry.


      “I wanted to congratulate you on the fine hunt you conducted,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Joseph Galin was a formidable quarry.”


      The drinks arrived, and both men were silent until the barmaid had left.


      “I’m offering you another hunt,” the college professor (as Jerry thought of him) said. “Same terms.”


      Jerry thought about it and sipped his fresh martini. “If I keep doing this I might wind up being a rich man.”


      “But that’s not why you’re going to say yes.”


      Jerry smiled. “We both know that.”


      “Do we have an agreement?”


      Jerry nodded.


      “This hunt will be slightly different,” said the man from Quest and Quarry.


      When he was finished explaining that difference, he said, “Your quarry will be a man named Thomas Rhodes.”


      


      After leaving Gillman’s Bar, Martin Hawk took a cab to the block of Thomas Rhodes’s West Side brownstone and got out at the corner. He put on the plain blue baseball cap he’d had in his suit coat pocket and adjusted the bill at a slight angle. Everyone in a baseball cap looked like everyone else in a baseball cap. He walked down the street and, without being noticed left a small, tightly wrapped package in the brownstone’s mailbox.


      He was smiling as he strode casually away. The package contained a small .25-caliber revolver. He knew that Rhodes would understand what it was for, and he knew how he’d react. Rhodes should never have discharged his weapon inside his opponent’s hotel. It had been carefully explained to him that both hunters’ hotels were safety zones. He’d broken the rules and the code of honor, and that was unforgivable, as well as dangerous.


      Rhodes wouldn’t contact the police, but he might try to leave town with his life preserved, made silent by fear. Or he might feel that he had no choice but to take up the challenge.


      Either way, Hawk had faith in Jerry Dunn. Also either way, Quest and Quarry would neutralize a former client who was a potential problem. This kind of pairing was Martin Hawk’s way of sweeping up after himself.


      He glanced at his watch. It was still early enough to see a woman who very much interested him. A special woman.


      The special ones were getting closer together, he knew, and it was beginning to worry him. But there was no way to deny the need or the urgency. He really had no choice. And this woman…she was unique, like all of them, and the same, like all of them.


      In the end, alike.


      Simple puzzles. All of them.


      He’d know how to deal with her, how to figure her out. He’d observe her and learn her thought processes and habits, and then take advantage of them. It was all in knowing when to move in. It was much like hunting.


      It was hunting.


      He stepped off the curb into the oil-stained street and hailed another cab.
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      Black Lake, Missouri, 1986


      The old Chevy pickup was dented and rusty, but it was all determination as it snarled and rattled over the rough and uneven dirt drive leading to the dilapidated farmhouse and outbuildings.


      During the year since his initiation rite at the lake, Marty had become the hunter his father had anticipated, keen of eye and eager. He was twelve now, taller, still skinny but filling out.


      The truck needed exhaust work. Anybody within a quarter of a mile might have heard it. But there was a brisk wind to go with the subzero temperature, so there was nobody to hear and notice the pickup with the illegal deer in the bed. Most folks knew Carl Hawk and his son Marty hunted out of season anyway, and chose not to do anything about it. They were more than a little scared of Carl, and besides, the family needed the meat.


      Carl was driving. Marty sat next to him with one hand on the door handle to brace himself, his teeth clenched, as the truck bucked and swayed. Their rifles were unloaded and fitted into brackets so they were stacked horizontally across the back window. The deer in the truck’s bed was a dead six-point buck that Marty had shot three hours ago. Its throat was slashed and the animal had bled out where it hung in the woods while Carl and Marty had hunted some more, so it wasn’t making much of a mess in the truck.


      “We’ll drive on into the barn,” Carl said, “so’s you can get right to it.”


      “Yes, sir.” Marty’s breath fogged like his father’s in the cold truck, as the heater hadn’t worked since he could remember. He’d thought some days that they might as well be driving with the windows down.


      When they reached the barn, Marty climbed down out of the truck and used the cold, rusty hasp for a handle as he swung one of the big wooden doors open. The hinges squealed, and the wind tried to take control of the door, so he had to hold tight to keep it from blowing shut.


      The old truck growled and spat as if clearing its throat as Marty’s father bounced it over frozen ruts and inside the straw-littered building. Curtains briefly parted in one of the house’s front windows, but neither Carl nor Marty noticed, being too cold and bent on their task.


      As soon as the truck was clear, Marty leaned into the barn door and walked backward, letting it close of its own accord as a concession to the wind.


      There was no electricity in the barn, but it was easy enough to see by the light slanting in through spaces between the boards. There wasn’t much warmth, either, and eddies of winter wind found their way inside. There wasn’t any livestock. The family was down to half a dozen chickens, huddled in their coop, and four hogs crowded together for warmth in the walled plywood lean-to attached to their pen.


      There was more growling and grinding of gears as Carl maneuvered the truck so its bed was directly below the block and tackle attached to one of the barn’s rafters.


      Marty scampered up into the bed and got hold of the thick rope dangling from the pulley. He looped the rope around and between the deer’s stiffened rear legs and fastened it with a solid bowline knot.


      When he was finished, he hopped down off the truck and went over to where the rope was angled away from the overhead pulley and was wound about the spool of a steel winch. Marty clung to the winch handle and gave it several turns while his father edged the truck forward until the deer was hanging free of the opened tailgate.


      The truck’s engine gave a few mighty roars and died, and Carl got out and helped Marty work the winch another turn until the deer was hanging upside down with its antlers a few inches off the plank floor.


      Carl brushed his gloved hands together, then stood off to the side and lit a cigar. He was watching Marty squinty-eyed through the smoke, a slight smile on his seamed face.


      Marty knew what to do. He removed his jacket and draped it over the side of the truck bed, then rolled his shirtsleeves up above his elbows. The gutting knife was hanging by its buckskin cord on one of the wood supporting beams. Marty took it down and ran a finger over its cutting edge to make sure it was sharp. Then he approached the deer, struck with the knife hard and straight between the deer’s rear legs, and used his own body weight to make a ripping incision down the deer’s swollen belly all the way to the base of its throat. He had to move back fast then, as undrained blood and the animal’s intestines spilled out onto the floor.


      Marty worked quickly and skillfully with the gutting knife, his arms inside the still-warm animal up to their elbows. Cold as the barn was, the deer’s dwindling body warmth felt good. He tied off the anus, then sliced away the internal organs, making sure all the intestines were detached, letting the visceral matter drop to the floor where the initial mass of bloody innards lay. Marty and his father would later feed it to the hogs. Most of the rest of the deer they would store in the keep box outside the house, where it would remain frozen for weeks while the family gradually consumed it. Sometimes Carl would want the antlers saved, so he could mount them on one of the barn walls with dozens of other impressive racks of antlers. But this deer was merely a six point, so the antlers could also go to the hogs.


      “You make sure you hose all that blood off you ’fore you come in the house,” said a woman’s voice.


      Marty turned from his task and saw his mother, Alma.


      


      Of course he hadn’t been able to clean his arms and hands completely of blood. Not that Alma wouldn’t have found blood, anyway. She always found something wrong.


      That night, after Marty was in bed, she sighed and put down the Bible she’d been reading. He heard the faint squeaking of her chair’s wooden rockers stop as she stood up from it.


      She didn’t delay. She came into the bedroom and yanked the T-shirt Marty slept in off him so hard that it tore. Then she took one of Carl’s belts to Marty, and, as usual, Carl did nothing to stop her.


      “You want the blood of the beast on you?” she asked, over and over as she lashed Marty, who was now wearing only his jockey shorts.


      “No’m,” he said, each time she asked, but she continued to strike with the belt, skillfully turning it at the end of some of the strokes so the edge of the leather cut flesh.


      “I’ll give you blood!” she said. “The Lord saith to give them that sins plenty of blood. I’ll beat an’ beat till you’re washed in the blood of the lamb, and you’ll be pure!”


      When she was exhausted, she dropped the belt and staggered out of the bedroom, leaving behind Marty’s lasting memory of his mother, a hunched, glum figure seen from the back, topped with a tangled mass of hair, trudging away from him.


      Carl brought in the bottle of bourbon he’d been sipping from and used some of the liquor for antiseptic, which he applied with what was left of the T-shirt Alma had ripped off Marty.


      “Woman’s got her scripture kinda misspoken,” Carl said, dabbing with the saturated cloth as Marty gritted his teeth in pain.


      “All in all,” Marty said, “I like your religion better.”


      “Our religion,” his father said, making sure there was plenty of alcohol on the welts he was treating. “Gonna kill us both, what she’s gonna do. I think she’s puttin’ roach poison in my whiskey. It don’t taste right. Hasn’t for a while. An’ it appears there’s some poison missin’ from the bottle out in the barn.”


      “No call for roach poison in the winter,” Marty said.


      His father nodded. “An’ my gut most times feels like it’s on fire.”


      Marty said nothing, trying not to whine as the alcohol contacted the welts.


      “Woman’s crazy,” Carl muttered as he applied aid. “Somethin’s gotta be done, is what. Somethin’s gotta be done.”


      Marty knew there was no need to answer. It wasn’t the first time for this. It was something he’d gotten used to, as much as you could say anyone ever got used to serious whalings with a belt. Marty could absorb pain without complaint, when he knew he must. And he knew this was one of those times, and that it would happen again.


      This was family ritual.

    

  


  
    
      44

    


    
      New York, the present


      Quinn and Zoe had just left D’Zello’s Ristorante and were walking slowly along Broadway in the heat. He hadn’t tried to talk to her at lunch about what was bothering him. If it led to an argument, he didn’t want it to be where everyone could hear them.


      They were moving faster than the traffic, which was backed up because one lane was closed for construction. Wooden sawhorses and yellow caution tape were everywhere, but it was impossible to tell what exactly was being done. Whatever it was involved a lot of digging, though no one could be seen at present doing work of any sort. Now and then a frustrated driver would lean hard on his horn. A siren yowled deafeningly and quickly faded, as if an emergency vehicle was going like hell a block over. Quinn knew it was probably bogged down in traffic and the driver was venting his frustration.


      “Is there something you’d like to tell me?” he asked, as he strolled beside Zoe toward where his car was parked illegally with an NYPD placard on the lowered sun visor. A warm breeze kicked up, and he could feel the grit of construction dust on his teeth.


      “About lunch?” she asked.


      “You’re the psychoanalyst,” he said. “You think that’s what I’m asking about?” Immediately he regretted the tone of his own voice; it was almost as if he were interrogating a suspect.


      But damn it, she asked for it.


      Or had she? Maybe he’d misinterpreted her words and facial expression.


      After four more, slightly slower steps, she said, “What are you asking?”


      “When we were together this morning and I joked about how I tended to get a phone call about a murder after we’ve had sex, the look on your face suggested something had crossed your mind.”


      “I’m that transparent?”


      He smiled. “ ’Fraid so.”


      They walked silently for a while. A hybrid bus accelerated away from a stop in the street alongside them, leaving a strong scent of environmentally proper exhaust. A new smell for the olfactory stew of New York.


      “I hesitated mentioning what I thought,” Zoe said, “because it’s probably meaningless, and if I told you about it there might be unnecessary trouble.”


      “Should you be the judge of that?”


      “Maybe. There’s also a professional obligation.”


      They were at the parked Lincoln. Quinn slowed and stood beside the car. Sunlight glinted off its roof and obscured his vision so he had to move in order to see Zoe clearly. “This is about one of your patients,” he said.


      “No, nothing like that.”


      He rested a hand very gently on her back, spanning her shoulder blades beneath the thin material of her blouse with his long fingers. The slight contact made her heart thump, and not only from aroused sexual memory. There was something about Quinn that made people want to give up their secrets. She thought he would have made a damned good psychoanalyst. Better yet, a priest.


      In a way, that’s what he is.


      “Zoe?” he said, as if reminding her that he was there, waiting for her explanation.


      The words seemed to flow from her of their own accord. “When you mentioned the coincidence of learning about two of the murders when we were together, each time after we had sex, it made me think of someone.”


      “Someone you suspect?” He really didn’t see how that was possible.


      “Someone I…used to be involved with.”


      Ah…! He didn’t like where this might be going. “The way you’re involved with me?”


      “Not exactly. Not in any way. You and Alfred aren’t at all alike.”


      Alfred? “But you were lovers?”


      “Yes. For a brief while. It ended over a year ago.”


      “Who—”


      “I ended it. Alfred…our sex was becoming more and more violent.”


      “He hurt you?”


      “Sometimes. When he was in sexual thrall. Or when he became angry with me.”


      She seemed to be recalling the affair with the objectivity of her profession. She might have been talking about two other people, and to someone she barely knew. “Angry about what?” he asked.


      “Anything and everything. Alfred had—probably still has—anger issues. Sometimes they find an outlet when they’re sexually engaged. He’s sadistic and admits it. He was looking for something in me I wasn’t prepared to give him.”


      “How badly did he hurt you?”


      “It was nothing serious. Minor bruises. Whip marks.”


      “Whip marks? Jesus, Zoe!”


      “You’ve been a cop a long time, Quinn. You know the spectrum of human sexual activity, especially in this city. Alfred tried to persuade me to engage in things that left me cold, sometimes things that repulsed me. I hope I don’t need to go into detail. In fact, I won’t go into detail.”


      Quinn sensed her getting mad at him. So Zoe had her own anger issues. Well, maybe she had good reason.


      “I’m not pressing you for any information you don’t want to give. And I can see why, when the subject of women being murdered and defiled came up, you’d naturally think of…does he have a name beyond Alfred?”


      “Beeker. Dr. Alfred Beeker. He’s a psychoanalyst.”


      “Like you?”


      “Not exactly. He’s a cognitive analyst.”


      “And you are…?”


      “What you might call a creative Jungian.”


      Quinn thought he’d better take a different tack. “If Beeker’s a psychologist, can’t he figure out he needs help himself?”


      “He’s a psychiatrist, actually, who practices psychotherapy and augments it with drugs, and apparently he doesn’t think he needs help. There are plenty of people out there playing the same games he plays, so he’s not at a loss for partners.”


      “It can be a dangerous game.”


      “That’s part of the allure. Listen, Quinn, Alfred moves in a world he considers normal. And for the people in it, maybe it is normal. No laws are being broken, and everything is consensual. But what it came down to was I wasn’t part of that world and didn’t want to be, and he couldn’t accept that.”


      “I more or less agree with you about consensual adults, but what you described between the two of you didn’t sound consensual.”


      She smiled in that gradual, quiet way that devastated him. “The problem was that sometimes pretending to be forced was part of the game. It got so Alfred couldn’t see the difference. As far as he was concerned, the game was always on.”


      “And for him it wasn’t a game,” Quinn said.


      “For me it wasn’t always a game.” She moved away from Quinn and leaned with her buttocks against the car’s sun-warmed fender, crossing her arms. “He didn’t like it that I left him.”


      “You afraid of him?”


      “Not anymore. I haven’t even seen him in months. Maybe he doesn’t think of me at all.”


      “That’d be a tough job for any man. What you were thinking this morning, Zoe?…Was it that he might know about you and me, might resent it, and it could somehow be tied in with the Slicer murders?”


      Again Quinn surprised her with his nose for the truth, as if he were some sort of psychic bloodhound. He would get there sooner or later on his own, so she might as well tell him.


      “He…” She tightened her grip on her elbows and swallowed. “He sometimes insisted on role playing, doing a scene where he raped me at knifepoint. He even wore a mask and pretended he’d just come in through my bedroom window. He took photographs with a digital camera. He told me he’d posted some on the Internet, though nothing too suggestive. But I was always afraid he’d…taken some I wasn’t aware of.”


      “Hell, Zoe…”


      “Back in college people said psych majors went into it because of their own crazy hang-ups. Maybe they were right.”


      Quinn shrugged. “I’ve heard the same thing about my profession. Maybe they were right, too.”


      “I know I was an idiot, but I went along with it. A few times, it went too far. He cut me.”


      “Cut you?”


      “Not badly, and he always said it was an accident. But I associate dead women and knives with Alfred Beeker.”


      “I can see why. I’m going to talk to him, Zoe.”


      “That’s what I was afraid of.”


      “I won’t do anything drastic. But it wouldn’t be a bad idea to feel Beeker out and see if he’s still into those kinds of games, and if they’ve become even more violent.”


      “Quinn, I don’t want you playing the protector-avenger role.”


      “I’m a cop, Zoe. Women are being murdered and butchered with a knife, and I’ve just learned about a sadist who likes to cut women. I need to look into him. I think you knew that, or you wouldn’t have told me about him. Am I right?”


      “I don’t even know.”


      Quinn thought he knew. The city harbored more than a few sadists who liked to cut women, and he doubted that Beeker was the Slicer. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to warn Beeker, to make sure the nutcase doctor knew there’d be consequences if he bothered Zoe again. Later, if necessary, would come the avenger part of Quinn’s role.


      He moved closer to her, leaned down, and kissed her cheek. She was wet with perspiration.


      “Let’s get in the car and get the air conditioner going,” he said. “I’ll drive you home.”


      “To my office,” she said. “I’ve got a two o’clock appointment.”


      “With a psychotic killer?”


      “With a man who’s terrified of turning corners when he’s walking alone.”


      “Oh,” Quinn said, “that’s all of us.”


      He opened the car door for her and watched her get in, thinking again how gracefully she moved and how beautiful she was. How much he already cared about her. She was becoming an addiction, his own illness and fixation.


      So this is what it’s like dating a psychoanalyst.


      “What are you thinking?” she asked, as they pulled away from the curb.


      “How glad I am I didn’t bring up this subject in the restaurant,” he said.


      


      Later that same afternoon, Quinn found Dr. Alfred Beeker in the Manhattan phone directory. His office was on Park Avenue, about three blocks away from Zoe’s.


      Quinn thought he should see the doctor as soon as possible, with or without an appointment.
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      “So the doctor says, ‘Not only have I never seen anyone get pregnant that way, I don’t understand how it could happen.’”


      Jackie Jameson’s delivery was spot on the beat, and the punch line drew a good laugh from the Say What? audience. But Jameson’s mind wasn’t completely on his work. It used to be that New York comedy clubs were hazy with tobacco smoke, but not anymore, so from where Jackie stood onstage it was easy to read the expression on the face of the man trying to bore holes in Mitzi Lewis with his eyes.


      Mitzi was a looker who attracted lots of the wrong kind of attention, with her spiky white blond hair, childlike features, and compact, curvaceous body. She was used to the attention, and her fellow comic Jackie was used to seeing it, but this guy seemed different. Much more intense. Like he wanted to have her right now with his Coke and fries.


      Mitzi was scheduled to do the set after Jackie, so she was standing just offstage waiting to be introduced, visible only to a small part of the audience seated off to the side. The guy with the laser eyes and his tongue hanging out was alone at his table and had a perfect view.


      Jackie took him in again with a sidelong glance while laying the groundwork for his final joke, the one about the man who thought he was a violin. The man at the table was handsome in a dark, predatory way, about average height and build, but there was something about him that suggested great physical strength. Though he wasn’t the only guy in the club wearing a dark blue suit and white shirt with a tie, he was the only one who looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of GQ. And the only one who for some reason looked flat-ass rich. He had the high cheekbones, well-defined features, and thick black hair of a male model.


      If I looked like that, Jackie thought, I wouldn’t be funny.


      But Jackie was funny, and headed for his own Comedy Channel special.


      He continued his routine onstage without seeming to pay any attention to the man staring at Mitzi. But Jackie was still watching the guy. He was seated at one of the tiny tables that had been jammed in at the edges to accommodate maximum audiences. There was barely room on the thing for his elbows. The glass before him was empty. When a waiter approached and tried to push another drink on him, he made a flicking motion with his hand that somehow was a threat. The waiter retreated.


      The longer Jackie watched the guy, the more he figured the handsome gawker was trouble and might want to do more than just look at Mitzi. Considering what was happening around town, with those women getting their throats sliced and their guts cut out, Jackie thought it might be wise to warn Mitzi about the guy.


      Not that Jackie, who had his own plans for Mitzi, was the jealous type, but he did know that next to the dude in the blue business suit he looked like a troll. And a dumb one at that. Something else about the guy was that he looked intelligent even when sex starved which was when Jackie looked his dumbest.


      “I thought you meant sex and violins!” Jackie heard himself say.


      He got his expected big laugh, told the audience they’d been great and that he loved them, and then strode off stage. Ted Tack, who owned and managed Say What?, passed him going the other way and gave him a big grin and a mock salute. The mood was on.


      “Don’t be obvious about it,” Jackie said to Mitzi, “but check out the guy in the blue suit, sitting alone right of stage and eating you up with his eyes.”


      Mitzi leaned forward to peek as she was being introduced. “Yummy.”


      “If you like raw sewage.”


      “That’s harsh,” Mitizi said. “When I go on I’m gonna blow him a kiss.”


      “Don’t be craz—”


      But her intro was finished and she was gone, prancing toward the microphone and waving her arms.


      Jackie wasn’t surprised when she didn’t blow the creep a kiss. She was too much of a pro for that, already into the moment, where the laughs were to be found.


      “You guys are great! Anybody out there got a crazy uncle?”


      


      Mitzi avoided looking at the man as she worked her way through her set. The folks out there grinning at her, already softened up by alcohol and Jackie Jameson, soon warmed to her. Then they were with her; then she was with them. Then she had them. God, what a great feeling! She deliberately avoided looking at Mr. Handsome in the blue suit, not letting anything get in the way of her timing and delivery.


      But a part of her mind did wonder what Jackie was all worked up about. She didn’t see anything wrong with the guy, and he sure wasn’t the first to look at her with a hungry expression. She could recall catching Jackie himself staring at her in that cat-and-canary way, so what was the big deal?


      She was halfway through her Seinfeld imitation, enjoying a big laugh, when she looked directly at Mr. Handsome.


      Mistake.


      Their eyes met, and she felt as if she’d been Tasered. Whoa! His hooded dark gaze took her breath away and made her legs rubbery. When she inhaled, her hot breath seemed to go straight to her stomach, making her weak.


      Definitely something there.


      She understood now what Jackie meant. There wasn’t the slightest doubt in her mind what this man was thinking, what he was doing with her in his mind. And they both knew she was a willing participant.


      Best of all, everything about him suggested he was thinking exclusively of her. Intensely.


      Mitizi liked intensity. There was too little of it around these days.


      Jackie was right: this man held a power over her that she could no more deny than understand. What passed between them was a dark promise of unexplored pains and pleasures. Creepy? Sure. Mitzi could see how Jackie would read it that way. And maybe he was right. Most definitely he was right. Here was the danger of deep water.


      What Jackie didn’t know—and what Mitzi was now discovering—was that she liked it.


      God help me. I like it!


      Doubt immediately began to creep in.


      Is it only me? All in my mind? Is the guy simply stoned and only thinking about his wife and kids? Do I remind him of his sister?


      She loused up the joke about the amorous mouse and the hot dog, but the audience was kind to her. They were still on her side and gave her a big hand, even a halfway standing O, as she left the stage.


      She glanced back at Mr. Handsome, and he smiled and raised his empty glass in a silent toast. It was a smile and gesture that suggested they would meet again.


      And they would.
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      Quinn was struggling to escape the huge bird that was pecking at his entrails. The gigantic eagle—if that’s what it was—reared back its head and jerked it to the side to glance down at him with one huge and glittering eye, a string of something red oozing from its hooked beak.


      As he rose toward full consciousness, Quinn thought he heard a muffled rustling sound, like the powerful beating of vast wings. Still and afraid, he lay in his dark and stifling bedroom while his mind fought to comprehend what was nightmare and what was real.


      The illuminated red numerals on the clock near his bed read 1:27 A.M. Time was a measure of reality that helped to tilt his brain toward the familiar, where things were tangible, quantified, and understood.


      Some things, anyway.


      The sheets beneath him were soaked. The T-shirt and Jockey shorts he slept in were just as wet. He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead and was amazed by how heavily he was perspiring. The window air conditioner clicked from its low hum to a deeper tone, signaling that the compressor was now engaged and reassuring him that cold air and sanity were on the way.


      He felt a wash of cool air across his bare legs. Wonderful. He was still breathing hard after his dream. What had brought on the nightmare? The gutting knife used on the Slicer victims? The gigantic bird’s beak was that of a predator, strong and hooked so that it could easily tear flesh, not so unlike the knife the ME had described and then shown the detectives in a hunting supply catalog.


      Too restless now even to close his eyes, he sat up in bed, reached into the darkness, and switched on the lamp, half expecting to see the terrible bird perched in a corner, its beak dripping with…


      Beak…


      Beeker. Quinn’s conversation with Zoe about Alfred Beeker might have been part of why he’d had his nightmare. Dr. Alfred Beeker was another sort of predator, and a real one.


      Quinn stood up from the damp bed and padded barefoot down the hall to the kitchen, which was noticeably warmer than the bedroom but smelled better. He got a carton of milk from the refrigerator, checked the date, then poured some in a glass. Wasn’t drinking milk supposed to relax you and help you sleep?


      Immediately after downing the milk, he wished he’d drunk scotch. That worked better, at least in the short run.


      The hell with it. If he had to be awake, he might as well be awake all the way.


      But what to do with his extra hours?


      Do something!


      Call Zoe?


      He turned toward the phone in the kitchen and remembered the time. There was no point in disturbing Zoe’s sleep just because he, Quinn, had experienced a nightmare. He wondered what Zoe would make of his bad dream. Probably something he wouldn’t like.


      Fedderman or Pearl? No, he needed them in top form tomorrow. And Pearl might get so pissed off she’d come over and berate him in person. It didn’t make sense to wake anyone up just because he couldn’t sleep and felt like having some company.


      What did make sense was making himself useful, since he was going to be wide awake anyway. He decided to get dressed and go to the Seventy-ninth Street office, reread some murder files, maybe make use of his desk computer.


      Do something!


      He splashed cold water on his face and raked back his hair with his fingers. Then he put on a pair of pants, the shirt he’d worn today and dropped into the hamper, and moccasins without socks.


      As he was leaving the apartment he paused, ducked back in, and got a cigar. A prop to remind him that reality was so much better than his dream.


      


      Quinn opened the office door and knew immediately that something was wrong. An old cop got to know about dark rooms, to be able to sense whether the air was moving or still, to distinguish the slightest sounds that weren’t normal, maybe even detect body temperature.


      Quinn knew he wasn’t alone.


      His hand darted toward the light switch, but didn’t make it.


      Something, probably a shoulder, slammed into his midsection, and the air rushed from him as he bounced off the door and wall.


      The door had slammed shut from the impact, and Quinn, fighting to breathe, saw the shadowed bulk of a man trying to open it. Quinn tried to get up, tried to stop the dark figure, but the spastic action of his lungs sucking in nothing kept his body curled in on itself; he was helpless.


      Not quite.


      He wasn’t sure how he did it, but he was aware of his arm extending, his fingers closing on a handful of material. A cuff, the man’s pants leg. He squeezed the wadded material harder, harder…


      The leg jerked a few times in an effort to break free, and then the shadowed figure twisted and bent over Quinn.


      There was a loud grunt, and something hard smashed into the side of Quinn’s head. He felt his grasp on the pants cuff lose its strength. Then his hold on consciousness started to fade. Lost him…. He could breathe a little now, but he knew he was going to pass out.


      He’d been intent on preventing the intruder from escaping, but now there was another possibility.


      Is whoever attacked me still here? Ready to strike again?


      Fear arrived, something real and palpable that began crushing down on him like a weight. He began to crawl, not even sure of his direction. His left shoulder brushed something hard. One of the desks?


      He tried to stand up, but that only made him dizzy and wobbly. And closer to unconsciousness. It was like the condition brought on by that stuff they gave you intravenously in hospitals to calm you before the big hit of anesthetic in the OR. He became too woozy even to be afraid.


      He sought the strength and will to stay conscious, but realized it was a losing battle. It had been from the beginning.


      Slipping into darkness, the last thing he thought was that he didn’t want to dream again about the gigantic bird.


      


      Mitzi Lewis knew she was dying.


      Perspiration ran down her face and stung the corners of her eyes, but she knew she couldn’t rub them.


      “He was so stupid,” she said, “that he thought the B on elevator buttons meant Backward.”


      The audience’s reaction was at best muted. A couple of smiles here and there, but Mitzi knew they were due more to embarrassment than amusement. Embarrassment for her. She hated that strained and polite expression on people’s faces. Right now she hated people in general, her profession, the human race, herself.


      “You guys have been great!” she yelled through a frozen smile, her eyes glittering from sweat that might be taken for tears. She could feel waves of pity rolling up from the audience. She loathed pity. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She blew everyone a big kiss and did her trademark prance off the stage.


      Thank God that’s over!


      “Don’t take it so hard,” Jackie Jameson told her as she finally made it offstage. It was obvious that the game little girl from Brooklyn was upset. “It wasn’t you.”


      “It sure felt like me out there,” Mitzi said, her shoulders slumping.


      “It was the crowd. They’ll laugh at those same jokes tomorrow night.”


      “You got a lot of laughs during your set,” she said, wiping at her eyes. Real tears now, dammit!


      “I pay them a lot of money,” Jackie said, straight-faced.


      Mitzi almost, but not quite, smiled at that. One corner of her mouth twitched upward. Jackie pointed at it and grinned.


      “Bastard!” Mitizi said. “You won’t even let me feel bad.”


      “Against the rules, Mitz.”


      She pushed past him and hurried into Say What?’s communal dressing room, where she rinsed off her face and put on some fresh makeup. She yanked up her white blond hair into longer and more defined spikes, then reassessed herself in the mirror.


      Okay, she thought. You’d never know I was run over by a train.


      She left the dressing room and went down the short corridor to the exit. Once she got through that door, she’d have to work her way—unnoticed, she hoped tonight—through the back of the crowd, around the bar, toward the club’s street door.


      She wished she were invisible. All she wanted right now was for tonight to be over.


      Some loudmouth at the bar was holding court with a drunken story, creating something of a diversion, as she made herself small and edged toward the glowing red EXIT sign.


      When she was almost at the door, a voice said, “I thought you were funny.”


      She turned and found herself looking into the dark, dark eyes of Mr. Handsome from last night. He had even more of an effect on her close up. Her throat tightened so she couldn’t speak.


      Not like me, to be at a loss for words.


      “You must have been the only one who thought so,” she finally said in a choked voice.


      “The others were too busy thinking you were beautiful.”


      “That’s…uh, very nice of you.”


      “Seriously, you were great. It was just a tough crowd.”


      “Like when I played Arlington,” she said.


      He looked blank for a moment. Blank, but still handsome. Then he smiled. “Oh, the cemetery. Sorry, you’re a bit quicker than I am.”


      “I kind of doubt that.” She was finding herself now. The guy was easy to talk to, and smooth enough that she knew she should be careful.


      “Since you’re convinced you died up there,” he said, motioning with his head toward the stage, “why don’t we go someplace else where we can have a drink and hold a proper requiem?”


      She pretended to think about it, all the time knowing she was going to leave with him.


      Gotta put up a front, signal that you ’re resisting. Every mother’s advice, as if we were all born through immaculate conception.


      He moved closer to her, as if she had emitted some kind of magnetic field.


      Had she?


      “I think you’ll find” he said in a gentle voice, “that you didn’t really die onstage. It was only a near-death experience.”


      She smiled at him and took the arm he offered. “That was pretty good,” she said.


      “Use it in your routine.”


      “I would if it was funny enough,” she said honestly. “I have no scruples.”


      “Ah, we’re a perfect match.”


      He pushed open the street door, and the damp heat of the night dared them to leave.


      Mitzi thought she heard someone call her name, but she didn’t look back.
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      The morning sunlight’s warmth on his bare right arm woke Quinn. Something about the way it angled through the window made the flesh it contacted feel as if it might burst into flame. It was almost enough to take his mind off his terrific headache.


      He didn’t open his eyes, but right away he knew where he was, on the floor of the Seventy-ninth Street office. He wasn’t exactly sure how he’d gotten there.


      He lay motionless, curled on the hard, cool linoleum, or sheet goods, or whatever it was being called these days. Recollection came slowly, and then in a rush. He remembered unlocking and opening the office door late last night—early morning, actually, but a long way from daybreak. As soon as he’d stepped inside, even before he’d had a chance to flip the wall switch, something, someone, had slammed into him. There’d been a brief, confused struggle; he’d managed to crawl away from it, and then…


      His headache flared as if to remind him that he’d been struck just above his left temple.


      Beeker. He realized he’d been thinking about Dr. Alfred Beeker as he’d lost consciousness, and something about a giant bird.


      The stuff dreams are made of.


      Quinn gradually opened his eyes to the bright morning light. Ouch! His eyelids seemed to be dragging themselves across sandpaper. And the light was blinding.


      Almost blinding.


      Through the brilliance and swirling dust motes he could make out the form of a woman standing in the office’s half bath with the door open. Washing her hands? No, not that. She was standing at the washbasin though, leaning forward so she could stare at herself in the mirror. In the blinding light and through his aching eyes she might have been an apparition. Like the bird. Was he still unconscious? Still dreaming? Had the blow to his head damaged his brain?


      As he watched, the woman raised her hand to her right ear. She jerked her head quickly to the left, almost like a bird when something’s caught its attention, and began toying with the ear, straining as if to examine it or look behind it.


      Pearl!


      “Pearl?” he said in a hoarse voice.


      He heard her sharp inhalation as she jumped and backed away from the mirror. She stepped out of the half-bath and looked around. “Who’s here?”


      “Me. Quinn.”


      She looked all around her, then down at Quinn lying on the floor near one of the desks.


      “You scared the holy hell out of me,” she said.


      “Sorry.”


      She squinted at him, then came toward him with a kind of broken gait, as if restrained by caution and curiosity. “You okay? What’re you doing on the floor? How come you’re here so early? How’d you get here?”


      He found himself grinning. “Lots of questions, Pearl?”


      “But you are all right?”


      “Seem all right. Hell of a headache, though.” He moved to sit up. “And my ribs are a bit sore,” he added.


      “Don’t try to get up. I’ll get some help.” She moved toward the nearest desk and a phone.


      “No, no.” He raised a hand, stopping her.


      Her hand came away from the phone, but she was staring oddly at him.


      “I’ll be fine, Pearl. Really. I just need a minute.”


      “Don’t try to get up yet.” She rolled a desk chair over to him and sat down in it, leaning forward and fixing him with an assessing stare. “Looks like you hit your head. What happened? You fall?”


      “No. Somebody hit me in the head. Rammed his own head or his shoulder into my ribs first.”


      “Somebody attacked you in here? That’s some nerve. This is a police facility.”


      “There’s no sign on the door.”


      “Well, that’s true.”


      “I didn’t even get a chance to turn on the light,” Quinn said. “We need to look things over, see if anything’s missing.”


      Pearl glanced around. “Computers are still here. So’s the coffee brewer. I was just about to make some.” She paused. “Some of the desk drawers aren’t shut all the way. And one of the bottom file cabinet drawers is hanging open.”


      Quinn gripped the desk corner and hauled himself to his feet. He was dizzy for a moment, and the headache was stronger.


      Pearl stood up and held his arm. “You gonna be okay?”


      “Yeah.” He guessed he was. He looked around and saw what Pearl had seen. “I disturbed him. He was looking for something, on a fact-finding mission.”


      “Who we talking about?” Pearl asked. But they both knew.


      “Tigers do that,” Quinn said.


      “Leave drawers open?”


      “No. They double back on whoever’s stalking them; then they lie in wait and become their most dangerous.”


      “I didn’t know you hunted tigers.”


      “I watch the nature channel.”


      “Do we really think the intruder was the killer, trying to learn what we know so he can stay ahead of us?”


      “It’s a possibility. Let’s look around and see if he was successful.”


      Pearl moved closer and put both arms around Quinn, steadying him. Of course that was when Fedderman arrived.


      He stood inside the door with a surprised look on his face that needed to be wiped off with a napkin. “I’m interrupting….”


      “Don’t be an asshole,” Pearl said. “We were practicing judo.”


      Quinn moved away from Pearl and explained to Fedderman what had happened. Then the three of them, still silently absorbing the break-in and assault, examined drawer and file cabinet contents and decided nothing was missing.


      “He might not have wanted to steal anything,” Fedderman said, “just read things. Just learn.”


      “And we can’t know how much he did learn,” Quinn said.


      Pearl went over and perched with her haunches on the edge of her desk. “Damn near everything’s in the papers or TV news anyway.”


      “And now he knows that,” Fedderman said.


      “If he had time to examine everything.”


      Pearl pushed herself away from her desk and went around to her computer. She booted up hers, then the other two computers, and clicked on their histories. None of them showed any activity after yesterday afternoon.


      “I don’t think he learned much, if anything,” she said. She sat back again on the edge of her desk and crossed her arms. “Maybe we’re making this too complicated, Quinn. Maybe he just wanted to bash you in the head.”


      “And knew I’d be coming in at two in the morning?”


      “So you interrupted a burglar, and he bashed you in the head,” Fedderman said.


      “Possibly. But he did a lot of snooping around and apparently didn’t steal anything.”


      “Could he have gotten away after initially knocking you down?” Pearl asked. “I mean, did he have to also hit you in the head?”


      “I’m not sure. It’s still hazy.”


      “So maybe he was snooping, like we figure. A tiger.”


      “Huh?” Fedderman said.


      Pearl gave him a dismissive wave of her hand to shut him up. To Quinn, she said: “And he was glad for the opportunity to bash you in the head.”


      “Can you think of anyone who’d wanna do that?” Fedderman asked. “Other than me and Pearl.”


      “And the killer,” Pearl added.


      “One person,” Quinn said, “and I know where to find him.”
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      The bottle or the gun?


      Lavern Neeson, badly bruised from last night’s beating by Hobbs, had risen at three in the morning in pain and this time had chosen both.


      It was eight o’clock now, getting warmer and brighter outside. The bedroom was dim, though, because the shades were drawn and the heavy drapes pulled closed, so no one could have seen last night what Hobbs had done to her. It was an overly furnished, somewhat worn and chintzy room of the sort that held its secrets. On one of the walls was a discount store print of a flock of birds—crows, probably—rising as if startled from a wooded landscape. Lavern had never liked it, but never considered changing it.


      She sat in a small chair near the bed, listening to Hobbs snore, holding the shotgun from the closet on her lap and casually aimed at him. He wasn’t scheduled for work today and would sleep until well past ten. But Lavern liked to toy with the notion that he might wake up, and the first thing he’d see would be her and the dark muzzle of the shotgun. He wouldn’t know it wasn’t loaded, but maybe he’d die on his own, of a heart attack.


      More likely she’d simply scare the hell out of him, and then he’d beat the crap out of her for frightening and embarrassing him.


      Still, just thinking about it afforded her some amusement.


      In a little while, she’d get up from her chair, leave the bedroom, and return the shotgun to the back of the hall closet. Another day with Hobbs would begin. Fear would begin.


      The faint noises of the city winding up for another busy day wafted in to Lavern, and she thought about all the women out there who weren’t in any way dependent on husbands or lovers like Hobbs, women leading happy, pain-free lives, not afraid of making a wrong move that would lead to severe punishment.


      Lavern envied those women, but joining their number seemed almost impossible.


      She could think of only one way out of her predicament, and it terrified her.


      If she left Hobbs, he’d surely come after her. It had happened once before, three years ago. If she tried to change him, he would beat her. If she changed herself, he would beat her. She knew that her friend Bess, who kept urging her to go to a women’s shelter, was right. Not about the shelter—she couldn’t stay there forever, even if Hobbs didn’t simply come and get her. And restraining orders—she’d read the papers, seen the news, and knew how ineffective they were. What Bess was right about was that eventually it was almost certain that Hobbs would kill her.


      Unless she killed him first.


      Lavern thought she might possibly be acquitted if she did that. Other women had killed their abusive husbands and gotten away with it. But so many others hadn’t. And even if she succeeded in avoiding prison, there would be the horrible publicity, the arrest, the trial. Who knew how a jury might find?


      Killing Hobbs wasn’t something Lavern actually saw as an option, at least right now. But it was something she could consider, which she did more and more often. It wasn’t illegal to think about it.


      She moved the shotgun’s long barrel slightly, so it was aimed at her husband’s head, then traced an invisible line down along his body to his heart, then to his crotch.


      Should I shoot him there?


      The idea was intriguing. Just sitting there with Hobbs’s life in her hands, without him knowing about it, intrigued her. At the same time, it scared her enough that she no longer could do it without first going to the bottle. If he ever woke up and caught her like this, or found out in some other way what she was doing, he’d be furious. Maybe murderous. He might actually kill her.


      Unless she killed him first.


      


      He was alone in the long, maroon-carpeted corridor as he waited for an elevator. Standing easily but alertly, he kept his head moving, glancing up and down the hall. Far down the hall and in the opposite direction from his own room a maid was parking her linen-laden cart near a door. That was all the activity he saw until the elevator arrived.


      It was unoccupied but for an attractive blond woman in her forties who had the look and rolling luggage of an airline attendant. He saw by the illuminated button on the elevator’s control panel that, like him, she was going to the lobby. She glanced at Dunn, smiled and looked up at the LED floor numbers as the elevator descended. Dunn moved back and stood where he could also observe elevator etiquette and gaze at the numerals above the door, but at the same time see the woman in his peripheral vision.


      He was 99 percent certain she posed no danger, but he’d been conditioned to assume that everyone posed some danger. That was the kind of perspective that would keep him alive.


      Dunn wasn’t nearly as nervous as last time, when he’d left his hotel on the first morning. He’d even enjoyed a room-service breakfast of waffles and bacon, with plenty of maple syrup. He’d downed two cups of strong black coffee to make him even more alert and aware.


      When the elevator reached lobby level, the woman favored Dunn with another smile as she maneuvered her wheeled suitcase and garment bag out into the lobby. In another time and place he would have smiled back and assisted her with her luggage.


      Concentrate! Be in this time, in this place.


      He watched the woman begin to walk away and then exited the elevator himself.


      The compact Quest and Quarry revolver was a reassuring weight in Dunn’s blazer pocket as he pushed through the hotel’s revolving glass doors and breathed in the warm morning air. He’d studied the company dossier on his quarry and decided on a more aggressive strategy this time. Walking to the next block, so he wouldn’t be remembered by the uniformed doorman, he hailed a cab on his own and gave the driver an intersection near Thomas Rhodes’s address. Then he settled back into the cab’s upholstery and rode alert and mission-bent through the golden morning.


      The game was on, his blood was up, and it occurred to him how much he enjoyed this.


      


      Mitzi was still half asleep when she heard the knocking on her door. She reached over and felt a wide expanse of cool linen, and remembered that Mr. Handsome had left sometime after midnight.


      More knocking. Not her imagination.


      She made herself scoot over on the mattress and then maneuvered her body so she was sitting. The effort caused her head to ache behind both eyes.


      Need more sleep. Definitely.


      She groaned, explored with her tongue, and found that her teeth were fuzzy. Ah, well…


      After drawing a deep breath, she stood up and lurched toward the living room.


      When she opened the door to the hall, a man in a gray delivery uniform was standing there holding a long white box. His gaze took a ride up and down her body, and she realized she was wearing only her thin nightgown.


      He smiled. “Flowers for a Mitzi Lewis.”


      “I am a Mitzi Lewis,” Mitzi said in a sleep-thickened voice. She accepted the almost-weightless box and set it on a table near the door. Then she raised a forefinger in a signal for the man to wait.


      It took her a few minutes to find her purse and wallet, then scare up a couple of dollars for a tip. When she turned around she saw that the deliveryman had minded his manners and was still standing politely on the other side of the threshold.


      Mitzi handed him the tip, and he smiled again, making an obvious effort this time not to look at her below neck level. He tapped the bill of a nonexistent cap and turned around and began descending the stairs of her sixth-floor walk-up. It was an easier trek down than up, and Mitzi could hear him pick up speed, his shoes rapping out a machine-gun rhythm on the wooden steps.


      She closed her apartment door, then carried the long white box over to the sofa and sat down.


      When she opened the box she found a dozen long-stemmed red roses. There was a small, plain white envelope containing a white card with a brief message printed in blue ink:


      
        Last night was more than wonderful.


        I’ll call.

      


      There was no signature.


      Mitzi placed the box next to her on the sofa, then sat slumped forward with her elbows on her knees, her chin resting in her right palm. No signature…


      Christ! I slept with a man and don’t even know his name.


      Oh, well, it was an interesting first.
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      Black Lake, Missouri, 1987


      Marty had no idea what had awakened him.


      He didn’t think he’d been dreaming. But suddenly there he was in his bed, sprawled on his back, his eyes wide open and staring into darkness. It was hot in the room, and he was sweating, the sheet thrown off him and half jumbled on the floor. The luminous green hands of the big alarm clock on his dresser said that it was a little past three o’clock. He could hear katydids screaming away desperately outside.


      He stood up, the floorboard creaking beneath his bare feet, and through his bedroom window he saw a yellow glow seeping through the cracks in the barn and spilling out around the uneven edges of its closed doors.


      Lantern light. Somebody’s out there.


      Off in the distance a dog barked. Maybe that was what had awakened him. Marty couldn’t be sure. What he did know was that something was happening in the barn.


      Wearing only his jockey shorts, he crept from his bedroom so he wouldn’t wake his parents. Either one or both wouldn’t take kindly to him nosing around the house at this hour. Between the two of them, he guessed it was his father out in the barn.


      He saw that their bedroom door, usually closed at night, was open. From where he stood he had a view of the corner of their bed, and when he moved so he had a better angle, he saw that it was empty.


      Something involving both of them must be going on.


      His heart was beating fast as he made his way across the creaking plank floor to the porch door.


      Here was something else not right. The door was unlocked.


      He went outside onto the porch. There was a half moon tonight, sketched on by dark clouds. It gave enough light to cast a glow on the bare yard and rutted driveway, and to edge the ragged line of trees on the ridge beyond the barn. The katydids were louder, and it was hotter outside than in the house.


      Marty stepped down off the porch and began walking toward the big barn with its vertical cracks of faint yellow light. He couldn’t hear his footfalls, and the dog was no longer barking in the distance. The only sound was the hopeless riot of the insects. Their ratcheting rasping was a mating call, Marty knew. Most of them would mate, and within a few days would be dead.


      The barn’s big wooden doors were closed but for an inch, and the long rusty hasp stuck out like a handle, inviting Marty to open one of the doors and find out about the mysterious light.


      Marty gripped the hasp’s rough surface and pulled the barn door open about two feet. It didn’t squeal like it usually did, and he wondered if someone had oiled the hinges.


      He held his breath as he entered the barn.


      Marty’s father hadn’t heard him and stood continuing his work on Marty’s mother, who was strung upside down so her nude body dangled from one of the barn’s main rafters. On one of the other rafters perched a small barn owl. Without moving anything else, it swiveled its feathered head and stared at Marty as if he was intruding.


      His father was shirtless and wearing an old pair of jeans and his leather work boots. He was facing away from Marty, and between his spread legs Marty could see his mother’s upside-down face. Her eyes were open and her expression calm, though she seemed faintly annoyed by what was happening.


      As Marty watched, his father raised the gutting knife in both hands and bunched his back muscles for strength. The knife descended and Marty’s mother’s insides fell out into a bloody pile between his father’s widely spread boots.


      There were streams of blood on each side of Alma’s face now, and in her hair, but she held her calm expression. Marty saw that her throat had been slit and knew she’d been dead when he entered the barn.


      His father continued his task, adroitly slicing here, occasionally hacking with the knife there, making sure the gutting was complete.


      Then he stopped, stood very still, and turned around and saw Marty.


      For a few seconds Carl Hawk looked embarrassed and ashamed. Then he looked angry and self-righteous.


      Marty wasn’t exactly frightened. He loved his father too much to fear him. But what felt from the inside like a poker face must have betrayed him and shown his confusion.


      “There wasn’t any choice,” his father said. He was very calm and spoke patiently, in the tone of voice he used when teaching Marty to tie fishing flies. He held the bloody knife at his side, its blade pointing down. “She come at me with that axe an’ tried to kill me.” He glanced at a rusty long-handled axe lying in the litter of straw near one of the empty stalls, then waited for Marty to look in that direction.


      Marty did, and nodded, confirming that yes, he saw the axe.


      “Woman tried to kill me, son. Hell, she’s been poisonin’ me for months, anyways. You know that. Told you about it last winter and lots of times thereafter. Goddamned roach poison! Guess she got impatient about my dyin’ so she took up the axe. You understand, once she killed me, you were gonna be next. She as much as said that. She went plain crazy. You understand?”


      “I understand,” Marty heard himself say.


      “We all do what we gotta do,” Carl Hawk said, “an’ then we live with it. That’s somethin’ I thought I taught you.”


      “I understand,” Marty said again.


      His father stood there, studying him; then he wiped the knife on his jeans and stuck the point of the blade in a nearby wooden support pole, near where a kerosene lantern hung with its handle looped over a long nail. Below the lantern a metal pail, shovel, and a tow chain hung from hooks.


      “It’s done for now,” Carl said. “Let’s both of us go back in the house and see if we can sleep. Come mornin’ we’ll put the body down that old well back in the woods. The innards we’ll feed to the hogs.” He sighed and gave Marty a tight, humorless smile. “Then that’ll be that.”


      Carl turned down the lantern wick, and the barn was in darkness except for what moonlight filtered in through the cracks and where the door stood open. He laid his hand gently on Marty’s shoulder and guided him outside into the warm night. They began the slow walk toward the house.


      “It had to be done,” Carl said. “You know that, Marty. If it hadn’t, you and me’d both be dead right now.”


      Marty didn’t answer.


      “When she was finished on me with the axe, she was gonna go on back to the house an’ do you.”


      His father’s boots made a creaking, leathery sound as he walked. Marty could barely hear it over the noise of the katydids. “You believe me, Marty?”


      “I believe.”


      “You okay?” his father asked.


      “I can do whatever you say,” Marty told him.


      His father stopped walking, closed his bloody hand tighter on Marty’s shoulder, then drew him in close and hugged him.


      Marty hugged him back.
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      New York, the present


      The first thing Dr. Alfred Beeker saw when he opened the door to his office’s anteroom at 9:45 A.M. was Beatrice with her blond head thrown back, laughing so hard that her fillings showed. Quinn was in Beeker’s waiting room, charming the doctor’s middle-aged, attractive receptionist, but he was sitting off to the right and not immediately noticeable to anyone walking in.


      Beeker was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his forties, with thinning black hair combed severely sideways to disguise his baldness. His features were sharp, with dark eyes that appeared slightly crossed and lent him an expression of intensity. He was wearing a nicely tailored gray suit and carrying a beat-up black leather briefcase with a large tarnished brass clasp. Quinn wondered if the briefcase was an affectation. Or maybe that was where the good doctor kept his whips.


      “Am I missing something?” Beeker asked Beatrice. Then he glanced to the side and saw Quinn.


      Beatrice put on a straight, if twitching, face and stood up behind her desk. “This is Detective Frank Quinn.”


      Beeker didn’t seem thrown by finding a cop in his office. He smiled at Quinn and looked at him curiously.


      “I thought it best to catch you before your morning appointments,” Quinn said, standing up. “It’s become necessary for you and I to have a conversation. It won’t take long.”


      “Am I under arrest?” Still the smile. A joke.


      “Not yet,” Quinn said. No smile. A joke, maybe.


      “Come in and sit down,” Beeker said, with a sideways glance at Beatrice, who was now engrossed in some kind of paperwork. He stepped past the reception desk and opened a plain oak door, then stood back so Quinn could enter first.


      “Wonderful talking to you, dear,” Quinn said to Beatrice, as he entered the office.


      It was everything a Park Avenue psychoanalyst’s office should be, restful and hushed. Very much like Zoe’s office. Maybe they had the same decorator. Pale green walls, darker green carpet, lots of dark brown leather furniture, framed modern paintings that would scare no one. Centered in the room, facing the door, was a vast mahogany desk. There were matching file cabinets on the wall behind it. There was one very large window. Pale beige drapes lined in caramel-colored silk extended from the ceiling on either side of it and puddled on the floor.


      The desk was uncluttered but for a dark brown phone, a freshly cut long-stemmed rose in a delicate crystal vase, and a gold picture frame. The wall to the right was floor-to-ceiling books, most of them medical journals. An ornate brass floor lamp near the desk was unnecessarily on and softly glowing. Apparently Beatrice had readied the office for her boss. Have a nice day hung in the air.


      Beeker motioned for Quinn to sit in one of the sumptuous leather armchairs angled toward the desk. Quinn lowered his weight into the chair, which was even more comfortable than it looked. The seat cushion hissed as if it didn’t like being sat on.


      After waiting until Quinn was seated, Beeker walked around and situated himself in the high-backed leather chair behind his desk. He rocked back and forth a few times in the chair, and then sat forward and made a pink tent with his fingers the way Renz often did, which made Quinn distrust him. It wasn’t hard for Quinn to imagine the doctor as his assailant in the dark Seventy-ninth Street office.


      The doctor smiled faintly. “So how can I help you, Lieutenant Quinn?”


      “Captain Quinn.”


      Beeker looked a bit surprised, as if he’d suddenly recognized Quinn’s name from the news, though he didn’t seem exactly thrown. His smile returned. Quinn might as well have been here to promote some sort of community action or to make a charity pitch. Beeker glanced at his watch, then touched the tip of the pink finger tent to the dimpled tip of his chin. “Well, Captain?”


      “You don’t have much time left,” Quinn said.


      “I know. My first appointment will be here in ten minutes, and I’ll need to make a few preparations.”


      “That’s not exactly what I meant,” Quinn said. He thought he could smell the rose in the crystal vase. “If you ever lay a hand or any other object again on Zoe Manders, I’m going to kill you.”


      Beeker didn’t change expression at first; then his intense dark eyes bored into Quinn. He lowered his hands palms down on the desk. He didn’t seem afraid, only hyperalert. “Isn’t it against regulations for an NYPD police captain to threaten a lawful citizen?”


      “You aren’t a lawful citizen. You’re guilty of assault.”


      “This Miss Manders…”


      “Dr. Manders. Zoe.”


      “She’s filed a complaint against me?”


      “No, and she won’t.”


      “What makes you think I assaulted her?”


      “She told me.”


      “Did she offer any proof?”


      “No.”


      “But you believe her.”


      “Yes.”


      “I think I can guess why.”


      Guess away, asshole.


      Beeker stared at Quinn for a while, obviously calculating. Then he stood up behind his desk. “Well, you’ve delivered your message. Now you can go about your business and I can go about mine.”


      Quinn didn’t budge from his chair. “Where were you between one and three o’clock this morning?” This morning…had it been so recently?


      Beeker smiled faintly. “Did someone attack Dr. Manders around that time? Or make a threatening phone call? Is that it? She thinks it was me?”


      “Where were you?” Quinn asked again, calmly.


      “Where any sane person who doesn’t have a night job was—home in bed. And alone.” He cocked his head to the side and gave Quinn an appraising look. “You have a personal interest in Zoe.”


      Quinn said nothing.


      “I wouldn’t believe everything Zoe says,” Beeker told him.


      “I don’t believe everything anybody says.”


      “Zoe especially, you shouldn’t believe.”


      “She said you threatened to put photographs of her on the Internet,” Quinn said. “I believed that.”


      “There’s nothing improper about those photos,” Beeker said. He leaned forward, planting his hands on the desk. “But you can remind Zoe that she willingly posed for other photographs, and if she sends you or someone like you here again, they’ll be posted on the Internet. She knows where.” He leaned farther over the desk toward Quinn. “I won’t be threatened. And I’d like to see your identification. I don’t think you are from the police.”


      Quinn stood up, leaned across the desk, and shoved Beeker hard back into his chair. The chair was on rollers and shot back and slammed against the file cabinets, jolting Beeker. He remained seated, staring up at Quinn. He still didn’t look afraid.


      “I think you should reconsider posting photos of Zoe on the Internet,” Quinn said.


      “It was only a threat.”


      “Reconsider the threat.”


      “I could go to the real police,” Beeker said.


      “While you’re there, you can read the assault complaint Zoe will file. And I’ll get to interrogate you.”


      “Someone assaulted Zoe last night—earlier this morning?”


      “Much earlier,” Quinn said.


      “Ah! Bruises fade with time. You must know that in your business. Zoe has no proof of anything.”


      Quinn walked around the desk and gripped Beeker by his shirt lapels. Some silk tie and flesh were pinched in with the material. He shook the doctor hard so that his head flopped around, bouncing off the chair’s high leather back, and a few times off a filing cabinet as the chair rolled. Beeker’s plastered-over hair rose on his head and stood high like a sparse rooster comb.


      Quinn released him, but remained close, staring down at him. “You were right about me having delivered my message. Now I’ll leave. Don’t do anything that might prompt me to return. And remember what I said about those photographs.”


      Beeker was busy rearranging his shirt and tie, and didn’t bother looking at Quinn.


      As Quinn turned to walk past the desk, he glanced at the framed photo near the phone. He’d expected to see a family shot, or maybe Beeker’s latest punching bag. Instead it was an outdoor photo of Beeker standing with three other men. They were all wearing mackinaws and boots and carrying shotguns or rifles. Beeker and another man were holding out what looked like dead rabbits they’d shot. Everyone in the photo, other than the rabbits, was smiling.


      “You a hunter?” Quinn asked.


      “Sometimes. Why do you ask?”


      Ignoring the question, Quinn walked to the door, opened it, and went back out into the anteroom. The idea was to let Beeker stew, but Beeker didn’t seem to be stewing.


      “Is everything okay?” Beatrice asked. She must have heard Beeker’s chair bumping around. Or maybe it was Beeker’s head.


      “Everything’s violets and roses, dear,” Quinn said, and smiled reassuringly at her on the way out.


      But it wasn’t okay. Beeker hadn’t once seemed even slightly afraid during Quinn’s violent visit.


      That worried Quinn.
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      Sal Vitali sat at his desk in the almost-deserted squad room. All was quiet, except for a printer industriously buzzing away somewhere and an occasional muffled shout from the holding cells upstairs. Most of the detectives were out in the field. Only Don Mackey, a dogged old cop nearing retirement, was at his desk over near the window, working the phone.


      Sal’s partner, Mishkin, sat across from him. They’d cleared off most of the desktop, and on it, scattered over a pristine white sheet of printer paper, were the items the crime scene unit had vacuumed up from the Antonian Hotel corridor where Floyd Becker had been shot and killed before his body was dragged outside. There was lint, a bit of brown plastic that had come off the end of a shoelace (not Becker’s, and probably not his killer’s), lint, three human hairs, and more lint. None of the hairs was the victim’s, but that didn’t mean the killer’s hair was there. The hairs could have come from anyone passing along the corridor.


      Sal had read somewhere that the average person lost approximately eighty individual hairs per day. On most people that hair grew back, but on Sal’s head, he wasn’t so sure. It seemed to him that he left at least eighty hairs in the drain every morning when he showered. But maybe that was because he had so much of the stuff to begin with. The other detectives in the precinct kidded him sometimes about his hair, called him Columbo. Sal bore up under it and pretended to be annoyed. Like he had a choice.


      Quinn might not approve of him examining the vacuum bag items, believing the Slicer and his gutted dead women, not .25-Caliber Killer victims, were Sal and Mishkin’s bailiwick, but so what? This was supposed to be one case, with one psycho killer, so in Sal’s view it was one big bag of shit.


      What Sal really wanted to do was break both cases, collar two killers, show the bastards in the puzzle palace they were overthinking this thing. Renz and Helen the profiler figured there was one killer with two distinctly different MOs, who killed women one way and men another. Sal didn’t see it as likely. They all must have fallen under the spell of Helen the profiler, who as far as Sal was concerned might be a female impersonator, with that lanky body, those long bony fingers, and that chin. Not a bad-looking one, though. Some of those transgenders could fool you.


      “Nothing we might be able to use but the hair, Sal,” Mishkin said, squinting down at the sparse assortment on the desktop. “And not even that unless we get a match.”


      “The little plastic doodad from the end of a shoelace,” Sal said.


      “If that’s what it is,” Mishkin said.


      “Lab says that’s what it is.”


      “Then when we get a suspect, we look close at his shoelaces. Especially if they’re brown.”


      “And his hair,” Sal said.


      Mishkin sat back and wiped his hand down his face, then smoothed out his mustache as if it needed it. “That break-in at Quinn and his team’s office, Sal—you think it’s connected to any of this?”


      “Doubt it,” Sal said. “Probably just some asshole looking for money to score some dope. Probably didn’t even know the place was a cop shop.”


      “The guy did a neat job picking the lock.”


      “Smart asshole. Or maybe somebody forgot to lock the door when they left, and the guy walked right in.”


      “Happens,” Mishkin said.


      Very carefully, using tweezers, Sal picked up each item from the vacuuming and placed it back in its plastic evidence bag.


      “Happens,” he agreed, when he was finished.


      “There were three hairs, right?” Mishkin said.


      Sal looked at him. “Right.”


      “Just wanted to make sure,” Mishkin said. “Wouldn’t want one of your many hairs to get in with them.”


      Sal kept looking at him, wondering if he’d just been ragged, but Mishkin was wearing his usual bland and amiable expression.


      “You want some coffee, Sal?”


      “Sure.”


      You never could tell with Mishkin.


      


      The man who’d broken into the Seventy-ninth Street office and knocked out Quinn sat at an inside table in the Aces Up diner on Amsterdam, sipping cold green tea and watching people and traffic stream past outside. Twin parallel lines of concern were etched vertically above the bridge of his nose. He was still unhappy about how his plan to become the hunter rather than the hunted had turned out.


      The break-in had been easy enough. He smiled at the thought of it. How ironic that the police would take over office space and not concern themselves with the quality of the lock on the door. That was exactly how bureaucracies worked. Or didn’t work. With a good set of picks in expert hands, the lock had yielded after only a few minutes.


      The plan had been to enter and obtain information, then leave without any indication that he’d been there. He would then know what Quinn knew, and Quinn would be unaware of it. That might make the game somewhat less interesting, but definitely safer.


      A waiter came and placed the tuna salad sandwich he’d ordered on the table before him, then topped off his iced tea.


      He had been hungry, and as he replenished his body with food and energy, optimism gradually replaced his concern. Last night—or early this morning—might have gone a lot worse. The suddenness of Quinn’s entrance and discovery of an intruder had surprised both of them. And in the ensuing struggle to escape, he had injured Quinn, given him something to think about other than his hunt.


      Quinn wasn’t a young man, but there was an obvious strength in him, and he knew how to fight, so it was lucky that he hadn’t had time to set himself for the intruder’s attack. The game might have ended right there. As it was, the break-in had been partially successful in that it might have thrown Quinn and his detectives off their game.


      He took a sip of tea.


      Yes, it could have been worse.


      Now Quinn would walk with the added dimension of fear, the cold tingle up the spine that came with the realization that stalker might at any moment become stalked. The intruder smiled. He’d been in that position and knew how it felt. It seemed to turn the world upside down.


      Not that it would keep Quinn subdued for long. He’d know how to handle fear. He was an old hand at his game, a seasoned hunter.


      But now he was a hunter who would occasionally glance back over his shoulder.


      What was that legendary baseball pitcher’s adage? Don’t look back. Something might be gaining on you.


      One day Quinn might look back too late, and there would be what had been gaining on him, suddenly caught up.


      


      Quinn was breathing heavily with the effort of keeping his weight off Zoe as he rolled from on top of her and onto his cool side of the bed. He blew out a breath toward the ceiling, then turned his head to the side to look across his pillow at her.


      Zoe was still on her back, one of her bare legs gracefully bent at the knee. Her nude body was glistening with perspiration. She and Quinn were both sweating, but the ceiling fan was on and would soon cool their bodies. The fan made a barely discernable tick, tick, tick as the broad wicker blades rotated, as if to punctuate the room’s isolation from the outside world.


      Zoe noticed he was staring at her, and looked back at him with a kind of dreamy expression in her half-closed eyes.


      “You okay?” Quinn asked.


      “Men ask that a lot.”


      “How do you know?”


      “My patients. I know a lot of secrets.”


      Quinn stared up at the ceiling, thinking about his visit with Alfred Beeker.


      Tick, tick, tick…


      “I am,” Zoe said.


      “Huh?”


      “Okay. Better than okay.” She reached over and gently touched his arm. “What are you thinking?”


      “Women ask that a lot,” Quinn said.


      “Do men ever answer honestly?”


      “Sometimes.”


      “So answer honestly now.”


      “I’m thinking I’m a little old for a nooner.”


      She slapped his arm, laughing. “Bastard!”


      He leaned over, kissed her forehead, then climbed out of the bed. “If I can figure out how to open your fancy refrigerator, I’m going to get a beer. You want anything?”


      “Right now,” she said, “I don’t feel as if I need anything.”


      Pretty sure that was a compliment, Quinn made his way into Zoe’s state-of-the-art kitchen. The one she admitted she seldom cooked in. Quinn was sure she was telling the truth there. The gleaming white appliances looked brand new, especially the double-oven stove, which resembled the instrument panel of a jet airliner.


      The built-in refrigerator door had so much weight and heft it felt like a well-balanced vault door when he opened it. There wasn’t much in the fridge in the way of food—a small bowl of apples, something shadowy in the cheese compartment, an unopened carton of orange juice, six bottles of white wine, and half a dozen bottles of Heineken beer. Like the refrigerator of a supermodel, Quinn thought, though he didn’t know one supermodel. He withdrew one of the green Heineken bottles and closed the refrigerator door. He used a bottle opener he’d noticed in one of the drawers rather than risk that the cap wasn’t a twist-off, and then carried the bottle into the bedroom.


      Zoe didn’t appear to have moved. The warmth and scent of their afternoon sex was still in the air, not yet dissipated by the slowly rotating ceiling fan above the acre-sized bed.


      Quinn touched the cold bottle to Zoe’s damp forehead, and she smiled. He sat on the edge of the mattress, facing half away from her.


      Before she got a chance to ask him what he was thinking, he said, “Why do you have so many damned pillows?” He was staring at the stacks of throw pillows from the bed that towered on the carpet.


      “They’re for show,” she said.


      “Ah. I know about that.” He took another sip of cold beer. “I visited your doctor friend this morning.”


      Tick, tick, tick, went the fan.


      Zoe was silent.


      “He won’t bother you again,” Quinn said.


      “He hadn’t bothered me lately,” Zoe said. “It was you he might have bothered.”


      “Yeah, with his anger issues.”


      “Do you think he was the one who broke into your office and assaulted you?”


      “I still don’t know what to think.”


      “So you talked to him mostly about me.”


      “I had to, Zoe.”


      “Because he might have attacked you, you were afraid for me.”


      “Anger issues are anger issues,” Quinn said.


      “Did you terrorize him?”


      Quinn smiled. “I wouldn’t say that. Whatever Beeker’s faults, he doesn’t seem easy to terrorize.” He looked over at her. “You want a sip of beer?”


      “No, thanks. Did you threaten him?”


      “He threatened me. Us, actually. Said he had some very personal photographs of you and if we harassed him he’d post them on the Internet. He said you’d know where.”


      “I believe he might,” Zoe said. “Those photos—”


      “I don’t care about them, Zoe. He won’t post them.”


      “You said he didn’t scare.”


      “But he knows what will happen to him if he posts those kinds of photos of you, if he ever bothers you again. He didn’t have to be scared to understand.”


      “How can you know that?”


      “I was emphatic.”


      He still didn’t look at her, but he heard the sheets rustle as she moved closer on the wide bed. He felt her kiss his bare side, play her tongue over him. It was only slightly warmer than his flesh.


      Tick, tick, tick…


      “What did he say when you brought up the subject of the office break-in?” she asked.


      “I didn’t bring it up directly, but he doesn’t have an alibi for its time frame. Says he was home in bed alone.”


      “Do you believe him?”


      “I told him I didn’t believe anyone about everything.”


      “Is that true?”


      “It is except for you,” Quinn said, twisting his torso so he could look into her eyes. “You’re different.”
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      Pearl dropped the mail all over the floor but didn’t give a damn. She was too tired.


      She closed and locked her door, then stepped over the clutter on the floor.


      After another hot and unproductive day on the job, she’d finally found refuge in her apartment. She’d left the window-unit air conditioner on low so the place wouldn’t preheat like an oven, but it still felt almost as hot as outside. Sometimes when she left the unit on like that it would freeze up and put out only brief wafts of neutral air while spitting occasional flecks of ice.


      Like this time.


      She switched off the struggling unit and turned away from it in disgust.


      The bedroom was even warmer than the living room. She turned on that window unit, then went into the kitchen and switched on its smaller and almost useless air conditioner. The apartment’s air conditioners looked about twenty years old. Where did the landlord buy this crap? If it kept up like this, she’d have to curl up in the refrigerator to find any relief from the heat.


      She returned to the living room, slipped off her shoes and blouse, and slumped down on the sofa wearing only slacks and her bra, waiting for the bedroom and kitchen to cool down a few degrees. She’d have a snack and a cold beer, then go into the bedroom and stretch out wearing only her panties and try to read the latest New Yorker. For some reason she enjoyed reading about the Broadway plays she couldn’t afford to see.


      When she’d lived with Quinn they’d often gone to the theater. He was a Broadway buff and had turned her into one before they’d split up, leaving her with a habit she couldn’t afford. He’d enjoyed Pinter and Stoppard, she The Lion King.


      Quinn.


      Pearl wasn’t sure if it was the heat or lack of progress on the investigation that was keeping her in such a state of irritation, or if it was the knowledge of Quinn’s affair with the psychoanalyst Zoe.


      It wasn’t that she had anything against Zoe Manders, but what the hell was Quinn doing sleeping with a shrink, anyway? If there was one thing their love lives should have taught both Quinn and Pearl it was that cops are best off mated with cops. They were the only ones who understood each other.


      Shouldn’t that also be true of psychoanalysts?


      What the hell do Quinn and Zoe talk about over breakfast? While riding in cabs? When watching the sun set? After they screw?


      Me?


      The thought of being the subject of Quinn and Zoe’s pillow talk brought a smoldering ember to flame in Pearl’s stomach. She stood up restlessly and retrieved from the floor the handful of mail she’d brought up from her box down in the lobby.


      Pearl carried the mail into the kitchen, where by now it might be a few degrees cooler.


      Only it wasn’t.


      She went over and slapped the air conditioner, but it reacted pretty much the way Quinn did the few times she’d slapped him. It ignored her. She might as well have slapped a brick wall.


      Screw it!


      After getting a Budweiser from the refrigerator, she sat down at the small wooden table, took a couple of long pulls on the bottle, then turned her attention to the mail.


      Jesus Christ!


      Aside from the usual bills and ads, half of her mail—half!—was from doctors or medical clinics. Most of it wasn’t even the kind of mail that required opening. Fanned out on the table was one color flier or brochure after another warning of the dangers of ignoring seemingly harmless growths anywhere on the body, advising routine searches for such growths, explaining the horrors that might evolve from such tiny discolorations or moles.


      Moles!


      Her mother! Her mother and that goddamned Milton Kahn! They’d prompted these to be sent, and perhaps sent some themselves.


      Pearl’s first impulse was to reach for the phone and call her mother, but she caught herself in time. That would only make things infinitely worse. And calling and dressing down Milt would do no good. In truth, he might not even know about her mother’s efforts to frighten Pearl back into his arms. Maybe it was just her mother and Milt’s aunt, Mrs. Kahn, out at the assisted living home in New Jersey, fighting boredom by becoming engrossed in matchmaking and medical terrorism.


      Pearl took another long pull of beer and hoped the alcohol would soon calm her nerves. Pearl’s mother, Mrs. Kahn, and Milton Kahn. Most likely all three were in on the sporadic, creepy mailings that had finally erupted into this postal bombardment. This…this…!


      Take it easy. Don’t assume. Best to give this some calm thought.


      It was probable that Milt at least knew about the assault by mail and condoned it. But if Pearl called him, he’d deny it. And wasn’t that what this was all about, getting her to call him?


      She stood up from the table and threw the mail in with the kitchen trash. All of it. Including any bills that might have been hiding between brightly colored images of moles gone amok.


      Then she finished her beer and went into the bathroom, where she stood before the mirror and took yet another long, long look at the mole behind her right ear, until the ear ached from being bent drastically forward to reveal the mole. She’d been examining the mole so frequently lately that her right ear appeared swollen and larger than her left.


      Pearl splashed cold water over her face, patted it dry with a towel, then leaned on the washbasin with both hands and assessed herself anew in the mirror. The stress she’d been under since joining Quinn’s investigation showed, the stress from worrying about murder and the mole. She leaned closer to the mirror to get a better look at the somber woman staring back at her.


      You look like you’ve been run over by a subway.


      Damn my mother! Damn Mrs. Kahn! Damn Milton Kahn!


      Damn Quinn! And Fedderman, too. And that bitch, Zoe.


      Look what they’re doing to me!


      “Enough of this bullshit,” Pearl said to the other Pearl.


      The other Pearl nodded, gave her a grim smile.


      She would make another appointment with another dermatologist who wasn’t Milton Kahn, and she would keep that appointment. She would have the seemingly harmless mole examined by an unbiased physician and put the matter to rest.


      She was pretty sure she would.


      


      Rhodes was too quick for him. Jerry Dunn had been following Thomas Rhodes for the last fifteen minutes, staying well back, waiting for Rhodes either to be relatively isolated, or surrounded by so many people that the bark of a shot would only serve to confuse them and the shooter—the hunter—could easily be lost among the milling humanity.


      What Dunn liked was that Rhodes was carrying a black leather duffel bag slung from his shoulder by a thick strap. That meant he intended to run rather than try to turn the tables and become hunter rather than prey. Probably, Dunn thought, because Rhodes knew that if he couldn’t successfully go into hiding he’d continue to be hunted no matter how this particular joust with death turned out.


      What Dunn didn’t like was that the duffel bag was only partly zipped, and Rhodes walked with one arm resting on the bag, his hand inside it. Dunn was sure the hand was curled around a .25-caliber revolver exactly like the one concealed in the fold of the morning Times he was carrying.


      Rhodes was wearing brown slacks and a brownish tweed sport coat, warm for this kind of weather. Dunn figured that was so he could take all the useful clothing with him that wouldn’t fit into the bag. It also meant he might be heading for a cooler climate. Not once had Rhodes glanced behind him, but Dunn didn’t take for granted that his presence was unknown.


      Suddenly Rhodes crossed Seventh Avenue in the middle of the block. At Fifty-first Street he jauntily descended the steps to a subway stop.


      Dunn had to hurry. He followed down the concrete steps toward the platform, aware that his haste might cause carelessness. He might be entering a trap.


      Ahead, beyond the turnstiles, he could see people coming up another flight of steps. Apparently a train had just arrived.


      Dunn had a Metro card good for a week. He hurried through a turnstile, elbowing aside some of the crowd moving the opposite direction and pushing through the turnstiles to exit.


      At the head of the steps he stopped.


      He had a clear view down to a landing and a continuation of concrete steps, and saw no sign of Rhodes. Had he been tricked?


      Damn it!


      He glanced back toward the turnstiles and caught a glimpse of men’s brown pants, as someone who might have been Rhodes jogged up the steps beyond the turnstiles and ran toward the street.


      Rhodes?


      The color of the pants was perfect.


      Dunn ran toward the turnstiles, pushed through to exit, and dashed up the steps, taking them three at a time.


      Back in the sunshine at street level, he looked in all directions.


      No Thomas Rhodes.


      Calm down, Dunn told himself. Calm down!


      He didn’t doubt Rhodes had known he was being tracked and had used the subway stop to slip away from his pursuer. He must have been waiting just to the side of the street steps so he could cut back the way he’d come after Dunn had hurried toward the turnstiles without a sideways glance. Now back up on the crowded sidewalks, Dunn had no chance of finding him again to resume tracking.


      He moved back into a doorway and stood thinking, his eyes all the time moving, seeking another momentary glimpse of Rhodes.


      Rhodes was wearing a heavy sport jacket and carrying a bag that could only be called luggage, so he was traveling. He might catch a cab and head for one of the airports, but his pursuer would figure him to travel by air, probably in first class.


      Dunn knew he had to guess, and he went with the odds. What was the least likely way Rhodes would travel?


      A bus.


      Possibly a train, but less likely was a bus.


      If that was the case, Dunn had a pretty good idea where Rhodes would hook up with his transportation. Where whoever was hunting him would have to make another choice. Port Authority Terminal on Forty-second Street, where a traveler could board either a bus or a subway train.


      Rhodes wasn’t carrying the duffel bag for nothing.


      Dunn got out in the street and hailed a cab. He told the driver he was pressed for time and there was a twenty in it for him if he drove fast for the Port Authority Terminal, that he needed to hook up with someone he did business with and it was critical to an important deal for him to get there before a bus left.


      All true. In its fashion.


      


      It had been almost a week since Hobbs had laid a hand on her. Temporarily at least, Lavern Neeson was unbruised.


      Often he’d call her from work to keep tabs on her, so she’d faked a doctor’s appointment this time, knowing that since she was unmarked Hobbs wouldn’t be interested. And she’d told him she thought she was coming down with a summer cold, not only to keep him away from her, but to give her an excuse for her sham appointment.


      Where she’d taken her unbruised self was to the lounge where she’d almost been picked up by the handsome guy with the hooded eyes and jet-black hair. It was about the same time of day she’d been there last time, so he might well be there, too. She could picture him sitting on the same stool as before, hunched over his drink, and then walking toward her, absently spinning bar stools as he came. Then the change in his expression as he saw the bruises on her face, bruises that makeup couldn’t quite conceal. She hadn’t been able to get the man out of her thoughts, out of her dreams.


      It could be different this time.


      As she entered the lounge she blinked a few times to help adjust her eyes to the dimness, looking all around for the dark-eyed man.


      He wasn’t there.


      Well, what did you expect? With your crappy luck.


      But on the same stool where dark-eyes had sat was another man, in his late thirties, maybe forty. A nice-enough-looking guy wearing gray slacks and a shirt and tie. He was looking at Lavern and smiling. He had a lot of dark stubble on his chin, but that was the style, and maybe he was growing a beard.


      When she got closer, she glanced at his left hand and didn’t see a wedding band. For all that was worth these days.


      Still smiling, he nodded to her and said, “You’re late, but that’s okay. We can make up for lost time.”


      Another bullshit artist.


      “Do we know each other?”


      “I’ve never before laid eyes on you,” he admitted. The smile widened. Nice teeth, very white. “See, we’re starting off honestly.”


      Lavern smiled back.


      Why not? She could use a little talk, a little personal, painless attention.


      And a drink.
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      “…and they didn’t know if the parrot was saying everything he was saying, or if he was saying everything the parrot was saying.”


      The crowd in Say What? thought about it, then with a growing rush of applause decided they liked that one. They cheered and hooted as Jackie Jameson waved his right arm over his head in a circular motion, dipped low in his exaggerated bow, and trotted off the stage.


      Mitzi and Rob (he had finally told her his name—Rob Curlew) were seated at the table Rob preferred. It was barely large enough for two, so they wouldn’t attract unwanted company. It was also at the very edge of the crowd, and not far from one of the side exits. Not only could they look out over the audience so Mitzi could judge crowd reaction to particular jokes, but when the night of comedy and near comedy ended, they could easily slip outside and get away without having to talk to anyone Mitzi knew. Rob valued his privacy. Mitzi understood that and accommodated him.


      Tonight was different, however, because her boss Ted Tack was holding her check from last week, and Mitzi needed the money. The rent was past due, and the landlord was pesky.


      Jackie Jameson had been the final act, so Mitzi and Rob waited for the applause to trail off, then stood up from their table.


      Mitzi started toward a side aisle so she could make her way to the stage and office. Rob closed his hand on her arm.


      Mitzi explained that she had to pick up her paycheck.


      “I can carry us till next week,” Rob said.


      Mitzi aimed her big smile at him. “In case you haven’t noticed, you carried us all this week. You wouldn’t want me sleeping with the landlord. I need my money, baby.”


      “You mean your independence.”


      “Up the rebels! Whatever it is they’re against.”


      Rob smiled and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be waiting right outside.”


      “It’ll only take a few minutes for Ted to pay me or for me to punch him out,” Mitzi said. She waved a small fist. “He always pays.”


      “Remember I’m nearby,” Rob said, “in case there’s any trouble.” As if she was serious.


      Mitizi wondered sometimes if he was serious, some of the things he said. Or maybe it was because he was normally so smooth that any slightly out-of-kilter remark seemed even more so.


      As she moved away through the crowd that was gradually making its way outside, she wondered what kind of job Rob had, that he worried so little about money. Something to do with investments, he’d say, whenever she inquired, then he’d begin explaining things to her she didn’t understand. There were lots of acronyms, but they all meant money. So maybe he was rich as well as handsome.


      I am makin’ out with The Man.


      Somebody or something tugged at her right earlobe, and she turned, ready to cut some poor bastard off at the knees if she could figure out who’d been the tugger.


      I better know you as a friend.


      She did. Jackie Jameson was jammed up against her by the press of the crowd.


      Her momentary anger was gone. She grinned at him. “Nice set, Jackie.”


      “Yours, too.” He cupped his hands over his chest. “Wanna go lift a few, Mitz? Talkin’ drinks here, not boobs.”


      “Sorry, Jackie, I’m going out with Rob.”


      Jameson made a big thing of looking all around. “So where is he?”


      “Waiting outside.”


      “What is this guy, some kinda secret agent? You helping him hide?”


      “He likes privacy, is all.”


      “Then he should like you. You’re sure keeping him a big secret.”


      “I kinda enjoy that, him and me together, nobody around to applaud or boo.”


      “Oh, I’m sure they’d applaud, Mitz.”


      She grinned again. “I gotta go, get to the office before Ted makes his escape with my paycheck.”


      “Maybe Rob’d like to have a drink or two with us,” Jackie said, as Mitzi was moving away in the general direction of stage and office.


      “Oh, yeah, we’d both love having you around. In case conversation started to drag.”


      “I’m jealous, Mitz. You noticed?”


      “Of me?”


      “Of him,” Jackie said. “I’m better for you, Mitz.”


      “It’s illegal in this state for two comics to be that way with each other,” Mitzi said.


      “Is he prepared to be your love slave, like I am?”


      “You’re more a love jester, Jackie.”


      She was immediately sorry she’d said it. He turned away to hide the pain on his face.


      When he turned back, he was smiling.


      She bit her lower lip. “That was a horseshit remark. I didn’t mean it, Jackie, honest.”


      “Sure you didn’t.”


      “Will a blow job make it up?”


      “I get the point,” he said, “you say things you don’t mean. Just be careful, Mitz.”


      “Of what?”


      “Banana peels, that kinda thing.” He gave her a wave and turned his back on her.


      “Hey! Hey, Jackie! Don’t go away mad!”


      Even that had come out wrong. Just go away hung in the air. Two comics. Maybe it was a good law.


      Jackie probably hadn’t heard her anyway. He was deep into the crowd that was massing toward the street doors. She could just make out his dark head of hair with its bald spot, then he was gone. Hurt and gone, like so many people in her life.


      Why am I always hurting people, or getting hurt?


      Feeling paper-edge high, Mitzi continued her way to the stage steps and the office. She knew she’d deeply cut Jackie, maybe her only true friend and one of the last people in the universe she was willing to hurt, and she vowed she’d make it up to him. She wouldn’t apologize—that would only remind him of what she’d so thoughtlessly said and embarrass him some more. What was needed here was a kind of indirect apology, giving away a piece of herself without it being obvious. Mitzi was good at that. She’d been doing it since she was a little girl.


      Ten minutes later, her check in her purse, she met Rob outside in front of the club, beneath the lighted marquee. Nobody looks that good in all that bright light coming from overhead, she thought. Not even me. She clutched his arm, turning her head slightly away from him and the sickly light, as she led him out farther down the sidewalk.


      


      They walked a few blocks to a small, dimly lighted sports bar they frequented. There were booths toward the back, where serious drinkers and lovers sat, leaving the front booths to the sports nuts who sat hypnotized by taped ball games while raising the alcohol level of their blood.


      “You seem kind of down,” Rob said, when they were settled in with their drinks. She had an apple martini, he a scotch on the rocks.


      Mitzi told him what had happened with Jackie.


      “I feel kind of sorry for him, too,” Rob said. Then he smiled. “But I don’t blame him for being jealous.”


      They sat for a few minutes in silence, sipping their drinks. There was cheering from the front of the bar.


      “Home-run volume,” Rob said.


      “Maybe,” Mitzi said. “I don’t know how they can get so into it. Both the Mets and Yankees games have been over for hours. They already know who won.”


      “They like to pretend, like everybody else.”


      “What are you, running for political office?”


      He gave her his hooded-eyes smile, melting her down. The bastard was into her even deeper than he knew, making her vulnerable. Vulnerability was something she loathed. “Mitzi, Mitzi…always the tough front.”


      She shrugged. “I’m just pretending, like everyone else.”


      “You should cheer up, sweet. You’ve got a birthday coming up next week.”


      “How’d you know that?”


      Does he know how old I’m going to be? Twenty-five. Holy Christ! How’d that happen? Twenty-five already, and at a place like Say What? She didn’t even have top billing


      “You must’ve mentioned it,” he said.


      “Not me.”


      “Somebody else, then. Or maybe it was on your Web site.”


      “There is nothing true on my Web site.”


      He laughed. “I know that’s your photo.”


      “It’s my mother when she was my age.”


      “Can’t you ever be serious, Mitzi?”


      “Only when I’m being funny.”


      “We should celebrate your birthday.”


      “Day of mourning,” Mitzi said. “Don’t even think of buying me a present, Rob, really.”


      “No whoop-de-do?”


      “Not even whoop.”


      He studied her over the rim of his glass. She couldn’t read his eyes, so dark in the dim lounge, but with pinpoints of light or something else in their centers.


      “Okay,” he said. “But maybe I’ll bring you flowers.”


      “That could work,” she said.
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      Lavern Neeson sat in what had become her usual place, holding the shotgun from the closet loosely aimed at her sleeping husband.


      The shotgun was exerting more and more of a spell on Lavern. She and Hobbs had argued again this evening about what for most couples would be nothing. They’d disagreed over who’d said what about some insignificant subject, and Hobbs, as usual, took the argument from the specific to the general. He accused Lavern of constantly saying things and then swearing she’d never uttered the words.


      Lavern’s friend and sometimes confidante, Bess, said that manipulating men claimed such things sometimes, for no purpose other than to instill uncertainty and guilt in a woman’s mind. According to records at the Broken Wing Women’s Shelter, it wasn’t all that unusual for men to create devices that would make sounds in the basement or garage so that they could skeptically go investigate and then return to reassure and tell their frightened mates that they’d only imagined hearing something. If the sound came again, the abuser might simply claim he hadn’t heard it, knowing full well it was real because he’d arranged for it.


      Was it any wonder women subjected to that sort of treatment began to doubt their own sanity?


      Something else: Lavern suspected that Hobbs might be moving objects when she wasn’t looking, so she’d think she’d forgotten where she’d put things. Was she misplacing more and more objects lately—keys, her purse, half-read books, the cell phone—or was it that Hobbs was stepping up his program of shifting her reality so she could distinguish it less and less from her imagination? That’s what Bess said it was called at the shelter: shifting the victim’s reality.


      Lavern knew the shotgun was real, even if it remained unloaded. If Hobbs were to awaken and stare into its dark muzzle, he wouldn’t know the breach was empty. Lavern smiled. Let the bastard think he was a second away from death. Shift his reality.


      Do I really want him to wake up?


      She thought about what Hobbs would do once he realized she’d pointed an unloaded shotgun at him. Made him so frightened he’d pissed in his pants. Took away some of his manhood.


      What would he do then?


      Lavern knew, so as she sat alongside the bed fondling the shotgun and watching Hobbs sleep, she was very careful not to wake him.


      


      It was exactly like that snob Thomas Rhodes to try leaving town in the means of transportation anyone who knew him would figure as his last choice. As for renting a car, Dunn knew that like many wealthy New Yorkers who’d moved to the city years ago, Rhodes had let his out-of-state driver’s license expire. These days he traveled mostly by limo.


      Dunn had studied the dossier on Rhodes with the utmost care and hadn’t been fooled.


      The hunter inside the mind of the prey. Two heads, one mind. Older than mankind.


      Dunn’s heart beat a stronger rhythm as his fingers caressed the compact .25-caliber revolver in his pocket. It was cool and heavy. Hefty for its size. Deadly.


      Be careful, not cocky. Doing this wrong could cost you your life. You’d barely have time to realize you were the hunted instead of the hunter.


      Every hunt should be like this.


      While it scared the hell out of him, Dunn loved this part of it. He wasn’t good ol’ Jer’ now; he was Thomas Rhodes’s final nightmare walking.


      Though it was evening, the Port Authority Terminal was crowded, which was exactly how Dunn preferred it. There would be a loud, echoing noise at the boarding gates, startling everyone, momentarily freezing them, and giving Dunn time to act while Rhodes was dying. To onlookers—those few who actually looked his way—the memory of what was about to happen would always at best be a series of mental stills, scenes like obscure slides or photographs that would, day by day, fade until they were impossible to interpret for sure. When it came to dealing this kind of death, there was, strangely enough, safety in numbers. So much to take in, so much sensory overload. Dunn was counting on it. He had only to act decisively, rapidly, and not waste motion.


      Dunn had found a spot to watch the lower level, where tickets were sold by the various bus lines. There were boarding gates on several levels, but Rhodes would have to stop here first to purchase his ticket.


      As Dunn had projected, Rhodes was attempting to flee the city by bus. After he’d bought his ticket, it had been simple for Dunn to follow him to the second level, where most of the gates were located, along with some shops and restaurants.


      The “gates” were actually doors that led out to a concrete area where the buses came and went, disgorging and taking on passengers. Lines of people were standing or sitting on the floor, waiting for doors to open so they could board.


      Rhodes made his way to Gate 322 in the North Terminal.


      A bus was about to board, and another, nearby, was letting out passengers. According to the schedule Dunn had studied, the bus unloading was from Buffalo, New York. Thomas Rhodes had dipped into his duffel bag and changed clothes, then switched bags. He was now dressed in a hooded green nylon rain parka and carrying a backpack (another deliberately out-of-character affectation), and was about to board the bus soon to depart for Pittsburgh. Dunn figured Rhodes’s ticket was a transfer and would take him farther away than Pittsburgh—if it were used.


      This was good. The crowd was starting to coalesce and queue up for the boarding area outside Gate 322.


      Staying to one side, and then approaching at a three-quarter angle so Rhodes wouldn’t see him, Dunn walked directly toward the figure in the green parka. It was an obviously new coat, and though it was light and meant to protect only against rain, it was still too hot a garment for this kind of weather; Rhodes should have known better than that.


      Or maybe the damned thing was made of Kevlar and bulletproof.


      If you guess wrong…


      Dunn almost smiled. Bulletproof or not, it wouldn’t save Rhodes from fate in the person of Jerry Dunn. Rhodes was the one animal, and Dunn the one hunter. For both men, nothing else existed in the universe.


      Rhodes was on the outskirts of the people about to board, when the door opened.


      Some had made it through the door and a small crowd was milling in the direction of the parked bus. Public address announcements no one on earth could understand floated and echoed in the warm air.


      Dunn’s mouth was dry. Don’t let him get outside. Take him inside. Take him inside.


      He was twenty feet from his quarry.


      Fifteen.


      If his wife and coworkers could see him now. Who of them would have guessed? Ol’ Jer…


      Make it right, a first accurate shot, then hammer back and a second quick squeeze of the trigger to make sure. Then claim Rhodes’s gun for your trophy, stay calm, and walk fast from the scene.


      Stay calm.


      Closer, closer…


      Six feet away.


      The compact revolver came out of Dunn’s coat pocket. His arm was pointed rigidly straight ahead, at Rhodes’s right temple. He thumbed back the hammer. Rhodes seemed to sense Dunn’s presence and began to turn.


      Three feet.


      He’s turning! Squeeze! Squeeze!


      Rhodes’s eye that Dunn could see began to widen.


      There was a sound like two loud, sharp slaps, very close together.


      Thomas Rhodes dropped like an electrically powered being whose plug had been yanked. As he fell, Dunn was already moving to kneel in unison with his dead quarry’s descent. Dropping with him in grotesque choreography, only alive and with a purpose. Slipping his own gun into a pocket, extending an arm.


      Rhodes fell to his knees and flopped forward, his face making a nasty sound as it smacked nose first into concrete. Dunn was already reaching into Rhodes’s right pants pocket for his gun.


      It wasn’t there. The pocket was empty.


      Should have checked somehow. Made sure. Damn, damn, damn…


      Dunn felt the outside of Rhodes’s left pants pocket.


      No gun.


      He clutched and squeezed at the oversized green parka’s pockets. A foul stench wafted up from Rhodes’s body. He’d been sweating heavily in the parka, or maybe his sphincter had let loose as he died.


      Blood now. On Rhodes’s face. On the parka’s hood.


      Damn, damn, damn…


      Still no gun. But would he be able to feel it under the coat’s bunched and slippery material?


      He wondered if the gun might be in a holster or tucked in Rhodes’s belt in the small of his back. He began to feel, probing the wadded coat frantically, digging with his fingers.


      And became aware of people around him watching. Beginning to stir.


      Dunn knew his time was up. The opportunity to procure Rhodes’s gun had passed.


      He’d failed.


      He stood up as planned and began walking swiftly away, feeling sweat trickling down his ribs. Down his forehead.


      He walked faster, faster, and then began to run.


      A man’s voice shouted behind him, but the PA system was yammering at the same time, so Dunn didn’t know what the man had yelled. He was aware of other people running now, but past him in the opposite direction to see what was going on.


      Dimly he recalled passing one of the stairways leading down to the main level. He turned and ran in the same direction as so many others, blended with them for half a dozen strides until he reached the steps; then down he went as people continued to flash past on the periphery of his vision.


      He made his way at a brisk walk through the crowded terminal and back out onto the sidewalk. He kept walking along Eighth Avenue, the gum-soled shoes he’d bought for his first hunt beating silently on the warm concrete, turned a corner, kept walking.


      Away! Free!


      After a while he slowed down. He was so hot. Is it ever going to rain again in this damned city?


      His entire body was burning up and soaked in perspiration, as if with a fever. He clutched his shirt collar and yanked it to the side, causing one of the top buttons to fly off into the night.


      Kept walking.


      But without Thomas Rhodes’s gun.


      


      The man in the matching black outfit broke the connection on his cell phone and slipped it into his shirt pocket. He was at an outside table at a restaurant on Second Avenue, sipping a cold draft beer and watching pedestrians and traffic hurrying past. So many people in a rush, scurrying and self-important. So many ambitions, dreams, obsessions, depressions, so much tenderness and callousness…all those separate, personal worlds and worlds-to-be that could be obliterated in a second by a thousand possibilities. All those people…their disparate notions of reality didn’t mean spit. Reality wasn’t so different from dreams.


      Dreams…


      He knew as he watched a particularly graceful woman walking across the street that it was time for Mitzi. Not that the woman looked at all like Mitzi except for her erect and alert carriage. She was much taller than Mitzi. And of course she didn’t have Mitzi’s platinum spiked hair.


      Mitzi the birthday girl. Thinking of her did bring a smile to his face. She certainly had the gift.


      A waiter who’d just delivered food to a nearby table paused on his way back inside the restaurant, noticing the almost-empty beer mug.


      “Ready for another?” he asked.


      “Sure am,” the man in the black outfit answered, “I’m ready for another.”
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      “Thomas Rhodes was a banker of no small reputation,” Renz said. Quinn knew he’d picked up the phrase from this morning’s Times account of Rhodes’s murder at the Port Authority Bus Terminal.


      Renz was leaning back in his leather chair behind his desk. The harsh morning sun highlighted his drooping features and pockmarks from old acne scars. It was already warm in the office, and there was the faint scent of stale tobacco smoke. Quinn thought that if Renz was going to continue his furtive cigar smoking he should buy some sort of deodorizer.


      When Quinn didn’t toss back the conversational ball, Renz said, “That puts additional pressure on thee and me, especially thee.”


      A bad representation of a Quaker, Quinn thought. “We did get a break, though. The gun.”


      Renz made his chair inch from side to side and nodded. “Ballistics make it out to be the same make and model that was used in the other Twenty-five-Caliber Killings.” He leaned forward and extended the ballistics report to Quinn.


      Quinn glanced at it, ignoring all the technical jargon about grooves and lands. Even the fact that the gun’s serial number had been effectively removed with acid. What interested him was that the lab made it a dead certainty that Rhodes was carrying exactly the same kind of gun that was used on the previous victims. “A Springbok single-action twenty-five-caliber revolver,” he said. “You have to pull back the hammer before each shot on that kind of gun, which means you have to make each bullet count.” Without getting up, he placed the report back on Renz’s desk. “I never heard of a Springbok.”


      “No one had. That’s why the damned things were impossible to identify from their bullets. Springbok was a South African manufacturer that went out of business almost twenty years ago, not long after apartheid ended. The problem is, what with all the political and social turmoil in that part of the world, there are thousands of this cheap but reliable model unaccounted for.”


      “So someone could have bought a large lot on the black market.”


      “Or even legally, years ago, and simply kept them, and now he’s found a use for them.”


      “So it’s possible our killer is of South African origin,” Quinn said.


      “Or spent time in Africa.”


      “Hunting,” Quinn said.


      Which made it all the more likely that they were indeed searching for only one killer. Neither man pointed that out. Renz was still afraid he might be wrong about the politically convenient single-killer theory, and Quinn still had his doubts. The two types of murders—one clean and professional, the other bloody hell on a stick—didn’t make sense. Unless of course Helen, the profiler, was right about one killer with two personalities. Quinn knew that was, in a way, true of most serial killers, though not to this degree. It was more a matter of them being accomplished actors who could present a benign, sometimes charming persona to the world in order to conceal the ugliness inside.


      Quinn decided he’d ask Zoe’s opinion. She was a psychoanalyst. Killers weren’t her specialty, but she might well know more than Helen Iman about split personalities.


      After all, she’d had experience with Alfred Beeker.


      “I caught a snatch of radio news on the way over,” Quinn said. “The media seem to be referring to the Twenty-five-Caliber Killer murders as duels. I take it that’s Cindy Sellers’s work.”


      “I’ve kept her up on things, including the Rhodes case and the fact he had a twenty-five-caliber gun,” Renz said. He flashed his canine smile. “A deal’s a deal.”


      “Until it isn’t,” Quinn said, knowing Renz.


      “I saved the best for last,” Renz said, showing the grin again. “About the gun. Ballistics doesn’t have a perfect match, but they think the gun found on Rhodes is the one that killed Floyd Becker in the Antonian Hotel.”


      


      The real estate market in New York was almost as depressed as Berty Wrenner. He’d missed his sales quota again, and Home Away’s sales manager, the sadistic Alec Farr, was making his life miserable.


      Berty’s employer, the Home Away Agency, specialized in selling small New York apartments to individuals as well as corporate buyers. Much of their business stemmed from Wall Street, and if the stock market was in decline and brokerage houses were laying off, Home Away’s business was also in decline. The next step wasn’t hard to figure out.


      That was why Berty Wrenner hadn’t made his sales quota this month. Or last. The other salespeople were making theirs, or at least coming close. The demanding Farr didn’t consider close anywhere near good enough. Things were tight at Home Away. Like stomachs and jaw muscles. Lots of antacid tablets were being consumed. Daily lunchtime martinis were gaining on a few of the men and on Marlee Case, the only female agent not yet driven away by Farr. Lack of sleep accompanied by pressure from on high was a relentless destroyer of health, happiness, and sobriety.


      The chesty, perpetually grinning Farr had held a sales conference at the beginning of the month and informed his six-agent team that it was crunch time (Farr was prone to clichés) so they’d better pull out all the stops, because, as Farr put it, “you gentlemen are in a goddamned fight for your lives, so you’d better not be gentlemen.”


      Berty, a middle-aged man who’d been a lot of things before he’d become a real estate agent, had a problem with that. He was, God help him, a gentleman in a cutthroat game. When he lied, his face turned a mottled red, and he couldn’t look the target of his lie in the eye. His wasn’t the face of a salesman or poker player, anyway. Berty looked as if one of his parents might have been a mole. Even Berty thought he looked like a balding, myopic mole, especially when he wore his glasses, which was all the time. Only Alec Farr didn’t think Berty looked like a mole; he thought Berty looked like a rat, and often told him so.


      The other five salesmen had made their quotas. Jeevers, the corporate client specialist, had barely made his by surrendering part of his commission to a major buyer. The stress of the contentious transaction showed on him. He appeared as though he hadn’t slept the last three nights. His long, equine features were actually twitching. His thin body wouldn’t be still where he sat poised on the edge of his desk, trying to maintain a relaxed posture; he was a man made to run who was forced to sit. Berty wondered sometimes if Jeevers was a reincarnated racehorse.


      They were all lounging in postures of mock comfort in the outer office, waiting for Farr to react to the monthly sales figures he’d just received.


      Marlee, a thickset, gray-haired woman with eyes like oversized blue marbles, glanced at her watch. “I wish he’d hurry up. I gotta get the hell outta here.”


      “You close that deal yet on West Twenty-fifth Street?” Joe Keller, the newest, youngest agent asked. He might have passed for twelve years old if it weren’t for his shadowy beard that made him look perpetually a couple of shaves behind.


      “Like I’m gonna tell you, you pathetic walking embryo.”


      Keller looked hurt, or he might have been putting them on. He would look boyish all his life, with a face difficult to read. A salesman’s dream. Or a spy’s. No one completely trusted Keller.


      Jeevers flicked lint from his sleeve, though Berty hadn’t seen any lint. “Keller wouldn’t dream of yanking a deal out from under you,” he said to Marlee. He gave her a horsy grin to show he was kidding.


      “We’d all dream it, or we wouldn’t be wasting our lives in this cutthroat business. Ask Farr.”


      “I wish he’d hurry up,” Keller said. “I need to scoot my ass outta here, too.”


      “Got a girlfriend waiting?” asked Berty, who was long divorced and single. He hoped no one had noticed the note of envy in his voice.


      Keller simply looked at him and shook his head.


      “He don’t wanna discuss his personal life, Mole,” Marlee said. “How ’bout you, Berty? There a mole girl out there?”


      “Somebody for everyone,” Ned Nichols said.


      Everyone looked at him in surprise. He very seldom spoke in the office, while in the larger world outside he’d wear his customers down by talking at them until they were numb and incapable of sales resistance.


      All of these people knew even the most intricate and devious moves and could sell in any kind of real estate market except for the one they’d had the past six months. The crappy market was the reason why the firm was in trouble, and everyone in the office knew it, with the exception of Farr, who blasted blame around the place as if from the barrel of a shotgun.


      The inner-office door opened, and everyone who’d been sitting or slouching stood up straight.


      The office suddenly seemed smaller and ten degrees hotter. Alec Farr strutted into the room and filled it with his presence. He was a broad, solid man with a military posture, though he’d never served his country, anything, or anyone other than himself.


      He grinned with perfect large teeth overtreated with whitener. It was not a reassuring grin.


      “Gentlemen and lady,” he said, “we are in a lifeboat, and it is sinking. I don’t know if we can stop it from going down, but we are sure as hell going to try.” He glared like a hungry lion at Jeevers. “How might we at least slow the vessel in its sinking, so a whimsical God might favor us with a miracle and save us?”


      “Plug the leak?” Jeevers ventured nervously.


      “Can’t do that,” Farr said. “Leak’s too large, and there’s nothing to plug it with.”


      “Bail water?” Marlee suggested.


      “We’ve been doing that without a bucket. We’re losing ground.”


      “In a boat?” Berty said, before he could stop himself. The words had simply slipped out on their own.


      Farr jutted out his chin as if about to use it as a battering ram. His reddish monobrow formed a sharp V. Even the hairs protruding from his flared nostrils bristled. It was a frightening sight, especially to a man who hadn’t made his quota.


      “The answer to the question about the boat,” Farr said in a calm yet threatening tone, “is that we throw someone out. Toss him—or her—over the side. The other question is, who’s it gonna be?”


      No one chanced an answer. The silence was like concrete hardening around them. Berty found it difficult to breathe.


      “Maybe the mole,” Farr said. “Of course, there’s only so much food in the boat. We might want to eat the mole later, or use parts of him for bait. So who’s it gonna be?”


      Again the silence thickened around them.


      Farr’s terrible grin widened as he adjusted his tie knot and stared at each of them in turn. Then he rolled up the sales report in his hand and aimed the paper tube at them as if it were a gun.


      “We’ll all think hard on that,” he said. “And see if individual sales figures improve next week. If they don’t, a certain rat might leave a certain boat the hard way. Or maybe some even more useless piece of jetsam might be fed to the circling sharks. Am I understood?”


      Everyone nodded. Marlee managed a strangled, “Yes, sir.”


      Farr fixed a burning stare directly on Berty, then turned and strode back into his office. The slam of the door was like a cannon shot.


      “Jesus!” Keller said.


      A pall of shame descended on everyone in the room.


      “Why are we so afraid of that asshole?” Marlee asked.


      Jeevers ducked behind his desk and picked up his leather attaché case stuffed with brochures and contract forms.


      “Where you headed?” Keller asked. “Wanna stop off for a drink? It’d calm us down.”


      “Give you back your balls, you mean,” Marlee said. “Glad I don’t have to worry about that.”


      “I gotta make a stop on the way home,” Jeevers said. “See a client.”


      “Over on West Twenty-fifth?” Keller asked.


      Marlee gave him a look that scared Berty even though he wasn’t the recipient. She was a woman who’d been known to throw a punch. Berty had seen and heard enough impending violence for one day.


      “Once the mole goes, that’s when we gotta start worrying,” Nichols said.


      Keller looked at Berty. “That the way you read it, Mole?”


      Berty didn’t answer. There was no other way to read it; he was a low producer, and in this game you produced or else. It was about time for or else. He draped his suit coat over his arm, picked up his scuffed briefcase, and headed for the door. Nichols and the others were already there, eager to be free of the dreaded office and the ominous Farr. Marlee and Berty were the last ones out.


      “Farr,” Marlee said sotto voce, and patted Berty’s shoulder. “What an asshole he is.”


      Berty glanced at her and flickered a smile.


      Marlee shook her head. “Somebody oughta shoot him.”


      All the way home in the hot, clattering subway train, Berty heard her harsh and fearful whisper over and over.


      Somebody oughta shoot him.


      “Shoot who?” asked the man scrunched in next to him on a plastic seat, and Berty realized he’d spoken aloud.


      Berty could only shrug and shake his head, as if he hadn’t clearly heard over the rush and clatter of the train.


      “Somebody’s always shooting somebody these days,” the man said. He was a small man, like Berty only with a scraggly mustache, and didn’t look unlike a mole. He held up the folded Times he’d been reading. “Sometimes it ain’t the worst idea. The paper says, what with the Twenty-five-Caliber Killer, it’s like we’ve gone back to the days of fighting duels to settle things.”


      Berty nodded wordlessly.


      “Nothing wrong with that, I say,” the man continued, “especially with that last guy got popped, Rhodes. A banker. They found a gun on him that was used to kill one of the earlier Twenty-five-Caliber victims. Looks like the two of them were going after each other even up. Fair fight, I say. Not murder. A duel. People’d sure as hell be more polite, nicer to each other, if they knew they might be challenged to a duel.”


      Thinking Berty might still be having trouble hearing him, the man raised his hand and made a shooting gesture with thumb and forefinger.


      Berty nodded and grinned.


      A duel. Wouldn’t that be something?
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      Pearl felt better, almost exhilarated. Finally she’d taken some action and stopped being a verbal punching bag for her mother, not to mention the target of harassment by Mrs. Kahn and her damned nephew Milton.


      Unable to get a morning appointment with a new dermatologist, recommended by the phone book, Pearl had been pleasantly surprised when a Dr. Eichmann’s assistant told her there’d been a cancellation and the doctor could see her late this afternoon if possible about the growth behind her ear.


      Quinn, working hard at his desk, had been sympathetic (“Go. Then maybe you’ll shut up about the damned thing.”), and she’d left the West Seventy-ninth Street office early.


      Dr. Eichmann, an affable older man with tousled gray hair, examined the subject of concern with thoroughness and care. He poked and probed and observed and told Pearl that what she was so worried about appeared to be a simple nevus, or mole.


      “Has it changed shape or color recently,” he asked. “Or grown larger?”


      “I don’t know for sure. I look at it in the mirror sometimes and think it has.”


      “Where it is, I’m surprised you can see it in the mirror.”


      “It isn’t easy.”


      “Uh-huh.” He gave her a nice bedside-manner smile. “Melanocytes sometimes cluster and create moles,” he explained, while Pearl stared at him blankly. “Some appear dysplastic and potentially dangerous.” He patted her arm. “But this one is probably benign.”


      Probably? “So it’s nothing to lose sleep over?” Pearl asked.


      “Not unless you choose to. It shouldn’t be a cause for concern. But since it obviously has been, I’ll remove it and send it away for biopsy and you can know for sure and put any fears you might have to rest.”


      “I hope you don’t think I’m a hypochondriac.”


      “You’re a woman with a mole,” he said.


      He advised her that what he was going to do would hurt a little, and it did.


      “Soon as the results of the biopsy are in, I’ll contact you,” he assured her. “Meanwhile, not to worry.”


      She thanked the doctor and paid at the front desk on her way out.


      How simple it had all been. Now she had a square, flesh-colored bandage where the mole used to be, and she felt good about it. Felt good about herself. It was almost as if, somehow, she’d had Dr. Milton Kahn surgically removed from her life.


      But on the sweltering subway ride to the stop near her apartment, squeezed into a seat next to a man who smelled as if he’d vomited on himself, Pearl began to worry.


      Dr. Eichmann had said probably. No way was that the same as definitely.


      And if the mole was so obviously harmless, why had he removed it and sent it away for a biopsy? Why had she chosen from the dozens of dermatologists in the phone directory one named Eichmann, the same name as that of the infamous Nazi who’d been executed for World War II concentration camp horrors? What might her mother think about that? What might Quinn’s shrink friend, Dr. Zoe Manders, think about it? Why should Pearl care?


      What she should do, she told herself, as the smelly man next to her deliberately shifted his weight so his arm rested against her breast, what she should do is take Dr. Eichmann’s advice and not worry about the results of the biopsy.


      As the subway train growled and squealed to a halt at her stop, she freed herself from entanglement with the vomity-smelling man and elbowed her way off the train and onto the crowded platform. She joined the other sheep, herded by painted yellow arrows and habit, in their trudge toward the exit stairs ascending to dying sunlight and lengthening shadows.


      It was amazing, she thought, how positive she’d felt when she’d left Dr. Eichmann’s office and how depressed she felt now. What had caused such deterioration in her feeling of well being?


      But she knew the cause. It wasn’t the sweltering subway ride or the man who smelled of vomit, though surely he’d played a small role.


      Though she might blame other people, the real cause of her depression of the last several weeks had been herself. Her reactions to their actions.


      I did it to myself.


      It wasn’t them; it was me. I did it to myself.


      They made me do it to myself.


      


      Quinn and his detectives reinterviewed everyone connected to the Becker and Rhodes murders. They could find no connections between the two men, no connection between any two people who knew both men. Had the Becker and Rhodes murders both been hunts? Duels?


      “Now we’ve got something,” Fedderman finally said at the end of a dreary, unproductive day.


      “What would that be?” Quinn asked.


      “Whole bunch of questions,” Fedderman said.


      “Ballistics wasn’t certain,” Pearl said. “Maybe the gun found on Rhodes didn’t kill Becker.”


      “The maid at the Antonian Hotel,” Fedderman said. “Rosa Pajaro. She might know more than she’s telling. She’s scared. Maybe of something worse than losing her job or being deported.”


      “Think she’s still working there?” Pearl asked.


      “It’s questionable,” Fedderman said.


      A phone call answered the question. Rosa Pajaro had collected her paycheck and disappeared from the Antonian without giving notice two days ago. A follow-up phone call revealed that she’d also left her basement apartment without bothering to notify the landlord.


      “Scared, all right,” Pearl said. “Probably all the way back to Puerto Rico.”


      “Mexico,” Fedderman said.


      “Probably happened when she saw Thomas Rhodes’s photo on TV news or in the paper,” Quinn said, “and she realized she was a key witness in a murder case.”


      “Can’t blame her,” Fedderman said.


      “We don’t know enough to blame anyone for anything,” Pearl said.


      


      Chain lightning danced in the darkening sky.


      Lavern stood in the heat outside the Broken Wing Women’s Shelter and felt a few droplets of moisture on her face, one on her eyelash, another on the bridge of her nose. Maybe it was going to rain and bring relief from the heat. Maybe not. The city might be once again toying with its people. The way Hobbs sometimes toyed with her.


      She unconsciously raised a hand and felt the new bruises on her left cheekbone, another farther down on the side of her jaw. Hobbs hadn’t broken her skin. He was good at what he did and didn’t want to draw suspicion. Her makeup did a fair enough job of covering these latest of Lavern’s facial bruises, from a distance.


      Her left side hurt badly enough that she favored it and walked with a slight limp. When she’d left the apartment, she hadn’t known where that limp would take her. Now, standing and staring at the shelter, she realized Broken Wing had been her destination from the beginning.


      The sturdy brick building with its line of dormers seemed to call to her more strongly every time she passed it. It was like a fortress with a pale concrete stoop and solid wood double doors. Each door had a large brass knocker beneath a small leaded glass window. There was black iron grillwork over the ground-floor windows. The building didn’t look as if it could be easily broken into. A person might feel safe there.


      Lavern leaned against a NO PARKING sign and sighed. She knew that a person couldn’t stay inside Broken Wing forever. That was the problem. She’d heard about women who’d found refuge there and stayed for months, and then left only to be reclaimed by their patiently waiting abusers.


      Lavern knew Hobbs was patient.


      He would wait.


      She took a final glance at the thick wooden doors that would provide protection for only so long; then she limped away along the sidewalk. Lightning still flickered and charged patches of purple sky between the tall buildings, but whatever breath of air there’d been had now ceased. No more tentative raindrops found their way to earth. It wasn’t going to rain this evening. It had been a trick. Life was a damned trick, a painful practical joke.


      As she walked, Lavern tried to think of lots of things, but found her mind focusing on the shotgun at home in the hall closet. The sharp pain in her left side whenever she took a step kept bringing her back to the gun. It was a twelve gauge, like the one her father had let her fire once in some woods behind a rented cabin. She remembered the deafening bark of the gun, the heavy recoil against her right shoulder. She’d fired at a paper target he’d nailed to a tree, and she’d hit it.


      She’d hit it.


      A pretty damned good shot.


      I could do it again.


      She couldn’t stop thinking about the shotgun. It was unhealthy, a fixation like this, but she couldn’t seem to control it. She guessed that was why they called them fixations. It was all Hobbs’s fault.


      Hobbs’s damned fault.


      He’d blocked every avenue of escape, made her into something that would have no choice other than to do to him what he might secretly want but not have the courage to do himself.


      Suicide by wife.


      I could do it again.


      The pain in her side became more intense, and she wondered if Hobbs had cracked one of her ribs,


      Traffic was backing up because the signal at the next intersection was red. A young couple, a tall man and a blond woman, climbed nimbly out of a stopped cab and disappeared into one of the buildings. They ran hunched over with their arms linked and their heads down, as if they were trying to get in out of the nonexistent rain or escape the paparazzi.


      Their own dreamworld. Do they know, or even care, what’s real?


      Lavern felt a pang of envy so sharp it made her break stride.


      She knew that inside the building the couple had entered was a small fusion restaurant with a bar, where she could get a drink. Alcohol would moderate her rage and dull the pain.


      Every step was agony, but she began to walk faster. The shotgun remained on the edge of her thoughts.


      I could do it again.
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        A few strong instincts, and a few plain rules.


        —Wordsworth, “Alas! What Boots

        the Long Laborious Quest?”
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      He would need a few things from a hardware store: a steel bicycle hook, a length of strong nylon rope, a roll of wide duct tape, a plastic drop cloth, some rubbing alcohol to clean flesh so it would dry fast and completely and the tape would be well bonded. He already had the rest of what he’d need—a portable electric drill to create a starting hole, so he could make sure he was fastening the hook in a solid wood joist capable of supporting body weight.


      As always when collecting his materials, he acted circumspectly.


      A short subway ride got him within walking distance of a big-box chain store in Queens, where he bought the required items. It might raise suspicion if he made his purchases in Manhattan, especially the steel hook, after all the publicity about Terri Gaddis.


      Along with the hook he bought a bicycle tire pump, a diversionary item just in case the dazed-looking teenager behind the checkout counter was more alert than she appeared. On the way home, he stopped in at a Duane Reade and bought the bottle of rubbing alcohol. No danger there of arousing suspicion.


      In a luggage shop on Third Avenue he purchased a cheap blue canvas carry-on to put everything in so that people glancing at him wouldn’t fix him in their memories. He’d be merely a man in a hotel lobby carrying unexceptional luggage. One of hundreds of such men on hundreds of hours of security tape.


      Once back in his room he’d phone Mitzi and tell her he’d reserved a table at Mephisto’s for them tomorrow night. She was expecting that. It was her birthday. After drinks and dinner, he’d suggest they go to her apartment. He’d hint that he had a gift for her. She’d see the blue canvas bag and assume it contained her gift, and in a way it did.


      He had something rare indeed to give her on her birthday—the perfect symmetry of time. Enter and exit screaming on the same date, though thanks to the duct tape, exit would be much quieter than entry.


      Check the birth and death dates on a lot of tombstones, he mused, and you’d seldom see such ideal closure.


      He was sure that Mitzi, if she could, would instantly come up with a joke about it.


      


      Quinn was sure the reason why Renz had chosen the corner of Forty-third and Broadway for their meeting was so he could eat one of the knishes sold by the street vender there.


      They had to move down the block and back into the display-glassed doorway of an electronics shop in order not to be buffeted by the tourists and various Times Square area characters streaming past. Renz’s driver followed unobtrusively in Renz’s long black limo, gliding from one illegal parking space to another.


      Renz shifted the knish to his right hand. “This guy comes into the two-one precinct yesterday and complains he found a package on his doormat. It was wrapped in brown paper and taped tight. His name was printed on it. Seems somebody left it there, rang the bell, and ran. Inside the package was a revolver.”


      “A twenty-five Springbok?” Quinn asked hopefully, watching Renz take a bite of knish while holding his free hand cupped beneath his chin as a crumb catcher.


      “I wish it wash sho,” Renz said around the knish.


      Quinn knew something must have come of the man’s complaint, or Renz wouldn’t even have learned about it.


      “Shmith an’ Weshon,” Renz said, and swallowed. “But the meaning here was clear, so the guy was told what all these poor schmucks are being told. There’s no way to know who put the gun there, and yes, he was probably being challenged to what the media and public are calling a duel, and could he list any enemies who might have left the gun.”


      “Let me guess,” Quinn said. “He didn’t have any enemies.”


      “No! The guy listed over twenty people he thinks might like to shoot him. He’s sales manager at a real estate agency, and apparently that makes for a lot of enemies.”


      “If you do it the wrong way, I guess.”


      “Oh, he even struck the detectives taking the complaint as a prick. I’m sure he’s a real bully. That’s what everyone’s saying now, including Berty Wrenner.” Renz took another bite of knish. Half of it broke off and fell into his waiting palm, and he flicked it away. Some of it got on the pants cuff of a man in a suit walking past, and he glared at Renz.


      Quinn waited until Renz had chewed and swallowed, so as not to be sprayed by knish. “Who’s Berty Wrenner?”


      “The guy that shot the complainant,” Renz said.


      Quinn looked at him. “The guy who came into the precinct house with the package and gun got shot?”


      “Once, in the middle of the forehead,” Renz said. “It did the job, even though it was a twenty-two-caliber slug.”


      “Who’s—who was the guy that got shot?”


      “Name of Alec Farr. He was Wrenner’s boss, and apparently rode the hell out of him, drove him nutty enough to kill. The other salespeople at the agency confirmed this. They didn’t disguise the fact they were glad Farr was dead, said Wrenner was his favorite whipping boy.”


      “So you have Wrenner in custody.”


      “Yep. He was found sitting next to the body, sobbing.”


      “He’s not our serial killer,” Quinn said.


      “Not a chance. Our problem, though. The mayor himself was on the phone this morning telling me these murders are out of control.”


      “He’s just catching on to that?”


      “He’s had other things on his mind. But now we’re on his mind.”


      “Why didn’t Farr get out of town, if he took the threat seriously enough to go to the police?”


      “Said he couldn’t. He had a job, work to do here. He’d get fired if he left town just because some asshole threatened him. Besides, he was the stubborn sort.”


      Quinn thought that should be engraved on the tombstones of a lot of people he’d known: He was the stubborn sort. Maybe on his own tombstone.


      “I’m getting pressure from on high you wouldn’t believe,” Renz said.


      “Am I supposed to be feeling pressure here?” Quinn asked.


      “That’s the purpose of this conversation. Mayor told me to light a fire under you.”


      “Isn’t that arson?”


      “Unless you’re protesting something. Like lack of progress. I know there’s already a fire under you, Quinn, but that’s because I know you, and the mayor doesn’t. I’m simply delivering the message.”


      Quinn said nothing while Renz finished his knish, then produced a white handkerchief from a pocket and fastidiously wiped his hands finger by finger.


      After stuffing the handkerchief back in his pants pocket, Renz reached into an inside pocket of his suit coat and brought out a folded City Beat and held it out to Quinn. “Sellers has got the exclusive on this; that’s why it wasn’t in the big papers this morning. It’s on their Web sites, though, and radio and TV news is on the story heavy. Sellers painted Wrenner as a victim, said he shot Farr for the same reason women kill their abusive husbands. Wrenner was too dependent on Farr and his job to go out and get another job, just like wifey’s too dependent to get another hubby and goes for the knife or gun instead.”


      Accepting the newspaper, Quinn said, “There’s enough truth in it that in some quarters it might wash.”


      “That’s what worries me, Quinn. The rest of the media’s already spouting the same nonsense. They’re making it look like murder’s okay in certain circumstances. There are too many damned people in this city who think they’re in those circumstances.”


      “Copycats with guns,” Quinn said.


      “Only nobody’s got nine lives.”


      Quinn looked at a display of miniature digital cameras behind Renz. With all the electronic crap taking over the world, for all they knew they were being video streamed right now. Not that they had anything to hide, but neither one would want…say, the mayor, to see or hear their conversation.


      Tucking the City Beat beneath his arm, Quinn said, “What would you have me do about all this, Harley?”


      “Catch the bastard,” Renz said, as if the answer was obvious and Quinn had somehow missed it.


      “Uh-huh. Gonna have another knish?”


      “One’s enough. Moderation in all things. What I’m gonna have next is a cigar.”


      “Tell the mayor I’m on fire,” Quinn said.


      Renz smiled and motioned to his driver.


      “Mission accomplished,” he said, and got into the limo.


      “Catch the bastard,” Renz said again, and pulled the door shut so that all Quinn saw in the limo’s tinted window was a bent-nosed, tough-looking guy with a thatch of unruly straight hair. Quinn.

    

  


  
    
      58

    


    
      Pearl told herself it was too early for Dr. Eichmann to call about her biopsy report, but she was nonetheless impatient. Quinn was off somewhere in a meeting with Renz, and Fedderman was trading briefings with Vitali and Mishkin so the left hand would know all about the right hand.


      She’d been jumpy all morning, still angry at her mother and that prick Milton Kahn, anxious because she’d slept so poorly. She was jacked up on too much coffee and considering taking up smoking to calm her nerves, though she had never smoked. But most of all she was worried about the removed mole. Where was it now, somewhere out of state in a jar on some laboratory shelf? Being whirled dizzily in a centrifuge? Subjected to extreme light, magnification, and probing with sharp instruments?


      For the past two hours she’d been seated at her desk, working on her computer because there was nothing more productive or distracting for her to do. Now and then leaning forward to sip more coffee, she played her fingers over the keyboard and jerked and clicked the mouse on its pad, trolling for information on any murders, anywhere, any time, that involved the hanging and disemboweling of the victims.


      There was a case in Seattle two years ago, but they’d caught and convicted the guy, who’d turned out to be a former medical student and city employee. Another, five years ago, in California. In that one the killer was a mental case searching for a healthy kidney to be transplanted in exchange for his own diseased one. He’d been caught when he’d broken into a hospital to perform the surgery on himself. His motive was that he’d been unfairly kept too long on the transplant waiting list. He, too, was convicted, and died in prison.


      That was it. This kind of murder was less popular than gunshots, stab wounds, poisoning, blunt instruments, or strangulation.


      Pearl was about to give up, get another cup of coffee, and do some serious pacing, when on an obscure Web site about crimes against animals she discovered the case of a man named Dwayne Avis. Five years ago he had gotten a suspended sentence and paid a fine after torturing dogs on his upstate New York farm. Six of the animals had been found hanging and gutted in his barn.


      Not quite the same thing as dead women, Pearl thought, leaning back in her chair and pressing a fist into her aching back.


      But what other leads did they have?


      She reread the small-town newspaper article on her computer monitor. Avis expressed no remorse, according to the reporter, and had threatened state police with a shotgun when they entered his property. When subdued and arrested, he stated that the dogs were his and what he did with them was his business. There was no photo of Avis accompanying the article.


      Sick bastard, Pearl thought. Who’d do that to defenseless animals and then resist arrest and try to defend his actions? Or maybe he was simply evil. It might not be a bad idea to at least talk to him, make sure he wasn’t getting away with doing the same thing again. After five years, people forgot.


      After five years, people had moved away. It was possible Dwayne Avis was one of them. He might be gone or might even have died. Some dog lover might have shot him, and good riddance.


      Or maybe he’d moved to New York City.


      Pearl manipulated the mouse and made her way electronically to the paper’s front page. It was the Mansard Gazette, headquartered in Mansard, New York. Pearl clicked back to the five-year-old news article about the slaughtered dogs. She printed it out to show to Quinn or Fedderman, when one or the other turned up at the office. Then she made use of the Internet to find out more about Mansard.


      It turned out to be a small upstate farming town with a population of less than five hundred. Pearl figured most of that meager number lived on outlying farms. The Web site listed two phone numbers for the Mansard city hall. Pearl called the one titled “Public Relations.”


      She didn’t introduce herself as a cop. Small towns could be gossip nests. If Avis did somehow turn out to be a suspect, she didn’t want him alerted that the police were again interested in him.


      A perky-sounding woman named Jane Ellen answered the phone and never even asked Pearl’s name, but assumed she must be writing an article or doing a school paper on Mansard—maybe because Pearl led her in that direction.


      Pearl listened to a lot about average rainfall and temperature, home prices, school ratings, and something called the Fall Apple Theater, before asking if Dwayne Avis still lived in or around Mansard.


      “He’s still on his farm,” Jane Ellen said. Her tone had definitely become cooler.


      “I met him once, and he told me about Mansard,” Pearl said.


      “Oh? He have anything good to say about it?”


      Pearl laughed as if Jane Ellen were joking. “Of course he did.”


      “Dwayne is one who keeps pretty much to himself. Likes it out there on his farm, all secluded. Folks pretty much respect his wishes.”


      “Is his farm far from town?”


      “’Bout ten miles.”


      “What’s he grow?”


      “Not much. Drives his old truck in and sells some tomatoes and corn at a local produce market the town has in season. Sometimes okra.”


      Okra? Haven’t had that in years. Don’t miss it. “Does he have any animals on his farm?” Pearl asked.


      Jane Ellen was silent for a while. Then she said: “Not anymore. Had some kind of trouble years ago, but that’s not for me to talk about.”


      But you just did. “What kind of trouble?”


      “Oh, I don’t know. There’s just stories floating around. I don’t pay much attention to them. Where do you know Mr. Avis from?”


      “Oh, I don’t know him at all. We just found ourselves sitting together on a bus once and got to talking. You know, passing strangers thrown together—and he started talking about Mansard, and I found myself getting interested.”


      Jane Ellen was starting to get suspicious. It wouldn’t be good if Dwayne Avis learned someone had called and inquired about him.


      “So tell me,” Pearl said, “just what is the Fall Apple Theater?”


      


      “I realize we’re both usually free around lunchtime,” Zoe said, “but we’ve got to do something about meeting like this.”


      “We need a bigger bed,” Quinn said.


      Zoe didn’t seem amused. She was standing alongside her bed, where Quinn still lay nude and perspiring and sexually sated. “You know what I mean,” she said. “I’m going to have to hurry to be in time for my next appointment.”


      Quinn thought she sounded like a hotel prostitute, but he decided he’d better keep that to himself. He lay quietly and watched her dress. She’d showered, and her body was still damp despite all her toweling off, which made her clothes stick to her. He watched her wriggle into her panties, then her slacks. She smoothed material with her hands, tugged at it, rearranged it, glanced at her image in the dresser mirror and seemed dissatisfied by the way the slacks fit. Quinn thought they looked just fine. She bent down and picked up her bra from where she’d dropped it on the floor an hour earlier. He watched her extend her elbows out while leaning forward and reaching behind her to fasten the clasp. The movement reminded him of a graceful exotic bird flexing its wings.


      “You sure you have to leave right away?” he asked.


      “Oh, I’m sure.” She reached for her blouse.


      While she was standing at the mirror working a comb through her mussed hair, he sat up in bed and scooted his body so he was leaning with his back propped against the pillows.


      Zoe was fully dressed now. As soon as her hair was to her satisfaction, she’d pick up her purse, kiss him good-bye, and be gone. They were both out of the mood now, even as they enjoyed the afterglow. Quinn knew he should follow Zoe’s example and reset his mind for work. Noontime assignations were fun—more than fun—but you couldn’t let them control your life.


      Still, he enjoyed simply watching her.


      She turned sideways and craned her neck, looking out of the corner of her eye to see if her hair was okay in back. For some reason, the gesture reminded him of Pearl. Then he knew why. It was reminiscent of Pearl examining her mole.


      “You know Pearl?” he said.


      She caught his eye in the mirror. “I feel that I do.”


      “She had this mole right behind her ear that kept worrying her. Worried her so much she had it removed and sent away for a biopsy. Now she’s worried about what the biopsy results will be. So rattled she has a hard time even sitting still. Her concern is way out of proportion.”


      “And?”


      “I’m afraid it’s getting in the way of her work. I guess I’m asking you, as a psychoanalyst, if there’s anything that’d ease her mind, make her revert to her old self on the job.”


      “Does she suspect the mole is cancerous?”


      “I don’t know what she suspects.”


      “She’ll have the biopsy report pretty soon; then she’ll know, and even if the news is bad, she’ll find some relief from her immediate anxiety. Is there some reason for her to think she might receive bad news about the mole?”


      “Her mother,” Quinn said.


      Zoe stopped teasing her hair with her wide-toothed comb and looked at him curiously in the mirror. “Some genetic problem?”


      I’ll say!


      “Her mother’s a pistol,” Quinn said. “Pearl says she’s trying to get her to go see this doctor Pearl used to date, get them together again. He’s a dermatologist, and Pearl’s mother figures if she can get Pearl worried enough about the mole, Pearl will make an appointment to see Milton Kahn—the dermatologist.”


      “That’s horrible.”


      “Well, you’d have to know Pearl’s mother.”


      “I know about matchmaking mothers, and Pearl’s sounds like an extreme example.”


      “Anyway, Pearl saw a different dermatologist and is waiting for the results.”


      “Good for Pearl. But she’s defying her mother. That might be leading to a heightened sense of apprehension. Mother’s always right. That phrase stays with many of us all our lives. Ruins many lives.”


      “So what should I do?”


      Zoe finished with the comb, walked over, and kissed Quinn on the lips. “Wait,” she said. “Like Pearl.”


      Then she smiled at him and hurried from the room.


      Quinn lay for a while longer in Zoe’s bed, feeling the rush of cool air from the window unit and listening to traffic below on Park Avenue, letting his mind wander. He could still feel the heat of Zoe from her side of the bed, still smell her and almost hear her moans of ecstasy.


      An uneasiness crept into his state of quiet bliss.


      Why did I make love to Zoe, then ask her about Pearl?


      Why the hell did I do that?


      But an old cop knew that just because there was a question didn’t mean there was an answer.
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      Quinn was parking the Lincoln in front of the office when his cell phone chirped. He fished it from his pocket with one hand while spinning the steering wheel with the other to maneuver the nose of the long car toward the curb. Sometimes driving the Lincoln in Manhattan reminded him of captaining an ocean liner in a port crowded with smaller, faster ships.


      He pushed the phone’s talk button by feel, said, “Quinn.”


      “It’s Feds,” said the voice at the other end of the connection. “I got filled in by Vitali and Mishkin about the Farr shooting. They were close and heard the squeal on their car radio and got to the scene ten minutes after Farr was killed. The shooter, Bertrand Wrenner, was sitting on the front steps of Farr’s building. The victim was sprawled half in, half out of the place, across the threshold. Wrenner was sobbing and still holding the murder weapon. The uniforms first on the scene took it from his hand, then read him his rights.”


      Quinn put the shift lever in park and turned off the engine. “He’s confessed?”


      “They couldn’t get him to stop confessing.”


      “I already heard from Renz on the ballistics tests,” Quinn said. He made no effort to get out of the car; reception was good here, and it was a comfortable, quiet place to talk on the phone. “Smith and Wesson twenty-two caliber. Not our gun. Not our serial killer.”


      “Another half-ass duel,” Fedderman said, “only this time the winner got overwhelmed by what he did and broke down right there. Motive, gun, opportunity, witnesses, confession. No way not to get a conviction.”


      “Ordinarily,” Quinn said.


      “Renz is scared of this one, right?”


      “You guessed it, Feds. The media’s already casting the killer as a victim, comparing him to an abused dependent wife. Some T-shirt company is probably already printing FREE BERTY shirts.”


      “Berty?”


      “That’s what Bertrand Wrenner goes by.” The sun was blasting down on the parked car, heating up the interior. Quinn was ready for the conversation to be over.


      “Mishkin said you gotta feel sorry for the little shit,” Fedderman said.


      “Mishkin feels sorry for the world.”


      “Well, I guess the world could use it,” Fedderman said. “I got copies on the specifics on this one from him and Vitali, crime scene photos, witness statements, the whole investigation so far. It’s all a nice, neat bundle.”


      “Bring it to the office and file it, Feds, even though it’s got nothing to do with our case other than it’s the child of political expediency.”


      “Okay. Is Pearl with you?”


      “No, I thought she might be with you. Maybe she’s in the office. I just pulled up in front.”


      “She still worried about her mole?”


      “She had it removed. They sent it away for a biopsy so they can let her know for sure everything’s okay.”


      “Or if it’s not.”


      “That, too.”


      “You think she’s really got something to worry about?”


      “Plenty, but not necessarily the mole.” The parked car was really heating up. Quinn noticed that he was beginning to perspire. His shirt was starting to stick to him the way Zoe’s clothes had when she’d dressed right after her shower.


      “Funny,” Fedderman said, “that was Wrenner’s nickname at work—Mole.”


      “Funny old world,” Quinn said, and pressed END. Fedderman was obviously about to get philosophical, and Quinn didn’t think he could abide that.


      He climbed out of the uncomfortably warm Lincoln and went up the shallow concrete steps to the office entrance.


      The first thing he saw when he went inside was Pearl pacing in the middle of the room, carrying a coffee cup. There were spots on the floor where coffee had sloshed over the rim and dripped. Pearl’s dark eyes were especially vivid in a way that for some reason reminded Quinn of when they’d had sex, and she was nervously flexing and unflexing the fingers of her left hand. Incongruously, she gave him a big white grin.


      “You okay?” he asked.


      “I think we should take a drive,” she said.


      


      Martin Hawk sat over coffee in the hotel restaurant and stared at his copies of the Post and Times, along with a copy of a much smaller paper, City Beat.


      By all accounts, Bertrand Wrenner was nothing more than a common murderer. Certainly not a hunter. The media were referring to Alec Farr’s murder as a duel, but Martin didn’t see how it fit that definition. The victim had simply answered a ring at his door and been shot dead. A homicide. True, he’d been warned, as well as armed. Wrenner had delivered to him a gun with which to defend himself or go on the hunt for his potential killer. Judging by what fellow employees said, it was unlikely that, even afraid and on his guard, Farr could conceive of Bertrand Wrenner—Berty, as the papers called him—constituting a real threat. He hadn’t thought Berty had it in him.


      Martin Hawk could have told him that all cornered animals were capable of killing.


      Again a server came by his table to make sure Martin didn’t want breakfast today. He reassured her that was the case.


      The thought of food made his stomach turn. That he was responsible for the series of murders labeled duels, which were now being cheered on by the media, sickened him and deprived him of appetite.


      And filled him with contempt.


      Dueling required anger or insult, a face-to-face encounter. A duel was an event brought about by hatred or disdain. But hunting was a pure and sacred tradition, an impulse in the core of all of us. The nearer to the surface it rose, the hungrier we got. Primal? Certainly. That was why it was the stuff of legend and religion. It required danger, a certain respect for one’s prey, a contest of wiliness and wills.


      It required stalking.


      He set aside City Beat and reached for yet another newspaper he’d bought, a London Times. He leafed through it and found and opened the financial page.


      There would be nothing about New York murders or duels in this paper.


      Nothing to worry him.
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      True to their MapQuest directions, Quinn and Pearl drove on successively narrow roads for over an hour. They stopped to buy gas at a two-pump combination service station and mini-market outside Mansard, where Pearl used a horrific restroom. Then they bought a couple of bottle Cokes from a machine and got back into the Lincoln to drive some more.


      Mansard itself wasn’t much more than a few blinks on a loop off a state highway. Pearl leaned back in the passenger seat and watched about a dozen small, clapboard houses glide past. There were a few side streets where more houses might be located. She saw a green street sign and noticed that this stretch of the business loop, the main drag, had become Crescent Street. So named, she supposed, because it described a long, constant curve.


      Quinn slowed the car to under twenty so they could take it all in. There was a seed and feed store, an auto parts shop, a hardware store, a small grocery store, a barbershop, the Crescent Diner, a boarded-up movie theater, and a white-frame and brick city hall, where Jane Ellen fielded phone calls. What looked like a World War II howitzer squatted next to a flagpole on the green space in front of city hall, elevated and aimed down the street as if to repel any invasion by the outside world.


      Quinn’s Lincoln was the only vehicle moving. On the sidewalks were about half a dozen people, mostly men wearing work clothes, and a couple of young boys who gaped at the car as if they’d never seen such a sight.


      Pearl had been unable to find an exact address for Dwayne Avis. Quinn pulled the car diagonally across the street to the curb, where a tall, skeletal old man in jeans and a sleeveless black T-shirt was shuffling along at about half a mile per hour. He lowered the window.


      “We’re looking for the Dwayne Avis farm,” Quinn said.


      The man had scruffy gray hair pulled back in a ratty ponytail held with a rubber band. A faded tattoo of a nude woman twirling a hula hoop adorned his scrawny right arm. He smiled with a flash of gold tooth as he sidled toward the car and bent down so he could look Quinn in the eye.


      “I know where that’s at,” he said in a low, whiskey voice.


      “Might you share the information with us?”


      “Nobody much goes there,” the old man said.


      “We’re the exception.”


      The man leaned lower and peered past Quinn at Pearl. A whiff of gin and perspiration made its way into the warming car. “You two are cops.”


      “How’d you guess?”


      “You didn’t ask me why nobody much goes to the Avis farm.”


      “Being cops,” Quinn said, “we usually sooner or later get what we ask for.”


      The gold-tinted smile widened. “Might as well make it sooner. You wanna visit Avis, you keep on the way you’re goin’ through town, then after about ten miles make a right turn on a dirt road dead-ends on the two-lane. Go left an’ follow that road to the first dirt road, make another left, an’ you’re on the farm. That’s Avis’s driveway.”


      Quinn thanked him and started to close the window.


      “You don’t have to worry about me phonin’ ahead an’ tellin’ Dwayne you’re on the way,” said the ponytailed man. “He probably wouldn’t answer the phone anyway, an’ tell you the truth, it don’t mean shit to me why you wanna see him.”


      “I’ll take you at your word,” Quinn said.


      “Don’t count on a friendly welcome,” the man said. He straightened up as if his back hurt and continued his slow, steady progress down the sidewalk.


      “Me in ten years,” Quinn said.


      “You assume a lot,” Pearl said.


      The old man lifted a hand in a listless wave, but didn’t look back at them as they drove away.


      


      It wasn’t much of a farm. The surrounding fields lay fallow except for near the back of the barn, where tomato vines wound their way up head-high wooden stakes. A small field of cornstalks off to the left appeared to be the only other crop. The rest of the farm was so neglected that the woods had taken over a large area of the fields. There were more trees near the ramshackle house and barn: a shade tree—looked like a maple—by the barn, and a huge willow whose graceful branches scraped the old house’s second floor. In the shade of the willow a deteriorated wooden porch glider that didn’t look safe to sit on had become the property of termites.


      The house was sided with faded gray clapboard. The trim was dark green, but hadn’t been painted in a long time. Here and there bare wood peeked through. There was a wide plank porch across the front. The wooden steps were painted gray and were rotted enough to be dangerous.


      Pearl looked closely at the barn where the dogs had been found hanging and gutted. It was a leaning structure of weathered wood with horizontal streaks of old red paint still holding on. Its twin wooden doors were closed, and made to stay that way with a large padlock. The hinges on the doors were old and dusted with surface rust but looked strong. There was no sign of any animals.


      As soon as Quinn and Pearl had climbed out of the parked Lincoln and slammed the car doors shut, a man in tattered jeans and a red shirt with its long sleeves rolled up to his biceps opened the front door and stepped out into the shade of the porch’s sagging roof. He looked to be in his early fifties, had receded dark hair, and a hard, seamed face. Slung beneath his right arm was a double-barreled shotgun.


      He stood casually observing Quinn and Pearl and said nothing.


      “Dwayne Avis?” Quinn asked.


      “Was when I woke up this mornin’.”


      He’s going to be difficult. Quinn kept an eye on the shotgun.


      Avis spread his feet wide and assumed an unyielding stance. His dark eyes were staring and unblinking, with a glint of arrogance in them.


      “We’re police,” Pearl said. She’d had about enough of this backwoods bravado.


      “State or local?”


      “New York City.”


      “You got no jurisdiction here.”


      “We can get it in a hurry if we have to.”


      Avis stepped down off the porch, carefully holding the shotgun pointed at the ground. “Then why don’t you hurry on away an’ do that? Meanwhile,” he said, raising the shotgun but aiming it off to the side, “get off my land.”


      Pearl thought she’d never heard that except in movies or TV.


      Quinn thought this was a man who used his temper mainly as a weapon, not really losing it but pretending, showing it off as he did the shotgun, letting interlopers know what could happen if they took him lightly. Contrary to how they were portrayed in books and movies, this sort of person was dangerous. Pretending could turn real in a second.


      “We only want to talk to you,” Quinn said. “It’ll be easiest all around if you don’t make us have to leave and come back.”


      “I know what you wanna talk about,” Avis said. “Them damn dogs. Well, I already been dealt with and consider that whole thing a closed matter. Dealin’ with me next time won’t be a pleasure. I swore that to myself.”


      “This isn’t next time,” Quinn said.


      “We’re not interested in dogs or anything related to them,” Pearl said.


      Quinn tried a smile on Avis. “Anyway, I don’t even see any dogs around here.” Playing dumb.


      Avis knew better than to aim the shotgun anywhere close to them, but he pointed it farther off to the side, raised it, and fired one of the barrels. The noise was deafening, and Quinn could swear he heard pellets rattle through the branches of the willow at the side of the house.


      “Shit!” said Pearl, instinctively dropping into a crouch.


      Quinn remained upright and calm. “We’re here as part of a murder investigation,” he said. “And you’re digging yourself a hole with that gun.”


      “Murder investigation? ’Cause of dogs?”


      “Forget the goddamned dogs,” Pearl said, straightening up, but not all the way. She seemed hyperalert. Her black eyes were fixed, unafraid and calculating, on Avis.


      He seemed to see in her somebody maybe not so unlike himself. Somebody who might shoot him.


      “Forget the dogs?” he said, showing her he was heeding her words.


      “I’m a cat person,” Pearl said, her bleak and menacing glare still trained on Avis.


      “Well, I never killed any kinda person, nor animal I was never gonna eat.”


      Quinn swallowed a bad taste in his mouth and then very slowly removed a slip of paper from his shirt pocket. He read off a list of dates and times.


      “I need to know where you were on those nights,” he said.


      “I was here.”


      “You remember all of them?”


      “I don’t need to remember any of ’em. I’m always here. And no, I don’t have an alibi. I was alone. Didn’t plan on havin’ to prove I wasn’t someplace else.”


      “You mind if we look in the barn?” Pearl asked.


      “I do, but you will anyway sooner or later.”


      Seemingly ignoring them altogether, he turned his back on them and strode to the barn. He drew a ring of keys from a pocket of his threadbare jeans and unlocked the padlock, then swung both creaking doors open wide.


      Pearl and Quinn stepped into the barn along with Avis. It was cooler in there, and surprisingly spacious and clean. Along one wall were wooden stalls, all of them empty. The bare dirt floor didn’t look as if it had been disturbed. There was a strong animal smell in the barn, but no animals. There was no straw in any of the stalls or on the barn floor.


      “Why no animals?” Pearl asked Avis.


      “Too much trouble. Not enough profit.”


      Quinn and Pearl let Avis lead them out of the barn, keeping him ahead so they could see the shotgun.


      “You gonna take me in?” Avis asked.


      “That was never our intention,” Quinn said.


      Avis went with them, still slightly ahead and off to the side, as they walked over to the Lincoln and stood in the glaring sun. It was a hot place, Avis’s farm, despite the shade trees. The breeze coming off the fields was warm and dry and carried the grit of dust.


      “You comin’ back?” Avis asked.


      “Might,” Quinn said. “And if I do and see that shotgun again, I’m gonna shove it up your ass sideways.”


      Avis showed a flicker of surprise, but not the slightest fear. He watched them without expression as they got into the car.


      As they drove away, Quinn saw in the outside mirror that Avis continued to watch, unmoving, the shotgun’s twin barrels still pointed at the ground.


      “I really think he’d shoot somebody,” Pearl said, when they were back on the dirt road leading to the state highway.


      “If he had the chance,” Quinn said, “and knew it wouldn’t get complicated afterward.”


      “Not a knife man, though,” Pearl said. “Maybe with dead dogs, but not with live people.”


      “That’s the way I figure him, too, but he’s hard to read.”


      “He obviously loves his gun. Penis substitute, maybe. Your friend Zoe could tell you. Guns or knives, those are the usual toys for boys. They tend to settle on one or the other.”


      “Usual isn’t always,” Quinn said tersely.


      Pearl said, “Well, duh!” and turned on the radio.


      


      He studied the items laid out on the bed and began methodically packing them into the blue canvas bag. The steel hook and portable drill were heavy, but he didn’t want to take the risk of fastening the hook beforehand, as he had with Terri Gaddis. Terri had been of average intelligence at best, but Mitzi was sharp and observant. She might happen to look straight up while showering and see the hook set in her bathroom ceiling, or she might even notice its shadow and glance up at it out of curiosity.


      She’d certainly be curious, like most intelligent people. She’d want to know what the hook was for and how it had gotten there. Or if it had always been there and she’d never noticed it.


      He couldn’t risk her asking a visitor, or the building super. So the hook would be installed just before it was needed.


      Soon Mitzi would understand it all, when she could do nothing about it.


      He smiled. Mitzi was smart, all right. His smartest so far.


      That made it all the better.
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      Quinn and Pearl got back to the city around five o’clock. Rush-hour traffic. Heat chimeras dancing in the lowering light. They were headed south on the Roosevelt Parkway on the West Side. The Lincoln’s overworked air conditioner, its blower motor’s bad bearing chattering, was fighting the summer heat to a draw.


      “So Avis was pretty much a bust,” Pearl said.


      “Alphabetically, he’s still first on the suspect list,” Quinn said.


      “Are you actually trying to make me feel better?”


      “Like always,” Quinn said, exiting the parkway. He had a dinner date with Zoe and didn’t want to get tangled up with Pearl this evening. “Feds has got the unmarked. We’re not far from your apartment. Why don’t I drop you off? Save a subway ride.”


      “It’s a deal if we stop someplace for dinner. Nothing fancy.”


      “I’ll pull up someplace, and you can get some takeout,” Quinn said.


      Pearl said nothing for a couple of beats, watching the traffic, then: “We dealing with Zoe here?”


      He laughed, understanding why she was so talented at her work. “We are,” he admitted. “She and I have a dinner date this evening.”


      Pearl shook her head and smiled sadly. “A cop and a psychoanalyst. What must she think of you?”


      “We have something in common. We both help people.”


      “She helps people like you, Quinn.”


      He held tight to the steering wheel and braked to avoid running up the back of a cab. “Like me?”


      “Obsessive-compulsive personalities. Tunnel-visioned fanatics. Pathetic workaholics. Psychotic subterranean Rambos.”


      “At least I don’t hear voices.”


      “You hear Renz,” Pearl said. “There must be better choices.”


      “Who do you hear, Pearl? Dr. Phil? Your mother, telling you to get married to a skin doctor, a mole might be killing you?”


      “I hear you, Quinn.” Goddamn you!


      They drove for a while in silence while Quinn negotiated heavy traffic on Broadway.


      “If you listened to me,” Quinn said after a while, “you wouldn’t worry so much.”


      Pearl stared straight ahead and said nothing. Said nothing, in fact, until Quinn pulled the Lincoln to the curb in front of her apartment building.


      Still not looking at him, she said, “You ever get the feeling Zoe’s using you?”


      “Using?”


      “Observing. Studying. For God’s sake, Quinn, she’s a psychoanalyst on the make. And I don’t mean the sexual make. Not only, anyway.”


      “We’re not going to talk about Zoe.”


      “What, she might pick up vibes and get her feelings hurt?”


      Pearl’s pique was gaining on her. His relationship with Zoe was obviously hurting her, and that wasn’t what he’d set out to do. “Pearl—”


      “Someday you might be famous. Zoe’s gonna put you in the academic book she’s writing as a case study. You might be a whole chapter.”


      “Pearl, I didn’t mean to insult you or hurt your—”


      “I know the type. Screw and take notes, screw and take notes. Men are so damned unaware.”


      Quinn placed his arms on the steering wheel, slumped forward, and rested his forehead on the backs of his hands.


      He sat with the engine idling, realizing that he felt guilty. He’d upset Pearl, which wasn’t what he’d set out to do. He’d been defending himself—and Zoe—against Pearl’s unreasonable invective and innuendo.


      He sat up straight and was about to remark that they’d gotten off on the wrong track in this conversation.


      But Pearl was already out of the car, slamming the door and walking away.


      He watched her stomp up the steps to her building entrance and push inside, not looking back at him. Pearl in a snit. What the hell was wrong with her, born with a burr up her ass and making everybody around her miserable? Now she was going to walk down to that deli on the corner and get heated-up garbage for supper. She’d feel sorry for herself and then go to bed early and pissed off. That was Pearl. He knew her. She’d be hard on herself and make herself miserable.


      Her own fault.


      Why should I care?


      He realized he shouldn’t and drove away.


      Screw and take notes. He had to laugh.


      


      Quinn dropped back by the office to see what Fedderman had come up with in trying to find some correlation between the Slicer murders and the .25-Caliber Killer victims. Fedderman had left a report of his day’s work, with and without Vitali and Mishkin, on Quinn’s desk.


      After sitting down behind his desk, Quinn fired up a Cuban cigar and leaned back. No matter what he’d do to eliminate or disguise the tobacco scent, Pearl would notice it tomorrow morning and bring it to his attention. He wouldn’t tell her his conversation with her in the car was what made him want to smoke a cigar and relax, get his nervous system back together. That might give her some satisfaction. He blew smoke and smiled. Pearl.


      


      Halfway through his cigar, Quinn finished reading Fedderman’s report. He wasn’t surprised to learn that Feds hadn’t found a thing connecting the murders. Neither had Vitali or Mishkin. Quinn knew these were three people good at their jobs. If they couldn’t see any parallel, maybe there wasn’t any. It seemed the more they looked for one, the further away they got from Renz’s very political reasoning that there was only one killer committing both series of murders.


      Of course, Renz might be a political animal, but he wasn’t a bad detective, and he still had his cop’s instincts, even if they weren’t as honed as before he’d become commissioner. Then there was Helen. She didn’t think it was impossible that both impulses, both MOs, could exist in the same person, the same twisted and compartmentalized mind.


      Don’t we all compartmentalize? Isn’t that what keeps us sane? Or makes us part of the majority insanity that passes for normal?


      Quinn drew on his cigar, rolled the illegal smoke around in his mouth, then exhaled. He set the report aside.


      By way of twisted minds…


      He booted up his computer and keyed in Dr. Alfred Beeker’s Web site.


      There was no mention of Beeker being a doctor there, and he didn’t appear, unless he was one of the men wearing leather masks. There was lots of S&M literature, some of it amateurish and full of bad grammar. Then there were the photographs. Women in various poses of restraint, some of them not poses. Leather restraints, chains, elaborately knotted ropes. The women were mostly in their twenties and thirties, but some appeared younger. Probably they weren’t younger. Beeker was smart enough not to have shots of minors on his Web site.


      Quinn clicked from one photo spread to another, scanning the thumbnails.


      And there was Zoe, just as Beeker had said.


      The poses were mild, without leather, chains, or whips. More like the sort of thing you’d see in Playboy. A younger Zoe who looked amazingly like the fifties pinup Bettie Page, mostly because of her similar hairdo. Zoe in a bikini, making a perfect O with her lips and pretending to be shocked and afraid. Zoe with her breasts exposed, smiling seductively and hugging a pink sheet to her lower body. Zoe seated nude in a wicker rocking chair, pretending to knit. Zoe wearing nothing but high-heeled shoes and bending gracefully to touch her toes. Zoe, Zoe, Zoe…


      Quinn realized he had an erection. That bastard Beeker. What if his patients knew about his kinky other self? Or maybe they did. Maybe because of his predilection for kinky sex he crossed the line with his patients. Maybe those were his patients in his photographs.


      Maybe they’re his patients. Jesus!


      Quinn’s cigar, propped in the ashtray, had gone out. He relit it and shut down the computer.


      He sat smoking for a while, thinking as he stared into the haze of his exhalations, as if the smoke were made up of his musings and might reveal some meaning.


      He wanted to see Zoe and knew that if he called her she could be talked into inviting him to her apartment. But he didn’t want Beeker to be a part of their relationship in any way. Better if he waited a while, until the photos he’d just seen had faded in his memory.


      He could wait for a while to see Zoe again. Certainly until dinner.


      Later on, he’d see Beeker.

    

  


  
    
      62

    


    
      As soon as Lavern carefully and quietly closed the door behind her, she heard her husband’s voice: “You’re late and you’re drunk.”


      “I was with Bess.” The first person Lavern could think of who’d back her up. “We sat in the restaurant after dinner and talked, and time flew.”


      “You were drinking.”


      She knew there was no way he could know for sure if she was drunk, as she’d just come in and the living room light hadn’t even been turned on. She was facing absolute blackness and could only be a dark silhouette against the dim light of the hall. Hobbs was completely invisible in the dark. “We had wine for dinner, then a few drinks afterward. That’s all.”


      She didn’t tell him she’d skipped dinner and drunk alone, and then with a man in a lounge far from the neighborhood where she might have been recognized and word might get back to Hobbs. Nothing had happened between her and the man (Victor something, she thought, but maybe not…), and in fact both had been too drunk to do anything about it if they’d felt any real sexual attraction. They’d been asked to leave and objected mildly, then were actually hurried and pushed from the place by a burly bartender.


      Victor (or whoever) had thrown a punch at the bartender that was so ineffective it had been ignored, and there they were out on the sidewalk, barely able to stand.


      Lavern had leaned back against a streetlight, closed her eyes, and almost passed out. Or maybe she had briefly lost consciousness. When she opened her eyes, Victor was gone. A man who might have been Victor was crossing the street at the intersection half a block down.


      Too far away for her to catch up with him. All that effort…


      Well, the hell with Victor.


      So Lavern had walked, too, in the opposite direction, weaving noticeably at first and attracting attention. People slowed when they saw her approaching and veered out of her path. They seemed to be ashamed of her, embarrassed for her.


      Screw you! All of you!


      A woman in a gray business suit gave her a disdainful glance. A teenage boy with baggy pants low on his pelvis kept a hold on his fly and grinned at her as he bopped past. Fellow clowns and rebels.


      After a few blocks she began to sober up; she could feel it.


      On the cab ride home she’d impressed the driver with her terse and logical conversation about everything from politics to professional basketball. Pretty damned good! She was sure she’d reached the point where it wouldn’t be obvious that she’d been drinking.


      She’d been wrong. Hobbs must have smelled liquor on her breath, maybe on her clothes.


      “Shut the goddamned door all the way and come in here,” he said.


      She obeyed, and at the click of the door latch the lights winked on in the living room, temporarily blinding her.


      She gasped. Hobbs was standing ten inches from her and had flipped the wall switch.


      The punch came out of the blinding light, smashing into her left ear and sending her reeling against a table, overturning it.


      Hobbs was on her so fast she didn’t have time to think about the pain. His initial punches were wild. Then his fist landed on her ribs, which were still perhaps cracked from her last beating. That pain jolted through her, and she was sitting on the carpet, unable to breathe. Hobbs rested a foot on her shoulder and shoved her down so she was lying on her side.


      He stood glaring down at her with his fists propped on his hips. “Goddamn lush. You’re screwin’ around on me, too, aren’t you?”


      “No! Never!”


      “Boozin’ and screwin’ around!”


      He kicked her hard in the upper thigh and she rolled over onto her stomach.


      This is going to be bad. Worse than usual. I have to get through it. No choice. Have to…


      “Into the bedroom,” he said, and began kicking her repeatedly, not hard now. He wanted her able to crawl, and in the right direction. Her bare left elbow bumped a table leg.


      “You’re too drunk even to crawl straight,” he said in disgust.


      And she was. Lavern had to admit he was right. Were it not for the persistent guiding probes of his shoe she wouldn’t have been headed for the hall and the bedroom door. The door seemed so distant now.


      Has he somehow injured my sight?


      He kicked harder, hurting the base of her spine, and she crawled faster, shredding her panty hose on the carpet and skinning her knees, scraping the heels of her hands on the rough fiber.


      He had to help her into the bed. She flopped back onto the soft mattress, watching the rectangular white ceiling spin up and away, and wished she could keep falling, falling…


      Hobbs began to undress her. She didn’t resist, but he lost his patience with buttons and snaps and started ripping off of her clothes.


      It proved to be more difficult than he’d thought.


      He gave up completely and stalked off into the hall. Steel clattered in the kitchen, and he returned to the bedroom holding a carving knife.


      He began slicing not flesh, but material with the knife. So expertly did he use the knife on her resistant clothing that it made her afraid of what he’d be able to do with such expertise to her flesh.


      Amazingly, considering his frenzy, the blade didn’t so much as touch her.


      Lavern clenched her eyes tightly shut and sent herself somewhere else, somewhere where this was happening to someone else.


      You can be two people if you must. You really can. One afraid and in pain, and the other drifting and unfeeling…


      Right now, the choice of which to be was easy.


      


      With the morning already heating up like hell, Hobbs left for work without disturbing her where she lay in bed pretending to be asleep, the thin sheet pulled up over her face as if it were a shroud.


      Beneath the taut white linen, her eyes were open and afraid.

    

  


  
    
      63

    


    
      They’d begun to gather in the park before dawn, and now there were hundreds of them.


      At eight o’clock, New York One estimated the crowd at a thousand. It sure looked like a thousand massed on a TV screen. Traffic on Central Park West had to be diverted when their numbers spilled out onto the street.


      They carried identical neatly produced FREE BERTY signs, and some wore T-shirts bearing the same demand in large black letters.


      The event was large enough to disrupt traffic patterns throughout Midtown Manhattan, and made Quinn late on his way to Alfred Beeker’s Park Avenue office. He wanted to get there by nine, before Beeker’s first patients began to arrive.


      He wanted to be in a room alone with Beeker.


      Quinn sat as patiently as he could, draping his right wrist over the Lincoln’s steering wheel, watching the brown UPS van ahead of him advance along the street ten feet at a time. His right foot moved automatically between accelerator and brake pedal, advancing the Lincoln along with the van. The car’s air conditioner was sucking in some of the van’s exhaust, so Quinn dropped the driver’s side window about six inches. Heat rolled in, along with more exhaust fumes. The metallic chattering emitted by the air conditioner was louder with the window down. Too loud.


      The window was gliding back up when Quinn’s cell phone chirped. He leaned to the side and worked it out of his pocket, flipped it open, and pressed the button to answer.


      “That you, Quinn?”


      Renz’s voice.


      “It’s my phone,” Quinn said.


      “That might not mean shit. You mighta just lost it, and I’m talking to some clown pretending to be you.”


      “I’m me, and not pretending.”


      “What about the clown part?”


      “It’s what I don’t want to waste time on now, Harley.”


      “I tried to get in touch with you yesterday afternoon to tell you this movement to sympathize with Berty Wrenner is picking up steam, and you know what goes with steam.”


      “Pressure,” Quinn said, trying not to yawn. The hot sun beating through the windshield was making him sleepy.


      “Where were you yesterday, Quinn?”


      “Pearl and I drove upstate to investigate a lead. Guy named Dwayne Avis. Nothing came of it, but I’ll get a report to you so it’s in the mix.”


      “Seen TV news this morning?”


      “I managed to avoid it.”


      “Berty’s due to be arraigned today, so his supporters are having a big demonstration in the park. Signs, songs, the whole shebang.”


      “You don’t hear that word very often anymore,” Quinn said. “Shebang.”


      “Parse it,” Renz said, “and you got sexism.” He seemed to mean it. There were times when nothing seemed too trivial for Renz to worry over.


      “I won’t mention you said it,” Quinn assured him.


      “Thanks. The news says the shebang is growing larger.”


      “That must be what’s causing the traffic mess I’m stuck in. So what does Berty’s army want?”


      “Freedom for Berty.”


      “Despite the murder charge with evidence and a confession to back it up?”


      “All that doesn’t seem important to them. You know how it goes, Quinn. The little guy’s perfect to play the poor schmuck who’s a victim of the machine.”


      “We the machine?”


      “We’re part of it.”


      “So you wanna turn Berty free?”


      “Not me. But if certain politicians could think of an excuse, they’d be out there marching with Berty’s army.”


      “You’re about the most opportunistic politician I know,” Quinn said, “and you’re not out there marching.”


      “I’m also first and foremost a cop, or I wouldn’t associate with you and your fouled-up crew.”


      “You including Vitali and Mishkin?”


      “Mishkin’s Barney Fife with a brush mustache and Vitali’s turning into Columbo.”


      “Television again,” Quinn said.


      “Between the Slicer, and the Twenty-five-Caliber Killer, and this dueling bullshit, this friggin’ city’s gone nuts.”


      “Always has been. That’s why we love it.”


      “So you on your way to the Seventy-ninth Street office?”


      “I’ve gotta make a stop first; then I’m going there.”


      “Keep me better informed, Quinn. Give me some raw meat now and then to throw to the people who want to turn me into raw meat. You know how the game is played. That’s the reason why I hire you when we run into this kind of shit storm.”


      “Would you throw them Vitali and Mishkin?”


      “I can promise you they’ll go before you do.”


      “You’re an honest evil man, Harley. That’s so rare in this world.”


      “I’m working on the honest part.”


      “And making progress. I’ll fax you that report.”


      “You do that, the whole shebang. Whenever you find time in your frenetic schedule.”


      That sounded like an exit line to Quinn. He broke the connection and stuck the phone back in his pocket.


      The NYPD must have been getting the “Free Berty” demonstration under control. Traffic was creeping ahead steadily now, without the nerve-racking stop and go.


      The city had caught its breath and was moving on.


      


      Lavern removed the sheet from over her face and found a lance of sunlight aimed at her head, illuminating her pillow and igniting the pain in her ear where Hobbs had struck her last night. She moaned and glanced at the clock near the bed. Almost nine o’clock.


      She recalled last night and shrank within herself. The apartment was quiet. Hobbs had left for work over an hour ago. At least there was that. She had some peace for a while. Some freedom from fear and fists.


      And knives. Something new from Hobbs.


      As she sat up in bed the pain in her ribs flared, and she drew a sharp breath. Her injured ear began to ring. She got both bare feet on the floor and stood up, dizzy at first so that she had to stoop slightly and touch the edge of the mattress to keep her balance. Then she worked her sleep shirt over her head and removed her panties. Every move hurt. It was as if she’d been in a terrible auto accident the day before and the pain and stiffness had caught up with her overnight. Knowing she was stooped like an old woman, she made her way toward the bathroom.


      In the full-length mirror on the bathroom door she was shocked by how relatively unmarked her body was. Though her ear and the side of her head ached, there was only a slight discoloration at her temple and around the corner of her eye. Her sides were red and turning purplish and would be colorfully bruised, but not for a while. The bruising would be vivid but limited, and not visible when she was dressed. But if she looked as bad as she felt, someone would rush her to a hospital.


      She was still proud of her body and thought that, considering what she’d been through, she looked all right, even sexy, though it was obvious something had happened to her ribs. As long as they were covered, she could pass for one of the world’s uninjured. Hobbs had it down to an art.


      Lavern sometimes wondered how many other bruised but seemingly uninjured women she passed every day on the street, concealing their pain, holding it inside.


      As she turned on the shower, she heard the rasp of the intercom. After hesitating a few seconds, she swiveled the white porcelain faucet handles to off. She dried her hands on a towel and put on a robe. Her hair looked like a birds’ nest from sleeping on it, but it would have to do.


      Yanking the robe’s sash tight about her waist, she hurried from the bathroom and answered another, longer intercom buzz.


      A metallic male voice from the lobby said there was a delivery for Lavern Neeson in 5C. She told the deliveryman she was the recipient and buzzed him in.


      A few minutes later he was at the door, a young, acne-cursed man wearing dirt-crusted jeans and a gray T-shirt. The shirt had FLORA DORA lettered on it. Lavern knew it was the name of a small florist shop in the next block.


      She accepted the narrow white box from the man, told him to wait a minute, and then dug a few dollars from her purse to tip him.


      When he was gone, she carried the box to the coffee table and sat down before it on the sofa. Her ear began to ring louder, and her headache was pulsing. When she was finished here she’d take two Aleves with a glass of water, see if that helped.


      She leaned forward in the quiet apartment and opened the box.


      It was full of pink and red roses. There was a small white card affixed with a delicate pink ribbon to one of the stems. Lavern opened the card so she could read the blue-ink scrawling inside it and recognized the handwriting.


      The roses were from Hobbs. The writing on the card proclaimed that he loved her.


      The sad part about it, Lavern thought, was that he really did.


      


      Martin Hawk sat back, sipped his espresso, and idly watched the pigeons scratching out their brief existence on the sidewalk outside the restaurant where he’d just enjoyed a delicious breakfast. He mused on how his life had changed for the better. Had it been luck? Fate? He preferred to credit it to design, but he was a realist.


      At sixteen his intelligence had been obvious, especially in his knowledge of the outdoors and in the scores he accumulated on various tests meant to measure scholarly potential. Yet he’d been a hopeless student. His father had become concerned, and when Alma’s widowed and childless sister, Adriella, offered to take the boy into her home in Little Rock and see that he was enrolled in a better school and tutored, Carl thanked her for her generosity and told Marty it was time for him to become a scholar. Education was important, and he’d be a neglectful father if he didn’t see that Marty obtained some.


      Marty didn’t like leaving Black Lake, but to disobey his father was unthinkable. So he lived with Adriella and struggled along in Little Rock, not exactly a top scholar, but getting by.


      Three weeks before his high school graduation, fate intervened. Adriella, who was much more attractive and personable than her late sister, met and married Lloyd Barkweather.


      Barkweather was a large, bluff man with shrewd gray eyes. He was moderately wealthy. And he was British. He’d been spending a month in Little Rock to consider Arkansas as a contending state in a search for the site of a new Rolls-Royce jet engine plant. Barkweather had said no to Arkansas, and a love-struck Adriella had said yes to Barkweather.


      An ardent big game hunter, Barkweather had soon taken a shine to Marty. When he and Adriella moved, Marty went with them to London, where he continued his education, doing only marginally better as a scholar.


      But he did marvelously well as an outdoorsman, going with Barkweather on hunting expeditions in faraway countries whose names Marty could barely pronounce.


      When Barkweather and Adriella were killed in a motorcar pileup on the M23, Marty was surprised to find himself the sole heir to a modest investment portfolio.


      Still without his degree, Marty left school at the age of twenty-one. He placed the portfolio in the stewardship of the investment department of Barclays Bank and traveled to Africa, where he went to work as a guide for a British company offering safaris. Mostly they were photography safaris, but Marty did hunt on his own with a rifle that had been a gift from Barkweather.


      His reputation as a hunter grew, as did his reputation with women. The first had been the lonely wife of a Canadian client. Then local wives and daughters of civil servants fell one after another as victims of his charm.


      Marty found courting and bedding women much like stalking and bagging game.


      But not quite. There was some trouble about an unwanted pregnancy that became a miscarriage, then a suicide, and he left Africa to hunt in India.


      He thought less and less about the disconsolate African woman who’d leaped to her death from a bridge out of love and remorse.


      When a tiger in the Sunderbans became a man-eater, it was Marty who was hired to track and kill it. Within the week the tiger was dead, and Martin Hawk was something of a hero.


      After that kill, he returned to Africa.


      A month later he was sitting in a camp chair outside his tent when he noticed a slow whirl of vultures circling a distant creature almost dead. Martin Hawk raised his binoculars and saw that the doomed animal was a male lion that had perhaps been fatally injured in a fight for dominance of the pride.


      He leaned back in his chair, still with the binoculars pressed to his eyes, and became fascinated not by the lion, but by the huge birds gliding and soaring on the warm air currents off the veldt, patiently waiting for the lion to die.


      It was then, for a reason he didn’t understand or try to analyze, that he felt the need to return to his home country and his father.


      


      The time Martin Hawk had chosen to return was fortunate. His modest portfolio in euros had, due to the rate of exchange, become considerably more valuable in dollars.


      After his plane landed at Kennedy in New York, he canceled his connecting flight and took a cab into the city.


      New York City. He wanted to see it.


      It might be the perfect place for a unique and profitable business he’d long considered while enjoying the hunt.


      So far it had been exactly that.


      Martin Hawk had never gotten beyond New York.


      He raised his hand to get the waiter’s attention and ordered another espresso.
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      Dr. Beeker knew how to play the role. He looked like a high-priced psychiatrist this morning. He was wearing a brown suede sport jacket with a yellow and black tie, darker brown slacks, and brown loafers. His glasses were dangling from a cord around his neck, nestled against his chest next to a gold tie clasp. His damp, thinning hair seemed longer and was curled above his ears and at the nape of his neck, reminding Quinn of a nest of snakes.


      When he entered and saw Quinn in his office anteroom his features tightened and his intense dark eyes darted to his receptionist, then back to Quinn.


      “Detective Quinn insisted on waiting,” Beatrice, the middle-aged, attractive blond woman behind the desk, said in her defense.


      Without smiling, Beeker nodded to her.


      Quinn stood up from the black leather sofa that seemed to have grown to him. “We need to talk.”


      “I have appointments soon,” Beeker said.


      He strode into his office and left the door open. Quinn took it as an invitation and went in, noticing that the doctor had left in his wake a lemony scent of cologne or shaving lotion. He closed the door behind him.


      Beeker was sitting behind his desk, doing the tent thing with his fingers.


      Quinn remained standing. “I visited your Web site,” he said.


      Beeker smiled slightly. He had a slow way of smiling that seemed to give his expression added meaning. “I’m sure you enjoyed it.”


      “The photos of Zoe—”


      “Aren’t bad, are they?” Beeker shifted his weight slightly in his chair so it tilted backward, but not so far that he had to remove his elbows from his desk. “Zoe’s a beautiful woman. But you knew that.”


      “I’d like you to delete the photos of Zoe,” Quinn said.


      “If Zoe makes that request, I’ll consider it.”


      “I’m making the request for her.”


      “I don’t accept that.” Beeker leaned forward again. “You might not like it, Detective, but Zoe enjoyed posing for those photos. She’s proud of her body and doesn’t mind revealing it. The shots I’m sure you’d find the most disturbing aren’t on the Internet. She enjoyed posing for those, too.”


      “It was another time, another place,” Quinn said.


      “But not another Zoe. She doesn’t necessarily fit your concept of her, Detective Quinn. You don’t really know her at all. I’m not sure I do. Like each of us, she’s many different people wrapped in the same skin.”


      “I didn’t come here for psychobabble,” Quinn said, and moved closer to the desk.


      Beeker didn’t react. “You don’t intimidate me, Detective Quinn.”


      “I’m not interested in intimidating you. I’m simply telling you to delete the photos.”


      “If Zoe calls me, I’ll do that. It’s a part of our former relationship that’s between the two of us.”


      “If I don’t intimidate you, why are you agreeing to delete the photos?”


      “I’ll delete them if Zoe requests it. Not you.”


      “I’ll let you keep that distinction,” Quinn said.


      “Our Zoe has sides to her you’ve never seen. As you have sides she’s unaware of. Wouldn’t you say that’s so, detective?”


      “Not everyone goes around pretending to be what they aren’t,” Quinn said.


      “You mean like a sexual deviant pretending to be a respectable Park Avenue psychiatrist? Overcompensating behavior used as a disguise? I’m not putting up any kind of defensive subterfuge, and neither is Zoe. The idea of either of us living secret lives is all in your mind. She posed for photographs often and willingly and knew what I was going to do with them. What we’ve done and photographed is all legal, Detective Quinn. You can check with the vice squad. Zoe and I were part of a club whose members share certain modes of impulse and behavior. It’s the other photographs that might worry you. The ones with the interesting props. They’re the real Zoe, too.”


      Quinn was fighting to keep his temper, but at the same time was somewhat surprised. Beeker was taunting him now, daring him.


      “The most outwardly respectable people are the most likely to have diametrically opposite components to their personalities, Detective. Surely you’ve noticed that. The reformers who consort with prostitutes, the Bible-thumpers who steal from the church, the gay-bashers who are latent homosexuals, the upright family men who are serial killers.” Beeker gave his slow smile again. “Then there is the healer of the mind, Zoe, who accepts and lives with her own various facets of self-identity. Her other sides, but not her secret sides.”


      “I get it, already,” Quinn said. “We’re all two people.”


      “No, no, no. We’re all many people. We simply have to accept and integrate our various selves. I help people to do that.” Beeker stood up behind his desk. “But if someone does have a secret self, Detective Quinn, you might do well to look for it as the opposite of their public self.” He walked out from behind the desk. “A zealous cop crusader, for instance, might also be a serial killer. Hasn’t that happened in our fair city?”


      It had. And Quinn had been fooled by it too long and people had died. Beeker must know that.


      “You seem to have researched me,” Quinn said.


      “Somewhat. I’m interested in whoever’s interested in Zoe. As you are. Why pretend otherwise?”


      “I do believe you’re practicing your dark art on me, Doctor.”


      “I specialize in dialectical behavior therapy, Detective Quinn. It requires the cooperation of the patient. I don’t believe you’re capable of that.”


      Quinn knew it was time to go. He hadn’t come here to physically assault Beeker, but things were moving in that direction.


      He moved toward the door. “Delete the photos, Dr. Beeker.”


      “Have Zoe call me.”


      “You’re a stubborn one.”


      “Notice I’m not the type,” Beeker said.


      The slow smile was forming as Quinn turned away.


      Quinn was perspiring when he left Beeker’s office. He knew he’d lost a round, and he didn’t like it.


      He didn’t like it that there were more, and more explicit, photographs of Zoe. He didn’t like what Dr. Beeker had told him, which was, in effect, the same thing Helen Iman had told him about contradictory behavior.


      If they were right about reformers, Bible-thumpers, and gay-bashers, were they right about serial killers?


      And weren’t serial killers supposed to be his area of expertise?
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      Renz had Quinn, Pearl, Fedderman, and Helen the profiler in his office. The door was locked, and Renz had left word not to be disturbed unless it was urgent.


      When everyone was more or less settled, Renz sat down behind his waxed and uncluttered desk. “I have an idea,” he said.


      Quinn was seated in one of the chairs facing the desk. He could think of several things to say to Renz’s statement, but he chose the relatively safe, “And you want to try it out on us.”


      “Exactly,” Renz said. “I will say before I go into it that Helen approves.”


      “I think it might work,” Helen said.


      “Helen thinks, and I think,” Renz said to Quinn, “that the killer sees you, even wants you, as his opponent. The bond that sometimes forms between serial killers and the lead detectives who pursue them is strong here. We think we can take advantage of it. We want to place a letter from you to the killer in the newspapers—City Beat first, of course—in which you taunt the killer. I think we know how he’ll react.” Renz glanced at Helen, as if they’d rehearsed this and she’d missed her cue.


      “We think he’ll challenge you,” Helen said. “And in some manner give himself away.”


      “And if he doesn’t give anything away?” Pearl asked.


      “Then it’s up to Quinn whether to accept the challenge.”


      “If the killer’s smart,” Quinn said, “he’ll simply ignore the letter.”


      “He’s smart and mentally ill,” Helen said.


      “When do you want this letter?” Quinn asked.


      Renz leaned over his desk, a folded slip of paper extended in his right hand. “With Helen’s help, I’ve already written it.”


      Quinn accepted the paper and looked at it.


      
        To the one who kills from shadows and secrecy:


        It is time for honorable men to stop the wave of murder that is washing over the city. But there is only one man who—if honorable and a man—can stop it. The .25-Caliber Killer must come forward. The fact that he cooperated will be considered in his sentencing. If he ignores this opportunity, when my hunt for him ends as it must, he will feel the full weight of the law.


        Captain Frank Quinn

      


      “It’s not so much a taunt,” Quinn said, “as an offer of a deal.”


      “Believe me,” Helen said, “he’ll consider it a taunt, and he’ll respond as he must. There’s always the chance that unforeseen circumstances might interfere with this plan, but the psychology of it is sound.”


      “And if he doesn’t respond,” Renz said, “we’ve lost nothing. Those are the kind of odds I like.”


      “You’re not the one taunting a maniac with a gun,” Pearl said.


      Quinn gave her a look that was obviously meant as a caution signal, but Pearl saw green lights where others saw red.


      “The letter doesn’t mention the Slicer,” Quinn said.


      “We’re trying to appeal only to the hunter side of the killer,” Helen said. “The sportsman with a code. That’s the part of him that will respond to the letter.”


      “It isn’t in our contract with the city that we fight duels,” Pearl said.


      “It would be more like a hunt,” Helen said. “That’s the point.”


      “And hunting is in your contract,” Renz said, “however it might be phrased. Hunting is what we do.”


      “We?” Pearl asked.


      “I’ll do it,” Quinn said, before Renz could answer Pearl. He smiled at Renz. “It’s true that we have nothing to lose if the killer doesn’t respond.”


      “We knew you’d want to do it,” Helen said.


      Pearl gave her a dark look. Helen seemed unimpressed.


      Renz took the letter back from Quinn. “I’ll fax this to Cindy Sellers at City Beat,” he said. “Give them a shot at a special edition. The other papers won’t be far behind.”


      “They’ll all be behind the Internet and cable news,” Fedderman said. They all knew how newspaper offices, as well as the NYPD, sprang leaks.


      Renz shrugged. “That’s the plight of print journalism. Sellers will have to understand it.”


      “I hope the killer doesn’t respond,” Pearl said, as they were standing up to leave the office.


      Renz began to fume. His jowls actually shook.


      Quinn raised a hand before Renz could speak. “Let’s all keep this running smoothly,” he said, looking at everyone but Renz.


      “Helen knows the mind of the killer,” Renz said, as they were filing out.


      “It will work,” Helen added.


      Quinn turned to look at her. “Do you guarantee it?”


      “No,” Helen said. “There are no guarantees in what we do. This is more like an extended warranty.”


      


      “My new idea for some fresh material,” Mitzi said. “Two serial killers, married to each other.”


      Mitzi and Jackie Jameson had run through their routines and were killing time sitting and sipping cold drinks in what passed for Say What?’s green room. It was a twelve-foot-square windowless room with a few old easy chairs and recliners, some gray steel folding chairs, mirrors and more mirrors, and an old refrigerator. Nothing in it was green. The two comics faced each other in opposite threadbare easy chairs. Jackie was drinking a Coke in intermittent gulps. Mitzie, one Levied leg thrown over a chair arm, sipped bottled water.


      “It could be funny, Mitz,” Jackie said. “But keeping a marriage like that together could be murder.”


      “In sickness and in health,” Mitzi said.


      Jackie grimaced.


      “See what I mean?” Mitzi said. “Possibilities. Grim, so probably funny. And I could recycle some of the old husband-and-wife jokes in a new context and they’d seem fresh.”


      “I dunno, though,” Jackie said. “Considering what’s going on out there these days, will people think you oughta be joking about serial killers?”


      “I’m not sure. Whaddya think?”


      “Yeah, it might go over okay. Take it from a guy who’s got no taste.”


      “That’s why I sought your advice.”


      “If you do decide to go in that direction, maybe you oughta learn some more about serial killers, give your material more edge.”


      “Talk to a few serial killers?”


      “Might be easier to talk to a guy named Quinn,” Jackie said. “He’s—


      “I know who he is,” Mitzi said. “I read the papers every day for material. Oh, that Middle East.”


      “So give him a call. He might help you out.”


      “In his spare time,” Mitzi said.


      Jackie grinned at her. “You scared to call him?”


      “He’s a scary guy.”


      “He’d be awed to hear from a celebrity like you.”


      “I could tell him I’m Whoopi Goldberg.”


      Jackie dug his cell phone from one of his pockets and tossed it over so it landed on what there was of Mitzi’s lap, the way she was sprawled in the chair.


      “So call him,” he said, and threw back his head to drain the rest of his Coke. He bent a kink in the empty can and tossed it into a plastic-lined trash receptacle.


      “You into throwing things?” Mitzi asked.


      “It’s a kind of therapy. Helps me to let loose. Go ahead and call him.”


      “Anybody ever tell you, Jackie, you’re kinda pushy?”


      “You got nothing to lose, Mitz. He might surprise you. Serial killers might be a barrel of laughs.”


      “They’ve got other uses for barrels,” Mitzi said. She flipped up the lid on the phone. “Whaddya think, nine-one-one or information?”


      “I dunno,” Jackie said. “They’re both a bundle of giggles, but nine-one-one tends to take things more seriously.” Looking at her, he thought, that law against two comics, what a shame.

    

  


  
    
      66

    


    
      Martin Hawk sat that evening in the bar of his hotel and watched the reflection of a television screen on the glass partition of his booth. The TV was over by the cash register. Its sound was down, but volume wasn’t needed for what was being shown. It was a big mob scene somewhere in the park. Backward in the screen’s reflection Martin could see the lettering on the signs and shirts. He mentally flipped the letters: FREE BERTY.


      So it was about the latest in the series of murders in the city, all inspired by the honorable blood sport that Martin had perfected and developed into a profitable business. Bertrand Wrenner, a feckless little man who under any other circumstances wouldn’t have dreamed of shooting anyone, had taken the media’s interpretation of Quest and Quarry’s unintentional consequences to heart. The fool actually thought he was dueling, that somehow what was happening in the city put the stamp of respectability on unadorned murder.


      Berty Wrenner, Martin was sure, had never gone hunting.


      A bowl of peanuts and Martin’s drink sat untouched before him. What was going on now in the city had deprived him of appetite and thirst. Somehow noble opportunity for his clients had been turned into complicity in murders. He knew the crowds demonstrating in the park, the masses plodding to their jobs and then back home every day, wouldn’t understand his goals or accomplishments. They might regard murder as dueling now; and for a while if Quest and Quarry were exposed, they might even regard what its clientele did as hunting. But Martin knew the fickleness of group thought. He might well become a reviled and shunned, not to mention imprisoned, member of society.


      And of course there was Quinn, himself a hunter, a man Martin had no choice but to respect. Quinn was always out there trying to track him, thinking about him, attempting to get into his mind and motives. Stalking him.


      Martin felt a powerful need for understanding, to set the record straight. To deal with the hunter who hunted him.


      He could think of only one way to do that. For the record. For his record. For the fortification of his soul.


      He laid some bills and a tip next to the peanut bowl on the table and started to stand up. The news was going to a commercial break, but in the instant before the picture went to a shot of luxury autos driving in formation, the backward crawl at the bottom of the screen said there’d been a new development in the latest series of murders in New York City, involving a letter.


      Martin sat back down.


      


      The next morning, Pearl and Fedderman had stopped for doughnuts, just like cops in books and movies.


      “Krispy Kreme,” Fedderman said. “How can their doughnuts be so delicious and their stock so lousy?”


      Pearl looked over at him. “You in the stock market, Feds?”


      “No. It was either that or the supermarket. I never had the money for both.”


      They actually tried to pay for the doughnuts, but the guy behind the counter said they were free in return for the protection the cops gave his store. They thanked him and got their coffees refilled in to-go cups. The doughnut guy told them to be sure and come back, and they said they would, meaning it. Sometimes the world felt right.


      They got into the unmarked parked illegally at the curb. Fedderman drove. They were on their way to put their heads together with Vitali and Mishkin to see if they could break the logjam in their investigation. Neither of them mentioned the letter Helen the profiler had composed that was released under Quinn’s name. Pearl hoped the killer would ignore the damned thing.


      The pressure from on high was real and growing, exacerbated by the Berty Wrenner case. Quinn hadn’t demanded action, as Renz had demanded of him, because he knew they were all pros and treated them as such. But pros felt the pressure just like everyone else, only they could shrug it off. Most of the time.


      It was obvious that the stress was wearing on Quinn. His eyes were often bloodshot, as if he wasn’t getting much sleep, and his craggy features had taken on an expression of weary determination. He seemed to be taking more desperate measures, like having Nancy Weaver interview Wrenner’s fellow employees at the real estate agency where Wrenner worked. Everyone there seemed to have hated Alec Farr, so there was a remote possibility Wrenner had had an accomplice.


      Pearl and Fedderman didn’t say much as they finished their coffees and left the foam containers in the car’s plastic cup holders.


      They were on Broadway, driving north in heavy traffic, when Pearl said, “Hang a left at the next corner.”


      “Why?” Fedderman asked.


      “I need to make a quick stop.”


      “What is this, you gotta pee?” With all that coffee in her, it figures, Fedderman thought.


      “Just make the turn, Feds. Please.”


      Astounded by the please, Fedderman steered the gray Ford into the turn. They drove for a while. Fedderman could smell something unpleasant now and then, as if someone had vomited in the car and it hadn’t been thoroughly cleaned. Maybe a suspect. They did that sometimes. He’d have opened a window, but the air conditioner was having enough of a problem keeping the summer heat outside.


      “Any more instructions?” he asked.


      “I just want to—”


      “I know where we’re going now,” he said. “Your apartment.” He glanced over at her. “I guess you’re desperate for my body.”


      “It would require desperation,” Pearl said.


      When he’d parked in front of the brick and stone building, she told him she’d only be a minute and got out of the car. Her slacks felt tight and constricting, as if they’d contracted in the heat, and clung to her lower body. She was aware of Fedderman watching her as she took the front concrete steps and entered the vestibule. She wondered what he was thinking, but she knew. What all men thought.


      Showing herself off, Fedderman thought. Tight pants and a flight of stairs; women couldn’t resist the opportunity—if they had it to show. Pearl had it.


      Ah! She saw right away that there was something white visible through her mail slot. The postman had been here.


      She keyed open the box and withdrew the day’s mail. Only one envelope, and a colorful flier from a new Thai restaurant that had opened in the neighborhood. The flier slipped from her grasp and fluttered to the tile floor. She ignored it and turned over the envelope.


      In the top left corner was Dr. Eichmann’s name and office address.


      Since Pearl had paid her bill, she knew what must be in the envelope. The pathology report for the biopsy of her mole. It had to be!


      She moved over to a corner near the windowed door—where the mingled scents of cleaning solvent and urine were stronger, but the light was better—and started to tear open the envelope.


      Then she stopped.


      She had to work today, as usual, and there was no way to know how this report would affect her, one way or the other.


      Pearl stared at the sealed envelope and decided it was too delicate a matter, too intensely private, to share with Fedderman, and he was waiting out in the car. Probably about to lean on the horn. She didn’t want him to see her reaction to the news, either way.


      She stuffed the envelope in a pocket and went back outside, trying to forget it for the time being. It wasn’t going anywhere, and whenever she decided to read it, it would say the same thing.


      Live or die, she had to concentrate on today.


      She wouldn’t admit that she was terrified of what she might learn, and now that she had the envelope whose contents she’d been so eager to read, she’d delay opening it as long as possible.


      


      Martin Hawk had spent most of the morning on his reply to Quinn’s letter, cutting and pasting from a New Yorker he’d bought at a kiosk several blocks from the hotel.


      When it was finished, he decided not to mail it. Instead he took it to a Kinko’s, where he ran a copy of it.


      Then he faxed it.
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      They weren’t sorry he was dead.


      Nancy Weaver sat in Alec Farr’s office, in the large black leather desk chair that had been Farr’s, and read over the notes she’d taken on the interviews with the employees of the Home Away agency. Though some of the employees were at least polite, including Farr’s personal assistant, a weepy-eyed woman named Gloria Ann, most of them clearly disliked Farr to the point where they were glad fate had stepped in and removed him from their lives.


      Mention of Berty Wrenner’s name brought praise and distress. Praise because Berty was such a quiet, thoughtful, warmhearted man. Distress because Berty was in a pickle for killing Farr. Weaver knew how, once they became causes célèbres, the oppressed and imprisoned could grow in everyone’s estimation, but this was ridiculous. Berty Wrenner should be in line for sainthood.


      The last name on her interview list was Adam Hastings, the owner of Home Away. He entered Farr’s office without knocking, a tall, slender man in his sixties, with gray hair, glittering blue eyes, and the face of a sly reptile. He sat down in the straight-backed wooden chair where employees must have sat to be excoriated by Farr, smoothed the creases in his neat gray suit, and smiled at Weaver.


      “I’m here to tell you what a prince Bertrand Wrenner is and what an asshole Alec Farr was,” he said.


      Weaver’s face showed nothing, but she kind of liked the way the interview was starting. She was dealing with the alpha of alpha males here. This could be exhilarating.


      “Is that how you really saw it?” she asked.


      “I told a half-truth,” Hastings said. He had a smooth, cultured voice, like a late-night DJ on public radio classics. “Bertrand Wrenner is an incompetent little twit, and Alec Farr was a son of a bitch.”


      “Did you know that when you hired them?”


      “Not entirely. I thought Wrenner might be able to sell, but he turned out to be a wimp. Farr, I knew was a son of a bitch. That was the reason I hired him. I knew he used steroids, not because he was an athlete, but so he’d be more intimidating and aggressive. We’re not in an easy business, Detective Weaver, especially in these times.”


      It was Officer Weaver, but Weaver didn’t correct him. “So what your salespeople are saying is true—Farr was a slave-driving prick.”


      “Quite so. He demonstrated it on a daily basis. Several of our people quit because they couldn’t take the pressure. Boo-hoo. They were replaceable, and Farr got results.”


      “Not lately, he didn’t.”


      Hastings smiled again. It was a scary sight. “It’s a punishing economy out there, Detective. You should be glad you’re in public service. When people need a house or a new car, they can delay buying them. When people need a cop, they usually can’t put it off.”


      “You make me glad I’m not on commission,” Weaver said.


      “You should be glad. But if you ever need a job, consider contacting Home Away. There’s something about you that makes me think you’d be a fit.”


      “If ever I start using steroids,” Weaver said.


      Hastings stood up. “I’ve told you all I really know. I don’t spend a lot of time on the premises. I hired Alec Farr to run this end of the business, and he did it his way.”


      “Like in the Frank Sinatra song,” Weaver said, “only it got him killed.”


      “And now I have to replace two employees.” Hastings sounded self-pitying and mildly piqued, as if some triviality had tripped him up and now he had to waste his valuable time dealing with the consequences.


      “Mr. Hastings,” Weaver said, “is that the only reason you’re sorry Alec Farr is dead?”


      “Of course it is. He was a valuable employee.”


      “Did you like him?”


      “Not at all. No one could like him.”


      “What about Berty Wrenner?”


      “Didn’t really know him, and he can be replaced.”


      Everybody’s epitaph, Weaver thought.


      “Anything else, Detective?”


      “Not at the moment, sir.”


      Why did I call him ‘sir‘? Did Farr feel intimidated by Hastings, even in his own office? Is that the kind of pissing contest game they played around here? A game that became more than a game to Berty Wrenner and drove him to murder?


      Hastings nodded a good-bye and went out the door.


      Weaver stood up from Alec Farr’s chair and glanced around the office. There were a few awards on the walls. Top salesman of this year or that, and a nineteen-year-old business administration diploma from someplace called Pierpont College. Above the black file cabinets was a bad painting of a bald eagle soaring against the background of an American flag. At least Farr had been a patriot. No photographs of wife or kids, as Farr had been a divorced man without children. No shots of any other family members. No Elk membership certificate, mounted trophy fish, personal mementos, or souvenirs from tourist traps.


      Weaver decided that Farr had been a lonely man. His job must have meant everything to him. That was the reason he’d stayed instead of run. Not courage, but lonely desperation. She decided that maybe she thought more kindly of Alec Farr than anyone else who’d ever been in this office. Still, she wouldn’t have enjoyed working for him, and she couldn’t say she would have liked him. In fact, she didn’t really like anyone she’d interviewed today.


      Feeling a sudden urgency to get out of the office and away from the Home Away agency, she headed for the door. She knew the air would be better outside, uncontaminated by Machiavellian maneuvering and raw ambition. Not to mention fear.


      The place was toxic. The toxicity could be fatal.
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      “A woman named Mitzi Lewis called,” Fedderman said, when he checked in by phone with Quinn. “She does standup comedy and wanted to talk to you about serial killers. She’s got some kind of routine in mind.”


      “Comedy? About serial killers?”


      “That’s what she said.”


      “Jesus, Feds!”


      “I know. She sounded nice, though.”


      “Call her back and tell her I’m too busy now, but I’ll give her an interview when all this is over.”


      “Seems the thing to do,” Fedderman said.


      “And Feds, tell her it’ll be over soon.”


      “We hope.”


      “Leave that part out,” Quinn said, and broke the connection.


      


      Mitzi said it aloud to see how it would sound: “There is a smoking section, but it’s not exactly in the plane.”


      No, that one wasn’t funny, and it reminded passengers they were in an aluminum tube six miles up going five hundred miles per hour. No laughs to be mined here.


      Her cell sounded the five key notes of Comedy Tonight, and she yanked it from her pocket. Ah! Fedderman was calling. The cop.


      She listened to his message from Quinn, then she sighed and thanked him. He said he was really sorry, and she believed him.


      Okay, she thought, putting the phone back in her pocket. She’d forget about the married serial killers idea until later, and if it still seemed workable she’d see if she could talk with Quinn.


      Meanwhile, time to get back to work.


      Mitzi continued strolling in Washington Square, paying little attention to the many pigeons strutting and flapping around her feet. The day was another incineration, and she was wearing baggy shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt. Several homeless people were lounging in the park, one of them curled in the fetal position on a bench she was approaching. In the shade of a tree, two heavily bearded men were using an upside-down cardboard box for a table and were deeply involved in playing chess. Tourists were ambling about, as were students, artists with sketch pads, and various Village types. Mitzi, with her Doc Martens boots and spiked white blond hair, guessed she was one of the Village types. She seemed to be attracting no attention whatsoever, and found herself rather grateful for that. It made it easier for her to think. To work.


      Which was what she’d been doing when she received Fedderman’s call. She sometimes sold jokes to the airlines. It seemed that all of them were incorporating comedy into their welcome and safety spiels. It was good PR, and the informality of comedy helped to soothe nerves and put passengers at ease. Other than comedians, few people died in the middle of a joke. But with all the passenger traffic and frequent fliers, airborne comedy ate up material in a hurry. The airlines depended on people like Mitzi to provide them with a steady supply of humor. Reassuring takeoff and landing humor in particular was in high demand.


      Despite the warm temperature, the direct sunlight on Mitzi’s face made her smile. Her twenty-fifth birthday was today, and she felt good, as long as she stayed away from thoughts of getting older and more wrinkled. Crow’s-feet were beginning to form at the corners of her eyes—she was sure of it. If the light was right and she smiled wide, people must be able to see them. If she dwelled on it too much the truth was undeniable and unbearable: time was marching all over her.


      On the plus side there was Rob. They were going out for dinner tonight, and, knowing Rob, he’d have some kind of birthday gift for her.


      As she passed the bench with the homeless man curled up on it, he mumbled something she couldn’t understand, then turned his head away, as if she’d impolitely disturbed his sleep. An empty wine bottle was on the ground beneath the bench, along with a used condom. Mitzi guessed the bench had seen a lot of action last night. The man mumbled again in his sleep, something unintelligible about flying or dying.


      When she was well past him, Mitzi slowed her pace.


      I walk down the aisle to the only empty seat in the plane, and this drunk sitting next to it says…


      ‘Would it embarrassh you if I shang?’ I say ‘not at all,’ and then I find out that in his language shang means…


      The pigeons waddling about on the pavement, pecking at minute bits of whatever, parted way for Mitzi, but never moved more than a few feet. They didn’t seem to sense anything imminent. Mitzi caught a shadowy movement in the corner of her vision, and a large dark bird—a hawk—swooped down, used its fully spread dark wings as brakes, sank its talons into a white and gray pigeon, then regained height, carrying the helpless pigeon away. It had all happened so suddenly and noiselessly that it might have been an illusion. As if she had the Discovery Channel on with the sound off, only it was real.


      Mitzi looked around. No one else in the square seemed to have noticed what happened. The pigeons, pecking away at miniscule edibles, went on about their business as if nothing had occurred and one of their number weren’t missing.


      Poor pigeon.


      You’re shanged, pal.


      Mitzi stood staring up at the sky, but the hawk and its prey were nowhere in sight.


      Had she imagined it?


      She didn’t think so.


      A peregrine falcon. That’s what she must have seen. She knew they were in the city, and that they hunted pigeons, but few people had actually seen them in action.


      Now Mitzi was one of those few. Seeing it had, in a way, been exhilarating. In another way, disturbing. Whatever it was, it had sure put the cap on comedy.


      She picked up her pace and walked toward one of the park exits, unable to shake the image of the large dark bird suddenly appearing and deftly using its powerful wings to entrap the pigeon while it gained a grip and managed to lift off with its stunned prey. She couldn’t get over how it had all happened so abruptly, disturbing nothing around it, and then it was over. It was the way fate sometimes dealt with people.


      She understood then what was making her uneasy. The strike of the falcon seemed so incongruous as to be prophetic. She had seen this rare and startling sight. Mustn’t that mean something? Hadn’t she somehow been chosen?


      Don’t be so childish and self-absorbed. Everything that happens to you doesn’t have to be infused with hidden meaning and great gravity. God, fate, whoever, whatever doesn’t telegraph his, her, its moves. Prophecy before tragedy? Ask the pigeon.


      The oversized leather boots she was wearing were starting to give her a blister. Mitzi concentrated on that. It was a real and imminent problem.


      She walked more carefully on the hot pavement, scrunching up her toes and trying to keep the boots from rubbing, as she left the square and made her way toward her subway stop. On the subway she was still trying to put the incident with the pigeon out of her mind.


      But she couldn’t.


      She knew she’d probably dream about it tonight.


      But she wouldn’t.
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      Pearl hadn’t slept more than an hour straight last night. This was insane. She was torturing herself. She knew it had to end, and only she could end it.


      Finally she’d worked up the courage to read Dr. Eichmann’s pathology report.


      She sat on the sofa with a knife she’d gotten from the kitchen to use as a letter opener. But when she inserted the narrow blade into the corner of the envelope, the flap popped open of its own accord. It had been barely sealed.


      How dare they send a document like this in a way that allows anyone to read it!


      Had someone read it?


      In her anger Pearl imagined some ham-handed postal employee noticing the unsealed flap and checking to see if there might be money in the envelope. Then, disappointed, reading the results of her biopsy. Sharing the information with fellow employees, all of them making a big joke of it.


      Calm down, idiot!


      Postal employees were no more likely than cops to behave that way. And the envelope was sealed, only lightly. It didn’t appear to have been tampered with, and probably had found its way, like thousands—millions—of letters, to its proper recipient unread.


      She withdrew the single white sheet of paper from the envelope and unfolded it. Held it in a trembling hand and read…


      She couldn’t concentrate. Her eyes skipped from line to line, from checked box to checked box, always focusing on the word benign.


      Breathing more easily than she had for weeks, she leaned back in the sofa cushions and looked at the ceiling, saying the word aloud: “Benign.”


      She read the pathology report again. And again. Each time liberated her anew. It was actually true that the mole had been benign, had been…a beauty mark.


      Yes, a beauty mark!


      But something was impinging on her binge of relief, on her new freedom from impending fatal illness, and it didn’t take Pearl long to figure out what it was.


      She felt herself getting angry. Those, those, those…she would never be able to forgive her mother, Mrs. Kahn, and most of all that bastard Milton Kahn, for deliberately frightening her about the mole.


      About death.


      She knew exactly what she would do. She’d make copies of this pathology report, with the word benign underlined wherever it appeared. She would mail copies to her mother, to Mrs. Kahn, and to Milton Kahn.


      She would do it immediately.


      Then, maybe, she’d feel better.


      Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket and made her jump. She pulled it out, flipped it open, and saw that Quinn was calling her.


      “Pearl,” he said, when she’d made the connection and said hello, “Feds isn’t coming by for you this morning. He’s going to meet with Vitali and Mishkin alone. I’m on the way to pick you up. Should be there in about five minutes.”


      “This a date?” she asked. Why am I always such a wise ass?


      “Yeah. We’re gonna double with Renz and Helen the profiler.”


      “I’m trying to imagine them as a romantic couple,” Pearl said.


      “Don’t. Please. Just be ready.”


      “Okay. I’ll be waiting out front.”


      “You read the Times this morning?”


      “No. I usually get one out of a machine.”


      “Well, you can read mine on the way to see Renz.”


      Pearl felt her pulse pick up. Her anger, the pathology report, were forgotten. “Something moving?”


      “Something’s moving,” Quinn said, and ended the conversation.


      


      Renz, in his overheated, tobacco-scented office, had today’s Times lying on his desk, flipped to the open letter from the .25-Caliber Killer to Quinn.


      The reply to Quinn’s letter was short and to the point:


      
        Captain Quinn:


        What is happening now in this city isn’t hunting, isn’t dueling, isn’t sport. It is murder. We are both civilized men. We are both, in our own ways, hunters. As it was probably destined to do since the beginning, our contest has developed into a mutual hunt. In the stalking of truly dangerous game, hunter and prey become indistinguishable. You will soon receive a package from me. It contains a .25-caliber Springbok revolver. We both know what it means.


        I wish you luck.


        The .25-Caliber Killer

      


      Renz passed copies of the page around so that everyone else in the office—Quinn, Pearl, Vitali, Mishkin, and Helen the profiler—could read it, whether for the first time or again.


      Helen smiled and said, “It worked.”


      Renz looked at Quinn from behind his desk. “Are you ready for this?”


      “Of course I am.”


      “You shouldn’t do this, Quinn,” Pearl said, ignoring the astounded look Renz gave her.


      “We didn’t set this up to waste time,” Renz said. “He has to do it, for his own reasons.”


      “He’s right,” Quinn said. “And I have to do it without NYPD protection the killer might spot. This is an opportunity we can’t risk screwing up.”


      “You’re playing a game with your life, Quinn!”


      “It’s a game I’m forced to play.”


      Pearl gave him a dark, probing stare. “This is some kind of honor thing with you, right?”


      “Not entirely.”


      “Don’t take the honor part of it lightly,” Helen told Pearl.


      Pearl ignored her. “Your job is to catch a killer, Quinn, not risk your life in some archaic macho game that you have to play by the rules.”


      “It amounts to the same thing, Pearl. If the killer realizes I’m not playing the game honestly, he’ll simply back off and continue what he’s been doing. I have to do this on the up and up with him, and alone.”


      “That’s how it is, Pearl,” Renz said.


      Pearl looked at Sal Vitali, who shrugged. His partner Mishkin did the same.


      “Bullshit! Mano-a-mano bullshit!” Pearl said. She looked at Renz appealingly. “At least give him some protection.”


      “I can’t do that,” Renz said. “If protection was spotted this would all be for nothing.”


      “He really can’t,” Helen added, defending Renz.


      “Listen—”


      Quinn rested a big hand on Pearl’s shoulder and gave her a warning look. She was losing this argument and knew it, and fell silent.


      “I’ll issue the order,” Renz said. “No one is to talk to the media, or to interfere in the hunt. I mean no one.”


      “Male-pattern madness!” Pearl said under her breath.


      “Something more than that,” Quinn told her.


      


      After leaving Renz’s office, on the walk back to where the Lincoln was parked in the sun, Quinn said, “Whatever happened with that mole of yours, Pearl?”


      “Mole? It turned out to be nothing. No big deal.”


      “Good. I figured that’s how it’d go.” Not even breaking stride. Making business-as-usual small talk.


      Pearl stepped out and moved around to block Quinn’s path.


      She looked him in the eye the way she sometimes regarded suspects.


      “You can’t actually do this thing with the killer,” she said.


      “I agreed to it.”


      “Oh, so what? At least take an extra weapon. Something more than that ancient South African peashooter.”


      “Time to drop the subject, Pearl. I mean it.”


      She stalked off, bouncing in a way that attracted a lot of male attention.


      “Pearl! Get in the goddamned car.”


      She stopped and turned. There was a stiffness to her features caused by more than anger. She was almost, but not quite, crying. “I’ll catch up with you later.”


      “Where you going, Pearl?” Quinn’s tone was softer now.


      “To copy and mail something. I feel I have to do it. No choice. It involves life instead of death.”


      Quinn watched her walk away, wondering what she’d meant. Then he opened the Lincoln’s door and felt heat roll out. He got in and sat with the engine running and the air conditioner blasting, watching Pearl through the windshield until she disappeared among a throng of people who’d just crossed with the traffic light.


      Pearl talk, he figured, and fastened his safety belt.
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      Quinn sat with Zoe at a corner table in Hammacher’s, a German restaurant on the East Side. It was a place that afforded privacy, with high-backed wooden booths and lots of cloth and green carpeting to mute sound so voices wouldn’t carry. Deals legal and illegal were made here.


      Quinn had courted some of his upper-echelon snitches in Hammacher’s, but hadn’t visited the restaurant in over a year. Nothing had changed. Still the hushed ambience, still the elderly waiters who kept their distance unless summoned, and still the indefinable mingled scents of spices, boiled sauerkraut, and something else that almost made the eyes water.


      They’d both ordered German draft beers with unpronounceable names and the sauerbraten special and were waiting for their food to arrive, their gigantic frosted mugs of beer in front of them. No one was seated within twenty feet of their booth.


      Zoe had on one of her psychoanalyst outfits. A light gray blazer over a white blouse, a blue skirt of modest length. She wasn’t wearing much makeup, which only tended to make her look younger. There was a frankness and receptiveness about her features. Patients might tell her everything.


      Quinn explained to her about the plan to lure the killer into the open by agreeing to what he, the killer, regarded as a hunt.


      Zoe listened carefully, then took a sip of beer. The foam left a slight mustache, and Quinn resisted the impulse to reach across the table and touch it, touch her lips.


      “So the sport is that the two hunters are evenly matched,” she said. “Sometimes one is stalking the other; sometimes it’s vice versa.”


      “That’s pretty much it,” Quinn said. “Usually the participants are accustomed to hunting in the wild. I suppose the urban setting is supposed to negate any advantage one might have over the other because of familiarity with certain types of terrain.”


      Zoe gave him a slight smile. “At least the prey gets to shoot back. That’s what the anti-hunting movement has always dreamed of.”


      “Are you part of that movement?”


      “I’m not terribly zealous about either side of the argument,” Zoe said. “But two human beings stalking each other, and then one of them dying—that’s something different from hunting.”


      “I’m not so sure it is,” Quinn said.


      “This is a male thing. Is that why it appeals to you?”


      “I don’t know that it appeals to me,” Quinn said.


      Zoe smiled at him. “But it does.”


      Quinn regarded his oversized beer mug. “Yeah, I guess on a certain level it does.”


      Zoe reached across the table and touched his hand. “I do understand, Quinn.”


      “And you approve?”


      “If it’s something you feel you have to do, I’m behind your decision.”


      “A friend of mine described it as…what did she say…‘mano-a-mano bullshit.’”


      Zoe leaned back. “Well, it is in a way. But your friend simply doesn’t have a great enough understanding or appreciation of the compulsion to adhere to the male code. If she knew you at all, she’d know that you have to do this. Not only do you see it as your job, but you see it as your destiny. You are what you are. It’s a challenge between your ego and your id, and you must accept it to retain your manhood.”


      “I suppose that’s true,” Quinn said. He hadn’t really thought it out. He’d simply known within seconds that to accept the killer’s challenge, to play the game by his rules, was the honorable thing to do. “Honor,” he muttered.


      “That’s exactly what it is,” Zoe said. “Your honor. That is not a small thing, Quinn. And I think it’s important that you know I appreciate that and I stand behind you.”


      “The classic male and female roles,” Quinn said.


      “That’s true. They’re roles that are ancient and deeply rooted in human experience. Remember all those medieval tales about dragon slaying and rescuing the princess?”


      “Enough of them,” Quinn said. “So you’re my princess?”


      “Sure am,” Zoe said. “After dinner I’ll show you.”


      


      For her birthday dinner, Rob took Mitzi to Mephisto’s, a marvelous restaurant in Lower Manhattan. It wasn’t where you’d go to dine economically. Mitzi was impressed by the fact that Rob would spend so much simply because she was turning twenty-five. She sampled her marinated mushroom appetizer and glanced around. Of course she knew no one. This wasn’t the kind of place her friends from the club would frequent.


      Mitzi smiled across the white tablecloth and glittering crystal at Rob. It was obvious that he wanted to make this an occasion. He’d worn a perfectly tailored blue suit, a white shirt, and a silky floral pattern red tie with a gold tie clasp. There was a gold pin in the form of a soaring bird on his suit coat’s left lapel. Mitzi had to admit she’d never expected to dine in this kind of place with a man so perfect for her on her birthday. And he’d brought a gift for her. At least he’d intimated that it was a gift. It was in a blue carry-on bag that sat beneath the table. She’d tried to pry out of him what the bag contained, but he wouldn’t say anything other than that he wanted it to be a surprise. Men liked to play games. They made games out of just about everything they did. Mitzi had an entire routine about it.


      Rob raised his champagne glass to her and fixed her with a smile that dazzled like the crystal. She reached across the table and clinked her glass against his, but not hard. The thing must cost a fortune.


      “To Mitzi at twenty-five,” he said. “May you always remain so young.”


      She grinned and sipped champagne from the delicate stemmed glass. “If only that were possible.”


      “Maybe it is,” he said, “if you believe hard enough.”


      “No,” Mitzi said. “Mother Nature’s a joker, just like me.”


      “Then you and Mother Nature should be friends.”


      “We are,” Mitzi said, “but she’s a bitch sometimes. Like most of my other friends. She seems to get a laugh out of women growing old and men getting tired of them. Look around. You see it happen all the time.”


      “You don’t have to worry about that with me, Mitzi. I promise.”


      She stared hard into his deep dark eyes and rested her hand gently on his. “For some reason,” she said, “I believe you. More importantly, I think you believe you. But don’t you see that’s the joke? You’ll change your mind. Lovers do. They honestly think they won’t, but they do.”


      “Not me,” Rob said. “I’ll love you for the rest of your life.”


      With the polished toe of his wingtip shoe he nudged the blue canvas bag beneath the table.


      Mitzi sipped champagne and continued gazing into his eyes. Despite the mystery there she decided to believe him with every beating cell of her heart, at least for tonight. If he wanted to make tonight her night—their night—it was fine with her.


      How many Robs were there?


      How many nights like this were there?


      Carpe diem. Seize the day. Like in the Robin Williams movie. How would you say seize the night in Latin?


      There had to be a joke in there somewhere. Maybe even in Latin. Latin could be a terrifically funny language.
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      When they left the restaurant after dinner, Mitzi knew she was a little drunk. During the coziness of the cab ride to her apartment, she tried to tease Rob, get him to reveal what was in the blue bag.


      Instead of telling her, he teased back, sitting close and keeping the bag well on the other side of him on the back seat. Some of the teasing became sexual, but Mitzi didn’t mind. The cabbie was from some Middle Eastern country, listening to low-volume but insistent Arabic music. He seemed uninterested in what his passengers were doing and might not understand much English.


      Rob didn’t direct the cabbie to stop in front of her building. Instead, they got out at the corner, leaving a short walk. That was okay. The night was still warm, but pleasant because of a slight breeze. As the cab drove away, Mitzi hoped she’d be able to walk all right after all the mixed drinks and wine she’d consumed.


      She leaned in close to Rob and he put his arm around her, supporting her. Her legs felt all right, but there was an alcohol-induced numbness in her cheeks. And the sidewalk seemed to be moving around a bit on her, like a funhouse floor. She wasn’t sure if she could navigate a straight line without his help. Mitzi walked with her head resting against his shoulder until they had to climb the steps to her building’s entrance.


      No one had passed them on the sidewalk, and they rode the elevator by themselves up to her floor. Just before the door slid open, he leaned over and kissed the side of her neck.


      Mitzi did have trouble finding her apartment key in her purse, and when she did finally close her fingers on the key chain, it slipped from her grasp. Maybe she was drunker than she thought.


      Rob helped her, fishing the key from her purse and placing it in her hand so she had a firm grip on it. He was smiling down at her as she fumbled to insert the key in the lock.


      She did manage to do that without his help. She unlocked the brass knob lock, then the deadbolt above, and pushed the door open.


      To blinding, flashing brilliance winking from cameras.


      Behind the flaring lights she could glimpse figures of at least a dozen people, all facing her. Most of them held cameras high in front of them or in tight to their faces so they could use viewfinders.


      Mitzi was stunned. She felt Rob’s grip tighten on her arm so she wouldn’t fall.


      “Surprise!” everyone shouted in imperfect unison.


      Still stunned, but grinning, Mitzi looked up at Rob. “You! Did you know about this?”


      Rob was smiling, yet he did seem genuinely surprised.


      “I didn’t,” he said. “I swear it!”


      “He’s telling the truth, Mitz.” Jackie’s voice from somewhere over by the sofa. “We didn’t have a chance to tell him. You haven’t been around the club lately, Rob, and Mitzi’s the only one with your phone number, so we had no choice but to surprise you both.”


      “More fun that way, anyway,” Ted Tack’s voice said.


      Rob’s grip tightened again on Mitzi’s arm, but this time in a gentle signal to gain her attention.


      “See, darling,” he said. “I’m honest to a fault.”


      “Get them some champagne,” Jackie said. “It’s time for a toast!”


      “More champagne,” Mitzi said. “Yeah, I could use that.”
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      Quinn thought that for Zoe’s safety he shouldn’t spend the night. He didn’t tell her that was why he was leaving, but after they’d made love in her bedroom he showered, dressed, and kissed her good night. She seemed to understand why he was going and kissed him back with a special passion.


      Quinn smiled down at her. “You make me want to stay.”


      “But you can’t,” she said.


      “You’re ahead of me.”


      “There’s no ahead or behind. I understand you, that’s all.”


      “Your job,” he said.


      “No, darling. It’s more than my job.”


      He kissed her again and didn’t look back at her as he left.


      When he got to his apartment building he was surprised that there wasn’t a package waiting for him in his mailbox. He was sure there was room for it, but he found only the usual fliers and bills.


      But when he went upstairs there was the package in front of his apartment door. It was about six inches square, tightly encased in brown wrapping paper fastened with heavy tape. There was no label. Quinn’s name and address were printed in black ink directly on the wrapping. He knew there’d be no fingerprints to be found, and the name and address lettering looked as if it had been done with a ruler and would provide no basis for comparison. The wrapping paper, too, would be a common brand and untraceable.


      Still, when he got inside the apartment he put on latex gloves before carefully opening the package.


      Inside the wrapping paper was a white box of the sort a large piece of jewelry might come in. Inside the box was a small .25-caliber Springbok revolver. It was loaded. Its barrel was almost short enough to be called snub-nosed, colored a dusky blue steel like the rest of the revolver except for its checked wooden grip. It looked cheap, like the kind of piece that might blow up in your hand, but Quinn knew it was simple and effective. A close-in weapon. It would be easy to conceal and make very little noise, but it would do the job.


      He called Fedderman, who came within fifteen minutes with a guy from the lab named Peterman, who looked about sixteen years old and was all business. Peterman dusted the revolver for prints and found none. The box, paper wrapping, and tape he put in a plastic evidence bag. He and Fedderman took the bag with them when they left. Quinn knew the contents of the evidence bag would provide about as much workable evidence as the revolver. None.


      As they went out the door, Fedderman gave Quinn a sad backward glance that had a disturbing finality about it.


      


      Fedderman and Peterman had been there less than twenty minutes. Time seemed to be running faster now, at least for Quinn. As if it might be running out.


      He found a clean, soft rag under the sink and wiped print dust off the revolver, then checked it to make sure it was in good working condition. He felt secure in his apartment, but he tucked the gun in his belt anyway, then went into the kitchen and poured himself two fingers of Famous Grouse scotch in a water tumbler.


      He made sure the apartment was securely locked, then sat for a long time at his desk, sipping scotch.


      When he finally went to bed, he placed the gun beneath his pillow. Being an old single-action revolver, it would have to be cocked by drawing back the hammer before it could be fired. There was little chance of that happening accidentally. It was a good under-the-pillow gun.


      The scotch relaxed him enough that he could get to sleep, but a small corner of his mind remained awake.


      


      Lavern Neeson sat in the chair by the bed for hours, cradling the shotgun almost as if it were a child. She listened to Hobbs snore and to the familiar sounds of the building, the steady hum of the air-conditioning, the faint pop and rattle of pipes, the occasional muffled crack of wood expanding or contracting. In the kitchen, the refrigerator cycled on and off.


      Shortly before dawn, she stood up from the chair and replaced the shotgun in the closet. Before closing the closet door, she stared for a long time at the box of shells on the top shelf. Such potential for destruction in such small items. Such potential for change with the simple squeeze of a trigger. Instantaneous, irreversible change. Like being yanked with a bang from one world and dropped into another.


      The prospect was intimidating, but with every passing day it was less frightening than the world she lived in.


      She stood with her bare feet on the cool wood floor, her face buried in her hands, and began to cry. Her sobs were almost silent, and no one was there to see her shoulders quake.


      It didn’t take long for her to get herself under control. She’d become an expert at modulating and manipulating her emotions. Her expression was calm. Only her reddened eyes and the tear tracks on her cheeks remained of her violent fit of sobbing.


      Peace and rest. She was beginning to associate the shotgun with peace and rest. That was dangerous and she knew it, but she couldn’t stop it.


      Less than a minute later she was back in bed with Hobbs, feeling the heat emanating from his muscular body. He lay on his left side, facing away from her, unmoving and unaware, snoring away.


      Lavern drifted into an uneasy sleep for a short while, and then the alarm went off.


      


      The sun had barely risen when the landline phone on the table next to Quinn’s bed rang.


      He woke slowly, not sure how many rings he’d missed, and tried to get his body to respond to the urgency he felt to answer the phone.


      Finally his partially numb right hand found the receiver and clumsily removed it from its cradle.


      Lying on his back, he pressed the receiver to his ear, said, “Quinn,” in a sleep-thickened voice.


      The voice on the other end of the connection sounded wide awake, crisp, and authoritative.


      It said, “Listen carefully. Don’t talk. These are the rules.”
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      The bedroom was bright with fragments of early morning sunlight when the man Mitzi Lewis knew as Rob Curlew observed her as she slept.


      Standing nude, he leaned over her and listened closely to her breathing. She was still sleeping soundly.


      Careful to make no noise, he gathered up his clothes and carried them into the bathroom. He ran no water and made little noise getting dressed.


      He didn’t want to leave Mitzi, didn’t want to lose this one. But her surprise party last night had been a surprise for him, too. Now almost everyone she knew had seen him and would be able to supply police with descriptions, could identify him. Many of them had photographs of him with Mitzi.


      He simply couldn’t take the chance. Sometimes the best of hunters came up empty.


      When he was dressed, he found the blue carry-on that he’d promised Mitzi he’d open this morning, and walked softly back to her bed.


      He stood very still and listened to her breathe, watched her sleep. She looked so innocent, so unknowing.


      She would never know the pivotal moment in her life, the moment that had saved her life. Perhaps the great joke of her life. Being Mitzi, she might very well have looked at it that way.


      He wanted to kiss her, but knew that might be a mistake. Instead he left the bedroom quietly, left her apartment, and disappeared into the city that was not yet all the way awake.


      


      At 8:00 A.M., after a breakfast of eggs, sausage, and toast, Quinn phoned Renz and described his dawn phone call from the killer.


      The rules were simple enough. At nine o’clock this morning the hunt would begin. It was limited to the island of Manhattan. Both men were to be armed only with their identical .25-caliber revolvers. Quinn was safe in his apartment until nine o’clock, but not afterward. From that point on, he was safe nowhere, nor was his opponent.


      “He knows where you live, but you don’t know where he does,” Renz pointed out.


      “That’s why I’m probably safe here,” Quinn said. “Our killer’s the sort who’d rather make it a sporting proposition. He wouldn’t consider it cricket to shoot me in my bed.”


      “Cricket…” Renz repeated thoughtfully. “He use that word?”


      “I don’t think so,” Quinn said.


      “But you just used it,” Renz said. “Maybe because he did.”


      “Maybe,” Quinn said. “Maybe he watches the BBC.”


      “There you go,” Renz said. “He also knows what you look like.”


      “Only from newspaper photos, and they don’t do me justice.”


      “He’s really not as cricket as he’d like you to think,” Renz said. “Let’s not forget he’s just another psycho asshole who makes his own rules.”


      “There’s nothing in those rules about leaving my apartment before nine o’clock,” Quinn said. “That’s what I’ll be doing after I hang up on you.”


      “Okay. I’ll issue the order again that no one is to interfere with you or the kil—your opponent.”


      Both men were silent for a while, knowing this might well be their final conversation, and that there simply wasn’t any more to say other than everything, and that was impossible to put into words.


      “Luck,” Renz said simply, and hung up.


      It was when Quinn replaced the receiver that he remembered something. Maybe. It was possible the .25-Caliber Killer had used the word cricket in their phone conversation. He might have a touch of British accent.


      Bloody hell!


      Not that it changed anything if the killer did happen to be a Brit. He was soon going to find himself in a sticky wicket.


      Quinn finished his coffee; then he hand washed and dried his breakfast dishes before leaving the apartment.


      He figured a man who’d done the dishes in preparation for his next meal was unlikely to meet death until then. Surely if you planned for the future it was more likely there would be one.


      Think alive, stay alive.


      But he didn’t intend to spend the day simply trying to stay alive while keeping an eye out for the killer.


      He had a destination.


      


      Quinn left his apartment via the fire stairs, then he did a turn around the block to be reasonably sure he wasn’t being followed. It was possible, maybe likely, that his opponent had his apartment building already staked out though it wasn’t yet nine o’clock.


      He entered an office building whose lobby, lined with closed shops, ran through to the opposite block. Without pausing, he walked though it and out the opposite tinted glass doors, then doubled back outside, observing all the way. He was reasonably sure he wasn’t being followed.


      What he wanted to do was lose himself in the city before nine o’clock.


      The morning was warm and still, and with a slight overcast that would burn off by noon. Right now shadows were muted and the light seemed evenly distributed. Shooter’s weather. As he strode along the sidewalk, Quinn was aware of the weight of the Springbok revolver in one suit-coat pocket, his cell phone in the other.


      Mustn’t get them confused, he cautioned himself with a smile.


      My God! Helen and Zoe are right. At least a part of me is enjoying this.


      Though he didn’t think he was being followed, the tension was still there. His back muscles were tight, and his antennae were out for anything unusual, anything that might spell danger. He was moving through the city in a kind of hyperawareness. It was a strain that would eventually take its toll.


      The trick, he soon realized, was to stay among people, but not so many that they provided cover to fire from and then escape into.


      Stop thinking defensively. You be the one to use crowds for cover, to look for the killer and apprehend him, to take him down if necessary without killing anyone else.


      Quinn was just beginning to realize how difficult that would be.


      He didn’t want to keep pounding the pavement wearing himself out, and just in case he was at the moment being stalked, he didn’t want to become a still target, whatever the time.


      On First Avenue he saw a bus preparing to stop for a knot of people standing in front of a bank. At the last second, he boarded and fed in his change. He found a seat away from the window, near the back of the bus, and settled in for his ride uptown.


      The roar of the bus’s engine, the rhythm of accelerating and stopping, allowed him to relax. Manhattan was a big island. It wouldn’t be easy for hunter and prey to come together. The killer would be waiting and watching at points where his quarry might show—workplace, apartment, the near proximities of friends and associates, known haunts. That was part of the problem. Quinn knew practically nothing about his prey, and didn’t know how much his prey knew about him. He was beginning to catch on as to how this game was played. He would at some point have to actively hunt. Hunter could become prey in an instant.


      He glanced at his watch. Almost nine o’clock.


      He was fair game.
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      Dr. Alfred Beeker’s blond assistant Beatrice was on duty behind her desk in the anteroom when Quinn arrived at the doctor’s Park Avenue office. She was the only one in the room. A mug of coffee and a half-eaten cinnamon roll sat on a white paper napkin on her desk. The whole place smelled like cinnamon.


      She looked up at Quinn and appeared frightened. Had Beeker told her about Quinn? Was Beatrice herself part of the S&M lifestyle that Beeker embraced?


      “Is Doctor Beeker in?” Quinn asked.


      “I’m sorry,” she said, “the doctor’s with a patient.” Doing a nice job of pretending not to remember Quinn.


      “In his office?”


      “Of course.”


      “I’d like to look in on him.”


      Now Beatrice looked alarmed. Beeker must have put a word in her ear about Quinn. She glanced back at the door, then at Quinn, weighing her chances of stopping him from barging in on Beeker and not liking them.


      “I need to see him,” Quinn said.


      “I told you, he’s—”


      “You don’t understand,” Quinn said. “I only want to see him. I won’t even say hello, if you don’t want me to.”


      She stood up and faced him with her arms crossed. Quinn admired her spunk.


      “I’m not going to go away until I see him,” Quinn said. “Which way would be less all-around trouble? If you called in and asked him to step out here for a moment, or if I barged in while he’s in the middle of a session with a patient?”


      “What if I call the police?”


      “You remember me, dear. The police?” He showed her his shield, though he was sure she already knew who he was.


      “Why didn’t you say in the beginning this was police business?”


      “I wanted to see how cooperative you’d be.”


      “I’d say you just like to play games,” she said. Not angrily, though.


      “You’ve got me there.”


      She sat back down, plucked the receiver from her desk phone, and pushed a button. Then she turned her back on Quinn and talked softly enough that he couldn’t understand her.


      A few seconds after she’d hung up, the large door on the wall behind the reception desk opened, and Beeker stepped into the anteroom. He glared at Quinn, and his face turned a mottled red. Plenty angry, Dr. Alfred Beeker. Again, though, Quinn noted the doctor was unafraid.


      As he stood looking at Beeker, Quinn became acutely aware of the compact revolver in his pocket. In an odd way it wasn’t at all like the gun he usually carried holstered, his old police special revolver. That gun was used to maintain order, to protect people, or to use in self-defense. This gun was for a separate and distinct purpose—for stalking and killing another human being. Quinn couldn’t help imagining Beeker in his black leather outfit, standing and holding a whip, with Zoe…


      “Make this fast,” Beeker said.


      I’d love to.


      Beatrice took a large bite of cinnamon roll. It released a surge of sweet scent in the office.


      Quinn nodded to Beeker, smiled and nodded to Beatrice, then turned and walked out the door.


      He’d learned what he wanted to know. The doctor was in.


      And not outside in the city streets, stalking him.
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      Quinn soon learned the rhythm of the hunt.


      He moved along the sidewalk at the speed of pedestrian traffic. The knack was in being careful to stay near other people, but at the same time avoid becoming part of a crowd that might shield the killer’s approach. He knew that a larger crowd tended only to mean more confused and conflicting witnesses. After shooting him, the killer might even become part of the swarm of onlookers.


      It was no good to think of yourself as only the prey. Quinn knew that to survive he’d sometimes have to become the hunter. He crossed streets often, and every half hour or so doubled back. Sometimes he’d find a concealing doorway, or some other quiet corner from which he could observe. There he would wait to see who was walking in his wake. He had no idea what his pursuer looked like. What he wanted was to see the same man twice, to judge his bearing and attitude. He was pretty sure he was being followed, and that he’d be able to spot the killer. At that point Quinn would become the stalker. Quinn figured he had a chance here. He was good at spotting tails, and at shaking them. Why not at arresting them?


      Or, if necessary, at killing one of them?


      In truth he was almost positive that was what he’d have to do, that this was a serious game played to the death.


      But the morning wore on, and whoever was following Quinn—if there was someone following him—remained anonymous and all the more dangerous.


      It was almost eleven o’clock when Quinn decided he should have lunch. He’d stop at a diner, someplace he’d never been before, where it couldn’t be predicted he would go. The noon lunch crowd was still an hour away, so the restaurants shouldn’t be crowded yet. He could get a table or booth where he’d be facing the door, away from a window through which he might be seen, or even shot.


      It all seemed so incongruous at that moment. So unreal. The morning, the street, the city seemed so normal. Was he really taking part in some madman’s deadly game?


      He knew that kind of thinking could be like an opiate, dulling alertness. He was in a game, all right. A hunt. And he’d damned well better remember it.


      About a hundred feet ahead, a knot of pedestrians waited at an intersection. People were standing on and just off the curb, impatient for the light to change so they could cross. Quinn thought about hurrying to join them, then became aware that his right shoelace had come untied and was flopping around. He was passing a low stone wall running parallel to the office building on his right, and he didn’t want to catch up to the people at the corner too fast. It was a good time to tie the shoelace.


      He stopped, braced his foot up on the low wall, and quickly retied the brown lace.


      When he straightened up to continue walking, he saw that the light at the intersection had just changed to walk. The knot of pedestrians had surged forward and dispersed. Most of them were almost halfway across the street. All of them were gone from the corner and the curb.


      All but one.


      He was a medium-height, well-dressed man in a dark blue suit, coat open, tie flapping in the breeze. He had neatly trimmed dark hair combed straight back, and looked fit and handsome.


      Quinn remembered the blue suit, the head of thick black hair. The man had been part of the knot of people at the corner, waiting to cross the intersection


      Only he hadn’t crossed. He’d turned around and was now walking toward Quinn.


      


      None of this might have seemed real a few minutes ago, but it was real. And coming at him. It was happening!


      The man’s smooth, athletic stride didn’t slow or in any way change as he slipped a hand into his pocket. The movement hadn’t seemed fast, but it had been fast.


      Faster than Quinn could reach his own pocket.


      The man had stopped now and was standing in shooting position, his body turned sideways, his right arm extended and holding a small revolver pointed at Quinn. The dark eyes sighting over the barrel at Quinn were somber and intent and without fear.


      Quinn was fumbling his own revolver out of his pocket, knowing even as he did so that it would be too late. He’d simply tied his shoe, briefly let down his guard, and he was dead.


      He braced himself to dive to the side, but he was only going through the motions, giving himself a slim chance.


      Before he could move he saw the man’s extended arm suddenly drop.


      Quinn stared, confused.


      He’s dancing!


      That was Quinn’s first thought as the man shuffled his feet, snapping his head this way and that. Then he became aware of the noise, a roar of gunfire.


      He looked in its direction and saw Pearl standing in the middle of the street with her feet spread wide, holding her big nine-millimeter Glock in both hands and blasting away.


      Then came a sudden, vibrant silence.


      Quinn looked away from Pearl, back in the direction she’d been shooting.


      The man in the blue suit lay motionless on the sidewalk. There was blood spreading out from beneath him. A lot of blood.


      Quinn knew Pearl had disobeyed Renz’s instructions. She must have been tailing Quinn, perhaps even tailing his pursuer, the man in the blue suit.


      The .25-Caliber Killer.


      Aware of his heavy breathing and the blood pulsing in his ears, Quinn stood and watched Pearl approach the downed man to make sure he was dead. After kneeling briefly beside the man, she stood up and walked toward Quinn. Her features were calm, unsmiling, the composed face of a woman at peace with the knowledge that she’d done a difficult job successfully.


      Quinn felt beads of sweat running down his ribs beneath his shirt. Pearl had acted on her own and saved his life.


      He couldn’t yet calculate the cost she’d have to pay, but he knew it was nothing to how much he owed her.
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      Throughout the next day they learned about Martin Hawk, saw where he’d been staying in Manhattan, where he lived in Stamford, Connecticut. They learned how he lived, what he read, whom he knew, and in a sense came to know him.


      In his Manhattan hotel room they’d found a blue carry-on containing a large bicycle hook, rolls of duct tape, a coil of nylon rope, and a sharp knife. Everyone there was relieved, even the SCU people. No one was more relieved than Quinn. There was no doubt about it now. Renz and Helen’s single-killer theory had been on target. They’d gotten the right man, and he’d left them no choice but to take him down permanently.


      Hawk’s house and its contents were even more revealing.


      In Stamford, he’d lived alone in a ten-room brick and stone house on a wooded piece of property large enough to be called an estate. He’d lived and been educated in England for a while, and had indeed been a hunter. His big game trophies attested to that. According to neighbors he was friendly, even charming, but was somewhat aloof and had lived a lonely life. On his walls hung valuable abstract art. In his refrigerator were gourmet foods. In his garage were a two-year-old Jaguar and a three-year-old Land Rover. In his office and his bedroom were framed photographs of two attractive women, but there was nothing in the house to identify them.


      Hawk’s office yielded the most evidence. A concealed safe contained client names and a set of books for a company referred to as Quest and Quarry.


      All in all, the suspect’s hotel room and home were mines rich with the ore of evidence. If he’d been alive to stand trial, the outcome wouldn’t have been in doubt.


      


      But Martin Hawk would never stand trial, and soon the case would be officially closed.


      Quinn and Pearl were still decompressing from the action that took Hawk’s life, and had almost claimed Quinn’s. Fedderman had taken the time to call the airport and check on flights back to Florida. Cindy Sellers had her scoop and was no longer hectoring Renz, who was basking, even romping, in favorable publicity. Mitzi Lewis couldn’t stop walking around smiling and marveling at her good luck. It was easy to be funny when you were so grateful to be breathing.


      The pressure was off all around.


      Quinn spent most of his time at Zoe’s and slept there to avoid the media wolves. He and Zoe would make love, and afterward it would be hours before he’d fall asleep. Maybe the cause of his sleeplessness was the lasting exhilaration of still being alive, along with the residue of fear. He’d experienced these emotions before. It took a while sometimes to come down from the adrenaline and cortisone high of taunting death and winning.


      But he knew that wasn’t what was disturbing his sleep.


      Something barely beyond his consciousness wasn’t right.
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      The morning was cooler than most, and golden with sunlight.


      Zoe skipped their usual grapefruit, toast, and coffee in the kitchen and left the apartment early to deal with her appointments. Quinn showered and dressed, then went out to buy a newspaper and get some breakfast.


      The television mounted high behind the counter of the Lotus Diner was tuned to the news, and the news, of course, was still about Martin Hawk, Renz, Quinn, and Pearl. But mostly about Martin Hawk.


      Thel the waitress came over and cleared the dishes, then topped off Quinn’s coffee.


      “You didn’t bring the check,” Quinn said.


      “This one’s on us,” Thel said. “Just this once. Don’t get used to it.”


      That was about as civil as Thel got. Quinn thanked her, and she ignored him and returned to stand near the coffee urn behind the counter.


      Quinn sat for another half hour reading the news, an ear cocked to the softly playing television.


      Reading and hearing it made things suddenly come together.


      He realized what had been disturbing his sleep. What was still bothering him.


      A very large piece of the puzzle was missing.


      He got his cell phone from his pocket and started to peck out Zoe’s office number. Then he changed his mind and called Helen the profiler.


      


      Helen, like Quinn, did contract work for the NYPD and had a home office. It was a converted second bedroom of her apartment in the Village, and it had French doors that led out to a small brick courtyard surrounded by foliage, an ancient brick wall, and a high wooden fence that looked ready to collapse from the weight of the vines growing up it. Helen had coffee made, and she and Quinn sat in wrought-iron chairs at the small round metal table in the center of the courtyard. They were in deep shade, and the sounds from the street were curiously muffled yet nearby.


      Helen was wearing some kind of kimono, brown leather sandals, and no makeup. Her ginger-colored hair was combed back and held by a tan elastic band. She looked younger than usual, like a lanky athlete who’d just come from a women’s college basketball game.


      Quinn sipped his coffee from an old cracked mug lettered THIMK and glanced around. “Nice back here.”


      “Private,” Helen said. He knew it was an invitation to talk in confidence.


      “I have a feeling you know why I came,” Quinn said.


      “Yeah, but you go first.”


      “I know we were dealing with dual and possibly conflicting personalities in the same person, but now that we know more about Martin Hawk, I’m having a hard time buying into the notion that he did those women.”


      “You think Pearl shot the wrong man?”


      “Not exactly.” Quinn reached for words he couldn’t find. “I’m not sure what I think.”


      Helen leaned back and crossed her long legs beneath the silk kimono. Her well-pedicured feet looked huge and reminded Quinn what a large woman she was.


      She said, “Martin Hawk turned out to be an educated and sophisticated opponent who was obviously upset about the dearth of tradition and sportsmanship in society, depressed over what his life’s love and endeavor had become. You’re thinking that whatever duality he might have contained, it’s unlikely that a man like Hawk, obsessed with fairness and honor, the regimen of the hunt, would simply slaughter unsuspecting helpless victims.”


      “You’ve been giving this some thought,” Quinn said.


      Helen nodded. “As have you.”


      “Have you spoken to Renz?”


      Helen smiled sadly. “He wouldn’t want to listen. Wouldn’t believe me if he did listen. There’s a narrative fixed in his mind and in the media. It’s all working for him now, and he wouldn’t want to change it. And I have to say he’d have a point. What about the stuff they found in the bag in Hawk’s hotel room?”


      “I don’t know about it. I thought maybe you might explain it.”


      “I can’t,” Helen said. “It’s compelling evidence. It would have taken down the suspect in court if Pearl’s bullets had missed.”


      “You and I both think there’s something more to this case. The only problem is, we don’t know what.”


      “That’s where we stand,” Helen said.


      “So what do we do?” Quinn asked.


      “I’m not certain we’re correct. But if we are, at this point I’m not in any position to do anything.”


      “You could risk your job and professional reputation by backing me up,” Quinn said.


      He’d thought Helen would laugh or at least smile, but she didn’t. Instead she said, “Bring me something, and I’ll back you.”


      Then she smiled. “If there is something.”
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      Quinn knew that if he went to his apartment or to the office there’d be media types there. The Manhattan paparazzi.


      He drove the Lincoln to First Avenue and found a parking space near East Fifty-fifth Street. He got out of the car and fed the meter, then began walking south on the sunny, crowded sidewalk, cloaking himself in the anonymity of the city.


      As he walked, he thought about the way the Slicer victims were killed. Displaying the victims was almost like a desecration of the hunt, and the hunt had been Martin Hawk’s quasi-religion. It seemed impossible, at least in Quinn’s mind, that the .25-Caliber Killer and the Slicer were the same man.


      Then who was the Slicer?


      Alfred Beeker? Could he kill in such a grisly manner? Perhaps. His was a profession that delved into sadistic and tortured souls. Maybe some of what he’d encountered had rubbed off.


      Or maybe limiting the suspects to men might be where things had gone wrong. It wasn’t only men who sometimes hated women. Plenty of women still had enough pent-up rage at their mothers or sisters to compel them to kill.


      And what about Dwayne Avis, prime suspect alphabetically but not in any other way? Quinn realized with a jolt that identification with the prominent rental car agency had diverted his attention from the fact that avis was Latin for bird.


      Apropos of nothing. But still…


      On the other hand, Avis was unlikely. He was in his late fifties, in the outer range of age for serial killers.


      Still, it was possible. While the psychologists might be right and it was a long leap from torturing and killing animals to torturing and killing women, maybe it worked in the other direction. The dogs might not have been first. They might have been used as some kind of stopgap between human victims. Grisly offerings to relieve the compulsion to kill.


      Quinn had to do something, and he needed his computer and directories, the files on the women’s murders.


      He got back into the car and drove toward the office on West Seventy-ninth Street. The hell with the media.


      


      There were only about a dozen of them outside the office, perhaps because they thought the main narrative of the story they were simultaneously following and creating was over. Quinn brushed past them with relative ease, smiling and no-commenting every third step.


      When he was inside, he ignored frantic, loud knocking and locked and chained the street door. This wasn’t a regular precinct house; there was no reason to keep it open when most of the neighborhood didn’t even know it existed.


      He switched on the office lights and sat down at his desk, then booted up his computer. He ignored it while it was activating its underlying software, and instead turned his attention to his phone directories and the Dwayne Avis file.


      There was plenty to be found on the arrest and conviction of Avis in Browne County in upstate New York for cruelty to animals.


      It took Quinn about fifteen minutes to contact the Browne County Sheriff’s Office that had apprehended Avis. The officers who’d been involved in the case were no longer with the department, but the undersheriff (which Quinn figured was some kind of deputy) Quinn talked to had, like Quinn, a voluminous file on Dwayne Avis.


      The undersheriff’s name was Tom Hazelhoff, and he held a dim view of Avis. “Guy’s quite an asshole,” Hazelhoff said, “but he don’t give us much trouble anymore. Keeps to himself, and the neighbors don’t call in about some poor dog yowling all night. Guy who’d do that to dogs…” Hazelhoff ’s voice trailed off in disgust.


      “I hear you,” Quinn said. “I’m a dog man myself. Your files’d be more extensive than ours, since he was in your system and went to trial there. What I want to know about Dwayne Avis is whether that’s his real name. ”


      “Hold on,” Hazelhoff said. “Lemme look.”


      He was gone more than ten minutes. Quinn almost hung up.


      Then his patience was rewarded. Hazelhoff came back on the line.


      “It’s his real name, all right,” Hazelhoff said.


      Quinn’s heart became a weight in his chest.


      “He had it legally changed to Dwayne Avis twelve years ago when he came here from Missouri,” Hazelhoff continued, “from his Native American name, Wild Sky Hawk. It says here for reasons of convenience.”


      That was when the building collapsed on Quinn. Or was it the truth and full understanding?


      Dwayne Avis was Martin Hawk’s father.


      It was the son who procured victims for his father, repaying old debts, or perhaps even out of twisted familial love or obligation. The son, Martin, had nothing to do with the actual slaughter. Martin Hawk had personally killed no one.


      Suddenly it occurred to Quinn that Dwayne Avis must be aware of the barrage of media attention being given to the .25-Caliber Killer case and the death of Martin Hawk, his son. Avis was isolated on his remote farm, but he surely had a generator, electricity, a radio or television.


      “Quinn? You still there?”


      “I am. Thanks, deputy.”


      “Undersheriff. I hope I was of help.”


      “Oh, you were. Can I ask another favor?”


      “Sure can.”


      “Get someone to Dwayne Avis’s farm soon as you can and hold him for questioning.”


      “In regards to what?”


      “Murder,” Quinn said. “Not dogs this time.”


      “I’ll go myself,” Hazelhoff said.


      “I were you, I’d take backup.”


      But Hazelhoff had broken the connection and was gone.
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      An hour later, Hazelhoff called back.


      “Avis wasn’t there,” he said. “There are indications that he’s fled. Couple of long guns are still in his farmhouse, and there’s a box, opened, with half a dozen twenty-five-caliber Springbok revolvers and ammunition. Ain’t that the kind of revolver was used—”


      “It is,” Quinn said.


      “Well, my guess is he mighta taken one or more of those guns with him. He’s probably headed someplace where you can’t walk around with a rifle or shotgun, but he’d still wanna be armed.”


      “Agreed,” Quinn said. “You sure he’s fled, not just out somewhere and he might come back?”


      “His dresser drawers are hangin’ open an’ there’s signs he’s grabbed some clothes from his closet. Half a carton of milk’s settin’ on the kitchen table, like he took a drink an’ didn’t bother to put the carton back ’cause he knew he wasn’t comin’ back. Didn’t even put the cap back on. The milk’s still cool, so he couldn’t have left very long ago. Also, you can see where he musta dragged somethin’ large an’ heavy off the closet shelf, left a big space an’ knocked a few things onto the floor. There’s an indentation on the mattress where it looks like a suitcase sat. Top of all that, that old truck of his is gone from behind the house. He’s fled, all right. No sign of where, though.”


      Quinn thought he might know where. To New York City, to avenge his son’s death by killing the woman who’d caused it.


      He hung up on Hazelhoff and called Pearl.


      “Quinn,” she said, when she answered. “What’s up?”


      “I don’t want to take time to explain, Pearl, but I want you to leave your apartment right now. Don’t take anything with you, just hang up the phone and go.”


      “Go where, Quinn?”


      “To the corner deli down the street from your apartment. Stay there till I show up.”


      “I don’t understand this, Quinn.”


      “Do you have to? Right now?”


      “Damned right I do.”


      “Can’t you trust me, Pearl?”


      “Do I have to answer that?”


      “Damn it, Pearl!” He surprised himself by how anguished he sounded.


      “I can trust you,” she said, hearing the same thing in his voice. “Quinn—”


      “Go, Pearl. Please! Go now!” Quinn broke the connection.


      Quinn immediately phoned Renz and explained the situation, then asked Renz to send radio cars to intercept Avis if he happened to show up.


      On the way outside to climb into the Lincoln, Quinn phoned Fedderman on his cell and told him what was happening.


      Then he drove fast toward Pearl’s apartment.


      


      It had been damned hard work. Must’ve been, or Hobbs wouldn’t be so winded. And his right arm was sore, as if he might have messed up his rotator cuff again.


      He’d been drinking a while and figured he must have a snoot full, the way the room was tilting this way and that, making it difficult not to bump into things as he made his way toward the bed. It was like being on a boat in the middle of the ocean.


      Hard work, but worth it. Teach the bitch a lesson.


      After beating Lavern harder than he ever had, Hobbs staggered across the bedroom and fell onto the bed. He snorted a couple of times and then let out a long sigh. He lay there in peaceful drunken slumber as she crawled from the bedroom, certain that this time he’d broken one of her ribs completely. More than one. He had to have, the way he’d hit and kicked her.


      As she crawled, one of her elbows felt wobbly and kept giving, and she dragged one knee.


      Damn him, damn him, damn him…


      She crawled off the bedroom carpet, onto the hardwood floor of the hall, then onto the softer hall runner. Every inch she crawled brought pain. Lavern had been warned that Hobbs would go too far and kill her some day. Maybe this was the day. Maybe he had killed her. Maybe this was an exercise in revenge and not prevention.


      If that’s what it is, so be it!


      Damn him, damn him, damn him…


      When she reached the closet, she opened the door, felt around behind the coats, and closed her hand around the shotgun.


      She used the gun as a cane to aid her in struggling to her feet, where she could reach the box of shells on the closet shelf.


      Leaning against the wooden door frame, breathing hard and hurting with every breath, she slipped a shell into the breech.
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      As soon as he turned the Lincoln onto Pearl’s block, Quinn knew he was too late. Police cars were angled in at the curb in front of her building. Several uniformed cops were standing outside the building but up close to it. Quinn could guess why. They didn’t want to be visible from an upstairs window and become targets. They were talking with a man in a brown suit. Quinn recognized the blocky form and head of tousled black hair. Sal Vitali.


      Quinn parked the Lincoln fifty feet away from the nearest police car, then climbed out, stayed inside the protective angle of vision, and jogged toward the knot of cops and Vitali.


      “What’ve we got?” Quinn asked when he’d joined the group. He glanced over. Fedderman had arrived out of nowhere, shirt cuff flapping like a signal flag.


      Vitali pointed to a uniformed cop, a skinny guy in his forties with a long, pointed nose. “Everson here was first on the scene,” he said. “Officer Cullen, who’s inside helping clear the building’s tenants out the back fire stairs, showed up a few minutes later. Cullen used the elevator, and Everson took the stairs. Everson won the race and got to Pearl’s floor just in time to see the suspect back up with her into her apartment and close the door. He had an arm around her neck and a gun held to her head.”


      Quinn looked at Everson. “What kinda gun?”


      “Small handgun of some kind,” Everson said. He had dead-looking brown eyes.


      “Revolver?”


      “Coulda been. Blue steel, I think. He was jamming the thing in her ear, and her hair kinda blocked my view.”


      “He display any other weapon?”


      “None that I could see.”


      “Got a ’scrip of the suspect?”


      “Medium height, black hair, muscular build, maybe fifty.”


      Quinn nodded. “Nice work.”


      “’Nother thing, Captain. He didn’t look scared at all. A real calm one.”


      “Drugged up?”


      “No, not that kinda drowsy calm. He’s plenty alert.”


      “Hostage team’s on the way here,” Vitali said.


      Quinn knew what that meant. SWAT sharpshooters, a hostage negotiator. Somebody else in charge.


      Fedderman was thinking the same thing. “Let’s go in and get her,” he said.


      “Get her shot, maybe,” Vitali said in his gravel-pit voice.


      Fedderman looked from Vitali to Quinn. “If what you say’s true,” he said to Quinn, “he’s got nothing to lose. He won’t negotiate. He’s just playing out the string.”


      Quinn knew Fedderman was right.


      Mishkin came out of the building, staying in tight to the brick and stone front. When he knew he was safe, he straightened up out of his protective hunch and walked over to them. He was wearing a tie and a white shirt with the sleeves neatly folded up to reveal thin wrists. He was sweating and looking like a harried accountant.


      “We got everybody but Pearl and the suspect outta the building,” he said.


      “I think we oughta go in fast,” Quinn said.


      “Not ‘we,’” Mishkin said. “You.”


      Quinn looked at him.


      “You alone, or he swears he’ll shoot her and then himself.”


      “Why me alone?” Quinn asked. But he knew why.


      “He says you killed his son,” Mishkin said.


      The other men stared at Quinn, saying nothing. Sirens sounded, blocks away but getting closer.


      Quinn said, “Make sure nobody interferes, Feds.” He set off toward the building’s entrance.


      “Like Pearl did,” Fedderman said when Quinn was out of earshot.


      


      Lavern Neeson made herself crawl.


      She made it into the bedroom with great difficulty and a lot of pain, dragging the shotgun by its long barrel. At some point the sleeping Hobbs must have awakened enough to use the remote to switch on the TV. It was flickering without sound beyond the foot of the bed. Closed-caption yellow letters crawled along the bottom of the screen, the words of a man and woman arguing in dead silence about where the stock market was going.


      She waited a few minutes until she’d caught her breath, then reached out and gripped a chair leg and dragged the chair closer to her and to the bed.


      Using the shotgun and chair for support, Lavern made it to her knees. When she thought she was steady enough, she leaned the shotgun against the mattress. It wouldn’t do to pull herself up onto the chair and then not be able to reach the shotgun where it lay on the floor.


      It took her about five minutes, but she did manage to reach an awkward sitting position on the chair. She stretched out her right arm and pulled the shotgun to her. She sat very still because even the slightest movement of her body brought pain.


      Lavern was proud of herself. She’d made it here, to her chair by the bed, with the shotgun. She was well on the way to what she’d decided to do. Hobbs continued snoring lightly, unaware of the monumental struggle so near him. One that would change his and Lavern’s world forever.


      Lavern moved the shotgun’s safety to the off position. It was ready to fire. This close to her target, she wouldn’t even have to aim it.


      But she would aim the gun. She wanted to be responsible for her decision and what would happen in the future. In the meantime, she’d endure the present with at least a modicum of comfort and a certain nostalgia. A sad glance over her shoulder before turning a corner. She knew she was second by second living out what remained of her old life.


      The room seemed to block all sound from outside and become very small. Automatically, her breathing found the tempo of her husband’s as she sat and watched him sleep. They were both on the edge of an abyss. One difference between them was that she knew it. Another was that he had put them there.


      It would be easy for Hobbs, Lavern thought. She’d squeeze the trigger and he’d simply slip from one dream to another. She’d be the one left with the blood and the mess and every kind of horror.


      The reality.


      It wasn’t fair, but it never had been.
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      Quinn nodded to the uniformed cop in the lobby, who tried to look blankly at him, then gave it up and nodded back, wishing him luck. He was still watching as the elevator door closed, and then Quinn was on the way up.


      He drew his old .38 revolver and held it tight against his thigh as he stepped from the quiet elevator into the silent hall. The building even felt empty.


      Quinn advanced along the carpeted hall that smelled of time and dust and saw that the door to Pearl’s apartment was standing open.


      Feeling fear that was on the edge of nausea, he moved closer to the doorway so he had a narrow view of the apartment’s interior. He saw a corner of the sofa, part of a lamp table, half of Pearl’s framed museum print of Munch’s The Scream.


      He swallowed to make sure his throat wasn’t dry. “Dwayne Avis?”


      “I’m here with your lady love,” Avis said in a calm voice. “I ain’t so sure she’s a lady, though. Why don’t you come on into the apartment, Captain Quinn, so we can see each other?”


      Quinn took a deep breath and willed his legs to move. He tasted bile at the back of his throat.


      There was Avis, standing near the opposite end of the sofa, holding Pearl in front of him with one arm tight around her neck. The other arm was crooked so the .25-caliber Springbok revolver in his right hand pointed straight into Pearl’s right ear. Pearl’s eyes met Quinn’s. She looked afraid but calculating. She hadn’t given up and was trusting him to figure out something. To try, anyway. They both knew that the only way Dwayne Avis was going to leave the building was dead or in custody.


      Avis seemed almost unconcerned by his predicament. He was simply using what leverage he had and was prepared to cope with whatever came of it.


      Quinn moved away from the doorway, closer to them. Avis watched him, his hooded dark eyes unblinking, the gun steady against Pearl’s ear.


      “That’d be near enough,” Avis said.


      Quinn stopped and stood still.


      “He’s gonna shoot you,” Pearl said. “Then me.”


      “Or you and then him,” Avis said.


      “What are your demands?” Quinn asked. But he knew Avis didn’t have demands. Pearl had it right. Avis simply wanted Quinn and Pearl, in whatever order, to leave this world before he did. Even if Avis by some wild chance was able to kill Quinn and make his escape, he’d still shoot Pearl.


      Quinn tried to figure what he had to work with. Avis was skilled at using Pearl’s body as a shield. He was crouched with his head behind and slightly to the side of Pearl’s so that he was peering over her left shoulder. Only his left eye and the left side of his forehead were exposed. Quinn hadn’t actually shown his revolver to Avis, but he was sure Avis knew it was there in Quinn’s right hand, alongside and slightly behind his right thigh where it couldn’t be seen. If Quinn’s right arm began to rise to point his weapon, the bloodbath would begin.


      Then Quinn saw the one possibility Avis had left him. Quinn was more familiar than Avis with the old Springbok revolvers, which had been used probably exclusively by Avis’s son Martin and the Quest and Quarry clients. Most likely the ones at Avis’s farm were simply stored there. The revolver in Avis’s hand wasn’t cocked. The hammer was still forward and would have to be thumbed back before the gun would fire.


      The amount of time it would take Avis’s thumb to cock the revolver and for Avis to squeeze the trigger was the amount of time Quinn had to act and make whatever he did work. Seconds.


      And the slight exposure of Avis’s eye and tanned forehead was a difficult target, even in these close quarters.


      Seconds.


      Seconds that might save Pearl’s life or end it. That might be ticking away now in Avis’s head.


      Quinn knew that if he did chance it and take the shot, he’d have to move first in order to have time.


      He did move first. Instantly and decisively.


      As his hand came up with the bulky old .38, Quinn saw Avis’s stubby thumb moving toward the Springbok’s hammer.


      Seconds.


      Quinn turned off every other part of his mind, took aim, and squeezed the trigger.


      The room rocked with the deafening blast of gunfire.


      One shot. Before either Avis or Pearl could react.


      Quinn saw a red mist appear like a halo around Avis’s head, saw a fragment of skull and hair spin back and away. Avis’s arm fell away from Pearl. They both toppled backward.


      Avis lay still on his back. Pearl rolled to the side and scrambled to her feet. She was trembling, and there were flecks of blood and what looked like gray brain matter on her left cheek.


      Quinn had moved forward after the shot without realizing it. He and Pearl stared down at Avis’s motionless figure. A large piece of Avis’s skull was missing above his left eye. Without the vitality of life he looked diminutive and harmless.


      Quinn and Pearl noticed at the same time how close it had been. Avis had managed to cock the pistol in the second before he’d died.


      Instinctively, Quinn kicked the gun away from the dead hand, halfway across the room.


      The bullet that had taken off part of Avis’s skull had also broken a window, allowing the breeze to enter through the shattered pane. A curtain blown in the wind momentarily created a shadow on the wall that looked like a huge feathered wing.


      For the first time in her life, Pearl fainted.
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      Perhaps it had been the pain that made her lose consciousness. Or maybe Lavern had simply fallen asleep.


      It was the pain that had awakened her. With each breath, the ribs on her left side seemed to catch fire. She was still holding on to the shotgun barrel, the butt of its wooden stock resting on the bedroom floor.


      She had no idea how long she’d slept or been unconscious. From where she sat she couldn’t see the clock.


      Hobbs was still snoring, but not loudly. The TV was still on beyond the foot of the bed, tuned to the news, still muted. Yellow closed-caption letters crawled past at the bottom of the screen while an impossibly beautiful blond anchorwoman mouthed each syllable with red, red lips.


      Lavern looked beyond the TV, saw light edging the drawn shades, and knew it was morning. Early morning.


      Hobbs suddenly snorted and coughed, then resumed snoring. He was sleeping more lightly now. He might wake up soon.


      Something on TV caught Lavern’s attention. The closed-caption lettering indicated that the anchorwoman was talking about the Slicer being shot to death in some woman’s apartment. It had turned out that he wasn’t also the .25-Caliber Killer—but the man gunned down earlier by the police was his son, who’d procured the victims for his father. The son, who’d arranged urban ‘hunts,’ had apparently killed no one directly, but had seduced and prepared women for his father to murder and butcher.


      Suddenly the screen was split, and another woman appeared, a lanky redhead. The blond anchorwoman was on the other half of the screen, interviewing her. They were discussing the reasons why the father-son team of killers acted as they had. Lavern would have turned up the sound so she could hear their voices, but she was afraid to risk waking Hobbs.


      The redheaded woman, Helen something, was explaining the emotional trap the son had been in, and the societal, sometimes-ancient forces that had acted upon both father and son. Reasons and motivations stemmed from all of this. Motivations to kill. Excuses for killing.


      None of it sounded like justification to Lavern.


      Yet here she was with a shotgun beside her, waiting for her husband to wake up so she could kill him, so she could do to him what he would otherwise eventually do to her.


      I have the courage to kill him, but not to leave him.


      But did she really believe that? And wasn’t there more to it?


      She understood for the first time that she might leave Hobbs and learn how to live without him, but if she killed him he’d be with her always.


      Always.


      She made sure the shotgun’s wooden stock was firmly planted on the floor, then used the gun as a cane to help her stand up from her chair.


      Lavern took a few careful steps. It hurt, but she could walk.


      She leaned the shotgun against the bed, where Hobbs would see it when he woke up and think about what might have happened.


      Then she limped from the bedroom and went outside. Lavern was still wearing yesterday’s clothes, carrying yesterday’s pain, but right now she didn’t care.


      It took her twenty minutes to hail a cab and tell the driver to take her to the Broken Wing Women’s Shelter.
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      Quinn would have smoked one of the Cuban cigars he’d recently bought from Iggy, his supplier, but he knew it wasn’t worth the disapproval and barrage of air-freshener bombs hissing their incense all over his apartment. As if it weren’t his apartment.


      He stared at the ceiling and considered how things had worked out.


      The case had become clearer in the light of further research, as they all did in the post-arrest phase. The evidence was being added to, reexamined, reclassified, and analyzed. There would of course be no trial, with Martin Hawk and his father both dead.


      This one had what the pop psychologists called closure.


      Fedderman had returned to Florida, where he thought he could live cheaper and there were a few places that served what tasted like New York deli food. He’d said he might take another fling at golf.


      Renz’s reputation was at its high point. A mayoral bid didn’t seem so far fetched at the moment. He and Quinn talked frequently, still arranging and organizing material to develop the full story of what had happened, how this familial team of killer and enabler had evolved. But much of the story was lost in the past and the wooded hills around Black Lake, Missouri, and would never be known. From time to time Renz would mention that someday he might write a book about the case. Being a published author was important in politics, locally or nationally.


      Berty Wrenner, as well as most of the surviving Quest and Quarry clients, had been tried and convicted, and the rash of modern-day duels in the city had soon abated.


      Quinn’s reverie suddenly ended with the grating ring of the intercom. He glanced at his watch and climbed out of bed.


      Pearl identified herself, and he buzzed her in, then unlocked the apartment door and returned to the bedroom to pull on some pants.


      He was sitting on the bed working socks on his feet when Pearl walked into the room. She was wearing jeans, black boots, and a black leather jacket. She had a folded Post tucked under one arm.


      She said, “You’re running late, Quinn.”


      “I took a shower last night,” he said. “I’ll get dressed, and we can get right outta here.” He’d promised Pearl he’d go with her to visit her mother at the Sunset Assisted Living home in New Jersey. She had to appear there at least every month or so to keep the staff on their toes. She felt it was her duty. She hated to go alone. Quinn understood why, but on another level he kind of liked Pearl’s mother.


      Pearl sniffed the air. “You been smoking, Quinn?”


      “Not in months,” he lied.


      “Smells like smoke.”


      “It lingers.” He nodded toward the folded newspaper as he struggled to put on his shoes. “Anything going on?”


      “Nothing unusual. A guy on the Lower East Side killed himself with a shotgun outside a women’s shelter. Put the barrel in his mouth and used a bent wire hanger to push the trigger. Made a big mess in the street.”


      “You’re right,” Quinn said. “Nothing unusual.”


      He went into the bathroom and peed, washed his hands, used deodorant, splashed cold water on his face, then combed his hair. It stuck up kind of funny on one side, but what the hell. He went back to the bedroom and found a clean shirt. Added a conservative blue tie. Pearl’s mother would like that.


      Within a few minutes they were in the Lincoln and on their way, driving through a light snow that the weather forecasters swore wouldn’t amount to any measurable accumulation.


      “We can stop at that place across the bridge and get some doughnuts and coffee,” Pearl said.


      Quinn nodded, concentrating on his driving and wondering if he should use the wipers. “We can take some to your mother.”


      “Whatever,” Pearl said.


      The sky seemed a darker gray, and the swirling snowfall thickened. There was no doubt now about using the wipers. Quinn switched them on, and they settled into their metronomic thumpa…thumpa…thumpa, spanning most of the wide windshield. The sound was conducive to thought.


      As he did from time to time, Quinn wondered what Zoe Manders was doing these days.


      Not that he cared a great deal.


      After what had happened with Martin Hawk, Quinn realized that Zoe had been prepared to let him die, while Pearl had saved his life. After all the soul searching and mental machinations, it had come down to that simple truth. It meant something.


      So Quinn had left Zoe and resolved to rekindle his relationship with Pearl.


      Pearl knew exactly what was going on and why, and she didn’t allow much reason for hope.


      But some.


      The big car sped on through the snow-roiled cold air, toward an uncertain future. Quinn turned on the headlights so he could see the road ahead more clearly, but they didn’t do much good.
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        And what are you that, missing you


        I should be kept awake


        As many nights as there are days


        With weeping for your sake?


        —EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY, “The Philosopher”
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      Quinn had found a box of paper clips in his bottom desk drawer and was just straightening up when the dead woman entered his office.


      She’d startled him, the way she’d come in without making any noise.


      She wasn’t what you’d call beautiful, but she was attractive, with slim hips and legs inside new-looking stiff jeans, small breasts beneath a white sleeveless blouse. Her shoulder-length hair was brown, her eyes a deeper brown and slightly bulbous. She had symmetrical features with oversized lips, a slight overbite. A yellow file folder stuffed with what looked like newspaper clippings was tucked beneath her left arm. Her right hand held a brown leather shoulder bag, the strap scrunched up to act as a handle. She’d said on the phone her name was Tiffany Keller. If she were still alive, Quinn thought, she’d be pushing thirty.


      There was a kind of grim resolve to her expression, as if she’d just been affronted and was about to fire back.


      The generous mouth suddenly arced into a toothy smile, and the dogged expression disappeared entirely, as if a face like hers couldn’t hold such a visage for long. Quinn was left with the impression that he’d momentarily glimpsed someone else entirely.


      “Captain Frank Quinn, I presume.”


      “Just Quinn,” he said. “Like the lettering on the door, Quinn and Associates Investigations.”


      “I was aware you were no longer with the NYPD,” she said.


      “Want to sit down?” he asked, motioning with a paper clip toward one of the walnut chairs angled in front of his desk.


      “I’ll stand, thanks.” Her smile widened. “I’m Tiffany Keller.”


      He continued staring at the woman while his right hand groped for the empty glass ashtray he used to contain paper-clips. “You said when you phoned earlier to make this appointment that you were Tiffany Keller. Would you be the same Tiffany Keller who was a victim of a serial killer?”


      “That would be me.”


      Unable to look away from her, he turned the tiny box upside down and dropped the paper clips into the ashtray, hearing the faint clickety sound that told him he’d hit his glass target. “Excuse me, but aren’t you dead?”


      “Not exactly.”


      Wondering where this was all going, Quinn tossed the empty paper-clip box into the wastebasket inside the desk’s kneehole. It landed on recently shredded paper and didn’t make a sound. “What is it you want, Tiffany?”


      “I want you to find the Carver.”


      The Carver was a serial killer who’d taken five victims, the last one five years ago, and then suddenly ceased killing. In the way of most serial killers, he’d slain only women. His victims’ nipples had been sliced off and a large X carved on their torsos just beneath their breasts. Then their throats had been cut.


      At the time, Quinn had been laid up after being shot in the leg during a liquor store hold-up, and hadn’t been involved in the Carver investigation. He’d followed it in the papers and on TV news with a temporary invalid’s distracted interest. It had been one of his few alternatives to staring at the ceiling. If he remembered correctly, Tiffany Keller had been the Carver’s last victim.


      He leaned back in his desk chair and studied his visitor more closely.


      She didn’t wilt under his scrutiny.


      “Actually I’m Tiffany’s twin sister,” she said.


      “Then why the act?” he asked.


      She smiled even wider. Lots of even white molars. Quinn would bet she’d never had a cavity. The large white smile gave her a kind of flashy cheerleader look. It would dazzle you even in the cheap seats.


      “I thought one of the Carver’s victims herself appealing to you to take this case might be more convincing,” she said. She spoke with a hint of accent, her intonations flat and slightly drawn out. She wasn’t from the Northeast. Probably someplace Midwestern. Corn country. “I’m Chrissie.” Ahm. “Chrissie Keller. My twin sister and I were named after two of our mom’s favorite eighties recording stars, Chrissie Hynde and Tiffany.”


      “Tiffany who?”


      “She didn’t use a last name. Some artists don’t.”


      “Some artists I’ve met don’t, either,” Quinn said.


      “Like pickpockets and confidence men and such?”


      “Uh-huh. And impersonators.”


      “I didn’t have to impersonate Tiffany,” she said. “I just wanted you to think that maybe, for only a second or two, you were face-to-face with her. A victim asking that her killer be brought to justice.”


      “An emotional appeal.”


      “You got it.”


      “Justice is a hard thing to find in this world, Chrissie. Sometimes even hard to define. It can be a lot of work and expense, and then we might not like it when we find it.”


      “Or we might glory in it.”


      Never having been in her position, Quinn found it difficult to disagree.


      “I have the means to pay you for your work,” she said. “And what I want to do with my money is find out who killed Tiffany and make sure he pays for his crime. This might sound strange, but I think that’s why I have the money. Why I won the Tri-State Triple Monkey Squared Super Jackpot.” She shifted her weight in the stiff jeans so she was standing hip-shot. “That’s three monkeys in a row three times,” she said with a note of pride.


      “You did that?” he said, figuring she must be talking about slot-machine winnings.


      She swiveled back and forth on the foot her weight rested on, as if idly crushing a small insect. Her shoes were rubber sandals that looked as if they must hurt her feet. “I surely did. With a lucky quarter, and a good reason to win the hundred and thirty-nine thousand dollars.” Her face broke into the big smile. “That’s still a lot of money after taxes.”


      “Even here in New York,” Quinn said. He leaned back again in his chair, farther this time, making it squeal a warning that it might tip and send him sprawling, make him pay for flirting with danger. He said, “Now you’re on a mission.”


      “That I am, Mr. Quinn. Don’t tell me to go to the police, because I already have. They’re not interested. The Carver murders happened too long ago, and I got the impression the police don’t want to be reminded of a serial killer case they never solved.”


      “Bureaucracies hate being reminded of their failures.”


      “I’m not interested in what they hate or don’t hate. I’m interested in justice for Tiffany.”


      Justice again.


      “People on a mission scare me,” Quinn said, thinking he had a lot of room to talk. But what he’d said was true. He sometimes scared himself. “You’re not from New York.”


      She looked a little surprised and licked her big red lips. “It shows that much?”


      “Not a lot,” Quinn said. He tapped a forefinger to his cheekbone beneath his right eye and smiled. “Trained observer.”


      Chrissie pulled the chair closer to the desk and sat down. She crossed her legs tightly, as if she were wearing a skirt and not jeans, or as if she thought Quinn might glimpse too much denim-clad thigh and go berserk and attack her. “I’m from Holifield, Ohio. So was Tiffany, of course. It’s a small town. Most folks work for the chemical plant or for Tread-strong Truck Tire Manufacturing. Tiffany worked in the plant for a while; then she came here to New York to try to become an actress. She got killed instead.” A firm expression came over Chrissie’s face. Her lips compressed together over her protruding teeth and paled, but only for an instant. “I want that rectified.”


      “Avenged?”


      “That, too. You should know, Mr. Quinn, that when one twin dies the other also dies a little. And the way Tiffany died…well, it’s almost like it happened to both of us. Twins’ deaths are special.”


      “Everyone’s death is special to them.”


      Chrissie leaned forward in her chair, her hands cupped over her knees. She had long fingers, well-kept nails. No rings. “The police called the Carver investigation a cold case, Mr. Quinn. I want it heated up again. I want my mission to be your mission.”


      “You need to give this some thought,” Quinn said. “The NYPD cops aren’t fools. Most of the time, anyway. They couldn’t solve the Carver murders five years ago.”


      “I’ve read about you, Mr. Quinn. When it comes to serial killers, you’re smarter than the police. Smarter than anyone.”


      “Now you’re making me blush.”


      “I doubt if much of anything does that,” she said.


      “Now you’ve reverted to insult.”


      “I didn’t mean it that way. I was referring to your experience, the fact that you’re a winner.”


      “Praise again. I’m getting whiplash.”


      “I’ll put my faith in you, and my money on you,” Chrissie said.


      “Investigations go into the cold-case file; time passes…. They get harder to solve. I couldn’t promise you much.”


      “I’m not interested in promises,” Chrissie said. “Just results. Like you are.” The smile came again, a red slash of amusement that broke into speech. “They say you’re only interested in results, that you skirt the rules in ways an actual cop couldn’t. That you’re a hunter who never gives up.” She edged even farther forward in her chair, as if she might spring across the desk and devour him with her big smile. “What do you say?”


      “I give up. What do I say?”


      “You say yes, of course.”


      “I guess I shouldn’t have left it up to you.”


      He watched her pick up her worn leather purse from where she’d leaned it against the chair leg and reach into it for her checkbook.


      He didn’t try to stop her. For all he knew she was right. Right and lucky. That was why she’d won the Tri-State Triple Monkey Squared Super Jackpot.


      What had he ever won?
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      It had all been so quick, and the eye could be fooled.


      Pearl Kasner, acting as hostess, stood off to the side in the dim entrance alcove of Sammy’s Steaks, unsure of what she’d just seen.


      She’d waited patiently, making sure she was on the periphery of Linda’s vision. A slender and tireless young woman with hair that dangled in natural ringlets around her ears, Linda was one of the busier food servers at Sammy’s. The customers were crazy about her.


      As she ran another diner’s credit card, Linda casually drew what looked like a small black box from her pocket, laid it on the counter, and swiped the card a second time.


      Back went the box into her apron pocket.


      It was all done so quickly and smoothly that you had to be watching for it, looking directly at it, to notice it.


      Pearl edged back completely out of sight and smiled.


      She’d been right when she’d noticed Linda the first time. Whenever Linda was alone settling a diner’s check, she would run the card twice, once legitimately, the second time to record the card’s number in the device she carried concealed in her apron pocket. For several days, the customers’ names and card numbers could be used safely to purchase merchandise. When finally the diners realized what was happening and notified the credit card company, they wouldn’t be likely to connect the stolen number with a not-so-recent steak dinner at Sammy’s.


      Pearl left the foyer unattended and weaved her way between white-clothed tables and across the restaurant. She was slightly over five feet tall, with vivid dark eyes, red lips, and black, black shoulder-length hair. Pearl drew male attention, and when attention was paid, said males saw a compact, shapely body with a vibrant energy about it. Her ankles were well turned, her waist narrow. She had a bust too large to be fashionable, but only in the world of fashion.


      No one who looked at Pearl was disappointed.


      She approached a booth where a lanky but potbellied man in a wrinkled brown suit lounged before a stuffed mushroom appetizer and a half-empty martini glass. He was past middle age and balding, and the day Pearl started pretending to be a hostess, he had started pretending to be a slightly inebriated customer who ordered appetizers as an excuse to drink alone. That was better than drinking at the bar, where the mostly under-forty club was watching and discussing baseball. Discussing it loudly and sometimes angrily. They could really get worked up over steroid use.


      The solitary drinker was Larry Fedderman, who had long ago been Quinn’s partner in an NYPD radio car, and later his fellow Manhattan South homicide detective. Fedderman, retired from the department, had been living in Florida when Quinn founded Quinn and Associates. Pearl had been working as a uniformed guard at Sixth National Bank in Lower Manhattan.


      They’d both stopped what they’d been doing and went to work for Quinn as minority partners in Quinn and Associates Investigations. They were the associates.


      Restaurateur Sammy Caminatto had hired QAI to discover how his cousin’s Visa card number was stolen, when the only place he’d used his new card and new number, before cutting the card into six pieces to keep it out of his new trophy wife’s hands, was at Sammy’s.


      Quinn had assigned Pearl and Fedderman to the case, and they’d slipped into their roles at Sammy’s. Now it looked as if they’d found the answer to the riddle of the roaming card numbers. It was in Linda’s apron pocket. Which Pearl thought was a shame, because she liked Linda, who was cute as puppies, naïve, and probably being used.


      “Looks like Linda’s it,” Pearl said to Fedderman.


      He showed no reaction but said, “I’m surprised. She seems like a good kid.”


      “Maybe she is, but she’s going down for this one. Carries a mimic card swiper in her apron pocket.”


      “I watched for those and missed it,” Fedderman said. “She must be smooth.”


      “You can tell she’s done it before.”


      “Let’s not spoil her evening,” Fedderman said, sipping some of his martini that he hadn’t poured into his water glass. “Let’s let her copy some more numbers, build up the evidence against her.”


      “Watch her keep breaking the law?”


      “Sure.”


      “Doesn’t that kind of make us accomplices?” Pearl asked. Since becoming an associate and not having the NYPD to cover legal expenses, she’d become cautious about exposing herself and the agency to potential litigation. Or maybe this was because she’d become fond of Linda and didn’t want to compound the mess the young woman was in.


      “In a way,” Fedderman said, “but nobody’ll know but us. And you and me, Pearl, we’d never rat each other out.”


      “I suspect you’re half right,” Pearl said.


      She waited till an hour before closing time to call the NYPD, and Linda was apprehended with the card recorder in her apron pocket. It contained the names and credit card numbers of five diners who’d paid their checks with plastic that evening. Damning evidence.


      As she was being led away, Linda was loudly and tearfully blaming everything on a guy named Bobby. Pearl believed her.


      “Men!” Pearl said, with a disdain that dripped.


      Fedderman didn’t comment, standing there thinking it was Linda who’d illegally recorded the card numbers.


      


      A beaming and impressed Sammy told them his check to QAI would be in the mail, and Pearl and Fedderman left the restaurant about eleven o’clock to go to their respective apartments. They would write up their separate reports tomorrow and present them to Quinn, who would doubtless instruct Pearl to send a bill to Sammy even though it might cross with his check in the mail. Business was business.


      Fedderman waited around outside the restaurant with Pearl while she tried to hail a cab. The temperature was still in the eighties, and the air was so sultry it felt as if rain might simply break out instead of fall.


      It never took Pearl long to attract the eye of a cabbie, so they’d soon part and Fedderman would walk the opposite direction to his subway stop two blocks away.


      Pearl extended one foot off the curb into the street and waved, kind of with her whole body.


      Sure enough, a cab’s brake lights flared, and it made a U-turn, causing oncoming traffic to weave and honk, and drove half a block the wrong way in the curb lane to come to a halt near Pearl.


      “It might have been Bobbie with an ‘I-E,’” Fedderman said, as she was climbing into the back of the cab. “A woman.”


      Pearl glared at him. “Dream on.”


      She slammed the cab’s door before he could reply.


      Fedderman watched the cab make another U-turn to get straight with the traffic. He wondered if Pearl had always been the way she was, born with a burr up her ass. She was so damned smart, but always mouthing off and getting into trouble. What a waste. She’d never had a chance to make it any higher in the NYPD than he had. Fedderman was steady, a plodder, a solid detective, unskilled at departmental politics and wise enough to stay out of them. Staying out of things was another of Pearl’s problems. She couldn’t.


      Another problem was that Pearl was a woman, and she had those looks. Her appearance drew unwanted attention, and she’d always been too hotheaded to handle it. She’d punched an NYPD captain once in a Midtown hotel after he’d touched her where he shouldn’t have. That alone would have been enough to sink most careers. It hadn’t quite sunk Pearl’s, but there was always a hole in her boat, and she’d had to bail constantly just to stay afloat. That was why she’d finally drifted out of the NYPD and into the bank guard job. She could be nice to people ten, twenty seconds at a stretch, so it had worked out okay for her. But she’d never been happy at Sixth National. She missed the challenge, the action, the satisfaction of bringing down the bad guys, even the danger.


      The way Fedderman had missed that life while chasing after elusive golf balls down in Florida, or fishing in Gulf waters and pulling from the sea creatures he didn’t even recognize as fish.


      Like Pearl, he’d been ripe for Quinn’s call.


      Fedderman smiled in the direction Pearl had gone and then walked away, his right shirt cuff unbuttoned and flapping like a white surrender flag with every stride. If he knew about the cuff, he didn’t seem to mind.


      He did kind of mind that there would be no more free drinks and appetizers at Sammy’s.
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      The next morning they were sitting in the arrangement of desks that made up Quinn and Associates’ office. Quinn was seated behind his desk, Pearl and Fedderman in chairs facing him. Low-angled sunlight invaded through the iron-grilled window and warmed the office. The Mr. Coffee over on the table in the corner was chuggling away, filling the air with the rich scent of fresh-brewed beans.


      Fedderman had his suit coat off and was slouched sideways, taking notes. His right shirt cuff was already unbuttoned. That usually happened because of the way he cocked and dragged his wrist over paper as he wrote. A sunbeam alive with dust motes had found Pearl and made her more vividly beautiful than ever. Quinn wished, as he often did, that what they’d shared together hadn’t ended. He liked to think that maybe it hadn’t. He knew Pearl liked to think that it definitely had, for her, anyway. Could be she was right.


      Quinn had made copies of the clippings Chrissie Keller had given him, and he explained the situation. Pearl and Fedderman listened carefully. This was the sort of investigation they all liked—multiple murder rather than credit card pilfering. In the world of catching the bad guys and setting things as right as possible, solving this one could make a person feel useful. If only the case weren’t more than five years old. They all knew the odds of rekindling the past and nailing the Carver were long.


      “I’ve read a lot about the mystical link between twins,” Pearl said, when Quinn was finished talking. “I’d like to say it’s bullshit, but I’m not so sure.”


      “I don’t see how the mystery of twins is in any way relevant to this,” Fedderman said. “Other than motivating our client.”


      “That’s enough relevance,” Quinn said, “considering we’re no longer paid by the city.” He looked at Pearl. “Or by a bank.”


      They had all stuck their necks out to create this investigative agency, and they knew it.


      Three people, working without a net. No one said anything for a while.


      “That was a pregnant pause if ever I didn’t hear one,” Pearl finally said.


      Fedderman, who’d been adding tooth marks to his dented yellow pencil, glanced over at her. “Does that mean we can expect another, smaller pause?”


      “Point is,” Quinn said, “however a client’s motivated, if it’s legal and ethical, we’ll gladly accept payment.”


      “One out of two would be okay,” Pearl said.


      She was ignored.


      “You mentioned our client had won some sorta jackpot,” Fedderman said to Quinn.


      “Slot machine thing. She hit a kind of tri-state trifecta and got temporarily rich. This is how she feels compelled to spend her money.”


      “That mysterious twins business,” Pearl said. She’d also been taking notes. She tapped her pencil’s eraser on a front tooth in tiny bounces. “I remember the Carver murders, how they confounded the hell out of everyone. You looked through this stuff already, Quinn. Do you think we’ve really got a chance of finding the killer?”


      “A chance, sure.”


      “It’d help if we could get the murder books outta the NYPD cold-case files,” Fedderman said.


      “Right now,” Quinn said, “I don’t think the NYPD would be very cooperative. Understandably, they don’t want us stirring up something they failed to solve.”


      “Maybe you could talk to Renz,” Pearl said.


      Harley Renz was the city’s popular police commissioner, and a longtime acquaintance of them all. He was an unashamed, ambitious, and corrupt bureaucratic climber. “Renz would have the most to lose if we came along after five years and solved a serial killer case,” Quinn said. “In Harley’s eyes, that’d be making the NYPD look like dopes.”


      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Fedderman said. “So what would he lose?”


      “Political capital. To Renz, that’s like losing his own blood. In fact, it is his blood.” Quinn laced his fingers behind his neck and leaned back in his chair. Maybe too far back. Pearl was watching him, waiting to see if this time he’d topple backward. Maybe hoping. “We need to have something solid before we go to Renz,” Quinn said. “And some way for him to gain by us solving the case.”


      “Meanwhile,” Pearl said, “we do our jobs, and never mind if our efforts are hopeless.”


      “I’ll miss the free drinks and food at Sammy’s,” Fedderman said. “But to tell you the truth, I was getting tired of playing the alcoholic businessman. And Pearl was putting on weight.”


      “I’ll come over there and put some weight on your goddamned head,” Pearl said.


      Quinn thought about settling them down so they could all get to work familiarizing themselves with the five-year-old murder investigation; then he decided against it. He knew Pearl, and she wasn’t yet at the point where she would physically attack Fedderman. And experience had taught Fedderman how to tread around Pearl just out of range while sticking her with his barbs. So let them agitate each other, Quinn thought.


      It was how they worked best.
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      It had been a grueling series of hot and dusty bus rides from Bennett, South Dakota, to New York City. You could measure the distance in more than miles. Mary Bakehouse didn’t want to make the return trip. Ever.


      She’d spent the weekend moving in to her new apartment in the East Village. Mary had enough money that she could afford the place for a while. In the meantime she’d be job hunting.


      The apartment was the third-floor east unit of a six-story building. The previous tenant had been a smoker, and the scent of stale tobacco smoke made itself known at unexpected times, when closet doors were opened or summer breezes worked their way in through the window and played across the floor. The window was stuck only two inches open and wouldn’t budge, so usually the living room was stale and stuffy. Mary would buy some kind of aerosol air freshener when she got a chance. Or maybe one of those things you plugged into an electrical socket and it hissed every fifteen minutes or so and deodorized the air. Something was needed. She didn’t like tobacco smoke and could smell it for what seemed like blocks. She had a nose like a beagle, a boyfriend had told her once, not quite grasping what he’d said. She hadn’t gone out with him again, figuring him to be mentally inferior.


      A few people had warned Mary about living in this part of the Village. It could be dangerous. Mary didn’t take those warnings seriously. She’d dealt with thugs before, in Bennett. They were just like New York thugs, only they wore cowboy hats.


      The way she dealt with them was by showing a complete absence of fear. Mary had a sweet, heart-shaped face, a frail body, and rather sad brown eyes. A frail person who looked as if her photo belonged in an old locket. But there was something about her that strongly suggested she would hold her ground. Anything done to her would be at a cost. People with the wrong kind of thing in mind usually backed off.


      Something else about Mary was that she had a gun. A .32-caliber Taurus revolver with a checked wood grip. She’d shot targets and plunked varmints with it for years on her parents’ ranch. Brought it with her in her suitcase on the bus. The security people didn’t check bus luggage the way they checked suitcases for airline travel. Or if they had checked her suitcase, they hadn’t found the gun, rolled up in an old pair of Levi’s.


      The apartment was partially furnished, so moving in had been easy. She’d simply opened her suitcase and transferred her clothes to the dresser drawers in the tiny bedroom.


      The bedroom smelled better than the living room, so maybe the previous tenant hadn’t smoked in bed. The bed itself was a twin size, and the mattress was pretty saggy. She did always allow herself a good bed, so she would buy a better mattress and put this one in the basement storage area that went with the apartment. Her mother had advised her that a good mattress and good shoes were of prime importance. She had a new pair of Nike joggers. The mattress and a few more pieces of furniture—a table, a lamp—were all she should need. Things she’d pick out and that would make the place uniquely hers.


      She slid her empty suitcase under the bed and then turned her attention to her big vinyl portfolio that held samples of her work. Mary was a graphic designer with a degree from Happer Design College in South Dakota. Her instructors had told her she was the most talented student they’d ever taught. They said as much in letters of recommendation. She realized that wouldn’t make getting a job in New York easy, but surely it should make it possible. She wasn’t looking for an easy time here. A chance was all she wanted.


      Back in the living room, she stood with her fists propped on her slender hips and looked around.


      What have you done, Mary Bakehouse?


      The walls were painted a mottled off-white, and the gray carpet was stained and frayed. What furniture there was appeared to be a flea market hodgepodge, but some of it, like the sturdy old matching bookcases that stood side by side against a living room wall, looked to be of pretty good quality. The bookcases held a small TV, an odd assortment of vases, and even a few old books without dust jackets. Mary thought she’d put some flowers in those vases, and maybe even read some of the books.


      This will work. It has to work!


      She switched the air conditioner in the living room window on low, thinking it would partially cool that room and the bedroom while she was away running errands. There were black ornamental iron bars on some of the windows, along with a U-shaped iron horizontal bar that held the air conditioner fast in its window so it couldn’t be removed except from inside the apartment. The windows that looked out over the small courtyard outside her bedroom didn’t have bars on them, probably because that was the way to the fire escape. Still, there were bars on enough of the windows that from the inside at least, the apartment had the aspect of a prison.


      Okay, Mary thought, the real estate people who’d warned her were probably right; it was a dangerous part of town in a dangerous city. But she wasn’t the shrinking innocent they seemed to assume. Mary figured her accent made her seem more naïve than she was. She was twenty-five and had been away to college. She’d been around some.


      Right now, she needed some groceries, and a few things for the bathroom, such as toothpaste, soap, and shampoo. And that air freshener. When she was finished with shopping for those items and had put them away, she’d go out and see if she could find a place to buy an easel and some art supplies. That shouldn’t be hard to do in the Village. It was an artsy place.


      An artsy place with bars on the windows.


      Mary went into the L-shaped kitchen, gazed into the empty refrigerator, and decided to make a list.


      As she was turning around to go get her purse in the bedroom, she noticed the large blue ceramic canisters on the sink counter near the stove. They were lettered FLOUR, COFFEE, SUGAR, and so on. Mary liked them and might have chosen them herself.


      She was a tea drinker, so when she returned from the bedroom with her purse, she put her gun in the empty coffee canister.


      As she was going out the door, Mary glanced back and smiled. The apartment was nothing like the ones in those old Doris Day white-telephone movies. More like the apartments in Seinfeld, only shabbier. But it was already beginning to feel like home.


      This was going to work, Mary assured herself again, making sure the door was closed tight and locked behind her.


      Everything was going to be okay.
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      “You’re tearing open old wounds,” Rhonda Nathan’s mother said.


      Pearl thought the elderly woman might begin to cry, but the unblinking gray eyes remained calm behind what looked like cheap drugstore eyeglasses.


      The Nathans hadn’t been difficult to trace, but the effort had been time-consuming. When their twenty-five-year-old daughter, Rhonda, had been killed by the Carver seven years ago, they’d lived in a spacious condo in the East Fifties. Rhonda’s father, who’d been struck and killed by a bus three years ago, had been the family breadwinner with a partnership in a Wall Street firm. His widow, Edith Nathan, had fallen a long way to this cramped apartment on the Lower East Side.


      Pearl did feel sorry for the woman. Her thinning gray hair was unkempt, her complexion sallow. The flesh beneath her chin dangled in wattles, and her figure, if she’d ever had one, had become plump in a way that reminded Pearl of infants still in the crib. Breasts seemed nonexistent beneath her stained blue robe with its mismatched white sash.


      The woman’s eyes were fixed straight ahead. Her soul seemed to have wandered.


      “Edith?” Pearl said softly.


      The unnaturally calm gray eyes trained themselves on Pearl.


      “We don’t mean to cause pain,” Pearl said.


      “But you do cause pain,” Edith said. “Like a scab being ripped from a wounded heart that will never completely heal.”


      Pearl glanced around the humble apartment. Geraniums in plastic pots on a windowsill were obviously dead, as were roses in a cracked vase on top of the television. Live flowers in another pot in the middle of the kitchen table, barely visible to Pearl, saved the apartment’s plant life from being a sad metaphor. On a shelf that ran along a wall near a cabinet full of glass curios, a color photograph of a young dark-haired woman with a bright smile was propped in a silver frame. Pearl recognized Rhonda Nathan from her photos in the newspaper clippings of seven years ago that had been delivered by Chrissie Keller.


      “Like most of the families of the monster’s victims,” Edith said, “I long ago accepted the reality that my daughter and only child was gone from the world. Nothing will bring her back. Not fate or a prayer or a deal with God or the devil. Not you reopening the investigation. Would I trade my life for the monster’s death? Yes. Would I gladly kill him slowly in the most dreadful way? Yes. But not in the heat of vengeance. More in the balancing of scales.” Edith sighed and leaned back into the flowered sofa cushions. “There is a numbness in me, Detective Kasner. Has been for years. Not a depression. A numbness because something is missing.”


      Edith hadn’t looked closely at Pearl’s ID when Pearl had identified herself as a detective. It wasn’t ethical for Pearl to let the woman go on assuming she was with the NYPD, but Pearl was afraid the interview might not be granted otherwise.


      Seven years ago in June, Rhonda Nathan had worked late at the advertising agency where she wrote copy, alone in her office cubicle. Her body had been found there by the office cleaning service just before daylight the next morning. She was slouched dead in her desk chair, nude, her nipples removed, the grotesque and bloody X carved deeply into her torso beneath her breasts. Her panties had been removed and knotted into a gag, stuffed deeply in her mouth in such a way that leftover material allowed for a leg hole to be looped around her neck and knotted to hold the gag firm. It was a method that had to be the result of planning and practice. A pencil had been placed between the victim’s fingers, doubtless after death, as if she’d been taking notes throughout her torture and demise. A small thing, but it carried a jolting incongruity. It was one of several examples of a gruesome sense of humor that the Carver sometimes exhibited to the police at his crime scenes. A taunter, was the Carver. Not unusual in a serial killer who assumed he was much brighter than his pursuers.


      Pearl decided not to go into the details of Rhonda’s murder.


      “In the intervening years since…it happened,” she said, “have any new thoughts come to you, any recollections that might be of help? Even those that you might not think important?”


      “Such as?” Edith asked softly.


      “Anything that became clearer to you, or that you remembered about the week or so before the tragedy.”


      “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing. And I think about that time every night, and sometimes I dream.”


      “Do you recall your daughter acting strangely—or simply out of character—in the time leading up to her death? Is there someone you can think of who could have had some disagreement with her? Someone who might have had a motive?”


      “Motive?” Edith seemed mystified and slightly angry. “My daughter was a girl well liked. I would say very well liked. Rhonda was slain by a deranged monster, Detective Kasner. It’s as simple and horrible as that.”


      “I think you’re right,” Pearl said, “but the monster doesn’t necessarily seem like one when he’s not being…himself. It’s possible you knew him at the time, or at least had met him.”


      “Rhonda had recently broken up with her boyfriend, Charles Correnwell. It would be difficult to see Charles as a killer. Anyway, he moved to live with his mother in California weeks before Rhonda was killed, and has an alibi.”


      Pearl knew that to be true. Charles Correnwell, on the other side of a continent, had attended a college lecture and was later drinking with friends at the approximate time of Rhonda’s murder.


      “Your husband…” Pearl began.


      Edith stared at her sharply. “He’s dead.”


      “I know, ma’am. I know the circumstances.”


      “We were both shattered by the loss of our daughter,” Edith said, “but I’m sure Aaron’s death was an accident. He wouldn’t leave me, leave the world, that way.”


      “I wasn’t thinking that,” Pearl said. “I was wondering if there might have been someone with an irrational motive to get at your husband by murdering his daughter.”


      “I’m sure there was no one that sick among our social or business acquaintances.”


      Pearl said nothing, and she and Edith exchanged glances. They’d established that monsters didn’t always seem like monsters.


      “Someone with protective coloring, you mean?” Edith said.


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      Edith shrugged beneath the blue robe. “I’d have no way of knowing, would I?”


      “Not unless a way came to you. Sometime when you were doing something else, or just before falling asleep, or waking up. The human mind works that way, catches us by surprise.”


      “I’ve fallen asleep and awakened thinking about Rhonda almost every night and morning since she died,” Edith said. “The horror always plays out the same way, and I always wish I could have done something—anything—to prevent it. That’s the worst thing about the past, that it can’t be changed.”


      Pearl felt stymied for a moment. “Mrs. Nathan—Edith. There’s so much about a person that never makes it into a police report.” She leaned forward. “What was your daughter’s favorite food? Did she smoke? What sort of music did she listen to? Might she have met someone online? Did she have a lot of male friends? Did she like movies?”


      Edith sat more rigidly and stared hard at her, then seemed to relax. “She liked junk food—hamburgers, French fries, anything greasy and bad for her health. She didn’t smoke. Drank some, but not much. Music? She liked to listen to that little girl from Brooklyn.”


      “Cyndi Lauper?”


      Edith seemed to brighten. “That’s the one.”


      “So happens I’m also a fan,” Pearl said.


      “Rhonda used her computer, the Internet, but she didn’t go to chat rooms or that sort of thing. She had mostly female friends but some boys. They’d talk a lot on their cell phones. She had her cell phone pressed to her ear too much, like they all do, like it was growing there. I told her she might get brain cancer, but she didn’t listen.”


      “None of them do,” Pearl said.


      Neither woman said anything. Neither wanted to hear that it hadn’t mattered whether Rhonda’s cell phone would have given her cancer.


      “These don’t sound like the kind of questions that solve murder cases,” Edith said.


      “Oh, but they are,” Pearl told her. “Almost always it’s something that didn’t seem important at the time that turns out to be the key.”


      “Rhonda had just gotten her degree in psychology and was spending most of her time waiting tables at Sporter’s, the restaurant in the next block, while she was looking for a better job. She didn’t have a lot of spare time.” Edith rubbed her palms on her temples, her fingers rigid. She looked exhausted. “I’ve sometimes wondered if that’s where she met the monster, at the restaurant.”


      “It’s possible.”


      “The police looked into it and found nothing.”


      “That doesn’t mean there was nothing,” Pearl said.


      Seeing that Edith was almost too tired to remain awake, Pearl stood up and thanked her for her time.


      “Do you really think there’s a chance, after all these years?” Edith asked. Her eyes were bloodshot, swollen, and without hope.


      “A chance,” Pearl said. “A slight chance.”


      “I saw when you showed me your identification that you weren’t a real detective,” Edith said. “I mean, with the police.”


      Pearl smiled. “I’m a real detective.”


      “Private,” Edith said. “Who hired you? Who’s paying for this?”


      “Twin sister of one of the Carver victims,” Pearl said.


      Edith flinched slightly, as if assailed by a bright and sudden light. “Twins…my God, how she must have suffered.” She stared directly at Pearl. “She’s still suffering, isn’t she?”


      “She is.” Pearl reached into a pocket, drew out one of her cards, and handed it to Edith. “If you do think of something…”


      Edith accepted the card and studied it. “Quinn and Associates. Is that Captain Frank Quinn?”


      “It is,” Pearl said. “You know him?”


      “By reputation. I’m glad he’s one of the people looking for Rhonda’s killer.”


      Pearl was reminded, as she often was, of Quinn’s high standing with the public because of his success in apprehending serial killers. He was halfway famous.


      What next? Pearl thought. A book contract?


      “I’ll call you,” Edith said.


      Her voice brought Pearl back from her thoughts.


      “If I think of something,” Edith reminded her.


      “Yes,” Pearl said. “Please. Anything, however trivial. It might make all the difference.”


      “Reopening the investigation can’t be cheap,” Edith said. “The surviving twin, is she rich?”


      “Not usually,” Pearl said, “but she recently came into some money.”


      “She must feel she has to do this.”


      “She feels that way right now,” Pearl said.


      “She won’t change her mind,” Edith said.
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      “Her check will clear,” Quinn said. “I called her bank to make sure there were sufficient funds.”


      They were in the office, wondering why they couldn’t get in touch with Chrissie Keller at either of the phone numbers she’d given them. A message machine answered at one number, but the messages didn’t seem to get through. The other number was to a cell phone and elicited nothing but a high-pitched squeal.


      “What about the check for the Sammy’s job?” Pearl asked.


      “It’s good, too. I made sure.”


      “We’re rich,” Fedderman said.


      “Solvent,” Quinn said.


      “So why can’t we get in touch with Chrissie?” Pearl asked.


      “Maybe she’s one of those clients who figures she’ll be the one to decide when we report,” Fedderman said.


      “Control freak,” Pearl said.


      “I hate those,” Quinn said.


      Pot, kettle, Pearl thought, and congratulated herself for staying quiet.


      “If she doesn’t contact us in a day or two, we can start to wonder,” Quinn said. “Until then, we stay on the case. More interviews with victims’ friends and family.” He glanced from Pearl to Fedderman. “You two have any luck?”


      “Not so’s you’d notice,” Pearl said.


      Even as she spoke, she realized there was something about the case that she hadn’t yet noticed. It played like a bashful shadow just beyond the borders of her consciousness.


      Pearl and Fedderman handed Quinn copies of their interview notes for the files, then in matter-of-fact tones told him about their reinterviewing of people close to the Carver victims. Other than the usual contradictions that could be put down to the passage of time and erosion of memory, there didn’t seem to be many discernable differences between these interviews and those done years ago. Nothing that might be construed as a lead.


      Quinn considered lighting a cigar but didn’t. Pearl would raise hell. She hated it when he or anyone else smoked in the office.


      He thought about Chrissie Keller, the way she’d come into the office. Something about her. He was getting a bad feeling about what they’d gotten into, where it might be heading. A deep sensation in his stomach that was seldom off the mark.


      “Some of the friends and family didn’t like being taken back to that time,” Fedderman said. “You could see it in their faces, and it made your heart sad.”


      “That’s what these assholes start,” Quinn said. “It goes on for years. Sometimes for generations.”


      “There’s still a lot of breakage there,” Pearl said. “A lot of hatred.” But that was what she’d expected to find. She knew Quinn was right: Untimely, violent death resonated for decades.


      “Let’s check these statements in detail with the earlier ones,” Quinn said. “Then we can do some more reinterviewing.”


      “Revive some more pain,” Fedderman said sadly.


      “Blame the aforementioned asshole,” Quinn said.


      


      It was when Pearl was integrating the new statements into the files that she realized what had been nagging at the edges of her mind. She reached for her folder containing the copies of the newspaper clippings that had been left by Chrissie Keller.


      She leafed through the clippings and stopped at those concerning Chrissie’s twin, Tiffany.


      Pearl was right in what had occurred to her. She felt the flush of satisfaction that was what she loved most about this work.


      “There are photos of all the victims until we get to victim number five, the Carver’s last victim,” she said. “Tiffany Keller. Lots of clippings, but none with a photograph.”


      Quinn and Fedderman checked their own copies.


      No photos of Tiffany.


      “Coincidence?” Fedderman asked. Thinking, Yeah, sure. Like most cops, he wasn’t much of a believer in coincidence.


      “It doesn’t seem likely that Tiffany’s murder would generate all those news items without a photo,” Pearl said.


      Quinn did his backward tilt in his desk chair and went into his casual balancing act, damn near tipping. “A young, attractive victim, sexually mutilated. There’d be plenty of photographs.”


      He watched Pearl go at it, like a hound on the scent, though she wouldn’t like the comparison. She already had her computer booted up and was online, feeding Tiffany Keller’s name into her browser.


      It took only a few moments to search the New York papers’ archives for related items.


      Unsurprisingly, Tiffany’s mutilation and death at the hands of the Carver had been a major news story. And as Quinn had thought, the gory details of the crime were accompanied by plenty of vivid photographs of the young, attractive victim.


      “I’ll be damned,” Pearl said.


      “Photos?” Quinn asked.


      “Lots of them.”


      “Chrissie must have culled out the news clippings accompanied by photos,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl shook her head. “That’s not what I mean.”


      Quinn and Fedderman moved closer so they could see her computer’s monitor without glare.


      Quinn felt the sensation in his stomach gain in intensity.


      The screen showed what looked like a high school yearbook photo of a pretty, dark-haired girl with a broad grin and slightly uptilted brown eyes that suggested potential mischief. It was a potential never realized in a life cut short by the Carver.


      The caption beneath the photo was simply the subject’s name: Tiffany Keller.


      Tiffany looked nothing like her twin who had hired Quinn and Associates to find her killer.
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      “This is crazy,” Pearl said, as they crossed West Forty-fourth Street toward the Sherman Hotel.


      Quinn silently agreed with her. But sometimes it was a crazy world with its own kind of whatever passed for logic.


      “We’re interrupting looking for a killer so we can search for our client,” Pearl said.


      “I told you, her check cleared,” Quinn said. He hastened his pace to get across the heated concrete street before a white pickup truck leading a convoy of yellow cabs reached them. “That means we’re still working for her.” The line of vehicles hummed and rattled past behind them, stirring a warm breeze around their ankles.


      “A cashier’s check,” Pearl said, when they were safely up on the sidewalk. “Which means we have no way to trace her through her checking account.”


      “If you’re suggesting we should have been suspicious of her from the get-go,” Quinn said, “you’re right. I don’t know how it happened, Pearl, but we’ve both become too trusting.”


      Pearl knew sarcasm when she heard it, so she bit her lip and held her silence.


      It wasn’t smart to cross Quinn when he was being sarcastic. It could mean he was getting angry with himself, which was when he was his most difficult with other people. So Pearl simply followed him silently through a heavily tinted glass revolving door into the welcome coolness of the Sherman Hotel’s marble and oak lobby.


      The Sherman was an old hotel in a difficult phase of renovation while remaining open. That brought the rates down, so there was no dearth of business despite the cordoned-off areas of the lobby where the floor was torn up, or the closed restaurant necessitating eating at the diner on the corner. The Sherman was small but had a shabby elegance about it that was being resurrected to something like its original state. Besides all the oak wainscoting and the veined marble floor and columns, there was a lot of fancy crown molding, and what looked like the original long, curved oak registration desk. Some of the black leather furniture and the potted palms placed about the lobby appeared to be new. Pearl couldn’t help looking for price tags on the plants.


      When Quinn and Pearl approached the desk they were greeted by a tall, elderly man in a gray sport jacket with what must be the Sherman’s crest over its left breast pocket. He had thick white hair and a long, lean face with a patrician nose that was made for him to look down over. The sort of chap who would have seemed right at home in a venerable British men’s club.


      “Yous got a reservation?” he inquired in a Brooklyn accent.


      “Wees don’t,” Pearl said.


      Quinn gave her a warning look. Sometimes that had an effect on Pearl. Usually not.


      “We’re inquiring about one of your guests,” he said to the clerk, and showed him identification.


      The clerk gazed at the ID, then made good use of his nose. “A private detective service? Not the real cops?”


      “Not yet,” Quinn said. “We were hoping you’d be cooperative.”


      The man gazed down his long nose at Quinn for another few seconds and then shrugged. “So who’s the guest?”


      “Chrissie Keller,” Pearl said. “I phoned about her earlier.”


      “Ah, yeah. You don’t look nuttin’ like you sounded on the phone. You sounded taller. I told you, didn’t I, that she’d checked out?”


      “What we were wondering,” Quinn said, “is if the maid’s gotten around to cleaning her room.”


      The desk clerk turned his back on them and punched some keys on a computer keyboard. “Keller, Chrissie. She was in room five-twelve, checked out at ten-thirty a.m. yesterday. Maid service woulda taken care of five-twelve by now.”


      “Do you recall if she had a lot of luggage?” Quinn asked.


      “Couldn’t say. But Buddy the bellhop could. He’s got a photographic mind. He remembers everything.”


      Quinn and Pearl looked around the otherwise deserted lobby. “Do you remember where Buddy is?” Quinn asked.


      The desk clerk gave him a Brooklyn-British kind of look and then went to a phone at the other end of the registration desk.


      Buddy the bellhop appeared within seconds, as if he’d been waiting for his cue. He was a short, middle-aged man with a stomach paunch that ruined the effect of a blue and red uniform that made him look like an officer in Napoleon’s army. It even had epaulets. He glanced from Quinn to Pearl and smiled broadly. When he reached them, he looked about in mild confusion for suitcases to be carried.


      The desk clerk explained to Buddy that only information was wanted. Quinn described Chrissie Keller.


      “I remember her,” Buddy said. “Nice lady, tipped okay.”


      “Luggage?” Quinn asked.


      “Big red Samsonite hard shell with wheels. Also a black nylon carry-on, looked like the kinda thing that might hold a notebook computer. She was wearin’ jeans and a yellow silk blouse.”


      “What color eyes?” Pearl asked.


      “One brown, one blue.” Buddy grinned hugely. “Naw, I’m funnin’ you there. I don’t remember her eyes. The rest of it, though, you can count on it bein’ right. I got a—”


      “Yeah, we know.”


      “The suitcase was heavy. She was plannin’ on bein’ around for a while.”


      “You help her with the suitcase when she checked out?” Quinn asked.


      “Naw, she just wheeled the thing out to the curb an’ piled into a cab. The carry-on was slung over her arm with her purse. The purse was brown leather. Kinda scuffed. That was the last I seen of her.”


      Quinn thanked Buddy and turned back to the desk clerk. “Anybody been in five-twelve since Chrissie Keller?”


      “Only the maid.”


      “Mind if we have a look?”


      “At the maid?”


      Pearl dead-eyed the desk clerk, which seemed to scare him.


      “Don’t mind at all,” he said. “Yous see our rooms, you’ll maybe wanna stay here sometime. But yous won’t find nuttin’—not the way our maids clean up after a guest.”


      “Still,” Quinn said with a smile, “you never know.”


      “I guess not,” the desk clerk said. “Yous might find lint or a hair or somethin’.”


      “You’d be surprised,” Quinn said.


      “No, I wouldn’t. I watch all those forensic crime-scene shows on TV, read mysteries about how crimes are solved.” He appeared thoughtful. “There a crime been committed here?”


      “We’re trying to find out,” Quinn said.


      Buddy accompanied them in the elevator and led them to 512, where he opened the door and then hung around as if expecting a tip. Habit, Quinn supposed.


      “The bathroom’s in there,” Buddy said, motioning toward a closed door. “There’s your television. There’s a refrigerator right there stocked with—”


      Quinn gave him a look that shut him up. Buddy grinned, shrugged, and left the room.


      Quinn and Pearl looked around. The room was neatly arranged; it had to be, since most of the furniture was fastened to the walls. The maid had indeed been thorough. The scent of Lemon Pledge still hung in the air, and there wasn’t the slightest trace of dust.


      Pearl checked the tiny bathroom and found it smelling of bleach and gleaming and spotless. Even the grout between the blue tiles looked clean. She wished she had a bathroom like it. Hers was about the same size but was comparatively cruddy.


      Quinn was impressed. “The maid emptied the waste-baskets, and it looks like she polished their insides,” he said.


      “Waste of time,” Pearl said.


      Quinn wasn’t sure if she meant the wastebasket polishing or the room search.


      They went over the room thoroughly, but not with much enthusiasm, deftly staying out of each other’s way because they’d done this dozens of times in dozens of rooms.


      The desk clerk was right: the maid’s thoroughness had neutered the room when it came to anything like a clue. There was nothing that might be of help. Not lint, not a hair. Nothing.


      “Chrissie’s away clean,” Pearl said. “She did a number on us.”


      Quinn knew she was right. But what kind of number?


      And why?


      


      Two blocks away from where Quinn and Fedderman stood, a man was standing staring in the window of a luggage shop.


      A trip to someplace interesting, where I’ve never been before. That’s what I should do, take a trip. Pack a bag and get out of this city, at least for a while. Someplace in Europe. Or the Caribbean, if I can find an island that—


      Air brakes hissed, drawing his attention.


      He watched the young woman step down from the bus that had stopped near the corner. She was in her thirties, with dark eyes and luxurious shoulder-length dark hair that bounced with her generous breasts as she took the long, lurching step down to the pavement. Her dress was pale green, made of some kind of thin material that clung to her body in the light summer breeze.


      How gracefully she moved. So like a cat. Her high heels flashed as she extended her long legs with each stride, her calf muscles working like silk.


      Dancer’s legs, he thought. Maybe she was a dancer. Maybe she was—


      He realized he’d begun following the woman without even thinking about it. As if some part of him had already made the decision that their lives and her death should converge.


      No, goddamn it!


      He stopped walking, using all his willpower to avert his eyes from the woman.


      I don’t do that anymore.


      I don’t even have a hard-on.


      He turned around and started walking in the opposite direction the woman was going. He didn’t even glance back at her for one last look. One additional memory of her he could recall in detail at least for a while. He walked faster, lengthening his stride, pounding his heels down hard as if testing the resiliency of the sidewalk.


      I don’t do that anymore.


      I don’t have to do that anymore.


      But he found himself recalling the way her hair and her breasts had bounced as she’d stepped down out of the bus.


      He smiled. Even though that part of his life was over and he was somebody else now, it did no harm to remember. To think about how things were, or even how they might have been. Even how they might be. After all, he wasn’t the one who’d stirred up the past and started the thoughts playing like movie scenes in his mind. Scenes that he was in or was simply observing, looking at them usually from above, as if he’d been a spirit in the room.


      Thoughts…


      Thoughts never hurt anyone. How could they? They weren’t real. You couldn’t even touch them.


      And sometimes you couldn’t stop them.


      But he did stop thinking about leaving the city.
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      Even though she’d brushed her teeth, the aftertaste of last night’s scotch that she’d used to relax and make herself tired remained. Pearl didn’t mind. She knew she was having trouble sleeping because she was on the hunt with the pack she knew and in strange ways loved. Or was it the hunt that she loved? Either way, she liked it that her internal engine was running like a separate heart.


      The engine had awakened her early from her disturbed slumber, which was why she was the first one in the office this morning.


      Pearl sat down at her gray steel desk and booted up her computer. She’d done some research at home on her laptop, so she copied files from her flash drive to her desk computer. That completed, she replaced the flash drive in her purse and set to work running Internet searches for information pertaining to Chrissie Keller.


      When that failed she got up and went over and poured coffee from the brewer’s glass pot into her personalized ceramic mug, then added powdered cream and stirred until not much of it floated on top. Her second coffee of the morning. Cop pop.


      She glanced at her watch. Almost nine o’clock, and she was still alone in the office. What the hell?


      Then she remembered that, instead of meeting at the office this morning, Quinn and Fedderman were going to the East Side to interview some witnesses. Pearl might be alone a while longer.


      She sat down again at her computer and sipped her coffee while she idly typed “the carver, serial killer” into her browser and began another Internet search.


      Most of what came up she’d already seen, but there were a few unfamiliar sites. She sighed, sipped coffee, and visited the first one. It had to do with a butcher’s theft of Christmas turkeys from a halfway house for ex-convicts in 1997 in Miami.


      Off to a good start.


      The next link took her to a site that sold exotic wood carvings of birds. As she continued to link from one site to another, they became more and more remote from her subject. Still, she kept on. Sometimes doggedness turned the trick. Give Pearl the right haystack and she’d find the needle.


      The word “carver” alone eventually linked her to “Initials Carved in Trees,” which linked her to “Initials of the Famous,” which linked her to “Initial Reports,” categorized by city, which linked her to “Crimes against persons reports, Detroit PD,” which linked her to an amateur crime site called “Initial Attempts” that featured cases where inept beginner criminals had been interrupted during their attempted crimes. It featured photographs of an astounded would-be teenage burglar blinded by floodlights, one leg draped over a window ledge, a sack of loot in his hand; and a security camera shot of a would-be robber fleeing a convenience store empty-handed while a large dog snapped at his heels.


      And there was something else.


      Pearl sat forward. There was a blurry photo of what appeared to be a slender young woman. Her face wasn’t clearly visible. There was a brief accompanying news item that made no reference to the photograph but reported that a woman named Geraldine Knott, twenty-two years old, had been attacked by a masked assailant in the parking structure of her apartment. He’d struck her, straddled her, then drawn a knife and begun telling her exactly what he was going to do with it, including severing her nipples.


      Something had caused the assailant to break off his attack and flee. Possibly it had been the coincidence of sirens, as police arrived at the building across the street after being called on another matter. Ms. Knott was discovered when a woman who also lived in the building entered the parking structure and noticed her slumped and dazed on the concrete floor. The news report said the victim had a broken collarbone, was suffering from extreme stress, and was hospitalized in stable condition. An artist’s sketch of the attacker, based on Geraldine Knott’s description, would be in the paper soon. The date of the news item was April 7, eight years ago. Shortly before the Carver began his horrific string of murders in New York.


      Pearl ran a search of the Detroit paper archives and easily found another item about the Geraldine Knott assault, accompanied by the sketch artist’s rendering of her attacker. He was wearing a balaclava that covered his head and all of his face but his eyes. There didn’t seem to be anything special about the eyes. Geraldine Knott couldn’t recall their color.


      All in all, Pearl thought, the sketch was useless. Nevertheless, she printed out what she had, three copies, for Quinn, Fedderman, and herself.


      


      Ten minutes later, Quinn and Fedderman came into the office. The sultry summer air came with them, thick as syrup. Both men were damp. Quinn’s hair stuck out every which way and was glistening with rainwater, and his blue tie was spotted. Fedderman’s customary wrinkled brown suit looked even more rumpled than usual. When he walked past Pearl’s desk she noticed he smelled like a wet dog. Maybe the suit, maybe Fedderman.


      “Raining again out there?” Pearl asked, knowing the answer was obvious but wanting to rub it in.


      Quinn and Fedderman ignored her. Quinn nodded toward the computer.


      “What are you doing?” he asked, walking over to remove his rain-spotted suit coat and drape it over a brass hook on the wall near his desk.


      “Running a computer check on one Geraldine Knott,” Pearl said. Not telling them everything up front, letting the geniuses work for it.


      “Why?” Fedderman asked, shambling over like a curious hound and staring at Pearl’s computer monitor.


      Pearl didn’t answer but pointed to the paper-clipped printouts on her desk corner.


      “Read those,” she said.


      Fedderman and Quinn both read silently, then looked at each other.


      “Holy Jesus!” Fedderman said.


      “Not Him,” Pearl said. “Me. This came up on an Internet search for the Carver while you two were frolicking in the rain.”


      “Holed up eating doughnuts,” Fedderman said. “And we brought one for you.”


      “I don’t see it.”


      “Fedderman ate it,” Quinn said. “Just as we turned the corner and pulled in to park out front.”


      Fedderman shrugged.


      Quinn laid his copy of the printout back on Pearl’s desk. “Great work, Pearl. Stay on it. Find out everything you can about Geraldine Knott.”


      Fedderman grinned and pulled a greasy white paper sack from where it was jammed in his suit coat pocket. He placed it on Pearl’s desk.


      “For you,” he said. “Chocolate icing. A cake doughnut, so in case you want to dunk, it won’t come apart in your coffee. Don’t believe everything you hear. We’re always thinking of you.”


      “Yeah,” Pearl said.


      But thinking what?


      She thanked Fedderman, opened the grease-stained sack, and removed the sticky doughnut that had been in Fedderman’s pocket.


      It smelled like a wet dog.
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      Mary Bakehouse maneuvered toward the doors of the crowded subway car, wielding her large, flat imitation-leather artist’s portfolio vertically like the prow of an icebreaker to forge ahead. A man with breath smelling of onions pressed tightly behind her, pushing her even faster than she wanted to go. A bead of sweat trickled down her ribs. Someone stepped on her toe.


      Nothing like South Dakota.


      She’d barely gotten out onto the platform when the doors hissed closed behind her. Walking away, she heard the train squeal and roar as it pulled forward and picked up speed. The public address system was repeating something no one from any country on earth would understand.


      Mary was exhausted from her two job interviews, and not very optimistic. An ad agency had told her that things were slow, but maybe. An architectural firm had candidly told her they simply weren’t hiring, and in fact the man who had posted the want ad in the paper’s classified section had himself been laid off and was leaving at the end of the week.


      As she trudged up the granite steps to the entrance to her apartment building, she was beginning to think she’d chosen precisely the wrong time to attempt a move to New York.


      The lobby, which was really more of a vestibule, was at least quiet. She pressed the up button for the elevator and settled her weight equally on both tired legs. In the building above her cables thrummed, but the brass arrow floor indicator on the wall over the elevator door didn’t budge.


      As she waited patiently, she heard footsteps descending the nearby stairs. Somebody in a hurry.


      But at the landing just above the lobby, the sound of hurried soles on rubber stair treads suddenly ceased, as if whoever had come down from upstairs was standing absolutely still, waiting for something.


      For me to leave?


      The landing was out of sight, but Mary thought she could hear someone breathing heavily, almost asthmatically.


      A man. She was sure it was a man. Not only because of the loud breathing but because of the sound his soles had made on the stairs, a rapid, repetitive clomping that was almost like a machine gun firing. As if he was simply letting his weight tilt him forward and catching himself with each step. Most women didn’t take stairs that way.


      The elevator arrived, unoccupied. Mary hurried inside and pressed the button for her floor. When the steel door had glided almost shut, she thought she heard the footfalls continue on the stairs. It was obvious now that whoever was on the landing had been waiting for her to clear the lobby so he or she wouldn’t be seen leaving the building.


      Mary told herself there could be a dozen reasons for that, none of them concerning her.


      As the elevator rose, she glanced down and saw that the dusting of fine hairs on the backs of her arms was standing up. Suddenly she had to swallow.


      I guess this means I’m scared.


      She told herself that rationally she had no reason to be afraid. If someone wanted to use the stairs instead of the elevator and not be seen, that was fine with her.


      Unless her apartment had been burgled.


      Well, she’d soon see if that had occurred. She almost smiled. If a burglar had chosen her apartment to break into, he’d be one disappointed thief. She had little worth stealing.


      No, that wasn’t quite true. She remembered her Dell notebook computer sitting right out in plain view on the desk in the living room. But even that was over five years old, hopelessly obsolete to anyone familiar with electronics.


      Still, if it was gone, she’d have to replace it.


      This is absurd. Nothing’s been stolen and I am not afraid!


      When she left the elevator and reached her apartment door, she studied it and saw no sign that it had been forced. She tried the doorknob, and it wouldn’t turn. The door was still locked, as it should be.


      Even if she hadn’t been afraid, she felt a huge relief.


      Imagination. Too much imagination because I’m creative.


      Curiosity overcame what was now merely a vague unease, and she unlocked the door and opened it. Drawing a deep breath, she stepped into her apartment.


      An encompassing glance told her that everything was okay. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed since she’d left to go job hunting this morning.


      Telling herself she’d been a big baby, she closed the door to the hall and locked the dead bolt, then fastened the chain. She crossed the room and yanked the drapes open wider so more of the early evening light spilled in through the window.


      She looked around more carefully. There were the throw pillows stacked as they’d been on the sofa, so she could prop her feet up while watching television. There was her empty orange juice glass she’d forgotten to carry back to the kitchen this morning, precisely where she’d left it on the coffee table, resting on a magazine so it wouldn’t leave a ring.


      She went to the window air conditioner and switched it on maximum, enjoying the cool breeze gradually generated by the humming blower. When she turned around her gaze went to the nearby desk, checking to make sure her computer was still there. She knew that it was, yet she still had to look.


      And there was her computer.


      But its lid was raised and it was on.


      Doubt crawled like an insect up the nape of her neck. She was sure she’d shut down the computer this morning. But she must not have. There it was, not online but with the desktop icons displayed against a field of blue.


      Mary went to the computer and laid her hand over it. She felt no warmth. Might that mean it hadn’t been on very long? Shouldn’t it be warm if she’d gone away and left it on for hours? She wasn’t sure. She hadn’t actually experimented to find out. How could she know?


      She switched on the desk lamp, then sat before the computer and went online. She moved the cursor and clicked on the computer’s history.


      The sites recently visited were familiar. Her e-mail from when she’d checked for messages this morning, the Times and Post online editions. eBay, to do some looking but not buying. USA Today, to find out what was happening outside New York.


      All the sites were ones she was sure she’d visited the last time she’d sat at the computer this morning. It didn’t appear that anyone had gone fishing for her personal information.


      On the other hand, she knew the entire contents of her hard drive might have been copied to an external disk drive, or even a flash drive, and she’d have no way of knowing.


      And she was sure, sure, that she’d left the computer this morning with its screen dark.


      But how sure was anyone of anything?


      Mary got up from the desk and made herself look through the rest of the apartment, extending a tentative hand and switching on lights as she went, even though it wasn’t yet dusk. She looked in closets, even peered under her bed, before she was satisfied that she was alone.


      She settled into the sofa and worked off her shoes, trying to relax. But she was still afraid—and angry.


      It wasn’t so much that someone—the man on the stairs?—might have entered her apartment; it was more as if he’d entered her life.


      There were plenty of dangerous nut cases in the human turmoil of the city. She’d been warned about them often enough. In the closeness and press of Manhattan, any woman was bound to pass at least some of them on the crowded sidewalks every day.


      She knew that some men became fixated on certain women with merely a glance. For them it was like obsessive love.


      She knew that some men killed the thing they loved.
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      Quinn was finishing his tuna melt and fries supper at the Lotus Diner when Thel, the waitress, approached him without her glass coffeepot.


      “Your friend Pearl’s on the phone,” Thel said.


      “Can you bring it to the table?”


      “I can yank it outta the wall and bring it to you—then what you do with it is your business.”


      Thel took kidding okay, but she always shot back. She was a middle-aged, dumpy woman in a dead-end job. Her forehead was folded into a permanent frown, and the deep etching around her mouth wasn’t laugh lines. Her teeth were yellowed and needed braces she’d never be able to afford. Being a smart-ass was what got her by in the world. It was what she had, and she worked it hard, sometimes making customers angry. The diner owner liked Thel, so she got by with her attitude act, especially after he’d learned that in some perverse way it actually attracted customers. And it didn’t hurt that the owner was at least slightly afraid of Thel.


      Quinn wasn’t afraid of her. He pretended not to have heard her, dabbed at his lips with his white paper napkin, and then slid out of the booth. His cell was turned off so he could eat in peace. Pearl and Fedderman had known where to find him, but they wouldn’t have bothered him unless the call was at least somewhat important.


      He knew where the phone was mounted on the wall near the doorway to the kitchen, at the end of the counter. As he approached it he saw that the receiver was unhooked and lying on the floor. He gripped the cord and hand-over-hand pulled up the receiver like a fish he’d caught and held it to his ear.


      “That you, Quinn?” Pearl’s voice.


      “Me,” Quinn said. “Straight from my tuna melt and coffee. Tell me this is important?”


      “As your sandwich, you mean?”


      “I’m getting enough crap from Thel, so don’t push it. What’s going on?”


      “Thel? You mean that woman hasn’t been fired by now? With her attitude and that mouth?”


      “You hang on—why not her? Why’d you call, Pearl?”


      “Harley Renz phoned here. He wants you to get back at him at his office like yesterday or sooner.”


      “Get back at him?”


      “To him. You know what I meant, Quinn.”


      Thel has infected us all. “Renz say what it is he wanted?”


      “You, to call him.” Pearl sighed her loud telephone sigh, as if dealing with a teenage obscene caller. “He is the police commissioner, Quinn. Maybe you should deign to return his call.”


      “You got a point,” Quinn said, and hung up.


      He depressed the old wall phone’s cradle button, then let it bounce up before he punched out Harley Renz’s direct line at 1 Police Plaza. This was no time to goof around with Pearl. Harley was police commissioner, so maybe he did have something important to say.


      Or ask.


      Or demand.


      As he listened to the phone chirp on the other end of the connection, Quinn glanced over and saw that Thel had gone from where she’d been wiping down the counter and eavesdropping on his conversation. Now she was standing by his table, which she’d completely cleared, and was ignoring him while scribbling on her order pad, figuring his total.


      And her tip.


      The chirping in Quinn’s right ear was replaced by Harley Renz’s impatient growl.


      “’Bout time you returned my call.”


      “What’s this about, Harley?”


      “Your investigation,” Renz said. “I want you to stop it. Refund your fee. Tell your client it’s over.”


      “Can’t.”


      “Why is that?”


      “Can’t find my client.”


      “You mean she’s lost? Like missing keys?”


      “Like a missing client.”


      After a long silence, Renz said in a soft but strained voice. “Just stop your investigation, Quinn. As of now, this phone call. I don’t care if you never find your client. Never, never, never. Do I make myself clear?”


      “Never,” Quinn said, and hung up.


      


      Mary Bakehouse had gotten over most of the uneasiness about the time she’d come home and found her computer on. She simply must have left it on that morning and not realized it. There was no point in looking for things to make herself afraid.


      On the surface, her situation was getting better. A couple of job interviews had left her with the impression the human resource directors might actually call her. And the tobacco smoke smell was finally out of her apartment. Or was she simply getting used to it?


      She couldn’t be sure sometimes that after being away for a while and entering the apartment, she didn’t for just a second catch a whiff of the awful scent. Mary hated smoking. Her favorite teacher in primary school, a heavy smoker, had died of lung cancer when Mary was ten. It had left quite an impression on her, as well as a loathing for the tobacco industry and smoking in general. Maybe that was all she was smelling, her hate.


      The city itself seemed harder for her now, more dangerous. She hadn’t felt that way until she’d been accosted last week by a homeless man who’d politely asked for any loose change she might have. Mary hadn’t had any change, but the man wouldn’t take no for an answer. His attitude quickly changed, and he’d grabbed the sleeve of her raincoat and yanked her back toward him when she tried to walk away.


      She couldn’t forget the look in his faded blue eyes. There was raw hatred there, and when he began raving incomprehensibly about her “selfishness,” spraying her face with spittle, she felt herself returning that hatred. How could she not?


      That day the city became in her mind a more menacing place. Dark doorways suggested danger. As did heavy traffic, street vendors of questionable goods, panhandlers, men who stared vaguely but knowingly at her in the subway train as it raced rocking and squealing toward its destination.


      In the subway, it was one man in particular. She saw him almost every time she rode, as if they were on the same timetable, though Mary had no particular schedule. She supposed he might be one of the homeless who virtually lived belowground in the subway system. He was unshaven, and his clothes were threadbare. He wore a gray baseball hat with its bill pulled low, so that he observed her from shadow and with half-eyes that never blinked. Once—quite deliberately, she was sure—he slowly licked his lips and then smiled at her. It was a message she loathed and feared. He seemed to feed on her fear, as if he were drawing it across the swaying subway car to his inner evil self. He was hungry for her fear.


      She’d tried not to work herself into a dither. After all, wearing beard stubble was the current style among male movie and TV stars, and some new clothes were doctored to look faded and threadbare. Even unwashed. This was an era when celebrities looked like bums.


      But this man smelled like one of the dispossessed. A rank odor of stale perspiration and urine emanated from him. The stench of the desperate and dangerous.


      Mary almost collapsed with relief when the man remained seated and unmoving and didn’t get off at her stop.


      Thank God! Let him pick on some other woman now. Let some other woman feel her carefully nurtured armor drop to her feet with her heart.


      After the unsteadiness of the subway car, the concrete platform felt firm and safe beneath her feet.


      She glanced back and saw that the man was watching her through the train’s smeared and scratched window as she joined the crowd moving along the platform toward the steps to the street. She’d tried to show no reaction, but she knew she had, and he’d seen it.


      That was what infuriated her, that they could do this to her and enjoy her fear.


      Mary was a strong woman—she knew she was. Yet lately she’d been afraid almost all the time, even unconsciously. Sitting in warm sunlight she’d become aware that she had her shoulders hunched and feel chilled, and she’d realize it was because of her fear.


      In the beginning she was certain she’d never return to South Dakota except to visit, but now she wasn’t so sure. There was nothing to be afraid of in South Dakota. No buildings crowded together and blocking the light; no teeming sea of uninterested faces; no daily news accounts of unspeakable horrors; no brick corners she was afraid to turn.


      That was what, if anything, might drive her from the city. Her fear.


      She would never have believed it of herself.
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      After entering her apartment, Mary Bakehouse engaged the dead-bolt lock and fastened the chain. She draped the gray blazer she’d been wearing (an essential part of her interview outfit) over a hanger in the closet, then stepped out of her high-heeled pumps.


      Mary was returning from three fruitless job interviews. She’d been told after each that they might call her, but she knew better. She had received no callbacks. Nothing had panned out. The economy. That was her problem, she was assured by well-fed men and annoyingly lean, suited women. The bad economy was making jobs scarce and competition for those jobs fierce. “You almost have to sleep with someone,” a greyhound of a woman who’d been waiting with Mary to be interviewed had confided to her in a whisper.


      Not that, Mary thought. She’d return to small-town life and small ambitions before engaging in thinly disguised prostitution.


      She changed into jeans and a loose-fitting blue T-shirt lettered DEATH CAB FOR CUTIE, advertising one of the group’s concerts from two years ago in Tulsa. She’d bought it cheap and on impulse from a street vendor, figuring it matched her mood.


      Mary poured herself a glass of iced tea from the plastic pitcher she kept in the refrigerator. She carried the glass into the living room and slumped on the sofa, automatically reaching for the remote.


      She watched cable news for a while and didn’t in the slightest feel buoyed by it. Switched it off.


      Misery doesn’t really love company.


      After staring at the opposite wall for a few minutes, she got up and went back into the kitchen and placed her half-empty glass on the sink counter. Her thirst was slaked, but now she was hungry. Lunch had been a street vendor’s pretzel and diet soda, so an early supper was in order.


      There’s nothing in the fridge.


      The deli again.


      A glance out the window told her that dusk had moved in, and the drizzle that had started just as she’d arrived at her apartment building had stopped. Playing it safe, she got an umbrella with a telescoping handle from the closet and carried it as she left the apartment. It had rained once today; it could rain again.


      The deli was only two blocks away and around the corner. As she walked she decided to have the orange chicken again. It was the best thing they had for takeout, so why not eat it two evenings in a row?


      She picked up her pace. She could almost smell the narrow takeout buffet that ran down the center of the diner.


      Nose like a beagle.


      When she was in the brightly lit deli she felt better. She spooned some of the orange chicken from its heated metal pot into a white foam takeout container, then some white rice. She thought about buying a Daily News when she checked out at the register, then decided she shouldn’t spend the money and left the newspaper lying in its rack. Next to it was the last City Beat, one of several smaller New York papers that competed in a city hooked on information. It was a giveaway that made money from advertising space, including personal ads. Mary scanned the personals sometimes and let her imagination roam, but she was a long way from calling any of the numbers.


      She picked up the tabloid-style paper and slid it into the bag with the takeout container and unopened bottle of soda.


      


      Something didn’t feel right to Mary as she was walking home from the deli. She wasn’t sure why she was uneasy, but she picked up her pace.


      It didn’t take her long to reach her building. Or to ride the elevator up to her floor and lock herself inside her apartment.


      She leaned with her back against the door and felt better. She was home. Safe from whatever was out there.


      She drew a deep breath and picked up a peculiar odor. Not of tobacco smoke. Something else. Faint but persistent, and definitely not the orange chicken


      More like stale perspiration.


      Urine.


      The man from the subway!


      She reined in her fear and made herself think. What was she going to do? Go back outside where there was more danger? Then what? Go to the police? Tell them she thought someone was in her apartment because she’d smelled an unfamiliar odor?


      Sure, they’d believe her and send all units.


      She sniffed the air again and detected no odor other than the food from the foam takeout container.


      My imagination?


      Surely. Must have been. Must!


      She shut her mind to the faint odor that she might have smelled and moved away from the door and deeper into the living room.


      She drew a deep breath and felt better.


      Fear had to be faced. And, damn it, she could face it!


      Mary placed the foam container on the coffee table and willed her fear-numbed legs to take her where she wanted to go. Where she knew she must go.


      She made herself look everywhere in the small apartment. Under the bed, in the closets, behind the closed shower curtain. As she flung the plastic curtain aside, the murder score from the movie Psycho screeched through her mind, almost making her smile. She let the curtain fall back into place. Not so afraid now.


      There’s no one here. Just me and my overactive imagination. Picture this viewed from above, like in a Hitchcock movie—a foreshortened, fearful woman scurrying about in a maze of cubicles, peeking here, peering there. It’s almost laughable.


      There were a few more places to look. Extremely unlikely hiding places. Mary decided not to explore them. She told herself she was no longer so afraid that she had to look everywhere in the apartment.


      I’ve made enough of a fool of myself.


      He was in the living room.
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      Quinn figured he’d better call Renz back. If this investigation was going to stop, and it turned out it shouldn’t have, he wanted to make it clear that it was going to be the albatross around Renz’s neck.


      “Which investigation do you want me to stop?” Quinn asked Renz, on the phone in the Lotus Diner. He turned his body in toward the wall, in case Thel, still over by his booth, might be eavesdropping as she figured up his check. “The one with the dog that ran away with the clues?”


      “That one sounds interesting,” Renz said, “but I think we both know I’m talking about the Carver murders.”


      “Carver murders…is that the one with the guy who raped and sliced up his victims?”


      “See, you do know.”


      “Was a long time ago.”


      “It’d seem like yesterday if you were one of the victims. If they’d had any tomorrows.”


      “Why would you want us to back away from that one, Harley? It must be in the NYPD cold-case files.”


      But Quinn knew why. The politically attuned Renz, who at the time of the Carver murders had been a police captain overseeing the investigation, didn’t want one of his notable unsolved cases dredged up from the past to bedevil him in the present and future.


      “There’s been enough human suffering over those murders,” Renz said. “The families should be left alone.”


      “My impression is that the families would still like to see the killer found and brought to trial.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Closure and all that.” Sensitive Harley. “We both know what the families really want is for us to kill the bastard.”


      “That, too,” Quinn said. “What you really don’t want is for somebody to break this case, after you and the rest of the NYPD and your political hacks worked the publicity pump and made it bigger than Son of Sam and then failed to get anywhere with it.”


      “How cruel and direct,” Renz said. “And accurate. Right now I’m especially vulnerable, with the wolves after my job. My political enemies within the department are breathing hot air down my neck. That prick Nobbler would love to have a big unsolved case that happened during my tenure as police captain to use against me. He’d use it to nail me to the cross.” Nobbler was Captain Wes Nobbler, an NYPD bureaucratic climber with apparatchiks throughout the department. Nobbler was almost as cynical and ambitious as Renz.


      “Always political reasons,” Quinn said. Political infighting was one of the main reasons he was no longer with the NYPD.


      “Everything’s political.”


      Like having a maniac sit on your chest and slice off your nipples.


      “Not everything, Harley.”


      “Don’t stand on principle here, Quinn. There are plenty of people in and out of the NYPD who don’t want the Carver case reactivated and will do whatever’s necessary to keep it where it belongs—in the past. I’m talking powerful people, Quinn.”


      “Like you?”


      “Like me. Be glad I’m your friend. Listen to me on this one.”


      “How did you know I was on this case, Harley?”


      “Get serious. I’m the goddamned police commissioner, and I didn’t inherit the position. I came up out of the streets just like you did, only I rose higher because I was more realistic. I understood the realities of the job. I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere in this city.”


      “I owe something to my client,” Quinn said.


      “You owe your client jack shit. You owe something to yourself. The idea is to stop this train before it builds up steam and the media notice the smoke. If you don’t help do that you might wind up under the wheels.”


      “Along with you.”


      “Naw, I know the engineer. I might even become the engineer.”


      “These railroad metaphors are getting on my nerves. Can we try the airlines?”


      “No. Let’s keep the airlines grounded and speak plainly: Drop the Carver investigation or you’ll regret it. Whether I regret it too shouldn’t make any difference to you. Think about yourself instead of your dreamland ethics. Give your client her money back, if that’s what’s bothering you.”


      “How do you know it’s a she?”


      “You and your other two monkeys have talked to people, and we’ve talked to the same people. Didn’t it occur to you some of those victims’ families might contact us after you stomped all over their peace and well-being and reminded them of their grief?”


      It had occurred to Quinn, only he doubted that Pearl or Fedderman had mentioned the identity of their client. And he was sure he hadn’t. It was possible that Renz was keeping a loose tail on Quinn and his detectives, even possible that a search without a warrant had been done at the office. Quinn made a mental note to be more careful locking up, and to make sure the office computers hadn’t been violated.


      “It’s the twin sister,” Renz said. “Full of all that psychic bullshit about twins being so close they can read each other’s thoughts even if one of them’s dead.” Renz made a mock shivering sound. “Spooky, spooky. Take my advice and return the bitch’s retainer, tell her it’s no use. Once this shit gets into the news it’ll be too late. The River Styx’ll be crossed.”


      “I think you mean the Rubicon,” Quinn said. “That’s the river you cross when you can’t turn back. The Styx is the river you cross when you’re dead.”


      “Never mind that. Can I be sure you got my message?”


      “Sure, Harley. I’ll sleep on it.”


      “That’ll have to be good enough for now,” Renz said. “But let me know early tomorrow morning so I can be sure. Not that you got a choice, but you’re a stubborn bastard.”


      “I’ll call you.”


      “I’ll be waiting. And Quinn, I know my rivers.”
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      Mary attempted to scream, but the sight of the man from the subway right there, in her apartment, turned her throat to stone. She couldn’t breathe, much less scream.


      And he was the subway man. The same wrinkled, soiled clothing. The same baseball cap with its bill worn low so he seemed to be staring at her with half eyes. The same bristly beard stubble. The same horrible, frightening stench of stale sweat and urine. Of the street. Of everything about New York that was raw and dangerous.


      He seemed as shocked as Mary for a moment; as if he could hardly comprehend finding her in her own apartment. It was as if she’d surprised and frightened him. As if she didn’t belong.


      He actually smiled. His teeth were crooked and yellow, one of the upper incisors broken half off. As he stared at her, he ran his tongue over his lower lip.


      He bent low at the waist and removed something from just inside his pants cuff. When he straightened up, Mary saw that he was holding a knife with a long, thin blade. A boning knife, she knew. She had one something like it in her own kitchen drawer.


      Was it her knife?


      No. Hers had a wooden handle. The handle on this knife—what she could see of it inside the man’s hand—was steel, like the blade.


      Mary inhaled again to scream, and the man moved quickly toward her. It was all so fast, as if film frames had been skipped. Suddenly his forearm was pressed vertically against her upper body, between her breasts. It was the arm that held the knife, and she could feel the cold steel of the blade against her throat. The knife point probed eagerly beneath her jaw, not quite breaking through flesh. If he pushed upward the knife would go into her mouth, through her tongue and the roof of her mouth, into her brain. She could imagine it. Could almost feel it.


      Mary was still too paralyzed with fear to scream. She felt her bladder release and the warmth of her urine trickling down her legs.


      The man with the knife became aware of her mixture of terror and humiliation, and his smile broadened. She was his entertainment, and she was performing well, his smile said. He wasn’t tall and didn’t seem particularly muscular, but Mary could feel his strength like a current as he moved her a step backward with a shifting of his slender but powerful arm.


      Any second he might use the knife.


      She managed to make a few gasping, hoarse noises, almost like a bagpipe bellowing, but muted. She had never known such fear was possible.


      Leaning his body weight into her, he walked her backward, through the living room, down the short hall to her bedroom. Her entire body was trembling as if electric shocks were running through it.


      The bed! Once I’m on the bed I’m lost!


      Without warning he shoved her hard, and she staggered backward, catching her heel on the carpet, losing her balance.


      She was on her back on the hard wood floor before she knew what had happened, and the back of her head ached as if her skull had fractured in a thousand fragments.


      He straddled her, seated on her stomach, waving the knife before her eyes so she’d be sure to see it.


      He clutched the front of her blouse and ripped it away, sending buttons flying. She wasn’t wearing a bra. With his free hand he clamped her nipple between thumb and forefinger and squeezed hard.


      Then his weight was lifted from her, and she could breathe easier.


      Through her pain and dizziness Mary realized she was looking up at the man’s back, at the dark crescents of perspiration stains on his shirt beneath his armpits. She watched him move quickly toward her bedroom window, knowing as she did so that the air was different in the room. Warmer and more humid.


      The window’s open. I left it unlocked, and now it’s open.


      She shifted her gaze and saw that she was right. He’d left the window open where he’d gained entrance from the fire escape.


      He looked back at her, and their gazes locked. His unblinking eyes were hypnotic. Snake to mongoose.


      With a surprising grace and confidence he let himself out through the window, moving backward and not taking his sullen, greedy eyes from her. Beneath the half-moon eyes was the broken-toothed grin, as if he had her completely in his power and knew every evil thing about her, all the secrets of her body.


      She was his for the taking, that grin said. And when he was ready, he would take.


      Mary understood that and knew she was helpless to do anything about it.


      Still lying on her back, she managed to prop herself up on her elbows and watch the man outside the window. He turned away from her, and began his descent on the black iron fire escape. She could barely hear the leather-on-metal scraping of his shoes as he scrambled down and away from her. She was safer with each of his hurried steps.


      She dropped so she was flat on her back again and lay silently for a while, then rolled onto her side. When she tried to stand up her headache exploded behind her eyes, and she sat down on the floor near the bed.


      Using the mattress to lean against, she finally managed to pull herself up to where she was sitting hunched over on the bed. She stretched out her hand and without looking found the phone on the nightstand, dragged the receiver from its cradle, and held it in her lap. She pressed it between her thighs so it wouldn’t drop to the floor. Her head flared with pain again as she turned slightly and focused her bleary vision on the base unit. She pecked out nine-one-one on the keypad.


      Her voice was strangled, but she was sure she’d included her address in her rambling, choking conversation with the 911 operator.


      Mary heard herself begin to sob. Her body shuddered, and she leaned back into deeper and deeper darkness.


      There was a clock by the phone. Though it had seemed like seconds, she knew that fifteen minutes had passed and the police were pounding on her door.
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      He’d dropped silently from the iron fire escape into the courtyard and made his way through the narrow passageway on the side of the building to the street. No one had seen him, he was sure. And even if someone had noticed him, they’d never be able to recognize him. He was away clean. Things hadn’t worked out as he’d planned, but he was safe.


      He hadn’t wanted to hurt her. Not at this point. He’d only wanted to learn more about her.


      Her name was Mary. Mary Bakehouse. He knew that much from riffling through the contents of her desk. He knew where she banked, how much she owed, where she left her laundry, that she had family in godforsaken South Dakota. He’d seen photographs of her and her country relatives, the Bakehouse clan, and a close-up of lovely Mary wearing a white blouse buttoned to her throat and grinning with every tooth. Desk drawers could be so revealing.


      He’d been about to switch on her computer and learn even more about her when he heard her out in the hall, fumbling for her door key.


      He’d barely had time to sweep everything back into the drawers and push them shut, then conceal himself before she’d entered.


      She’d diligently searched the rest of the apartment before returning to the living room, where he’d decided to reveal himself.


      He’d known she’d be frightened but not so exquisitely. She was his, and she knew it immediately. The knowledge had stopped her throat and silenced her with its terrible truth.


      That was why he’d taken his time. He wasn’t going to harm her, but she didn’t know that. He was in control. He could manage an orderly exit. She wouldn’t have much of a description to give to the police. Probably not enough to pick him out of a lineup and certainly not enough to make a positive identification. He’d be well away and in the clear.


      Dressed in clothes from his respectable wardrobe and clean shaven, his artificial dentures removed, he was reasonably confident he could pass her in the street or sit opposite her on the subway, and she might suspect he was the same man but she couldn’t be sure.


      From now on, uncertainty would be her constant companion. Even in her dreams she would doubt.


      Thoughts. She would be the victim of her thoughts, just as he was of his. Thoughts couldn’t hurt anyone, but she wouldn’t know that. Not in her heart. Not for sure.


      Walking swiftly toward the corner where he could hail a cab, he smiled. Mary Bakehouse might never be sure of anything else in her life.


      That he could do such a thing to her, and so easily, the special power that he had, gave him a partial erection. He bent slightly forward as he walked so no one would notice. And if they did, so what?


      The power and control…


      His erection persisted. Mary would find the mess in her desk drawers and know he’d examined their contents, but that was okay. He wanted her to know. Ultimately, that would work for him.


      She’d probably report their encounter to the authorities, but she’d soon find out they really couldn’t do anything about it, and they certainly couldn’t guarantee it wouldn’t happen again.


      That would make her feel even more powerless.


      Within a few minutes he was seated comfortably in the back of a cab, the incident with Mary Bakehouse fading behind him.


      Thoughts were all they’d dealt with tonight, not blood. Later might come the blood. He knew that. He could deny it. He could fight it. But he couldn’t be sure of the outcome.


      Maybe he’d pay Mary Bakehouse another visit, and maybe he wouldn’t. She knew that he might, and that made the night a triumph.


      He hadn’t set out to hurt her, and he hadn’t. Still, in a way, their encounter had been a success for him. Ask Mary Bakehouse, and if she could bring herself to be honest, she’d admit that.


      Whether she lived or died depended entirely upon his whim. He remembered her complete loss of control, the warm urine escaping her body. They both recognized at that moment her fetid, trickling surrender.


      She belonged to him. She understood that in the very depths of her soul, in the dark recesses of her brain where the demons played.


      That was enough for now.


      


      It wouldn’t look like much in the morning Times or Post, if it even made the papers. And it wouldn’t be mentioned on TV news. After all, there was no tape. There’d been no chance for some techie geek with a phone camera to be standing nearby creating a video stream.


      Mary had been treated well by the police and the hospital staff. At the hospital she’d been given a thorough examination, and what they referred to as a rape kit had been used on her to confirm that she hadn’t been penetrated.


      After the ordeal at the hospital she had given a carefully detailed and recorded statement. Through it all she could sense a genuine concern, but also a workaday disinterest. Hers wasn’t the first story like this they’d heard. No one had actually told her that, but it showed.


      The incident would be merely another apartment break-in in New York. The intruder had been surprised by the occupant and frightened away. Nothing had been taken. No one had been seriously hurt. Mary’s encounter with a man who might have killed her would be barely worth a mention in the media. In the grand and sweeping maelstrom of the city, it wasn’t at all important.


      Except to Mary.


      


      Quinn sat up late at the desk in his den and let his thoughts roam. A cigar in a glass ashtray was playing up a thread of smoke that dissipated before it reached the ceiling. A half-drunk cup of coffee sat on a round cork coaster. The cup was Spode and a survivor of his time with his former wife, May, who was married now to a real estate attorney in California. Their daughter Lauri was in California, too, but in a different part of the state. Quinn figured May and Lauri seldom, if ever, saw each other, but he couldn’t be sure. Lauri had ditched her musician boyfriend Wormy, and as far as Quinn knew was concentrating on her studies at Muir College in the northern part of the state. When last he heard Lauri was studying journalism.


      He drew on the cigar, exhaled, and concentrated less on his personal life and more on the case. On the desk was a yellow legal pad, as yet unmarked. Quinn picked up a ballpoint pen and began to make notes as he went over the case in his mind. Sometimes seeing things in some kind of order, in print, made them clearer.


      Tiffany Keller had years ago been the last victim of the Carver.


      Her twin, Chrissie, won the Triple Monkey whatever slot-machine jackpot and found herself suddenly moderately wealthy. She decided to use the money to find her sister’s killer. Or, more accurately, to avenge her sister’s death.


      The NYPD had demonstrated no interest in reopening the case.


      Chrissie, after pretending to be Tiffany’s ghost to get Quinn’s attention, had finally admitted who she was and hired Quinn and Associates to find the Carver.


      After paying a handsome retainer, Chrissie had then disappeared.


      Chrissie had deleted any and all photographs of Tiffany from news items in the folder she’d left with Quinn.


      Photographs on the Internet revealed that Chrissie and Tiffany looked nothing alike.


      Renz had phoned and tried to warn Quinn off the case.


      Quinn jotted on the legal pad that Chrissie was not to be trusted. There was no need to write a reminder about Renz.


      Quinn placed his cigar back in the ashtray and leaned back in his desk chair to look over what he’d written on the legal pad.


      None of it aided him in any kind of understanding.


      Too early, he assured himself. But that didn’t alleviate the uneasy feeling deep in his stomach.


      He placed the legal pad in the shallow center drawer of the desk, then slid the drawer closed. His cigar was smoked down to a nub, so he took a final pull on it, then snuffed it out in the ashtray. A sample sip of his coffee revealed it to be too cool to drink.


      He was weary, but not tired in a way conducive to sleep. Maybe he should walk over to the Lotus Diner, drink a hot chocolate, and trade insults with Thel, if she was working late.


      Better, he decided, to lock up the apartment and call it a night. That way he could sleep on what he’d written on his legal pad. Maybe something would occur to him in his dreams, and he’d remember it tomorrow morning and everything would make sense.


      Then he remembered that nothing ever entirely made sense and went to bed.
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      The first thing Quinn saw when he entered the Lotus Diner the next morning was Thel. She was in her usual acerbic mood, which was somehow reassuring.


      After a breakfast of biscuits, a three-egg cheese omelet, bacon, and two cups of coffee, Quinn walked from the Lotus Diner to the office on West Seventy-ninth Street. Dr. Gregory, whom Quinn infrequently saw at the doctor’s medical service over on Columbus, would hardly have approved of the meal, but he’d endorse the walk.


      The morning hadn’t yet heated up and was beautiful. Sun glinted off the buildings and made vivid the canvas canopies over entrances and outdoor restaurants. Produce and fresh-cut flowers in outside stands sweetened the air. The bustle and rumble of the city was background music for millions of dramas. The city in its entirety was a bold and brassy Broadway musical and didn’t know it.


      Even the exhaust fumes smelled good to Quinn. It was the kind of morning that promised hope, at least for a while, though he realized it could be a con, like the rest of the city. New York liked to trick people. Even astound them.


      Pearl and Fedderman were already in the office. Pearl was hunched over her computer, dark eyes fixed on the monitor, her outstretched right hand deftly moving her mouse on its pad as if playing on a Ouija board. The low-tech Fedderman was slouched at his desk reading a newspaper. The trespass and assault at Mary Bakehouse’s apartment was mentioned in the Post police blotter section, but it hadn’t made the Times. Not that it would have meant anything to Fedderman, who was reading the Times anyway. He’d probably be too busy today to read any other newspaper.


      Nor would it have meant much of anything to Quinn, who had other things on his mind.


      “No phone messages,” Pearl said, glancing over at him.


      Quinn grunted and went over to the table where the occasionally gurgling brewer sat. He poured himself his third coffee of the morning.


      “We thought maybe our missing client Chrissie might have called,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn wandered back to stand between their desks, sipping coffee that would never be as good as the stuff at the Lotus Diner.


      “Feds and I have a bet,” Pearl said. “He thinks we’ll never see Chrissie Keller again. I think we will, and there’ll be an explanation for her disappearance.”


      “What kind of explanation?” Quinn asked.


      Pearl smiled. “Not necessarily one we’ll believe.”


      “What if she can’t contact us because the Carver’s made sure it’s impossible?”


      Pearl had considered that and saw it as unlikely. But there was no ruling it out. “It’s something to keep in mind,” she said, “but I do lean the other way. From the beginning, Chrissie struck me as the disappearing type. Not playing straight with us from word one.”


      “Meanwhile,” Quinn said, “she’s still our client. We’re spending her money, so we’ll continue to work the case, no matter what Renz says.”


      They both looked at him.


      Fedderman folded his paper closed and said, “Renz?” As if a rare and unpleasant ailment had been mentioned.


      Quinn told them about yesterday evening’s phone call.


      When he was finished, Fedderman said, “Is that guy ever, for even one second, not a self-serving prick?”


      Quinn shrugged. “He’s a politician.”


      “Didn’t I just say that?”


      Pearl sat staring and smiling slightly at Quinn. She didn’t have to ask whether they were going to continue on the case. Instead she said, “How are we going to work it?”


      “I’m about to make a phone call,” Quinn said. “And not to Harley Renz.”


      


      It hadn’t taken him long to dig up Cindy Sellers’s direct line at City Beat from when she’d badgered them on a previous case.


      She answered on the second ring. Quinn guessed a muck-raking reporter had to stick close to the phone. Or possibly his call had been patched through to a mobile phone.


      When Quinn had identified himself, Sellers’s voice became wary. “Always a pleasure to hear from you, Captain.”


      “Not ‘Captain’ anymore,” Quinn said. “I’ve opened up my own investigative agency.”


      “That’s right, I heard.” She waited a few beats. “Well, anything I can do to scratch somebody’s back who’s willing to scratch back…?”


      “What I always liked about you was that it wasn’t necessary to do a verbal dance getting to the point. You’re honest in your own special way.”


      She laughed. “But I like dancing with you, Quinn. You tromp on my toes now and then, but what the hell.”


      “You like dancing with Harley Renz?”


      “Oh, he’s an amazingly deft dancer. But you know that.”


      There was a smile in her voice. She knew he wanted something, or he wouldn’t have called.


      “To the point,” Quinn said, “I have some information that might interest you.”


      “So interest me.”


      “There you go—very direct.”


      “You be too, why don’t you?”


      Quinn almost smiled. Sometimes Sellers could be as much of a smart-ass as Pearl. “Remember the Carver murders?”


      “Sure. Serial killer, five or six years ago. One of the few in this city that you didn’t catch. In fact, didn’t that killer—”


      “He was never caught,” Quinn interrupted. “But it turns out that was only round one. The case has been reopened, and we think he can be caught now.”


      “New evidence?”


      “We can’t say.”


      “What made the NYPD reopen the investigation?”


      “It didn’t. We did.”


      “We?”


      “Quinn and Associates Investigations.”


      Sellers was quiet for a moment. “And the NYPD doesn’t like you meddling.”


      “That’s it.”


      “Renz told you to fold your tent.”


      “Uh-huh. He doesn’t want the department and its illustrious police commissioner to be embarrassed by dredging up an old case the police were unable to solve. He’s afraid of the negative publicity, so he’s pressuring us to halt our investigation.”


      Cindy Sellers laughed. “No point in that if the information’s already out in the media, based on information from anonymous sources, of course.”


      “That’s the game,” Quinn said.


      Sellers said, “I’ll play. But there has to be a quid pro quo.”


      “You’ll be first in the media to know everything,” Quinn said. “Starting now.”


      “And I’ll be in on the finale? If there is one.”


      “There’ll be one,” Quinn said, “and you’ll be there.”


      Again one of Cindy’s silences. There weren’t many; she tended to think on the run, asking questions along the way.


      “Somebody must have hired you,” she said at last.


      “The killer’s last victim had a sister. A twin.”


      “A twin! And the surviving twin is your client?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Wonderful! The surviving twin wants vengeance. It’s almost poetic. It’s as if the murderer killed only half of his victim, and now the other half—”


      “However you want to play it,” Quinn said.


      “We have an arrangement, Quinn. Tell me more.”


      And he did. Not everything, of course, but just enough.


      After hanging up, he absently wiped his hand on his pants leg, as if Sellers had salivated over the phone.


      Fedderman was grinning at him. “Renz is gonna be so mad he might catch fire.”


      “Give me a can of gas,” Pearl said, rather absently.


      She was gazing at Quinn in a way he recognized, thoughtfully and slightly disturbed, as if she’d again discovered a new facet of his deviousness.


      “This will work out,” he assured her.


      Now there was something cautionary in her look, warning him that he’d done something possibly unwise as well as distasteful. Her “If you lie down with dogs…” look.


      “I can put up with fleas,” he said.


      She nodded and turned back to her computer. She’d known exactly what he’d been thinking. Incredible.


      Maybe her mouse pad was a Ouija board.


      


      “My, my, my,” Pearl said, reading over additional information about Geraldine Knott, the young woman who’d survived an attack eight years ago in Detroit by an assailant very much like the Carver.


      She remained seated at her computer. Quinn and Fedderman were standing behind her, looking over her shoulder at the monitor. They were all reading the old news item from the archives of a Detroit newspaper. It was accompanied by another blurred black-and-white photo. In this one Geraldine Knott was standing and leaning sideways, as if hoping the camera’s aim would miss her, holding both hands covering her face.


      This account of the attack was more detailed. It described how her masked assailant had gotten her on the ground and straddled her, kneeling on her upper arms to pin her to the parking garage’s concrete floor. He’d then shown her a knife and explained to her what he intended to do with it. As the news item quoted the tearful intended victim: “…slice off my nipples, do some creative carving on me, then carve me a big smile under my chin.” Fortunately for Geraldine Knott, her attacker had been frightened away.


      “He mentioned carving twice,” Quinn noted.


      “Could be early Carver,” Pearl said. “Or maybe some sicko imitating him.”


      “Except this woman was attacked before anybody’d ever heard of the Carver,” Fedderman pointed out.


      “Maybe this guy had heard of him and was imitating him even before he became famous,” Quinn suggested.


      Pearl said, “The odds on that are about the same as Fedderman wearing both socks right side out.”


      “Did I do that again?” Fedderman asked automatically, glancing down at his ankles and tugging up his pants legs.


      “Sure seems like this could be our guy,” Pearl said. “The way he showed the knife and told her what he was about to do, getting his jollies by scaring the hell out of her. Or maybe our sicko saw this news account when it was fresh in a Detroit paper and it stuck in his mind.”


      “I’d bet on Feds’s socks,” Quinn said.


      “Then you think this was early Carver?” Pearl asked.


      “I don’t know.”


      Fedderman unconsciously glanced down at his feet again. “So what are we gonna do with this information?”


      “Put it in the hopper,” Quinn said, “along with everything else we know or think we know.”


      “And then?” Fedderman asked.


      “Wait and see if someday it makes sense.”
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      Holifield, Ohio, 1992


      Jerry Grantland, thirteen years old last week, lowered himself from his bedroom window onto the soft carpet of lawn. He glanced at the luminous green hands of his Timex watch. One o’clock a.m.


      That was the time it usually happened.


      If it was going to happen.


      There were clouds, and the moon was only a sliver, like a glowing shaving from a larger carving. Jerry knew that once he made it across the dark stretch of lawn that was the shadow of the house, cast by the softly illuminated streetlight out near the curb, he’d be in almost total darkness. The rest would be easy. There was a wooden picket fence running the property line between his house and the Kellers’ side yard, but it was only four feet high. The nimble Jerry could be over it in seconds and on his way into the shadows of the overgrown honeysuckle bush.


      The bush would conceal him until he made it past the rosebushes and into the yews, where he could squat unseen in the darkness outside the Keller twins’ bedroom window.


      He knew where the twins, a year younger than he was, slept in their matching twin beds with their brass headboards. Tiffany’s bed was against the far wall, Chrissie’s nearer the window.


      Jerry found his familiar, comfortable place to squat on his heels and peer beneath the partly drawn shade into the room.


      Both girls appeared to be sleeping beneath thin white sheets that were pulled all the way up to their chins.


      Jerry thought it unlikely that they were sleeping. Like him, they were probably waiting.


      He watched as both girls stirred and stiffened. Tiffany sat straight up in bed and then lay down again. Both twins curled onto their sides, pretending to be asleep. The window was raised slightly to let in the night breeze, and Jerry thought he could hear the faint rustle of the sheets as the girls’ young bodies moved beneath them.


      Jerry let his thoughts about the Keller twins roam free, as he often did. If the twins knew what they did—and what was done to them—in his imagination, they’d be appalled. But they wouldn’t be surprised. In some ways they were interchangeable. In others—


      As he always did when it happened, Jerry drew in his breath.


      The bedroom door had opened and closed silently.


      The twins’ father, Mr. Keller—Ed Keller—was like a shadow in the room, but a shadow with substance.


      Jerry swallowed and stayed as still as possible at the window. He’d been sure Mr. Keller would enter the twins’ room. Mr. Keller was some kind of salesman and was out of town a lot. Whatever he sold had something to do with cars, with Detroit; that’s what either twin would say when Jerry asked about their father.


      Mr. Keller had been away on business most of the week, and this was his first night back. That was how Jerry knew he’d visit the twins’ room. After being out of town for a while on one his sales trips, he almost always paid the twins a visit.


      The tall shadow that was Mr. Keller moved to Tiffany’s bed. Chrissie, in her own bed, turned away, drew her knees up almost to her chin, and held the wadded sheet tightly against her ears. She was facing the window, but Jerry was sure she couldn’t see him, the way her face was screwed into an ugly mask, her eyes clenched tightly shut.


      Behind her, shadows began to move on the far wall. Holding his breath, Jerry leaned slightly forward.


      Within minutes the rhythmic, writhing dance of light and darkness on the wall became more urgent, wilder. It was impossible to know what was shadow and what was Tiffany or her father.


      He could hear a soft moaning through the window and couldn’t be sure if it was Tiffany or Chrissie.


      The writhing and moaning continued in a madder and madder rhythm. Jerry was hard now, and he lowered his right hand and stroked himself. Within minutes he’d reached orgasm.


      The movement of the distorted figures on the wall finally slowed, then stopped altogether.


      The tall shadow that was Mr. Keller straightened up from Tiffany’s bed. It moved toward the window, but Jerry, secure in the knowledge that he was invisible in the darkness and shelter of the yews, stayed motionless and continued to watch.


      Mr. Keller rested a hand briefly on Chrissie’s shoulder. He knew she’d been awake, been listening. Jerry thought that almost surely she hadn’t been the only one in the house who’d heard. The twin’s mother must have heard something of what happened over and over in the twins’ room.


      She must know.


      The world of adults. Jerry wasn’t sure if he’d ever understand it.


      He watched as Mr. Keller crept to the bedroom door, opened it, and merged with the darkness beyond it, closing the door behind him.


      Neither twin moved for a long time, and then Chrissie removed the wadded sheet from her ears and sat up in bed. She looked over at Tiffany, who lay facing away from her, pretending to be asleep.


      Chrissie lay back and pretended to sleep herself.


      Jerry backed away from the window and made for the dark patch in the lawn where he could cross unseen into his own yard. He would return to his bed, where he’d pretend he’d never left the house, that he was asleep like the twins.


      Everyone pretending, as the night moved toward morning and another day.

    

  


  
    
      17

    


    
      New York, the present


      “We need to get together off the record,” Harley Renz had said to Quinn over the phone. That was why Quinn was in Bryant Park, on Forty-second Street and Sixth Avenue, next to the library.


      Bryant was a pleasant green oasis surrounded by concrete in a busy part of town. Quinn sat on a bench not far from where a group of people were playing some kind of game where players tossed heavy balls underhanded and palm down, so reverse English would cut down the distance they rolled when they came to earth. Every once in a while about half the players would jump up and down and hug each other, but Quinn couldn’t see that much had been accomplished.


      Harley had entered the park from Sixth Avenue and was trudging steadily in Quinn’s direction. His general sagginess made him appear a lot heavier than he was. Maybe because of his face, which was jowly and sad-eyed, with a fleshy mouth usually arced down at the corners. Gravity was not his friend. The expensive blue suit he had on might have helped if he’d bothered to button its coat. Now and then the breeze off the avenue whipped the coat sideways and revealed the thin leather strap of a shoulder holster.


      He spotted Quinn and veered slightly to set his course more directly toward the bench, swinging his arms in his peculiar restricted way, as if he were carrying a heavy bucket in each hand.


      When he was about ten feet from Quinn, he showed his bloodhound smile. Sunlight sparked off one of his canine teeth. “I thought you’d be smoking one of your Cuban cigars, Quinn.”


      “Isn’t it illegal to smoke in a public park?”


      “Damned if I know,” Renz said. He pulled a cellophane-wrapped cigar from his shirt pocket, unwrapped it, and stuffed the torn cellophane back into his pocket.


      “Not to mention that Cuban cigars are illegal.”


      “Not to mention.” Renz bit the end off the cigar and spat it off to the side, then fired up the cigar with a silver lighter. The tobacco burned unevenly and made a soft sizzling sound, the way cheap cigars often did.


      “Somebody have a baby?” Quinn asked.


      Renz exhaled and held the cigar off to the side, as if even he was put off by its odor. “If you’d tell me your source for the Cubans, I wouldn’t have to smoke these dog turds.” He sucked on the cigar again, rolled the smoke around in his mouth and then slowly released it. “’Course, I don’t know now if I can still trust you.”


      “You never could,” Quinn said.


      “But I thought so for some things, which is why I’m disappointed in you.” Renz clamped the cigar in his teeth and from a side pocket of his suit coat drew out a folded, crinkly City Beat and handed it to Quinn.


      Quinn had seen the paper’s morning edition but pretended he hadn’t. TWIN SEEKS KILLER OF OTHER SELF, proclaimed the headline. Quinn scanned the story of the resurrection of the Carver investigation and vengeance delayed. It was spirited prose.


      He handed the paper back to Renz. “Cindy Sellers. Where does she get that stuff?”


      Renz stared at him as if they were playing poker and Quinn might buckle under pressure and display a tell. “Somebody’s talking, is where she’s getting it.”


      “Maybe,” Quinn said, unperturbed. “Or maybe she’s making it up.”


      “Whatever her source, Sellers has decided to be a pain in the ass.”


      “First Amendment,” Quinn said.


      “Yeah, yeah.” Renz wadded the City Beat into a tight ball and arced it gracefully into a nearby trash receptacle. He sat down heavily on the opposite end of the bench, causing it to rock slightly on uneven ground. “Whatever her source, she’s gonna continue writing this crap,” he said.


      “That’s like her. She can’t be trusted.”


      Renz looked over at the people tossing the balls and giving them backward spin. “What the hell are they doing over there? Bocce ball? Is it goddamned bocce ball?”


      “I don’t know,” Quinn said. “It’s something else in life that puzzles me.”


      “But you’re the sort who figures things out. For instance, you must know that with Sellers writing and blabbing about the Carver investigation all over town, the rest of the media wolves are gonna be hunting in packs. My assistant tells me our phones are already lit up with calls from the papers and television news. I had to make sure I wasn’t followed here by media schmucks.”


      Quinn nodded. “Yeah, Sellers has changed things. Heated them up.”


      Renz puffed on his cigar, then glanced at the glowing tip with satisfaction. “That’s why I’m reactivating you and your team. Or, to be more specific, the NYPD is hiring Quinn and Associates Investigations to help work on the reactivated Carver case.”


      Quinn was surprised, but he shouldn’t have been. Renz could always be counted on to come up with some kind of bold countermove. Usually one that furthered his career. “So the popular and daring police commissioner goes outside the NYPD again for the public good and safety.”


      “You forgot imaginative,” Renz said.


      “Imagine that.”


      “Our arrangement has proved successful in the past. And when you weren’t on the Carver case, we weren’t able to close it. This time around, I’m hitching my wagon to a winner.” Again, Renz’s doglike smile. “I’ll get some NYPD shields to you so you and your team can come and go at crime scenes unmolested, maybe wrangle some free doughnuts.”


      “Is there a possibility of discussing whether I agree to this?” Quinn asked.


      “Not really, considering Cindy Sellers has shot our previous agreement all to hell. It isn’t worth much now that the media seem to be getting shovelfuls of information on this case. Matter of days before our more vocal members of the public—some of them political office holders—will be demanding that the case actually gets solved.”


      “You’ve gone from trying to scare me off this case to hiring me to continue my investigation,” Quinn pointed out.


      “That’s called being outmaneuvered.”


      Quinn had nothing to say to that. After all, the investigation was not only going to continue, but at an accelerated rate. So who’d been outmaneuvered?


      “You’ll be initiating the NYPD investigation and consolidating it with what you have so far,” Renz said. “I’m assigning a detective team to work with you. You’ll be lead detective, of course. And you’ll report to me.”


      “Do I have a choice?” Quinn asked again.


      “Stop asking me that. It’s annoying. You don’t want a choice. You got what you wanted.” Renz watched the people playing with the wooden balls for a while. “There was a lot of spin on that ball you tossed me the other day,” he said.


      “Conversational ball, you mean?”


      “Whatever.”


      They both sat quietly observing the people playing the mysterious game with the balls.


      “I think they’re trying to knock their opponents’ balls out of a circle,” Quinn said.


      “The thing to remember,” Renz said around the smoldering cigar wedged in his jaw, “is that, like in most games, they take turns.”


      Quinn had been warned. It didn’t much concern him.


      Renz nodded knowingly and smiled his jowly smile, then stood up from the bench and sauntered toward Sixth Avenue.


      Quinn sat watching him walk away. He knew that when it was Renz’s turn, the ambitious police commissioner would make the most of it. And he wasn’t above playing out of turn.


      It must be liberating to be so blithely corrupt.


      As soon as Renz had disappeared, Quinn lit a Cuban cigar.
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      “It’s better than having him shut down the investigation,” Quinn said, after returning to the Seventy-ninth Street office and telling Pearl and Fedderman about his conversation with Renz.


      The air conditioner wasn’t very efficient, and the air was still and muggy and smelled, as it often did, of subversive cigar smoke.


      Fedderman had his suit coat off and his tie knot loosened. The top button of his shirt was undone. Pearl had a shimmer of perspiration above her upper lip that somehow looked good on her.


      Neither of Quinn’s two detectives was crazy about the idea that the NYPD had landed with both flat feet in the middle of their investigation.


      “Did we plan for this development?” Pearl asked.


      “Not exactly,” Quinn said. “We’ll have to improvise.”


      “They do that in comedy clubs,” Fedderman said.


      “We’ll try not to make it funny.”


      “At least we’ll be working with Vitali and Mishkin again,” Fedderman said.


      The NYPD homicide team of detectives Sal Vitali and Harold Mishkin had shared the load with Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman in a previous serial killer case. The gravel-voiced, intense Vitali and the deceptively meek Mishkin were a crack team and meshed well with Quinn and his crew.


      Pearl, who’d been working her computer, sat back and stretched her arms, clenching and unclenching her fists as if she were working little exercise balls. “It’d be nice, though, if we had a client.”


      “We do,” Fedderman said. “We just can’t find her. Pearl keeps checking her computer, but Chrissie’s not on Face-book or YouTube or any of the other mass Internet connectors. There are some people there looking for dates, though, so Pearl’s not giving up.”


      “I got a YouTube for you,” Pearl said.


      “Wouldn’t doubt it.”


      Pearl fumed. Fedderman liked that. Quinn didn’t, but he hesitated in acting as referee when Pearl and Fedderman went at each other. Their frequent bickering seemed to stimulate their little gray cells.


      “Ease up,” was all he said, and not with much conviction.


      Pearl swiveled slightly in her chair to look directly at him. “Did you mention to Cindy Sellers that we can’t seem to locate our client?”


      “Slipped my mind.”


      “Sure it did.” Pearl knew better than to believe that. Hardly anything slipped Quinn’s mind.


      Having forgotten for now about Fedderman and his jibes, Pearl smiled. Quinn thought she was beautiful when she smiled while still flush with anger. It was amazing the way she could switch gears like that. Like speed-shifting a race car.


      “She called here while you were talking to Renz,” Fedderman said.


      “Sellers?”


      “The same. Pearl took the call.”


      “I can’t stand that woman,” Pearl said.


      “That’s just because she has no taste, compassion, or ethics,” Fedderman said.


      “I can stand you,” Pearl said. “Barely, sometimes, and in short doses, but I can stand you.”


      Quinn was getting fed up with the verbal rock fight. What were they, in high school? But he knew it was because they were stymied in their investigation. Couldn’t even find their client. “What did Sellers want, Pearl?”


      “The usual. Answers. I didn’t give her any.”


      “What did you give her?”


      “That high school yearbook photo. The one we found on the Internet when we realized Chrissie hadn’t included any in the clippings she gave us. Sellers wanted a photo of Tiffany to run with her City Beat story.”


      “Did Sellers bitch because you gave her such an old photograph?” Fedderman asked.


      “No. She’ll do what we did: scour the Internet and build her own file of photos.”


      “She’s probably good at that,” Fedderman said. “It’s what reporters do nowadays. Not much legwork left in the job. Not like being a cop.”


      “Hmph,” Pearl said, which irritated Fedderman. It was hard to know if she was agreeing or disagreeing.


      She sat forward. “I went through the clippings Chrissie gave us again, to make doubly sure, and there were photos of all the victims except for the last. Then I went on the Internet again.” She wrestled her chair up closer to her desk and worked her computer. “There are some great shots.” She moved the mouse across its pad and clicked it. “Like this one. It’s from an old Daily News. Looks like a studio portrait when she was still a teenager. Tiffany sure was a terrific-looking kid.”


      Quinn angled to his left so the glare from the window didn’t obscure the image on Pearl’s computer screen. He stepped closer.


      The image was of a news item with the victim’s photo inset on the right. Tiffany’s name was printed beneath the black-and-white head shot of a pretty brunette with dark eyes and a glowing and somewhat naive smile. Young woman with a bright future, the caption should have read, rather than Latest Carver victim.


      “Exactly the Carver victim type,” Pearl said. “Attractive, with dark hair and eyes, good cheekbones, generous mouth.”


      You, Quinn thought, but didn’t say it.


      “Tiffany fits right in. Our client does, too, but not exactly.”


      “She can’t be Chrissie,” Fedderman said.


      “So who is she?” Quinn asked. “And why’s she done a runner?”


      “I might be able to answer your first question,” Pearl said. “As I recall, she never said she and Tiffany were identical twins. She is Chrissie Keller, Tiffany’s fraternal twin.”


      “She sure let us assume they were identical twins,” Fedderman said. “I mean, with her story about wanting Quinn to think at first he was looking at one of the Carver’s victims. Shock persuasion.”


      “Feds is right,” Quinn said. “She led us in that direction.”


      “So she lied,” Pearl said. “My God, what a surprise!”


      Quinn and Fedderman looked at each other.


      In a corner of his mind, Fedderman had mulled over Pearl’s suggestion. “Pearl’s got a point,” he said. “They might be fraternal twins. But me, I’m not so sure.”


      “Either way, she’s been dicking around with us,” Pearl said.


      “Still is,” Fedderman said. “Playing a game.”


      “We’ll give her game,” Pearl said.


      The two detectives’ animosity was forgotten, lost in the fervor of the hunt. Quinn almost smiled. Cooking now…


      “We need to find out why she lied,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl nodded. “We need to find her.”
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      The Carver sat in his room in Midtown Manhattan and watched the long, angular shadow cast by the afternoon sun move as inexorably as fate across the wall of the building across the street.


      He’d taken to sitting in the same comfortable imitation Herman Miller chair and studying the same view.


      It wasn’t really much of a view—simply rows and rows of windows. In the way of countless rows of windows in New York, they overwhelmed the eye so that all of them seemed impersonal, at least from a distance.


      The Carver used high-powered Bausch & Lomb binoculars to close that distance and get to know on a more personal basis the people in the offices across the street. The interesting people, that is. Not the simple working drones. They didn’t provide much entertainment.


      But the interesting people were something else. Of course, it took time and a lot of watching to locate the interesting ones; and the intriguing thing was, a few of the drones, after you watched them for a while, turned out to be interesting once you got to know and understand them.


      There was the insurance guy who spent most of his time masturbating or tossing darts at a poster of Angelina Jolie. The woman office manager who, locked in her own office, drank to excess and was having a hot affair that involved bondage with one of her female underlings. More conventional romance was a regular feature on the other side of a windowpane where the building stair-stepped to rise another ten floors. There a middle-aged bald man—the Carver had never figured out what sort of position he held—had at least three sexual trysts per week with a long-legged blond woman who was quite spectacular and didn’t seem to frequent that floor of the building except for services rendered to the man.


      A high-priced prostitute?


      No. She didn’t have that look about her, and she didn’t carry a purse or large bag. She seemed to work elsewhere in the building, though the Carver had never figured out where. She was definitely one of the interesting people.


      Considering the size of the building, all of this didn’t really seem an excessive amount of interesting activity. In fact, it was barely enough to keep the Carver occupied. Most of those whom he considered his unknowing “family” held some fascination, but less each day. They all seemed to be on treadmills of risk and relentlessness that would result in wearing out their luck. And like everything else, luck did eventually wear out.


      The Carver knew when not to push his luck. When not to use it up unnecessarily. And that resulted in a knack for sensing exactly when to leave the party.


      He had left the best party of his life at precisely the right time. He’d gotten away with murder. Five times. While the police were aimlessly dashing around and bouncing off bad ideas like blind mice. He was proud of that.


      The experts were wrong, of course. Serial killers didn’t necessarily finally fall victim to their compulsion. Sometimes it worked just as it was supposed to, exactly as they wanted it to work. They fed their compulsion, and they became sated.


      He hadn’t been much alarmed when television and newspapers suddenly became more interesting. When he learned that the Carver murders were being reinvestigated, and by Frank Quinn.


      The Carver had always regretted that the famous serial killer hunter was injured and laid up in a hospital, or pensioned off and involved in litigation, during the time of most of his greatest achievements. Quinn hadn’t had a chance to hunt for the Carver. The famous detective had been gunned down and seriously injured at the scene of a completely unrelated crime. A mundane liquor store holdup.


      But Quinn was on the case now, years later, when the trail was so cold that solving the crimes would be almost impossible.


      None of what had happened more than five years ago mattered much now, or provided any sort of handle for a reopened investigation. Time had built a wall and then an impenetrable fortress around the Carver.


      Maybe it was because he was invulnerable that he avidly followed news of the present investigation. Possibly he was waiting for news of Mary Bakehouse. So far, none had appeared. He had spared her, but always she’d carry a part of him with her because now he was a part of her. He lived in her brain and being. That might be a burden too heavy for her, too painful. She would probably try to hide from that burden, run from it, maybe all the way to the other side of the country. But it wouldn’t work. He would always be with her. He wouldn’t be surprised if he picked up the paper one day and read of Mary’s suicide. Perhaps he’d claim her as a victim after all.


      Would it all begin again then?


      No! He was finished with those times, those deeds. Thoughts. That was all he had now, and all he wanted. He didn’t need Mary Bakehouse’s death to fuel old embers. He could think about her any time he wanted, any way he wanted.


      Mary was why he followed the news. Mere curiosity.


      But he knew better. He tracked the news because old memories had stirred, and what lay dormant in him all those years, since what he’d considered to be his last murder, had slowly awakened and was pacing in his breast, sharing his heartbeats. A demon roused from its dreams.


      He found that frightening.


      He found it exhilarating.


      


      Pearl surfaced from her subway stop that evening and trudged through the humid dusk toward her apartment. The softened light gave the city a dreamlike quality, as if she were viewing it through a fine screen. What did they call it in theater? A scrim. This momentary surreal view of New York was beautiful, in its way. It painted a place where any dream might come true, as well as any nightmare.


      The meeting with Vitali and Mishkin had left Pearl feeling vaguely dissatisfied, though she didn’t know why. The two NYPD detectives had listened carefully while Quinn filled them in on the investigation and then gave them copies of whatever paperwork there was, including the clipping files given to them by Chrissie Keller—if the woman had been Chrissie Keller. Vitali and Mishkin had turned copies of the murder books over to Quinn and Associates. Everyone had been polite and professional, and nothing had really changed except that there were two more warm bodies on the case, representing Harley Renz’s political ass-covering. Nobody knew any more after the meeting than before.


      “At least,” Harold Mishkin had said from under his brushy, graying mustache, “we’re all getting paid. I mean, with the economy and all.”


      “That’s something,” Quinn had said, exchanging glances with Sal Vitali, who was grinning.


      “Harold always takes the practical view,” Vitali said.


      Pearl couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “It isn’t practical to have a client we can’t find, while we’re investigating murders that happened over five years ago, committed by a killer who, for all we know, is dead or living in another city.”


      “What?” Vitali growled in his gravel-pan voice. “You wanna quit?”


      Pearl sighed. “Can’t.”


      “The economy,” Mishkin said.


      “Not the economy,” Pearl said.


      Vitali winked at her and shrugged. “We soldier on.”


      “Only practical thing to do,” Quinn said, standing up.


      And the meeting was over.


      He watched his detectives trail from the office. They looked eager but tired. They knew that most of the case, the hardest part, still lay ahead of them. Phase two of the investigation had begun. It was one of those forks in the road nobody would consider significant until they looked back at it while driving over a cliff.

    

  


  
    
      PART II


      
        From their folded mates they wander far,


        Their ways seem harsh and wild:


        They follow the beck of a baleful star,


        Their paths are dream beguiled.


        —RICHARD FRANCIS BURTON, “Black Sheep”
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      Pearl stopped and stood on the curb, waiting for a traffic light to flash the walk signal. Her gaze fell on a glowing sign in a window across the street: HITS AND MRS. She’d been walking past the place forever and noticed now for the first time that it was a lounge. Its wide front window was dark because of narrow-slatted blinds behind it. The only thing displayed in the window was the glowing red sign.


      She was more thirsty than hungry, and she’d had enough lack of progress for one day. Hits and Mrs. looked respectable enough, maybe because it was next to Love Blooms, a florist specializing in weddings. Pearl wondered if she was the only one who saw a connection between the two businesses. Might they be in cahoots?


      After the meeting with Vitali and Mishkin, featuring Quinn’s stoicism and Fedderman’s usual bullshit, she decided she owed herself a drink. She changed direction and crossed the intersection at a ninety-degree angle to her previous course, not quite beating the light.


      A car horn blared at her, and voices shouted something indecipherable. Pearl didn’t bother to look, but raised her middle finger in the general direction of the racket.


      Inside, Hits and Mrs. was softly lighted, with the long bar on the right and booths on the left and in back. Indirect lighting glowed from sconces that vaguely resembled seashells. There were fox-hunting scenes on the paneled walls, and the stools and booths were upholstered in dark green leather or vinyl. About half the booths were occupied, as were three of the bar stools. It seemed all in all a sheltering boozy place where people went after dinner or the theater, or simply to unwind. Everyone looked reasonably like an upright citizen.


      Pearl sat on a stool about halfway down the bar, and a too-handsome red-vested bartender with the air of an out-of-work actor sauntered down and took her order for a draft Heineken, every move a pose. Pearl thought, Guys like you are all over this city, their numbers exceeded only by cockroaches.


      When her draft beer arrived, she took a long drink from the frosty mug and immediately felt better.


      Resting the mug on a cork coaster, she looked the place over in the back bar mirror and decided she liked it. There was nothing pretentious about it except maybe the fox-hunting scenes, and there was a weighty, restful silence and no canned music. No TVs mounted everywhere showing endless tapes of sporting events.


      The other three drinkers at the bar were on Pearl’s right, two men and a woman, each separated by at least one bar stool. All three noticed her glance taking them in and seemed not to care. The woman actually smiled slightly and nodded to her.


      When Pearl averted her gaze and was lifting her mug for another sip of beer, she saw that there was another drinker at the bar. She hadn’t noticed him before because he was on her left, near the bar’s end, and was seated where there was a dim spot in the lighting.


      He was a slender man with thick white hair neatly parted and combed to the side. Pearl was intrigued by the way he was dressed—neatly pressed gray slacks, tailored blue blazer with gold buttons, a white shirt with cuffs that flashed gold cufflinks. Among his accessories were a gold ring and wristwatch, and what appeared to be a red ascot. The guy looked more like money and leisure than anyone she’d ever seen. Everything but a yachting cap.


      He got down off his stool and walked toward her, moving in the graceful, deliberate manner of someone who’d had social dancing lessons at some snooty prep school.


      Great! Just what I need. Some Casanova asshole trying to hit on me when all I want is a peaceful place to drink.


      When he got closer she saw with some relief that he wasn’t wearing an ascot; it was simply a generously cut, mostly red paisley tie fastened in what might be a big Windsor knot. He was older than she’d at first thought, maybe sixty, with regular features and a tanned face just beginning to weather in a way that would only make him appear more distinguished. Pearl mentally projected and decided that in a few years he’d look incredibly worldly and handsome. He had angular pale blue eyes that seemed amused. She stared straight ahead, watching him in the back bar mirror, and waited for the pickup line.


      “This is it,” he said.


      “It?”


      She continued looking at him in the mirror, watching him studying her. The two-dimensional reflected scene in the smoky mirror reminded her of how the city had looked in the lowering dusk.


      “The pickup line,” he said.


      “It didn’t work.”


      He smiled, very handsomely. “You haven’t given it a chance to sink in.”


      Time to discourage this guy, right now.


      “I’m a cop,” she said.


      “Great.”


      “Vice,” she said.


      He slid onto the stool next to her. “Fine. I could use some advice.”


      At first she didn’t understand; then she had to discipline herself not to smile. “That’s ‘vice.’”


      “Ah! As in human foible.”


      “As in if you don’t stop bothering me I’m going to arrest you for haranguing a police officer.”


      “You mean I’ve committed a haranguing offense.”


      “I mean you’re about to get your ass hauled off to the punitentiary.”


      “That’s very good,” he said, brightening. “And fast. Brains and beauty.”


      “But not necessarily in that ardor.”


      “Wonderful!”


      My God, I’m playing this idiot’s game.


      But there was something about him. Something suggesting that the smooth banter was on a surface of deeper water and he was…trustworthy? Perhaps he was being amiable only for the sake of amiability, without a hidden agenda.


      Pearl was no fool. She had to wonder. Had she encountered an admirable genuineness or a real talent for deceit? She couldn’t help herself. Couldn’t contain a smile that broke through her somber demeanor and gave her away.


      Even she had to admit it was a “yes, I am interested” smile.


      It’s because he came at me playing a game.


      Pearl, always analyzing. A game player herself.


      Had he somehow known that?


      “I’m Yancy Taggart,” he said, offering his hand.


      She gave up, looked into the blue eyes directly, and shook the strong, dry hand. “Pearl.”


      He didn’t ask for her last name, but within ten minutes she gave it to him.


      Chatting with this guy turned out to be so easy. It was as if they both had scripts and magically knew all their lines. The prep school where he’d had his dance lessons had sanded off all his rough edges. There was no awkwardness about Yancy Taggart, and no one could for long feel awkward in his presence.


      They sat for a while at the bar and then carried their drinks over to one of the booths where they wouldn’t be overheard. Taggart was clearly a practiced charmer, but Pearl figured she’d had enough experience with his type that she could handle him. Still, she was amazed by his poise and smooth patter, and how he so casually pried personal information from her. If he wasn’t the world’s greatest salesman, he was a con man.


      “You know I’m a cop,” Pearl said, over yet another frosty mug, “but you haven’t told me what you do.”


      “So take a guess.”


      “You’re a salesman.”


      “In a way.”


      “I know what way,” Pearl said with a grin.


      “I’m a lobbyist,” he said. “For the National Wind Power Coalition. I’ve been assigned to convince people of wealth and influence to commit funds to an effort to convert New York City to wind power.”


      “You mean windmills on skyscraper roofs?”


      He smiled. “Not exactly. They’d be cowled units computerized always to face the wind. And they could be incorporated into existing architecture to protrude from the walls of buildings and take advantage of the winds that often blow along the avenues. The generated power could be made to supplement the grid and—” He broke off his explanation. “Whoa. You don’t really want to hear the technical details of the concept.”


      “Will it really work?”


      “I haven’t the slightest idea.”


      “But you’re lobbying for them.”


      “I’m a professional lobbyist. It’s my job to convince people.”


      She grinned. “Sort of like a defense attorney who knows his client is guilty.”


      “Exactly. Only I don’t know for sure that wind power isn’t the answer. Nobody really knows the answer. I just pretend to.”


      “That’s terrible!”


      “Only if the wind power project won’t work. And I don’t know that it won’t.”


      “The point is, you don’t know that it will.”


      “That’s a difficult one to get around,” Yancy admitted. “That’s why the coalition hired a professional lobbyist.”


      “That isn’t ethical, Yancy.”


      “I’ll grant you that. But being a lobbyist, I lobby. I have a sliding code of ethics.”


      She laughed. “Jesus! Those aren’t ethics at all. They’re just—”


      Pearl was interrupted by the first four notes of the old Dragnet series.


      “My phone,” she explained, digging her cell from her purse, thinking there must be a pun in there someplace, a cop with a cell phone.


      She saw that the caller was Quinn.


      When she answered, he said, “Pearl, we’ve got a dead woman in the five-hundred block of West Eighteenth Street. You better get down here.”


      “Chrissie?” she asked.


      “No. But it looks like the Carver might be active again.”


      Oh, God! “On my way.”


      “Coming from your apartment?”


      “Sure am,” she replied, keeping her personal life personal.


      “Vitali can have a radio car sent for you.”


      “It’ll be faster if I take a cab,” Pearl said, with a glance at Yancy Taggart.


      She broke the connection before Quinn could reply.


      “Crime beckons?” Yancy asked.


      Pearl was already sliding out of the booth. “Yeah. Sorry, I’ve gotta go.”


      “You look upset. Not bad news, I hope.”


      “Not for me,” Pearl said. And she realized she meant it. Though she had compassion for this latest Carver victim—if it turned out Quinn was right—a part of her was also glad this had happened. It meant the investigation had gotten off the dime. The game was on.


      “So you really are a police detective.”


      “I really am.”


      “Shall we meet here tomorrow evening about this time?”


      “We shall,” Pearl said.


      Maybe he did have a yacht to go with his sliding ethics. Sometimes that was where sliding ethics led, right to a yacht.


      “Bring your handcuffs,” she heard Yancy call behind her, as she was moving toward the door.


      That was how it began.
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      While the cab she’d flagged down bounced and jounced over Eighth Avenue potholes, Pearl thought not about the murder scene she was speeding toward, but about Yancy Taggart. She found that odd.


      Would he meet her?


      Did she care?


      Never one to lie to herself, she figured the answers were yes and yes.


      Why did this guy appeal to her? He was probably at least fifteen years older than she was, and not her usual type.


      Then she realized what might be the basis of the attraction. Taggart was sort of an anti-Quinn. Where Quinn was duty-bound and relentless, Taggart didn’t mind whiling away a morning over coffee and a racing form in a bar. Taggart would gamble his money; Quinn chanced every other kind of gamble but didn’t like the odds of house games. Taggart was slim and graceful—even languid—in posture and attitude; Quinn was lanky but powerfully built, stolid, calm, and intense. Taggart dressed stylishly and was neatly groomed; Quinn always looked like what he was—a cop in a suit—and his hair looked uncombed even when it was combed. While Taggart was elegant and classically handsome, Quinn was somehow homely enough to be attractive.


      Maybe, she thought, Yancy Taggart was what she needed to chase Quinn completely out of her thoughts.


      In time she might chase them both from her thoughts.


      


      Pearl saw the yellow crime-scene tape, and her thoughts were jolted to where she was, and why. She asked the cabbie to pull to the curb half a block from the tape. She wanted to take the scene in as she walked toward it from a distance. Sometimes it was smart to begin with the long view.


      Several radio cars were parked at crazy angles to the curb, as if they were the toys of some giant child who’d tired of them and walked away, leaving their colorful roof bar lights flashing. Beyond the police cars, Pearl could see Quinn’s black Lincoln with two wheels up on the curb to allow the remaining lane of traffic to pass. She noticed for the first time that the old Lincoln had whitewall tires. She hadn’t thought they made those anymore. But Quinn would know where to get them. Like his Cuban cigars.


      The Lincoln’s engine was still ticking in the heat as she walked past it. Inside the trapezoid of yellow tape a group of large men huddled over what looked like a bundle of clothes on the sidewalk.


      When Pearl got closer, she saw that the bundle was a woman.


      One of the men standing over the dead woman was Quinn. He spotted Pearl and motioned her over. A uniform held up the tape so she could duck under it like a boxer entering a ring. He gave her a look, as if he might wink at her. Didn’t the idiot think she’d ever seen a corpse before?


      This part of Eighteenth Street was being improved or marred—depending on your point of view—with neo-modern architecture, most of it angular glittering glass and metal, some of it appearing precariously balanced. The building the body was next to was an almost completed condominium project. According to the plywood sign leaning against the wall near the silvered glass door to what would become the lobby, it was The Sabre Arms. The optimistic advertising didn’t mention price.


      Quinn nodded to Pearl and moved over to make room for her in the huddle. Pearl nodded back. Quinn’s sport coat collar was twisted in back, and he needed a shave. It struck Pearl again how different he was from Yancy. Yancy the lobbyist with the gift of gab and the sliding ethics. Quinn the taciturn engine of justice with a moral code like Moses that sometimes transcended the laws of man.


      Pearl shook off her flash of dubious insight and refocused her mind on her work.


      Julius Nift, the obnoxious little medical examiner who looked and acted like Napoleon, was bent over the dead woman. Pearl didn’t bother nodding hello to him.


      Her gaze slid past him to the victim, and her stomach lurched. The corpse was wearing ragged clothing. Her face was dirty, her fingernails black, her brown hair a tangle. A homeless woman. Pearl felt pity well up in her as well as horror. What must be the woman’s panties had been knotted and used as a gag, and a slender shaft of silver protruded from the dead woman’s mouth, apparently a handle.


      “It’s a spoon,” Nift said. “She died with a silver spoon in her mouth.”


      “Might she have choked on it before her throat was cut?”


      “We’ll have to wait till later to find out for sure, but I doubt it. There are no other signs of asphyxiation. No cyanosis, petechiae, or distended tongue.” Nift spoke in a tone suggesting Pearl should have noticed this lack of symptoms herself.


      The woman’s threadbare dress was torn open in front to reveal her breasts and stomach. Her nipples had been sliced off, and there was the bloody X carved on her midsection, beginning just below a point between her breasts. There was a gaping wound in her throat, like a scarlet necklace. She appeared to have been in her late forties, had a crooked nose, prognathous jaw, and wouldn’t have been attractive even cleaned up and twenty years younger. Odd, Pearl thought; all the other Carver victims had been attractive women.


      Nift had been peeking up at Pearl, amused by her discomfort.


      “She had a face like a mule,” he said, “but you can see she had a pretty good rack, even with the nipples gone.”


      “You’re such an asshole,” Pearl said. “Are the nipples gone from the scene?”


      “Unless you’re standing on them,” Nift said.


      Pearl doubled up a fist.


      “Pearl,” Quinn said, cautioning her. He’d told her before she should let Nift’s remarks roll off her. She shouldn’t give the nasty little M.E. the pleasure of getting under her skin.


      She knew Quinn was right. That was Nift’s game, using his gruesome trade to rattle people with his sick sense of humor. All cops used dark humor to help them cope with some of the things they saw in the Job, but Nift pushed it from diversion to something that filled a twisted need.


      Pearl’s fist unclenched, and she flexed her fingers. But she still wouldn’t have minded choking Nift until she saw some cyanosis.


      Nift smiled.


      “How long’s she been dead?” Quinn asked.


      “I told you—”


      “For Officer Kasner.”


      “More than ten hours. I’ll be able to know more when I get her in the morgue where I can play with her.” For Pearl.


      “Any identification on her?” Pearl asked Quinn.


      But it was Nift who answered. “Are you kidding? No purse or wallet. Every pocket is empty. This little number probably hasn’t slept indoors in weeks, maybe months. She’s been screwed over every which way, and if she did have anything on her person, her killer probably took it.”


      “A shitty life,” one of the plainclothes detectives said.


      “And a shitty death,” another added.


      “You guys homicide?” Quinn asked.


      “Vice. We heard the call and were only a few blocks away, so we came over to see what there was to see.”


      “And I’ve seen enough,” the other vice guy said, but he made no move to leave. “What’s with the spoon?”


      “A bad joke,” Quinn said.


      “In bad taste,” the first vice guy said.


      Quinn gave him a look that induced both vice detectives to fall silent.


      “There isn’t much blood considering her throat’s been slashed,” Pearl said.


      “Very good,” Nift said. “That’s because she was killed with a single stab wound to the heart.” As he spoke he absently probed one of the damaged breasts with a pointed steel instrument. The expression on the corpse’s face was one of mild insult.


      “Why don’t you close her eyes?” Pearl said.


      “Why don’t you ask her some questions? I’ll do my job, you do yours. She can’t see, just like she can’t talk.”


      “Her body was stuffed behind the big plywood sign leaning on the building,” Quinn said, before Pearl could reply to Nift. “We figure she was killed late last night or early this morning. Nobody spotted her until half an hour ago.”


      Pearl noticed a woman wearing a gray jogging outfit with a hooded sweatshirt standing across the street, staring at them. Her arms hung at her sides, and she didn’t move. Her face was in shadow, but something about her seemed familiar.


      “Who found her?” Pearl asked.


      “Woman who lives across the street. Her hat blew off, and she chased it and happened to glance behind the sign. She’s in her apartment over there with a uniform keeping her company. She’s still in shock.”


      Pearl could understand that. Right in the middle of all this art-gone-mad architecture and expensive renewal, an ugly reminder of poverty and death might be especially jolting.


      When Pearl glanced back across the street, she saw that the woman in the jogging outfit was gone. She’d been simply an onlooker who’d stopped to stare. Yet there was that familiarity. Pearl was certain she’d seen the woman before in the course of this investigation, somewhere standing in the shadows. Shadow woman, she thought.


      Fedderman suddenly appeared. His suit coat was wrinkled, and where he might have worn a tie was what looked to be a spaghetti-sauce stain. Behind him were Mishkin and Vitali, looking like a bemused accountant tailed by one of the brothers in The Godfather.


      It was going to be crowded inside the crime-scene tape, so the two vice guys nodded their good-byes and left.


      The three detectives who’d just arrived took in the scene. Fedderman’s face was a blank. Vitali looked keenly interested. Mishkin, who had a notoriously weak stomach, went chalk white and turned away.


      “Bring them up to date, Pearl,” Quinn said.


      “Can I have the body?” Nift asked.


      “If you want it,” Quinn said. To Pearl: “Make sure there’s nothing interesting under it.”


      “Like a nipple or two,” Nift said.


      He straightened up to his full Napoleonic stature and motioned for the waiting paramedics to remove the body.


      Quinn walked off to the side and punched out a number on his cell phone. He stood at the edge of the crime-scene tape with the phone pressed to his ear.


      “Who’s he calling?” Vitali asked. “Everybody’s here except Eliot Ness.”


      Pearl shrugged. She didn’t know for sure who was on the other end of Quinn’s phone conversation, but she figured that if she guessed Cindy Sellers, she wouldn’t be far wrong.


      The devil getting her due.
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      Quinn’s phone call from Nift the next day at the office shed more light on the dead woman found on Eighteenth Street. She’d had a high alcohol level in her body, along with traces of methamphetamine. Cause of death was the stab wound in her chest. The slicing off of her nipples and the X carved into her abdomen had occurred after death, as had the slit in her throat. Probably the same knife had been used to inflict all the injuries.


      “Was she stoned when she died?” Quinn asked.


      “It’s doubtful. She wasn’t legally drunk, and the meth wasn’t enough to have made her stoned. I’m not saying she used these two substances simultaneously. The meth stays in the blood one to three days, in the urine even longer.”


      “Time of death?” Quinn asked.


      “I make it between midnight and three a.m. Something else, Quinn, she displayed all the signs of heavy drug use over a long period of time. And not just meth. She was a real veteran, and on the way out. Needle marks on both arms and between her toes. Hadn’t bathed in at least a week. This cunt probably smelled better dead than alive.”


      “She was somebody’s daughter or sister,” Quinn reminded him, “so why be such a contemptible asshole?”


      “Hey, I’m somebody’s son. Don’t have a brother, though. Don’t get your undies all twisted, Quinn. I’m just trying to get across to you the deplorable shape this vic was in even before she was spoon-fed and offed. If the killer hadn’t gotten her, she wouldn’t have lasted much longer on her own.”


      “Any identification yet?”


      “No. Who’d want to claim her?”


      “Would your mother claim you?”


      “You would have to ask her nice.”


      “Anything else?”


      “Yeah. Next time try to get me a higher class of victim.”


      Nift hung up before Quinn could reproach him.


      That was okay. Quinn had other things on his mind.


      


      Quinn sat staring at the phone on his desk, letting his mind continue to work on the conversation with Nift.


      The death of the Chelsea woman certainly bore the Carver’s signature, except for the fatal stab to the heart. And the Carver had inflicted the breast and torso injuries before slitting his victims’ throats.


      Was the Carver getting soft?


      Not likely. That wasn’t the way with sadistic killers.


      All but one of his other victims had been killed indoors, in their apartments, except for Rhonda Nathan, who’d been killed at work in her office. Possibly he’d learned his lesson. Maybe for some reason he’d had to kill the Eighteenth Street woman outdoors, and wanted to minimize the flow of blood. There would be nowhere to wash up after maiming her breasts and abdomen and then slashing her throat, and blood tended to spurt from the large arteries in the neck. The stab to the heart had been relatively neat. It would cause immediate death and minimize blood flow from subsequent wounds.


      A warm flow of air stirred the papers on Quinn’s desk as Pearl entered the office and nodded a good morning to him.


      “Doughnut?” she asked, holding up a Krispy Kreme bag.


      He told her no thanks and said he’d just hung up on Nift.


      “Glad I didn’t have to talk to the little asshole this early in the morning,” she said. She went over to the coffee brewer and poured some of the strong black liquid into her mug. The trickle of coffee caught the lamplight for a moment and glowed a beautiful translucent amber. Pearl added powdered cream, which did not look so inspirational going in.


      While she sat at her desk dunking a doughnut, Quinn told her about his and Nift’s conversation.


      She licked glaze from her fingers. “We could have a copycat killer, what with the news about the investigation being reopened.” She deftly flicked her tongue over the back of her thumb. “Could be some psycho thinks he can have a free one by blaming it on the Carver.”


      “Or the Carver has simply changed his M.O. after all this time. His compulsion would demand that the essentials remain the same, but he might change the details. He might be more practical.”


      “Huh?” Pearl sipped at her coffee.


      Quinn told her his theory about the killer minimizing the bloodshed so he’d be less likely to have noticeable and incriminating stains on his clothes or person.


      “Maybe,” she said, but she sounded dubious. She glanced around. “Where’s Fedderman?”


      “He drove the unmarked down to Eighteenth Street. Gonna talk to the people who live and work around where the body was found. Maybe somebody noticed something. Mishkin’s down there, too.”


      “How about Vitali?”


      “He’s at a precinct house utilizing the vast resources of the NYPD.”


      “Or reporting to Renz.”


      “Better Vitali than me,” Quinn said.


      He noticed that Pearl had left a glazed doughnut untouched on a paper napkin on her desk. As he gave in to temptation and parted his lips to ask her for it, his phone rang again.


      This time it was Vitali.


      “Waddya got, Sal?” Quinn asked.


      Vitali started telling Quinn about the postmortem results on the Eighteenth Street victim, but Quinn interrupted him and said he’d already talked with Nift.


      “Something new, though,” Vitali said. “We just got a positive ID on the dead woman. Turns out her prints were on file. Maureen Sanders, forty-four years old, no listed address, unmarried, probably unloved. She’s got a sheet. Two arrests for cocaine possession a year ago. Three arrests for prostitution the year before that. One conviction on the drug charges. She was on parole, but her P.O. hadn’t seen her in months.”


      “A street person.”


      “Street junkie,” Vitali said. “I’m still trying to find family. And by the way, that spoon that was jammed in her mouth—it was real silver.”


      “Part of a set?”


      “At one time, sure. But it looks old and like it might have been knocking around secondhand shops and flea markets for years. Good for Antiques Roadshow, but not much of a clue.”


      “Died with a silver spoon in her mouth,” Quinn said. “Ironic humor. It fits the Carver. Let’s get a morgue photo to the media. Maybe somebody’ll claim Maureen Sanders.” Quinn thought of Cindy Sellers. “And Sal, soon as you can, will you fax that photo to me?”


      “Sure.”


      “I’ve got Mishkin down in Chelsea with Fedderman, canvassing the neighborhood where we found Sanders’s body. You gonna need him?”


      “I thought it’d be a good idea to run a check of violent crimes in South Manhattan for the last six months,” Vitali said, “see if anything similar to the Sanders killing went down. I could use Harold for that.”


      “I’ll send him to you,” Quinn said.


      He hung up the phone and stood up to slip on his suit coat. He and Pearl could drive down to Eighteenth Street in the Lincoln. On the way, he could fill her in on what Vitali had found.


      He remembered the doughnut on Pearl’s desk and turned to ask her about it, but he saw that it was gone. She was licking the back of her thumb again.


      “Let’s go,” he said. “We’re joining Feds and Mishkin.”


      She stood up, took a final sip of coffee, and wadded the white paper napkin the doughnut had rested on. She dropped the napkin into the Krispy Kreme bag, which she wadded and dropped into the wastebasket beneath her desk. It made the lightest of sounds in the metal wastebasket.


      “You eat all those doughnuts?” Quinn asked.


      “Yup. All three.”


      “You’re gonna die of a sugar high.”


      “About the time you die of doughnut remorse.”


      Had she somehow known he was about to ask for the remaining doughnut? It was eerie sometimes, the way Pearl could almost read minds.


      He didn’t mention doughnuts again as they went out to where the Lincoln was parked in front of the office.


      As they were pulling away from the curb, Quinn said, “You putting on weight?”


      Pearl smiled.

    

  


  
    
      23

    


    
      Quinn and Fedderman were in the field. Pearl spent much of a rainy afternoon alone at the office, working at her computer. The new alliance with the NYPD gave her access to select databases, but so far she hadn’t learned much more that was useful about Maureen Sanders.


      Not that she hadn’t learned some things. Sanders’s fingerprints and arrest record led to her connections with various welfare agencies in New York. Slowly her background had come to light on Pearl’s computer monitor. She’d been born in 1966 in Kansas City, Kansas, to parents who’d died within a few months of each other five years ago. Maureen had attended Kansas State University and at age nineteen had been expelled after falsely accusing her history professor of sexually assaulting her. Days later she was arrested for possession of cocaine, but claimed the drug had been planted in her car. Maybe it had been, because the charge was later dropped.


      Still, it was easy to read between the lines that Sanders had developed a serious drug problem. After her expulsion from KSU she’d attended the University of Missouri for two months before dropping out. Then she seemed to have given up on higher education. Sanders had worked for three years as a waitress in a Columbia, Missouri, restaurant and then was arrested for stealing from her employer. She moved to San Francisco and worked off and on as an exotic dancer. Eight years ago, after her first arrest for prostitution, she’d left San Francisco for Las Vegas, supposedly for a job as a dealer in a casino.


      There the thread of scant information played out. Pearl could find no record of Maureen Sanders in Las Vegas. She seemed to have been in suspended animation somewhere until she was arrested twice for prostitution in Trenton, New Jersey, three years ago. Again a gap after she failed to report to her probation officer. She appeared on New York welfare rolls two years ago, and was arrested twice on drug charges. For whatever reason the charges in New Jersey never followed her to New York, just as the California charge hadn’t followed her to New Jersey, perhaps because she lived on the streets and had no known address. Pearl guessed that until the move to New York Sanders had been able to sustain herself through prostitution. Then her drug habit and lifestyle had taken their physical toll and made that kind of work impossible.


      Pearl sat back and watched the summer drizzle running blurrily down the window facing West Seventy-ninth Street. She thought about what a familiar and dreary life Maureen Sanders had lived. Hers was a tragedy too often played out in New York, and doubtless in every big city. She happened to have fallen victim to a killer rather than to a bottle or a needle or a bitterly cold winter.


      Pearl got up and started to pour herself a cup of coffee, then decided against it and made a cup of instant hot chocolate instead. It looked so dreary outside that chocolate seemed the better choice to improve her mood.


      She returned to her computer and decided to take a break from researching Maureen Sanders. She’d probably learned all she was going to anyway. Besides, simply reading about the woman’s wasted life was depressing as hell and had probably more than the weather resulted in the choice of chocolate over coffee.


      Pearl let her fingertips drift idly over the computer’s keyboard, barely touching the hard plastic. The rain continued to fall and began making a steady dripping sound on something metallic outside the window.


      Casually—or so she told herself—she keyed in the name Yancy Taggart.


      She soon became so engrossed in her search that she’d taken only an initial sip of her chocolate.


      Yancy’s full name—apparently his real name—was Yancy Rockefeller Taggart. He’d been born in 1954 in Pasadena, California. (Twelve years older then Maureen Sanders, yet he seemed so much younger.) Pearl was relieved when she was unable to find a police record. He had a business administration degree from Brandon University, served four years in the Coast Guard as something called an information officer, and finished his tour of duty in Norfolk, Virginia. Back in civilian life he’d gone to work in public relations for Philip Morris, then lobbied for the company when it became Altria. He was actually registered in Washington, D.C., as a lobbyist, though he’d lived at the time in North Carolina. Two years ago he’d moved to New York City and shortly thereafter resigned his position at Altria.


      Lobbyist. What sort of man would admit to being a lobbyist? And for a tobacco company?


      Of course, now he lobbied for some kind of wind power consortium. Curiously apropos.


      Pearl worked her keyboard, then the mouse.


      Though it didn’t list all its employees, there really was a National Wind Power Coalition.


      Pearl let out a long breath and sat back in her chair.


      So it’s true. Everything he told me is true. He actually is a lobbyist for something called the National Wind Power Coalition, headquartered in New York City. Windmills on skyscrapers. Maybe it’s possible. At least some people think so. Maybe not Yancy, their lobbyist, but some people.


      Pearl closed the windows she’d visited, then clicked on the computer’s history and deleted everything pertaining to Yancy Taggart. He was her own personal business, certainly not Quinn’s or Fedderman’s.


      She had wronged Yancy. As much as called the poor man a liar. Why did she always treat men’s small talk or compliments as lies or insults? Had she become too cynical?


      She decided to call Yancy and suggest they go to dinner tonight. He’d accept her invitation. They’d dine and sip wine in a nice, quiet restaurant, and he’d almost surely find some excuse to try to smooth talk her into going with him to his apartment.


      Pearl decided that she’d go. Not without a bit of a hassle, but she’d go.


      She was reaching across her desk to call Yancy’s number when Quinn’s desk phone rang.


      


      Pearl punched the glowing button that directed the call to her line. She told the caller he’d reached Quinn and Associates Investigations.


      “It’s Sal,” Vitali said in his gravelly voice. “Quinn around?”


      “Just me at the moment. You got Quinn’s cell number?”


      “Yeah, but you’ll do. I was just being polite. I’d much rather talk to you.”


      “You’re so full of bullshit I’m surprised grass doesn’t grow on you.”


      Damn it! There I go again!


      “Be that as it may,” Vitali said, “you guys need to know something. Harold was working his computer, doing some cross-checking with violent crimes against women in and around New York. He found an interesting one. Woman named Mary Bakehouse, attacked in her Village apartment three nights ago by a guy who was about to work her over with a knife, when he was scared away by something. Could’ve been our guy.”


      “Three nights ago, you said?”


      “Yeah. The uniforms who took the call said she was scared shitless, had a hard time even telling them what had happened.”


      “You’d think she’d have wanted police protection.”


      “The guy warned her not to tell anyone, and she took it seriously. Besides, she was embarrassed as well as terrified. Not all women are like you, Pearl, with a set of balls.”


      “Aw, that’s one of the nicest things you ever said to me, Sal. Should I adjust my protective cup and go talk to this shrinking violet?”


      “Pearl, I meant it as a compliment.”


      “I know, Sal.”


      “Harold and I were gonna go talk to the victim while there’s still time today. I just wanted to keep you guys informed.”


      “Thanks,” Pearl said. “I’ll let Quinn know.”


      “Okay. We’ll check with you tomorrow. And Pearl…”


      “What?”


      “You okay, Pearl?”


      “Fine. Very good, in fact. Balls and all.”


      “I didn’t mean about that.”


      “Then why would you ask?”


      “I dunno. You seem distracted.”


      Pearl almost blushed. Jesus!


      “I’m fine, Sal. Just tired from sitting at my computer. Learning some sad facts about Maureen Sanders.”


      One part of her mind still thinking about calling Yancy, she told Vitali what she’d discovered about Sanders.


      “Hell of a life,” he said, when she was finished.


      “Not unlike a lot of others.”


      “So true, Pearl. Talk to you tomorrow.”


      After she’d replaced the receiver, Pearl sat at her desk quietly thinking.


      She had been distracted, by thoughts of Yancy Taggart, and shrewd Vitali had sensed it with his cop’s finely tuned ear.


      Enough of this, she told herself. She’d focus in, do her job. She’d call Quinn and fill him in on what she’d learned about Maureen Sanders, and about the possible earlier intended victim Vitali and Mishkin had uncovered.


      She stretched out her arm and reached for the phone. There would still be time enough tonight for the improbable but apparently genuine Yancy Taggart.


      Is his middle name actually Rockefeller?


      


      Quinn had left Fedderman and gone home to think. He sat at the desk in his den, a cup of coffee before him. No cigar, though.


      Maybe that’s what was wrong. Why he couldn’t get his mind going. He needed a cigar.


      He got one of the Cubans from the mini-humidor in his desk drawer, used his guillotine cutter on it, and fired it up. He sat back and watched the smoke writhe toward the ceiling.


      After tapping his fingers on the desk for a while, he sat forward and got his legal pad from the flat drawer. He looked over what he’d written so far, then drew a line beneath it. Beneath the line he wrote:


      
        Maureen Sanders dies, wounds unlike those made by the Carver, too shallow, silver spoon in her mouth like Carver’s sick humor. Carver older so more hesitant?


        Mary Bakehouse attacked before Maureen Sanders. Carver frightened away?

      


      Quinn still didn’t know a lot about the Bakehouse woman. Sal and Harold would fill him in later. But it wasn’t the Carver’s style to leave a survivor behind. One slash of the knife was all it would have taken, and then run, run, run.


      
        Chrissie still missing. Carver victim?

      


      Quinn stared at the yellow legal pad. Too many question marks. He tossed the pad onto the desk and leaned back in his chair. Clamped the cigar between his teeth.


      Watching the smoke’s writhing dance toward the ceiling, he thought about where he was, what he was doing. He remembered how May hated for him to smoke inside. May was still here, part of her, even though they’d been divorced for years. May and Lauri, when Lauri was small…good years.


      Then the loneliness, and then Pearl.


      Then the loneliness again.


      Quinn could still remember Pearl here. Her presence still haunted the apartment. He would wake up sometimes thinking about her. She was so vibrant, and could be so loving when she wasn’t…pissed off about something. Pissed off about everything, in fact. Pearl was not a contented person. She was a driven and obsessive one.


      Quinn had to admit that he was obsessive, too, but in a larger, more comprehensive way. Not minute by minute, like Pearl. Not with a short fuse like Pearl’s.


      And not with insight like Pearl’s. It was almost as if she had little antennae all over her, picking up other people’s silent signals. Whatever else she was, she was a hell of a detective.


      Quinn leaned back farther in his chair and smiled around his cigar, thinking about their life together here in this apartment. Dinner with friends, taking long walks, going to the theater and then coming back here and making love as pleasurably and slowly as if there were no numbers on the clock and they’d never have to leave the bed. The look in Pearl’s eyes after making love, so dark and unimaginably deep. If you could somehow see clearly in those dark depths you might glimpse the far end of the universe.


      The truth was, he’d like to return to those days.


      The truth was, he didn’t see much hope for that to happen.


      Pearl saw to that.


      He continued watching the smoke curl toward the ceiling and thought about Pearl.


      Jesus, she can be a bitch!
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      The air conditioner was off, and the apartment was miserably hot. Mary Bakehouse sat bent forward on the remaining chair and looked up at Vitali and Mishkin. The sofa remained, along with whatever else had been there when Mary had rented the place furnished. It wasn’t much. The rest of what she’d bought to decorate or furnish the living room was gone. Two sweaty guys in identical wrinkled gray pants and white T-shirts huffed and puffed their way out the door carrying a mattress. A cardboard box with a lamp shade and some knickknacks in it sat near the door, almost close enough for the movers to trip over.


      Sweat was rolling down Mary’s heart-shaped face as she struggled for words. A sweet woman, Harold Mishkin thought. Sweet and under a terrible strain, knowing her ordeal might not be over. The kind of visitor she’d had, sometimes they came back.


      “Did he tell you directly he wasn’t finished with you?” Mishkin asked.


      Mary Bakehouse appeared momentarily thrown by the question. “Not exactly, but he gave the impression he could come back anytime he wanted. That he could do whatever he wanted to me.”


      “They often give that impression,” Mishkin said, “but usually they don’t return.” Not that we can be sure about that. “They get their kicks knowing you’ll worry about them for a long time.”


      “Sadistic animal!” she said.


      “That sums him up. But knowing what he’s about, you don’t have to worry so much. Scaring their victims is often the object of their sick game. He’ll probably move on to some other unsuspecting woman.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      “Absolutely. There’s no shortage of potential victims out there. He’s probably done with you. Besides, you’re moving. He’s not gonna go to the trouble of tracing you in a city so full of potential victims.”


      Vitali waited patiently for Mishkin to finish his comfort patter. His partner seemed compelled to console crime’s victims, especially the more vulnerable, and women in particular. In her heart of hearts this woman knew her attacker might very well return and finish what he’d started. Maybe he’d follow her to the gates of hell to torture and kill her. It all depended on what kind of whack job he was, and who knew the answer to that?


      When Mishkin had finally run down, Vitali glanced around at the now minimally furnished apartment. “Is that the only reason you’re moving, so he can’t find you?”


      “Yes,” Mary said. “At least it will make it more difficult.”


      “Could you identify him if you saw him again?” Vitali asked.


      “I think so, but I can’t be sure. I saw him clearly, but it all happened fast, and…my God! I was confused.”


      “Of course you were,” Mishkin said.


      “Describe him as best you can,” Vitali said.


      And she did, obviously growing more afraid as her words caused her to relive what had happened. Watching her, Vitali understood Mishkin’s point of view. He felt himself growing angry at the attacker.


      What has he done to your sleep, Mary Bakehouse? To your dreams?


      “Did you get the impression you surprised him?” Vitali asked. “Or do you think he was waiting for you?”


      “Waiting. But I can’t be sure.”


      “Any sign that you interrupted a burglar?”


      “No.”


      “Nothing missing?”


      “No, I don’t think he was a burglar. He seemed more interested in me than in stealing anything.”


      Vitali looked at her previous statement. “You said he had a knife.”


      “Yes. I think he had it strapped to his ankle.” She described the knife, how her attacker had drawn it and used it to threaten her. Held it before her eyes so she had to look at the sharp blade. A boning knife, made to cleanly separate flesh from bone and gristle.


      “Did he describe to you what he was going to do with the knife?” Vitali asked.


      Mary Bakehouse turned pale. She shook her head no. “He didn’t say anything to me. Not all the time we were together. It was like there was a spell, as if some terrible thing would happen if either of us spoke. He smiled. He seemed…amused.”


      “Excuse me for asking this,” Mishkin said, “but…”


      “Go ahead,” she said. “Ask what you must.”


      “It’s just that I need to confirm something. You said he pinched your right nipple?”


      The embarrassed shrinking of Mary Bakehouse made Mishkin feel miserable for having asked. This should have been Sal’s question.


      She nodded silently.


      Vitali gave Mishkin one of his “I’ll take it, Harold” looks. Mishkin was getting as uncomfortable as the victim.


      “He waved the knife around while he held it in front of you?” Vitali asked.


      Another nod.


      “Did he try to make it seem as if he was about to…cut off the nipple?”


      “Of course he did! That was the whole idea!” She bowed her head and began to sob silently.


      Mishkin got down on one knee in front of her as if he might be about to propose marriage. He pressed one of her hands in both of his. “It’s all right, really. We’ve got to ask you this stuff. We don’t like it any more than you do.”


      “The hell you don’t!” Mary Bakehouse shouted at him.


      Mishkin recoiled, stunned. He scrambled to his feet and backed away. “We don’t! Honest…”


      “Harold.” Vitali’s voice, cautioning. Then, to the victim: “Ms. Bakehouse, it could be very important that we know these things. Or at least have some sense of them.”


      She sniffed and then wiped her perspiring forearm across her nose. Her hair was a tangle in the heat, wild bangs plastered to her glistening forehead.


      “He wasn’t going to cut me,” she said in a meek and beaten voice. “If he’d wanted to, he would have. Instead he just got up off me and made his way out the window and down the fire escape.”


      The two guys were back from taking out the mattress. They paused inside the door and gave Mary Bakehouse and the two detectives a look, as if to ask if Mary needed help. Chivalry, Vitali thought. This woman seemed to bring that out in men, a keen desire to protect her. Even Harold, least likely of dragon slayers, had his chest puffed out.


      “Here,” Vitali said, ignoring the movers and handing one of his cards to Mary Bakehouse. “If you think of something—”


      “Or if you feel you need help,” Mishkin interrupted, handing her one of his cards, too. “You make sure you call us. We can have somebody at your side in a hurry.”


      The two burly movers swaggered off into the bedroom. A single damsel in distress could be divvied up only so many ways.


      Mishkin rested a hand briefly on Mary Bakehouse’s trembling shoulder, and the two detectives thanked her for her time and cooperation and left her sitting hunched over in her chair.


      “That tears your heart out,” Mishkin said, when they were outside on the sidewalk.


      Vitali shook his head. “Don’t have a coronary, Harold. We were only questioning a witness.”


      “You think whoever assaulted her was our guy?”


      “I dunno. He made it look like he was going to help himself to a nipple. Our man likes souvenirs. But he didn’t cut her.”


      “Why do you think he bolted?”


      “Probably because he didn’t like the setup. I think she might have come home unexpectedly and surprised him, which means he wasn’t in complete control. Hadn’t made the encounter happen on his terms.”


      “Or he might’ve been waiting for her, just like she said, and only wanted to scare her that time,” Mishkin said. “But that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have gotten carried away and eventually killed her.”


      “True,” Vitali said. “But it still doesn’t seem like the Carver. Doesn’t feel like him.”


      “I’ve gotta agree with you,” Mishkin said, opening the driver-side door of their unmarked. “But at the same time, we can’t absolutely rule the subway guy out.”


      “If it actually was the man from the subway who attacked Bakehouse.”


      “If,” Mishkin agreed, and waited while Vitali walked around the car and got in next to him.


      “What’s your gut feeling?” Mishkin asked.


      “Same guy,” Vitali said.


      “Yeah,” Mishkin said.


      When Vitali had fastened his seat belt, Mishkin started the engine.


      “What a science our job is, Sal.”


      Vitali grunted agreement. “Drive, Dr. Mishkin.”


      


      Mary followed the mover down with the last cardboard box packed with the detritus of her life, from the apartment that had once seemed a haven. In a strange way, moving away from here was more of a wrench than when she’d left home to come to New York. That had been a matter of choice. This move was a necessity. If she didn’t make it, she would never feel safe in her home again.


      Of course, she wasn’t positive she’d feel safer in her new apartment, on a higher floor, with a full-time doorman, where she was off her usual subway route and would have to be traced to be found. She didn’t think the subway man would go to that trouble. Probably he chose his targets at random.


      Or so she told herself. She knew that if she were the object of some kind of sick fixation he might go to whatever trouble he had to in order to find her, his unholy grail.


      She carried the seed of fear he’d planted in her with his eyes and the glint of the knife blade. What would he do to her if he did somehow manage to find her?


      Mary knew that wherever she went she would ask herself that question, terrified of the answer. The subway man hadn’t harmed her, but he’d certainly considered it. She was nothing human to him, merely something to satisfy a sick whim, a plaything of his dark desires. He could see her as that and only that, an object. And he wasn’t the only one. There were others out there just like him, looking at her the same way, thinking the same dark thoughts. Every day, everywhere she went, they could simply look at her and know how vulnerable she was. People like them could see her as what she had become, could sense her injured soul the way carnivores could sense their prey.


      In head and heart she knew that.


      And knowing it had changed everything for her.


      She shut the street door and tried not to look back.
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      Pearl deliberately drank too much wine.


      Three glasses of an expensive pinot noir.


      She’d made up her mind and eaten lightly during dinner at Russeria’s, only a few short blocks from Yancy’s apartment on Fifth Avenue.


      He’d suggested the restaurant, somehow knowing this would be the night. Had she in some way signaled him? Pearl wondered if it was particularly easy for men to read her mind. Quinn—


      Well, never mind Quinn.


      She took another sip of wine. Dessert was on the way, a chocolate flan rimmed with whipped cream and raspberries.


      Yancy had told her his apartment overlooked Central Park, Of course it would. And someday it would be windmill powered. It was difficult for her to believe completely, or to disbelieve completely, anything this man said.


      Well, maybe nothing he said was the whole truth and nothing but the truth. That was usually the way it turned out in criminal court.


      Not that Yancy was a criminal. Ethics weren’t exactly law.


      As they were eating their desserts, she studied him across the table. He was impeccably dressed in a dark tan sport coat with neatly creased taupe slacks, a white shirt, and a maroon knit tie. A matching maroon handkerchief peeked from his jacket pocket. He reminded her of the seasoned, sophisticated Cary Grant. Around the time that airplane chased him.


      “New York also has steam,” he was saying, “running underground through much of the city. Remember when that underground steam pipe blew a few years ago near Grand Central?”


      Pearl did. It had been a terrific explosion, followed by a gusher of superheated steam and water that reached as high as the nearby Chrysler building. People had gawked in disbelief. People had panicked. There had been at least one death.


      “It was quite a demonstration of power unleashed in the wrong way,” Yancy said. “But that kind of power can have positive uses. It’s already used to provide heat and electricity, but not to its full potential. The coalition is considering ways to tap into that steam system even more, expand it out of the city so that someday it will hook up to similar steam systems, get it turning turbines to produce unheard-of amounts of energy. I have a few people close to the governor interested.” He grinned. “I guess we’ll call ourselves the National Wind and Steam Coalition.”


      Wind, steam, and bullshit, Pearl thought. But he did seem enthusiastic about his work.


      She told herself that with Yancy, seem was the operative word.


      “Do you really think that’s possible?” she asked. “Turning the city’s underground steam system into a kind of subterranean Hoover Dam project?”


      He toyed with his fork. “Oh, I don’t know. I can make it sound possible, so maybe it is.”


      She helped herself to a small sampling of her flan, watching him watch her lips work on the smooth silver spoon.


      He gave her his handsome smile, the blue eyes. “But why am I talking about work? You’re so much more important than that.”


      “More important than wind and steam power? You sure of that?”


      “Of course, Pearl. What you have makes the whole world go round, not just a few windmills or turbines.”


      She sipped her wine and leaned over the table to look closely at him. “Are you lobbying me?”


      He nodded. “I admit it. Are you susceptible to a bribe?”


      She nodded back. “Like a two-term congresswoman.”


      “Going to finish your dessert, Congresswoman Pearl?”


      “No, just my wine.”


      He gave some sort of silent signal to the waiter, who appeared with their check. Yancy paid cash and left an outrageous tip, probably to impress Pearl.


      Within a few minutes they were outside on the sidewalk, in the hot night. She was slightly lightheaded from the wine. Things were moving swiftly. It was apparent that Yancy didn’t want her to have second thoughts.


      She knew that wasn’t going to happen. The red wine and chocolate flan were having their combined effects on her, and she felt marvelously…compliant.


      She didn’t feel that way often, so why not lean back and enjoy it? A person couldn’t keep her guard up all the time.


      He flagged a cab that appeared as mysteriously as had the waiter.


      “I thought your apartment was only a few blocks away,” Pearl said.


      “It is, but we shouldn’t walk when we can ride.”


      “Smaller carbon footprint,” said the congresswoman.


      “We’ll walk next time,” Yancy assured her.


      In the back of the cab he kissed her, then nibbled at her earlobe and gave it a little nip.


      “What was that all about?” she asked.


      “Earmark.”


      “You do stay with a theme.”


      “You’re the theme,” he said. “The theme, the overture, and the entire symphony.”


      Being played like an instrument, Pearl thought. It’s not just a figure of speech.


      His apartment was on Fifth Avenue and did indeed have a view of the park. The apartment was spacious, with plush rugs over a gleaming hardwood floor. There were brown leather upholstered chairs, glass-topped tables, modern prints on the walls. A Mondrian that looked real over a fireplace that didn’t. Over in a corner there was even a gleaming grand piano.


      The overall impression was one of comfort, order, and wealth.


      But just an impression of the apartment’s living room was all Pearl got, or wanted.


      The bedroom was vast, with a king-sized bed with a brown leather bench at its foot. White walls, beige drapes, a thick cream-colored duvet.


      No mirrored ceiling, thank God.


      Had she expected one?


      In truth, she was still trying to understand this guy.


      


      In bed he was dominant but gentle, bringing her close to orgasm and then letting her fall back, turning her in on herself so that every thought other than of what he was doing fled from her mind. He toyed with her, and she amused him in a way that excited her.


      He brought her closer, closer to where she wanted to be, and didn’t let up.


      Didn’t let up.


      A woman in the room called his name in her voice.


      When they were finished he rolled lightly off her and kissed the ear he’d nibbled in the back of the cab. They looked at each other across the topography of white linen that was the landscape of lovers.


      He didn’t ask her how it had been for her, but she could see the question in his eyes.


      “Profound and fun,” she said.


      He smiled. “In equal measures?”


      She thought about it. “Yeah, I’d say. Only one complaint.”


      He appeared startled and hurt. “Oh? What’s that?”


      “Your hair didn’t get mussed. Not one single hair on your head.”


      She turned to him, laced her fingers through his thick white hair, and made it a wild tangle.


      She was amazed to see that he had dark roots.
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      Holifield, Ohio, 1994


      It had taken forever for night to fall. Jerry and his mother were the only ones in the house.


      Jerry Grantland’s father seldom bothered to show up on his scheduled visitation days. This day had been no exception. It had passed without explanation, without even a phone call, without Jerry or his mother even mentioning his father.


      Jerry lay silently in bed, waiting for his mother to turn off the Jeopardy! rerun on television in the living room. He could barely hear the low murmur of voices and rustle of applause from the TV, but he could see the crack of light beneath his bedroom door and knew she was still up. Probably she was drinking another of the mixture she made from club soda and the bottle of gin she kept in the cabinet above the sink.


      An hour passed. Two. He could hear his mother snoring now and thought she’d probably sleep all night where she lay on the sofa. That was how it usually worked when she watched Jeopardy! and drank the gin drink.


      Jerry rolled over onto his side and checked the clock with its flipping lighted numbers by his bed. It was twenty minutes past midnight. Jerry knew he should wait until about one a.m. That was usually the time it happened, when Mrs. Keller was asleep. Of course, if you watched the clock it would never flip to the next minute. Instead of watching, he closed his eyes and thought about Mrs. Keller. Jerry realized he had an erection, and he wondered, with a wife like Mrs. Keller, why did Mr. Keller do the things he did?


      But then, why did Jerry’s mother do some of the same things? Adults were a mystery to Jerry. Someday, he was sure, the mystery would be solved. When he was an adult.


      At ten minutes to one he could no longer stay in bed without jumping clear out of his skin. He got up, slipped into his jeans, and put on his tennis shoes without socks. Though it was a hot night, he got a dark shirt from his closet and wore it untucked over the white T-shirt he slept in.


      Silently, he went to his bedroom window and raised it. The window moved smoothly in its wooden frame and made no sound. Two days ago, while alone in the house, Jerry had lubricated it with some of his mother’s Crisco from the kitchen.


      The window screen unlatched from the bottom and swung upward, allowing him room to slip beneath it and drop the few feet to the yard.


      It was a moonless night and dark, just as he liked it. The mosquitoes were out, but they didn’t bother him much. Off in the distance he could see a shimmering cloud of moths circling a street light. They looked oddly like snowflakes caught in a whirl of wind.


      He crept a few feet away from the window, then ran and disappeared into the dark void that was the unbroken lawn between his house and the Kellers’.


      Then he was in the blackness and shrubbery at the side of the Kellers’ house, near the twins’ bedroom window. Sharp-edged holly bush leaves scratched his bare arms as he moved sideways into the comparative softness of the yews.


      The yews were his cover and his shelter. He’d come to feel as at home in them as if he were some wild and nesting animal. Though he knew he was risking everything by being there, he still somehow felt more secure where he was than anywhere else in his world. He belonged there, in the concealing blackness and cover of the shrubbery. What he was doing couldn’t be so wrong if he belonged there.


      As if on signal, katydids in the surrounding trees began to sound their ratcheting shrill mating call. Jerry was glad. The racket made it less likely that he’d make some slight noise and be discovered.


      He was at the window now. The shade was lowered almost all the way, as it usually was. A gap was left so it wouldn’t knock over Tiffany’s collection of ceramic animals on the inside sill. The bottom of the shade was an inch above the giraffe, leaving plenty of room for a view.


      Squatting on the soft earth, Jerry settled into a comfortable position so he could peer into the bedroom without moving or making a sound. He wasn’t worried about being noticed; there was always a night-light glowing softly in the twins’ room, making it brighter inside than out. If somebody inside did happen to glance his way, he was sure that if he didn’t move he’d be invisible behind dark reflecting glass. Experimenting with his own bedroom window had taught him that much. Night turned bedroom windows into the kind of mirrors you saw in the movies and on TV, where the police questioned suspects and then left them alone to comb their hair or examine their teeth, but they couldn’t see the cops standing behind the mirror looking right at them.


      Jerry was where the cops usually stood. Safe unless for some reason the light changed.


      Mr. Keller had begun early tonight. He was already in bed with Tiffany. The bedroom was shadowed and dimly lit, so that Jerry couldn’t make out exactly what was going on. But the shadows writhing on the wall beside Tiffany’s bed made it obvious what was happening. As Jerry watched, breathless, he moved his hand down to caress himself.


      The shadow show became more frantic and violent, and Jerry was sure he could actually hear the squeaking of bedsprings.


      Mrs. Keller has to know what’s going on. She has to….


      All the time Mr. Keller was doing things to Tiffany, Chrissie lay curled on her side, facing away from her sister’s bed but not seeing Jerry. Her eyes were open and blank, and she was sucking her thumb. As old as she was, she was sucking her thumb.


      When Mr. Keller was finished with Tiffany he got up from his bed and adjusted his white boxer shorts. He moved toward the window, and Jerry’s heart leaped and he drew back, ready to bolt into the shadows between the houses. He held his breath and made himself be still.


      But Mr. Keller wasn’t looking at the window; he was looking at Chrissie. Jerry saw something looped in his hand. His belt. He hadn’t worn his pants to the twins’ bedroom, but he’d brought his belt.


      He yanked Chrissie roughly so she lay flat on her stomach, then raised her nightgown and pulled her panties down. She didn’t resist or change expression.


      Mr. Keller bent low and said something to her, probably warning her to be quiet. Then he began beating her bare buttocks and the backs of her thighs with the belt. With each blow her body tensed and relaxed, tensed and relaxed, and then it stayed tense as the beating continued. Jerry understood how she must feel. He realized he was weeping silently, and his fingernails were digging into his palms so deeply that it hurt.


      When Mr. Keller was finished, he worked Chrissie’s nightgown back down so that it covered her buttocks. Then he sat on the edge of the bed, leaned down so his face was near hers, and kissed her cheek. He stood up, caressed her hair, and then turned and walked from the room. He closed the door slowly and carefully behind him.


      Jerry wondered where Mr. Keller was going now? To Mrs. Keller? They slept together, Jerry was sure, but their bedroom was upstairs, impossible to see into from outside. He could only guess what they might be doing.


      Chrissie lay motionless for a while, and then she turned onto her side, facing away from Jerry. Across the room, Tiffany was lying on her side, facing Chrissie and the window where Jerry watched. The twins lay that way and stared at each other, their expressions blank. Jerry didn’t think either of them spoke.


      He’d reached a climax. He could feel the wetness at the crotch of his jeans.


      Controlling his shakiness and shortness of breath, he backed away from the window, into the scratchy holly bushes. Sweat beaded on his face. Perspiration or tears stung like acid at the corners of his eyes.


      Everywhere in the night the katydids screamed their relentless mating call.


      Jerry turned and ran into the darkness, toward his own window, his own home.


      The screams of insects followed him. As did the darkness.
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      New York, the present


      “I suppose you’re mad at me,” Chrissie said, standing before Quinn’s desk.


      Her attitude seemed that of a teenage girl caught breaking curfew, rather than that of an avenging huntress talking to hired help.


      They were in the office alone. Quinn had looked up, surprised, when she’d entered. She was slightly bedraggled from the heat, and at first he hadn’t recognized her. Her sleeveless white blouse clung to her narrow upper body, and a strand of her dishwater-blond hair dangled over one eye. She was wearing jeans that looked genuinely well worn, and brown leather sandals that looked brand new.


      In the vacuum of his surprise, she managed a half smile and said, “I could never do that.”


      He didn’t know what she’d meant at first, and then realized she was referring to what he’d been doing at his desk—trying to balance a checkbook. “Seems I never could, either.”


      She went from smiling to looking guilty. “I know you’ve been trying to get in touch with me.”


      “You have blue eyes now,” Quinn said. “And short blond hair.”


      “Before, I was wearing brown contact lenses and a brown wig. There was a certain facial resemblance to begin with, don’t you think?”


      “Not really,” Quinn said.


      He sat calmly, trying to figure out her game. He couldn’t.


      “Usually it’s the other way around,” he said. “The client is too available and badgers the detective agency for reports on any kind of progress.”


      She nervously shifted her weight from one foot to the other, like a tennis player anticipating a serve. Seeking a point of balance.


      “I’m sorry for making myself scarce,” she said. “Really.”


      “Maybe you had a good reason for disappearing.”


      “I’m not sure it was good enough. I knew after a while that you’d probably looked up photos of all the Carver victims and figured out that I’d sort of misled you into thinking Tiffany and I are—were—identical twins. What scared me was that it might not have occurred to you that we were fraternal twins. That you might simply think I was an imposter. That I’d lied to you.”


      “That’s what you did,” Quinn said. “You lied.”


      “More like misled you.” She gnawed on her lower lip for a moment with her overbite. “Misled?” She tried the word again.


      “We won’t quibble over it,” Quinn said.


      “But then I ran. I’m not very brave lately.”


      “But you came back.”


      “When I saw in the news that the Carver had killed that woman down in Chelsea, Maureen Sanders, and then attacked that other woman, I couldn’t stay away. I had to find out what you’d learned.”


      “It’s pretty much all in the news.”


      She stared at him. “You’re playing it closed-mouthed. Now you don’t trust me.” Her contriteness had disappeared to be replaced by anger.


      He had to grin. “Should I trust you?”


      “Maybe not. But I am your client. Don’t you have some kind of legal obligation to tell me everything you know?”


      “Legal and ethical. Unless there are special circumstances.”


      “Such as?”


      “The client disappearing.”


      She tucked her fingertips into her jeans pockets and looked glum as well as bedraggled. The blond hairdo he couldn’t get used to looked damp and stuck to her head.


      “You know the police are actively involved now,” he said.


      “Yeah. I didn’t want that to happen. They’ll screw things up, don’t you think?”


      “Possibly they will.” He toyed with the ballpoint pen he’d been holding during his assault on the checkbook and bank statement. “But we didn’t have a choice. When Maureen Sanders was killed and sliced up using the Carver’s M.O., the police naturally made the connection and reopened the investigation. And that includes all the Carver murders, including your sister’s.”


      “They couldn’t catch the Carver the first time around, so I don’t have much hope they’ll do any better this time. They should have stayed out of it.”


      “Politics are involved,” Quinn said. “As well as that pesky thing called the law.”


      “Well, I don’t see much point to it. Maybe you can explain to me all that’s happened, tell me what my money’s bought.”


      Quinn studied her, not wanting to be taken in again. Her sudden mood changes and apparent ignorance of the law didn’t fool him. He knew she wasn’t nearly as naïve as she appeared.


      He put down the pen and pointed to the nearest desk chair, Pearl’s. “Roll that chair over here and sit down.”


      She did, and he brought her up to date on the investigation.


      


      “So who’s this mystery woman who’s been shadowing the investigation?” Chrissie asked, when he was finished. “Any ideas?”


      Quinn had deliberately mentioned Pearl’s shadow woman. “One theory is that she’s you.”


      Chrissie seemed surprised, but she might be good at that. She appeared to think about what he’d said, absently rubbing her chin. It might have been a feigned gesture, but he’d seen her do it before, unconsciously. Quinn noticed that she wore no rings on either hand—no jewelry at all, at least that he could see.


      “Well, I can understand why you might have thought it was me,” she said, “since you couldn’t get in touch with me for a while. But I can tell you honestly it wasn’t me.”


      “It also occurred to us that something bad might have happened to you and you couldn’t contact us.”


      Now she seemed embarrassed, and not a little bit pleased. “I hadn’t thought of that, truly. It didn’t occur to me that my disappearance might alarm you. But I am touched by your concern.”


      She wasn’t being sarcastic. She’d meant it, he was sure.


      Don’t be sure. Don’t take for granted that anything this woman says is true.


      “So where were you?” Quinn asked.


      “Oh, nowhere or not doing anything that has anything to do with any of this,” Chrissie said.


      While Quinn was mentally diagramming her sentence, Chrissie stood up from Pearl’s chair and tapped the side of the small brown leather purse she was carrying.


      “I’ve got my cell phone turned on again,” she said. “You have my number.”


      “Where are you staying?”


      “I’m looking for a new place now. I’ll let you know.” She exhaled loudly and smiled. “I’m glad we’re on the same page again. Do you need any more money?”


      He shook his head no. “We’re fine for now.” He tapped a knuckle on the checkbook and statement spread out before him on the desk. “I think we are, anyway.”


      She took a step closer to the desk. “I do want, more than anything, for my sister’s killer to be brought to hard justice.”


      “We all do.”


      She nodded, shifted her weight awkwardly, and made for the door.


      “By the way,” Quinn said, “you needn’t have worried. We had it figured that you were a fraternal twin.”


      “I should have known,” she said. “You do have a reputation.”


      “Pearl suggested it.”


      “Cherchez la femme.”


      She was smiling as she went out.
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      A woman who lived in the building where Mary Bakehouse had been attacked contacted the police. She claimed to have remembered something that might be important. Her name was Ida Frost. Mishkin had interviewed her before and was skeptical.


      Still, any lead might be worth following.


      Vitali knocked on the apartment door. Mishkin moved closer so if she was looking through the peephole Ida Frost might recognize him.


      She opened the door almost immediately. She was a small, stooped woman close to eighty, with gnarled teeth that didn’t spoil a bright smile. As she peered up at Vitali and Mishkin, her eyes were bright and alert.


      She stood back so they could enter. It was warm in the apartment but not uncomfortable.


      “I made brownies,” she said.


      She left them abruptly and scurried toward what they assumed was the kitchen.


      Vitali and Mishkin exchanged glances.


      Then Ida Frost was back, using two hot pads to hold a large rectangular pan of brownies generously dusted with powdered sugar. They smelled delicious.


      “Hot from the oven,” she said. “My mother’s recipe and her mother’s before her.” She offered the pan.


      “Can’t say no to all that history,” Mishkin said. He delicately lifted one of the end brownies.


      Vitali, thinking that for all they knew the brownies could be poisoned, smiled and shook his head no. Ida Frost moved in on him with the brownies. He raised a hand, still smiling. The edge of the hot pan was almost touching his tie. She was smiling up at him insistently, still advancing. If he didn’t back up he’d have a brownie pan scar on his stomach.


      “These are great, Sal,” Mishkin said. There were brownie crumbs and powdered sugar in his bushy mustache, on his tie. “You oughta try one.”


      Vitali gave in and helped himself to a brownie. Ida Frost withdrew from his personal space.


      “You said on the phone that you recalled something,” Mishkin said, and took another bite of brownie.


      “Did I? Oh, yes.” Ida Frost looked at Vitali and at the half a brownie in his hand. “Do they meet with your approval, Detective?”


      Vitali growled around a mouthful of brownie that they did.


      “What was it you recalled?” Mishkin asked.


      Ida Frost appeared puzzled.


      “You called the precinct house and asked for Detective Mishkin,” Vitali reminded her. “You left a message saying you remembered something about the Mary Bakehouse case and were calling as we’d requested.”


      “I liked Mary,” Ida Frost said. “I wish she hadn’t moved away.”


      “Probably it’s better for her that she went somewhere else,” Vitali said.


      Ida Frost seemed to consider that; then she smiled. “Yes, she’s probably safer if she moved out of the city. People in these big apartment buildings don’t seem to know each other, don’t have the time. Everyone’s always rushing around wrapped up in their own thoughts, busy, busy. I’m afraid we lead very insulated and uncaring lives.”


      “We should all take better care of each other,” Mishkin said.


      “Yes. We all share the guilt, in a way.”


      “We all agree that’s true,” Vitali said dismissively, trying to keep the Frost woman and Mishkin on point and hurry things along. What was it with Harold sometimes? “About your phone call, ma’am…”


      Ida Frost’s smile widened. “Am I a suspect?”


      “Gosh, no!” Mishkin said, helping himself to another brownie.


      She saw that Vitali had finished his brownie and advanced on him again with the pan. Though she had a slight limp, she was fast off the mark. “Do take another, Detective. They’re sinfully delicious.”


      “They should be against the law,” Mishkin said, and he and Ida Frost laughed.


      Vitali took another brownie in self-defense. Or so he told himself, the brownies being hell on his diet. “You did call the precinct house,” he reminded Ida Frost. “What was it you remembered, ma’am?”


      “A hat. I understand the thug who attacked Mary wore a hat.” She paused for what might have been dramatic effect.


      “A hat,” Mishkin said.


      “I saw a man with a hat that very evening, standing outside and looking suspicious. I passed him when I went out for my daily walk.”


      “What time was that, ma’am?”


      “Why, I couldn’t say.”


      “Was it still light outside?”


      “Outside, yes.”


      “What did he look like?” Mishkin asked.


      “He was…just a man in a hat. A cap, rather. A baseball cap.”


      Mishkin glanced over at Vitali and almost imperceptibly shrugged. He couldn’t recall if he’d mentioned to Ida Frost that the attacker had worn a baseball cap. “Do you remember the color, ma’am?”


      “Blue, or perhaps gray. Or both. Now that I think of it, It was a Brooklyn Dodgers cap, I’m sure,” Ida Frost said. “I spend enough time in Ebbets Field, I should be able to recognize a Dodgers cap.”


      “The Los Angeles Dodgers, you mean, ma’am?” Vitali asked. There was powdered sugar on his brown suit coat. “The Dodgers haven’t been in Brooklyn for a long time.”


      “I attended the games often with my father when I was a young girl.”


      “We all miss the Dodgers,” Mishkin said.


      “The man in the cap. He might have been Pee Wee Reese.”


      Mishkin grinned broadly. “Say, you’re a real Dodgers fan.”


      “I’ve always been partial to Pee Wee. Would you like a glass of milk with those brownies? I have nice cold milk for all my visitors.”


      Vitali and Mishkin regarded each other. Vitali had powdered sugar on his suit and the back of his right hand. Mishkin had more of the white dusting on his mustache and tie. Probably some on his white shirt that wasn’t visible unless you looked closely. Some of the powdered sugar on Mishkin had drifted down and was on his right shoe.


      “Milk would be great!” Mishkin said, and Vitali seconded him.


      Ida Frost set the pan of brownies on a magazine on the coffee table and hurried off again to the kitchen. The two detectives shook their heads silently. They were going to get nothing of value from this witness other than brownies. Ida Frost was one of the older, lonely women who inhabited many of Manhattan’s small, rent-controlled apartments. What she wanted was company, somebody to appreciate her brownies. She had found two such people. Alleviating her loneliness might have been the sole purpose of her phone call.


      Mishkin helped himself to another brownie while Vitali stood brushing at the powdered sugar on his suit coat with the backs of his knuckles, making more of a mess.


      “Pee Wee,” Ida Frost said to them, when she came back from the kitchen with two tall glasses of milk on a tray, “would never have harmed Mary Bakehouse.”


      Not Pee Wee, they agreed.


      


      After leaving Ida Frost’s apartment, Vitali and Mishkin slapped at their clothes to rid them of powdered sugar, trailing a white haze as they strode toward the elevator.


      They both saw her at the same time, a woman standing watching them from beyond the elevator, near the end of the hall. She was wearing a dark raincoat and a dark hat with the wide brim bent low so her face was in shadow.


      As if she’d just noticed them, she turned and walked quickly away, rounding the corner at the end of the hall and passing out of sight.


      “I’ll go after her,” Vitali said. “You take the elevator and beat her to the lobby, Harold. We’ll have her between us, and we can flush her out.”


      Off he went.


      The elevator was already at lobby level and took its time rising to where Mishkin waited.


      When it arrived at his floor he quickly stepped in and punched the lobby button, then the button that closed the elevator door.


      The elevator stopped at the floor below, and a woman with two identical corgis on red leather leashes got in. One of the corgis began licking Mishkin’s right shoe.


      Another floor down, an elderly but alert-looking woman with an aluminum cane boarded the elevator. She and the woman with the Corgis ignored each other. No one paid the slightest attention to Mishkin except for the corgi licking his shoe.


      When they reached lobby level, Mishkin, out of habit and because they crowded past him, let the women and the two dogs exit the elevator ahead of him. He stepped out just in time to see the door to the stairwell burst open and a panting and heaving Vitali come skidding out.


      Both men looked at the street door shutting slowly on its pneumatic closer as the women and dogs disappeared into the night.


      “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, Sal,” Mishkin said, “but I think our shadow woman beat you down the stairs and got out of the building.”


      “How did you get your shoe wet, Harold?”


      “Huh? Oh. Dog.”


      “She’s probably gone, Harold, but maybe she didn’t leave at all. Let’s get some uniforms down here to check the building.”


      


      Two hours later, all the occupants and apartments were accounted for. The shadow woman had escaped again.


      “I don’t understand it, Harold,” Vitali said, as everyone was leaving the building. “I was really flying down those stairs.”


      “Don’t feel bad,” Mishkin said. “She had a good head start.”


      They pushed through the pneumatic door out into the night.


      Three radio cars were still parked at the curb. Two uniformed cops were lounging against one of the cars, and three more cops were standing around nearby on the sidewalk, chatting.


      Ida Frost emerged from the building, wielding her pan of brownies.
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      In the Nickel Diner on Broadway in TriBeCa, Joyce House laid out a breakfast of eggs, pancakes, and coffee for the good-looking guy.


      That was how she’d come to think of him, because that was what he was—good-looking. He was slightly built, with a mop of curly black hair and magnetic blue eyes, and always dressed a bit showily and expensively. This morning he had on designer jeans, pointy-toed boots that looked like they were ostrich skin, and a tailored short-sleeved black shirt with white buttons. His silver belt buckle was in the form of a soaring eagle. A silver stud earring glinted in each earlobe. Just this side of ghetto fabulous, thought Joyce. But somehow the good-looking guy could bring it off.


      Joyce was no slouch in the looks department herself. She was medium height, trim, and buxom, eye candy even in her yellow and white server’s uniform. She had straight brown hair with bangs, a perfect pale complexion, and widely set eyes that were like calm dark lakes.


      Mick, the diner’s owner and overseer of the kitchen, leaned down to look at Joyce through the serving window. His beefy red face was perspiring after a busy breakfast hour. Mick had one of those florid complexions, as if his tie were always too tight and choking him. It was almost ten o’clock, and the diner was empty except for an elderly couple at a table near the rear, and the good-looking guy in a front booth by the window.


      “We stay slow,” Mick said to Joyce, “why don’t you come back and help with the dishwashing?”


      Joyce nodded. It was their usual routine. She didn’t know why Mick even bothered to ask.


      Alice the cashier would remain at her place behind the counter to greet any customers who happened to wander in during the void between breakfast and lunchtime. Alice was a gum-chomping, henna-haired former stock trader who’d opted out of the world of finance five years ago to live a simpler life with Mick. For years they’d been going to get married someday.


      “I see you and Mr. Hotshot over there,” Alice said, “and I can’t help thinking I’m looking at two of God’s beautiful creatures. He’s been coming in regular for a few weeks now. He ever put any moves on you?”


      “None that I noticed,” Joyce said.


      “You think he might be gay?”


      “Hmmm. No.”


      “Married?”


      “Irrelevant.”


      “So maybe you oughta go over and talk to him. Strike up a conversation about his pancakes. If you don’t, I will.”


      Joyce laughed. “Yeah, you will. With Mick in the kitchen with all those knives.”


      “He might be in show business or something,” Alice said, watching the good-looking guy fork in a bite of pancake. “Now that I look at him, I think I might’ve seen him in something.”


      “He might need more coffee,” Joyce said.


      She lifted the glass pot of decaffeinated from its burner and approached the good-looking guy, who was chewing and staring out the window.


      He caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window but didn’t turn around, letting her come to him.


      “Top you off?” she asked.


      He counted to three and swiveled around on the booth’s hard wooden seat. Gave her a smile. “Pardon?”


      “Your coffee, I mean.”


      “Sure.” He nodded toward the pot. “That decaf?”


      “Sure is. Always the pot with the orange top.” She poured steaming coffee into his half-full cup. “My friend over there thinks you might be somebody. I mean, in show business.”


      He laughed. He had very white, very even teeth, made to appear still whiter because he apparently spent time in a tanning salon. And there was something about his hair, like maybe it wasn’t so dark and had been dyed. So it could be he was a celebrity who had to be careful about his appearance. He didn’t look like the type to be in any kind of outdoor work. Theater in the park, maybe.


      “You’re an actor,” she said.


      Big smile. “Yes, I’m Brad Pitt.”


      Joyce gave him his smile right back. “Well, I guess that makes me Angelina Jolie.”


      He added cream to his coffee from the little silver pitcher on the table. “Would you really be Angelina if I were Brad?”


      The coffeepot was getting heavy, so she set it down. “Why not? That would be kind of a perfect world.”


      He kept his smile as he leaned back and studied her more closely. It made her uneasy, but not in a bad way. “A perfect world…”


      “But it sure isn’t that,” she said. She picked up the coffeepot, keeping her elbow in tight and back so her right breast strained her uniform blouse.


      “Don’t go away,” he said.


      She felt herself heat up like the decaf, and her heart started to hammer.


      “Work to do,” she said. “Sorry.”


      She turned away, hoping to hear his voice calling her back. Waiting…


      I’m hard to get, hard to get but worth it…. Come on….


      “If you go away,” he said, “I’ll have to order something else to make you come back.”


      Ah! She grinned. She did feel like one of God’s beautiful creatures. The good-looking guy made her feel that way.


      She turned back around to face him, being careful to keep a neutral expression.


      “I wanted to talk, is all,” he said.


      “About what?”


      “Why is it called the Nickel Diner? There’s nothing on the menu that’s a nickel.”


      “They always said about Mick, the owner, that he never saw a nickel he didn’t pick up.”


      “Interesting. See, we talked and I learned something.”


      She smiled. “I didn’t.”


      “Well, we haven’t talked long enough. Don’t you ever get lonely? Don’t you sometimes just want somebody to talk to?”


      She put the coffeepot back down on the table. “Yes and yes.”


      “What size shoe do you wear?”


      Huh? “Seven,” she said. “Why?”


      “I can get you shoes. I’m in New York to help design a new shoe store.”


      “You’re not an actor?” She feigned disappointment.


      “Close,” he said. “Shoe business.”


      “God!” she said, and rolled her eyes.


      But she did like a man with a sense of humor.


      “I can get you shoes,” he said again. “You like pumps?”


      “Joyce!”


      Alice’s voice from behind the counter. When Joyce looked over at her, Alice made a sideways motion with her head toward the kitchen. A signal that Mick might be taking an interest in where Joyce was, what she was doing. Mick could make a big commotion, like a major storm with thunder but no lightning. Except maybe if he thought she was flirting with a customer. Then there would be lightning to go with the thunder. He had a thing about that, said it was one of the shalt nots in the diner Bible.


      “I really better get back to work,” she said to the good-looking guy. “The boss doesn’t like even the thought of the help getting to know any of the customers too well.”


      “We don’t know each other too well. But I’d like to get to know you better. It’s not just the pancakes talking, Joyce. I mean it.”


      She almost asked how he knew her name, and then she remembered Alice had just called her. Also, it was on all his breakfast checks along with a little smiley face.


      “I’m Loren Ensam,” he said, holding out his right hand. It was narrow but long-fingered; he had a pianist’s hands.


      She shook the hand, feeling its surprising strength though he didn’t seem to have squeezed very hard.


      “Joyce House,” she said.


      “Got a phone number, Joyce?”


      “Joyce!” Alice called again. With more desperation this time.


      “When I go over and total your check,” she said, “I’ll write it on the copy you keep.”


      He smiled up at her. “Okay. I’ll be honest. I’m in the middle of an ugly divorce, and it wouldn’t be to my advantage if my soon-to-be ex learned I was seeing another woman. And if your boss found out about us, you might lose your job and I’d have to find another breakfast stop. So we’ll have a secret relationship.”


      “Sounds like fun.” Joyce was already moving away from the booth.


      “Oh, it can be,” she heard him say behind her.


      Of course, he’d never seen Mick blow up.


      When she was back behind the counter, Alice grinned at her and said, “So how’d you do?”


      “He’s married with three kids,” Joyce said without hesitation.


      She didn’t like doing it, but how could she not lie to Alice, who slept with Mick?


      Joyce realized that her life had suddenly become more complicated. Secrets, lies, sex. Well, not sex yet. But it was inevitable.


      Joyce was looking forward to all of it. She felt an inner turmoil that she didn’t at all mind. What was happening was like out of a book, too good to be anything but fiction.


      What if he doesn’t call?


      After she totaled up his check, she wrote her name and drew her customary little smiley face above it. The smiley face didn’t seem as happy as usual. She saw that her hand was trembling.


      He’ll call. Why wouldn’t he?


      Below her name, on the check’s customer receipt, she meticulously printed her phone number, even the area code so there would be no doubt. If Mick was watching, he’d probably think she was diligently itemizing prices.


      Careful not even to glance at the good-looking guy, she walked over and laid the check on his table.


      He’ll call. He’s got my number.
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      The entire team, including Vitali and Mishkin, were in the office. They were sipping coffee, passing around Krispy Kreme glazed doughnuts, and talking over the appearance—then disappearance—of the shadow woman in Mary Bakehouse’s old apartment building yesterday.


      “I can’t quarrel with your tactics,” Quinn said, “one of you giving chase on foot on the stairs, and the other taking the elevator down to the lobby, so you have her trapped in a squeeze.”


      “Couple of things might explain why the tactic didn’t work,” Fedderman said. He was half sitting on his desk, trying not to dribble more coffee on his tie as he dipped a doughnut. The journey from cup to mouth was perilous, and he wasn’t having much luck. “The elevator was too slow, and it’s possible our shadow woman is young and spry, or Sal has lost a step in his advancing age.”


      “Screw you,” Vitali said in his gravel-pan voice.


      Quinn raised a hand for silence and motioned for Fedderman to continue.


      Fedderman dribbled more coffee, just before hastily fitting the last bite of a soggy doughnut into his mouth. He chewed, gulped, and continued. “Another possibility is she ducked into one of the apartments on the way down and managed to stay hidden while the building was searched.”


      “Or became somebody else,” Pearl said, bringing everyone up short. Doughnuts froze in midair.


      “Whaddya mean?” Vitali asked. “She got into an apartment where nobody was home and posed as a tenant?”


      “Might even be a tenant, for all we know,” Pearl said.


      Pearl thinking outside the universe. Quinn almost smiled.


      “I see what she means,” Mishkin said. He was seated in Fedderman’s chair. “Since we don’t have the slightest idea who this woman is, she might be anybody. Very illuminating angle, Pearl.”


      “It’s like she reads minds sometimes,” Fedderman said.


      “The shadow woman, or Pearl?” Mishkin asked, looking slightly confused.


      “Don’t pay any attention to him,” Pearl said. “You haven’t been around Fedderman long enough to realize he’s full of shit.”


      “You have been around Sal a long time, though,” Quinn said to Mishkin. “You think he mighta been slow enough coming down those stairs that the shadow woman made it out of the building before either Sal or you reached the lobby?”


      Mishkin looked at Sal, obviously torn. Sal had some gray in his hair now, and he’d developed a slight stomach paunch. The truth demanded that Mishkin dis his partner.


      “Yeah, that could be,” he said. Then: “Sorry, Sal.”


      “Maybe it was the brownies,” Vitali said.


      “Brownies?” Pearl asked.


      Vitali shrugged. “Never mind.”


      “Brownies and doughnuts, Sal. You’re not gonna be any faster on stairs next year.”


      “Give him a break,” Fedderman told Pearl. “You don’t fit so well anymore into your—”


      “Enough, Feds,” Quinn said.


      Pearl was glowering at Fedderman. “I’ll show you a whole new way to eat that doughnut.”


      “Let’s wrap this up,” Quinn said. He knew the uneasy truce between Pearl and Fedderman, while conducive to progress, could sometimes become genuinely hostile. The trick was to prevent spark from becoming fire—or explosion. “Anybody got any theories on the shadow woman’s identity?”


      “You mean if we had to guess?” Mishkin asked.


      “Sure,” Quinn said. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll all guess the same person.”


      “My guess is Chrissie,” Fedderman said. “She hasn’t played straight with us yet.”


      “The woman in Bakehouse’s building coulda been Chrissie,” Vitali said.


      “My guess is Cindy Sellers,” Pearl said.


      “Or somebody we haven’t met yet,” Mishkin said. “Like a relative of one of the other victims. Or maybe she’s Tiffany’s ghost.”


      Pearl looked curiously at Quinn. “So what’s your guess?”


      “I’m not in the guessing business,” Quinn said. “This isn’t some kind of party game.”


      “You’re in the double-crossing pain-in-the-ass business,” Pearl said.


      Vitali said, “What if we’d all guessed the same woman?”


      “Then we’d try to figure out why,” Quinn said. “And maybe we’d have something.”


      “Like Tiffany’s ghost,” Pearl said.


      She jumped at the first four notes of the immortal Dragnet theme. They were coming from her purse where it rested on the corner of her desk. She scooped up the purse and fished the phone out, peered at it to see who was calling.


      Somebody at Golden Sunset Assisted Living.


      Her mother. Just what she needed while she was in a murder investigation brainstorming session.


      “Jesus!” Pearl said.


      “Better pick up then,” Fedderman said.


      


      Pearl made the connection, put the phone to her ear, and said hello, all the time moving toward the door.


      “Pearl?”


      Her mother, all right.


      “Reception’s better outside,” she said to the dead-eyed stares she was getting.


      “Did you say something, Pearl?” her mother asked.


      Fedderman grinned. The others simply looked at her. Pearl went out the door.


      Outside in the morning heat, she said, “I’m pretty busy, Mom.”


      “It’s never busy here in nursing home hell, Pearl.”


      Her mother insisted on referring to Golden Sunset Assisted Living as a nursing home. Pearl had become tired of contradicting her. Absently wandering along the sidewalk toward Amsterdam, it occurred to her that cell phone reception outside the office really was noticeably better.


      “Pearl?”


      “I’m here, Mom, but I can’t talk long. I’m interrogating a suspect. You’re breaking up some anyway.”


      “Can’t talk long? Is one of the criminal element more important to you than your own mother, dear?”


      “You know better than that.”


      “But do you, dear?”


      “Did you call for a—”


      “Yes, for a reason. His name is Yancy Taggart.”


      Huh? How could her mother know anything about Yancy? Know Yancy even existed?


      “I speak, as you know,” her mother said, “of the fancy shmancy Yancy. The man, so called, you’ve been wasting your time with instead of spending it with a fine man like Doctor Milton Kahn, or even your mensch policeman Captain Quinn, who is—”


      “He’s not a captain any longer, Mom. He’s not with the NYPD.”


      “Not exactly and precisely, but still—”


      “How did you find out I was seeing Yancy?”


      “Not from a little bird, dear. Mrs. Kahn, Milton’s aunt here at the nursing home, as you know, has a sister who has a half sister who has a daughter who frequents a lounge where the Yancy lizard does his womanizing. She saw your photograph during one of her visits here at the nursing home and recognized you from when she saw you at another lounge with the Yancy lizard.”


      Pearl was furious. “It’s nobody’s business where I was or who I was with, especially not the business of this niece twice removed or whatever the hell she is.”


      “No, dear. Mrs. Kahn’s sister’s half sister’s—”


      “I don’t give a damn, Mom!”


      “Don’t use abusive language, dear. Did it make you feel better? Did it?”


      No, it didn’t. “Yancy’s not a lizard. He’s a lobbyist!”


      “Well, dear, if you would look in the dictionary—”


      “If Mrs. Kahn would look in the dictionary, she’d find the definition of busybody!”


      “But facts are facts, dear, whatever their source, and it seems to me that it’s my motherly duty to at least make you aware that the Yancy lizard you’re going out with sees other women.”


      “I see other men, Mom.”


      “But sequentially, dear. Sequentially. There are rumors about the Yancy lizard, some of them bordering on the perverse, if you understand my meaning, which, while only speculation at this juncture, might in all honesty turn out to be true, so you might take a step back and reconsider your relationship.”


      “By ‘speculation’ you mean guessing,” Pearl said. “I’m not in the guessing business.” Quinn’s words. Quinn, damn you! She hated it when men got inside her mind, especially Quinn.


      “I’m in no way accusing anyone of anything in any way improper, Pearl, but a mother knows things because a mother knows, and there is a motherly duty to make a daughter aware, and to—and I’ll come right out and say it—warn a daughter when a ship, figuratively speaking, is about to smash apart on the rocks of romance in a sea so rough—”


      Pearl broke the connection and turned off her cell phone.


      Couldn’t help it.


      


      Pearl had walked faster and faster while talking and wandered far. When she returned to the office, Vitali and Mishkin were gone. Quinn and Fedderman were at their desks.


      “Your mom doing okay?” Quinn asked.


      Like you care!


      “You look angry, Pearl,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl didn’t bother to answer. She was angry, at her mother, at Mrs. Kahn, at Mrs. Kahn’s…whatever she was. At Fedderman, at Quinn, at all men.


      At all men!


      What did she really know about Yancy?


      She stalked over to the Mr. Coffee and poured herself a mug of the steaming brew, muttering to herself.


      “Say what?” Fedderman asked, overhearing but not understanding.


      “I said there’s nothing wrong with lobbyists,” Pearl said, adding powdered cream and stirring violently enough to slosh coffee over the cup’s rim.


      Quinn and Fedderman looked at each other, puzzled.


      “We’re all God’s creatures,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl fixed him with a look, and he smiled slightly.


      Saving his life.
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      They’d had sex. Pearl stood at the window in Yancy’s apartment that overlooked the park across the wide avenue. The bedroom was cool, but she could feel the sun’s heat radiating from the windowpane. The sun was about to set, and the park was gilded. She watched foreshortened people walking on the sidewalks almost directly below, some of them couples. In the park, two kids on skateboards were terrorizing pedestrians on the winding path.


      Pearl had the white linen sheet from the bed draped around her toga style. Behind her, Yancy still lay in bed. Something in the Times had caught his interest, and he was staring at it raptly, not paying much attention to Pearl at the moment. Nothing like the attention he’d paid her until ten minutes ago.


      She turned away from the window and looked at Yancy and his nude, tanned body. He appeared younger than his supposed age, still lean and muscular. And God knew he had the endurance of a young man. Still, he displayed the experience of an older man. She smiled. Yancy was a man full of contradictions, but they made for quite a lover.


      How could she trust a man like this?


      You took the leap, now live with it. Stop being a cop all the time.


      He folded down a flap of newspaper and glanced over at her. No reading glasses. Young eyes. Or maybe Lasik.


      Pearl being observant, a cop.


      What’s he so avidly reading?


      “You look inquisitive,” he said. “Anybody ever tell you that you resemble a little terrier when you look inquisitive?”


      As a matter of fact they had, but Pearl didn’t see it as something Yancy had to know.


      “I was just wondering what interested you so in the paper.”


      He laid the Times open over his lower body as if he were modest, which he wasn’t. “This Carver character,” he said. “A guy stops killing years ago then suddenly starts up again. Is that normal for serial killers?”


      “Not much is normal with people who sequentially kill other people.” Sequentially, dear. Sequentially. “Or with obsessive people who have more than one sex partner at a time.”


      He looked at her oddly. “We both agree on that, Pearl. But you’re a cop, difficult as I find that to believe, and I thought you might have some insight into the criminal mind. Killers’ minds.”


      “I’m not a cop anymore, Yancy. Private investigator.”


      “You don’t look like a private dick, sweetheart. C’mon over here.” He beckoned with his right hand, sunlight glinting off his gold ring.


      “Think about wind power, Yancy.”


      “I’ll take that for a yes.”


      She had to laugh, but she moved no closer to the bed.


      “I couldn’t help noticing something about you,” she said.


      “That would be my third testicle?”


      “No, your hair.”


      “You mean the way it never seems to get messed up? It’s trained that way. Took years. I’ve been combing it the same way since I was twelve and wanted to get in Amy Dingle’s pants.”


      “I bet you were a terror at twelve.”


      “Amy Dingle would say so.”


      “But that’s not what I meant about your hair. I noticed it’s naturally black and you dye it white.”


      “Oh, sure. That’s so I look older. Lobbyists who are gray eminences get taken a lot more seriously. Gotta play the role, Pearl.”


      “Live a lie, you mean?”


      “No. Live a version, is all. But you could call it a lie. Play your lie well; that’s where the honored roll.”


      “I don’t think that’s the exact quotation.”


      “It is if you’re golfing, Pearl.”


      “Which I am not.”


      “It’s an inexact world.”


      “Yancy, you are the most nimble liar I have ever met.”


      “You make me blush.”


      “Not so anyone would notice.”


      “Make me bulge, I mean.”


      “That I notice.”


      Still she moved no closer to the bed.


      “Do you happen to know anybody named Kahn?” she asked.


      “Sure, Dr. Milton Kahn.”


      That rocked her back a step. “Where do you know him from?”


      “Met him yesterday. He sat down next to me at a bar and struck up a conversation. Introduced himself. Warned me about you.”


      Huh?


      Peal felt anger rising in her like hot lava. “Warned you?”


      “Said you had serious personality problems and you were trouble. Didn’t go into detail. Winked at me. We had a tacit understanding, being men of the world.”


      “Didn’t you ask him what he meant?”


      “Didn’t care what he meant. Still don’t.”


      “Did you tell him that?”


      “No.”


      “What did you do?”


      “I considered punching him in the nose.”


      Pearl felt mildly excited by the prospect of men fighting over her, then was angry at herself. She wasn’t some cuddly teddy bear carnival prize.


      Still…


      “Did you punch him?” she asked.


      “No. I talked him into buying me a drink and tactfully sent him on his way. Teach him a lesson.”


      Pearl figured that wasn’t exactly a duel fought for her honor. But it was something.


      Yancy smiled at her. “You look lovely as a Roman concubine.”


      Pearl moved closer to the bed.


      There went the toga.
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      Mick would have a cow if he knew what she was doing.


      Joyce House had started work at six that morning, and she was tired. She knew Loren was waiting for her across the street and around the corner. That way he wouldn’t be visible from the diner.


      Mick and his rules, she thought. The guy had his good points, but he was a diner dictator.


      She yelled a good-bye to Sheila, who would take her shift for the dinner customers. They were always less numerous than the breakfast and lunch crowd. That would be true even this evening—corned beef and cabbage night.


      Tired as she was, when Joyce crossed with the light and Loren stepped from the doorway of a men’s clothing store, the sight of him charged her with energy.


      They came together with a fierce hug. He kissed her forehead and then her lips.


      She ran her fingers through his dark hair, then smiled and pushed away from him, turning her head. “Let’s get farther away from the diner before any of that, Loren.”


      He laughed. “Why? You think someone followed you?”


      “It’s possible. Maybe your ex-wife hired detectives.”


      Still grinning, he kissed her again on her forehead. “She and I are beyond that point,” he said.


      “The point of no return?” She’d heard the phrase earlier that day on CNN and it had stuck in her mind. There was something haunting and scary about it. Perhaps because she knew she had passed it.


      “Exactly,” he said.


      “If I were her, I’d fight to hold on to you.”


      He looked more serious, his blue eyes downcast. “There was a time she might have tried, but not now. And since I met you, there’s been no doubt in my mind that my marriage is over.”


      Without either of them making a conscious decision, they began walking together along the crowded sidewalk.


      “I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said, and held something out in his right hand.


      “Theater tickets!” she exclaimed.


      “You mentioned you like the theater, so I thought I’d surprise you. We’re on tomorrow night for Manhattan Nocturne.”


      She squeezed his arm. “That’s supposed to be great!”


      He patted her hand. “Orchestra seats, sixth row.”


      “You shouldn’t have, Loren. They must have cost a fortune.”


      “You’re the fortune,” he told her.


      She walked beside him in the hum and bustle of the city, thinking it was amazing how he always knew what to say to her. As if he could read her thoughts. He must feel as she did, that the more time they spent together, the more they belonged together, belonged to each other. Sixth-row orchestra Broadway tickets. They certainly hadn’t been cheap. It pleased her immensely that he’d invested so much in her.


      Loren was smiling inwardly, sensing the happiness and possessiveness emanating from Joyce. He knew things she didn’t know, and he was enjoying that.


      It was power.


      It amused him that Joyce was contemplating tomorrow night, and her future beyond then. He knew she’d have no future beyond tomorrow night.


      Manhattan Nocturne would be her last Broadway musical.


      


      Vitali was at the wheel of the unmarked Ford he and Mishkin were returning to the vice squad. The two detectives would be sorry to see the car go. It was five years old, had a mismatched quarter panel painted with primer, and was one of the few unmarked city cars that didn’t scream its police presence.


      “We got one more thing to do today, Harold,” Vitali reminded his partner, as he maneuvered the car around one of the city’s long, jointed buses. Those things are too damned big for this city.


      “You’ve got one more thing,” Mishkin said. “Renz never wants to talk with me.”


      “What I tell him comes from both of us, Harold.”


      “Meaning if things go wrong, I’ll drown in the same soup you do.”


      Vitali grinned. “That’s pretty much it, crouton.” He straightened out the car and left the bus behind. “Renz is supposed to have met with Quinn earlier this evening.”


      “So Renz might know more than we do.”


      “Not the kinds of things he wants to know.”


      “You ever feel like a spy or something, Sal? I mean, Quinn’s a straight guy. I don’t like ratting on anybody, but I especially don’t like ratting on him.”


      “He knows we’ve got no choice,” Vitali said. “It’s like a game. He knows everything we tell Renz, anyway. So no, I don’t feel like a spy. And you shouldn’t, either. We’re not actually ratting on Quinn. It’s not like he’s Valerie Plame or anything.”


      “Who’s that, Sal?”


      “No one, Harold. Ancient history.”


      “Oh, I know who you mean. Plum, isn’t it? Wasn’t her name Valerie Plum?”


      Vitali drove for a while silently.


      “Might have been, Harold,” he said at last.


      “When you get done talking to Renz,” Mishkin said, “he’s gonna talk to that little media scum, Cindy Sellers. Set her off writing some bullshit about the shadow woman.”


      “That’s the deal, Harold. Round and round we go. Like rats in a cage.”


      “Hamsters, I think you mean,” Mishkin said.


      “Hamsters,” Vitali agreed.


      “I feel like a rat sometimes,” Mishkin said.


      


      “She seems to have disappeared,” Fedderman said. He was standing up and putting on his suit coat, preparing to leave the office.


      “Our shadow woman?” Quinn asked. He’d just come from meeting with Harley Renz in the Campbell Apartment bar in Grand Central Station, where they’d had some of the best martinis in the city and Quinn had brought the police commissioner up to date on the investigation.


      “Our client,” Fedderman said. “I wanted to pump her for some other names. Common acquaintances she and her twin might have had. Been trying to call her all day on her cell.”


      Quinn realized Chrissie had never let him know where she was staying. Her cell phone was the only way to contact her, and now it appeared she’d rabbited again.


      But why?


      “Her cell’s turned off,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn nodded and went over and sat behind his desk. “We’ve got a client not to be trusted, Feds.”


      “Yeah. Whaddya think her game is?”


      “A different one from the one we’re playing.”


      “Like chess and checkers.”


      “We need to make sure we’re chess,” Quinn said.


      “Anything else going for today?” Fedderman asked.


      “No. Go on home and get some rest. Or go see a movie or Broadway play.”


      Fedderman looked off to the left, as if calling on his memory. “I haven’t seen a Broadway show since Cats.”


      “What’d you think?”


      “One good song, but I can’t remember it.” Fedderman waved a good-bye, his shirt cuff flapping like a flag, and went out onto West Seventy-ninth Street.


      Quinn watched him—tall, disjointed, with a head-bowed, lurching kind of walk—pass the window along with the steady stream of pedestrians trudging home from work. Fedderman always seemed to be pondering. Probably he always was.


      Quinn settled back in his desk chair and got a Cuban cigar from the humidor in the bottom left drawer.


      He fired up the cigar and sat for a while smoking, knowing that tomorrow morning Pearl would probably bitch about the lingering tobacco scent.


      He pondered for quite a while himself, searching his memory, but he never was able to recall the one good song.
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      When Quinn got to his apartment he found that he wasn’t tired. Too much adrenaline in his blood. Too much coffee. And probably the cigars didn’t help.


      He stayed away from both as he went to his den, sat behind his desk. He couldn’t help noticing that the apartment was stuffy and smelled like cigar smoke. May would raise hell if she still lived here. So would Pearl. Women didn’t seem to like cigars. Was there some Freudian reason?


      Freud would probably say so.


      Quinn got his legal pad from the shallow middle drawer.


      He read over and thought about what he had so far:


      
        Tiffany Keller years ago, last victim of the Carver.


        Her twin, Chrissie, wins the Triple Monkey whatever slot-machine jackpot and finds herself suddenly moderately wealthy. Decides to use the money to find sister’s killer. Or, more accurately, to avenge sister’s death.


        NYPD demonstrates no interest in reopening the case.


        Chrissie, after pretending to be Tiffany’s ghost to get attention, finally admits who she is and hires Q. & Assoc. to find the Carver.


        After paying a handsome retainer, Chrissie disappears.


        Pearl notices Chrissie deleted any and all photographs of Tiffany from news items in the folder she left with Quinn.


        Photos on the Internet reveal that Chrissie and Tiffany looked nothing alike.


        Renz phones and tries to warn Q&A off the case.

      


      Then there was the notation that Chrissie was not to be trusted. Well, nothing had changed there.


      The next entry on the legal pad read:


      
        Maureen Sanders found dead, wounds unlike those made by the Carver, too shallow, silver spoon in mouth, like Carver’s sick humor. Carver, but older so more hesitant?


        Mary Bakehouse attacked before Maureen Sanders. Carver frightened away? Chooses more helpless victim Sanders?


        Chrissie still missing. Carver victim?

      


      Quinn noticed as he had the last time he’d used the pad that there were too many question marks.


      He picked up a pen from the desk and added on the legal pad:


      
        Renz tries to shut down case.


        Q. calls Cindy Sellers to help pressure Renz to continue investigation and so info flows both directions.


        Chrissie returns. (Brown eyes now blue—used contacts to look more like Tiffany.)


        Shadow woman almost caught in Mary B. apt. bldg.


        (Trust no one.)

      


      That was about it, Quinn thought, putting the pad back in the desk drawer. He wasn’t sure whether to call it progress or additional frustration.


      He went into the kitchen and poured himself two fingers of Famous Grouse scotch in a water glass, added some ice cubes.


      Then he went in to watch television. A French movie was on PBS. Quinn was partial to French movies. You never knew what direction they were going to take. So like life.


      


      “You should move in with me,” Yancy said to Pearl.


      “We hardly know each other.”


      “We know each other superficially, and that’s the best way.”


      They were having breakfast in his kitchen. Pearl had made cheese omelets. She had a lacy but functional apron tied around her waist. Yancy had wanted her to wear it and only it, but she’d demurred and gotten dressed in slacks and a knit pullover before donning the apron. She hadn’t felt so domestic in years.


      “I mean,” Yancy continued, “you’re spending your nights and parts of your days here anyway, so why shouldn’t you throw some clothes in a suitcase and stay here with me?” He was showered and fully dressed in shirt and tie, looking at her as if all he saw on her was the apron. Theater of the mind.


      She took a bite of omelet and chewed for a while, letting him think she was mulling over his proposition. “It isn’t so simple, Yancy.”


      “So bring some furniture.”


      “I don’t mean that. It’s the…”


      “What? Appearances?”


      “No, I don’t give a rat’s ass about appearances. I’m talking about how it’d be between you and me.”


      “It’d be the way it is now, only more of it.”


      “No, it wouldn’t be exactly the way it is now. We’d soon become…a couple.”


      He smiled handsomely at her with his refreshing blankness. “Yeah, I can count.”


      “What you’re proposing is something like a marriage. In fact, if we lived that way long enough it’d become a common-law marriage.”


      He forked in more omelet, then swallowed and took a sip of coffee. “A legal technicality.”


      “I’m not cut out for marriage of any kind.”


      “I wouldn’t say that. You’re a hell of a good cook. And you look terrific in that apron.”


      “Ugh! See, you’re trying to domesticate me already.”


      “Like a wild mare in a corral,” he said.


      Horse analogies while I’m wearing an apron like June Cleaver? What the hell does he mean by that?


      This was the kind of thing that could be a problem. While Yancy was ostensibly transparent, there were times when he thought in ways that baffled her. Or was that simply a complicated way of saying he was devious and a skilled liar?


      Pearl warned herself: Don’t make a two-sided problem six-sided. For that matter, don’t create a problem where there’s no problem at all.


      An amused comprehension glowed in his blue eyes. “Do you think I’m too old for you?”


      “No. You don’t seem too old for anybody.”


      “Maybe you don’t like the white hair,” he said.


      “It’s more the dark roots.”


      “I explained why I—”


      “Yeah, but it seems dishonest.”


      He seemed mildly surprised. “It’s not dishonest. Not even illegal, immoral or fattening. It’s simply me, slightly altered for convenience.”


      “But you seem to alter almost everything for your convenience.”


      “Why not, if it’s convenient?”


      She smiled to temper any insult. “To tell you the truth, darling, everything you say is subject to doubt.”


      “That kind of consistency is hard to find in a man. Anyway, truth is an amorphous concept.”


      “You do tell the kind of lies I like. Practical lies.”


      “So move in with me. We’ll tell the neighbors we’re siblings. Let them think we’re doing unspeakable things to each other.”


      Yuk! Yet Pearl had to admit there was something about such a charade that tickled her perverse side. Not the notion of sibling sex—that was absolutely repugnant. But its very repugnance made it kind of appealing as a pretend way to put one over on the neighbors. Yes, horrifying the neighbors could be fun.


      No, no, no!


      But for a moment the devil in her mind had considered it. That was the sort of thing that made her uneasy about being so close to Yancy. He seemed to understand her entire spectrum of emotions, and he could play it as if it were a harp. That made her feel vulnerable. Floating a sister-brother illicit relationship rumor as a diversion while simply living together. Quinn would never suggest such a sick thing, even jokingly.


      Serious, obsessive Quinn.


      It struck her again: Maybe Yancy’s appeal was that he was so unlike Quinn.


      So what’s wrong with that?


      “If it would make you feel better,” Yancy said, “we could tell people we’ve been married twenty years. Even have families out there from previous marriages. And in-laws. Though I don’t have any of either.”


      More lies.


      “Do you have any family in the area?” he asked.


      Pearl hesitated. But why lie like Yancy?


      “Just my mother,” she said. “In New Jersey.”


      “No kidding? I’d like to meet her. You know what they say, if you’re going to pretend to be married to a woman, you should meet her mother.”


      “No,” Pearl said, “you shouldn’t.”


      “So think about my offer,” Yancy said.


      “This is me thinking,” Pearl said. She stood up from her chair and began clearing the table, even though there were a few remaining bites of omelet on Yancy’s plate. “I’ve gotta get outta here and go to work.”


      Yancy sat back and crossed his arms, watching her and grinning lewdly.


      “That apron!” he said. “There’s something about a really sexy woman wearing an apron.”


      “Try thinking of something else.”


      “Washing the dishes bare-breasted?”


      “Don’t ever do that in front of me,” Pearl said.
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      Renz had finally relented and agreed to talk to the woman. Now he wasn’t sorry.


      Her name was Adelaide Price, and she was from Detroit. In several letters to Renz she’d explained how she’d been attacked six years ago by a masked assailant. She’d fought her way free and crawled from her apartment into the hall. Her attacker had followed and dragged her back. Then, for some unexplained reason—possibly fearing she’d been seen in the hall—he broke off the assault and ran.


      She’d turned the attack into an opportunity. After a locally bestselling book, degrees in psychology and criminal justice, and a series of media appearances, she’d become a frequent guest on Detroit TV as an expert on crime and criminals. Her fame had lasted more than fifteen minutes. She was good for ratings and someone to be taken seriously.


      Now she was badgering Renz for an assignment as profiler in the reopened Carver investigation. Not only was she personally politicking for the job, she’d enlisted the help of several prominent people in Detroit who might know several prominent people in New York. That got Renz’s attention.


      Finally he’d agreed to see her for a number of reasons, not the least of which were her references. Her freelance work as a crime psychologist and profiler had led to several arrests and convictions in Detroit, and a Captain Mark Drucker had given Adelaide Price the highest of recommendations. So high that Renz suspected that Drucker, an old friend of Renz’s who was a notorious womanizer, had an intensely personal reason for helping Adelaide Price. That was okay with Renz. He owed Drucker a favor, and in the world of Renz and Drucker, favors owed and paid were the currency of the realm.


      And here she was.


      Adelaide Price was surprisingly attractive, in her thirties, tall, with honey blond hair, brown eyes somehow made to appear blue with violet eye shadow, and full red lips. Her build was slender but athletic, and she had long, shapely legs that showed well in the short brown skirt she wore.


      Renz smiled at her, and she smiled back. If Drucker had gotten into her pants, Renz could understand his motivation.


      “We need to be honest with each other,” he said.


      She nodded and gave him a glance with her brown-blue eyes. She knew how to use those eyes so she seemed to be gazing up at Renz even though they were seated on the same level.


      “Honesty above all,” she said.


      Renz thought that was just what someone dishonest would say. He decided to give her a taste of honesty to see how she’d react.


      “Okay,” Renz said. “My understanding from people I’ve talked to in Detroit is that you are an ambitious, hard-driving bitch.”


      “That’s pretty much true,” Adelaide Price said. “And my friends call me Addie.”


      Her sexy, throaty voice reminded him of someone he couldn’t quite place.


      “We’re not friends yet,” he said, “but I’ll make it Addie. You can call me Commissioner Renz.”


      Adelaide—Addie—appeared unmoved by his snub. “My reason for wanting this assignment is due to my ambition,” she said. “It does run strong in me. I never saw wanting to get ahead as a crime. Or a liability.”


      “It’s an asset,” Renz said, recognizing her as one of his own. “So in terms less general than mere ambition, tell me why you want this assignment.”


      “I don’t consider ambition mere, but I get your point. Vengeance figures into it, too.”


      “You think it was the Carver who attacked you in Detroit?”


      “It might have been, the way he displayed a knife, waved it around. There had been another woman attacked that way in Detroit, maybe by the same man. He was scared away that time, too. But in all honesty, it’s mostly ambition that prompted me to politick for this assignment. I think there could be a book in this. I’ve already talked to an agent who’d be interested in handling it.”


      A book…Renz had never considered that. A book about his exploits, his rapid climb from patrolman to the top of the NYPD. Maybe he should consider trying to get an agent, a book contract. He could always find some schmuck to write the thing.


      “This sicko who attacked you and this other woman,” he said, “if it was the same guy. He was never apprehended?”


      “’Fraid not.”


      She uncrossed, then recrossed her long legs. The swishing sound of nylon on nylon was almost enough to give Renz an erection.


      “I think you could use me,” she said.


      My God, yes!


      Renz’s reaction didn’t show on his saggy features, but he was sure Addie Price was aware of her effect on men.


      “Now that you understand me,” she said, “why don’t you give me a better idea of what to expect if I am assigned to the case?”


      Now they were down to it. Trading this for that. The quid pro quo. Renz’s favorite part. Renz’s world.


      “You could expect to report to me and only me,” he said. “And secretly.”


      “I would be your unofficial undercover operative.”


      “Unofficial is what you need to remember. But let’s not forget confidential. This part of our conversation never took place.”


      The way she smiled and nodded, he could tell she was used to this kind of conniving and in fact enjoyed it. The way he did. He wondered if they might have even more in common than he’d first thought. Who could predict where their relationship might lead? Perhaps it was possible to have a soul mate even without a soul.


      “I already have two NYPD detectives working with Quinn and his team,” he said to her legs. “They’re supposed to report to me the way I’d want you to report.”


      “And do they?”


      “I can’t be sure.”


      “You don’t trust them?”


      “Can’t.”


      “Why not?”


      Renz raised his gaze to meet her eyes. “Frank Quinn can be a very persuasive guy. People tend to fall in behind him. Also, he’s not the kind of man you cross. Even hardened cops like my detectives might be afraid to get sideways of him. He locks on to his target like a radar-guided missile fueled by obsession, and he doesn’t always operate strictly within the law.”


      “Is that why you hired Quinn?”


      “Yeah. He and I understand each other, go way back.”


      “Boys’ club.”


      “Sure.”


      Renz suddenly realized who her voice reminded him of—the young Lauren Bacall, vamping it up with Bogie. She was making Renz feel as if he were in a movie. Nice feeling.


      They looked at each other for a long moment. Renz’s heartbeat quickened.


      “There’s something else, isn’t there?” Addie Price said.


      Soul mates. “Yeah, there is. There’s another reason I can trust my two guys on the case—Vitali and Mishkin—only so far. It’s because I’ve moved up in the NYPD and become police commissioner. I’m seen mostly as a politician now, and not so much as a cop. My blood doesn’t run completely blue, so I’m no longer a member of the club. Not to guys like Vitali and Mishkin, anyway.”


      “They good cops?”


      “The best. Same way with Quinn and his team. They can be a pain in the ass, even to each other, but they get the job done.”


      “Any of them bendable?”


      “No. They’re all dead honest.”


      “Good. That makes them predictable.”


      “I wouldn’t say that,” Renz said. “Honest isn’t always legal.”


      “I’m looking forward to meeting Quinn, if I’m hired.”


      “You’re hired,” Renz said. “Same terms as Quinn and his team. They’re working out of Quinn’s agency over on West Seventy-ninth Street.”


      “I know where it is.”


      Renz gave her his hound-dog smile. “I’ll bet you do. I’ll call Quinn today and tell him you’re part of the team. Don’t be surprised if they don’t welcome you like a long-lost family member.”


      “I’ll win them over,” Addie said.


      “I don’t doubt that for a moment. You’ll be the crime psychologist and profiler on the case.”


      “And your reliable spy,” Addie said. “Not being a member of the club.”


      “You and I have our own club,” Renz said, standing up while he didn’t have an erection.


      Addie unwound herself and stood up from her chair, smoothed down her skirt over those long thighs.


      “Okay,” she said in her Lauren Bacall voice. “Our own private club. Maybe with a secret handshake. Or something.”


      Renz sat back down fast and watched her see her own way out.
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      Joyce House lay in bed and stared up at the cracks in her bedroom ceiling. They were barely visible in the dim light, and through eyes still teared up slightly by the intensity of the sex she’d just experienced with Loren.


      The pattern above was familiar to her. The fine network of cracks in the white plaster was like a road map to her future. She imagined the cracks as highways seen from a great distance, with varied destinations and important intersections. She knew precisely where she was now. If she turned left, she’d be traveling toward a dark wood. A right turn would take her to a city on a beach, where everything was bleached clean by the sun. Continuing straight would take her to a city exactly like New York.


      Beside her Loren lay breathing evenly, sleeping from the efforts of their sometimes frenetic lovemaking. She’d known during the happy-ending play they’d seen, Manhattan Nocturne, and during dinner afterward, that he expected to leave the restaurant and walk with her to her apartment. She’d done nothing to discourage the idea.


      Good thing. She hadn’t suspected he was such an expert in bed.


      She’d been inebriated from too much wine at dinner. She smiled. No, she’d been drunk, actually. That was the reason why her memory was foggy. Part of the reason, anyway. In her mind, the night had been layer after layer of fantasy, yet she knew it had happened. Loren had used only his tongue on her, sending her into frenzies of passion. A down payment, she thought he’d said. Well, if this was his idea of fore-play, bring it on.


      Back to the ceiling road map.


      Right now, the New York highway seemed a good one to stay on.


      She imagined herself speeding along it toward a wonderful tomorrow. The fine crack in the ceiling was the road to a better world.


      The road curved and rose and dipped into darkness, and she was asleep.


      


      She awakened from a dream of bulk and weight pressing her upper body into the soft mattress.


      No dream! Real!


      She tried to sit up but couldn’t.


      For an instant she panicked. Then she realized the weight she felt was Loren’s body, nude but for his white undershirt. He was seated on her with his knees on her upper arms, his bare buttocks just beneath her breasts. The room had gotten warm, and he was perspiring. The bedroom was no longer dim. He’d switched on the small shaded lamp on her dresser.


      He had an erection and was smiling down at her.


      One of his games.


      Okay, she’d play. Though she wasn’t so sure of this game.


      But if it’s going to be anything like last night…


      She let her body go limp and returned his smile. His eyes, his smile, were so wonderful. She uttered his name in near reverence, and he held a forefinger to his lips in a signal for her to be silent. With his other hand he gripped her cheeks between thumb and forefinger and gently forced her mouth open.


      He’s going to use his tongue again….


      Now he was stuffing something into her mouth. Material. Silky.


      With a start, she realized it was her panties. He’d knotted them and forced the bulky knot between her parted lips. The instant she tried to turn her head to the side, he stretched the panties and somehow tied them behind her neck. The knotted nylon went deeper into her mouth, behind her teeth. The maneuver was done so deftly that she knew he’d practiced it or done it many times before.


      Joyce didn’t like this game. Not so far, anyway. She fought off a wave of nausea and tried to keep calm so she wouldn’t gag on the bunched material.


      This is disgusting!


      If he persisted in playing rough she’d have to tell him about it, let him know in no uncertain terms that it wasn’t for her. And there was something else about the wadded panties being stuffed into her mouth. She’d heard or read something….


      In the news?


      Oh, God! No, No, NO!


      He leaned closer to her, and she could feel his warm breath on her face. Smelled the sex on it, their sex.


      She shook her head wildly and moaned through the wadded cloth, trying to tell him she didn’t understand what they were doing, what he wanted. Trying desperately to plead.


      He shifted his weight forward, and his knees bore down harder, firmly and painfully pinning her arms to the bed. He was gazing down at her fondly as he held out something for her to see.


      He spoke through a smile. “Let me tell you what I’m going to do with this knife.”


      Softly and in minute detail, he described to her everything as he was doing it, until she was no longer listening.
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      More heat this morning, and Quinn thought that if it got any more humid things might start to float.


      “So there are slight differences in the M.O.s of the Sanders killing and the earlier murders,” Fedderman said. His bald pate was perspiring beneath his comb-over. “The Carver’s been on vacation, and he’s rusty.”


      Pearl was perched with her haunches on the edge of her desk. She was the only one of the three who looked reasonably cool. In fact, Quinn thought she looked great today, wearing tight beige slacks, a yellow blouse made of some sort of silky material, and white shoes with some heel to them—not like her usual clunky black cop shoes. Her lustrous black hair was combed back and held by some sort of round silver barrette, and her makeup had been applied with obvious care. It all made her look more like Pearl than ever. She hadn’t just piled out of bed, showered, and dressed damp this morning. What was she up to? Quinn was afraid to consider.


      “Feds is right,” she said. “People change over time. Even serial killers.”


      “He hasn’t changed enough,” Quinn said.


      Pearl shrugged in the silky blouse in a way Quinn liked. “It’s not as if we might mistake him for some other guy who de-nipples women, carves the letter X on them, and slits their throats.”


      “Maybe, but unfortunately there are more than a few guys who wouldn’t mind meeting those requirements.”


      “Anyone else happen to see her at the crime scene?” Fedderman asked.


      Pearl looked at him. “See who? What the hell are you talking about?”


      “Our shadow woman. Dressed in gray. She was standing across the street when we were talking with Nift. I saw her, looked away when Nift said something, and when I looked back she was gone.”


      “Running outfit with a hood?” Quinn asked.


      Fedderman nodded.


      “I had more or less the same experience.”


      “I noticed her,” Pearl said. “But what makes you think she wasn’t simply some woman from the neighborhood who was out running and stopped to see what all the commotion was about?”


      “No,” Fedderman said. “There was definitely something creepy about her.”


      “Because you wanted to see something creepy. The shadow woman was on both your minds.”


      “My mind doesn’t fool itself that easily,” Fedderman said.


      “How would it know?” Pearl asked.


      She walked over and got a cup of coffee. Fedderman watched her. Quinn watched them both, like a man watching inclement weather developing.


      The door opened, and a woman stepped inside.


      Everyone looked at her.


      


      She looked as put together as Pearl, but that was about all they had in common. This woman was tall and slender—a fashion model’s build. She was wearing a dark gray blazer and lighter gray slacks. Shoes with silver buckles and flat heels. On top of the model’s body was a model’s face, strong-featured with prominent cheekbones, full lips, and intriguing eyes that appeared blue at a glance but were actually brown.


      She smiled, but before she could introduce herself, Quinn said, “This is Adelaide Price.” He nodded toward Pearl and Fedderman as he introduced them, and then himself. “Ms. Price is going to join us,” he said.


      Pearl didn’t like surprises from Quinn. They usually meant impending trouble. “What do you mean, ‘join us’? Are we all going out for a doughnut fest?”


      “It’s Addie,” the woman said. “I’m glad to meet you all, and doughnuts sound all right to me.”


      Pearl didn’t like the husky, sexy voice, like a cat seducing mice. She also didn’t like the way the two mice were staring at the woman.


      “I’m assuming Commissioner Renz contacted you about me,” Addie said.


      Quinn seemed to drift up out of his trance. “He did, Addie, but I haven’t had a chance to fill in Pearl and Feds—Fedderman.”


      “Just Feds is okay,” Fedderman said to Addie. Got him a smile.


      Addie Price sat in the client’s chair while Quinn explained to Pearl and Fedderman that she was now part of the investigation as a crime psychologist and profiler. She’d had plenty of experience with the Detroit police and as a freelancer and media personality. She’d written a book. Without being too obvious, he made it clear to them that this was Renz’s idea and they had no choice.


      “I’ve already met Vitali and Mishkin,” Addie Price said, when Quinn was finished.


      “Great,” Quinn said. “I’ve got a desk coming for you, Addie, but it won’t get here till this afternoon. Pearl and I will be in the field this morning, and Feds can bring you up to date on the case.”


      “I’m already somewhat up to date on it,” Addie said. “I have a special interest.”


      “Renz explained that,” Quinn said.


      Pearl waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. Neither did Addie Price.


      “We’re becoming quite a task force,” Pearl said in a neutral tone.


      A profiler assigned by Renz. One who’d be taking an active part in the investigation. Pearl didn’t like this a bit.


      “Whatever it takes,” Fedderman said. He was not going to be on Pearl’s side when it came to Addie Price. “We can use my desk,” he said to Addie, “and we need to get you a coffee mug with your initials on it.”


      “Gold ones,” Pearl said.


      Addie gave her a look. It was easy to read: We’re sisters in a man’s world. For God’s sake, give me a chance.


      “What’s with this book?” Fedderman asked.


      Addie made a pass at looking modest. “Oh, it’s one of those dry academic things. Crime Profilng in the Context of Modern Society. It’s a padded version of my doctoral dissertation.”


      Pearl thought, Jesus H. Christ!


      “Pearl and I will be down in Chelsea,” Quinn said, “seeing if we can find somebody who knew Maureen Sanders or saw or heard anything unusual. Maybe some of the other street people around there knew her.”


      He got his suit coat from where it hung on a wire hanger and draped it over his arm. A few long steps and he was at the door.


      “Good to meet you, Addie,” he said. He held the door open for Pearl.


      “Welcome aboard, Addie,” Pearl said, with a wide, warm smile. “We can use all the help we can get.”


      Thinking, Spy.


      


      They took Quinn’s Lincoln for the drive downtown. He got behind the steering wheel as Pearl opened the door on her side and slid in to sit next to him. She fastened her seat belt and stared straight ahead.


      Quinn didn’t drive away immediately. They sat with the engine running almost silently, the car’s air-conditioning fighting the good fight against the heat. Pearl didn’t feel like a caution from Quinn, but she could sense one coming.


      “She seems nice,” she said, not looking over at Quinn. Perhaps she could divert this conversation with a modicum of bullshit.


      “This is Renz’s idea,” he said. “He’s the unseen hand running the investigation.”


      “I didn’t notice his name on our stationery. Or Addie Price’s.”


      “Or Vitali’s or Mishkin’s,” Quinn said. “We find ourselves working for the city, Pearl. Not just for our periodically disappearing client.”


      “Think there might be a conflict of interest there?”


      “Not unless our client’s involved in a crime.”


      “Hmph,” Pearl said. She finally looked over at Quinn. “You do realize Addie Price is probably Renz’s way of keeping tabs on us. His own personal Mata Hari.”


      “Yes, I realize that. I also realize she can be a valuable conduit for feeding whatever information we want to Renz.”


      Pearl couldn’t help laughing, partly in disgust. “You are such a devious bastard, Quinn.”


      “You probably forget from time to time.” He slipped the shift lever into drive and pulled the big Lincoln away from the curb. “Something else about Addie Price, Pearl, is she might be damned good at her job.”


      “She’s good at something,” Pearl said, and settled back in her seat.


      Halfway down Broadway to Chelsea, dark clouds blew in, and vast shadows moved against the buildings and across the wide street. Thunder rumbled like distant lions. People on the sidewalks began walking slightly faster and sneaking looks at the sky as if they might be caught at it and punished with a bolt of lightning. Shop owners with sidewalk displays busied themselves lowering awnings or steel shutters to keep merchandise dry. Judging by the spotless windshield, not a drop of rain had fallen, but already several street vendors were hawking umbrellas. The kind that flipped inside-out with the first brisk wind and were useless ever after.


      “Storm coming,” Quinn said.


      “You think?” Pearl said, each word like a splash of acid.


      “Jesus, Pearl, lighten up.”


      Pearl said, “You’re looking at the light me.”
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      Holifield, Ohio, 1994


      Hardware Hill had started out the cold winter morning with a frozen crust on the surface of five inches of snow. By the time Jerry Grantland got there with the American Flyer sled he’d almost outgrown, the kids who’d gotten a snow day off school and used it for winter hijinks had made an icy mess of things.


      The hill was city property, a wide thirty-degree plane leading to a shallow lake. But for the prospect of an icy dunking at the bottom, it might have been designed for sledding.


      During the winter the city stacked bales of straw along the lake’s edge to keep overenthusiastic sled riders from zooming onto the frozen surface or into the frigid water. Often there were bonfires at the edges of the hill to warm those who stayed long or managed to find their way beyond the straw-bale barrier. At the top of the hill was the back of Munger’s Hardware Emporium, where many of the wooden sleds, plastic saucers, even skis were sold. During winters with lots of ice and snow, Munger’s did very well and paid the city a lot in taxes. Everybody enjoyed themselves sledding, battling in snowball fights, or making money.


      Jerry was dragging the sled behind him by steering ropes he’d fashioned from clothesline. He was wearing his old green parka with the fur-edged hood, a black watch cap, thick corduroy pants, and rubber boots with metal clasps.


      He waited for a clear path all the way down the hill, then held his sled with both hands off to his right side and ran. With each stride he bent his knees a little more until he was running in a crouch. He flung himself forward and at the same time brought the sled around so it was beneath him. He landed on it and lay on his belly, gripping the steering rope that was fastened to the sled’s wooden yokes. All very smooth.


      The sled moved slowly at first and then began picking up speed. It was going to be a good run.


      He glided past two girls seated on a slower sled. Hit a slick spot and flashed past some little kids rolling in the snow. He was really traveling now. The cold breeze was getting inside his hood, causing his ears to sting.


      At the bottom of the hill, he chose not to crash the sled into the hay bales, as did many of the sledders. Instead he yanked the rope back with his left hand and shifted his weight to the right, raising the leading edge of the sled’s left steel runner. The sled veered sharply to the left, dug into the snow, and tipped abruptly to the right, spilling Jerry off and into the soft bale.


      Perfect!


      He stood up and brushed snow off his coat and pants, then wiped away some that had sneaked under his collar.


      That was when he saw another sled bearing down on him. A slight figure in a blue parka was lying flat on it. Chrissie Keller, staring up at him, grinning widely and screaming for him to get out of the way. He knew it was Chrissie even at a distance. She was the twin who wore her thick stocking cap rolled up at the bottom. He had cataloged in his mind details like that about the girls.


      “Jerrrry! Move!”


      He could have, but why? Her sled wasn’t traveling that fast, and if he lifted his feet and pretended he was trying to dodge the sled, he might land against the bale in a bundle with the sled and Chrissie. The prospect created a familiar tightening in his groin.


      He yanked his right foot back just in time so the sled’s runner wouldn’t glide over it, then acted as if he’d lost his balance and landed on top of Chrissie and the sled. They rolled and lay in each other’s arms at the base of a bale. The sled was upside down on top of them.


      Everything but the sled was soft. Nobody hurt.


      They were both grinning.


      “You okay?” Jerry asked.


      “Nothing broken,” Chrissie said.


      “You sure?”


      They struggled to their feet, helping each other up, and brushed away the snow.


      “I’m sure,” Chrissie said. He could see her breath fogging in the cold air.


      “Sometimes you can’t tell till you feel,” Jerry told her. He pulled her close and slid his hand beneath her parka. Her sweater had come untucked, and he felt the warm soft flesh of her firm belly.


      To Chrissie, the hand might as well have been carved from ice. “Jerry, damn it! Stop!”


      But he didn’t want to stop. And right now didn’t even care if someone noticed.


      She gripped his wrist and pushed his arm and hand away. The effort caused her to lose her balance and fall, dragging him down with her. They sat in the snow with their backs against the bales.


      “You afraid somebody might see?” Jerry asked.


      Chrissie made no attempt to get up. “It isn’t right. I don’t want you to do that again.”


      “We all have our secrets,” Jerry said, watching his own breath fog in front of his face.


      “You and me aren’t gonna have that one.”


      “I know your secret,” Jerry said. He swallowed. “I’ve got the same one.”


      She looked horrified for a few seconds; she knew what he meant, and briefly thought about confiding in him. He could see the indecision in her eyes.


      Tell me, Chrissie. We’ll tell each other. That’ll make it all right. Or at least better.


      Her lips parted slightly, and then her expression hardened.


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Jerry.”


      “Yes, you do.” He took a deep breath, gathering courage, and tried to kiss her.


      She shoved him away violently and attempted to stand, but her feet shot out from under her and she fell back down.


      “Damn you, Jerry! Don’t try that again! Ever!”


      “I didn’t know you cussed. Knew you did other things, though.”


      “You’re too old for me, Jerry.”


      “What? A year?”


      “You’d be too old for me if I was thirty and you were thirty-one.”


      He gave her a look that scared her. “If we were those ages…”


      “What?”


      “Nothing.”


      She stood up on her own and stayed on her feet, brushing the snow off her parka. “Keep that in mind, Jerry. Nothing. Not if you were the last boy on this earth.”


      “We’re the same,” he said.


      She acted as if she didn’t know what he was talking about, but she did know. He was sure she knew that he watched sometimes at night. Both twins knew.


      “We’re the same,” he said again. “You, me, and Tiffany.”


      And suddenly Tiffany was there, on a sled that looked brand new. Its curved steel runners were still painted bright red. The red was so vivid against the white snow.


      Almost in the instant she appeared, Tiffany deftly turned the sled sideways and dragged her boots in the snow. She came to a smooth stop and stood up, holding the sled on end and leaning on it.


      “You, me, and Jerry what?” she asked her twin.


      But Chrissie was gazing beyond her, toward the top of the hill.


      All three of them looked.


      The twins’ father stood staring down at them, his feet spread wide and his fists propped on his hips.


      “Nothing,” Jerry said.


      Dragging his sled by its steering rope, he began trudging back up the hill, but at an angle, away from Mr. Keller.


      “Nothing!” Chrissie echoed behind him.


      The desperation in her voice stayed with him always.


      


      “You were talkin’ to Chrissie Keller,” Jerry’s mother said, when he’d returned home. He’d struggled out of his snow-crusted coat, hat, and boots and left them piled on the floor in the mud room off the kitchen.


      Still in her white terry cloth robe, his mother was seated at the kitchen table, her hands invisible in her lap.


      “Sure,” Jerry said. “She lives next door and we go to the same school.”


      An empty bottle flew through the air and crashed into the wall beside him. It was his first realization that his mother was drunk. Usually she started in heavily with the gin in the early evening, when she was off work from her waitress job at Vellie’s, where they served only breakfast and lunch. But today was her day off.


      The throwing motion had caused her robe to open, and one of her breasts was entirely visible. She automatically pulled the robe closed with a quick motion of her right hand.


      “I ask you a question,” she said, “don’t give me a shit answer.”


      “I wasn’t—”


      She raised her right hand palm out and shook her head back and forth violently. “You hear me? I mean, you hear what I said?”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      Jerry knew that if he agreed with her about everything without making it too obvious, kept everything smooth if delicately balanced, she’d become sleepy and get tired of picking on him.


      Either that or…


      “Chrissie’s father saw you talkin’ to her, called on the phone, and said you musta told her somethin’ that made her upset. Said Chrissie was cryin’.”


      “I didn’t—well, maybe I did. But if I did, I didn’t mean it.”


      “You tryin’ to get in that young bitch’s britches?”


      Jerry felt himself go red. “Mom!”


      “Britches bitch’s.” She threw back her head and laughed at her unintentional rhyme.


      Then she stopped laughing. “I don’t want trouble with the neighbors, you unershtan’?”


      It was the first word she’d slurred. This could become worse.


      “Yes, ma’am,” Jerry said.


      She stood up unsteadily. The gin bottle she’d thrown at the wall had been empty. The one in her left hand was half empty. Not a good sign.


      “’Cause you don’t have a father around don’t mean you can go misbehavin’,” his mother said.


      “No, ma’am.”


      She peered at him as if through the wrong end of a telescope.


      “I mean, yes, ma’am.”


      “It don’t mean you ain’t got nobody to whip your worthless ass when you need it.”


      Jerry didn’t know what to say. He could only nod, hoping it was the right thing to do.


      It wasn’t.


      His mother weaved her way out of the kitchen and returned with a slender wooden switch about a yard long. It was actually a hickory switch, which seemed to dignify and make acceptable what she was about to do to him. Taught to the tune of a hickory stick… Jerry knew all the words to the venerable schoolyard tune. Spanking was simply part of disciplining a boy, in his mother’s mind. Or in the mind of anyone who might inquire or in any way come to Jerry’s aid.


      Spare the rod…


      That wasn’t going to happen in the Grantland household.


      “Bedroom, young man,” his mother said.


      Jerry went.


      “Need to learn how to hold your tongue,” his mother said behind him.


      Jerry knew what to do. It took him only a few minutes before he was standing shivering, wearing only his socks. The top of one was still wet where snow had worked its way inside his boot.


      His mother stared at him until he bent over the foot of the bed, his elbows on the mattress.


      “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t have to,” his mother said. “If you didn’t make me.”


      Jerry clenched his eyes shut and waited.


      The wooden switch hissed like a snake as it cut through the air.


      Over and over again. After each hiss came the sharp snap of the switch whipping into the bare flesh of his buttocks and the backs of his thighs. The pain became a constant fire.


      She shouldn’t be doing this to me. I’m too grown up. It isn’t fair. It isn’t right.


      Jerry knew enough not to make a sound. He’d adapted to the pain enough so that he could remain silent except for an occasional whimper that escaped on its own and didn’t seem to his mother to count. Clenching his teeth hard enough to break them, he could smell the sweet reek of gin on his mother’s breath as she began to labor at her task.


      She spread her slippered feet farther apart to gain leverage. Jerry had to be disciplined, didn’t he? Best thing for him in the long run.


      The lashes with the switch began coming further apart. His mother’s breath was now ragged, rasping harshly with each inhalation. She was making more noise than Jerry.


      With his eyes closed, Jerry stared into the darkness inside him, waiting for it to be over.


      But for the pain, it might have been happening to someone else.


      Sometimes it did happen to Chrissie Keller, whose father loved her.


      


      Jerry stayed in his room after the whipping, lying curled on his bed and listening to the rain that had begun falling and would soon melt the snow. If the temperature dropped below freezing again, there would be an icy mess outside.


      For some reason he was drained of strength in his mother’s presence. She could do what she wanted with him. It was…infantile, and he was ashamed.


      He didn’t move for several hours. The rain hadn’t exactly stopped; it now sounded more like sleet.


      He heard the rattle and jingle of a car with chains on it, loud enough to be in the driveway.


      The car stopped. Jerry didn’t bother looking out his window to see who might be driving. It would be a man he wouldn’t recognize. Or worse, one that he did. A car door slammed, and he heard someone on the porch. The doorbell didn’t chime, but he heard the door open.


      A few minutes later his bedroom door opened and his mother stuck her head in. She had on a dress now, and her hair was combed with bangs carefully arranged on her forehead. She was wearing makeup.


      “I’m going out for a while, sweetheart,” she said. “There are leftovers in the refrigerator if you get hungry.”


      Jerry didn’t move. Said nothing.


      After about twenty seconds he heard the front door open and close and the sound of footfalls on the porch. The car in the driveway started up, and he heard the faint jangling of its tire chains again as it backed out to the street and then drove away.


      To be on the safe side, he counted slowly to a hundred before getting up and going to his mother’s bedroom. The pain was still there, and he moved slowly.


      The bedroom was warm, as if she might still be there with her body heat, and it smelled of rose-scented powder and spiced sachets.


      When he was in front of his mother’s dresser with its tall mirror, he turned his body slightly and saw that there were bloodstains on the seat of his white Jockey shorts. Red lash marks patterned the backs of his pale thighs.


      He smiled at his image in the mirror and then bent low and opened the dresser’s bottom drawer.
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      New York, the present


      Pearl had been first to arrive and was alone in the office. A soft summer rain had begun to fall. It changed the colorful street scene outside the first-floor window from realism to impressionism. The light in the office was made soft by the wavering rain running down the glass panes. It was a light you could almost reach out and feel.


      “It’s insane,” Pearl’s mother said over the phone.


      Pearl squeezed her cell phone almost hard enough to break it. “I thought you’d want to know. You’re always so interested in my personal life, and now I’m changing my address.”


      “To move in with the Yancy lizard. Not wise, Pearl.”


      “It’s a decision of the heart, Mom. Like when you married Dad.”


      “Heart, shmart,” her mother said. “Your father—and I still miss him dearly—and I were engaged for two years before we were married. Besides, it had all been arranged.”


      “Well, I’m not married to Yancy, and anyway, marriages aren’t arranged anymore. At least not in this country. We’ve made progress in that regard.”


      “You have noticed the divorce rate, Pearl?”


      “But the murder rate among spouses has fallen,” Pearl lied.


      “What does Captain Quinn think of this new living arrangement you propose?”


      “I’ve told you, Mom, Quinn is no longer a police captain. And he doesn’t know about it yet.”


      “I know in my mother’s heart—as do you in the heart of a dear daughter—that Captain Quinn would not approve.”


      “So what?”


      “So you are not heeding the opinion—which you know he has—of a man of the world who has sailed harsh seas and endured storms and developed a weather eye, and would tell you that over the horizon—”


      “He doesn’t even know Yancy.”


      “He knows many Yancys, dear. And their victims.”


      “You haven’t met Yancy, either, Mom. How could you possibly know any of these terrible things about him?”


      “I know those who know of him, Pearl. Word passes from mouth to ear, and the word is not good. Mrs. Kahn’s cousin’s son, himself not a young man with the highest prospects, has been in the Yancy lizard’s presence many times in the places where such people congregate, and Mrs. Kahn’s cousin’s son, once a psychology student at New York University until a so-called misunderstanding about purloined university property brought about the end of his scholarly pursuits, has seen and heard and has some insight into the Yancy lizard’s lies and deceptions and total lack of responsibility. He has seen the Yancy Lizard with women other than yourself, imbibing and laughing, and it would logically seem—”


      “Mom, I’m not the only woman who goes into bars and imbibes and laughs.”


      “And you would not be the only woman to fall prey to a reptile of the night and—”


      “Gotta go, Mom. Police business.”


      Pearl flipped the lid closed on the cell phone.


      


      She could talk with her mother about personal matters only so long before snapping and saying things she’d regret. Pearl had learned not to let it reach that point. Not as often as before, anyway. And she hadn’t exactly lied about police business. She was in the office where, as of late, police business was conducted.


      She was sliding her cell phone into her pocket when it vibrated in her hand.


      She smiled when she saw that the caller was Yancy.


      “Still love me?” she asked with the phone to her ear.


      “If you’ll do certain things,” Yancy said.


      “You know I will.”


      “Then it’s a match. Did you mention to your mother you were moving?”


      “I did. She isn’t happy about it. Isn’t happy about you and me.”


      “She hasn’t even met me,” Yancy said in a puzzled voice.


      “She thinks she knows you by reputation.”


      “Nobody knows anyone by reputation. Introduce us, honey. I’ll win her over.”


      “You can’t win over everyone you meet, Yancy.”


      “Sure I can. She probably just heard something negative about me from someone jealous ’cause I’ve got you. Believe me, I can clear up any misunderstanding and change her mind about me.”


      “She called you a reptile of the night,” Pearl said.


      “Well, that’s nothing. Just a figure of speech. I can turn her around.”


      Pearl saw one of the passing impressionist figures out in the street veer in toward the doorway, lowering and folding an umbrella. A figure tall, rangy, yet hulking. Quinn arriving.


      “I need to go now, Yancy. Crime needs attention.”


      “So do I, darling.”


      “Yancy…”


      “Always willing to step aside for crime. Tonight?”


      “Tonight.”


      Pearl slid the phone into her pocket just as Quinn was coming through the door. He nodded a good morning and shook water from his black umbrella before depositing it in an old metal milk container that had been pressed into service as an umbrella stand.


      Pearl watched as he walked over and poured a mug of the coffee she’d brewed. He added powdered cream, stirred, sipped, made a face. It was all an act because she’d made the coffee. They both knew cops drank any kind of black sludge for coffee and it was all the same to them.


      “Got those notes on our witness interviews from yesterday organized?” he asked, drifting over and settling in behind his desk.


      Pearl went to her desk, got the folder of witness statements, and laid it on his desktop.


      “I thought I might find Cindy Sellers and talk to her,” Pearl said. “I still think she’s a good bet to be our shadow woman.”


      Quinn laced his fingers behind his neck and leaned his head back into them, moving his elbows back and forth and stretching. “Sellers is good at denying things,” he said.


      “I’m good at seeing through fake denials.”


      “You are at that.” Quinn looked closely at Pearl for the first time this morning. She was well put together today, dark slacks, light tan blazer, black hair brushed back to a knot at the base of her neck. He remembered how surprisingly long her hair would be when she loosed it from that knot. The way it would tumble to below her shoulders and close in an oval frame around her face, making her eyes look larger, softening her features.


      “Quinn?”


      She was still waiting for his response.


      “Can’t hurt,” he said. “You might learn something while Sellers is lying to you. Go ahead and talk to her woman-to-woman.”


      “Woman to piranha,” Pearl said.


      Quinn figured she was waiting for him to ask which woman was the piranha, but he was too smart for that.


      As she was going out the door, she glanced back and for just a second pursed her lips and arranged her features in what was unmistakably a kind of fish face. Knowing as she often did exactly what was in his mind.


      Quinn pretended not to have noticed and started leafing through the material she’d placed on his desk.


      He didn’t look up until he heard the door close. Mumbled something that might have been, “Piranha…”

    

  


  
    
      39

    


    
      Quinn thought Pearl had returned, but when he looked up he saw that Addie Price had entered the office. Her hair was damp from the rain, but its mussed condition somehow improved her looks. Her jeans and green tunic looked good on her, too. She grinned and wiped rainwater from her brow and said hello to him.


      “Morning,” Quinn said. Then, “Sorry about your desk. It’s still on order.”


      “That’s okay. I can continue doubling up with Fedderman for a while.” She crossed the room and then sat on the edge of Pearl’s desk, not at all the way Pearl habitually perched there. Addie’s lanky body looked more comfortable, maybe because her legs were longer than Pearl’s and one of her feet was flat on the floor. “Anything new?”


      “Nothing,” Quinn said.


      She straightened up. Her roomy tunic was damp and clung to her in front, and he wondered if she was wearing a bra. All that material, he guessed probably not. And with that coltish figure, she probably wasn’t much in the boobs department.


      What am I, fifteen?


      “I’ll continue to familiarize myself with what we have,” Addie said. Then caught herself. “If that’s okay with you.”


      “It’s what I was gonna suggest,” Quinn said. “A fresh eye, maybe something will jump out at you.”


      She walked around the desk and booted up Fedderman’s computer, then got some of the murder books from the file cabinet. Fedderman’s password was the same as everyone’s in the office and posed no problem. She sat down and busied herself, appearing to compare information in the files with what was on the computer. Looking for inconsistencies. That was so much of their work, Quinn mused, searching for inconsistencies. God knew there were a hell of a lot of those in the world.


      After about half an hour, Addie glanced over at Quinn and caught him looking at her. She had to know she was attractive; she smiled as if she were accustomed to being studied by men.


      Quinn smiled back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. I’m used to seeing Feds sitting there. You’re an improvement.”


      “That could be a sexist remark.” Still smiling.


      “If you’re offended—”


      “I know. I can go—”


      “No, no!” Quinn laughed. “I was gonna apologize, is all.”


      “Well, you might do that over lunch.”


      He shot a glance at his watch. “It’s only ten-thirty.”


      “I know. I thought we’d get our reservation in early.” Another nice smile. Something enigmatic about it. About her.


      Quinn wasn’t sure what was going on. Was she coming on to him, or was his ego trying to convince him of that? It would be just like his ego, setting him up to play the fool.


      “We could discuss the investigation,” she said. “A business lunch.”


      “Okay. If you like Italian, I know a place we can walk to.”


      “That would be nice,” she said.


      “I’ll call and make the reservation,” Quinn said. “Noon okay?”


      “Uh-huh.” Addie concentrated again on whatever she was doing on the computer.


      Quinn knew Addie was a trained psychologist. Was she up to something? Probably she’d picked up that he was still halfway hooked on Pearl, even though it was no secret that Pearl was going out with this Yancy character. Was she trying to move in on Pearl?


      Quinn rejected the thought. Male ego again. Most likely Addie was trying to get a line on him so she could manipulate him.


      He looked over at Addie. She was glancing back and forth between the computer monitor and her open notebook, copying something with a stubby yellow pencil.


      Quinn told himself not to be so damned suspicious of a woman who simply wanted to lunch with a colleague. After all, they did have plenty to talk over, and she was ambitious and eager to learn.


      He called Pasta Paradiso over on Columbus and made a reservation for noon; then he got up and went into the wash-room near the table where the coffee brewer sat. After rinsing off his face, he looked at his bony, homely features in the mirror above the washbasin. He’d roughened as he got older, and didn’t see himself as a prize. It was unlikely that Addie was interested in him in a potentially romantic way. He combed his hair with his wet fingers and dried his hands on a paper towel.


      After wadding the towel in a tight wet mass, he tossed it toward the wastebasket, telling himself that if it went in he’d be lucky the rest of the day.


      It bounced off the metal rim and landed on the floor.


      


      When Quinn returned to the office, Addie was still at Fedderman’s desk. A woman was seated in the client’s chair in front of Quinn’s desk.


      He stopped in mid-stride and stared.


      The woman was attractive, with dark hair and eyes, and looked like Tiffany Keller, who was dead.


      Not again!


      When he regained his composure and moved closer he saw that this woman was older, in her forties. There were fine crow’s feet at the corners of her brown eyes, and the beginning of that tendon tightness beneath the chin that happens to some women in their forties. Time touching lightly for now, exploring for vulnerabilities. Quinn’s quick assessment suggested to him that she’d probably be attractive all her life.


      Her figure inside her two-piece blue outfit was trim. Her legs were shapely, and she wore medium heeled pumps. Dressed as if going for a job interview.


      When Quinn approached, she stood up and managed a nervous smile. They shook hands. Her grip was cool and firm. Behind her, Addie was watching, interested. If she’d had antennae they would have been fully extended.


      “I’m Erin Keller,” the woman said. “Chrissie’s mother.”


      Quinn motioned for her to sit back down, then went behind his desk and settled into his swivel chair.


      He held his silence, leaving it up to her to start the conversation.


      “I’m aware that Chrissie hired you,” she said. Another tentative smile. “I’ve been following the case in the news, back in Ohio.”


      “Then you know,” Quinn said. “We’re looking for Chrissie.”


      “She left without any notice? Any indication of where she was going?”


      “She simply dropped out of the investigation and our lives,” Quinn said. “Didn’t answer her cell phone or call, and checked out of her hotel.”


      “There must have been a reason. There’s a reason for everything.”


      “Is there?”


      Erin Keller gnawed on her lower lip for a few seconds. “When Chrissie left Holifield, I wasn’t surprised. She’d won all that money. She was restless. And I’m afraid her desire to see her sister’s killer brought to justice became an obsession. I mean, with so much money she suddenly realized she could actually do something about finding the monster.”


      “Easy enough to understand,” Quinn said.


      “She said that since it was gambling winnings, and usually she didn’t gamble, it meant she was supposed to avenge Tiffany’s murder. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have won. It was her mission.”


      “I can understand that, too.”


      “I’m not sure I can. Whatever she accomplishes, it won’t bring Tiffany back. Or any of those other young women.”


      Behind Erin Keller, Quinn saw Addie still sitting motionless, listening, her expression giving away nothing. Quinn saw that she was wearing tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. He’d never seen her with glasses before. It was as if she wanted to see everything possible that was going on between Erin and Quinn.


      “After Chrissie left home,” Erin said, “I found some New York travel brochures in her room, along with copies of old news clippings about Tiffany’s…passing. You must know how I felt…feel about this.” Tears brimmed in her dark eyes. “Both my daughters. In a way, the monster claimed them both. Tiffany was tortured and killed, and now Chrissie’s disappeared…. Maybe it was meant to be. You know, twins, destiny…”


      “That I don’t understand,” Quinn said.


      And neither does anyone else.


      Addie stood up, and Quinn thought she was going to comfort Erin. Instead she nodded to Quinn and quietly walked from the office. As if it had occurred to her that she might be eavesdropping on something personal.


      More likely, Quinn thought, Addie had decided Erin might open up and reveal intensely personal information if she was alone with Quinn. Suspects could spill information like that when they got emotional.


      “Even before I saw on the news what was happening here in New York,” Erin said, dabbing at her swollen eyes with a wadded tissue she’d produced from a small purse, “it wasn’t difficult to figure out where Chrissie had gone.”


      Quinn stood up and walked around the desk. He patted the back of Erin’s cool hand. The blue network of veins was very near the surface. “It will be all right, dear,” he assured her. “We intend to find Chrissie, and to find Tiffany’s killer.”


      “Before he finds Chrissie?”


      It was a possibility Quinn so far hadn’t given much weight, but maybe he should. The killer—Maureen Sanders’s killer—might be searching for Chrissie as they were.


      And vice versa.


      Either way it was an explosive situation.


      “Chrissie did strike me as a young woman who could look after herself,” he said.


      Erin, still teared up, nodded.


      Quinn went to the file cabinets. He withdrew the file of newspaper clippings Chrissie had given them and laid it on the desk where Erin could reach it.


      “She brought us these,” he said.


      He remained standing, and opened the file so the two of them could examine the contents.


      “You’ve probably seen some of these before,” he said.


      “Most of them,” Erin said.


      She examined the file’s contents, idly turned the last clipping in the folder, and there was a sketch of Chrissie.


      “That’s one of dozens of copies,” Quinn said. “We had that done by a police sketch artist. We’re using it to help search for her.”


      “Her?” Erin Keller said, looking confused.


      “Chrissie. For some reason she—”


      “This woman?” Erin asked, placing a finger with a painted pink nail on the sketch.


      Confused, Quinn nodded. “We think it’s a reasonably good likeness.”


      “Maybe it is, but it isn’t Chrissie. This woman looks nothing like Chrissie. Or Tiffany.”


      “She told us she and Tiffany were fraternal twins. They wouldn’t necessarily look anything alike.”


      “My daughters are—were—identical twins.”


      “They were…alike?”


      “Identical means identical. Especially when it came to Tiffany and Chrissie.”


      Quinn moved around the desk and sat back down heavily. He leaned backward in his chair and for some reason wished he could light up a cigar. But it wasn’t the kind of thing to do now, in front of Erin Keller.


      Who the hell is our client?


      “Whoever this woman is,” Erin Keller said firmly, “she isn’t Chrissie.”
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        And all my mother came into mine eyes


        And gave me up to tears.


        —SHAKESPEARE, Henry V
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      Pearl took a few steps inside the door and stopped to look around.


      The offices of City Beat looked like the set of one of those 1930s movies wherein all the characters talked like machine guns. The small newspaper occupied the third floor of what appeared to be a mostly deserted redbrick office building in Lower Manhattan. There was an arrangement of battered green steel desks littered with papers. Journalists were seated at most of them, working away or swinging this way and that in their wooden swivel chairs to talk to—or yell at—colleagues. Above the turmoil, ceiling fans slowly rotated.


      The entire hectic scene was palely lighted by fluorescent fixtures dangling on chains. Nobody was chewing on a cigar. No one had a pencil stuck behind his or her ear. And there were computers on the desks instead of bulky black typewriters. Other than that, Pearl felt as if she’d wandered into a production of The Front Page.


      Cindy Sellers, medium height with short brown hair, wearing a beige skirt and a white blouse with a man’s red tie, made her way between the desks and emerged from the sea of activity and chatter and shook hands with Pearl.


      “We’re getting close to press time,” she said, by way of explaining all the frenzy.


      “I appreciate you taking the time to see me,” Pearl said, as Sellers led her toward a small cubicle partitioned off with metal-framed frosted glass.


      Sellers glanced back over her shoulder and smiled. “The pleasure’s mine. You might be the story.”


      Pearl also smiled. Stop the presses! Pearl says…


      But she knew she wasn’t at the New York Times.


      “My office,” Sellers said when they were in the comparative privacy of the cramped cubicle. She plopped down behind her green steel desk and motioned for Pearl to take the only other place to sit, a hard wooden chair that looked as if it might have been manufactured by some religious sect that considered sitting a sin.


      Pearl sat.


      Sellers gave her a grin. “This is where I look at you and say ‘shoot.’ But I guess that’s a dangerous thing to say to a cop.”


      “Some cops,” Pearl said.


      “Fire away, Detective.”


      “I’m wondering if you’re the story,” Pearl said.


      “How so?”


      “The shadow woman.”


      Sellers acted surprised, then emitted what might be described as a guffaw.


      Yes, Pearl thought, a guffaw.


      “You’re way off track,” Sellers said, “but I can see how you got there. And I’m not going to tell you where I get my information.”


      “I can imagine,” Pearl said. “We have loose lips all over the place.”


      “I’m having such a good time, not to mention a good payday, writing about the mysterious shadow woman that you think I manufactured her. I don’t do that kind of thing, Pearl, I’m a journalist. A professional.” Sellers waved a hand as if trying to flick something sticky off her fingertips. “All that mishmash in the outer office might look like confusion and something lightweight, but we all take it seriously. Call us naïve and altruistic, but we have ethics.”


      “Such bullshit,” Pearl said.


      Sellers grinned. “Okay, I was lying. Half lying, anyway. What we’re most interested in is a story, and if I’d thought of inventing or becoming a mysterious shadow woman, I might have. But I didn’t.” She made a big show of crossing her nonexistent heart with the tip of her forefinger. “Honest.”


      “You didn’t stick a needle in your eye,” Pearl said.


      “If I had a needle…” Sellers rolled her chair back a little so she had room to cross her legs and swivel slightly this way and that. “What made you think if you came here and asked me I might tell you the truth?”


      “I believe in the direct approach.”


      “Me, too. How you getting along with your new profiler?”


      “Addie seems okay.”


      “Just okay?”


      “Now you’re trying to manufacture a story.”


      “What I told you about my profession, it wasn’t all bullshit, Pearl. I think you know that. You and I are in kind of the same business—we dig, and we know how to dig. We find out things.”


      Pearl decided to take the bait. “What have you found out about Addie Price?”


      “Probably nothing you don’t know. She was attacked in Detroit and would have been killed, but her assailant broke off the attempt and fled.”


      Pearl sat silently.


      “Our girl made the most of things, turned her brush with death into opportunity. She earned degrees in criminology and psychology and made contacts in the local media. Became a minor celebrity, blabbing about her theories on radio and TV whenever a serious crime was committed. Beyond that, I don’t know much else about her.”


      “You’ve got it pretty much covered,” Pearl said.


      “Anything you want to contribute?”


      “Nothing that I could. What is it about Addie that interests you?”


      “I’m not sure. Just a feeling that something about her isn’t right. Do you have the same feeling?”


      “No,” Pearl lied.


      “I deal in favors made and repaid,” Sellers said. “That’s why I took time out of my busy day to talk with you. Why I just told you what I know about Adelaide Price. And I think I put your mind at rest about your theory of me being the shadow woman. All I want in return is for you to tell me whatever else you find out about Addie Price.”


      “Whatever’s connected to the investigation and newsworthy, you mean?”


      Sellers shrugged. “Oh, sure. I’m not interested in her personal life.”


      Both women laughed.


      Then Sellers said, surprising Pearl, “You and Quinn aren’t completely over.”


      “Maybe not as far as he’s concerned,” Pearl said. “But yes, we’re over.”


      Sellers winked. “Because of Yancy Taggart?”


      Pearl felt the rush of blood to her face and knew Sellers would enjoy having made her blush. “How do you know about Yancy?”


      “I told you, it’s my business to find out things. Yancy’s getting it on with one of the investigating officers, so he might become part of the story.”


      “I don’t agree.”


      “Well, Yancy’s got a way of becoming a big part of whatever he gets involved in. You’d be surprised at his connections, with his lobbying for those crackpots who want windmills on skyscrapers.”


      “They aren’t crackpots, and it’s not windmills. They’re wind turbines, and it makes more sense than it seems to when you first hear it.”


      Sellers grinned silently at her.


      “Well, maybe not,” Pearl said.


      “What I know about Yancy is he’s damned convincing. He can make those wind turbines seem like good sense, at least long enough to pry money from wealthy donors. If he was still a tobacco industry lobbyist, everybody’d still be smoking.”


      Pearl deadpanned it and said nothing. For all she knew, Sellers was trying to confirm things she didn’t know for sure. Or maybe she had some other motive.


      “Guys like Yancy can be exciting,” Sellers went on. “Full of charm and schmaltz. Oh, sometimes they have other sides you wouldn’t expect, redeeming facets to their personalities. But then so does everyone else. Hell, you wouldn’t believe it, but sometimes I have a kind heart.”


      Pearl gave her a level look. “Are you trying to get me deeper in your debt by warning me about Yancy?”


      “Warning? No, that’d be too strong a word. I would say, though, a man like that, who’s been around and plays around, you need to be careful.” Sellers stood up, indicating that they’d talked long enough and she had to get back to newspaper biz. “But you’re a cop. You’ve been around, yourself, and you understand people. You sure don’t have to be warned. But it wouldn’t hurt if somebody who sometimes knows more than you do was kind of looking out for you.”


      Pearl knew the game. Sellers was offering to feed her information about Yancy in return for whatever information Pearl might give her about the investigation. Or about Addie Price. After all, both women dealt in information.


      For the first time since entering the modest, stifling cubicle, Pearl wondered if this conversation was being recorded. Sellers was the type who probably recorded everything. And used it whatever the consequences. Well, the hell with it, Pearl thought. She was sure she hadn’t said anything incriminating or even out of line, and she didn’t intend to.


      Pearl stood up. “Thanks, but I can pretty much look after myself.”


      “I would agree with that,” Sellers said. “And I hope we’ve cleared up that shadow woman thing.”


      “Sure,” Pearl said.


      Sellers walked her out through the maze of green desks, swivel chairs, and maelstrom of activity, staying slightly ahead of her in the manner of a guide escorting someone through a dangerous jungle.


      Lies, lies, lies, Pearl thought, all the way back down to the street and the jungle outside.


      


      After leaving the offices of City Beat Pearl used the unmarked she was driving to swing by her apartment. Her conversation with Cindy Sellers had upset her more than she wanted to admit.


      Once inside the apartment, she decided simply to eat an early lunch there and then do some work on her laptop at the kitchen table. There was no need for Quinn to know her exact whereabouts. If he wanted her, he could contact her on her cell phone.


      When her shoes were removed and the air conditioner had cooled and dehumidified the kitchen, she settled down at the table with a container of sharp cheddar cheese, some crackers, a cold can of Diet Coke, and her notebook computer.


      Since Cindy Sellers revealed that she’d probed into Yancy’s affairs, and Cindy was the fourth estate’s dubious representative, Yancy was part of the investigation. Therefore Pearl was working on the investigation. Right there at her kitchen table, cheese and crackers and all.


      She smiled, knowing Quinn wouldn’t buy that line of reasoning.


      That was okay; she didn’t plan on having to sell it to him.


      She snacked with one hand and worked the computer with the other, following links from relevance to remoteness and learning everything possible online about Yancy Taggart, registered lobbyist. She was driven by a desire to dig deeper, to know everything Cindy Sellers knew and more.


      So at one time Yancy had lobbied for the tobacco industry. Well, so what? He’d probably believed in the merits of smoking the same way he believed in wind-powered skyscrapers.


      Pearl followed obscure links and visited sites she hadn’t seen before.


      Yancy seemed to have been honest and forthcoming. He’d told her about the tobacco industry job, and a lot of other things that she confirmed. He did hold a degree in communications and had put it and his ebullient personality and deviousness to good use. Pearl could find nothing to suggest that he was or had been married, or that he’d fathered any children.


      There was a photograph of him posing with half a dozen successful business types in suits, and with correspondingly beautiful women, at some sort of convention two years ago in Miami. His arm was about the waist of a gorgeous blond woman with a dress that looked already ripped half off. The men were identified in the photo but not the women.


      Humph, Pearl thought.


      She fed the other five men’s names into Google and worked for another two hours. Three of the men were fellow lobbyists, one was in insurance, and the other was mayor of a small town in Texas. All innocuous enough.


      Yancy seemed never to have crossed swords with the law in any serious manner.


      Pearl drained the last of the warm Coke and shut down her computer. Then she closed the laptop’s lid, sat back, and smiled as she thought about Yancy.


      Passed!


      Realizing she was still hungry, she ate another cracker.


      What was that? Music?


      She listened more closely, fitting the faint notes together. The theme from Dragnet. Coming from her cell phone in her purse, where she’d left it on the arm of the sofa in the living room.


      Pearl got up from the table and dashed out of the kitchen. She made a beeline for the phone and snatched it up, flipped it open, and pressed TALK all in the same motion.


      “Where are you Pearl?” Quinn asked.


      “Climbing into the unmarked, on the way to the office,” Pearl said. Lies, lies, lies.


      “You have another destination. We’ve got another Carver victim.”


      One last cracker and Pearl was on her way.
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      Traffic on Broadway slowed Pearl, but she cut over to Second Avenue, imperiled the lives of a few pedestrians, and reached Lower Manhattan in good time.


      The address Quinn had given her was an old brick building with a red granite facade. There was the usual assortment of unmarked and radio cars pulled in at odd angles to the curb in front of the building, along with an ambulance. Two paramedics sat inside the ambulance with the engine running to keep the air-conditioning going. The vehicles’ emergency lights were still flashing, along with the roof bar lights of one of the radio cars.


      Three uniforms were standing at the wide concrete steps leading to the entrance, two with their feet propped on the first step. Pearl flashed her shield and one of them, a young guy with a nose like de Bergerac’s, told her the floor and apartment numbers.


      The victim’s apartment was close enough to the elevator that as soon as Pearl stepped out of it she was there. Fedderman and Harold Mishkin were standing in the hall outside the open apartment door. Fedderman acknowledged Pearl with a nod. Mishkin smiled wanly at her. He had the mentholated goo he used at murder scenes rubbed into his mustache beneath his nose. It was almost enough to make her eyes water.


      “Quinn and Sal are inside,” Mishkin said.


      So were the techs from the CSU, dusting and plucking, picking and bagging. The ballet of the white gloves. Careful where she stepped and what she touched, Pearl made her way through the apartment living room and down the hall, glancing in the bathroom to make sure that wasn’t where the body was.


      Quinn and Sal Vitali were in the bedroom, standing at the foot of the bed and watching Nift, the repugnant little M.E., examining the victim. The smells of blood, feces, and the beginnings of decay were strong. Pearl understood why Mishkin had used his mentholated cream.


      The victim was lying on her back nude, blood on her chest and caked black beneath her on the sheets. Her throat had been sliced almost ear to ear. Even through the blood, it was obvious that her nipples had been removed and a large X was carved on her body so that the intersection of its straight lines was between her breasts. The breasts themselves were undamaged by the X.


      Pearl wondered what the bloody X could mean. X marks the spot? The victim has been canceled? Or was it an initial? Xavier?


      It might be none or all those things.


      Probably they would never know until they had the killer.


      “Meet Joyce House,” Sal said in his deep, gravel voice. “She was a waitress at a place called the Nickel Diner. Thirty-two years old, unmarried, lived alone.”


      The victim was the Carver’s type. Between twenty and forty, brown hair, attractive. Her brown eyes were fixed as a doll’s eyes. They were widened in horror though she was grinning. Her throat was grinning, anyway, where it had been slashed. Her mouth—


      “What’s that in her mouth?” Pearl asked.


      “A gag,” Nift said, without looking up at Pearl. Then he did look up and grin, nothing like the victim’s ghastly grin but in its way almost as ugly. “Her wadded-up panties.”


      Pearl looked over at Quinn and Sal. The Carver had used his victims’ wadded panties to silence them.


      “Look over on the dresser,” Nift said.


      They did, and saw a simple house of cards. Quinn went over and looked closely at it. The card house was made of face cards, all of them turned out so the fragile structure was colorful. The rest of the deck was stacked neatly next to it, a popular brand of playing card that would be impossible to trace. Quinn knew it was a given that there would be no fingerprints on the cards.


      “Get it?” Nift asked. “House of cards…Joyce House…another gag, like the one in her mouth.”


      “I’d like to stuff something in your mouth,” Pearl said.


      “I’m always available,” Nift said, laughing.


      “He’s returned to form,” Quinn said.


      “He was always a jerk-off,” Pearl said.


      “I meant the Carver, with the panties gag,” Quinn said. “Stay on point, Pearl.”


      Sal said, “He was rusty with the Sanders woman.”


      “He’s getting back in the groove,” Nift said, tapping the slashed throat with a pointed silver instrument.


      Pearl instinctively winced. Don’t hurt her!


      “His taste is improving, too,” Nift said. “This one was a honey when she was alive. Look at that set on her. She was built like you, Pearl.”


      “How would you like to be dead like her?” Pearl said.


      Nift smiled.


      “What about those bruises on her arms?” Quinn asked.


      “Something pressed down hard there, pinning her to the mattress,” Nift said. “Probably the killer’s knees. My guess is he straddled her and placed her arms like that so she couldn’t interfere with what he was doing to her.”


      “You mean that happened while she was alive?” Sal asked.


      Nift looked at Pearl when he answered. “Oh, yeah, she felt everything. He probably took his time with her. She must’ve been scared shitless.” He nodded toward the victim’s lower body and the stain where her bowels had released after death. “In fact—”


      “Shut your goddamned mouth!” Pearl said.


      Quinn looked over at Pearl and then stared hard at Nift.


      “I would do that,” Quinn said.


      Nift shrugged and continued his work on the body. He was obviously amused at having made Pearl lose her cool.


      “Got an approximate time of death?” Vitali asked, keeping his voice calm and trying to put a damper on everyone’s emotions. Keep the focus of the conversation on business. He knew about Pearl. Unstable dynamite.


      “She’s been dead at least twelve hours,” Nift said. “So she’s slightly ripe. That’s why your partner Mishkin isn’t in here.”


      “Only one of us needs to be here,” Sal said.


      “I can get closer on the time of death after I get her to the morgue,” Nift said. He’d seemed to have caught something in Sal’s voice that suggested he’d better back off. “It won’t be long. There’s a rush on this one, and I’m squeezing her into my busy schedule.”


      “Who found her?” Pearl asked.


      “Neighbors complained about the smell coming from the apartment, through the vents,” Sal said. “The super let himself in, then saw her and let himself out in a hurry. Harold went downstairs and got his statement.”


      “Any signs of rape?” Quinn asked.


      “No signs of penetration, but this might have started out as rough sex and got out of control.” Nift straightened up, gave his nasty little grin, and touched his crotch. “One thing’s for sure: this one got it rougher than she wanted.”


      Pearl took a step toward the bed where Nift was again bending over the victim. Quinn extended an arm, and she stopped, knowing he wouldn’t let her get any closer to Nift. He’d grab and restrain her. She didn’t want Quinn’s hands on her. Right now, not any man’s hands. She wanted her hands on Nift.


      “Haven’t seen her nipples anywhere,” Nift said. “Our guy took his usual souvenirs. He’s building quite a collection.”


      Nift straightened back up and stepped away from the bed. He dropped the steel instrument he’d been probing with into a container with the others that he’d used and then peeled off his latex gloves. “I’m finished playing with the young lady until the postmortem. You can have her removed anytime you want. Do what you will with her.” He stuffed the inside-out gloves into the container with the instruments and closed it. “Just remember her last date’s with me.”


      “Necrophiliac prick,” Pearl said.


      Nift seemed unperturbed. “Well, I enjoy my work.” He smiled at Pearl. “You might enjoy my work, too.”


      Pearl made a move toward Nift, but there was Quinn’s big arm, like a barrier at a railroad crossing.


      Pearl stopped and took a deep breath. She pushed at the arm, but it didn’t give. That was okay. By now she didn’t want to move it.


      “Try your line of bullshit on a live woman and see what happens,” Pearl said from where she was safe behind Quinn’s arm. Safe not from Nift, but from doing something to him she’d regret.


      Nift finished gathering up what he needed and picked up his black medical bag. “My perverse charm works on the live ones, too,” he said to Pearl. “It’s all in knowing how to get under their skin. Once their emotions are aroused, who knows what else they might want to feel?”


      He winked at her as he went out the door.


      Quinn and Sal looked at each other. Might Nift be right in his cynical approach to women? Arousing their ire to kick-start their other emotions. Getting their engines started, so to speak.


      “Asshole!” Pearl said under her breath.


      Apparently the technique didn’t work with Pearl.


      “It’s his game,” Quinn said. “He wants to get a rise out of you, Pearl. You shouldn’t play along.”


      “If you just did your job and ignored his bullshit, it’d be easier for you,” Sal said.


      “You saying I don’t do my job?”


      Sal raised both hands. “No, no…”


      “Nift is a born shit disturber,” Pearl said.


      “Okay,” Quinn said. “We all agree on that, along with everybody who ever met Nift. Let’s calm down and remember where we are.”


      Where they were was in a room with the dead.


      The three detectives took a long last look around. Nobody’s gaze lingered on Joyce House.


      The techs had finished with the body and almost with this room, leaving only slight evidence that they’d been there. They still had to disassemble and dust the house of cards, but no one doubted they’d find only glove smudges.


      “Time to talk in-depth with the neighbors,” Sal said. “Nift wants to do a rush job. Should I give word the body can be removed?”


      “Not yet,” Quinn said. “Conference in the hall first about who talks to which tenants.”


      “The lady can keep Nift waiting,” Pearl said.


      The two men smiled.


      Not Pearl.
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      Joyce House’s neighbors didn’t provide much help. The crime had taken place behind a locked door and in the privacy of the victim’s bedroom. The victim had been gagged. No shot had been fired. No blow had been struck with a blunt instrument. No body had crashed to the floor. Perhaps there had been the snick of blade on bone, but aside from that the sharp knife had done its work in silence.


      A woman who lived down the hall from Joyce said she’d noticed Joyce walking on the street near her apartment building with a man a few days ago. But other than saying he was medium height and weight, she couldn’t help. It had been raining, and both Joyce and the man had been walking into the downfall, holding their open umbrellas low so their faces were visible only in glimpses.


      Other than that brief sighting, none of Joyce’s neighbors could recall seeing her with a man.


      EMS paramedics had removed the body. The crime scene unit had left, and Joyce’s apartment was sealed. Most of the yellow crime-scene tape had been removed, and only one uniformed officer stood watch near the building’s entrance. Onlookers had drifted away.


      There was nothing more to hold their interest.


      Yet when Quinn, Pearl, Fedderman, and Vitali left the building they saw a woman standing very still across the street and staring at them. She was wearing a gray windbreaker and a dark blue baseball cap. Her arms were crossed, and her weight was on one leg. Her attitude was that of someone waiting.


      A black car suddenly turned the corner and veered in toward the curb in front of the building.


      Mishkin in the unmarked. He’d driven over to the diner where Joyce House had worked and interviewed people there who knew her.


      The arrival of the car, and Mishkin getting out, temporarily distracted everyone’s attention. When they looked back across the street, the woman was gone.


      Vitali said, “Shit!” and jogged across the street. Pearl followed.


      Fedderman began to tag after them, but slowed after a few steps and looked around with his hands on his hips. Sal ran all the way to the end of the block and rounded the corner.


      Quinn had looked up and down the street and didn’t see much hope for catching up with the woman. There were too many ways she could have gone to lose them.


      It didn’t take long for Pearl and Fedderman to return.


      Sal came back within a few minutes, breathing hard. “Gone like a ghost,” he said.


      “Our shadow woman?” Mishkin asked.


      “Could have been,” Quinn said. “If it was just somebody stopping for a moment to gawk, she wouldn’t have made herself disappear so soon. It had to be that she didn’t want us to catch her.”


      “More grist for Cindy Sellers’s print mill,” Pearl said.


      “How will she find out—” Mishkin began, then stopped. The others were looking at him. They were hardly going to omit mention of the woman’s presence in their report to Renz; they all knew Sellers would get the information from him. Being secretive simply meant to delay the information in making its predictable circuit.


      “Maybe we’re getting spooked,” Pearl said. “People move when you’re not looking at them all the time, so that when you glance back they’re gone. It’s just that we’re looking for this woman. We’re almost expecting to see her, and maybe that’s why we do.”


      “That didn’t look like a mirage Sal was chasing,” Quinn said.


      “She always wears something so you can’t see her face,” Fedderman said.


      “What was it this time?” Pearl said. “A baseball cap. Some disguise. What? Were we supposed to think she was Derek Jeter?”


      “She had the bill pulled down,” Fedderman said. “Wore it facing full front and down so her face was in shadow.”


      “I wear my Mets cap that way when the sun’s in my eyes,” Pearl said.


      “But you were right here with us, so we know it wasn’t you,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl gave him a dead-eyed look. “I hate it when you play dumb, Feds. And it really isn’t necessary.”


      Mishkin smiled slightly, and Vitali gave a gravelly laugh.


      Pearl had both hands clenched into fists. Never a good sign.


      “What’d you find out at the diner?” Quinn asked Mishkin, getting the conversation on another track that wouldn’t lead to a train wreck.


      “Everybody loved Joyce,” Mishkin said.


      “They mention anyone she seemed to love back?”


      “No, but it’s not the kind of place where the servers mix with the customers except to see they get their food and checks.” Mishkin shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels. “The owner-operator of the place, a guy named Mick, seems to have a thing about his employees getting too friendly with the customers, like they’re going to conspire to steal tidbits from the kitchen.”


      “So if Joyce and anybody she met at the diner developed a relationship, they might keep it secret so she wouldn’t lose her job.”


      “Which means our killer might be a frequent customer at the diner,” Fedderman said. “We should check out the regulars.”


      “Actually,” Quinn said, “I was thinking of anyone who might have stopped eating there.”


      “The dog that didn’t bark in the night,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman said, “Dog? Night?”


      “Think we should go back there?” Pearl asked, ignoring him.


      “For breakfast,” Quinn said. “As I recall, Joyce worked the early shift. You and Feds go there tomorrow and have the special on the city. Then talk to the boss and whoever else might have worked some of the same hours as the victim.”


      Pearl made a face. “Breakfast with Fedderman. Just how I wanna start the day.”


      “It’ll be like a date, Pearl,” Fedderman said with mock cheer.


      “It’ll be like most of your dates,” Pearl said. “All you’ll get is indigestion.”


      Quinn glanced around. “Since you’re all here, it’s a good time to inform you about another development.”


      And he told them about Erin Keller.
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      Back at the office, Quinn gave his detectives, including Vitali and Mishkin, the name of Erin’s hotel, the Melbourne, and more fully described his meeting with her.


      They all listened closely, temporarily forgetting about the heat and the humming and occasionally hammering air conditioner.


      They were particularly interested in Erin’s reaction to their client’s photograph.


      “So now we’ve got two missing women,” Sal said. “Chrissie and whoever impersonated Chrissie.”


      “And they look nothing alike,” Fedderman added.


      The phone on Quinn’s desk rang. He nodded at Pearl, and she picked up the receiver. “Quinn and Associates.”


      The phone greeting still didn’t sound familiar to Quinn; he’d been too long in the NYPD.


      Pearl held the receiver out to him and silently mouthed, Renz.


      “You got anything fresh on House?” Renz asked when Quinn had gotten on the line.


      “Nothing that would excite you,” Quinn said.


      “I had a rush preliminary done on the postmortem. The victim was alive up until the time her throat was slashed. There was plenty of blood on the panties stuffed in her mouth, but it was all hers. CSU found some hairs that might be anybody’s. The place had been wiped of prints here and there, where the killer must have touched things. Also there were some glove smudges. There was a wine bottle in the trash. Merlot. No prints on that, and no DNA. Couple of wineglasses in the dishwasher, also clean of prints. Some red wine in the victim’s stomach, too. Same as what was left in the bottle. Musta been a party.”


      “Up to a point,” Quinn said.


      “Or an edge. We got the hairs, anyway, some of them with follicle attached, so we got DNA samples. We get a suspect and make a match and we might have our killer.”


      “Getting the suspect is the problem,” Quinn said, thinking if the suspect had ever been in Joyce House’s apartment at any time before the night of the murder, the hair and DNA match could have come from an earlier visit and not be much in the way of hard evidence.


      “Looks like they came home to her place with a bottle of wine—or she already had the bottle there. Then they had drinks, maybe cunnilingus sex, and murder. They musta known each other, had some kind of ongoing relationship.”


      “If they didn’t meet that night. And if she wasn’t raped.”


      “Nift is pretty sure she wasn’t raped. Didn’t anybody know who she was screwing?”


      “Nobody we’ve found so far,” Quinn said. “She might have had some kind of secret relationship.”


      “A married man?”


      “Or somebody where she worked. The guy who runs the place and his employees don’t seem likely. But she’d pretend not to know a customer who was a lover. Her boss had a strict policy of not mixing pleasure with business, and that kind of affair might have caused her to lose her job.”


      “Love will find a way,” Renz said. “You checking on the diner’s regular customers?”


      “We’re on it,” Quinn said, deciding not to go into detail with Renz.


      “It’s worth pursuing,” Renz said. “Way to go about that is to check and see if any of the regulars suddenly stopped eating there, so if he was banging Joyce House they could keep it a secret.”


      “Good idea.”


      “How’s our girl Addie Price working out?” Renz asked.


      “Fine. She knows her job.”


      “She came highly recommended. And she’s media savvy, too. Listen close to her if she has ideas on how to handle the wolves.”


      “Wolves like Cindy Sellers?”


      “I’ve got that wolf domesticated,” Renz said.


      Quinn almost laughed into the phone. He turned his head so Renz wouldn’t hear.


      “Partly, anyway.” Renz might have heard something. “Keep me up on things, Quinn.”


      Quinn said that he would, and they ended the conversation.


      Quinn filled everyone in on what Renz had told him about the postmortem and CSU findings.


      “We got diddly shit,” Vitali said.


      “Except for the dog-in-the-night angle,” Fedderman said. “That one’s worth pursuing.”


      “That’s what Renz said,” Quinn told him.


      “Now I am worried,” Fedderman said.


      


      Two hours later, Fedderman dropped a sheet of copy paper on Quinn’s desk. “That dog in the night didn’t hunt. The owner and employees said there were three regular customers that recently stopped coming into the diner where Joyce House worked. Two were women. We did an Identi-Kit on the third.”


      Quinn studied the image the police artist had created from voice description. An average-looking man, short haircut, firm chin, neither too fat nor too thin.


      “Make a good spy, wouldn’t he?” Fedderman said.


      “Yeah. He look familiar to you?”


      “Uh-huh. But he’s got one of those faces.”


      “I guess that’s it,” Quinn said.


      “No way to trace him from the diner,” Fedderman said. “Mr. Nobody.”


      “Maybe he planned it that way.”


      “But probably he’s just a guy,” Fedderman said. “Mighta found a hair in his food and started eating someplace else. Could happen to anyone.”


      “So could what happened to Joyce House.”


      


      Quinn seated himself at his desk in his den that evening. He already had a cigar burning, and was carrying a glass containing Famous Grouse over ice with a splash of water. He was in his socks, and his shirt was unbuttoned halfway down and untucked. Comfortable.


      When he was settled, he slid open the desk’s middle drawer and withdrew his yellow legal pad. He didn’t see a pen, so he picked up a reasonably sharp pencil that had toothmarks and a worn-down eraser. He noticed it was the exact yellow as the legal pad.


      Beneath (Trust no one.) he began to write in his sloppy but legible hand:


      
        Enter Addie Price. Renz spy?


        Enter Erin Keller. Sees Chrissie photo—not Chrissie. Our Chrissie not even related to Tiffany.


        Two Chrissies missing now. Fake Chrissie and real one.


        Joyce House body found.


        Shadow woman appears again at crime scene.

      


      Quinn dropped the pencil and leaned back, studying the legal pad. It told him nothing, but it raised an uneasy feeling. There was a lot about this case that wasn’t right. Nothing fully formed in his mind yet, but not right. He couldn’t quite grasp the solution to the puzzle, but it was there ahead of him. He could sense its amorphous presence even if he couldn’t see it.


      He concentrated on his cigar and scotch and felt oddly satisfied. He was getting somewhere, even if he wasn’t sure where.


      


      It had to be soon. A person could wait only so long, could only fight off such a compulsion so long. Not to give in to it was to be devoured by it. He’d never dreamed it could be like this, that the need could come on so suddenly and be so powerful.


      The bothersome thing was that the times, the women, were coming closer together and without predictable intervals. Predictable intervals made it easier to plan. To be in control.


      Control was what it was all about. Control bestowed by destiny. Once begun, if it was meant to happen, it would.


      Not to give in to it was to be devoured by it.


      Joyce House had been the best. She’d struggled with her fate enough to make it interesting, to satisfy the need, but not so much as to make things truly difficult and perhaps more dangerous.


      The change in her eyes hadn’t occurred too soon, and when it came it was complete. She was already dead and knew it. All that was necessary then was the acting out, and she readily gave herself up to that. She was ready to end it, to end herself, to end the future, past, and present, and to begin the forever.


      Perhaps because Joyce had been so satisfying, the need was back sooner than anticipated. Not a demon fully formed, but forming.


      Joyce’s image played on the screen of the mind, her eyes when she saw the knife and understood the inevitability of the blade, when she felt the caressing point of the blade, the course of the blade.


      The blade.


      Her eyes.


      Her eyes.


      It had to be soon.
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      They’d had dinner and red wine at Orzo’s, near Pearl’s apartment. She’d had the four-cheese ravioli special, and Yancy the lamb and new potatoes. Before leaving the restaurant, Yancy had gone to the bar and bought a second bottle of merlot. He carried it in a plain brown paper bag as they walked toward Pearl’s apartment.


      Pearl let Yancy set the pace, which was moderate. It was a calm, cool evening, with a light fog that had settled in while they were inside the restaurant. The glow of streetlights was starred, and there was a halo around the service lights of cabs. Pearl thought it would make a nice illustration for a don’t-you-wish-you-were-in-New York card.


      When they came to an intersection and stopped walking to wait for a traffic signal, Yancy shifted the paper bag to his other hand, as if it was heavy.


      “There gonna be a celebration?” Pearl asked, nodding toward the bag.


      Yancy grinned down at her. “Could be. I’ve got a surprise for you.”


      The signal changed, and they crossed the street.


      “I’m glad you didn’t ask what,” Yancy said.


      “I don’t believe in pointless questions,” Pearl said.


      “I’ll ask most any kind. Is your mother getting any more used to the idea of me?”


      “She doesn’t get used to ideas. She’s still dismayed that I’d take up with a scoundrel like you, and frankly so am I. But we don’t always have a choice in these matters.”


      “Good thing for scoundrels like me.” They were silent for a few paces. “Did she really call me that—a scoundrel?”


      “I don’t think so,” Pearl said. “It might have been wastrel.”


      “Ah. Better.”


      “You are a lobbyist,” Pearl said.


      “For green power.”


      “Does it really matter to you what kind of power you represent?”


      “Actually, not in the slightest. I’m a hired advocate. I believe everyone should have the chance to have his or her case made. Every organization or special interest group. I do that professionally. Like a lawyer.”


      “There are a lot of lawyer jokes.”


      “Lots of cop jokes, too.”


      “Ouch.”


      Half a block of silence followed. It was a silence heavy with expectation. Pearl realized the palms of her hands were sweating. Something about that damned Yancy. Maybe her mother had a point.


      They were almost to Pearl’s apartment.


      Yancy said, “A good dinner, some wine…I thought it would lighten the mood.”


      “The mood is light,” Pearl said.


      “Doesn’t feel like it.”


      Pearl stopped walking and moved around in front of Yancy. She kissed him on the lips, used her tongue, felt his hand close tightly on the nape of her neck.


      She drew back, smiling up at him.


      “There’s the mood,” she said.


      He bent and kissed her on the forehead. “Perfect.”


      They held hands the rest of the way.


      


      As soon as they entered the apartment, Pearl kicked off her shoes.


      Yancy stooped and placed the bag with the bottle of wine on the floor and then pulled her to him, and they kissed as they had out on the sidewalk. He worked the zipper in the back of her dress as smoothly as if he’d practiced it hundreds of times.


      With a faint rustling sound, the dress slid down, and she lowered her arms so it would fall all the way and puddle at her feet. He hugged her to him again, and his right hand slid beneath her panties and over the smooth contours of her hips and buttocks. His left hand was at her back. Her bra strap came undone, and the bra slid down and almost off her breasts.


      Jesus! Does he have three hands?


      The bra slipped all the way off seemingly of its own volition, so its straps were at the crooks of her elbows, and he bent his body and kissed both her nipples. He stepped back, smiling at her, and she lowered her arms so the bra dropped to the floor with the dress.


      Yancy left her panties on—for now. Before she knew it, he’d picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. She heard the soft crinkling sound of paper and realized that somehow he’d managed to pick up the bag containing the wine bottle.


      After laying her gently on the bed, he removed the bottle from its bag. She saw that it had already been uncorked to the point where the stopper would slide from the neck with minimal effort. Two plastic wineglasses from the restaurant were also in the bag.


      “For later,” he said, arranging the bottle and glasses on the nightstand.


      “Let’s think about later…later,” Pearl said.


      For a brief moment she wondered again if her mother might be right.


      Then she forgot all about her mother.


      


      Afterward Pearl lay on her back, gazing sideways across her pillow at Yancy. He was still breathing hard from the exertion of their lovemaking, staring up at the ceiling as if in deep thought.


      “We’ve reached later,” Pearl said.


      He looked over at her and smiled. Then he sat up and swiveled on the mattress so he could reach the wine bottle and glasses. He poured one glass, for her. She sat up and scooted so her back was against her wadded pillow and the headboard. She accepted the plastic wineglass and sipped. The wine tasted, even felt good, on her tongue and throat, after the way they’d made love. It was a good combination, she thought, sex and wine. Probably people had been enjoying it for centuries.


      Yancy stood up from the bed and stared down at her with a combination of admiration and careful consideration, as if pondering whether to ask her to pose for a photograph.


      Then he turned and walked from the room.


      “Aren’t you going to have a glass?” Pearl asked.


      “First the surprise,” he said, glancing back at her over his shoulder.


      Pearl sighed, sipped, and waited.


      It was such good wine, and strong. And relaxing. She tilted back her head and breathed deeply of the scent and warmth of both their bodies, and felt contentment. Yancy, she had to admit, knew how to treat a lady.


      When he returned to the bedroom, still nude, he held one hand behind his back. Carrying something as he approached the bed.


      Pearl smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back. He had an odd, serious look on his handsome face. Seriousness didn’t look right on him, like a hat that was way too big.


      “Yancy?”


      He raised his forefinger to his lips to signal silence and then sat down near her on the bed.


      He brought his hand out from behind his back.


      With a crash of knowledge that took her breath away, she saw what he was holding and knew exactly what it meant.


      He opened the small, square box with rounded corners, removed a diamond engagement ring, and slipped it on her finger.
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      Holifield, Ohio, 1996


      Summer and Saturday night at Holi-Burger. It was the place to cruise. The restaurant itself was a glass and brick box of a building, mostly glass, brightly lighted inside. It was as if it had been set up as a display case to show the workers in their yellow T-shirts buzzing about like bees behind the counter, and the two lines of customers waiting patiently to pick up or place their orders.


      The restaurant was set in the center of a large blacktop lot. Parking spaces were marked with yellow lines along the lot’s perimeter, leaving room to drive in a circle about the building without going out onto the county roads or the street of small commercial buildings that bordered the north side of the lot. Always there was a trickle of show-off vehicle traffic at Holi-Burger, but especially on Friday and Saturday nights.


      Holi-Burger was neither a drive-in nor a drive-through. Though there were a few tables inside, most of the food served there was carryout, and people usually ate it sitting in their parked cars. Those who wanted to watch the cruisers would back their cars into parking spots.


      The vehicles that were actually owned by teenagers were usually customized. Cars were chopped to create lower roof-lines or raked forward on jacked-up suspensions. Pickup trucks sported oversized knobby tires that looked as if they belonged on a tractor. The family cars borrowed for the night were generally less interesting, the newer ones looking as if they’d just been driven home from the dealers.


      Jerry Grantland sat parked in his mother’s eight-year-old green Chevy Impala, definitely not cruiser material. It was scraped and dented along one side from when it had been sideswiped two years ago. Jerry’s mother, Miriam, had chosen to keep the insurance payment and leave the car unrepaired. It ran just as well with its exterior damage, and she needed the money.


      Idly chewing on a cheeseburger and sipping a large fountain Coke from a soggy waxed cup, Jerry watched the slow and proud parade of vehicles. As a vintage red Mustang went past, its driver, a fat kid with a military buzz cut, glanced over and gave Jerry the finger. The gesture of disdain was for no reason Jerry could figure out. Most of the other drivers stared straight ahead, imperious in their art projects on wheels.


      A jacked-up Ford pickup cruised past, deep maroon and gleaming in the sodium lights rimming Holi-Burger’s lot. Adam Clement was behind the steering wheel. He was a year older than Jerry, tall and painfully skinny, with scruffy blond hair and thick glasses with oversized frames.


      Jerry paused in his chewing and sat forward. Someone was in the truck’s high cab with Adam. As it rolled past, Jerry caught a glimpse of the passenger. A girl. He could tell that much by her size and hair. And she looked like Chrissie Keller.


      Chrissie had been hanging out with Adam and his group lately, so maybe the two of them were going together.


      Jerry didn’t see what Chrissie saw in an awkward beanpole like Adam. And it wasn’t as if he was a genius. Adam was always getting special help, and he spent more than his share of time in detention. So what was the appeal? Jerry didn’t think it was Adam’s truck that Chrissie liked. But then with girls, women, who could tell?


      Jerry waited patiently for the maroon truck to come around again. The Chevy’s windows were down, and he could hear revving engines, voices, a cacophony of music from radios. Someone had the Indians’ ballgame on the radio, the announcer’s voice somehow finding its way through the muted riot of sound. A huge summer moth lit on Jerry’s left elbow. He flicked it away and drew in the arm he’d had propped out the window.


      He got a better look at the maroon truck this time around and was pretty sure Chrissie was in there with Adam.


      In fact, absolutely sure.


      But he was wrong, and he found out immediately.


      A gray Voyager minivan bounced over the concrete lip of the driveway and rolled to an open parking space about fifty feet from Jerry’s. Chrissie got out, waited for a break in cruise traffic, and strode quickly and purposefully toward the restaurant. She was wearing a white tank top, cut-off jeans, and what looked like floppy rubber thongs, the kind with the little strip of rubber that went between the toes. Her brown hair bounced as she walked. The way the jeans were cut so short, it made her tanned legs look incredibly long.


      Jerry was one of the few people who could tell the twins apart within seconds rather than minutes. He’d spent plenty of time observing—studying—them. Chrissie walked gracefully but with a slight forward lean and her elbows tucked in farther than Tiffany’s.


      Jerry had been so sure, even though he hadn’t gotten a clear look. But he had no doubt now that it was Tiffany in the truck with Adam.


      He watched Chrissie enter the restaurant and join the line at the counter where orders were placed.


      Jerry took a deep breath, climbed out of the Chevy, and jogged across the lot toward the restaurant.


      He was able to be next in line, right behind Chrissie, standing so close he could smell her perfume or shampoo. Better than that was the faint heat and scent of her perspiration.


      She pretended she hadn’t seen him, but when it was impossible to ignore him any longer she glanced at him, nodded, and turned away again.


      He didn’t know what to say, so said simply, “Chrissie.”


      She turned back to look at him. “Hi, Jerry.”


      His throat was tight, and he had nothing to say. “Got the minivan, I see,” was all that squeaked out.


      She didn’t bother answering his inane question.


      “There’s a, uh, dance next Saturday,” Jerry managed to say.


      Golden legs moved at the bottom of his vision as she shifted her body to look at him. “No, Jerry.”


      “Why not?” he asked. “Really, why not?”


      “Why not what?”


      “Why won’t you go out with me?”


      “I don’t want to.”


      “But—”


      “Drop it, Jerry.”


      “I mean, really?”


      Jerry’s face was warm. God! What a conversation! His throat always constricted and made it difficult to talk to Chrissie.


      “You two wanna order?” the middle-aged guy behind the counter asked. He had a puffy face and obviously dyed black hair combed forward in bangs to conceal a receding hairline.


      “We’re not together,” Chrissie said.


      She ordered a double hamburger, fries, and a diet Coke, then laid out the bills and exact change on the stainless-steel counter.


      “You’re number one-ten,” the counterman said. He scooped the money from the counter and placed it where it belonged in the cash register.


      Chrissie got her receipt and moved well to the side. Jerry followed. They were near a window and far enough away from the order line and tables that they wouldn’t be overheard if they kept their voices low.


      “I mean, really,” Jerry said again.


      “We both know you’re a sicko, Jerry. A voyeur. That’s somebody who watches people while they do it.”


      A hot coal of embarrassment began to burn in his stomach.


      He felt like turning and walking away, but he didn’t.


      He glared at Chrissie. “You watch what happens to Tiffany and don’t do anything to stop it. Then you get your bare ass whipped and like it, and you call me a sicko?”


      Oh, he could talk to her now. His anger made it possible.


      And it felt good.


      Chrissie looked astounded. “Like it? You actually think I like it? And you obviously like to watch it. That just shows what a sicko you are.”


      “But you know I’m watching.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean? We always leave the window raised a little so there’s air circulation. It’d look funny if we closed it all the way.”


      “Chrissie—”


      “One ten!” proclaimed a voice behind the counter.


      Chrissie moved away from Jerry, picked up a white paper sack and plastic-lidded cup from the counter, and stalked from the restaurant.


      Jerry stood fuming. The guy behind the counter grinned at him and shrugged, as if to say, “Women.”


      Jerry burst from the restaurant.


      Women!


      Women! Women!


      By the time he reached his mother’s car, Chrissie was already driving the gray minivan from the lot. Its tires squealed as she made a right turn on the county road.


      Jerry stood and watched the boxy vehicle speed away.


      Fine! Does she think I might follow her?


      He lowered himself into the Chevy and started the engine. As he looked up he saw the maroon pickup truck cruise past again. The girl in the cab with Adam was plainly visible this time, and didn’t look anything like either Tiffany or Chrissie.


      Jerry wondered if he’d been expecting to see one of the twins in the truck with Adam, expecting it to be Chrissie. Was his mind playing tricks? Was he nuts? A sicko, like Chrissie said?


      The glowing coal in his gut burst into flame. He almost bent the ignition key starting the car’s engine. Women! He slammed the shift lever into drive and floored the accelerator, burning rubber as the big car squealed from its parking space. Jerry barely missed hitting a blue and cream Chrysler, gleaming like an Easter egg. Horns blared at him as he turned left on the street bordering the parking lot.


      He ran a stop sign, his foot still mashing down on the accelerator. Wind swirled in the car, ruffling his hair and cooling his perspiring face, promising freedom. Speed was an intoxicant. If he could drive fast enough, far enough, he might outrun his troubles.


      A lineup of low buildings, then Munger’s Hardware and the gas station, flashed past, and he was out of the business area.


      The road leveled out before his headlight beams, inviting speed. Jerry accepted the invitation, feeling the car sway as he steered it through a series of gentle curves.


      There was a jolt as the right front wheel jumped the pavement and sank into the soft shoulder, causing the steering wheel to spin and almost break Jerry’s thumb. He tried to stamp on the brake pedal, but he was bouncing around so much in his seat that he missed it and the car picked up speed.


      The right fender scraped a tree with a harsh metallic sound, slowing the car not at all. Jerry’s foot found the brake pedal, and he mashed down on it so hard that he pushed himself back into the upholstery. There was a series of hard jolts, and a tire must have gone flat. Jerry could hear rubber beating and flapping around like crazy in the wheel well. The car fishtailed and nosed down sharply as it lost speed. The steering wheel was like a trapped thing trying to slip from his grasp, fighting him as he tried to control it.


      Then it stopped fighting.


      Everything stopped.


      Remained still.


      The car’s right front was lodged in the ditch running parallel to the street. The engine was dead. Jerry could hear crickets ratcheting nearby.


      He got the door open even though it stuck for a few seconds and made a loud metallic ponk! Pushing hard on the door, he climbed out into the suddenly motionless world. His thoughts were still speeding, still a jumble. He stood dizzily and was afraid he might fall, so he extended his left arm and his hand found the car’s smooth metal roof. He leaned on it, not hard, just enough to steady himself.


      Jerry looked back and saw that the tree he’d thought he scraped was actually a metal mailbox on a wooden post. Post and mailbox lay on the grass.


      Someone’s lawn…


      It was beginning to sink in to Jerry that he was in real trouble.


      The porch light came on at the nearest house. A dog, off in the distance, began a high, insistent barking.


      A man with a flashlight came out of the house with the porch light and walked toward Jerry.


      In the opposite direction, down the street, a car rounded the corner and came toward the accident scene. Red and blue lights on its roof began to flash.


      Jerry felt his heart rise to his throat and expand.


      The man with the flashlight was close now. He walked gingerly, as if his feet hurt, and was wearing wrinkled pants, a baby blue pajama top buttoned crookedly, and blue corduroy slippers. He was old and had a gray buzz cut.


      He looked at Jerry and didn’t seem mad. In fact, he seemed to sympathize with Jerry.


      “You got somebody you can call?” he asked.


      “I guess my mother.”


      “A boy’s best friend,” the man said.


      


      “Goddamn you, Jerry!”


      The leather belt cut through the air and bit into his bare buttocks. His mother grunted like an animal with the effort of swinging her arm. She was so furious she was almost sobbing.


      “Goddamn you! You know I need that car for work! Goddamn you!”


      The belt whirred through the air again and raised a welt on the back of his right thigh. He looked back and saw tears tracking down his mother’s face. “What did you think you were doing? Goddamn you!” Another half grunt, half sob. He could smell the gin sweet on her breath.


      He heard the swish of the belt again.


      Jerry gritted his teeth and endured the pain. He tried to move away from it inside his mind, letting it happen to someone else. He wished he could be a different Jerry standing way off to the side and observing. It wasn’t that his mother didn’t love him. She was angry and had every right to be, and she’d been drinking.


      This was his fault. Whatever punishment he got, he deserved.


      He’d read someplace how somebody who’d been in a POW camp had learned to survive the beatings administered by his captors by being able to accept the pain. Almost to welcome it. Then to like it.


      “Goddamn you, Jerry!”
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      New York, the present


      The office door opened and closed, admitting a surge of warm air that mixed with the only slightly cooler air provided by the valiantly struggling air conditioner.


      “You’re late,” Quinn said.


      Pearl glanced at her watch: 9:22. She didn’t bother answering Quinn, but instead walked to her desk and sat down. There was an erectness of posture and a quickness in her step that meant something.


      Anger?


      Fedderman and Addie Price were at Fedderman’s desk, Addie standing and peering over Fedderman’s shoulder at his computer screen.


      Quinn, seated at his own desk, had already dispatched Vitali and Mishkin to step up their search for both Chrissie Kellers, and they had left in their unmarked car.


      Pearl began shuffling through papers on her desk and rearranging items on its surface. She was in one of her moods and obviously wasn’t going to say anything. It appeared that something profound had happened.


      The office was warm and smelled faintly of cigar smoke (Quinn falling victim to his secret vice). The air conditioner had cycled and was down to a barely audible hum. There was even a lull in the background sound of traffic outside. The silence was becoming so thick it threatened to solidify like concrete.


      Fedderman cleared his throat. “Rough night, Pearl?”


      Pearl stopped what she was doing and looked over at him as if he’d spoken a foreign language.


      “Those look like tea bags under your eyes,” Fedderman said, by way of explanation.


      Pearl shrugged and ignored Fedderman, returning to her work.


      Quinn grew more curious. He stood and walked over to the coffee brewer set up on the corner table. Casually, he poured two mugs of coffee, one for himself and one for Pearl in her initialed mug. He added powdered cream to hers, the way he knew she liked it, and carried both mugs over to her desk. He set hers on a cork Kiss Me Kate coaster near her computer keyboard.


      He took a sip of his own coffee. It was too damned hot and burned his tongue.


      “Something wrong?” he asked Pearl.


      She looked up at him and smiled, surprising him.


      “Something right.” She held out her left hand.


      He saw the diamond on her ring finger, but at first didn’t comprehend its meaning.


      He did know he’d misinterpreted Pearl’s silence, and her mood.


      Addie Price had walked over from Fedderman’s desk and was examining the ring from about five feet away. She was smiling, too.


      “You’re engaged!” she said.


      Pearl beamed and bobbed her head in a yes.


      Quinn thought, Uh-oh!


      Fedderman had stood up and wandered over. “Congratulations, Pearl,” he said sincerely.


      Pearl thanked him.


      Quinn and Addie joined in with their congratulations.


      “So that’s why you were late this morning,” Fedderman said.


      Here was a remark that could be taken in different ways, but Pearl let it slide.


      “And the lucky man is?” Addie asked, as if she were hosting a quiz show. Everyone there could guess even though they had a hard time believing.


      “Yancy Taggart,” Pearl said.


      There! It was true. Out in the open and everyone would just have to get used to it


      Nobody spoke for a moment. Then Quinn said, “Congratulations to Yancy, too.”


      “When’s the wedding?” Addie asked.


      Pearl noticed that Addie had changed positions with Fedderman and was now standing near Quinn. “We haven’t decided on a date yet. It’ll probably be in Las Vegas.”


      “A gamble,” Quinn muttered.


      “What?” Pearl asked sharply.


      “Nothing,” Quinn said. “Talking to myself.”


      He looked again at her left ring finger and figured the diamond for at least a full carat—if it was real. Who could tell, with a fiancé like Yancy Taggart?


      “Very nice ring,” he said.


      “I think so,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman offered his hand for Pearl to shake.


      Addie moved closer and kissed her on the cheek. “Well, I think it’s wonderful!”


      “I do, too!” Pearl said.


      Quinn sent forth a smile and nodded, but Pearl caught the hurt expression in his eyes and felt a stab of…something. Guilt? Sympathy?


      Regret?


      No, damn it! Not regret!


      “While our happy world spins on,” Quinn said, “so does Chrissie Keller’s and the Carver’s.”


      “Anything I need to know?” asked the latecomer Pearl.


      Quinn thought there was plenty, but said, “Sal and Harold are working the Chrissie disappearance. We were going to coordinate witness statements on the Joyce House murder and follow up on anything that doesn’t coincide.”


      “Think Renz would want it done that way?” Pearl asked. She knew the wily commissioner would prefer to have his NYPD minions, Vitali and Mishkin, working the actual murder cases rather than searching for the Chrissie Kellers.


      “He’s not running the investigation in the field,” Quinn said. “I am.”


      Pearl understood Quinn’s thinking. For more than the obvious reasons, he was determined to stay in charge of the investigation. The closer he was to the Carver murders, the more control he’d have over what knowledge flowed to Renz. Knowledge was leverage, and who knew when that might be needed?


      “It’s all the same case,” Quinn said. “Or Renz wouldn’t have assigned us Sal and Harold. And Addie.”


      Pearl decided that Addie, now seated on the corner of Fedderman’s desk, was definitely looking at Quinn in a contemplative manner. Putting on quite a leg show, too.


      With Pearl engaged, Quinn had become fair game, and he might welcome solace. Addie knew Quinn was hopelessly stuck on Pearl, and he’d feel injured and rejected. She, seemed ready to play the rebound.


      Well, it was nothing to Pearl.


      So she told herself. Quinn was so obsessive and tunnel-visioned when he was on the hunt, he would never be able to see or defend against the obvious ploys of a woman like Addie operating on the periphery of his attention. Busy stalking his own quarry, he would be easy prey for her.


      So go to it, Addie, and good luck. It’s all the same to me.


      But Pearl couldn’t deny the stirring in her heart and mind. The subtle anger and…possessiveness?


      My God, jealousy?


      She told herself she had nothing to be possessive or jealous about. Quinn didn’t belong to her in any way. And, more importantly, she didn’t belong to him.


      Damn it, she didn’t!
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      Lilly Branston stood in her Park Avenue apartment that she’d soon be unable to afford and assessed her possibilities.


      The apartment was luxurious, near MoMA, in a much-desired area. Lilly had done well selling high-end real estate for the Willman Group until the markets soured. Both the stock market and the real estate market.


      New York City real estate prices and demand had held up longer than anyone had a right to expect in a declining market. Then had come the big slide down in the stock market, followed by the financial turmoil and the bailouts.


      It got worse as Wall Street came apart and the layoffs started at the brokerage and financial houses. As far as the real estate market went, Wall Street had caught up with Main Street, and Lilly was out of a job.


      She soon learned that it wasn’t going to be easy getting reconnected. Real estate prices had come back slightly, but most of the agents still active, and the agencies still surviving, were suffering declines in business. People simply weren’t moving, or buying, in a drastically down market.


      Lilly was still in her thirties and attractive, slimly built with dark brown hair and eyes. Her oval face with its perfect bowed lips and narrow nose looked as if it belonged in a medieval painting. She had, in fact, worked as an artist’s model to make extra money during college. While doing so she’d met her husband, the one she’d helped put through law school, and who had then used his skills to gain maximum advantage during their divorce. He was now practicing corporate law in California, married to the woman who’d tutored him in tort law so he could pass the bar. From the divorce on, Lilly had thought of it as “tart” law.


      No children from that mess, fortunately.


      Lilly had learned her lesson, and out of necessity found that she had a gift for selling real estate. She’d started with residential property in New Jersey, and soon went on to the more lucrative area of luxury condos and co-ops in New York City. She’d helped to make the Willman Group one of the most successful agencies in the city. But her sales and listings had shrunk. Now they’d repaid her by putting her on reduced commission—which in the Willman Group was tantamount to being fired.


      Lilly wasn’t surprised. She’d learned long ago how the world worked. Sometimes you ate the little fish. Sometimes you were the little fish.


      After a month of unemployment, Lilly realized she was lonely. Misery really did yearn for company


      What she wanted was a man. Someone she could talk to, lean on, rely on. Someone who’d screw her senseless in this senseless world.


      Lilly didn’t like thinking that way, but circumstances were harsh and she couldn’t help it. She weighed her chances. Even though she had time on her hands, she didn’t want to spend it in singles bars or popular pickup spots like bookstores or produce departments in grocery stores. She was almost forty and tired of that kind of mindless dance.


      Then chance played a hand. When she was reading a glossy Executive World magazine in her dentist’s waiting room, she noticed something that immediately made sense to her. It was a small ad for a company called CC.com. Reading on, Lilly learned that “CC” stood for Coffee and Conversation, an online matchmaking service. It advertised in select places so that narrowly targeted people could use a special password and meet similar people. Thus philatelists could meet philatelists, ballroom dancers meet ballroom dancers, real estate professionals meet real estate professionals. Lilly saw C and C as an opportunity not simply to meet a man with whom she had something in common, but perhaps the chance to network her way back to a new sales job with actual potential.


      The best thing about C and C, according to the ad, was that it guaranteed complete privacy. Its clients contacted each other directly rather than through C and C. That way there was no record, nothing that might embarrass you or jump up and bite you during some future job interview.


      The next afternoon, after a job interview she knew was hopeless, Lilly visited the C and C website, registered, and paid a reasonable fee. She screened the profiles of various male hopefuls. She settled on Gerald Lone, a handsome man (or so he’d referred to himself without going into detail) who’d sold commercial real estate for a large agency in the Midwest. For the last three years he’d had his own small agency in the city. According to him, the real estate market in New York still had pockets of profitability, if one knew how to find them. And knew how to sell.


      Lilly smiled when she read that. Contacting Gerald Lone might in itself be a moneymaking proposition.


      Thinking of it that way made his personal profile seem like one of those thinly veiled advertisements for escort service employees. That was okay with Lilly. The prospect of employment, along with the prospect of sex, made meeting this guy seem all the more desirable. Possible ulterior motives didn’t scare her away. If he was trolling for a good salesperson as well as a good time, that might work with Lilly.


      Lilly walked over to the full-length mirror in her apartment’s tile foyer and tried to observe herself as someone might on their first meeting. She was wearing black three-inch heels that gave her ankles a graceful turn and made her five-foot-six frame seem tall. Her dress was simple and black but obviously expensive. She’d bought it at Saks last year after closing on an uptown condo unit. Her jewelry was silver and modest, a small diamond and opal ring and hoop earrings. No necklace. The skillfully tailored cut of the dress did its own wonders with her neck, making it look even longer and more elegant than it was.


      Beautiful swan.


      That’s what someone would think on first meeting her.


      She hoped.


      


      Gerald Lone sat in a booth in the coffee shop of the Worthingham Hotel near Times Square. The Worthingham was old but still fashionable, and its room rates were competitive with those of the older bargain hotels that were still hanging on in the area. Its restaurant, which looked out on throngs of tourists and Times Square characters streaming past, was small and intimate, with wooden booths that had tall backs that ensured privacy.


      In front of Gerald was a cup of hot chicory coffee, which from time to time he sipped from as he kept an eye on the restaurant’s street door as well as the entrance from the hotel lobby. He had only Lilly’s description from her CC.com profile. Like many of the women, and more than a few men, who were C and C clients, Lilly had declined to post a photo of herself online.


      Gerald understood. Dating services still carried a slight stigma with some people. And with most clients, as with Gerald, the whole idea was anonymity. With the direct e-mail contact, there would be no C and C record of who’d met whom, nothing to connect one client with another unless someone connected one individual computer with another.


      Not likely, since the computer Gerald had used to contact Lilly was in an Internet café and ensured privacy.


      It was a good system, he’d decided. One without exposure to personal risk. Like could find, contact, and meet Like.


      Or someone pretending to be Like.


      Gerald Lone settled back in his chair, sipped, and waited.


      And just when he was about to give up and conclude that she wouldn’t show, there she was.


      It had to be her. The description, including the black dress, was precise.


      She was older than he’d expected. Surely closing in on forty. But not at all a disappointment. Confident. Smart. Put together. Long, graceful neck like a swan’s. The kind of neck he’d like to—


      She spotted him immediately and came toward him, smiling as she drew near. He liked her smile. It was that of a woman up for adventure.


      Smiling back, he slid out of the booth and stood up. He was the taller of the two, even though she was wearing high heels.


      When they shook hands and looked into each other’s eyes, he was sure she would be his next. Everything would work out fine.


      She was the one.
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      “We saw her again,” Fedderman said, when everyone had reported back to the office. This was the time for the evening summing-up and for setting the strategy for the next day.


      Dusk was beginning to envelop the city, and no one had bothered to switch on the overhead fluorescent fixtures as one by one the desk lamps were turned on. The light in the office was less official and revealing in the muted illumination. It had a shadowed yellow cast that created soft side lighting. Maybe it was because of the concealing and flattering lighting that the mood was more relaxed.


      “Her being our shadow woman?” Quinn asked.


      “Right. Pearl and I both saw her just after you left to drive back here. She was standing across the street again, near where she was last time. Had her arms crossed, the way she does. Just then one of those two-piece buses like short trains went past, and when we could see across the street again, she was gone. But she’d been there, watching.”


      Watching what? Quinn wondered. The three of them, Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman, had simply stayed in Joyce House’s apartment building most of the time, when they weren’t visiting witnesses in surrounding buildings to clear up inconsistent statements regarding the time leading up to and including House’s murder. Nothing useful had been learned, other than additional confirmation that any two people could see or hear the same things quite differently.


      “So did you go after her?” Mishkin asked Fedderman.


      “Pearl did, but it wasn’t much use. She’d had plenty of time to lose herself in all the traffic and people headed home from work.”


      “It looked like she was wearing the same gray outfit,” Pearl said. “Gray sweats, and a blue baseball cap worn low over her eyes.”


      “Yankees cap?” Vitali asked.


      “Could have been Mets,” Pearl said. “They’re both blue.” She felt like adding that if they knew which team the woman rooted for, they could search the ballpark next time there was a home game. But she knew Vitali wasn’t an easy target for sarcasm like Fedderman. The gravelly voiced little bastard would catch on to what Pearl was doing and maybe take offense. Vitali was laid-back, but he could also bite back.


      Addie, who’d worked a computer and answered the phones in the office all day, said, “There are lots of blue ball caps floating around that aren’t connected to sports teams. Maybe it was even one of those generic caps you buy at sidewalk sales. The kind that come straight from where they’re made and haven’t been stenciled or embroidered with anything yet. A lot of them are from China.”


      Pearl thought, We’re really zeroing in on this cap. Stick to profiling, toots.


      Quinn was looking at Pearl, maybe in a cautioning way. Or maybe he was still pissed because of her engagement to Yancy. Pearl hadn’t meant to hurt his fragile male ego, and when was the last time he’d proposed marriage to her?


      “What about the missing Chrissies?” Quinn asked Sal and Harold.


      “I’m afraid they’re still missing,” Harold said. “The phony Chrissie’s hotel room was long ago cleaned and has had two guests stay there since her disappearance. Any DNA evidence we gathered wouldn’t tell us much, even if there happened to be any after the maids did their spit-and-polish work.”


      “Our assumed actual Chrissie was never even in New York, for all we know,” Sal said. “We checked with her hometown police and sheriff’s department. There’s nothing on her, no sheet, no friends or neighbors who say anything negative or revealing about her—or about her mother, for that matter.”


      “What about the father?” Pearl asked.


      “Long gone after the divorce. You know how it works. Tiffany’s death tore up the family. There was no way it could survive intact. The father was a sales rep for an auto parts company and moved to Detroit.”


      Detroit, Pearl thought. Where Geraldine Knott was attacked years ago by a man who was probably the Carver. Where Addie Price was also attacked, possibly by the same man, then fought for her accreditation, worked as a profiler, and went on to a career as a local media talking head. A bit of a coincidence.


      Pearl filed the information away in the back of her mind.


      Quinn stood up behind his desk and stretched, clenching and unclenching his powerful hands as if to make sure they still worked. “We’ll do legwork again tomorrow,” he said, “and see what, if anything, comes of it. Pearl and Feds can go back to House’s neighborhood and haunt it, see if our shadow woman turns up again. Maybe even find out who she is and what she wants.”


      “It’ll probably be in tomorrow’s City Beat that she was spotted across the street from where Joyce House was murdered, and then disappeared again,” Pearl said. She shot a look Addie’s way, letting Addie know she was under suspicion, at least as far as Pearl was concerned. Addie had learned Pearl’s game and ignored her.


      “Maybe I’ll call Cindy Sellers and tell her about the latest shadow woman sighting,” Quinn said. “It might shake something loose out there. Could be that somebody else in the neighborhood saw our mystery woman and knows who she is.”


      “Could be,” Pearl agreed.


      And the killer is going to shoot himself outside 1 Police Plaza and leave a confession.


      “So we sleep on it,” Quinn said.


      Everyone was ready for that. Chairs groaned. Notebooks snapped shut. Desk lamps began winking out, and someone switched on the fluorescents for the last one out the door to switch off.


      Quinn stayed behind so he’d be the last to leave. Pearl was next to last. He watched her go out the door without looking back, not bothering to say good night.


      She was no doubt irked by his reference to Cindy Sellers. Quinn couldn’t understand why. They all knew what kind of journalist Sellers was, and that she had informants in the NYPD. Informants everywhere, in fact.


      Quinn watched Pearl walk past outside the window that looked out on West Seventy-ninth Street. In the illumination from headlights and the nearby streetlight, her expression was serious and her dark eyes were trained straight ahead. The breeze blew a lock of raven-black hair across her forehead, and she instantly brushed it aside. Then she was out of sight.


      He sat feeling the loss of her presence like a dull ache.


      They were in business together, so Pearl would be in his life as long as that lasted. In his life during their working hours, anyway.


      For now, he’d settle for that because he had no choice.


      But when Pearl became Mrs. Yancy Taggart, would she continue with the agency? Would she feel the same drive she and Quinn felt now?


      Or would she no longer need the hunt? Would she no longer share the feeling that at least some of what was wrong with this screwed-up, dangerous, and unfair world had to be set right, and that for some reason accomplishing that was their responsibility?


      Would Mrs. Yancy Taggart think that way?


      Quinn knew it was possible, even likely, that someday soon Pearl would walk out of his life for good.


      On a practical level he should be able to live with that, but he had no idea how.
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      They’d each had two glasses of wine, white and red, with a gourmet dinner at Le French Affaire. Or had Lilly had three? Two glasses of red? She wasn’t sure, and it wasn’t like her to lose count.


      She’d dressed up for this meeting, this date. No simple black outfit for this one. She was wearing her pale blue Aghali silk dress, with a low neckline and a skirt cut on the bias so it showed a lot of leg without seeming too immodest. When she’d tried the dress on, the sales clerk had described her as an asymmetrical dream. Her ivory cultivated pearl necklace set off the dress and her pale and flawless complexion. A touch of Givenchy dabbed between her breasts and here she was. Ready for the jousting of the heart. Ready, as ever, to close the deal. Watch out, Gerald Lone.


      Gerald, sitting across from her, turned out to be charming, and obviously a skilled jouster himself. He was witty and involved in conversation, with a direct manner of looking at her—into her—that caused something inside her to stir in a way she hadn’t felt in a long time. He seemed, on this first meeting beyond mere chat and coffee, to be…well, a man who was her equal. Lilly had, in her mind, encountered few of those.


      They were both players with the same objective, who didn’t waste time or talk. Neither wanted to reveal too much information during the usual blather about finding things in common. Gerald had described his occupation as “helping to put pieces back together in the financial community,” but avoided going into detail. Lilly had told him she was in “high-end” Manhattan real estate, but didn’t mention that she was at the moment virtually unemployed. She figured a few secrets at the beginning of a relationship didn’t matter. Neither of them was searching for a lifetime soul mate.


      On the other hand, if things developed as swimmingly as they were going now…


      Or maybe it was the wine.


      Whatever, they were still taking each other’s measure, like two characters in a sophisticated play, having a grand time and ad-libbing the scene as they went along. No script for tonight, but the Cole Porter mood should be maintained.


      “There’s a German Expressionism display at MoMA,” Gerald said, over raspberry sorbet.


      “Maudlin stuff,” Lilly said. “I love it.” Keep him off balance.


      “Didn’t you mention that your apartment was near the museum?”


      “I did,” Lilly said. “Maybe we should take it in. German expressionism can be very erotic.” Stealing the play from Gerald. Staying in charge. She was getting a kick out of this verbal exchange with pretentious sharp swords. Two deft fencers.


      Gerald smiled and glanced at his watch. It looked like a gold Rolex, but who could tell these days, with all the brand-name knockoffs floating around New York?


      “I believe that at this hour the museum is closed,” he said.


      “It is. I was thinking about in the morning.”


      “After breakfast at Benentino’s?”


      “After we screw each other’s brains out.”


      That took him slightly aback. But he recovered nicely, as she knew he would.


      “You are a Lilly and not a shrinking violet,” he said with a smile.


      She nibbled at her sorbet and took a sip of wine, enjoying herself immensely. “My sense is that we’re both people of intelligence and experience. People who don’t waste time but go in short order to the quick of matters.”


      His smile became a grin. “That would be my impression of you,” he said. “And I admire that. In all honesty, I admire you.”


      “And I you.”


      “And not only your mind.”


      She leaned across the table, letting some cleavage show, and gripped his right hand gently with both of hers. “Do we really want to finish dessert?”


      “The wine,” he said. “It’s too good to waste.” He held up the bottle and studied it. “Almost empty. I know what. I’ll order a bottle to go, and we can enjoy it at your place.”


      “Afterward,” Lilly said.


      He laughed. “Let’s drink to that and then leave.”


      Lilly laughed with him as he poured what was left of the wine into their glasses. She studied him without seeming to do so.


      He always has something to say. He should be selling something other than himself, with his gift of gab. Or be a politician. Or lobbyist. He should be in something that requires copious amounts of blarney.


      And for all she knew, maybe he was.


      


      “Is that you, Pearl?”


      Pearl winced when she heard her mother’s voice. That would teach her to rush to the ringing phone and snatch it up as soon as she entered her apartment.


      “Me, Mom.” She slumped down on the sofa and used each foot to work the shoe off the other.


      “What I called for was an awful thing I learned,” her mother said in ominous preamble.


      Pearl went cold with sudden alarm. “Something happen? You okay, Mom? I mean, your health?”


      “My health, never a finely tuned mechanism, is not so good insofar, as the doctors say, the mind affects the body, which it does.”


      There was something not only in her mother’s words but in the tone of her voice. Pearl sensed something wrong that didn’t at all concern her mother’s physical well-being.


      “So what’s affected your mind, Mom?”


      “My peace of mind, you mean, dear. As a mother grows older she forgets more and more, to be sure, yet we grow in motherly wisdom.”


      “You think you’re missing a piece of your mind, Mom?”


      “Are you being facetious, dear?”


      Pearl wasn’t.


      “It was the news I heard,” her mother said. “News that skewered your mother’s troubled heart like a sword.”


      “We’re at war?”


      “Worse. Much worse. My only and lovely daughter is, as it came to me, even to me, here where I sit alone—and should I not have been the first rather than last to hear?—that she is engaged to the reptile Yancy Taggart.”


      “Quinn told you,” Pearl said, her anger rising.


      “Only when I called him to check on your health and well-being, as I do frequently from here in my isolation. He assumed that I’d already been told, being, as I am, your only mother.”


      “I was going to call you tonight and tell you the news, Mom. I just got home.”


      “Tell me the tragedy, you mean. You may take it, Pearl—and I offer this with love and even some small hope that the consummation of such a proposed legal and unblessed union will not occur—that I do not approve of the match.”


      “If you spent some time with Yancy, Mom, took the time to really get to know him, you would approve. I guarantee it.”


      “The mongoose approves of the cobra, and in point of fact is fascinated by the cobra, just before the strike.”


      “I’m not a mongoose, Mom. I’ve never even seen a mongoose. And Yancy is not a cobra”


      “A reptile is a reptile, dear.”


      “I’d like for you to meet and talk with him before you lock yourself into that conclusion,” Pearl said.


      “People met and talked with Hitler. Hitler loved to talk. Loved to ensnare people in the webs of his lies. He could fascinate people and make them do anything he wanted for every evil purpose. Sound familiar, dear?”


      “Maybe if you talked to Yancy you would fall for him like Mussolini did for Hitler,” Pearl said.


      “I discern insubordination, dear.”


      “I’m sorry, Mom. I just want you to give Yancy a chance. He and I would both like your approval. It’s important to us both.”


      “Both? You and your mother? Or you and the reptile?”


      “The rep—to me, and to Yancy, it’s important.”


      “Yet you would marry without such approval?”


      “Well, yes.”


      “You were always headstrong and in some ways heart weak, Pearl.”


      “The wedding will be in Las Vegas, Mom.”


      “Too far away for your mother to attend, even if, God willing, I am alive at that time and not dead of broken wishes for my only daughter. Wishes that she would come to her senses, and see before her a man like Captain Quinn.”


      A bitter column of bile rose in Pearl’s throat. “He isn’t a captain, Mom.”


      “Nor is he a reptile, dear. And neither is Dr. Milton Kahn.”


      “Now there we disagree,” Pearl said.


      “Perhaps if you would stand back from your unfortunate betrothal and truly analyze the situation, our disagreement would blow away like smoke. An engagement can be a wonderful thing, dear, or it can be a steel trap about to spring shut.”


      “Mom, Yancy and I—”


      “Love can be such a trap, Pearl.”


      “Mom, please reconsider how you feel about this.”


      “I have considered and reconsidered, Pearl. How I feel, what I see, is a reptile in the marriage bed alongside my daughter. The thing has a reptile’s greedy eyes, a reptile’s sharp teeth, a reptile’s tongue.”


      Pearl felt herself getting excited. “Sometimes two people, even if one of them is a reptile—”


      “My heart is heavy, Pearl.”


      “So is the phone, Mom. I’m hanging up.”


      And Pearl did.


      


      A gift, Gerald thought, as they walked from the restaurant, Lilly weaving ever so slightly and leaning on him from time to time, he with a brown paper bag tucked discreetly beneath an arm. She was smiling slightly.


      He kept his anticipation—and his thoughts—nicely hidden.


      Why not tonight?


      There were times when things were made unexpectedly convenient, and one had merely to make slight adjustments. Maybe luck. Maybe destiny. He believed in both.


      He did not believe in spurning a gift from fate.


      Seize opportunity when you find it.


      He could act on short notice. He could improvise.


      He hailed a cab, and they kissed long and passionately in the backseat. His arm snaked around her, and his hand found its way beneath the low and graceful neckline of her dress, found the softness of her breast and the sensitive tender nipple.


      By the time they got to her apartment he could convince her of anything.


      While she was undressing in the bedroom, he told her he’d get the wine ready for them, put it on ice so it would be cooling while they were doing everything but that. She giggled and agreed and directed him to her high-tech European kitchen.


      He glanced around the kitchen. Very nice. White pine cabinets that matched the paneling, brushed aluminum twin ovens, lots of pale green floor tile laid on the diagonal. There were three dark green oval rugs with brown strands woven through them. Throw rugs. Usually the most dangerous thing in the home. Not tonight, though.


      Gerald knew he had to remember everything he touched. Everything. He was careful to stay in the center of the room and let his eyes explore.


      There was the refrigerator, looking like part of the paneling. He didn’t bother opening it, but instead placed the wine bottle, still in its paper sack, on the granite sink counter. Using a decorative dishrag for a makeshift glove, he rummaged around for a few minutes more in Lilly’s kitchen before finding what he’d really come for.


      The drawer where she kept her knives.
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      Pearl didn’t really believe in God, not all the way. But she felt blessed. Lying in her bed with the light out, she contemplated why.


      Not everything was going perfectly. The investigation seemed to present more of a riddle every day. Her mother figured to be a bigger pain in the ass even than Pearl had anticipated. And Quinn was taking her engagement to Yancy harder than he might have.


      What right had Quinn to feel any remorse or regret? He and Pearl had been good together, but only sometimes. Other times…best not to think about those.


      It was the sometimes that still bothered her. She turned over violently in bed, fluffed her pillow as if it were a piñata, and clenched her eyes shut. Her feeling of benevolence from above was fast dissipating. A person shouldn’t think too much about life.


      Pearl had always regarded life as a predicament. Lately, because of Yancy, it had seemed less so. Pearl had decided she could cope. The one sharp stone, the one thing in her new reality that prodded and bothered her, was Quinn. Why wouldn’t he grow up? They’d been lovers, and now she was going to be married to someone else. That was the profound and simple fact. She could live with it, and Quinn would have to learn.


      Her problem, though she seldom confronted it directly, was that despite her engagement to Yancy, the crashing finality of her relationship with Quinn, wasn’t…well, final. Somewhere in her heart was an indestructible fondness for Quinn, and, try as she may, she couldn’t ignore it.


      She was alone in her bed, the one she’d once shared with Quinn. Yancy was in Albany at some kind of meeting or convention about alternative energy sources. Right now he was probably charming people and yammering about wind power, she thought. She smiled into her pillow. Thinking of Yancy—that was the antidote for Quinn. If her mother liked Quinn so well, let her marry him.


      The thought appalled Pearl, and she rolled over again on her back.


      She stared at the ceiling and tried again to feel blessed. Couldn’t quite make it.


      She didn’t like sleeping alone. Never had.


      It was something genetic, maybe. Like being human.


      


      The Carver was impressed with this one. Lilly Branston was uncommonly strong. Kneeling on her arms had failed to prevent her from struggling. He’d had to knock her about, then rip some strips off a sheet and use them to bind her. Then, when he’d stuffed her panties into her mouth, she’d attempted to bite him. No quit in Lilly.


      Breathing hard from his efforts, he assumed his kneeling position, his knees pressing down on her bound arms. He was safely back within the ritual.


      In control.


      He held up the thin-bladed boning knife he’d found in her kitchen drawer so she had to look at it. Grinning down at it, he pretended to pluck a hair from his head and slice it with one quick stroke of the blade.


      He aimed his grin at her.


      She glared up at him without fear. Without curiosity. She knew what was going to happen. She’d been tricked. She’d been had. There was going to be a penalty. As they locked eyes, a subtle glow came into hers. He recognized it easily as hate. Deep down from the depths of hell hate. It amused and excited him.


      He moved the knife closer to her face so it was almost blocking her vision, but not quite. He wanted to see her eyes.


      He smiled before her hate, and he knew that if she could break free she’d attempt to kill him.


      He waved the knife from side to side. “I’m going to explain a few things to you while I’m doing them,” he said.


      When he deftly removed the first nipple she began to scream. Firmly gagged as she was, the sound could barely be heard in the bedroom, much less outside the condo walls. He adjusted the gag. He didn’t want her to inhale any of the rich silk material and choke on it.


      He placed the nipple in a small plastic bag, letting her see he was leaving the bag unsealed, and talked to her some more, taking his time, stringing out the enjoyment. There was no hate in her eyes now, only horror.


      


      When he was finished, he was pleased to see that while Lilly had bled profusely, there was little blood on him. He’d been nimble and escaped most of the arterial blood when he’d slit her throat.


      He was surprised to notice that he was sweating. Lilly’s still body also was coated with perspiration where it wasn’t bloody.


      Hard work. She’d managed to make it hard work for both of them.


      Well, she’d paid the price.


      He climbed out of bed and went to the window, parting the drapes he’d closed before beginning Lilly’s final ordeal. Then he opened the window as wide as it would go. This was part of his plan. The only facing windows were blocks away. It was highly unlikely that anyone would happen to glance out of one of them and into this particular window. He returned to the bed and stood by Lilly’s body, noting as before with satisfaction that the angle of the drapes made it impossible to see the bed from outside.


      There was a slight breeze in the room now, which he enjoyed as it played over his damp body. The open window would serve another purpose; he didn’t want this one to be discovered too soon, and the stench of putrefaction and feces from the relaxed sphincter wouldn’t be noticed right away in the building if some of the odor escaped through the window.


      He began the methodical process of wiping away his fingerprints. He’d been careful as always, his mind neatly filing away in his memory everything he’d touched. When that was finished he’d go into the bathroom and use the shower, nude but for a pair of white latex gloves. When that was done he’d place the fresh lily he’d brought with him in his victim’s hair. The finishing touch and a riddle for the police.


      Then he’d get dressed and be on his way. Into the city. Into the night. Part of the dark.


      He had to admire Lilly. She’d never really given up until her last, paper-thin breath. She’d been a fighter.


      He bet Pearl would be, too.
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      Addie came bustling in out of the night, surprising Quinn.


      She was surprised herself. She hadn’t expected to see him sitting behind his desk, bending over paperwork in the narrow island of light from his lamp.


      “Go ahead and smoke your cigar,” she said, surprising him again.


      They were alone in the office. She’d come in to work late, as she often did, and he’d come in to reread and reorganize some of the case files. He’d been contemplating how nice it would be to light up a Cuban cigar and lean back in his desk chair. It would help him think. He hadn’t realized that, to Addie, his thoughts were so transparent.


      She was smiling as she walked over to her desk. Hers and Fedderman’s.


      She leaned back with her haunches against the desk and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. The way she stood made her skirt hike up so a lot of leg showed. Quinn had noticed before how small-breasted women sometimes tried to compensate by taking pride in and showing off their legs.


      Sexist thought. He mentally slapped his wrist.


      “You’ve been absently feeling your shirt’s left breast pocket,” she said, “as if there should be something in there. You’ve been licking your lips, and your eyes keep going to the drawer where you keep your cigars.”


      “You notice a lot of detail,” he said.


      She gave a small shrug, still smiling. “My job.”


      “So what else have you noticed?”


      “That this place is set up more like precinct squad room than an office.”


      He glanced around and laughed. “I guess that’s natural. NYPD blue runs in my blood.”


      “The past keeps its hold on us,” she said. “You’re the major partner and run the place, so maybe you should have your own private office.”


      “I wouldn’t like that. I might lose touch.”


      “You could at least smoke a cigar whenever you wanted one.”


      “There is that.”


      “And maybe if you broke more from the past it might help you to accept change.”


      “You mean quarters, nickels?”


      “You know what I mean. Treating a serious problem lightly is one way not to face up to it.”


      He reached into his desk drawer and drew out a cigar. It was in a brushed aluminum tube that looked like some kind of ammunition. He closed the drawer but didn’t yet part the sections of the tube to get to the cigar. He regarded Addie, knowing where the conversation was going.


      She didn’t seem to mind being regarded. She sat all the way up on the desk now, with the heels of her hands on its flat surface so her arms were propped straight and made her shoulders high and narrow. The skirt had worked even higher. One of her legs was rhythmically pumping so the back of her high-heeled shoe barely struck the desk and made a repetitive soft bumping sound in the quiet office.


      “We’re talking about Pearl’s engagement,” he said.


      She nodded, giving him that faint little smile that came mostly from her eyes. “That engagement is quite a change for Pearl, and for you.”


      “Me?”


      “Because of the way you obviously feel about Pearl.”


      “I’ll cope,” Quinn said.


      “It’d be easier with a cigar, I bet.”


      She sat watching him, waiting, the leg still pumping.


      He opened the aluminum tube and removed the cigar. Opened the desk drawer again and got out a cutter to snip off the tip. He didn’t have to rummage for matches. There was always a book of them next to where he kept his cigars.


      The cutter that he used looked like a miniature guillotine. He worked it and was pleased to see that it was still sharp and efficient.


      “Ouch!” Addie said. “What brand are you smoking? Marie Antoinettes?”


      “It was a gift,” he said, holding the cutter up so she could see it clearly and then returning it to the drawer.


      “From Pearl?”


      “From another cop who liked cigars but had to quit them.”


      Quinn held the cigar, but he didn’t light it.


      “Pearl wouldn’t mind,” Addie said. She didn’t seem surprised by his hesitation.


      Quinn smiled. “She might.”


      “She couldn’t. She wouldn’t know.”


      “She might.”


      “It doesn’t make any difference now,” Addie said. Her tone was patient, as if she were speaking to a contrary child.


      “It—”


      “No,” Addie said calmly, “that’s over. It’d be better all around if you recognized that and accepted it.”


      The psychologist in her coming out.


      Quinn sat looking into her eyes, into her smile. A man might become used to that smile warming his world, might become addicted to it. His gaze slid down to her leg, still tapping out its rhythm, its message, softly, softly on the front panel of the desk.


      He clamped the cigar between his teeth and struck the match. Touched flame to the tip of the cigar and got it burning smoothly with a couple of deep draws. He leaned back in his chair and relaxed.


      “Satisfied?” she asked.


      “Almost. I’ve learned to settle for that. It has to do with recognizing and accepting change.”


      “There is no almost when it comes to satisfaction.” The smile again. So knowing and hinting of secrets. So invitingly erotic.


      She stood up suddenly from the desk, tugged her skirt down, and smoothed it over her thighs. There was an air of embarrassment about her now, but it wasn’t real. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have broached the subject of you and Pearl. I know how it is—old loves, like old habits, die hard.”


      “Sometimes they take us with them,” Quinn said.


      She seemed alarmed. “This conversation is becoming morose.”


      “I was talking about cigars,” he said.


      “Thank God for that.”


      “Addie, I would never—”


      “I know. I didn’t really think you would.”


      She gathered up some papers and stuffed them into a file folder, straightened and aligned whatever was on the desk top, then bent down and picked up her purse. She stayed bent over a few seconds longer than necessary. Quinn knew he was being worked, and she didn’t seem to mind if he knew.


      She told him good night and walked to the door. She was obviously aware that he was watching her, but she wasn’t putting on any kind of show now. All business.


      At the door she turned and said, “Maybe we’ll make some progress tomorrow.”


      “On the case,” Quinn said.


      “Sure. What else would I mean?”


      When she was gone, some of the air seemed to go out of the office with her.


      Quinn drew on the cigar and tried to blow a smoke ring. He failed. He tried again, without success.


      He watched the formless smoke drift toward the ceiling and thought about Addie thinking he might be contemplating suicide because of Pearl.


      He thought about God.


      He wished God would pay more attention to New York.
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      “The killer is moving up in the world,” Fedderman said.


      Vitali had called and woken Quinn a few minutes past midnight with the address of the latest Carver victim, Lilly Branston. It was in a towering condo development on Park Avenue. The building was a pre-war honey, with a four-story granite façade topped by a tan brick and ornate pale stone structure thrust into the night sky. There was the usual cluster of radio cars, unmarkeds, and emergency vehicles outside, parked at crazy angles so it looked as if they’d all arrived at once and a massive collision had been barely averted.


      Quinn nodded hello to a uniformed officer he knew, but used his ID to enter the lobby with Fedderman.


      Impressive, the lobby. Cooler than the night. Pink-veined beige marble, brown plush carpeting, and polished copper elevator doors.


      “A place like this,” Fedderman said, “there’s gotta be a doorman.”


      “There is. Sal said he gets off at ten. The doorman claims he saw the victim leave by herself about six. Didn’t see her return.”


      “Maybe she met her killer and brought him back to her place after ten.”


      “Maybe the killer knew it was safe after ten,” Quinn said, “and came calling on his own.” He glanced up and around. “Any security cameras covering the entrance?”


      “Yeah, but they’re live, and nobody was watching the monitors.”


      Quinn flexed his jaw muscles and nodded.


      Mishkin was standing by one of the elevators. His rumpled brown suit appeared too large for him. His eyes were pools of sadness. Even his bushy mustache seemed to droop a little, or maybe it was the mentholated cream caught in it.


      “You look tired, Harold,” Fedderman said.


      “Trying to find some meaning in slaughter wears a person down,” Mishkin said. “She’s on eighteen.” He pressed the elevator’s up button. “This one had a lot to live for. Tragic…”


      It was well past midnight, and they were the only ones in the elevator. No one said anything as it ascended to the murder floor. Rising to hell—it didn’t feel right.


      As they stepped from the elevator on eighteen, Quinn noticed an open door down the hall. A uniformed cop stood nearby, and bright light from inside the apartment cast faint moving shadows over the carpeted hall outside the door. Just beyond the open door was a small upholstered bench, and alongside it a tall stone urn with brown artificial pampas grass protruding from it.


      A man about twenty who would always look about twenty at a glance sat slumped on the bench. He was wearing seriously faded and patched jeans, a fresh-looking untucked white shirt with vertical green stripes, and moccasins without socks. His straight brown hair was a tangle that might or might not have been an effort at style. He was staring at the floor with the intensity of a man watching an ant farm.


      “That’s Stephen Elsinger,” Mishkin said. “He’s the kid who called nine-one-one. Saw some of what happened through the victim’s window. Trust fund baby, lives over on Lexington.”


      “That’s in the next block,” Quinn said.


      “Stephen’s got a powerful telescope,” Mishkin said. “He was in the habit of observing the victim.”


      “Spying on her.”


      “Stephen wouldn’t put it exactly that way, but yeah. She was masturbation material, is my impression.”


      Quinn liked the sound of this. “He saw her murdered?”


      “Not exactly.”


      Quinn merely grunted, deciding to be patient while the story of what had happened here unfolded.


      When they entered the bedroom and Quinn saw the victim, he knew what Mishkin had meant when he said she’d had a lot to live for. Lilly Branston’s address suggested she had plenty of money, and despite the gape-mouthed expression of horror on her face, she must have been beautiful. Quinn thought she was a bit older than the other victims, maybe even in her forties. But it was difficult to judge, with her staring eyes and the rictus of her mouth from which her panties, now crumpled on the pillow beside her head, had been removed by the assistant M.E. The attending examiner wasn’t Nift this time, but a middle-aged woman who was tall and storklike yet had innumerable chins. Quinn knew her slightly and thought her name was Norma. She was treating the victim’s horribly abused body with a cold precision and professionalism, through which now and then glimmered compassion and respect. So unlike her boss.


      Quinn showed her his ID, which had his name on it, rather than the NYPD shield Renz had supplied.


      “I’m Norma,” the woman said. She had a high, nasal voice. “I know you from the Kraft case some years back.”


      “Ah, yes. Where’s Nift?”


      “You miss Dr. Nift?”


      Quinn smiled. “Like a bad case of shingles.”


      “You know him, then,” Norma said. “Dr. Nift is home in bed, and he won’t meet Ms. Branston till well after sunrise.”


      “Seniority,” Quinn said.


      “Being the boss.”


      “Being a prick,” Fedderman said.


      Norma glanced at him, but nothing changed in her expression. She seemed a nice, if authoritative, woman and looked as if she should be principal of a school where the girls wore uniforms, instead of poking around a dead body.


      Sal Vitali took a few steps into the bedroom. “Where’s Pearl?”


      “I decided to let her sleep,” Quinn said. “Addie, too. That way we won’t be bumping into each other like zombies tomorrow morning.”


      He propped his fists on his hips and looked closely at the victim. She was nude and had been bound with strips of torn sheet. Her nipples had been removed. A glaring X about twelve inches long was carved between her breasts. She’d suffered a terrible ear-to-ear slash, creating what looked like a horrible, greedy mouth straight out of a nightmare.


      Then Quinn noticed something that made the nightmare more poignant and terrible.


      He pointed to the white flower tucked in her tangled hair just above her left ear. “Was that there when they found her?”


      “Yeah,” Norma said. “’Case you’re wondering, it’s a lily.”


      “I knew that,” Fedderman said.


      Norma glanced at him skeptically and continued to pick and probe.


      “Our killer likes to pun,” Fedderman said.


      Norma said, “I don’t concern myself with that kinda thing.”


      “Nift would,” Quinn said. “He likes to play detective.”


      Norma shrugged. “Play is the operative word.”


      There was plenty of spilled blood, but it had the same controlled look as that of the earlier victims. The killer had been deft and knew how and how much they were going to bleed, and how to avoid the blood as much as possible.


      “Do you think the killer might have some kind of medical background, the way he seems able to predict and avoid arterial blood?” Quinn asked Norma.


      “Not necessarily,” she said. “Some reading, and of course practice, and it would be pretty simple to attain a butcher’s skill.”


      “But he’d get some blood on him.”


      “It would seem inevitable.”


      “Looks like he washed up in the bathroom when he was done,” Sal said. “Crime scene unit’s gonna check the basin and shower drains. What they found with all their dusting for prints were mostly glove smudges, and a lot of the apartment looks like it’s been wiped.”


      “They won’t find any of the killer’s blood or hair in the drain or anywhere else,” Fedderman said. “He doesn’t leave DNA, probably showers with a cap and maybe has his pubic hair shaved, the way some of these sickos do. And he’s careful to be the cutter rather than the cuttee.”


      “The cuttee’s name is confirmed as Lillian Maria Branston,” Sal said. “Thirty-eight years old. A real estate agent—high-end stuff, judging by this place. Business cards say she was with the Willman Group.”


      Quinn had heard of the Willman Group. It was one of the largest and most successful real estate agencies in the city. And, as Vitali had said, it worked the high end of the market. And here they were on Park Avenue. Lilly Branston must have done okay.


      “Keep one of her cards, Sal. We can check with the agency tomorrow.” He smiled incongruously but warmly and turned his full attention to Norma. “Okay, dear, what’ve we got so far?”


      Norma met his charm offensive with a meaningless smile, as if someone had reminded her of something remotely humorous that had happened years ago. “Body temperature puts the approximate time of death at about an hour ago. Maybe earlier.”


      “Good Christ,” Fedderman said.


      Quinn knew what he meant. It was as if they might be able to catch up with the killer if they hurried.


      So close…


      “You’ll understand when I tell you how the squeal came in,” Sal said.


      Quinn might not have heard him. He was staring at the body with his arms crossed. The compression of time between the murder and the discovery of the body gave the impression they’d come close to nailing the killer, but of course it was only an impression. Time wasn’t distance, and distance didn’t mean much in Manhattan anyway. The sicko might be sitting in some all-night diner a few blocks away now, sipping coffee and basking in recent memories.


      “Sexual penetration?” Quinn asked Norma.


      “Thanks, but I’m gonna have to refuse,” Norma said, deadpan. “As for the victim, there are no signs of sexual penetration. Nothing in the way of bruises. If there was any sort of sex, it was possibly consensual. As for the rest of it…” She waved a latex-gloved hand to take in the mutilated corpse.


      “Nonconsensual,” Quinn said.


      “Murder usually is,” Norma said.


      Quinn didn’t mind her short manner. She simply carried a cop’s defensive humor in her black bag, along with her other medical supplies.


      “We get her to the morgue and we can tell you a lot more,” Norma said. “What she had for dinner, drug or alcohol content in her blood, precise cause of death…those kinda things. You know, clues.”


      “‘We’ would be Nift?”


      “Yeah, these are his cases. Instructions are that everything with these kinds of injuries goes through him.”


      “Carver victims.”


      “I would be assuming,” Norma said, and began to gather her stainless steel instruments to place them in a sealed container and return them to her medical case. Every move was practiced and very businesslike.


      The police photographer, a red-faced guy named Willis, poked his head in the door. He was wearing a wide grin. “Anything else in here I should shoot?” he asked, knowing he was teeing it up for someone.


      Norma closed her bag and sighed, but shook her head no.


      “I admire your restraint,” Quinn said.


      “I’m not built so sexy without it,” Norma said. “Good night, good morning. Whatever the hell it is.”


      She left without looking back at any of them.


      Quinn said, “Let’s go talk to Stephen. See if he knows some jokes, since we’re losing Norma.”


      Everyone other than Lilly Branston filed from the bedroom.


      Nobody was smiling. Once again, comedy had not quite fended off horror.


      On the way out of the apartment, Quinn told a paramedic eating a sandwich that it was okay now to remove the body.


      The paramedic had removed a lot of bodies from a lot of crime and accident scenes, and had somehow found a way beyond tasteless humor to cope. He simply nodded and continued to chew.
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      Seated in a way that made him almost curled up on the hall bench, Stephen Elsinger looked distraught. Up close, he had bad skin and an overactive Adam’s apple.


      Quinn posed the questions.


      “I already—” Stephen began with a weary impatience.


      “I know,” Quinn said. “But you know how it is. You must watch Law and Order.”


      Stephen smiled. “You kidding? I’m like an addict.”


      Quinn gave him the beatific smile that was a surprise on such a rough face. More like a priest’s smile than a cop’s. “I think you’d be more comfortable in your own apartment, Stephen. It’s a short walk, is it?”


      “A block down and around the corner,” Stephen said. He uncoiled his skinny legs and stood up from the bench. His Adam’s apple bobbed. These men were making him nervous. No, more than that—they were downright scary. “I got some beer, if you guys—”


      “We appreciate the hospitality, Stephen, but we’re on duty.”


      The Italian-looking cop, Vitali, who had already questioned Stephen, and the one who looked like a meek accountant were staring at Stephen in a way that made him uneasy. The lanky potbellied cop with the bad suit smiled at him and shrugged, as if to say he would have liked a beer.


      The big, tough-looking one who was their leader stepped away and made a sweeping motion with his arm. “Lead the way,” he said


      It took them about ten minutes to walk to Stephen’s apartment building, a stark redbrick tower with a moldy green canopy over its entrance. Not the sort of place to have a doorman. The entrance was flanked by identical potted yews that had been trimmed into round balls of leaf. The lobby was so spare as to look like the reception area of some bureaucratic horror from Eastern Europe.


      Stephen’s nineteenth-floor unit wasn’t in a class with the victim’s condo, but in this part of town it had to be expensive. The apartment was also, Quinn noted, almost on a level with Lilly Branston’s eighteenth-floor apartment. The furniture was utilitarian and mismatched. There was a poster of Albert Einstein next to one of the Three Stooges on the wall behind the sofa. The light had been left on in the kitchen, and an open takeout pizza box was visible on the table.


      “We gotta go into the bedroom so I can show you how it was,” Stephen said.


      They all went into the bedroom behind Stephen. It was dim, and nobody switched on a light. Flimsy drapes were stirring in the breeze where a glass sliding door leading out to a balcony had been left open. There was a faint rancid odor in the air, as if Stephen had left his dirty socks lying about.


      Quinn didn’t wait for Stephen’s invitation to step out onto the balcony.


      There was a nice breeze out there, and a telescope, one of the big ones with a smaller finder scope, set on a tripod. It was made for serious study of the stars, only it wasn’t elevated to look up at the night sky. It was a few degrees south of horizontal and aimed diagonally at a wall of windows a block away on Park Avenue.


      “You an amateur astronomer?” Quinn asked Stephen, who had followed him out onto the balcony. Fedderman, Vitali, and Mishkin came out, too. Quinn hoped the small balcony would support all the weight.


      “Yes, sir,” Stephen said. “I like the stars. But with the lights in the city, this isn’t the best place to view the heavens.”


      “So you’ve been viewing the windows in that building in the next block.”


      “Well…yes. People in New York do that all the time, right? I mean, it’s not like I’m a peeping Tom or something.”


      “No, no,” Quinn said. “Using a telescope to scan windows is a New York tradition. Take it from us, we see it all the time. Usually, though, the watcher settles on a select few windows. You settled on Lilly Branston’s windows, and who could blame you?”


      Stephen’s Adam’s apple worked furiously. “Yeah. Yes, sir. She’s—she was beautiful.”


      “You watched her get undressed?”


      “Yes, sir, I did.”


      “Who could blame you?” Quinn said again. “So describe exactly what you saw earlier tonight.”


      “She—Ms. Branston—came home around ten-thirty with some guy.”


      “You see what he looked like?”


      “No, sir. I just caught like a glimpse of them, and then for a while I followed their shadows on the closed drapes. I know they were drinking, and I think they kissed. And she…”


      “What did she do, son?”


      “Got at least part way undressed in the living room. I mean, it looked that way.”


      “Like a shadow box show,” Quinn said.


      “That’s right. Only not as clear. Then they went into the bedroom, where the drapes were open, and I could see right in.”


      “You can see the bed?”


      “In a way, yes.” He went to the telescope and aligned it using the finder scope, adjusted focus. “Look. I don’t have a good angle, but I can see the bed in the dresser mirror.”


      Quinn looked. The window, over a block away, was brought up as if he were right in front of it. The drapes were open, and there was the reflection of about half the mattress where the corpse had lain. The bloodstained sheets had been taken for evidence, but Quinn could see the red stains on the mattress.


      “I never got a look at the guy because—Ms. Branston—undressed standing in front of the window.”


      “She always do that?”


      “Like most of the time.”


      “You think she knew you were watching?”


      “Yes, sir. I think she suspected somebody might be watching.” There went the Adam’s apple. “One thing you learn with a telescope is that women—a lot of them—like to show off.”


      “So you watched her undress and get into bed.”


      “Yes, sir. Usually she slept wearing a kind of skimpy nightgown. But tonight she didn’t put on anything. She just went over and stretched out on the bed, right on top of the covers. She put her hands behind her head and was smiling. I never saw her smile like that before.”


      “Like she was posing for somebody?”


      “Yes, sir, like that. But not for me. More like for the guy in her room.”


      “Then what happened?”


      “I saw the guy come over to the window, just his arms and hands, and he closed the drapes.”


      “You saw his arms. Did you get any idea of what he was wearing? A shirt, a suit coat?”


      “I got the impression he wasn’t wearing anything, like Ms. Branston wasn’t.” Stephen moved back and leaned against the balcony’s iron railing. Fedderman stood close to him. You never knew what people were going to do, and it was a long drop to the sidewalk. “It all went so fast,” Stephen said. “It was impossible to make out exactly what was happening.”


      “Did you continue to watch?”


      “No, sir. After the guy closed the drapes, there was nothing to see. Then after about an hour, I went back to take another look. And the drapes were open again. The window was open, too, like the guy was trying to air out the room.” Sal looked over at Quinn without expression.


      “The window hadn’t been opened before?” Quinn asked.


      “No, sir. I’m sure it wasn’t. Is that important?”


      “Who knows?” Quinn said, thinking the killer might not have wanted the body found right away, might have wanted fresh air in the room so the neighbors wouldn’t smell the stench of putrefaction or feces so soon. If so, he’d gotten crossed up. He’d lost a measure of control.


      Stephen swallowed several times and continued. “Ms. Branston was still in bed. But something didn’t look right, even from this distance. Her face was like…distorted. And I thought she was wearing something red that didn’t look right, either. So I really worked at focusing in, and”—Adam’s apple time again—“I saw she wasn’t wearing something red, that what I was looking at was blood. And her throat…” Stephen’s voice became hoarse and cracked. He looked as if he might start to cry.


      Quinn could understand why. With the powerful telescope, it must have been as if Stephen was right there in the room with the corpse.


      “There, there, son,” Quinn said, and gently patted his shoulder.


      “That was when I called nine-one-one,” Stephen said in a choked voice. Quinn could hear his Adam’s apple working.


      “Of course you did,” Quinn said.


      “When I saw the police cars start to arrive, I left here and walked over there, to where she lived. The police asked me who I was, if I was the one who’d called nine-one-one. When I told them I was, they sat me on a bench. That’s where I stayed till Detective Vitali came and got my statement. Then you guys came and got me.”


      “A rough experience,” Quinn said. “You did the right thing.”


      “You really think so, sir?”


      “Of course. Say, Stephen, you ever take any photographs through that telescope of yours?”


      “No, sir. Why would I do such a thing?”


      “I don’t know. I just wondered.” Quinn smiled. “That’s what I do a lot of in my job, Stephen. I wonder.”


      “I guess you do,” Stephen said.


      He agreed to come into the precinct house the next morning and sign a statement. Vitali and Mishkin would conduct the interview, and of course furnish transcripts to Quinn and company. It occurred to Quinn that this hybrid investigation was something like the government being in banking. Not always as efficient as it might be. But still in business.
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      It was raining lightly from a starless night sky when they stepped outside Stephen Elsinger’s apartment building. The wet sidewalks shot back reflected light, and the street lamps were low stars in the mist. Sal and Mishkin had a city car. Quinn felt moisture cool on the back of his neck as he and Fedderman moved toward Quinn’s Lincoln.


      Then Quinn realized there was another reason for the chill he felt. Across the street stood the shadow woman in her usual hip-shot fashion, with her elbows out and her hands propped at her waist. She was in a doorway but up close to the sidewalk, and seemed surprised she’d been noticed. Her body gave a slight jerk, and she turned calmly and started to walk, then run.


      All four detectives had seen her, and all realized that by the time they got into a car and got it started, she’d be long gone where a vehicle couldn’t follow.


      They all began running after her, starting slowly, as she had started, in for the long haul. If this was to be an endurance contest, the law would win it.


      She was running downtown on Park, about a hundred yards ahead of them, and they were keeping pace. Everyone on the side of the law was already breathing hard, and this appeared to be a fairly young woman they were pursuing. Quinn heard a leather sole slip on wet concrete, and someone—maybe Vitali—curse. The odds were slim that any of them would be able to catch her. Quinn heard Mishkin use his two-way to ask for help from any radio car in the vicinity. He was difficult to understand between rasping breaths.


      Male ego. Quinn wondered if that was what had caused them to begin this pursuit with such high hopes. Cops and ex-cops, no longer young. Flatfeet. For all they knew, the woman ahead of them was an Olympic contender.


      There was only sparse traffic at this late hour, and no one driving past paid much attention to the footrace that was going on along Park Avenue. Now and then the participants encountered a pedestrian, usually carrying an umbrella, who stood staring in surprise and curiosity as they plodded past, rooster tails of rain at their heels.


      Quinn knew that if the woman managed to flag down a cab, and climb in with enough time and bullshit, she’d soon be out of reach. Bunch of middle-aged creeps chasing her, maybe drunk. Damsel in distress. The cabbie would buy into whatever tale she told him and spirit her blocks away in no time.


      She crossed half of the street diagonally and was running now alongside the grass median, staying on pavement where the footing was better. Maybe hoping to be noticed easier by a cab.


      Quinn felt his legs weakening, and the familiar throbbing pain in the one that had taken the bullet and was now supposedly healed. His ribs were beginning to ache. Mishkin pulled even with him, as if they were competing with each other, elbows pumping rhythmically as pistons. His droopy wet mustache and the look of determination on his usually mild features made Quinn think of a western gunslinger headed for a showdown.


      A showdown, Quinn thought. That’s what we need. But he knew the four of them were fading.


      Posse of old bastards…


      Then he heard a grunt, not so much of pain as of determination, and Fedderman was pulling away, his lanky, mismatched frame suddenly and amazingly graceful at high speed.


      Quinn watched with astonishment, forgetting for a moment how difficult it was for him simply to keep running.


      Fedderman was loping like a wolf, gaining on the woman, who glanced back in surprise and ran harder.


      Fedderman ran harder, too. He was inspired.


      Go, Feds!


      Damn it! Here came a cab, its service light glowing. The shadow woman was waving an arm desperately as she ran, trading a little speed if she could just catch the cabby’s attention.


      Quinn watched the cab cross two lanes of traffic and head toward her.


      Gonna lose her again!


      Gonna lose her!


      A siren yodeled, and a radio car turned the corner, roof bar lights flashing in the mist.


      The shadow woman saw the police car and changed direction, trying to cross the grass median. She stumbled and fell to her hands and knees. Got up. Ran back out into the street, but away from the police car.


      Toward the cab.


      Damn it! She was going to make it.


      Don’t let her get in!


      Don’t—


      She was suddenly on her hands and knees again, staring up at the fast-approaching cab. Its brake lights flared, and its wheels locked. The pavement was too wet for the tires to screech. They made a loud scraping sound, like fingernails clawing over cardboard, as the vehicle slid toward the immobile woman.


      Its front bumper struck her hard enough to toss her body forward into an awkward cartwheel. She landed almost completely on the grass median, but not quite. Her head struck the curb, and she lay motionless with arms and legs splayed.


      The driver was out of the cab and kneeling alongside her within seconds. He crossed himself, stood up, and moved hunched over onto the grass and vomited.


      Fedderman was next on the scene, sliding to a stop and standing with his long arms dangling at his sides, gulping air and staring down at the woman’s face.


      Quinn ran faster as he got closer, even though pain sliced through his legs and burned like molten lead in his lungs. In his heart. All his attention was concentrated on the woman sprawled at the edge of the median.


      Who are you?


      Who are you?

    

  


  
    
      PART IV


      
        Stars in the purple dusk above the rooftops


        Pale in a saffron mist and seem to die,


        And I myself on a swiftly tilting planet


        Stand before a glass and tie my tie.


        —CONRAD AIKEN, “Morning Song”
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      Quinn joined the group huddled around the woman lying partly on the grassy median of Park Avenue and partly in the street. She wasn’t moving, and there was a lot of blood puddled along with rainwater around her head.


      Quinn stood in the cool mist and found himself looking down at the face of the woman who’d impersonated Chrissie Keller, the client who’d hired him in the first place and set all the pieces in motion. The woman who wasn’t Chrissie Keller. Not according to Chrissie’s mother, anyway.


      Fedderman was kneeling next to her, feeling for a pulse.


      He found one.


      “Not dead,” he said, sounding somewhat surprised. Her bloody head injury suggested something serious enough to be fatal. But then head injuries tended to bleed a lot.


      “Could have fooled me,” a uniformed cop from the patrol car said.


      Quinn had to agree. The woman was pale, her eyes closed, with no apparent movement beneath the lids. Her features were peaceful and composed, and there seemed already to be about her the waxlike stillness of the dead.


      “We got a call in for EMS?” Quinn asked.


      “They’re on the way,” Mishkin said.


      Fedderman peeled off his wrinkled suit coat and laid it over the woman, as if, since he’d been the one to run her to ground, he was responsible for her. Quinn understood. It could be that way sometimes, and logic had nothing to do with it.


      Sirens were closing in, and an ambulance preceded by two more radio cars turned the wide corner onto Park Avenue. They put on quite a light show.


      While Fedderman was straightening up from spreading his coat, Quinn noticed something lying in the street, pinned partly beneath the woman’s right thigh, as if it might have fallen from a pocket or had been tucked beneath her sweatshirt. He pointed, and Fedderman dipped low on shaky knees and pulled the object free. It was a small, zippered purse with a faded beaded design on it.


      They backed away from the body and let the paramedics take over, two husky guys with incredibly gentle hands, charged with getting the injured woman to a hospital.


      Fedderman handed the purse to Quinn, who unzipped it and examined its contents. There was a wadded tissue (as there seemed to be in every woman’s purse he’d ever examined), comb, lipstick, pen, notepad, cell phone, and worn leather wallet.


      Quinn searched through the wallet. Sixty-four dollars in bills. Credit cards in the name of Lisa Bolt. A Blue Cross card. Various other forms of identification, including an Ohio driver’s license, all in the same name. And there was a dog-eared business card that surprised Quinn.


      Stuffing everything back in the wallet, then the wallet back in the purse, Quinn handed the bundle to Fedderman, along with his car key.


      “Our shadow woman and mystery client is one Lisa Bolt,” he said, “a private detective from Columbus, Ohio. Take the purse and stay with her at the hospital, Feds. Use my car. I’ll ride with Sal and Harold and catch up with you there later.”


      The paramedics were unfolding a gurney with practiced efficiency and would soon have the woman in the ambulance.


      One of them had a roll of thick blankets tucked under his arm. Better than a body bag, Fedderman thought. He recovered his damp suit coat. Holding it and the purse well away from him in one hand, he began trotting back toward the parked Lincoln.


      Over his shoulder he yelled back at Quinn, “You better call Pearl.”


      It was as much a warning as a suggestion.


      While he watched Lisa Bolt being loaded into the ambulance, Quinn called Pearl on his cell. She wouldn’t like being woken at 2:10 in the morning. She’d like it even less if he didn’t wake her.


      He remembered her saying Yancy Taggart was on a lobbying junket or some such and she’d be at her apartment.


      Pearl’s home number was familiar enough to Quinn that he didn’t bother with speed dial. He pecked it out rapidly without even having to glance at his phone’s keypad.


      


      Pearl ran true to form. She didn’t at all like it when the chirping of the phone near her bed dragged her up from uneasy dreams. She pulled the damned, noisy thing to where she could grasp the receiver, fitted cool plastic to her ear, and emitted a sound something like a growl.


      “Pearl?”


      Quinn’s voice. She squinted at the luminous numerals on her clock. Said, “Who the hell did you think?”


      “Sounded like something fighting for food,” Quinn said.


      “Fighting for sleep,” she said. Then in a clearer, deliberately more alert voice, knowing something important must have happened or was happening: “So why’d you call me as if I were somewhere in Europe where it’d be much later but still too early to call if it wasn’t damned important?”


      “I didn’t follow that,” Quinn said. “How about if you tell me your Social Security number so I know you’re wide enough awake to understand what I’m saying?”


      Pearl expended considerable effort and sat up in bed. The old Social Security number thing. It went back to their early days together. She knew Quinn would keep picking at her until he was sure she was all the way awake before he unloaded on her.


      She said, “Forget my Social. Get to the goddamned point.”


      Quinn did, filling her in on the Lilly Branston murder and the Lisa Bolt development.


      “Why the hell didn’t you call me?” Pearl said when he was finished.


      “I just did call you.”


      “I mean earlier.”


      “It’s two-fifteen a.m., Pearl. There is no earlier.”


      “You know what I mean.”


      “I wanted at least one detective tomorrow who was more than half awake. Then things developed fast, and I didn’t have time. Get dressed. I’ll find out what hospital Lisa Bolt’s gonna be in and call you back on your cell so we can meet up there.”


      “If she’s our shadow woman, make sure somebody keeps a close watch on her so she doesn’t disappear again.”


      “If she disappears this time,” Quinn said, “it’ll be where nobody can follow. See you soon, Pearl. And, oh yeah, call Addie Price and alert her to what’s going on.”


      “Yeah,” Pearl said, “I’ll be sure and do that.”


      She hung up the phone and then climbed out of bed and stumbled through darkness toward where she knew the door to the hall and the bathroom was located.


      The geography of the night escaped her. She missed the door by several inches and stubbed her big toe so painfully she thought she might pass out. She stood still for a few minutes on one foot, propping herself dizzily on the door frame and holding the throbbing toe, uttering a string of obscenities that would certainly have earned the shock and disapproval of her mother.


      The pain brought her all the way awake, and she got smart and flipped a light switch.


      Owww!


      There was her world in an abrupt illuminated clarity so brilliant that it hurt.


      Squinting and blinder than before she’d flipped the wall switch, she limped on toward the bathroom, hoping not to stub the toe a second time. That would be unbearable. If that happened again…


      What?


      She made it all the way into the shower and stood beneath the miracle of the water.
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      It was almost three o’clock when Pearl got to Roosevelt Hospital at Tenth Avenue and West Fifty-ninth Street. She joined Quinn and Fedderman in a nicely furnished waiting room handy to Critical Care. On the opposite side of the long room sat two large black men with their heads in their hands. One of them appeared to be silently sobbing.


      Quinn was standing holding a paper cup of coffee. Fedderman had a cup, too, and was slouched almost horizontally in a gray upholstered chair with wooden arms. On a TV mounted to a metal arm above Fedderman, a guy in jeans and a black T-shirt was silently leaping around, holding himself and making faces as if he’d just been injured in the testicles. There were occasional close-ups of people in the audience laughing hysterically. The Comedy Channel. Oh, yeah. Pearl noticed that a damp heap of material on the floor appeared to be Fedderman’s suit coat. It had blood on it.


      “You two look like you’ve had a hell of a night,” Pearl said.


      Quinn said, “You call Addie?”


      “Damn it! I forgot.”


      He glanced at his watch. “Too late now. Let her sleep.”


      Let her sleep all damned day, Pearl thought. She said, “So what’s the latest on this Lisa Bolt, private eye?”


      “Condition critical but stabilized. Internal injuries, fractured skull. She’s in a coma.”


      “Anything in her possessions that provides a way to contact family?”


      “Nothing,” Fedderman said. “She was traveling light. If she has family, she probably didn’t want them getting mixed up in whatever it was she was doing.” He sounded down, so weary he might doze off any second. But more than that, Pearl thought. He sounded depressed.


      “Doctors say how long the coma’s gonna last?” Pearl asked. Lisa Bolt’s coma, not yours.


      Fedderman used the tips of his forefingers to massage the corners of his eyes. “Not only can’t they say, they’re not even sure she’ll ever regain consciousness.”


      “But they know we need to talk to her if she does regain consciousness,” Quinn said to Pearl. “That’s why you’re here.”


      “Let me guess.”


      “That’s right. Feds and I are calling it a day—a night. Somebody’ll relieve you later this morning. Then if you want, take the morning off and catch up on your sleep. If Lisa Bolt does regain consciousness, call me immediately.”


      “Any news?” a voice asked.


      Addie Price walked into the waiting room. She was wearing tight jeans and a soft cotton blue sleeveless sweater with a neck so wide it had slipped down over a shoulder, making one of her bra straps visible. Her thick blond hair was mussed but looked styled rather than slept on.


      No bed head for this cutesy, Pearl thought.


      “How’d you know we were here?” Fedderman asked.


      “Mishkin phoned and let me know. Probably Renz told him to. You get that coffee out of a machine?”


      “Down the hall,” Quinn said, and motioned with his head. He looked over at Pearl. “Now you’ve got company. You can fill in Addie; then the two of you can sit watch in case Lisa Bolt comes around and talks. It’d be better if two people heard whatever it is she might say.”


      Pearl glared at him. Fill in Addie and make her job of spying for Renz easier.


      Fedderman raised himself in weary sections from his chair, scooping up his wrinkled mess of a suit coat as he stood.


      “We’ll talk tomorrow,” Quinn said.


      He and Fedderman trudged from the waiting room. Fedderman was too weary even to throw a parting verbal jab at Pearl.


      Addie said, “Those two look like train wreck survivors.”


      “No,” Pearl said, “not the survivors.”


      “I’ll go get some coffee,” Addie said. “Then you can let me know what’s going on. You want some?”


      “Why not? We have to stay awake. At least one of us does.”


      While Addie was gone, a young nurse came in and picked up an empty glass coffeepot that Pearl hadn’t noticed on a table over in a corner by the two black guys who were still silently fretting. She smiled brightly at Pearl as she flounced out with the empty pot, leaving a full one behind on the burner. It was probably better coffee than what Addie was getting out of the machine.


      She and Addie could discuss that.


      Pearl thought it was time that the two of them discussed a number of things.


      


      Addie settled with her coffee into a leather chair and curled her long legs beneath her. Pearl was glad to notice that she had rather large feet.


      Pearl was sitting nearby in a corner of a sofa, feeling tired but edgy. Now and then a hushed bell tone would sound and someone—usually a doctor—would be summoned to one part of the hospital or another. The occasional nurse or custodian would pass nearby in the hall. The two despondent black men had conferred with a doctor in scrubs and then left. Pearl and Addie were pretty much alone.


      Pearl was wondering how to broach the subject of Addie’s obvious flirting with Quinn when Addie spoke up.


      “Congratulations again on your engagement,” Addie said. “Yancy Taggart must be an interesting man.”


      “To be engaged to me, you mean?” Pearl asked.


      Addie smiled. “Well, yes, that is what I mean. I don’t imagine that you give of yourself very easily, Pearl, or to just anyone.”


      “Just anyone?”


      “I didn’t mean that how it might have sounded, or how you might have interpreted it.” Addie sipped her coffee carefully, knowing by the almost untouchable cup that it was still almost too hot to drink. “I don’t imagine that you end a relationship easily.”


      “No,” Pearl admitted, “I don’t.”


      “There isn’t any reason for you to worry,” Addie said.


      “Worry?”


      “About Quinn. You’re worried that I might hurt him.”


      Pearl held her hot cup with both hands and looked at Addie over the rim. “My, my, you are a psychologist.”


      “It’s obvious that you’re still fond of Quinn. Not to the point that you won’t marry someone else, but he’s a good man and you know it and don’t want to cause him pain. Or for me to cause him pain.” Addie sipped, less cautiously. “The instant he learned you were engaged he became jealous, and on a certain level, you had second thoughts. That’s only natural, for both of you. Now you’re afraid I might be taking advantage of Quinn, amusing myself by getting him on the rebound.”


      “I’ll admit to all of that,” Pearl said. “So what?”


      “So I want us to be honest with each other.”


      “That would start with you being honest with me,” Pearl said.


      “Okay. I’m extremely ambitious, Pearl. Maybe more ambitious than anyone you ever met. I’m drawn to Quinn, but that isn’t going to stop me from using him to advance my career. I’m using him. I freely admit that to you and to no one else. I’m leading him on, but I don’t intend to let him get too close.”


      “Why not?”


      “I don’t want him hurt badly when I drop him. He’ll feel despondent and betrayed, but not for long. He’ll realize I was just a conniving bitch. He’ll tell himself that his thinking I was doing anything other than stringing him along should be a lesson learned. He’ll be right. Within a few weeks after I’m gone, he won’t even give me much thought.”


      “Meanwhile you’re going to continue teasing him. There was a term for women like you when I was growing up.”


      “Prick teaser?”


      “That’s it,” Pearl said.


      “That’s what I am,” Addie said. “I use the elusive promise of sex to manipulate men.”


      “But you never come across.”


      “There would go the elusive promise,” Addie said. “You’re a big girl. You understand manipulating men, using them as stepping-stones to get ahead in life. You’re not above that kind of thing yourself.”


      “True enough, though I can’t say I’m always successful.”


      “Nobody’s perfect.”


      “Thus our professions,” Pearl said.


      “Quinn’s a big boy. He’ll understand just as you do, after he has a little while to think about it. I know you’re fond of him, and I’m telling you not to worry so much about him. He might get bumped when I drop him, but he won’t be bruised.”


      “What about you?”


      “Me? I don’t bruise easily.”


      “I didn’t mean that. Women like you, it’s your inaccessibility that attracts. And once you deliver, that’s gone. So you’re afraid to deliver. You continue to tease because you’re insecure.”


      Addie nodded thoughtfully. “Oh, on a certain level, that’s true. But we know it and are used to that particular rough road. Having the ability to tease our way through life is our compensation for our insecurity.”


      “Hell of a realization.”


      “It’s a realization that comes to most women, in one form or another. If we too freely lend ourselves, we might not maintain our value.”


      “We’re not Swiss francs,” Pearl said.


      “Aren’t we?”


      “Let’s not think about the answer to that,” Pearl said.


      “However Quinn views us—me—I can promise you he won’t be badly hurt when our relationship ends.”


      “When it isn’t consummated,” Pearl said.


      “I can promise you that, too.”


      “Insofar as anyone can promise such a thing.”


      “Insofar,” Addie agreed. She took a long sip of coffee and smiled. “I’m glad we had this talk, Pearl. It clears things up between us.”


      “Yes,” Pearl said.


      “You’re an honest woman and I’m not.”


      “Just so we’ve got that straight,” Pearl said.
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      They were in the office at ten the next morning, Quinn, Pearl, Fedderman, and Erin Keller. Addie was still at the hospital, where she’d volunteered to wait for a plainclothes detective and a uniform who’d been assigned to guard Lisa Bolt. Lisa hadn’t yet regained consciousness. Vitali and Mishkin were in the field, working the Lilly Branston case.


      The air conditioner, already under assault by what was fast becoming a record heat wave, was making an underlying hammering sound as it hummed away. Indoors, condensation had appeared as a thin trail of rusty water trickling down the wall beneath the ancient unit. Nobody mentioned either the hammering sound or the stain on the wall. They didn’t want to jinx the thing.


      “That’s her, all right,” Erin said, looking at the photo on Lisa Bolt’s Ohio driver’s license. “Same woman as in the photograph you showed me earlier.”


      Quinn didn’t doubt that it was, but he wanted Erin’s official corroboration. He was building his case. Sooner or later, this mess was going be in court. He hoped.


      “Are you sure you’ve never seen this woman before?” he asked Erin.


      “She’s a total stranger.”


      “And Chrissie never even mentioned her name?”


      “Never.”


      “If you do remember anything—”


      “I know,” Erin interrupted. “I’ll call you right away.”


      She left, probably to seek someplace cooler.


      The door opened, and Addie came in. She was wearing the same clothes as last night. Except for what might be the slightest sign of bags beneath her eyes, she looked fresh and wide awake. Pearl knew that she, on the other hand, looked a premature sixty years old.


      Everyone said hello or nodded good morning to Addie, and she smiled and returned their greetings. “Bolt is still out of it,” she said, “but the doctors sound more optimistic.”


      She assured Quinn that Lisa was safely under guard, and then wandered over toward the coffee machine. She shot a sideways glance at Pearl with a slight smile. Co-conspirators, after baring their souls and ambitions last night. Members of the new sisterhood.


      Pearl thought, Screw that.


      When Addie had her coffee, she came back and sat on the edge of Fedderman’s desk. Though her coffee mug had her initials on it, she still hadn’t gotten a desk of her own. She didn’t seem to mind. Not having a permanent workstation gave her the opportunity to flit around as she pleased.


      “There’s something I’ve been turning over in my mind,” she said.


      Quinn said, “Turn it toward us.”


      “When Lisa Bolt does come around and start to talk,” Addie said, “I wouldn’t expect too much. Whatever her reason for impersonating Chrissie Keller, she might not know it’s an impersonation.”


      “Say what?” Fedderman said. He was seated behind his desk but had rolled his chair to the side so he had a three-quarter view of Addie.


      Addie crossed her long legs. Always with the legs, thought Pearl, watching Fedderman’s involuntary gaze shift to the roundness of Addie’s derriere on his desk.


      Got ’em comin’ an’ goin’, girl.


      “We all know about the amazing synchronism of twins,” Addie said. “How sometimes they think or act almost as one person. If Lisa Bolt’s impersonation of Chrissie is some kind of mental aberration, she might actually consider herself to be Chrissie—or the dead twin’s counterpart.”


      “A third twin,” Fedderman said.


      “Mathematically impossible, but it captures the idea. We might have something like triplets on our hands.”


      “That sounds insane,” Pearl said.


      “Oh, it is,” Addie said. “We also have a mother fixation here, demonstrated by the removal of the victims’ nipples. The carved letter X, as if the victim is being negated out of existence and perhaps even memory. Not only that, if we have personality transfer, Lisa might do anything to maintain her delusion. If she thinks she really is the late Tiffany Keller’s sibling, she might attempt to kill her mother, the one person who knows she’s neither twin.”


      “Beyond insane,” Pearl said. She didn’t like it when investigations started straying into the occult. This world alone was hard enough to figure out.


      “Maybe not,” Quinn said. “Most of us here in this room have seen stranger things.”


      Pearl looked at Addie. “You must have done a lot of thinking in that waiting room.”


      “I’m sure we both did,” Addie said.


      “It’s not a hypothesis we should work on yet,” Quinn said. “It all depends on what Lisa Bolt has to say when she gains consciousness.”


      “If,” Fedderman said.


      The door swung open again, letting out more cool air to be devoured by the hot morning. Letting in Vitali and Mishkin. Both of them looked awake enough after their hard night. Mishkin nodded. His brown suit was pressed. His white shirt looked fresh and was neatly tucked into beltless pants held up by suspenders over his surprisingly flat stomach. Even his brushy mustache looked trimmer than usual.


      Sal appeared rumpled but presentable. He winked at Fedderman. “Who’d have guessed you could outrun a gazelle?”


      “State runner-up as a high school miler,” Fedderman said.


      “Long time ago, high school,” Mishkin said.


      “It comes back now and then,” Fedderman said. “I even get the occasional pimple and want to do Mary Lou Minowski in the backseat.”


      “You knew Mary Lou too?” Sal said.


      “Enough of this testosterone talk,” Pearl said. “It’s wearing.”


      Vitali walked over to where Quinn was seated and laid something that looked like a flattened lipstick on Quinn’s desk.


      “This is what?” Quinn asked.


      “A flash drive, or memory stick,” Vitali said. “The killer took Branston’s notebook computer with him, but he overlooked this. It was down behind the cushion on the victim’s desk chair.”


      “You plug it into a USB port on a computer,” Pearl said, “and you can copy files to it. It’s like a disk drive only smaller and without moving parts. Some of them have tons of memory.”


      Quinn brightened. “You mean Lilly Branston might have been backing up her computer with this thing?”


      “Probably not automatically,” Pearl said. “Flash drives are used more for storage than for systematic backup.”


      “An actual clue,” Quinn said.


      “The killer’s first mistake,” Fedderman said.


      “Maybe,” Addie said.


      “Gimme,” Pearl said.


      


      Pearl worked at her desk with the flash drive until almost three o’clock, not even taking time for a proper lunch. She’d used a plastic fork to eat a takeout salad while exploring the world of Lilly Branston’s deceptively tiny memory stick.


      At first she’d been disappointed. Much of the little device’s capacity was unused. What was there were mostly condo and co-op units listed with the Willman Group, sometimes entire residential buildings. The Willman Group’s website was set up so a prospective buyer could take a virtual tour of the property, showing even the views out the windows. Pearl thought that if she was in the market for a million-dollar-plus apartment, she’d be in heaven—if she had a million dollars plus.


      This wasn’t heaven. She was a detective and would probably never see a million dollars that wasn’t stolen.


      Her spirits lifted when she opened a file titled “C and C.” She soon learned the letters stood for Coffee and Conversation, and it was a matchmaking site for professionals and people with arcane interests, seeking companionship with people of the same ilk.


      Not unusual in New York, where minutes moved faster than sixty seconds, and people didn’t have time for the usual rituals of cultivating friends and lovers. The city had figured a faster way that suited its occupants.


      C and C had a feature that distressed Pearl but must have had great appeal to its clients. Joiners posted their personal profile (photo optional) and ways to contact them—usually their e-mail addresses. There was no way for anyone else, including C and C itself, to track who had contacted whom. Clients made person-to-person contact without involving the company, which apparently made its money from advertising. Privacy was assured.


      Pearl knew that the odds were good that Lilly had met her killer through C and C, but how to find him was a different matter.


      She must have used screen grabs to transfer profiles to the flash drive. Lilly’s e-mail history had disappeared with her computer. Her online service might have a record of it, but obtaining that was legally tricky. And there was always the possibility that she’d contacted another C and C client by phone. Maybe a public phone. Or maybe, as some of the C and C profiles suggested, anyone interested in the client could meet him or her at a certain place and time. And there was always the possibility that computers in Internet cafés were used to make initial contact. Those computers used the café’s online service, ensuring anonymity in case extramarital lovers or pornographic sites were visited.


      Pearl scrolled through the hundreds of “Male Seeking Female” C and C profiles. Who of these hopefuls might have interested Lilly Branston? Several were in sales, as she was. There were quite a few in real estate. There were CEOs, entrepreneurs, lobbyists, artists, scientists, inheritors of wealth, educators, Broadway producers, sports figures, government bureaucrats. No cops or private investigators.


      Nothing here for Pearl. Too much here for Lilly. Quite probably Pearl had just seen the real or assumed name of the Carver. Perhaps even seen his photograph. But there was no way to single him out.


      Or maybe there was. Maybe in the hands of a real expert belonging to the right generation, a computer might be able to narrow the search and hit pay dirt. The NYPD had such tech-nerd wizards.


      Pearl decided to check with Quinn first. If he agreed, they could turn the matter over to Renz and his NYPD. Renz could make himself useful. Take credit for the idea. And at some point return the favor.


      Pearl smiled. Thinking like Addie now. Men as stepping-stones.


      Addie. Pearl thought it might behoove her, and maybe Quinn, to dig deeper into Addie’s past.


      The information after the attempt on Addie’s life in Detroit was easy enough to find, and to verify. If her attacker hadn’t broken off the assault, she surely would have been killed. Then, in truly heroic fashion, she’d come back from the brutality of the attack and earned her doctorate and become a criminologist.


      There was plenty of press on her, and much of it generated by Addie. She’d become a relentless self-promoter and made herself into a local talking head on TV whenever crime was the subject.


      Once Addie had almost lost her life and become truly focused, there’d been no stopping her.


      It was Addie Price before the attempt on her life that interested Pearl.


      There was no information on her before that date.


      Nothing.


      Pearl had a pretty good idea why.
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      Pearl showed Quinn the C and C documents on Lilly Branston’s flash drive. After Pearl copied them onto her computer, Quinn took the flash drive with him and left to deliver it to Renz for expert analysis in narrowing the considerable list of suspects.


      Alone again, Pearl called Addie on her cell and suggested they have dinner at a small Afghani restaurant on Amsterdam, not far from the office.


      Eastern Starr was the name of the place. It was long and narrow, and there was a vaguely astrological feel to the décor. One long wall was all dark blue tapestries with quarter moons and backlit constellations. The scent of spices wafting from the kitchen was dominated by something unfamiliar and pungent that made eyes water at the same time it stimulated appetites.


      “Meat and yogurt,” Addie said, when their entries had arrived and she’d taken a taste. “I never dreamed they could be so good together.”


      “Just about everything here is good,” Pearl told her. “Yancy introduced me to this place. He’s a regular here.”


      “Ah, Yancy.”


      Pearl forked in a bite of her samboosak, watching how Addie obviously appreciated her food, which was made up of seasoned beef and noodles tossed in yogurt. She took a sip of Afghani wine, also surprisingly good, judging by the look on Addie’s face.


      “We here for another sisterly talk?” Addie asked, putting down her wine glass but not releasing its stem.


      “Sort of,” Pearl said. “I did some deeper research on you.”


      Addie seemed only remotely interested. “And?”


      “Until you signed up for classes six years ago at the Metcalf Valley College of Criminology, there was no you.”


      Pearl had to give Addie credit. She saw the surprise in her eyes, then the quick calculation. There was no point in denials.


      “I did find an Adelaide Price,” Pearl said, “but she died thirty years ago of rheumatic fever. She was only five years old.”


      Addie pushed her food away and took a long sip of wine. “There’s something you need to understand, and I don’t know if that’s possible unless you’re me. After I was almost killed, I was afraid every minute I was awake, and I was afraid in my sleep—what sleep I managed to get.”


      “You mean Geraldine Knott was afraid,” Pearl said.


      “That’s true,” Addie said. “I am—was—Geraldine Knott. When I became something of a celebrity as well as a victim, the fear suddenly became worse. It wasn’t idle fear. I even received threatening letters.”


      “I can understand your fear,” Pearl said. “But the odds of being attacked by a serial killer twice are pretty slim.”


      “Oh, it can happen, though in my case it didn’t. In order to be safe and anonymous again, I began using the name Addie Price. I did a search through death records and found someone who was born around the same time I was and died young. I appropriated her identity, even her early childhood. I became Addie Price.”


      “But why the fictitious second attack?”


      “I realized that in becoming Addie Price, I’d also given up the advantages of celebrity. So when it suited my purpose, I reclaimed them. I concocted a different, fictitious attack so I could draw on my experience as Geraldine Knott for professional purposes. Some of the details were the same. The man who tried to kill me was never caught. He wore a mask, so even if I came face-to-face with him again, I wouldn’t know it.”


      “And this new identity helped you professionally?”


      “Immensely. But I also created it for personal reasons. It sounds crazy, but being Addie Price empowered me so I could look at Geraldine’s experience objectively, so I could deal with it. The new name, the new me, helped. You can’t imagine how much it helped. I remain Addie Price.”


      Pearl continued to eat, but slower and with less enthusiasm. “So the story of Addie Price being attacked is just that—a story to help establish your bona fides as an expert with special, personal knowledge.”


      “Exactly,” Addie said. “Based on the genuine Geraldine Knott attack for authenticity.”


      Pearl sipped her wine. She seemed to have had this all figured out before sitting down at the table with Addie.


      “What are you going to do with your information?” Addie asked.


      “Tell Quinn. Let him tell Fedderman. It doesn’t have to go any further.”


      Addie let out a long breath and took another sip of wine. “I can live with that. And I mean it literally.”


      “Do you think it’s possible that the man who tried to kill you was the Carver?” Pearl asked.


      “It’s possible but hard to say. He broke off the attack before he had a chance to…well, you know.”


      “That’s why you’re here in New York,” Pearl said. “Why you politicked so hard for the job. That part of it’s personal, too.”


      Addie toyed with her wineglass, using the crystal stem to rotate it in short but smooth intervals that did nothing to disturb the wine. “Yes, it’s intensely personal, even though I’m not totally sure whoever attacked me was the Carver. I’m not his usual type, not part of his psycho scenario.” She met Pearl’s gaze and held it. “In fact, you are, Pearl, and that’s something to consider.”


      “I’ve considered it,” Pearl said.


      There was a hitch in Addie’s voice when she said, “There’s enough of a chance it was the Carver who tried to kill me that I can’t leave it alone.”


      Pearl smiled and shrugged. “Obsessive pursuit fits right in with our organization.”


      Addie cautiously tried another bite of her beef and yogurt dish. “I noticed.”


      “You mean Quinn,” Pearl said.


      “No,” Addie said, “not just Quinn.”


      


      “So Addie’s really Geraldine Knott,” Quinn said to Pearl, the next morning in the office. He was gazing off to his right, the way he did when he was distracted and thinking. He’d been sitting that way almost from the moment Pearl had begun telling him what she’d learned about Addie Price.


      The air conditioner was still making its hammering noise, but not nearly as loudly as yesterday. The day hadn’t heated up yet. Pearl had made coffee. Its fresh-roasted scent permeated the office.


      “We shouldn’t be surprised,” Quinn said. “She’s a sort of show-business figure in Detroit. Celebrities more often than not change their names.”


      “You’re a kind of celebrity in New York,” Pearl said, “and you haven’t changed yours.”


      “I’ve thought about it, though,” Quinn said. “I’m trying to choose between Mike Sledge and Sherlock Spade.”


      “After the last couple of nights,” Pearl said, “I might settle on Nancy Droop.”


      Quinn winked at her. “Not hardly, Pearl. Hey, what about Feds?”


      “Oh, he’s definitely Inspector Clu—”


      “So,” Fedderman said, standing just inside the door. “Caught you talking about moi.”


      “We were talking about Addie Price,” Quinn said in a businesslike tone. “It’s information that doesn’t go past you.”


      “I’m a deep well of secrets,” Fedderman said, sitting down behind his desk and fitting his fingers together tightly, as if preparing to show some kid the church and all the people.


      “Aren’t we all,” Pearl said, not smiling.


      Five minutes later, when Fedderman had heard about the Geraldine Knott–Addie Price identity switch, he shook his head. “Poor woman. She musta gone around scared shitless all the time. Maybe she still does, even with her new identity.”


      “That’s why we keep her secret limited to us,” Quinn said.


      “And maybe the Carver,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman stared at his laced fingers and thought about it. “Addie’s not his type.” He looked up at Pearl in a way she didn’t like.


      “I know,” she said, “I’ve looked in the mirror and seen photos of all the Carver’s victims. I’m the sicko’s type.”


      “You and a million other New York women,” Quinn said.


      “More than a million,” Fedderman said.


      “Those are comforting odds,” Pearl said, but she didn’t mean it.
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      Ohio, 1997


      Miriam Grantland wished the wipers sweeping the windshield of her Ford Taurus would swipe away her tears along with the rain.


      When she’d gotten the phone call, she left immediately. She was halfway to Cleveland and had sobbed through most of her journey.


      Her thoughts nagged her like restless demons.


      Why had Jerry been born? What had gone wrong? What had she done wrong?


      Maybe nothing, considering the circumstances.


      Maybe everything.


      Damned trucks! An eighteen-wheeler swished past the Taurus doing over eighty miles per hour, trailing a deluge of rainwater that temporarily blinded Miriam so that she was driving sightless through the night and into the glare of oncoming headlights.


      The truck became an object of her fury. She leaned forward to peer out the windshield, honked the horn, flashed her highlights. The Taurus’s engine strained, and the steering wheel began to shimmy in Miriam’s sweating palms. Inch by inch, she recaptured the highway lost to the truck, and on a gentle curve she passed it.


      Her rage was unabated.


      She glanced at the speedometer. Eighty-five. She held her speed, watching the headlights of the semi fall farther and farther back. There were only a few cars ahead of her on the dark, rain-swept highway.


      On the straightaway now, she eased up slightly on the accelerator until the shuddering in the steering wheel and the car’s front end went away. The sheet metal on the hood stopped vibrating. Eighty-two miles per hour. That was as fast as she dared to go without risking mechanical trouble. Any sort of delay was out of the question. Miriam set the cruise control. She needed to get to Cleveland, do what she had to do, and then get back home.


      She thought about Jerry and all the problems he’d caused. It had to be him. Something was very wrong with him. His behavior wasn’t normal. That was a fact she had to face.


      He’d been born almost a month prematurely and weighed only slightly more than four pounds. Had that caused the problem? Maybe. Had it been her fault? Hardly.


      Jerry’s father? The bastard hadn’t been around long enough to have much of an effect one way or the other. But then, who knew for sure about such things? And at a certain point, what did it matter? So maybe it had been Jerry’s father. The past was impossible to change. Like it or not, we all lived in the present.


      Miriam had nothing against gay people; that was obvious. It was an old friend in Cleveland who’d phoned her, a woman named Grace who’d for years lived with her lesbian partner she’d met in college. No big deal. Other people’s sex lives were none of Miriam’s business. It was nobody’s concern what people did behind closed doors, in the privacy of their homes or in businesses that catered to such clientele. Miriam didn’t doubt that eventually, even in Ohio, people of the same sex would be able to legally marry. That was fine with her. Times were changing, and Miriam could change with them.


      But Jerry! Her own son.


      She’d suspected something was wrong, known how he used to sneak out of the house at night and spy on the twins next door. Miriam never talked to Jerry about that. It was heterosexual and possibly not so unusual behavior for a boy his age. So he peeked, probably mostly out of curiosity. If the little teases didn’t lower their shades that was their problem. Besides, Miriam had her own problems, and they were crushing and repetitious. Work, drink, sleepless nights, loneliness. Now and then a relationship that meant nothing other than sex and went nowhere beyond the bed. Work, drink, sleepless nights, loneliness. Over and over. Like a damned treadmill that would wear her down and someday leave her useless and hopeless. That was her life. It was difficult enough without Jerry coming up with ways to make it worse.


      Of course he had come up with ways, but this was something she hadn’t considered. And she was trying now to consider it only in a detached way. The time for recriminations and philosophizing was past.


      Right now, she had to act.


      The dark highway seemed to roll out before her forever. Talk radio matched her mood and kept her company. There was trouble everywhere. A man claimed the government was using silent black helicopters to spy on people. Code was spray painted on the backs of road signs to guide armies that moved by night. A secret global triad was running things, and was scheduled to reveal itself at the turn of the century—only three years away!


      Miriam switched stations and encountered more talk radio.


      By the time she reached the Cleveland suburbs, a formation of asteroids was speeding toward earth and would collide with the planet. They would arrive at the turn of the century. It was ordained. There seemed no way they could miss. Maybe that horrific event was what would cause the global triad to reveal itself.


      Miriam got out the directions she’d scribbled on a blank envelope back in Holifield and followed them carefully through neighborhoods that were increasingly poor and more dangerous.


      At last she reached the downtown street she sought, blocks of mostly brick commercial buildings, some of them boarded up with graffiti-marred plywood.


      Ahead, blurred by the mist, was the red neon sign: EVERY LITTLE THING.


      The rain and wet streets reflected the flickering red sign as well as streetlights that gave off an eerie orange glow. Through the sweep of the car’s wipers, Miriam saw that several people were standing outside the club, beneath a fringed brown awning over its entrance. Some of them held glasses or bottles. Some of them were women.


      Miriam slowed the car, veered it toward the curb, and parked. She would have to steel herself and go into this horrid place. She would have to come out with Jerry in tow and get him back to Holifield and make it clear to him that he was to stay away from…people like her friend Grace.


      Maybe Grace was still inside the club, or whatever it was. She’d been there when she’d called Miriam.


      Where Miriam had parked was about a hundred feet from the knot of people beneath the canopy. She left the engine running and the headlights and wipers on, watching the people she’d have to walk past to get inside. Even with the car’s windows closed she could hear their loud voices, sometimes their laughter. They were milling around restlessly, as if they didn’t want trouble but wouldn’t mind it. One of the women, who looked overdressed for such a place, almost fell, and a man caught her and helped to steady her. He kissed her ear, and she grinned and grabbed his arm. Another woman, in a black cocktail dress like one Miriam owned, separated herself from the others and began shouting something unintelligible and lifting a beer bottle as if in a toast. She had long blond hair and a lineup of bracelets on each bare arm. Apparently she was drunk, because she was having difficulty keeping her balance in her black spike high heels.


      She took a swig of beer, sashayed into the orange glow of the nearest streetlight, and noticed the parked Taurus.


      Miriam switched off the headlights.


      The blond woman hadn’t moved. She took another long, slow pull on the beer bottle and then walked closer with a slight forward lean, as if to see who was sitting behind the steering wheel.


      The glance, the meeting of gazes even through the rain-distorted windshield, was enough to force Miriam back into the car’s seat, to gasp at what she saw.


      Her dress,


      Her bracelets.


      Her son!


      She opened the door and climbed out of the car without thinking, barely aware of the movements of her body. The gentle rain was cool on her face.


      Jerry had turned around and was staggering back toward the club’s entrance on his high heels, toward his friends, who were staring at him with puzzled and amused expressions.


      “Jerry!” Miriam heard her voice call.


      He tried to walk faster and stumbled, almost fell.


      “Jerry! Goddamn you!” Miriam began to run. She knew what she was doing now, had her wits about her, and she was furious. That her own son should do this to her was unthinkable. It couldn’t be happening. Couldn’t be true. Yet there was the proof right in front of her, in a blond wig and high heels. Her heart was like an engine pumping rage through her blood.


      She caught up with Jerry right outside the door, beneath the brown canopy. The people who were clustered there—some of them women, others up close obviously not women—moved back in stunned silence.


      Miriam grabbed the back of her cocktail dress and ripped it as she yanked Jerry back. He tottered on the high heels and fell. Lying on the wet sidewalk, he stared up at Miriam with made-up eyes, lipsticked mouth. His blond wig had slipped sideways and appeared about to fall off. His mascara was running.


      Miriam spat at him, then kicked him hard in the side.


      Jerry scrambled to his feet, wearing only one shoe. Miriam shoved him hard toward the car. He opened his mouth to complain, and she shoved him again.


      “Mom—”


      “Fucking pervert!” She struck at him with her fists. Pushed! Hit! Pushed! Hit! Moving him toward the car. Pushed! Hit! The other shoe had fallen off, and he held his hands over his head and the blond wig, his body bent so low to avoid the blows that he was almost duckwalking.


      Miriam opened the passenger-side door and shoved him inside the car. He shut the door himself. Anything to stop the rain of blows her clenched fists and tired arms continued to launch with the force of her disgust and desperation.


      After stomping around to the driver’s side of the car, Miriam screamed at the people near the club entrance. “Fucking perverts!” It was all she could think of to shout. The objects of her insult merely stared at her, as if there were something wrong with her. A few of them laughed.


      The car’s engine had died, and it took three tries to get it started. Finally Miriam crammed the shift lever into drive and spun the tires on the wet pavement.


      As the Taurus sped past the club entrance, Miriam saw almost all laughing faces now. One of the women shouted at her and raised her skirt high with both hands. She, or he, was wearing nothing underneath but black net pantyhose. Miriam had pantyhose like it at home in her dresser drawer. She glanced over at Jerry’s drawn-up legs. They were clad in black net pantyhose.


      “Why?” Jerry’s mother asked him, driving automatically and retracing her route out of town. “For God’s sake, why?”


      Jerry didn’t answer.


      “Your father,” she said. “Where was your goddamned father? This is his fault!”


      Neither Jerry nor his mother exchanged another word all the way back to Holifield.


      They managed to get inside the house without anyone seeing them. Miriam hoped. There were some nosy people in this neighborhood. People who peeked through windows.


      Miriam made Jerry remove his—most of them her—clothes, and then climb onto his bed on his hands and knees. He was so embarrassed, so demolished by what had happened, that he couldn’t offer even token resistance. He was a little boy again.


      She got a thick leather belt that had been her husband’s from the closet and whipped Jerry’s buttocks and the backs of his thighs until she was exhausted. Neither of them said anything while this was transpiring. Jerry did not so much as whimper.


      Afterward Jerry’s mother sat in front of the TV in the living room and began to drink gin. Before her on the television screen was an old black-and-white movie, Humphrey Bogart kissing Ingrid Bergman. Jerry’s mother seemed more interested in her bottle.


      Jerry waited until she was sleeping soundly on the sofa before he packed a suitcase and crept from the house.


      He didn’t leave a note.


      He never returned to Holifield.
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      New York, the present


      Norton Nyler was the computer nerd from the NYPD. He’d brought his laptop to the office on West Seventy-ninth to demonstrate the program he’d developed to narrow the list of C and C clients who might have met with Lilly Branston and then killed her.


      He was a short, chubby guy in his twenties, with a scraggly little mustache and an errant lock of dark hair that made him look like an obese actor portraying young Adolf Hitler.


      “I’ll download all this to your computers when I’m done demonstrating it,” he said. His voice was surprisingly screechy. Quinn and his detectives gathered round and exchanged uneasy glances. Pearl was the only one of them who possessed better than basic computer skills. Of course, she wasn’t in the same league as young Hitler.


      “You do have your computers networked, don’t you?” Nyler asked.


      Quinn shrugged. “I, uh—”


      “We don’t think so,” Pearl said.


      Nyler looked at her strangely, then must have seen something in her eyes and looked away. “No matter. I can check after I’m done here and we can deal with it.” He grinned hugely, and Hitler disappeared. “Whatever issues you might have, we can deal with them.”


      Quinn wondered if anyone had problems anymore instead of issues.


      With what looked like a surgeon’s pale fingers, Nyler worked his laptop’s cursor and keyboard, and up popped thumbnail shots of about twenty male C and C clients. “I used certain protocols to zero in on the clients most likely to get in touch with the victim; then I further honed the list by pinpointing those clients the victim herself might have initially contacted in hopes of a prospective romance.”


      Pearl thought, You little old matchmaker.


      “To hone the list even more, we factored in geography,” Nyler said. “Then came the hard part. It was tedious and time consuming, but we obtained most of the remaining clients’ addresses. Sometimes we had to rely on Homeland Security; sometimes the names and addresses were simply in the phone book.”


      “You should have been a detective,” Fedderman said.


      Nyler glanced over at him. “I am.”


      My God, Pearl thought, the new breed.


      Nyler brushed back his fuehrer lock of dark hair from his forehead and got back to business. “I overlaid a city map marked with the addresses and sites where the murders occurred.” He right-clicked his computer’s mouse, and a detailed map of Manhattan came on screen. The image grew larger as he zoomed in to Midtown and South Manhattan.


      “There are seven suspect C and C clients living in near juxtaposition to the murder sites,” he said. The cursor danced and blinked over one flagged address after another, and information, names, and addresses of seven men came on the screen.


      “Are you saying one of these men is probably the Carver?” Quinn asked.


      “No. I’m saying that of the C and C clients on the final list, the circumstances of personality, compatibility with the victim, appearance, age, and geography make these men the most logical for you to contact first.”


      “Does it make sense that they’d kill close to home?” Pearl asked.


      “Close, no. But it also doesn’t make sense that they’d kill farther from home than necessary. Everyone, even serial killers, tends to fall into patterns. Even a cautious killer will leave their house or apartment and turn either right or left most often, take a subway or cab or bus or not. Eat and shop at some of the same places. If they’re driving, they’ll avoid certain one-way or narrow streets, heavy traffic, or predictable long-term construction delays. In short, we all unconsciously choose the easiest route to wherever we’re going. We seldom unnecessarily go out of our way, even while going somewhere to commit murder.” He looked at each of his listeners in turn. “Remember, we’re only discussing probabilities here.”


      “Possibilities,” Pearl said.


      “Okay,” Nyler said. Again the un-Hitler smile that made him look like a mischievous child. Had the real Hitler smiled like that? “Odds,” he said.


      “We don’t even know for sure it was a C and C client who killed Branston,” Quinn said.


      “Well, it’s an imperfect world,” Nyler said. “And difficult to predict. I’m just trying to chart you the easiest possible way to get where you want to be.”


      “Like the killer choosing a victim,” Fedderman said.


      “Or the victim moving toward her killer. Starting at any of those seven addresses, and the victim’s address, my computerized victim and killer should think and act somewhat in conjunction, whether they know it or not.”


      “And you came to this conclusion by starting at the crime scenes and working backward,” Pearl said.


      “Er, not exactly. But yes, that’s pretty much how it works.”


      “That’s how we work,” Quinn said.


      “There you go,” Nyler said.


      


      “Whaddya think?” Pearl asked when Nyler had gone.


      “I think it’s mostly bullshit,” Quinn said, “but we oughta go to those seven addresses and talk to those seven guys.”


      “Funny if they turn out to be seven brothers looking for brides,” Fedderman said. “Or three feet tall, like in Snow White. Hey, maybe I’ll get Dopey.”


      “I get him all the time,” Pearl said.


      Quinn gave her his warning look.


      “If they have something else in common,” Pearl said, “it’ll give me more confidence in Nyler and his computer program.” She gave Quinn a look to let him know she was dubious about this turn in the case. “It seems to me this is a good job for Vitali and Mishkin.”


      “No,” Quinn said, “I’d rather have them looking for the real Chrissie Keller. Besides, you’re the closest thing we’ve got to Snow White.”
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      Pearl drew a guy named Fred Levin who lived on Fifth Avenue near the park. It was an impressive address. Everything in the lobby was drastically oversized, as if to make smaller and intimidate anyone who happened in uninvited. She showed the six-foot-plus doorman one of the badges given out by Renz, and he called up and explained to Levin that she was a detective.


      Levin told the doorman to send Pearl up, and after signing in to the building she rode the big elevator to the big seventeenth floor.


      The hall was carpeted in rich brown that felt a foot thick under Pearl’s feet. The apartment doors were cream colored and gilded, with gleaming curled brass handles rather than knobs. One of the doors down the hall was open, and a medium-height, slender, dark-haired guy was standing just outside it smiling at Pearl. He was wearing tight designer jeans and a white golf shirt with a turned-up collar. From this distance, he appeared quite handsome.


      Fred Levin wasn’t a disappointment close up. He had chiseled features with full lips for a man, and a head of wavy black hair. His dark eyes took in Pearl with obvious interest. She saw that he was wearing leather deck shoes without socks. He was thirty-five, according to Pearl’s information, but he might have passed for twenty-five. Pearl thought smoldering would describe him pretty well. Maybe there was something to this C and C operation.


      She introduced herself, and they shook hands.


      “You’re a detective?” he asked, as she approached. “Like on Law and Order?”


      “Uh-huh. Just like.”


      Levin stepped aside so she could enter, then closed the door and motioned for her to sit on a light tan leather sofa. There were matching chairs and a low coffee table the size of a small airport. Works of modern art hung on the walls. They were mostly prints, but a few were definitely oils, and something about them suggested they’d been carefully chosen.


      Pearl sat. “Nice apartment.”


      “I hired a decorator,” Levin said. “A few years ago, when things were going well.”


      “Things aren’t going well now?” Pearl asked.


      Levin shrugged. “You know, Wall Street. I worked for Lehman Brothers, and then a smaller firm after Lehman went under. Five months ago the smaller firm went under.”


      “So you’re unemployed?”


      He smiled. “’Fraid so. But the smaller firm ran hedge funds and I walked away with scads of money, so unemployment doesn’t stop me from offering you something to drink.”


      “These hedge funds were legal?”


      “Barely. Coffee? Something stronger?”


      “Water would be good,” Pearl said.


      She watched him walk into the kitchen. So slender and athletic. On a tall bookcase near a window was what looked like a skiing trophy.


      “You ski competitively?” she asked, when he returned with a tumbler of water with crushed ice in it.


      “Used to,” Levin said. “Downhill slalom. Till I tore up one of my knees a few years ago.”


      “That’s too bad.” Pearl sipped her ice water. She remained on the sofa. Levin remained standing. “Do you recognize this woman?” she asked, and stretched out an arm to hand him a photograph of Lilly Branston.


      She watched his handsome face as he studied the photo. If he did recognize Branston, there was no sign of it.


      He handed the photo back to Pearl. “She looks vaguely familiar, but I don’t think I know her.”


      “Her name’s Lilly Branston.”


      He looked a little less blank.


      “She’s the Carver’s latest murder victim.”


      He looked genuinely surprised and then smacked his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Jesus! Yes. Of course. I think I might have seen that photo—or one like it. There’s a bulletin board in the subway stop. It’s got her name and photo on it. Said something about her being missing, I thought.”


      “No,” Pearl said, “must be another woman on the subway wall. Lilly Branston isn’t missing. We know right where she is—in the morgue.”


      Levin made an ineffective pass at looking appropriately grieved, and then he appeared puzzled.


      “What?” he asked. “I should care more than I do?”


      “I don’t know how much you care.”


      “Not much, tell you the truth. Of course I feel sorry for the victim, but I don’t get overemotional about that kind of thing. I mean, about a woman I never met. Is there some connection with me? Did she live around here?”


      “Not far away.” Pearl placed her water glass on a cork coaster, part of a stack placed for convenience on the coffee table. The table was oak and gave the impression that it might be antique and expensive. “Have you ever used the services of an Internet matchmaking company called Coffee and Conversation?”


      She watched the changes in his eyes. He was thinking furiously. Wondering how he might possibly be involved. Or wondering how to lie so he’d seem uninvolved.


      “That Lilly Branston!” he said.


      “The dead one,” Pearl said.


      “She was next on a list of women I was going to get in touch with.” Levin began to pace, three steps this way, three back, swiveling neatly on the plush carpet. The leather soles of his deck shoes looked as if they’d never been outside. “I didn’t mean to lie to you. It came to me gradually who she is. Was. Lately I’ve looked at a lot of photos of a lot of women.”


      “So you’ve met a number of women through Coffee and Conversation.”


      “No, only two. I’m very selective. I’ve been divorced for three years. I’ve learned to be careful about my relationships. Maybe too careful.” He made a sweeping motion with an arm to take in the vast, well-furnished living room. “As you can see, I’m what you’d call more than reasonably wealthy.”


      “You’re concerned that women might be after your money instead of you?”


      “Yes. But only insofar as they might turn out to be a waste of my time. Fact is, I wouldn’t want a woman who didn’t at least take my wealth into consideration. I like very smart, very aggressive women. When I saw that Lilly Branston was a real estate agent with the Willman Group, I knew she had to be both those things.” Levin tried a smile. “Have you ever noticed how aggressive female real estate agents are?”


      “Like female cops,” Pearl said.


      He gave her a speculative up-and-down look. “I do read the papers. It’s interesting that a cop who’s the serial killer’s type—and quite beautiful, I will add—is searching for the monster. Kind of like the baitfish seeking the shark.”


      “We won’t go to that part of the ocean,” Pearl said. “We were talking about your search for a soul mate.”


      “Yes. Anyway, what I liked about Coffee and Conversation was that, if things didn’t work out after your first meeting, there were no loose ends. I mean, nobody had anybody’s address or phone number. Maybe not even their real name. They had only rudimentary information, and maybe the photo that was on the C and C website, and that was it. Nobody was going to…”


      “Stalk you?”


      “Not so much that. More cling to me. I’ve found women to be clingy.”


      “You’re not short on ego.”


      “No, I am not. But I do attract women on the hunt. That’s why the C and C concept appealed to me. You contact C and C, and if the other party is willing, they set up a time and date for coffee and a get-acquainted meeting. You are literally strangers when you meet. If either of you so chooses, you can keep it that way.”


      “Did your meetings with the first two women on your list go any further than caffeine and conversation?”


      “No. I think I was way too aggressive for them.”


      “You didn’t mention their names.”


      He gave Pearl two names that she jotted in her notepad. She would check later and make sure they were C and C clients.


      Pearl placed her notepad and pencil in her lap. “When you say you were ‘too aggressive,’ do you mean sexually? In your sexual practices?”


      Levin stopped pacing and appeared genuinely shocked. “No, no, nothing like that. What I mean is that I don’t apologize for wanting to make even more money, for wanting even more prestige and power. More of everything. It’s part of Darwinism, part of being human. Too many people don’t accept that. You’d be surprised how many women out there want to turn the world green, or spray paint people wearing fur coats, or eat nothing but arugula lettuce and beans—and all to the exclusion of everything else.” He looked sincerely at Pearl. “Detective, I don’t give a flying flip if the world is two degrees hotter in twenty years or if the ocean rises six inches. I want to be the guy who gets rich building dikes.”


      Pearl looked at him. Hoo, boy!


      “So you were what…too honest for those women?”


      He laughed. “You might call it that. I don’t want to get involved with any woman under false pretenses. Best to get our beliefs and ambitions out there in the beginning. Do I want to be fantastically wealthy and take over the world? Be the king of everything? Sure, if the opportunity presents itself.”


      “Are you legally sane?” Pearl asked.


      At first she thought he was going to get mad, but he simply laughed again. “We both know I can’t answer that one, so why did you ask it?”


      “You, uh, remind me of someone.” She picked up her notebook again and glanced at what she’d jotted down. “Did you meet either or these women night before last?”


      “Sure did.” He gave Pearl the woman’s name, which she underlined. “We spent three hours learning about each other in the Weekly Grind coffee shop, and then we had a late supper and strolled around the city for a while. Till well past midnight, actually.”


      “Sounds romantic. You must have hit it off at least somewhat.”


      “I thought so. Three lattes’ worth, anyway. She even gave me her phone number, but when I called yesterday she said she’d thought about it and didn’t want to carry the relationship any further. It was because I’d kicked at a stray cat while we were walking. The thing might have had rabies, for all we knew. She confessed she was a member of PETA. I told her I liked animals and would join PETA myself, but it didn’t impress her.”


      “Maybe for some reason she thought you were being insincere.”


      “But I do like animals. Enough, anyway.”


      “Maybe it was the caffeine talking. Do you still have her phone number?”


      “I think so, sure.” He walked to where a phone sat on a table near the foyer and flipped the top page of a stack of yellow Post-its. He read a phone number to Pearl. “You can call and check. She’ll verify what I assume is my alibi.”


      “I will,” Pearl said, writing down the number


      “That’s when Lilly Branston was killed, wasn’t it? When I was with my C and C friend?”


      “That’s the time frame,” Pearl said. “By the way, did you lie about not recognizing Lilly Branston when I showed you her photo?”


      “No, no! The photo really didn’t ring a bell. Then I did mistake her for some woman whose photo is in the subway stops. But when I heard you say her name, it all came into focus.”


      She asked him about his whereabouts at the times of the other Carver murders. He couldn’t remember where he was during most of them, but he was out of town at a shareholders’ meeting at the time of Joyce House’s murder. Witnesses and charge account statements would back him up.


      Pearl figured that was probably true or he wouldn’t have been so bold about it, but she dutifully wrote down the information to be verified later.


      She slipped her notebook back in her small leather purse and stood up. Slung the purse with its strap sideways across the front of her blazer. She thanked Levin for his time and went to the door.


      “Maybe you would have gotten along with Lilly Branston,” she said.


      Levin gave her a bright smile. “A woman real estate wolf? You betcha.”


      Pearl wondered why she couldn’t help having a shred of sympathy for this thoroughly reprehensible human being.


      But she knew why, and it had to do with the diamond engagement ring on her finger.


      She remembered that Yancy—she and Yancy—lived not far from here.


      Levin escorted her to the elevator when she left. A real gentleman. She thought about telling him what a shallow and obvious cad he was but realized that would be unprofessional.


      And useless.


      He’d been her second interview of C and C clients. Neither interview had been productive.


      Late as it was, Pearl decided to call it a day’s work and walk the half dozen blocks to Yancy’s apartment. She could call the woman who was Levin’s alibi from there. Or maybe tomorrow morning she should go interview her in person. Be thorough.


      As she descended to lobby level in the elevator, she found herself humming a song from long ago in her life. At first she couldn’t place it, and then she did:


      “Love Is Strange.”


      


      Pearl had dropped by the office to work up her report on her interviews when Fedderman came in exhausted and gleaming with sweat.


      “You look like you’ve been sprayed with WD-40,” Pearl said.


      “It’s damned hot out there.”


      “Have any luck?”


      “Naw! I drew a lover boy named Gerald Lone. Only I followed every avenue and there is no Gerald Lone. Well, I take that back. There’s one in Queens who’s ninety-three years old. Not our man. It’s a dead-end search for a guy using a made-up name and address so he can make out.”


      “You shoulda been able to get to him some way.”


      “I tried every way. He used an Internet café or library computer to register his alias on C and C. Then they did the rest for him, secure as the CIA. He’s covered his tech tracks like a terrorist hacker. He might as well not exist.”


      “To the law, maybe.”


      “More likely to his wife, when he’s out being whoever he’s pretending to be to get in somebody’s knickers.”


      “Knickers?”


      “Yeah. They’re catching on again, I hear.”


      “Only with you, Feds. And whatever it is you’re dating.” Pearl finished her word processing and shut down her computer. She could print tomorrow. “Speaking of long shots, what do you think of this computerized dragnet?”


      “I think it doesn’t work, because the computer nerds at C and C are smarter than the ones at the NYPD.”


      Pearl nodded. “Love will find a way.”


      


      Quinn took his yellow legal pad to study after eating an early and light dinner at the Lotus Diner. He ordered a second cup of coffee. He wanted to smoke a cigar but didn’t. The other diners might turn on him.


      He was reading where he’d left off on the pad:


      
        Shadow woman appears again at crime scene.

      


      As he was about to put pencil to pad, Thel arrived to top off his coffee. She squinted down at the pad as she poured.


      “What’s that? You writing a book?”


      “Sort of,” Quinn said.


      “Either you are or you ain’t,” Thel said.


      “Who said that? Plato?”


      “Plato’s our Greek salad, right at the top of the menu.”


      The coffee ran over, and Quinn had to move the pad fast to keep it dry.


      “Sorry,” Thel said. “I was philosophizing.”


      Quinn hadn’t had any dessert. “Are there any doughnuts left from this morning?”


      “Sort of,” Thel said, and retreated with the glass coffeepot.


      Quinn returned his attention to his legal pad, figuring either he’d get a doughnut or he wouldn’t.


      He wrote:


      
        Pearl engaged to Yancy B.

      


      Then he crossed that out. It had nothing to do with the investigation.


      He took a sip of coffee and resumed writing with his stubby yellow pencil:


      
        Lilly Branston’s body found. Carver’s M.O.


        Witness—Stephen Elsinger. Telescope.


        Shadow Woman caught. Lisa Bolt. Coma. One Chrissie accounted for.


        Geraldine Knott, Addie Price, same person.


        C & C site found on Branston’s flash drive.


        Comp. nerd’s software program, seven names.

      


      Thel reappeared and placed a plate containing a damaged cake doughnut in front of Quinn.


      “Last one,” she said.


      “It looks as if mice have been at it.”


      “They know what’s good,” Thel said. “You want a warm-up on your coffee?”


      “No thanks.” He was staring at the legal pad, trying to pull some sort of pattern or meaning from it.


      “Book got you stumped?” Thel asked. To her, the pad was upside down. “Looks like a mess. Like you don’t know how it’s gonna end.”


      “I don’t,” Quinn said.


      “What kinda book’s it gonna be?”


      “Mystery.”


      “Right up your alley.”


      “Should be,” Quinn said.


      “I wouldn’t try to dunk that doughnut.”
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      The uniformed doorman at Yancy’s building was half a block down the street, chatting with a woman trying to control a huge fluffy dog on a long leash. The leash was looped around one of the doorman’s legs. Some security, Pearl thought, as she pushed through the glass double-door entrance to the lobby.


      Yancy was due back later tonight. He’d be surprised to find her in his bed, but he wouldn’t mind. He liked those kinds of surprises. He’d no doubt wake her up. That was the kind of surprise she didn’t mind.


      As she rode the absolutely silent elevator, she mused that she was moving up in the world literally as well as figuratively. Yancy had money and, like Fred Levin, would probably always have it. The similarities between the two charm dispensers were still kind of unsettling. But she loved Yancy. She was sure that would be impossible with Levin. The differences between the two men might have to do with the heart. Something about Levin hinted that he harbored malice, that he found a subtle sadistic enjoyment in being detached and purely pragmatic. Yancy might have the substance of shadow, but there wasn’t the slightest hint of maliciousness in his carefree soul.


      After stepping out of the elevator, she walked soundlessly down the carpeted hall. There was no one else in sight. She still hadn’t met her and Yancy’s neighbors on either side. Hadn’t seen them in the halls or even heard them through the walls. Maybe rich people were like that, leading lives insulated by their wealth.


      She keyed the apartment door and pushed it open. It made a soft brushing sound over the thick throw rug in the foyer in a way she liked. Careful not to muss her hairdo, she lifted her purse strap over her head and laid the purse on a small, marble-topped table. Then she removed her blazer and held it in her right hand, planning on draping it over the sofa arm before going to the kitchen and getting something cold to drink.


      Two steps off the foyer tile and onto the living room carpet, Pearl knew something was wrong.


      But she didn’t know what. Didn’t know how to react.


      She did know with a thrill of fear that she wasn’t alone.


      Something struck her hard just above the small of the back, causing the breath to whoosh out of her, momentarily paralyzing her. She dropped to one knee, bending over as if trying to find something on the floor. She tried to breathe but couldn’t. Her brain was struggling to work, to comprehend what was happening.


      …Gun’s in my purse.


      She was thinking self-preservation and self-preservation only. All she knew for sure was that she was in deep trouble. The rest of her mind was a muddle.


      A hand from behind cupped her chin and yanked her hard so she was lying on her back on the floor. She involuntarily drew up her knees, still trying to breathe.


      He was standing over her, slender but strong-bodied, wearing a loose-fitting dark sweatshirt and matching sweatpants. Jogging shoes that were black but for their white soles and toe caps. He had on a black knit balaclava so that nothing of his face was visible other than his eyes. Pearl thought the eyes might be familiar, but she couldn’t be sure.


      She also, for a moment, thought about the careless doorman. That carelessness must be how the man had entered the building and found his way to Yancy’s apartment.


      The intruder straddled her, yanked her arms sideways, and kept them that way as he scooted forward so he could place his knees on her upper arms and bring his full weight to bear on them, pinning them, and her, to the floor.


      Pearl immediately recognized the method and knew who he was—the Carver. She knew how much danger she was in and how precious life was.


      At first she thought he had no fingernails, and then she saw that he had on skin-tight latex gloves that were flesh colored. From the pouchlike pocket of his sweatshirt he drew a knife with a long, slender blade.


      Moving her arms only feebly from the elbows down, Pearl helplessly clawed the air. The strength had left her arms quickly in her awkward position under the man’s weight. She was starting to regain her ability to breathe and considered screaming, but she was sure that if she made any noise he’d use the knife. He was leaning slightly forward, staring down at her and slowly waving the knife blade back and forth before her eyes, as if trying to hypnotize her. She somehow got the impression that beneath the balaclava he was smiling.


      He wants my full attention. He wants me to grasp what’s going to happen.


      Not the eyes this time, but something about the man seemed familiar. It was in the way he moved.


      Who is this bastard?


      She kicked out with her feet, trying to loosen the crushing weight on her arms. He simply bore down harder with his knees. Her upper arms ached so badly they began to go numb.


      Think, Damn it! You’re running out of time. Out of life.


      Think!


      If I can’t use my arms, I’ll use my legs!


      She brought both knees up sharply and suddenly, and did manage to make contact with his back with one knee. But it wasn’t enough to do anything but anger him. Or perhaps amuse him. He held the point of the knife close to her right eye and shook his head no, letting her know she’d better not kick again.


      From beneath the black knit that covered his mouth, he said in a deep muffled voice, “I’m going to explain to you what I’m doing while I’m doing it.”


      He used his free hand to yank up her blouse, and then with the knife he deftly sliced through the material between the cups of her bra. He flicked the cups away right and left with the point of the knife, and her breasts were bare.


      Pearl knew the ritual, and knew that once he began it the pain and terror would render her completely helpless.


      She was determined to keep struggling as long as possible. She controlled her breathing, drawing air deeply so she could muster her strength for one more attempt to buck the man off her and somehow try to put up a fight. Maybe she could kick him in a vital spot, slow him down, and reach her gun in her purse.


      Slowly she drew her knees up as far as she could, then kicked straight out with her legs and dug her heels and elbows into the carpet.


      Her sudden, spasmodic effort had some effect. She heard the man’s grunt of surprise and felt his weight shift inches forward so his crotch was almost in her face. His weight had lifted slightly, and she thought she might be able to free one arm.


      She clenched her eyes shut with the effort of trying to work her arm free, kicking out again with her legs. The killer’s weight rose from her almost completely, as if he might be positioning his body and seeking balance, maybe getting ready to hit or kick her.


      She opened her eyes and looked up into the perspiring, determined face of Yancy Taggart.


      


      Yancy’s eyes were wide with surprise and anger, but not fear. He was gripping the Carver’s sweatshirt with both hands, pulling him off Pearl.


      “Got the bastard!” Pearl heard him say.


      Then she saw the flash of the knife as the killer writhed and twisted his body to gain leverage. The blade winked through the air, and Yancy made a sound like a harsh intake of breath. Pearl felt something warm on her face, and saw what the CSU techs called a slash pattern of blood on the wall.


      The killer was standing completely upright. He kicked Pearl hard in the side of the head, and she went blank for a few seconds with pain. She saw in slow motion the killer conceal the knife again in his sweatshirt pocket and then pirouette like a ballet dancer toward the door.


      Then he was out the door and into the hall.


      Pearl crawled over to where Yancy lay on his back. His throat was sliced almost ear to ear. He was staring at the ceiling, making soft gurgling sounds and desperately feeling with his fingers the edges of the gash in his throat, as if trying to piece himself back together.


      Pearl was sure he saw her and that he tried to say something, but he went silent, and the life in his eyes dimmed.


      She heard herself whimpering. Her limbs wouldn’t move as directed. She managed to stand up and take a few steps before stumbling. The room lurched, and she fell hard on the carpet, bumping an elbow. Fighting dizziness and nausea, she crawled the rest of the way toward her purse on the table. Like an infant who could walk some but still found crawling the easiest and most direct way to a destination.


      She wanted her cell phone now, not her gun.
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      Quinn sat on the floor with her, holding her so close and tight that it hurt her ribs.


      Pearl was infuriated because she couldn’t control her sobbing. Each breath she drew caught in her throat and turned into a deep, wretched moan. Tears tracked down her cheeks so freely she could feel them spatter on her forearm. Grief was so real, like a horrid creature that had taken up residence inside her.


      She couldn’t help it; she dug her forehead into Quinn’s shoulder and sobbed. Fedderman was somewhere nearby. The CSU techs were bustling around, and a couple of paramedics were waiting to remove the body. Remove Yancy. For now, everyone was giving Pearl and Quinn a wide berth.


      “It’ll be all right,” Quinn crooned to her, his huge right hand patting her back ever so gently. “All right…all right…all right…”


      “It won’t be!” Pearl managed to blurt. “Goddamn it, it’ll never be all right!”


      “Better, then,” Quinn said, not breaking the rhythm of his patting. “It’ll be better in a while. Better, Pearl…”


      I’d settle for tolerable! Oh, God, just tolerable!


      She sobbed for a while longer, as Quinn patted and crooned.


      Finally, when she’d managed to calm down enough not to completely lose control if she attempted to speak, she told him what had happened. So much more than she’d said over the phone.


      “That’s all for now,” Quinn said softly when she was finished. “You don’t have to say anything more, Pearl.”


      But the words, suddenly freed from her constricted throat, kept spilling out of her. “Yancy came home early,” she said in someone else’s voice. Grief was pulling her strings. “Came home early and didn’t know what he was walking into. Didn’t know…”


      Is this the new me? Forever?


      “He came home early and saved your life,” Quinn said. “He was a good man, Yancy. Worthy of you.”


      “Oh, Quinn, damn it! Will you stop with the Hemingway bullshit? Yancy’s dead. I want him alive!”


      “We all do, dear, but that’s impossible.”


      God! Oh, Jesus!


      She heard and felt Quinn sigh. The heft and heat of his body shifted. “There’s nothing I can say that will help enough, Pearl. We both know that.”


      Pearl nodded and pushed away from him. He leaned toward her, and she felt him kiss her forehead, the furnace heat of his breath.


      “But you helped,” she said. “I’m grateful.”


      She was speaking in her own, familiar voice now.


      Quinn noticed the change, too. Her voice was so calm it was jarring. But it didn’t surprise him.


      He understood Pearl. She was in hell. She wouldn’t burn for an eternity, but the embers would never really die.


      Quinn looked at her seated next to him, so small, so crushed, and yet somehow more vivid than ever. It was as if she were lighted in some ghastly way from within.


      He felt a chill and thought about pulling her close to him again, but he didn’t. He knew what she was thinking. Knew the world she was in. In some ways they were like twins. He knew her reactions by blood and by brain. Knew her passions and obsessions.


      If the Carver didn’t have something from hell after him before, he did now.


      


      The killer sat on the end of a bench in Washington Square Park, his elbows on his knees, his head bowed. His hands seemed to be steady enough except for the tips of his fingers, which were trembling.


      It had been so close. All his planning, his reading of fate, and then a door opened and everything had spun out of control. It was frightening that this sort of thing could happen to him.


      Of course, he knew that it happened to other people who made no mistakes.


      They cross with the light and are struck and killed by a car. They get on a plane, and it reaches the end of the runway and rams into the ground. They take a bite of food they anticipate enjoying, and a heart attack kills them before they taste it.


      That was the sort of thing that had almost happened to him. That, in fact had happened to the man whose throat he’d cut.


      You open a door and step inside and you die.


      Not that he could complain about his reaction to the intruder. He’d identified the new and unexpected threat immediately. Body obeyed mind. Blade obeyed body. So fast had he been moving that not a drop of blood had gotten on him.


      He rocked back and forth for a moment on the bench.


      Pearl. He’d so wanted Pearl.


      She’d been concerned about her lover. So concerned with him that she hadn’t given chase.


      He knew that for a while, anyway, he’d have to leave Pearl alone. She and his other pursuers would be on their guard. Continuing to stalk Pearl wouldn’t be smart. Besides, his failure to claim her as one of his victims would dull the pleasure of having her.


      He found solace in the knowledge that the assault on Pearl hadn’t been a complete failure.


      If his pursuers’ time and anxiety would now be wasted protecting Pearl instead of hunting him, that was fine. The attack on her had at least served a purpose.


      The bench bounced slightly, jouncing him out of his thoughts. Its iron legs weren’t resting on level ground, and someone had sat down on the opposite end and created the seesaw jolt.


      He looked over and saw a small woman with dark hair and eyes. Her hands were working to open a white paper sack that was tightly wadded at the top. She was wearing jeans and a sleeveless pink T-shirt. Her arms were smooth and tan and strong looking. Her breasts were ample.


      She got the sack open, dipped in a hand, and, with an arm motion as if she were sowing seeds, tossed an arc of popcorn out in front of the bench. Pigeons appeared immediately and began flapping and strutting about, pecking at the unexpected feast. The woman tossed out more popcorn, causing more pigeons to materialize. Feeding them seemed to please her immensely, judging by her smile.


      Then she glanced over, and the smile was for him.


      Something in his heart moved. The woman was not unlike Pearl.


      Not unlike her at all.


      He smiled back and introduced himself with the name he was now using. “I’m Gerald Lone.”


      She seemed a bit surprised by his impulsive introduction. After all, this was New York. He could see her appraising him. He might have been jogging in the park and was resting on the bench. He looked respectable enough. A handsome man (or so he saw himself) in a big and lonely city. This was the way lives casually intersected. This was the way things began.


      Would she take a chance and acknowledge that he existed? Would she be polite and reply?


      How could she be cool to him while proffering her heart to pigeons?


      “I’m Elana Dare,” she said.


      “As in take a chance?”


      “It’s spelled that way.”


      Her voice was like Pearl’s.
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      Quinn told Pearl she should take some time off and pull herself together. He wanted her to wait until Yancy was buried before even thinking about returning to work. Of course she ignored his advice. She was at her desk the next morning.


      Pearl was locked on.


      Even the afternoon after Yancy’s funeral in New Jersey—paid for partly by Pearl but mostly by the Wind Power Coalition, as Yancy had no living relatives—Pearl came in to the office.


      Quinn walked in and found her there, alone. They’d all attended the service and funeral. Afterward Vitali and Mishkin had left to tend to NYPD business for Renz. Probably they were filling Renz in on every detail of the attempt on Pearl’s life, up to and including Yancy’s funeral. Fedderman was reinterviewing Pearl’s neighbors to see if anyone had recalled some minor detail that might have major significance.


      Fresh news, much of it inaccurate, would be in tomorrow’s City Beat as well as in the major papers. Cindy Sellers had been at the funeral, wearing a tight black dress accessorized with a small black digital camera. There had been no gathering after the funeral. Some of the mourners had gone on their own to an upscale Manhattan bar near Grand Central Station to drink and reminisce about Yancy. They were mostly men, expensively dressed, neatly groomed and with styled haircuts. If they weren’t staying in Manhattan they had trains to catch to upscale communities back in New Jersey or in Connecticut. Quinn didn’t know who they were. Neither did Pearl. Brother lobbyists, maybe.


      The office was hot and damp, but Pearl didn’t seem to notice. Her world was internal. Quinn walked over and switched on the air conditioner. The metallic hammering began, and he slapped the side of the unit. The hammering noise remained, but it was softer, as if in respect for Pearl’s grief.


      Quinn’s shirt stuck to his perspiring back as he settled into the warm leather upholstery of his desk chair.


      Sitting slouched behind his desk, he looked over at Pearl. There was a sheen of perspiration on her forehead and above her upper lip. She’d stopped at her apartment, or brought clothes, and had changed from her funereal black dress into tan slacks and a white tunic gathered at the waist with a maroon sash. Her eyes were slightly puffy, but other than that there was no sign that she’d been crying disconsolately only hours ago in New Jersey. The funeral, Yancy, were part of the past now, on the continent. Manhattan was another place altogether, an island. A hunting ground more sophisticated than veldt or jungle, and every bit as deadly.


      On a corner of Pearl’s desk was a lush floral arrangement Quinn remembered from the funeral home, though it hadn’t been transported to the gravesite. The mortuary must have given the cut flowers to Pearl, and she brought them here, where they should last about a week if she kept them watered in their pressed glass vase. Quinn wondered what Pearl thought when she looked at them. Was she fondly remembering Yancy, or using the sight of the flowers to stoke the fire in her heart so she could find his killer?


      Quinn said, “You all right, Pearl?”


      “Um.”


      Apparently she didn’t want to talk.


      The phone rang, and Quinn punched the glowing line button and picked up before Pearl had a chance to answer. He saw by caller ID that the call’s origin was Roosevelt Hospital.


      “Quinn and Associates Investi—”


      “It’s Fedderman, Quinn. How’s Pearl doing?”


      Quinn glanced over at Pearl and caught her lowering her eyelids. She’d been staring over at him, curious.


      “Okay,” he said.


      “What I called for,” Fedderman said, “is Lisa Bolt is conscious.”


      “Is she—”


      “She’s slightly addled, but the doc says that’s natural and there’s no apparent brain damage. You know head injuries, how they bleed. It was bad, but not as bad as it looked. The rest of her’s about healed up, too. She’s in pretty good shape, Quinn, considering.”


      “What about her tongue?” Quinn saw Pearl glance over again.


      “It can wag at us this afternoon, if we don’t push her too hard.”


      Quinn looked at his watch. “It’s afternoon now.”


      “So it is.”


      “See you shortly.”


      Quinn replaced the receiver and stood up behind his desk.


      “Want to go for a drive?” he asked.


      Pearl looked at him with her puffy eyes. “Where to?”


      “The hospital. Lisa Bolt is awake.”


      A change came over Pearl’s features. Within seconds, grief had given way to a hardness and determination. “Let’s go.”


      “You sure you’re up for this?”


      “You sure you can stop me?”


      “Actually,” Quinn said, “I’m not.”


      As they were leaving, she turned back and lifted the vase of mortuary flowers. She deftly removed the tag and black ribbon without damaging a flower.


      “For Lisa Bolt,” she said. “They might help make her more talkative.”


      Quinn grinned at her with a kind of sadness. “Pearl, Pearl…”


      “I can’t think of a better use for them,” Pearl said.


      “Nor can I.”


      Quinn put up the BACK SOON sign and locked the door behind them.


      They got in the Lincoln, Quinn at the wheel. On the drive to the hospital Pearl was quiet, but he could feel the energy coming off her damp flesh like waves of high-tension electricity. It reminded him of the way you could put your fingers up close to a TV screen and see the individual hairs on the back of your hand rise.


      Lightning stitched the gray summer sky, bright enough to hurt the eye even in daylight. Quinn wondered if it was a coincidence.


      


      He lay in agony, the edge of the knife blade resting lightly on his chest. He’d thought he was in control, but it hadn’t turned out that way. The need had always been there, and now it was alive.


      Unknown forces, driven by shame and guilt, were in control. He could see his fate moving like clouds across the ceiling.


      This must not happen.


      He should have known, should have been more careful, should have planned better.


      Didn’t he think he’d someday reach this point?


      “Should have” is in the past.


      The past that he’d thought was dead. That he feared so that it ruled his dreams. The past.


      It must not happen again. It must not!


      He had said the words aloud the first time to gather courage. Now he said them again, this time only in his mind.


      I am a fool.


      He applied the knife.


      I must wash the sheets carefully.
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      Lisa Bolt’s hospital room smelled like Lysol and spearmint, as if it had just been disinfected by a cleaning lady chewing gum. Lisa was sitting almost completely erect in her cranked-up bed, her back propped against a pillow. She looked thin but surprisingly well. There was a flesh-colored strip of adhesive tape on the side of her neck. A beige turban was wound around her head, obviously to conceal a bandage. She was wearing light makeup but had her eyebrows penciled in as dark slash marks.


      The nurse, who was middle-aged and looked like a gaunt, predatory bird, informed them that only two visitors would be allowed in the room. Quinn settled on himself and Pearl.


      “Please keep in mind that she’s still weak,” the nurse cautioned Quinn.


      “Of course we will.”


      The nurse glanced at him from the corner of her eye and seemed dubious.


      “These are for you, Lisa,” Pearl said with a smile. She placed the vase of flowers on an otherwise bare windowsill and deftly and lovingly adjusted the arrangement.


      “Do you want some water?” Quinn asked Lisa, motioning with his head at the plastic glass and pitcher on the tray table rolled close to the bed.


      Lisa kept her head on the pillow as she moved it slowly back and forth once to decline. Her head didn’t move at all as she looked at Pearl and then at Quinn.


      “I owe you an apology,” she said. Her voice was raspy from disuse, or perhaps from the feeding tube that had been recently removed.


      “We’re glad you’re alive,” Quinn told her.


      “You owe us the truth,” Pearl said, pushing too hard too fast.


      Quinn gave her a look, signaling her to ease up and listen for a while without butting in. She understood it perfectly, and he knew it. Both of them thought it was scary sometimes, the way they could almost read each other’s thoughts.


      Pearl moved a step back from the bed as Quinn continued. “It is time for the truth, Lisa.” His tone was not at all threatening.


      “I know,” Lisa said. She took a deep breath and swallowed, wincing as if it hurt.


      “You’re sure about the water?” Quinn asked.


      She nodded and then closed her eyes. “I’m trying to organize my thoughts before I tell you about this.”


      “Of course…of course…we understand.”


      “It’s as if I’ve been away on a trip.”


      “Of course, of course…”


      Lisa waited almost a full minute before beginning: “It started when Chrissie Keller came to my office in Columbus and hired me to see if I could somehow get her murdered twin’s case reopened. She told me about her slot-machine windfall and waved a lot of money at me. Enough to convince me to take her on as a client even though I thought there wasn’t a chance in hell I could reexamine the NYPD’s old investigation and find something that would get them to reactivate the case.” Lisa turned her head to the side, and her eyes teared up. “Since I didn’t think I could help her, I shouldn’t have taken her money. I know that.”


      “I think it’s understandable,” Quinn said. “You were in business to make money, and someone wanted to hire you. That’s how it works in our occupation.” We’re all in this together. Allies. “Go right on with your story, dear.”


      Lisa gazed up at him and managed a slight smile. Pearl could hardly stand watching this.


      “I knew that to help Chrissie I’d have to be creative,” Lisa said. “I did some research and decided that since I wouldn’t have much pull with the NYPD, maybe I could sort of sublease the case to somebody who would have pull. Somebody like you. To do that, I’d have to be convincing, the way Chrissie was convincing with me. I struck on the idea of pretending at first that I was Chrissie, the surviving twin. Chrissie liked the idea.”


      “And why not? It’s quite clever.”


      Lisa signaled silently that she would like some water now, and Quinn helped her to take a few dribbling swallows.


      That earned another smile from Lisa, as if Quinn were Father Teresa. “My job was to gain your trust,” she said in a somewhat revitalized voice, “and then shadow the investigation and eventually tell Chrissie who and where the killer was before the police got to him. That last part was important.”


      Quinn understood why. Chrissie wanted to get to her sister’s murderer first. “She wanted to be ensured of justice. Her kind of justice.”


      “Yes,” Lisa said. “Chrissie is consumed by a yearning to avenge her twin’s death. It’s almost as if she herself had been molested, mutilated, and murdered.”


      “I take it you mean she feels that way…beyond the norm.”


      “Far beyond. If there is such a thing as a norm in this kind of situation. She’s obsessed. You know how it can be with twins. It’s spooky, almost like two bodies sharing a common mind. And it doesn’t seem to stop after death. At least, that’s the way Chrissie sees it. And there’s something else.”


      “Else?” Quinn said, wishing Addie or maybe Helen the NYPD profiler was present to decipher some of the deeper motivations floating around here.


      “During the twins’ childhood, Tiffany was molested by her father. And whenever that happened, Chrissie was badly beaten where it didn’t show. Chrissie, of course, was confused and intimidated and did nothing about it. Nothing to help Tiffany. She feels extremely guilty about that.”


      “When you say extremely…”


      “Chrissie is driven by guilt and feels she can find redemption by locating, torturing, and then executing Tiffany’s killer.”


      “So she’s using us to try to commit murder.”


      “She wouldn’t call it murder,” Lisa said.


      “I’m not sure I would either,” Quinn said. “But the way for us is clear: We’ve got to find and stop her.”


      Pearl moved closer to the bed and spoke looking down at Lisa. “Do you think she might want her kind of justice so badly she’d kill in order to get to the Carver?”


      “I do,” Lisa said without hesitation.


      “You and Chrissie have been in touch?” Quinn asked.


      “I have no idea where she is,” Lisa said.


      Sort of an answer, Quinn thought.


      The door opened, and the nurse who’d allowed them access to Lisa Bolt entered the room. There was a smaller, younger nurse standing off to the side and behind her. The younger woman, who looked about twelve, was holding a rectangular metal tray containing a lot of rigmarole that included a large hypodermic needle.


      “I’m sorry, but we think the patient needs to rest,” the older nurse said.


      “Of course,” Quinn said. He started to pat Lisa’s hand and then saw all the bruising from intravenous needles. He patted her shoulder instead. “You rest now, and we can talk later. I hope you feel better having told us this. I know we’ve been heartened by seeing you awake and looking so much better.”


      The older nurse, who knew bullshit when she heard it, pointedly moved out of the way so there was room for Quinn and Pearl to leave.


      “Take the best care of her,” Quinn said, as he and Pearl edged past both nurses.


      “We will indeed, sir,” the older nurse said. “It’s what we’re doing right now.”


      Quinn smiled beatifically at the nurse as he held the door open for Pearl.


      “Watch out for that one,” Pearl heard the older nurse say to the younger, as she and Quinn found themselves in the hall.


      They walked a little way toward the nurses’ station and stood near a drinking fountain.


      “You know we still can’t believe anything Lisa Bolt says,” Pearl told him.


      “Of course not. On the other hand, maybe she’s had an epiphany. That can happen when you’re struck by a moving vehicle.”


      “Or you can wake up in a hospital and be as big a liar as before you were struck.”


      “That too,” Quinn said. He paused and felt at his shirt pocket, as if absently seeking a cigar. “Do you think whoever attacked you could have been a woman, Pearl?”


      Pearl gave it some thought. “It’s possible. It all happened so damned fast. He—or she—was slender, maybe short to average height for a man, but damned strong. I’d guess an athletic, wiry man. But a woman…possibly.”


      “Tiffany’s postmortem has her at five-feet-nine. Chrissie would be the same height.”


      “Might fit. I never saw whoever killed Yancy stand up straight, so I could only guess within several inches either way.”


      “And madness, obsession, gives people strength,” Quinn said.


      You should know, Pearl thought.


      They were quiet for a moment as a trio of nurses bustled past.


      “Lisa Bolt’s going to be out of here soon,” Pearl said, “and she needs to be watched.”


      “Your job and Fedderman’s,” Quinn said. He laid a hand very lightly on her shoulder, as if concerned that she might drift away like a balloon, and looked down into her eyes. “How are you doing, Pearl? Really?”


      “I don’t want you worrying about me.”


      She was determined not to let Quinn find his way back into her affections by way of her grief for Yancy. She didn’t think he’d do that deliberately, but it sure as hell could happen. She couldn’t trust him, and she couldn’t trust herself, so she had to play it tough.


      “But I do worry, Pearl. I can’t help it.”


      “And I can’t help it if you do,” she said. “So worry away. Just don’t involve me.”
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      Quinn sat in Renz’s office and watched sunlight angle in through the blinds and cast slices of brilliance swarming with dust motes. The office was warm, crowded as it was and with the invasion of the sun. Renz, seated behind his desk and wearing navy blue suspenders and a white shirt with the sleeves neatly rolled up, appeared cool. There was in the air the faintest scent of cigar smoke, as there was the whiff of political corruption.


      Quinn had suggested the meeting, but Renz was pretending he’d summoned him. Quinn knew it was some kind of ruse to maintain dominance. Renz was full of such minor stratagems to help him become or remain top dog. Quinn used to enjoy deflating Renz, but he’d become bored with that and usually let the dog have his day.


      “This investigation is turning into a disaster,” Renz said. “The media wolves are all over it and all over me. The mayor’s office calls half a dozen times a day.” He leaned forward over his desk and glared at Quinn, who was seated in one of the chairs facing the desk. “What the bejesus is going on?”


      “Progress,” Quinn said.


      “Do illuminate me.”


      Quinn told him about Lisa Bolt’s recovery and what she’d said yesterday at the hospital.


      “And we still don’t know where the real Chrissie Keller is?” Renz asked.


      “Not yet,” Quinn said.


      “Then the only actual progress I see is you found the woman who conned you into thinking she was Chrissie. And you needed a careless cab driver to do that.”


      “Not quite.”


      He told Renz about Tiffany Keller’s childhood molestation by her father, and about Chrissie’s guilt over doing nothing to stop it. Watching Renz’s flabby features, Quinn was glad he’d decided to present this information to the Machiavellian police commissioner face-to-face. It opened up all sorts of possibilities.


      Renz sat running a fingernail over his close-shaven, over-flowing jowls. Anyone listening closely could hear the sound of the nail scraping minute gray stubble.


      At last he said, “You proposing using the father as bait?”


      Renz hadn’t quite proposed the idea himself, which was what Quinn had wanted. But this should be close enough.


      “Addie gave me the idea,” Quinn said. Since Renz had assigned Addie to the case, he had to at least pretend to give serious consideration to a strategy based on her theory.


      “What’s the wife, Erin, say about this?” Renz asked.


      “Nothing yet. She doesn’t know we’re considering it.”


      “Does she know her prick husband molested their daughters?”


      “Probably. That’s usually the case.”


      “She’d go along with using him as bait, then. Might even be enthusiastic.”


      “Might be ecstatic.”


      “Where’s hubby now?”


      “We haven’t tried to locate him yet. I wanted your opinion first.”


      “Tell me more.”


      “We could leak it to the press that he’s in town, leak where he’s staying. If Chrissie really did commit any of these murders, making it look like the Carver’s back in action, she might go after old dad. She’s already got blood on her hands, and she is out to avenge her sister’s death. Why not also avenge her sister’s molestation? Assuage at least some of that guilt she’s suffering for keeping quiet about what was going on?”


      “Might work,” Renz said. “But if we try it and fail, I’ll be chewed up like dog food by the media. You understand that politically this will be a risk?”


      “Sure. But it might be a bigger risk not to act and make something happen.”


      “There’ll be no way to keep it out of the media.”


      “No,” Quinn said. “But that’s okay. At least some of it has to be public knowledge for it to work.”


      “Do you even know where Dad is?”


      “He should be easy to find.”


      “Hah! If you do find him, how will you make him go along with being bait?”


      “I don’t know yet. We might ask the twins’ mother.”


      “Maybe you could hold a child molestation charge over Dad’s head, so he cooperates or does prison time.”


      “The statute of limitation’s expired,” Quinn said. “He couldn’t be prosecuted even if there was enough evidence.”


      “He might not know that.”


      Quinn stood up. “So I’ve got the okay to do this?” He wanted no mistake about Renz’s involvement. He and Renz would own this decision, and suffer their respective consequences if it failed.


      “Do it,” Renz said, also standing. “It’s better than what we’ve been doing, which seems mostly to be going around finding fresh victims.”


      Quinn nodded and moved toward the door.


      “How are Vitali and Mishkin working out?” Renz asked behind him.


      Quinn stopped and looked back. “They’re good cops.”


      “And Addie Price? How’s she working out?”


      “She’s the reason I’m here,” Quinn said.


      Renz grinned. “I can pick ’em. Right?”


      Quinn said, “That’s the reason you’re here.”


      He went out the door, wondering if the twins’ father was still alive and could be found.
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      “He lives in Detroit and uses the name Edward Archer,” Erin said. She elevated her chin slightly. “We have very little contact.”


      Quinn and Fedderman were in the office, along with Helen Iman, the NYPD profiler and psychologist Renz had insisted sit in for Addie, who was with Renz today, helping him prepare for his regular briefing of the press. She was becoming something of a media consultant to him. Helen was a lanky six feet tall with choppy red hair and looked like a natural basketball center. She was also the best at this kind of thing, and the only profiler Quinn trusted.


      Erin was seated in a chair angled toward Quinn’s desk. Her long auburn hair was neatly combed, and she was wearing a light beige pantsuit, tan high heels, and a dainty silver and pearl necklace inside the V-neck of her white blouse. She was a compact package next to Helen. Quinn could detect the subtle scent of her perfume. It made him think of the flowers Pearl had taken to Lisa Bolt.


      “But you do know how to contact him?” he said.


      “Not directly,” Erin said. “I’d have to make a few phone calls.” She smiled in that secretive way of hers, as if she was a move ahead of him. “But why should I? He has no interest in either me or Chrissie now. I haven’t seen him since Christmas three years ago, when he dropped by unexpectedly. I think he’d been drinking.”


      “What does your husband do in Detroit?” Quinn asked.


      She crossed her legs so her calves were close together. “Former husband. He’s in the insurance business, has his own agency. Doing quite well. I was told that he has political ambitions.”


      “Political?” Quinn sensed a vulnerability.


      “He wants to run for city council or some such thing. Maybe alderman. Whatever they have in Detroit.” She absently fished about in her matching tan purse and then stopped and looked around. “Mind if I smoke?”


      “Yes,” Pearl said, from where she sat behind her desk.


      Erin shrugged and snapped the purse closed. “Why are you asking me about Ed?”


      Quinn told her what they had in mind, touching on the regular molestation of Tiffany, witnessed by Chrissie. Not asking if Erin had known about it.


      But the question remained in the air, unasked.


      Erin reached again for her purse, opened it, and snapped it shut. She sat thinking, neither confirming nor denying that she’d been aware of the molestations and beatings that had dominated her children’s young lives. The truth was a beast better kept caged.


      She addressed Quinn calmly. “You want Ed to come to New York and let you make it known that he’s here.”


      “Yes. Under his real name: Keller.”


      Erin crossed her legs even tighter. “To avoid unfavorable publicity, he might agree to do that. He’s an ambitious bastard. But I can’t believe Chrissie—”


      “I know,” Quinn said. “But you must consider that you’re the poor girl’s mother. And she’s not been thinking straight. Our psychologist”—he nodded toward Helen, all strung-out six feet of her leaning casually on a wall—“believes that if she knows he’s in town, Chrissie might break cover and go after her father.”


      “You mean try to kill him.”


      “Perhaps. Though that might be putting it too dramatically. She might at least want to see him and have it out with him.”


      “At which point the police will step out from behind the curtains and Chrissie will be arrested.”


      “Melodrama again. But yes. I’m being honest with you. Your daughter is a murder suspect. That’s not to say she’s guilty.”


      “But you think she is.”


      “Not necessarily. What I think is that we can’t find her, and nothing else seems to be working. You do want her found?”


      “Of course I do. Found and not hurt.”


      “That would be our objective. I promise you that none of us wants to see the slightest harm come to Chrissie.”


      “And you want me to talk Ed into this.”


      “If that’s what it takes, yes.”


      Erin rearranged her legs and stood up. “I need to think about this.”


      “Of course.” Quinn stood also. “But can you let us know as soon as possible?”


      “I’ll do that,” Erin said.


      She glanced around at everyone, gave a tentative nod, and left the office.


      “Best follow her,” Quinn said to Fedderman.


      Fedderman snatched up his suit coat and shrugged into it. Buttoning his shirt cuff on the run, he hurried from the office.


      Nobody said anything for a while.


      Then Pearl said, “Do you think she’ll go for it?”


      “I don’t have a clue,” Quinn said. He looked over at Helen.


      “You handled her very well,” Helen said, pushing away from the wall. “Odds are she’ll do what you asked. One way or the other, she does want her daughter found.”


      “We don’t need her to do this,” Pearl said. “Now that we know Edward Keller is Edward Archer, he should be easy enough to find. We can make him cooperate.”


      “Erin can be far more persuasive,” Helen said. “We need her to pull him back into the past and pressure him into cooperating. He knows she can blow his cover any time, make public the fact that he beat and molested his own daughters. With a few words she can ruin him in his new life as Edward Archer.”


      “The past can be a son of a bitch,” Pearl said, maybe thinking of Yancy.


      Helen nodded. “Even though Erin professes to hate Keller, he’s her former husband. She’s got a difficult phone call to make. It won’t be easy for her to put him in a vise and squeeze.”


      “Oh, it might be,” said Pearl.


      “Do you think she will squeeze?” Quinn asked.


      “I think she’s a woman who can,” Helen said.


      


      Half an hour later, Fedderman called.


      “When Erin left the office she got into a cab,” he told Quinn. “She went to Fifth Avenue and did some window-shopping, and then hailed another cab. She just went into her hotel.”


      “Window shopping,” Quinn said. “That’s interesting.”


      “Maybe it helps her think.”


      “Hang around a while longer,” Quinn told Fedderman. “Make sure she doesn’t come back out, but if she does, tail her.”


      “Done,” Fedderman said, and broke the connection.


      Quinn slowly hung up the phone. “She’s going to make us wait for her answer,” he said. “In her own way, our Erin’s something of a control freak.”


      “You think?” Helen said. She was smiling.


      “Those twins,” Quinn said, shaking his head. “They must have gone through hell when they were kids.”


      “One of them’s still in hell,” Helen said.


      “How long do you figure it’ll be before Erin makes up her mind?”


      Helen shrugged. “You might think in terms of hours or days. It depends on what Erin wants and how much she wants it.”


      Twenty minutes later Erin called Quinn and gave him Edward Archer’s cell phone number.


      “See how he reacts to your proposition,” she said. “Then I’ll talk to him.”


      Quinn told her he thought that was reasonable.
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      Twenty minutes past noon in Manhattan. It was the second day in a row the killer had returned to the same park bench at the same time. He’d brought a small white paper sleeve of popcorn both times, purchased, he guessed, from the same street vendor Elana Dare had frequented.


      It was another warm day, and the scent of blooms on nearby bushes carried on the gentle breeze. People bustled past, and traffic roared like distant lions and was visible beyond the low stone wall that marked the park’s boundary. The sidewalks were crowded with worker drones striding to and from lunch. The walkway in front of the bench wasn’t as busy as the sidewalk, but plenty of people were in the park.


      The bench rocked as a ragged homeless man plopped himself down on the opposite end. He smelled of urine and booze and needed a shave almost to the point where you’d have to say he had a beard. His untucked shirt was bunched where the neck of a bottle in his pants pocket protruded. His eyes were fogged but alert.


      “Don’t sit there,” the killer said.


      The man looked at him in surprise from beneath a ledge of bushy gray eyebrows; he was used to being ignored.


      “Not your bench,” he said, his voice gruff from infrequent use.


      The killer remained firm. “I’ve got it leased for the day.”


      “I’m subleasing it.”


      The killer reached into his pocket, and the man looked alarmed. Seeing this, the killer smiled. This kind of person lived outside the system and in almost constant fear. Dealing with him should be easy for someone who knew how to use that fear.


      “Let’s say I’ve got an NYPD badge in my pocket and I’m going to show it to you,” the killer said. “At that point, things will start to happen. Is that really what you want?”


      The man stared at him for a long time; then he stood up unsteadily and walked away, He walked slowly and without glancing back, preserving what was left of his shredded dignity and saving the killer the two dollars he was going to pay him to leave.


      Seizing opportunity was an art. So was recognizing it.


      The killer absently reached into his narrow paper sack and pulled out a few puffs of popcorn and poked them into his mouth. The burned salt aroma rising from the bag triggered his hunger, and he was glad he’d brought the popcorn even though it was a prop.


      Propcorn, he thought, smiling. Maybe he should patent it.


      Propportunity?


      A hundred feet down the path, two skateboarders rushed and rattled along, flanking three walkers who had to bunch tightly together to avoid being bumped. One of the skateboarders veered away and stepped off his board in a manner that caused it to nose up at a sharp angle. He snatched it out of the air and began an easy, youthful jog.


      Behind him, walking, she appeared.


      She hadn’t seen him yet and was watching the other skateboarder, who’d shot far ahead. The killer noticed with satisfaction that she was holding a bag of popcorn identical to his.


      Her clothes were more casual today—jeans, sandals, a red T-shirt with FDNY printed on it. She was small, narrow-waisted, and busty. Her long dark hair had a slight wave in it. Like Pearl’s.


      She saw him and paused, pretending, he was sure, that she was surprised. He knew then that she’d thought he might be here. That she’d come hoping he was here. There was a tingling satisfaction and anticipation in his mind and body, as if he were a fisherman whose hook had just set. The fun part was ahead.


      She continued to the bench and sat down, not on the opposite end but about two feet away from him. She hadn’t completely lost her expression of surprise. “Small park,” she said.


      He smiled. “Wouldn’t want to mow it.”


      Her laugh was music. “That joke has a familiar ring to it.”


      “Happens every spring,” he said.


      She opened the paper sack she was carrying and began tossing popcorn out onto the bare earth and littered pavement in front of the bench. As before, pigeons magically appeared.


      When a squirrel came close, she stopped throwing popcorn. She bent low, picked up a small pebble, and threw it in the direction of the squirrel, deliberately missing it but scaring it away.


      “Not a fan of squirrels?” he asked.


      “No. They scare away the pigeons.”


      “Some people think they’re cute.”


      “I’m not one of them. Squirrels are rats with decorative tails.”


      “I agree.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. I agree with everything you say. That’s so you might have lunch with me, Elana.”


      With the squirrel observing from about fifty feet away, she began tossing popcorn again. “You remembered my name.”


      “It’s the most beautiful name I ever heard.”


      “That’s Maria.”


      “No, no. It’s Elana. I once met a girl named Elana.” He put on a horror-stricken expression. “You forgot my name!”


      “Gerald Lone,” she said.


      “Wow! After two days. That must mean you’ll have lunch with me.”


      “After the pigeons are finished eating.”


      “Fair enough, especially for the pigeons.” He reached into his paper sack and, like Elana, began feeding the insatiable birds. “Are you on your lunch hour?” he asked.


      She shook her head no. “Like a lot of other people in this city, I’m between jobs.”


      “Firefighter?” He pointed at the T-shirt lettering distorted by her oversized breasts.


      “No,” she said. “Just a fan.”


      “So am I.”


      “What about you?” she asked. “Are you gainfully employed?”


      “I’m in software. That means I have to travel a lot. What was—or I guess I mean what is—your field?”


      “Accounting. I was junior accountant for a chain of shoe stores. When they cut expenses, I was one of them.”


      “Heels. They should have kept you around just to look at.”


      She gave him a phony demure look and giggled.


      “Women aren’t supposed to be good at math,” he said.


      Now her look was anything but demure. “I’m good at lots of things women aren’t supposed to be good at.” Playing him while he was playing her. Not knowing he was way, way out of her league. He was going to enjoy this.


      He smiled at her. “Isn’t that bag about empty?”


      She grinned and dumped the remaining popcorn onto the ground. He did the same with his popcorn.


      He knew this was going to work. This was going to work just fine.


      As they strolled from the park, they crumpled the popcorn bags and dropped them into a trash receptacle. They walked closer together. Both of them knocked salt from their fingers by brushing their hands together, as if in strange, hushed applause to celebrate the end of loneliness.


      Behind them the pigeons went into a feeding frenzy, and the squirrel returned.
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      “Let me get this straight,” Ed Archer/Keller said, when Quinn had contacted him via Archer’s cell phone. “You want me to come to New York and register at a hotel under the name Edward Keller? And then you want to let it be known that I’m there?”


      “It’s a simple request,” Quinn said. “Since Keller is your real name.”


      Silence for a few seconds. Then: “That’s not exactly a state secret.”


      “It is in your state. And in your city. Where you’re in business and have political ambitions.”


      “This is beginning to sound a lot like blackmail, Detective…Quinn, is it?”


      “It is. And I wasn’t thinking so much in terms of blackmail as in asking a father to help his daughter find safety in a dangerous situation.”


      “Daughter?”


      “Chrissie Keller. We’ve been unable to locate her.”


      “You’ve been speaking to Erin, my ex-wife. That’s where you got my number.”


      “I’d assumed she told you I was going to call.”


      “No, I haven’t heard from her. She’s in Ohio.”


      “Erin’s in New York,” Quinn said. “Doing what a good mother should do. And a good father. Trying to protect her daughter.”


      “Chrissie’s really missing?”


      “Yes. She came to New York to find help in bringing the killer of your other daughter to justice.”


      “Jesus!” Keller said. “You do know a lot about me.”


      “Enough for my purposes,” Quinn said.


      Let the bastard know he’s between a rock and a rock.


      “This is a rotten thing you’re doing,” Keller said. “You’re mucking around in a world I left behind. I even legally changed my name, built another life. Now you’re threatening to rip it all apart if I don’t cooperate in some kind of impersonation of my old self.”


      “Your true self,” Quinn said. “I’m giving you a chance to be a real father. To stick your neck out for your daughter.”


      “What’s the neck-sticking-out part?”


      “She’s a suspect in several murders,” Quinn said.


      “Come off it! Chrissie?”


      “The same.”


      “I don’t believe it.”


      “Of course not. She’s your daughter. And you might be right. She might be innocent. But either way, you can help her. We think if you come to New York and she finds out about you being here, she’ll come to you.”


      It took Keller a few seconds to process that. “And when that happens you can apprehend her. You’re using me as bait.”


      “I can’t argue with that assessment.”


      “Listen, Quinn, this is almost like you asking me to do this for a stranger. After Tiffany was killed…well, everything came apart. For me, for my wife, for Chrissie. We all wanted, needed, new and separate lives. For all of us, the past is poison. Apparently more so for Chrissie than for anyone else. You don’t understand what you’re asking of me.”


      Quinn considered bringing up the child molestation, but thought better of it. The police would need Keller’s cooperation, so let Erin call and put the knife in him and twist it.


      “I know what I’m asking,” Quinn said. “And I know that once you’ve weighed your options you’ll comply.”


      “I need to think about this,” Keller said.


      “That sounds reasonable, but the sooner you say yes, the better for everyone—especially Chrissie. I need to know tomorrow. I’ll give you my number to call.”


      “I have it on my cell phone from your call,” Keller said.


      “Fine. I expect to hear from you by three o’clock.”


      But Keller had broken the connection.


      Quinn wasn’t dissatisfied with the call. He knew Keller would come around eventually. But he didn’t want eventually to be too eventual. He pecked out Erin’s cell phone number.


      She answered immediately.


      When Quinn described his conversation with Keller, she laughed in an ugly way that was so acidic Quinn thought the phone might melt in his hand.


      “I’ll call him,” she said. “I’ll put that bastard right back in the poisonous past and then yank him into the poisonous present. And I’ll remind him he helped create them both. He’ll do as we ask, if he doesn’t want his spiffy new life and his standing in the community shoved right up his ass.”


      “Just be sure to let me know—”


      Quinn realized Erin had abruptly broken the connection, just as Keller had done earlier.


      Maybe it was a family thing.


      


      Quinn had just finished hanging up after his conversation with Erin when Pearl called from the hospital.


      “Lisa Bolt checked herself out of here an hour before I arrived,” she said.


      Quinn opened his desk drawer and reached for a cellophane-wrapped cigar. “Say again, Pearl.” Anger sizzled in his voice.


      “You heard me the first time, Quinn.”


      “What time exactly did she leave?”


      “Hospital records have her leaving at eleven thirty-one.”


      Half an hour after you were supposed to be at the hospital. Are you slipping, Pearl? Is it grief over Yancy, or something more?


      Only because of Yancy, Quinn didn’t ask Pearl why she’d been late. “Why did the hospital let her leave?”


      “They couldn’t stop her. They say she’s well enough anyway.”


      “What about the uniforms who were supposed to be guarding her?”


      “She waited until they were between shifts and yakking away down the hall by the coffee machine. They figured it’d be okay for a minute or two because they were between her room and the elevators. She must’ve taken the stairs down a floor before getting on an elevator. The uniforms couldn’t have made her stay, even if they’d been there to try.”


      “Didn’t it occur to them that somebody might have come up the stairs to get to her?”


      “I’m sure they’ve been asked that question.”


      “Did she leave with anyone?”


      “No. I’m told she got into a cab.”


      “Does the hospital have an address or contact number where she can be reached?”


      “Address is an apartment in the West Nineties. Phone number’s to a pet shop on Amsterdam.”


      “Would it be safe to say she’s missing again?” Quinn asked, keeping his anger on simmer.


      “Unless she’s turned into a puppy. I’ll check out the pet shop and the apartment address and let you know.”


      “There won’t be an apartment at that address. Or if there is, it won’t have anything to do with Lisa Bolt.”


      “Undoubtedly.”


      “Are we in the wrong business?” Quinn asked, looking at the wrapped cigar and changing his mind about lighting it.


      “It’s the only business we know.”


      “Sometimes I don’t think we know it very well.”


      “It’s hard to keep strings attached to people who don’t want it that way,” Pearl said. “Stop being critical of yourself and kicking yourself in the ass.”


      “I was being critical of you, Pearl. Kicking you in the ass.”


      “Oh. Well, that won’t work.”
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      Quinn stopped at the Lotus Diner the next morning and had a breakfast of eggs, toast, and coffee. He read the Times over a second cup of coffee and then read a City Beat he’d gotten out of a machine down the street.


      He wasn’t surprised when he saw the headline: SHADOW WOMAN OUT OF HOSPITAL. The piece went on to say how Lisa Bolt, strongly suspected of being the so-called “shadow woman” in the Carver murder investigation, had checked herself out of the hospital and again dropped from sight. A certain little NYPD bird had informed the reporter (Cindy Sellers, according to the byline) that the police had no way to guard Lisa Bolt around the clock, nor could they legally hold her if she decided to check out. Sellers went on to say that it was still a free country, for the most part, and even someone of interest to the police could come and go as they pleased.


      All of this deliberately downplayed the momentary negligence of the NYPD uniforms assigned to keep watch on Lisa Bolt. That was to lessen the embarrassment of the department and of Renz in particular. Renz was, Quinn had no doubt, the talkative little NYPD bird.


      How did it happen, Quinn asked himself, as he laid the folded paper aside in a puddle made by his water glass, that both he and Renz were indebted to Cindy Sellers? She could obtain information from either source and then cross-check it with the other. The opportunistic muckraker must have been born making a deal.


      Quinn glanced around and decided the diner was too crowded for him to make a call on his cell phone and not be overheard. He slid from the booth and handed enough money for breakfast and a tip to Thel the waitress.


      “In a rush, Captain Quinn?” she asked, slipping the bills into her apron pocket.


      “Always,” Quinn said.


      “Somebody being murdered?”


      “Always.”


      “Want a coffee to go?”


      “Al—”


      “Never mind,” Thel said.


      He walked back to the counter with her and waited while she filled a white foam cup full of coffee and fitted it with a tight plastic lid. He accepted it and thanked her. “Thel,” he reminded her, “I’m no longer a police captain.”


      “In my mind,” she said, “always.”


      Outside the diner, he strode through the warm morning and the sweet spoiled smells of trash waiting to be collected, to where the Lincoln was illegally parked with his NYPD placard on the visor. Inside the car, he placed his steaming cup in a holder and watched the windows immediately begin to fog up. It was time to play dumb. Or at least uninformed. He pecked out Cindy Sellers’s direct number.


      “It’s your other little bird,” he mumbled impatiently, waiting for her to pick up. She must know from caller ID who was on the other end of the connection.


      When she did pick up, she said, “What’ve you got, Quinn?”


      “Lisa Bolt checked herself out of the hospital yesterday. She’s in the wind again.”


      Cindy let a few moments pass before replying. “You read City Beat this morning?”


      “Haven’t had time,” Quinn lied.


      “Pick up a copy and read it. Learn all about Lisa Bolt checking out of the hospital and dropping from sight again. The shadow woman’s back in the shadows. If she really is the shadow woman. You gotta do better, Quinn. You got scooped on this one.”


      “You’re serious?”


      “Sure am.”


      “Damn!” Quinn said.


      


      When he got to the office, Pearl was already at her desk. Her coffee mug was steaming away alongside her computer, and he realized he’d left his to-go cup in the car.


      “Renz dropped a word in Cindy Sellers’s ear already,” he said, sitting down behind his desk and swiveling the chair this way and that as if to fasten it firmer to the floor. “Doing damage control.”


      “No surprise,” Pearl said, eyes still on her computer monitor as she maneuvered and clicked her mouse.


      “Anything?” he asked.


      “World of knowledge, but none of it any help.”


      Quinn got up, walked over to the brewer, and poured some coffee into his initialed mug. He was returning to his desk when Fedderman walked in. He looked overheated and rumpled already, and it was still three hours till noon.


      “The windows on your car are all steamed up,” he said to Quinn. “Looks like just the place to lose the crease in your trousers.”


      Quinn nodded. “Been having trouble with that,” he said, not wanting to explain, thinking nobody but Fedderman still said trousers.


      He settled back down in his desk chair with his coffee. Sipped. Yuk!


      “Erin’s got form,” Pearl said.


      Quinn and Fedderman looked at her.


      “Not the kinda form you guys are dreaming about,” Pearl said. “She got into trouble in a little town in Florida twelve years ago when she was on vacation with her girls. Assault charge. A small-town cop pulled her over for speeding, and they got into a spat. Erin broke his nose.”


      “She doesn’t seem the type,” Fedderman said.


      Pearl smiled at him. “She said it was self-defense, that she was trying to push him away and hit him accidentally.”


      “While she was swinging at him,” Quinn said.


      “Twelve years ago,” Fedderman said. “And it could have happened to anybody. Doesn’t mean much now.”


      “You’re cutting her a lot of slack,” Pearl said.


      “Jesus, Pearl! She lost a daughter to a monster. You don’t understand how that feels.”


      “I think I might,” Pearl said.


      Fedderman sighed. “I’m sorry, Pearl. I mean, about Yancy.”


      Pearl’s eyes teared up, and Quinn thought she might leave her desk to go into the half bath, or at least use a tissue. She simply continued working her computer, maybe reading more about the old assault charge. Tough Pearl. Quinn felt a swelling admiration for her.


      His desk phone rang. As he leaned forward to reach for the receiver he glanced at caller ID and recognized Edward Archer’s cell phone number.


      “Mr. Keller,” he said, when he picked up.


      “Archer,” Keller corrected. “Until I get to New York. That’s part of the deal.”


      “There’s a deal, Mr. Keller?”


      “I’ll rearrange my schedule and fly in to LaGuardia tomorrow morning.”


      “That would be fine.”


      “How long will I be staying?”


      “That’s impossible to say. Bring plenty of clothes.”


      “You don’t make it easy.”


      “It isn’t going to be easy. It’s what you should do.”


      “Have to do,” Keller said. “Where do you want me to stay?”


      “The Belington Midtown. It’s on Twenty-fourth Street.”


      “That isn’t Midtown.”


      “Few things are what they seem,” Quinn said. “Remember to check in as Edward Keller. I’ll be in touch.”


      “I don’t want Chrissie harmed,” Keller said. “That’s why I’m doing this.”


      “Of course.”


      Quinn hung up on Keller before Keller’s cell phone could be shut off. It felt good.


      “We’ve got him,” he said, thinking, Thank you, Erin Keller.


      Pearl was grinning. Fedderman looked glad but thoughtful.


      Quinn had a connection at the Belington. He remembered when it had been a flophouse. Then it had become gentrified. Now it was on the way again toward becoming a flophouse, but hadn’t gone so far that it wasn’t still respectable. Years ago Quinn had saved the manager’s son’s life in a shoot-out in a Chinese restaurant. The manager at the Belington would provide a room for Keller, and whatever else Quinn might want.


      Vitali and Mishkin had to be brought in on this, and soon. Before that happened, Quinn knew he had to make a phone call to Cindy Sellers.


      She’d been using Quinn and his team to sell papers. Now it was time to use her.
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      As Quinn was parking the Lincoln across the street from the office the next morning, he saw Addie walking on the other side of the street. She was wearing blue slacks, a white blouse, and a tailored gray blazer.


      He turned off the engine and sat for a moment admiring her walk, the play of leg and derriere muscle beneath the taut blue material. Half walk, half dance. Did women know what they had—really had—that was rooted in time and desire that went back to before the first scratches in the sand on some distant shore? The depth and timelessness of their simple but powerful magnetism reached through the ages with the power of ancient goddesses. It was a wonder more people weren’t killed as the result of passion gone wild.


      It was a wonder there weren’t more Carvers.


      On impulse, Quinn tapped the horn.


      Addie turned and saw him and smiled, making the early afternoon brighter.


      When she saw he wasn’t getting out of the car, she looked both ways and crossed the street toward him. Another symphony of motion. He pressed a button, and the window glided down.


      “Going in to the office?” he asked, knowing it was an inane question. She hadn’t taken a leisurely stroll and happened to find herself right outside the building.


      “I was,” she said. Her smile widened. “Am I still?”


      “Depends on whether you’ve had lunch.” He raised his wrist and glanced at his watch. “It’s already five minutes to eleven.”


      “Is this Honk if you like the Early Bird Special? Or is it work?”


      “Some of each.”


      She nodded and walked around to get in on the passenger side.


      “It’s still cool in here,” she said. “You must have just arrived.”


      “You were the first woman I honked at.”


      “You must be hungry.”


      He drove three blocks to Simone’s, a French restaurant that specialized in desserts. Scents from the kitchen teased the appetite. The tables were round and impracticably small, and there were polished wood partitions that lent privacy and created a maze for the servers. Silver and crystal glinted on white tablecloths.


      “This is nice,” Addie said, glancing around. “Did you and Pearl come here?”


      “Never,” Quinn said.


      “Ah!”


      She seemed to catch a meaning he hadn’t yet discerned.


      A waiter arrived, poured water, and offered to take their drink orders. Addie stayed with water. Quinn ordered a coffee. Neither of them was really hungry, so they agreed to go straight to the desserts.


      When the waiter returned with Quinn’s coffee, Addie ordered raspberry sorbet. Quinn chose the crème brûlée.


      “I thought we might talk,” Quinn said, when the waiter was gone.


      “That’d be nice.”


      “About work,” he said.


      “Only work?”


      “No. But you never did weigh in on what you thought about setting up Ed Keller as a method of luring Chrissie. Or even whether Chrissie’s guilty of murdering in the manner of her twin’s killer in order to kick-start the Carver investigation.”


      Addie didn’t hesitate. “I think Chrissie could well have killed Maureen Sanders precisely for that purpose. Sanders was a homeless woman. Chrissie might have thought she didn’t have as much value as other potential victims.”


      “A less serious murder?”


      “In some people’s twisted view.”


      “But in Chrissie’s view? I’m not so sure.”


      “Remember, Chrissie isn’t thinking straight. And if you were going to choose a victim for the purpose of attracting attention so you might find the person you really wanted to kill, what kind of victim would you choose? A woman with something to live for? Or someone like poor, homeless Maureen Sanders? Someone suffering on the streets, and who might not have lived much longer anyway.”


      “Playing God.”


      “We all do it sometimes,” Addie said. “In small ways and large.”


      “But most of us know deep down we’re only pretending.”


      “As Chrissie might, in unguarded moments.” Addie took a sip of water, little finger extended. “This is all supposing, of course, that Chrissie is a killer.”


      “That she killed Maureen Sanders, at least,” Quinn said.


      “As for there being enough hate generated by Chrissie’s history with her father, I agree with the NYPD profiler Helen on that one, too. That kind of hate can take total control of a person. I think Chrissie will go for him.” Addie took another sip of water. She left a crescent of lipstick stain on the glass’s rim that held Quinn’s attention.


      Their desserts arrived, and he and Addie were quiet for a moment.


      “Do you have everything set up at the hotel?” Addie asked, after a spoonful of sorbet.


      “We do. And it should work, as long as Keller cooperates.”


      “He will,” Addie said. “Partly because of his ex-wife’s instructions. She knows too much. He’s afraid of her.”


      “Relationships never really end, do they.” It wasn’t a question.


      “Never.”


      Addie took another bite of sorbet. Quinn was fascinated by the pink of the raspberry melting against the red of her lips. She caught him watching, looked right into his mind, and smiled.


      He was suddenly uncomfortable, perched on his miniature chair at a tiny table. He felt oversized and out of place, and trapped in a silence that badly needed to be filled.


      “It’s something, what we do to our children,” he said. “The way it eventually comes around in pain and anger. It makes for a hell of a world.”


      “Is this the part of our conversation not about work?”


      He grinned. “I guess it is. On the other hand, maybe it’s what our work is all about. Especially this case.”


      She used her napkin to dab at her lips and then surprised him. “You’re still in love with Pearl, Quinn.”


      He sat for a while without breathing.


      “How do you know?” he asked.


      “It’s obvious.”


      “Does Pearl know?”


      “Oh, God, yes!” Addie sat back and waited for the question he had to ask.


      Quinn didn’t disappoint her. “Does Pearl still love me?”


      “Yes, she does. But she doesn’t know it. She’s in denial, just like you. Only her denial is deepened and complicated by the fact that she’s grieving.” Addie leaned forward and rested her fingertips lightly on the back of his hand. Her eyes held a depth of sadness that made him curious. “Whatever personal relationship we have has to take that into account, Quinn. Take Pearl into account.”


      “Are we headed toward a personal relationship?”


      “We both know we are. That’s how we came to be here.”


      Quinn thought about that. He’d been the one to suggest lunch together, and not only for business reasons. It had seemed the most natural thing in the world.


      “We need to be honest with ourselves,” Addie said.


      “And careful.” Am I ready for this? Do I really want it?


      “That, too.”


      “There’s a mutual attraction,” Quinn said, “but you and I can’t have much of a relationship.” His words seemed inadequate. They didn’t nearly express what he felt about Addie. The strengthening undercurrent of conflict and confusion that made him hesitate on the brink.


      “I know,” she said sadly. “But we’ll wait.”


      “For what?”


      “To see what time permits.”


      After a few more bites of sorbet, she stood up.


      “I’ll walk back while you finish eating,” she said. “It’ll look better if we don’t arrive at the office together.”


      “We have nothing to hide.” How many times has every cop heard that?


      Addie answered him with a smile.


      “I’ll go,” Quinn said. “Stay here and finish your sorbet.”


      “You finish it.” She bent down and kissed his cheek.


      Her lips were still cool from the sorbet, but beneath the ice was fire.


      “People really in love aren’t hungry,” she said, and walked from the restaurant without looking back.


      Quinn sat and sipped his coffee for a while. He knew he was being worked. Oh, Christ, was he being worked!


      Lunch with Addie had seemed like such a good idea, but it had made him uneasy. More tentative. He knew about how human experience was doomed to repetition. One fall after another.


      When he closed his eyes he could almost see his toes hanging over the abyss.


      He wasn’t hungry.
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      Lisa Bolt crossed the street toward her hotel, where she’d left her luggage after checking out. Surely they must have held it while she was in the hospital. She’d registered under another name, so they wouldn’t connect her with the Lisa Bolt in the news. But had the fact that she’d not returned for so long attracted suspicion? Would the hotel contact Homeland Security and have the suitcase treated as a possible bomb?


      Lisa doubted it. The last thing a down-and-out hotel like hers would want is a posse of authorities searching the place with everything from metal detectors to dogs.


      If anything, hotel personnel might have opened the suitcase to see what was inside—maybe to find out if there was something valuable. If that had happened, they had been disappointed. They’d have found nothing but Lisa’s limited and well-worn travel wardrobe.


      She was about to enter the lobby when a hand gripped her arm just above the elbow, squeezing hard enough to hurt.


      “Quiet and you won’t be harmed,” a man’s voice said.


      She turned to look at who had her. A medium-height man, middle aged but trim, wearing dark dress pants, a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His eyes were barely visible behind darkly tinted glasses. They were steady and serious and made her a believer.


      “I have a knife,” he said. “Start a fuss and I’ll use it.”


      The way she was bent at the waist from the pain was attracting attention. A woman came close and asked in a concerned voice if she was all right.


      “She’s fine now,” the man said. “I won’t let her fall again.”


      He led her away, toward a narrow walkway that ran alongside the hotel. Shaded as it was by brick and stone walls that seemed to converge above them, it was dim as evening in the confined space. There were a few plastic trash bags piled there, and a Dumpster squatted in the light near the opposite end of the passageway. She knew there was a fire door somewhere along the hotel’s wall, but she didn’t think they were going inside. That didn’t seem to be what the man had in mind.


      Though badly frightened, she tried to gather her courage.


      “Listen,” she said, when he’d loosened his grip on her arm. “Don’t think you—”


      His fist hit her ribs like a hammer, and she sagged against the wall.


      “Don’t have any doubts about who’s in charge here,” he said. He leaned in close to her, supporting his weight with one hand against the bricks, his face inches from hers. As if they were lovers.


      That was what anyone glancing in the walkway would see, a lovers’ tryst, away from crowded streets and prying eyes. Two people who wanted to be left alone by the rest of the world.


      They stood that way for what seemed a long time while she managed to catch her breath. His breath smelled like a combination of onions and mint-flavored mouthwash.


      “What the shit do you want?” she finally managed to gasp.


      “That’s easy,” he said.


      


      Quinn parked the Lincoln illegally in the same loading zone where he’d been parked when he’d seen Addie and called her over. His mind was still working on their conversation in the restaurant. Parsing words, reading meanings and messages that probably hadn’t existed. Trying to figure out how he felt.


      He entered the office and caught a glimpse of Addie over by the coffee brewer, but he didn’t look directly at her. Fedderman was at his desk, going over something in a file folder. Pearl was seated at her computer, staring past it at Quinn. There was a gleam of curiosity in her eyes. Pearl sensing that something had shifted in some subtle way, but she didn’t yet know what, how, or why.


      “Anything?” Quinn asked. His standard question.


      “Nobody else has been murdered and had her nipples cut off,” Fedderman said. “That’s the good news.”


      “And the bad news?”


      “Everything else.”


      Both women were silent.


      “I had Sellers wait till tomorrow morning’s edition before planting the info about Keller’s presence in the city, and at the Belington,” Quinn said. “She promised to do it subtly enough that it won’t seem an obvious trap.”


      “Can she bring that off?” Addie asked.


      “She’s an artist at that kind of thing,” Quinn said. “She—”


      He was interrupted by the door flying open and banging against the wall.


      Lisa Bolt staggered in. Her left eye was swollen, and she was limping with one foot cocked out at an odd angle.


      Fedderman jumped up and kept her from falling. He led her to his desk chair and sat her down.


      Quinn had picked up the phone and was about to peck out 911. Lisa shook her head violently from side to side and held up a hand in a signal for him to stop.


      He placed the receiver back in its cradle.


      “I’m not hurt that bad,” she said. “Nothing’s broken. Not like the accident.”


      But the way she was wincing and holding herself, it obviously pained her to talk.


      “You’ve been beaten,” Quinn said.


      She nodded and then whispered something no one understood.


      Quinn moved closer and bent low so he could hear. She turned her head so her lips were close to his ear.


      “Archer.”
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      “You mean Keller,” Quinn said.


      Lisa shook her head no again. Her breathing was ragged. “He’s here in New York, been here a while, under the name Archer. You called him on his cell phone thinking he was in Detroit. He’s been here, and he must have found me somehow, maybe followed me from the hospital.”


      Addie arrived with a glass of water and handed it to Quinn, who held it in front of Lisa. Her throat worked noisily as she took half a dozen swallows, spilling most of the glass’s contents onto her blouse. Quinn saw what might have been specks of blood on her blouse along with the water.


      “Take your time,” he said, still holding the water close. “Tell us about it when you’re ready.”


      She pushed the glass away. “He approached me on the street near my hotel. I didn’t recognize him at first, but Chrissie’d told me about him, shown me some of the old family photos.”


      “You’re sure it was Keller?” Pearl asked.


      “Yeah. No doubt about it. He’s been in New York trying to find Chrissie, and he figured I’d know where she is. He didn’t believe me when I told him I didn’t know, so he tried scaring me into telling him. Then he tried to beat it out of me, kept hitting me and asking over and over.”


      “You told him?” Quinn asked.


      “I couldn’t. I didn’t know Chrissie’s whereabouts. Still don’t know. Keller’s afraid that if she’s taken alive, not only will his dual identities come out, but so will his darker secrets. He’ll be professionally, politically, and personally ruined.”


      She made a fish mouth and strained to move her head forward. Quinn tilted the glass so she could slurp down more water, feeling some of it slosh coolly over his thumb.


      “I’m sure Keller intends to kill Chrissie,” Lisa said. “He has to. She’s the only eyewitness to what he did back in Ohio. He wants to short-circuit any investigation or testimony that will substantiate Tiffany’s childhood molestation.”


      “Makes sense,” Fedderman said, giving Quinn a look.


      Quinn didn’t have to be told. “While you were shadowing our investigation so you could get prior information to Chrissie, Keller was shadowing you so he could locate Chrissie.”


      “Right,” Lisa said. “I knew somebody was tailing me, but I didn’t know who. It wasn’t a pro, so I ruled out anybody here, and Vitali or Mishkin. I wouldn’t have known I was being shadowed at all if it was someone like that. I also had no idea what my shadow wanted.”


      “But now you do.”


      “Yeah. I’m sure I always shook him; it was easy. And I never led him to Chrissie. He must have gotten frustrated and decided to confront me. But I couldn’t give him what he wanted.”


      “Of course not.” Quinn patted her arm.


      Lisa drew in a deep, harsh breath and braced herself with her hands on the chair arms. She stood up, swayed, and then remained steady. She smoothed her clothes, brushing futilely at the stains on her blouse.


      “I had to come here and tell you,” she said. “I thought you should know about Archer putting one over on you.”


      “Keller,” Quinn said.


      “Whatever. Long as we’re talking about the same creep. Long as you know his real purpose is to see that Chrissie’s killed before she can talk about him. About the past. He’ll tell you he has her best interests at heart, that he wants to keep her safe. But he’s lying.”


      “Everyone seems to be,” Quinn said. “Are you sure you don’t know where Chrissie is?”


      Lisa’s blood-rimmed eyes met and held Quinn’s gaze. “I do not know.”


      “And we believe you.”


      She shuffled toward the door.


      “Where are you going?” Addie asked in alarm.


      “My hotel. Gotta rest.”


      “You shouldn’t be alone,” Quinn said.


      “I’ll be all right. Archer—Keller—finally believed me when I said I didn’t know where Chrissie was. In my job, I’ve been beat up before. I’d know if I was hurt bad. If I just get some rest I’ll be okay. Company’s the last thing I need.”


      “We can’t force you,” Fedderman said.


      Lisa managed a painful grin. “I always hear that, then damned if somebody doesn’t try.”


      “If you say you’re not badly hurt, we’ll take your word for it,” Quinn said. “But at least let one of us drive you to your hotel.”


      “No, I’ll take a cab.”


      “We can call one.”


      “They’re easy to hail down at the corner.”


      Quinn knew that was true. Lisa could walk to the corner, and within minutes she’d be gone. “That address you gave the hospital,” he said, “it isn’t accurate.”


      “I was afraid of whoever was shadowing me. It turned out I was right to be scared.”


      “You surely were. What’s your hotel?”


      “The Middleton Towers on Eighth Avenue.”


      She made her way to the door, moving normally now except for a slight limp. She turned and smiled. “Thanks, all of you. And I’m sorry for any trouble I’ve caused you.”


      A few seconds after she went out the office door, Quinn heard the street door open and close.


      “Follow her, Pearl,” he said. “And do a fine job of it.”


      “Always do,” Pearl said, and went to the door and then stood for a few seconds, playing out some time and distance for Lisa Bolt.


      When Pearl was gone, Quinn phoned the Middleton Towers and asked to be connected to Lisa Bolt’s room.


      The desk clerk told him there was no Lisa Bolt registered.


      Quinn hung up the phone and gave a grin that was more of a grimace. “Is there no one in this screwed-up world who isn’t a liar?” he asked the room in general.


      “No one,” Addie said.
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      True to her word, Lisa limped to the corner and waved a cab over to the curb. By that time, Pearl was sitting behind the steering wheel in the unmarked with the engine running.


      Traffic was heavy, and from time to time Pearl lost sight of the cab. Once she thought she’d lost it completely. But she’d memorized its number, and after easing the car around vehicles stalled at a traffic signal, she was able to find the cab again. It was traffic-locked as she was.


      The familiar silhouette of Lisa’s head and shoulders was still in the cab’s rear window. Lisa didn’t once turn around to check and see if she’d been followed. Pearl guessed the beleaguered woman figured nothing worse could happen to her and was all out of apprehension. That could happen sometimes. It was actually a kind of surrender.


      The cab pulled to the curb on Columbus Avenue, and a few seconds later Lisa got out. She stood up gradually, as if her back hurt, and now she did glance up and down the street. Pearl had parked half a block away, but hadn’t yet climbed out of the car. Lisa’s gaze slid right past her.


      Lisa began limping along Columbus. She posed no problem for Pearl, who locked the unmarked behind her and casually began to follow. There were enough people on the sidewalks that, even if Lisa glanced behind her again, it was doubtful she’d pick out Pearl, who was nimble and a bit of a chameleon.


      At a side street at the end of a line of small shops, Lisa stopped. She opened the brown leather purse she was carrying and appeared to study a slip of paper, as if double-checking an address.


      Then she turned the corner and began walking faster and with more purpose.


      Pearl watched her ease her way up some concrete steps and enter a four-story stone and pink granite apartment building that looked as if it contained eight units.


      Maybe sixteen small units, Pearl suddenly thought. She’d better work her way closer if she was going to find out which apartment Lisa entered.


      Trying to time it just right, she jogged down the street to the building and didn’t hesitate going up the steps. If the place had a security door and Lisa had to be buzzed up, Pearl might find herself face-to-face with her in the foyer. On the other hand, if Pearl waited, she might not be able to follow Lisa up the stairs, staying out of sight while she saw which apartment she entered.


      Pearl drew a deep breath, pulled open the heavy wooden door, and stepped inside.


      No security door. And no Lisa. Not in the foyer or on the stairs.


      The building had an elevator. Pearl saw a tentative brass arrow climbing a set of faded numerals. It was at the two.


      Immediately Pearl started up the wide wooden stairs, taking them two at a time. She hesitated on the second-floor landing, peeking around the corner to see if the elevator had stopped.


      It hadn’t. The brass arrow on that floor was still climbing. If the arrow was accurate, the elevator was almost to the third floor.


      Pearl took the steps three at a time, using the slickly worn banister to yank herself along.


      She reached the third floor just in time to peer around the corner and see Lisa step from the elevator and walk away from her, down a dim hall with a linoleum floor patterned to look like gray tiles.


      Pearl watched her knock on a door and get no reply.


      She knocked again, waited a full minute, and then dipped into her purse and came up with what looked like a lock pick. As she bent over to use the pick, she reflexively turned the knob and pushed to make sure the door was locked.


      It was unlocked.


      Lisa replaced her lock pick in her purse and entered the apartment.


      Pearl grinned. Gotcha!


      She walked quietly down the hall and noted the apartment number, 3-S, then returned to the stairwell.


      What to do now? Her instructions were to follow Lisa, not to confront her. But what was Lisa doing there? It obviously wasn’t her apartment, or she would have had a key.


      And she’d knocked and gotten no response. She was almost certainly the only one in the apartment.


      So what was she doing in there? Waiting for a friend who lived there? Burglarizing the place?


      The friend was more likely. But maybe Lisa wasn’t waiting.


      Pearl decided the apartment was probably only a brief stop for Lisa. She might be on the move again soon. Maybe with different clothes. Maybe with a new identity.


      The logical thing was to go back outside and wait for Lisa to emerge. See where she went next.


      Before leaving the building, Pearl made sure there was no rear exit. Then she went outside and walked back to the corner, where she could stand and not be noticed, and where she could see the concrete steps to the building Lisa had entered.


      Lisa was in a box. If she came down the steps to the sidewalk and turned toward Pearl, all Pearl had to do was duck into a doorway or otherwise make herself invisible until Lisa passed, then resume tailing her. If she came down the steps and turned the other way, there was plenty of time for Pearl to catch up with her before she disappeared down the street. Limping Lisa didn’t cover ground fast.


      Pearl put on her knockoff Gucci sunglasses, crossed her arms, leaned against a NO PARKING ON CORNER sign, and waited.
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      Quinn and Fedderman pushed through a heavy plate-glass revolving door and entered the lobby of the Belington. The bustling hum and rush of the city suddenly became quiet.


      The lobby was not only hushed but surprisingly cool and vast. An array of ornate brass bars was affixed to the long registration desk in a way that suggested tellers’ windows in an obsessively secure bank. The marble floor was patterned with fine cracks. The ceiling was vaulted, with a graceful design of arched wooden beams. Artificial green vines tumbled from large terra-cotta pots next to groupings of deeply upholstered furniture. On a table in front of a fan-shaped mirror were chipped and yellowed plaster busts of Artemis and Apollo, gazing away from each other like the arrogant book-ends they were.


      “Looks like an ancient Greek ruin that’s been spruced up,” Fedderman said.


      Ignoring a bellhop and curious desk clerk, they made their way to the elevators.


      Vitali and Mishkin had met Keller at LaGuardia and driven him to the hotel. They’d ensconced him there according to Quinn’s instructions and explained the rules. Mishkin had later dropped by the office and left a room key card for Quinn. He’d assured him that Keller was being cooperative, and everything was set up at the hotel. Quinn, being Quinn, wanted to make sure of that. He also had plenty of questions for Keller. Such as: How long had he been in New York? Had he actually flown in to LaGuardia, or taken a cab there so he could pretend? And had Lisa Bolt been telling the truth about him beating her? Lisa was a smooth liar.


      “He’s in two-twenty-one,” Quinn said, leaning on the glowing up button as if it were a doorbell and he might speed things along inside.


      Speed wasn’t a feature of the Belington. Quinn and Fedderman got tired of waiting for an elevator and took the carpeted stairs to the second floor.


      The halls in the old building were wide and long, lined with pale blue doors with raised panels. Quinn and Fedderman went to 221 and knocked.


      When there was no response, Quinn knocked louder, keeping an eye on the door’s glass peephole for any change of light.


      Nothing.


      Quinn pulled his wallet from his hip pocket and extracted his key card.


      It worked on the first swipe, and they pushed the door open.


      Quinn went in first, eyes darting left and right, taking in the neatly made bed with the closed suitcase on it, the hanging bag in the otherwise bare closet. Unlike the hall doors, the closet door was a cheap hollow-core panel that slid on tracks. The Belington’s rooms didn’t match the lobby’s grandeur. They were small and plain and modestly furnished.


      Both men stood motionless and listened. There was no sound of a shower or bath running. Fedderman went to the bathroom door, knocked twice, and then eased the door open. He looked back over his shoulder and shook his head. The bathroom was unoccupied.


      Like the rest of the room.


      “Keller agreed to stay in his room until we contacted him,” Quinn said, annoyed by yet another missing participant in his plans.


      “He probably stayed about twenty seconds,” Fedderman said. He opened and closed the dresser drawers, all of them empty. “Didn’t even bother to unpack.”


      “So many people disappearing at one time or another, we oughta turn the case over to Missing Persons,” Quinn said.


      He walked to the connecting door leading to the adjacent room and opened it to make sure it was unlocked. That room was to be occupied by whoever would be listening to Keller’s bugged room, and would provide a staging area for the police if and when Chrissie did show up to take out her rage on dear Dad. Quinn let his glance roam over the room, identical to Keller’s, and then closed the door, leaving it unlocked. He wandered over to the bed and checked the luggage tag. It said the suitcase belonged to Edward Archer. Quinn was getting used to this, people with at least two identities.


      “Maybe he went out for something to eat,” Fedderman said.


      “The agreement was for him to use room service.”


      “Ever notice how our agreements never seem to work out?”


      “Hard not to,” Quinn said.


      “The people we meet in our business, crooks and killers and such, they’re dishonest.”


      “Can’t count on them.”


      “I guess we shouldn’t be surprised that Edward Keller is a lying bastard.”


      “I’m not surprised,” Quinn said. “But I am pissed off.”


      Quinn returned to the suitcase on the bed and reached over to open it.


      “Careful,” Fedderman said. “It might be a bomb.”


      It wasn’t a bomb, but it was empty.
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      Pearl was getting tired of waiting.


      The first fifteen minutes, nobody entered or exited the stone and pink granite building. Then a woman with what looked like a greyhound on a leash came down the concrete steps. Ten minutes later, a man in a blue Windbreaker and white golf cap exited and jogged down the steps, flipping away a cigarette and opening a dark umbrella as he descended. Pearl noticed for the first time that there was a fine mist. Her blouse was lightly spotted, and the back of its collar felt damp and tacky on her neck. She hunkered down and decided not to move to shelter unless it began raining harder.


      Five minutes later an elderly lady pulling a two-wheeled folding grocery cart approached the apartment building. There were three brown paper sacks stuffed into the cart. She wrestled the contraption up the slippery wet steps and disappeared inside.


      Pearl shot a look at her watch. Lisa Bolt had been in the apartment building for half an hour. It obviously wasn’t her apartment, but despite the business with the lock pick, maybe she was staying there. Or visiting someone who was staying there.


      Like Chrissie Keller.


      Pearl decided to go check. It seemed the thing to do, without an umbrella.


      She encountered no one as she took the elevator to the third floor and made her way toward apartment 3-S.


      When she was ten feet away, she noticed the door was open about an inch, as if someone had pulled it closed but not hard enough for the latch to engage.


      Somebody leaving in a hurry?


      It hadn’t been Lisa, Pearl was sure. There was no way she could have slipped past without being seen.


      Except for the time I spent in the elevator.


      Pearl hadn’t worn her blazer or shoulder holster, so she removed her Glock nine-millimeter from her purse and held the gun tight against her thigh. Then she pushed the door open, raising the gun at the same time, and went in fast, holding the Glock in front of her with both hands, hearing the door bounce off the wall behind her.


      She crouched and swept the barrel of the gun this way and that.


      But her dramatic entrance had played to no audience and brought no response. The apartment, what she could see of it, seemed unoccupied.


      Only seemed, because there was someone else in here. She was sure of it. Be it gut feeling, stirred air, the additional fraction of a degree of body heat, subliminal sound…whatever, she knew she wasn’t alone.


      Her throat was dry, and it was an effort to swallow as she decided to explore.


      There was nowhere to hide in the living room. The furnishings were shabby, and there was dust on the matching tables at each end of the long green sofa. On a windowsill was a lineup of small potted plants, all of them wilted. An empty Diet Pepsi can lay on its side on one of the tables, and a copy of Oprah’s magazine lay open on the floor as if it had been tossed there. Somebody was a lousy housekeeper.


      Still holding the gun at the ready, Pearl held her breath and negotiated the hall. It took her only a moment to glance in the tiny bathroom and assure herself that it was clear.


      On to what must be the apartment’s only bedroom.


      It also appeared unoccupied.


      There was an odd burnt scent in the air, as if someone had been smoking here recently. Or cooking.


      The bed was made but somewhat sloppily, and was too low for someone to hide under.


      The closet. If she really wasn’t alone, he, she, it, would probably be in the closet. Hiding behind the clothes draped on hangers. Waiting.


      Pearl steeled herself and yanked open the closet door.


      No clothes at all. There were only a few wire hangers inside, an old coupon for pizza on the floor, nothing on the wooden shelf above. The faint scent of mothballs wafted from the closet.


      Pearl shut the closet door, turned around, and saw the foot.


      It was barely visible on the floor on the other side of the bed, as if someone had fallen out of bed and was lying there.


      The foot was bare and had toes with chipped red enamel on the nails. There was a callus or blister on the side of the big toe.


      Pearl eased over until she was against the wall and peered at the narrow space between wall and bed.


      Lisa Bolt was crammed into that space, her left foot beyond the bed, her right leg jammed sideways with the knee crooked. She was wearing her jeans, but that was all.


      Pearl squeezed in to where she could reach Lisa. She called her name several times to see if she was conscious.


      “Okay, okay,” Lisa mumbled, though there was no movement and she didn’t open her eyes.


      Pearl reached Lisa’s perspiring arms and began pulling on them. They kept slipping out of her grasp.


      “Try, will you?” Pearl said, after one of her fingernails had been bent back. The finger continued to throb.


      Begrudgingly, and after much flailing around, Lisa cooperated enough so that she was turned and on her knees. Pearl gripped her around the waist and got her standing upright, and Lisa collapsed onto the bed.


      Pearl eased her around until Lisa was lying lengthwise with her head on the pillow. That was when she saw the pattern of cigarette burns on Lisa’s breasts and recognized the scorched smell she’d noticed in the bedroom. It hadn’t been from something cooking. Not exactly.


      Someone had tortured Lisa by holding a lit cigarette to her bare flesh.


      The realization in the hot bedroom with the smell of burned flesh made Pearl’s stomach turn, and for a moment she thought she might vomit. When she swallowed, she tasted bitterness at the back of her throat.


      “Who did this to you?” she asked.


      “I’m sorry,” Lisa said, and started to sob.


      Pearl almost slapped her, and then thought better of it. “There’s no time for this sorry bullshit now,” she said. “Tell me what went on here. Tell me now, Lisa.”


      Lisa struggled to control herself and went from sobbing to gasping to ragged breathing. She was calming down.


      “Get a grip,” Pearl said.


      “Yeah…I’m okay now.”


      She might have thought she was about to be slapped, and that had done the trick.


      “What are you doing here?” Pearl asked.


      “I thought Chrissie might be here. This was a place where we met once, but she’s moved. Must have been scared.”


      “Scared of us? The police?”


      “Yeah. You, of course. Scared of her father, too. She must have seen in the news that he was in town.”


      “Was it Keller who did that to you? With the cigarette?”


      “Yeah. He left a while ago.”


      The man in the blue Windbreaker, with the umbrella. Flicking his cigarette away as he went down the steps.


      “Damn it!” Pearl said.


      “You screw up?”


      “Royally.”


      “Welcome to the club,” Lisa said. “I knew Chrissie would be here or in another apartment where she’s been staying. She wasn’t here.” Her gaze roamed around the room, and her eyes widened slightly, as if fear had set in again. “Keller was suddenly behind me. The bastard had been hiding. I couldn’t put up any kind of resistance.” She sounded ashamed.


      “You were surprised,” Pearl said. “And you probably should still have been in your hospital bed to begin with. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”


      “He tied me up, took off my blouse, and started in on me with the cigarettes. He jammed a pillow over my face whenever I tried to scream. Punched me around, too. I think he broke something in me. I heard it crack. He demanded to know where Chrissie was. Said he’d kill me if I didn’t tell him, and that he’d find me and kill me if I lied to him.”


      Lisa started to shiver, maybe going into shock. Pearl laid the other half of the old bedspread over her to warm her up. The shivering got worse.


      “It’s okay,” Pearl said. “He’s gone.”


      “Of course he’s gone. I gave him what he wanted, the address of the apartment where he could find Chrissie.” Lisa pointed feebly toward the door. “He left to find Chrissie. I told you he wanted her. I told you.”


      “You told us,” Pearl said, feeling for her cell phone in her purse. She punched out 911 to get an ambulance in a hurry for Lisa.


      “Now tell me the address you gave Keller,” she said, when EMS had an ambulance on the way.


      Lisa lay with her eyes closed, as if reading from the insides of the lids, and told her.


      Pearl called Quinn, filled him in on the situation, and relayed the West Side address. Then she called Vitali and clued him in, along with Mishkin. They were Midtown in their unmarked car. She asked Vitali to have a radio car sent to where she was with Lisa as soon as possible, and another to the address where Chrissie was supposed to be staying.


      “They’re on the way,” Vitali said. “The uniforms will make sure Lisa gets back in the hospital. Maybe she’ll stay there a while this time.”


      “She will,” Pearl said. “She’s got broken bones this time. Cigarette burns in bad places.” Over the phone she heard the unmarked’s siren kick in, parting the traffic in front of Vitali and Mishkin.


      “What are you figuring on doing, Pearl?”


      “Soon as the uniforms get here, I’m leaving for where you and Mishkin are going—Chrissie’s apartment. We need to get there before Keller.”


      “You wouldn’t realize it over the phone, but right now Harold has our car doing ninety on Broadway. We only slow down when we have to get up on the sidewalk.”


      “He’ll kill her,” Lisa said in a pain-weary voice behind Pearl. “That bastard, her father’s gonna kill her.”


      Pearl said, “A couple of cops doing ninety think otherwise.”
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      Pearl had to park the unmarked a block away from the apartment address Lisa had given her. The street was cordoned off by twisted strands of yellow crime-scene tape, along with a striped blue and white sawhorse. Two big uniformed officers were standing nearby with their fists on their hips.


      The cops stood very still, made so much larger by what they represented, and watched Pearl approach. Cops were like that at times like this; sometimes she forgot they were on her side—for the most part, anyway—and that she was one of them. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was defying their shall-not-pass posture and attitude.


      They represent the law, but not always justice.


      Quinn’s kind of bullshit.


      She flashed her ID, and one of the uniforms, a young dark-haired guy who looked like movie star material, raised the tape so Pearl could bend at the waist and edge beneath it. She knew him from her years in the department but couldn’t remember his name. Dexter or Derrick…something like that. He smiled and winked at her. These guys never gave up.


      The block was clear of traffic, and the knots of onlookers that had gathered were all behind her on the other side of the tape and sawhorse. As Pearl walked along the deserted sidewalk toward the apartment building that supposedly contained Chrissie Keller, and possibly Chrissie’s father, faces gazed at her from the other side of windows. Some of the faces looked bored, some concerned, others amused.


      Every hundred feet or so a uniformed cop stood or paced, making sure the citizens stayed inside, away from any potential line of fire. Most of those caught inside the cordon who’d requested in the beginning to get out were gone, leaving those who for some reason couldn’t leave, along with the usual gawkers who were thrilled that their day had been juiced up by a hunt for a killer. Something was going to happen here. Somebody might die.


      Up ahead were flashing lights and an assemblage of emergency vehicles parked at various angles, as if they were toys scattered along the curb by a young child. Pearl saw another, smaller collection of vehicles beyond the first, so that the two gatherings of cops and cars flanked the building where they had finally found Chrissie Keller. Figures moved among the nearest array of vehicles. One of them was Quinn.


      When he saw Pearl approaching, he moved away from the cluster of people he’d been talking with and assumed a waiting attitude.


      “Looks like everybody beat me here,” she said, slightly out of breath.


      “And everybody was too late,” Quinn said. “Edward Keller’s up on the fifth floor with Chrissie.”


      “Shit!” Pearl said, and actually kicked at the sidewalk.


      Quinn understood her disappointment.


      Pearl glanced around at the army of cops. “Keller’s holding her hostage?”


      “That’s how it was supposed to be,” Quinn said. “But it didn’t work out that way. Chrissie was waiting and ready for trouble. She’s up there holding a shotgun on Keller.”


      Pearl saw a white windowless van parked closest to the building. She knew a hostage expert was inside, possibly talking to Chrissie.


      “She demanding something?” Pearl asked. “Or is she working up to killing him?”


      Killing her father. Pearl tried to imagine how that must feel. It was something her mind didn’t want to touch.


      “She’s not saying,” Quinn said. “She’s agreed to talk, though, if we send someone upstairs to her.”


      “Who’s the someone?”


      “She didn’t specify who or how many. Hostage control says two or three of us can go, along with the person most likely to be able to talk Chrissie out of pulling the trigger.”


      It didn’t take Pearl long to figure out who that might be. “Her mother?”


      “Yeah. At least Erin thinks so.”


      As if the pronunciation of her name were magic, an unmarked car pulled up to where a uniform raised a resolutely waving arm to halt it, and Erin got out on the passenger side. Sal Vitali climbed out from behind the steering wheel, Mishkin from the back of the car. Sal took a cautious look up at the face of the brick apartment building, calculating angles and gripping Erin’s arm with a firm gentleness as he escorted her toward Pearl and Quinn.


      He and Mishkin must have made a detour after they’d talked with Pearl, to pick up Erin and rush her to the scene.


      Erin looked pale and frightened. “Sal’s explained the situation to me.”


      So they’re on a first-name basis, Pearl thought.


      Quinn quickly and precisely told them the plan. Pearl realized he must have given it a lot of thought while waiting for Erin to arrive.


      As he was talking, a uniformed cop was fitting a Kevlar vest on Erin, making sure it was adjusted for a tight fit. The Velcro straps made harsh ripping sounds in the warm afternoon.


      “Pearl, Feds, and I will take Erin upstairs on the elevator,” Quinn said. “We’ll take our time. Sal and Harold will climb the fire escape in back and let themselves into the apartment while we’re diverting Chrissie’s attention. We’ll be in the living room, and both of you try to move to that end of the apartment, where you might be able to get a bead on Chrissie. Nobody fires a shot unless it’s absolutely necessary.”


      Erin adjusted the bulky vest so it fit more comfortably. A breeze ruffled her red hair, and she didn’t look so scared now. Her square jaw was still set like a rock, but her eyes were different. She looked determined. Quinn was staring at her. She gave him the slightest of nods, as if assuring him that she was up to this. Quinn figured she probably was up to it.


      “Everybody be careful,” Quinn said. “We screw this up and the SWAT team’ll take their turn.”


      And somebody will die.


      “Bullet city,” Vitali said.


      “Seldom are you so poetic, Sal,” Mishkin said.


      “It’s the moment, Harold.”


      Vitali and Mishkin moved away, toward the passageway that led to the rear of the building and the fire escape. Staying close to the front of the building so anyone firing from a window would have an impossible angle, Quinn led the way as he, then Erin, Pearl, and Fedderman made their way toward the entrance. Pearl saw that Erin was gripping Quinn’s belt at the small of his back, as if he were leading the blind.


      They entered, crossed the small tiled lobby, and rode the tiny, stifling elevator to the fifth floor. It seemed warmer and more confining as they rose.


      Pearl absently touched the bulk of her handgun beneath her blazer, as if checking to see if her heart was still beating.


      Thinking of Yancy.
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      When they exited the elevator, Quinn led them only a few feet down the hall to 5-D. The apartment had windows facing the street. Windows that he thought offered the SWAT snipers maybe too much opportunity. If everything went right, there would soon be a lot of people in the apartment.


      If everything went right, no shots would be fired.


      But if anything went wrong…


      He stood off to the side of the door and knocked.


      “Coming in, Chrissie!”


      There was no sound from inside, but he was sure she’d heard him. At least heard the knock.


      He reached over, rotated the knob, and pushed on the door.


      It was unlocked and swung open wide.


      He breathed in deeply, knowing it might be his last breath, then stepped into the doorway.


      Edward Keller was standing awkwardly with his arms at his sides, leaning slightly to his right with his knee braced against the arm of a pale green easy chair for balance. He was a medium-sized man, wearing gray pants and a white shirt, red tie. The tie was loosened. The shirt was plastered to his body with perspiration so the pink of his flesh showed through. What was left of Keller’s thinning dark hair was mussed, as if he’d been raking his fingers through it. His eyes were red-rimmed from the sting of the rivulets of sweat that were tracking down his face. It was an ordinary face, made stiff as a mask by terror.


      He didn’t look at all mean or dangerous now.


      That was because his daughter, Chrissie, stood calmly ten feet away from him, holding a twelve-gauge shotgun trained on his midsection.


      Keller stared with slack-jawed fear at Quinn and the others who filed in behind him. Something was going to happen here, and soon. He didn’t know what, but it scared the hell out of him.


      Scared Quinn, too.


      A shotgun. Just what we need. She must have brought it with her from Ohio.


      Quinn sensed the others spreading out behind him. They knew the shotgun, which looked like a semiautomatic, would, if fired wildly over and over, turn the apartment into a bloody death trap.


      He turned his attention to Chrissie. She seemed calm, almost in a trance. Speeding along tracks leading to a train wreck and unable and unwilling to stop. The shotgun rested light and easy in her hands. She’d grown up in a small town in bird-hunting country. Quinn hoped she was familiar with guns and wouldn’t go crazy with the thing.


      Keller broke the silence by stammering, “Please get her to stop pointing that shotgun at me.”


      “It wouldn’t hurt you to drop the barrel a few inches, dear,” Quinn said to Chrissie.


      There was no change in her posture or expression. The gun remained steady. Quinn noticed she was standing in one of the few areas of the room where there was no chance of a sniper’s shot from outside hitting her. She’d thought this out. Her eyes darted to Quinn, back to her father.


      “It would be better for all concerned,” Quinn said calmly, “if you lowered the gun and we talked.”


      He was suddenly aware that Pearl had unobtrusively removed her handgun from its holster and was holding it down and slightly behind her right thigh, where Chrissie wouldn’t see it.


      Jesus! Yancy!


      Shouldn’t have let Pearl come up here…


      Quinn pushed Pearl from his thoughts and smiled at Chrissie, moving a few feet to his right so she could see him in her peripheral vision while looking at her father. Keller was trembling now. There was a spreading urine stain on the front of his gray pants.


      “What is it you want?” Quinn asked Chrissie.


      Her answer was spat from behind clenched teeth. “Justice.”


      “Then we’re on the same page,” Quinn said. “So let’s talk about this and see if we can arrive at justice.”


      “I don’t want to talk.”


      Quinn saw Keller stiffen as she spoke, asking himself the same question Quinn was asking: Then why did she let these people come up here?


      And suddenly he knew why.


      The shotgun roared, and Keller’s body leaped backward and spun, spewing blood as it fell.


      Chrissie brought around the long barrel of the shotgun, drawing a bead on Quinn, then Erin, Quinn, then Erin. Erin began to scream.


      “He’s dead, Chrissie!” Quinn said, almost screaming himself so he could be heard with Erin making all that noise.


      Erin had figured it out, too. Chrissie had known she would come into the apartment, and Chrissie knew why Erin would come. Even though hers had been a sin of omission, Erin wanted Chrissie’s silence as much as Ed Keller had. She wanted to make sure of that silence.


      Or maybe Erin would have settled for simple forgiveness.


      But forgiveness was out of the question now.


      Quinn tried again to make himself heard. “You can stop it now, Chrissie! Stop!”


      “Kill her!” Erin shrieked. “Shoot her, goddamn it! Shoot her!”


      The shotgun barrel stopped moving where it was aimed at a point precisely between Quinn, who was the hunter and authority figure who’d come for Chrissie perhaps in the way her father had, and Erin, her mother. It didn’t waver. But Quinn knew that it would soon move a foot or so one way or the other. Chrissie was making her choice.


      “Don’t do it, dear….”


      “Shoot her, goddamn it! Shoot her!” Erin shrieked again.


      Quinn heard Fedderman’s nine-millimeter bark beside him. The bullet struck Chrissie in the side and jerked her half around so she staggered back a few steps. The shotgun barrel flew upward, and a round exploded into the ceiling, bringing down a shower of plaster or drywall powder.


      Now she was lowering the gun, her finger still on the trigger. It would take a second for the long barrel to swing around.


      Quinn’s old police special revolver was out of its holster and blasting away. He’d known he had no choice and had acted automatically.


      A halo of red mist appeared around Chrissie’s head. Her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed.


      The silence was complete for several seconds. Then Quinn’s ears began to ring.


      He looked at Fedderman, then at Pearl. They both seemed all right. Erin was slumped on the floor, the side of her head pressed to the wall. Quinn went to her, bent low, and looked into her wide, uncomprehending eyes.


      “Are you hit?” His own voice, coming from far away. He screamed it again but could still barely hear himself. “Are you hit?”


      She shook her head no and then said something. He read her lips: My baby was going to kill me.


      Quinn straightened up and glanced at where the winner of the Tri-State Triple Monkey Squared Super Jackpot lay dead with the lower half of her face missing. He went to Pearl. She was still holding her Glock at her side, pointed at the floor. He gently removed the heavy gun from her hand and checked the breech, then the clip.


      The gun hadn’t been fired.


      He gave the Glock back to her and then gripped her shoulders and smiled down at her.


      “Damned thing jammed,” she said.


      He wondered if it had.


      She looked away.


      He kissed her forehead, and she smiled back at him.


      Not much of a smile, but something.
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      Quinn was in Renz’s office the next morning, seated before Renz’s wide desk. Renz was ensconced in his plushy upholstered chair, looking plump, satisfied, and permanent. Heat lay over both men in slices of sunlight from the slanted blinds.


      “It worked out well,” Renz said. One eye shone brighter than the other in the light from the blinds.


      “It worked out,” Quinn said.


      Renz appeared puzzled by Quinn’s lack of enthusiasm. “Addie has it right. Chrissie murdered the homeless woman, Maureen Sanders, to make us think the Carver was active again and prompt a vigorous investigation that might lead Chrissie to him. That was why Chrissie shadowed your activities. Then she committed the other two murders as a way to keep the investigation moving. Or maybe—and Helen thinks this is very possible—after doing Maureen Sanders, Chrissie developed a lust for blood and couldn’t stop.”


      “Helen’s been wrong a few times,” Quinn said.


      Renz leaned back in his chair, tucking in his chin so his fleshy jowls spilled over his stiff white collar. “If Chrissie didn’t commit the other copycat murders, and the real Carver was active again, Chrissie’s death and assumed guilt will probably induce him to return to his state of what he considers to be retirement.”


      “Those sound like Helen’s words.”


      “They are. And with the Carver’s last two murders—three, if you count Yancy Taggart—attributed to Chrissie, he’ll be safe. And the city is safe, comparatively.”


      “And your political aspirations are safe.”


      “Comparatively.”


      “You are a bastard, Harley.”


      “Sure. But I said if Chrissie didn’t commit the other murders. I think she probably did, and the Carver only had to outsmart us once, a long time ago.”


      “Sounds like you admire him.”


      “Well, he beat us,” Renz said. “That’s the only thing I admire about him.”


      “So you’re satisfied with this outcome,” Quinn said.


      “Everybody’s satisfied with it. Ask them.”


      “I have.”


      “And?”


      “They’re satisfied.”


      Renz grinned and shrugged. Then his expression abruptly changed, as if he’d suffered some slight pain. Or realized one might not go away. “You’re still not satisfied, right?”


      “It fits together,” Quinn said. “But just.”


      “Like the killer was shot through the head, just.” Renz tilted forward in his chair and propped his elbows on the desk. “Don’t poke around at this, Quinn. It’s a sleeping dog you’d best let lie.”


      Quinn smiled. “Because the dog might reveal some inconvenient truths?”


      “Because the sonofabitch might have rabies.”


      


      Elana Dare twirled before the full-length mirror mounted on the back of her bedroom door, glancing over her shoulder so she could see the action of the silk skirt she’d bought only hours ago. The smooth, lined material draped from her hips as gracefully as it had in the shop’s mirrors. It moved just right, was just revealing enough. Any tawdriness that might be suggested by the brief hemline was mitigated by the overlapping panels and dark gray color. The skirt was sensual yet subdued.


      Sexy with class, Elana decided.


      Perhaps the most momentous thing she’d done in her life was to mention during a conversation with Gerald Lone the date of her birthday. He’d phoned later and asked if he could take her to dinner on that night to celebrate. He’d also promised there would be no strings attached, that he simply liked and admired her and wanted to contribute to her happiness.


      No mention of how they’d grown closer on discovering how much they had in common, or of the electricity they could almost see when bare flesh touched bare flesh. And of course there was no mention of how his charm had finally overwhelmed her.


      So they had a dinner date. No strings.


      And after dinner, though Gerald might not know it yet, they would come here to her apartment—which she’d better start cleaning, since there wouldn’t be much time tomorrow.


      Elana smiled at her image in the mirror. It was still an attractive image, but no longer a young one. For God’s sake, she’d be twenty-seven years old tomorrow! How had it happened?


      Time was such a clever thief; she understood that now, and she knew that a person had to anticipate that stealth. Time would have you before you knew it. Well, that wasn’t going to happen to Elana. She wasn’t going to grow old too fast and smart too slow, while year after lonely year passed faster and faster.


      She had her mind made up that tomorrow night things would be different. Those strings Gerald had mentioned would attach themselves, and bind them one to the other.


      Elana could be clever, just like time. After a good meal, good wine, it would be easy to make it seem like Gerald’s idea to come home with her.


      But it was Elana’s idea. She’d be the one in control.


      She was determined that tomorrow night she would make of Gerald Lone a birthday present for herself.
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      Quinn left Renz’s office in a glum mood. It was true that everyone else who’d been involved in the investigation was satisfied with the outcome. Satisfied enough, anyway. Renz was certainly content with his cemented and powerful political position.


      Fedderman was a realist and resigned to a gray world.


      Helen the profiler would get a pat on the back and maybe a raise in pay.


      Addie Price would have something to chatter about during her TV spots in Detroit, and no doubt her speaking fee would increase.


      Vitali and Mishkin were in line for commendations and might be kicked up a notch in rank and pay.


      Bribes to let the sleeping dog lie.


      Even Pearl seemed comfortable with the result of the investigation. There seemed to be no doubt in her mind that Chrissie had killed Yancy. Pearl had come to the hostage site ready to find any excuse to avenge Yancy’s death by killing Chrissie. She’d been burning to kill Chrissie. Only Pearl could have stopped Pearl from squeezing the trigger. And Pearl had.


      But that didn’t change the way she felt about Chrissie Keller.


      Well, maybe they all had it right, Quinn thought. Justice had been served here in a number of ways. Chrissie’s death might mark the end of the new incarnation of the Carver, and Chrissie had found her revenge. She’d killed her father, and her mother had to live with her guilt for not speaking up years ago, and with the image of her daughter’s head exploding from the impact of a bullet that took brain matter with it as it exited the skull.


      Maybe worst of all for her, Erin would always remember that shotgun barrel moving back and forth between her and Quinn, and she’d always wonder who would have been her daughter’s choice to die next in the West Side apartment.


      With the later murders attributed to Chrissie, the Carver’s time of bloody rampage was finally over.


      The victims’ families would find peace and the much-mentioned closure. Mary Bakehouse would cease to be afraid and have two good and loyal friends in the large golden retrievers she’d bought as her protectors, dogs that would probably never under any circumstances bite anyone.


      Maybe Renz was right, and Quinn shouldn’t poke and probe.


      Quinn believed that.


      Sure, he did.
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      Addie phoned Quinn and told him she was returning to Detroit on a late flight out of Kennedy. He asked to see her one more time. About the case, he assured her. It was already afternoon; could she drop by his apartment to discuss the investigation in private?


      “The investigation’s over,” she said.


      “I’m not so sure.”


      He could hear her breathing into the phone as he sat watching the only thing moving in the quiet office, dust motes swirling in a sun beam that had penetrated the front window.


      “Have I made you curious?” he asked.


      She laughed. “I’ll admit that.”


      “Because you have doubts, too?”


      “Because you’re always sure of everything. That’s what attracted me to you in the first place.”


      “So we can talk about it? Maybe we can discuss it over dinner someplace.”


      “I’m having dinner on the plane.”


      “What? Peanuts and miniature cookies?”


      “I’m flying first class, Quinn. It’ll be steak.”


      “My apartment, then. Afterward we’ll stop by your place for your luggage, and I’ll drive you to the airport.”


      “Okay, your apartment,” she said. “For a drink and a chat. And we can leave from there for the airport. I only have a couple of carry-ons. I travel light and unburdened by baggage.”


      “Then you’re lucky,” Quinn said.


      She laughed again. “So philosophical for a cop. That’s something else that drew me to you.”


      “So what’s scaring you away?”


      “So dark,” she said.


      When they’d broken the connection, he wondered if she’d been kidding.


      


      She was wearing a light beige blouse with a white scarf knotted loosely at her throat, dark brown slacks with brown high heels that made her legs look longer. A large black leather carry-on was slung by a narrow strap over her shoulder. She smiled at Quinn in a way that wounded him, and he would always remember.


      She pecked him on the cheek and slid past him into the apartment, dragging an arm. At the end of the arm was the handle of a red rolling suitcase that would be maximum size for a carry-on.


      “I’m going to miss you,” she said.


      “And I you.”


      He stepped well out of the way of the suitcase, then relieved her of the handle and sat it upright near the door.


      Quinn led her to the living room, and she crossed to the upholstered green chair that long ago had been his wife’s favorite. She sat down and crossed her legs, placed her arms on each arm of the chair, and looked expectantly up at him.


      “You should be the prettiest passenger on the flight.”


      “That’s nice of you to say, Quinn.”


      “Can I get you a drink?”


      “Anything but gin.”


      He went into the kitchen, and a few minutes later returned with a scotch and water over ice in an on-the-rocks glass. In his other hand was an opened bottle of Heineken.


      After he handed her the glass, they sipped their drinks, then Quinn went over to the sofa. He didn’t sit down on the cushions, though. Instead he sat perched on the wide sofa arm, facing Addie.


      “When we’re finished with our drinks,” he said, “I’d like for us to go into the bedroom.”


      Addie seemed to stir without actually moving, and for only a second seemed alarmed. “I didn’t think that was our deal.”


      “Do you realize,” Quinn said, “that despite our attraction to each other, we’ve never even kissed? I mean, really kissed?”


      She took another sip of her drink and then nodded. “I realize that.” She sat back, but it was as if she was trying to get as far away from him as possible. “I made a mistake coming here.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “I thought better of you.”


      “I would like for us to have sex,” Quinn said.


      She gave him a calm, level look with eyes he’d never seen before. “That isn’t going to happen.” She moved to stand up.


      “Sit down, Addie.”


      His voice was calm, his tone moderated, but it carried authority. She sat back precisely in her previous position.


      Quinn said, “This hypothesis that we’re left with after the investigation, do you agree with it?”


      “That’s a rather awkward change of subject, but I’ll take it.”


      “Do you agree with it?” he repeated.


      “Of course I do.”


      Quinn placed his Heineken bottle on the lamp table, not caring if it left a ring, and crossed his arms. “Want to hear my hypothesis?”


      “That’s really why I’m here, isn’t it?”


      He ignored her question and continued, but there was a note of sadness in his voice. “Here are some facts,” he said. “You were with the Michigan state police when you sought out your assignment to this case. Ed Keller traveled to New York from Detroit. You worked skillfully in guiding the investigation, gaining credibility each time you were right about something. You have an impressive résumé, but there’s a hole in it during the first period when the Carver was active years ago here in New York. When Erin Keller visited the office the first time, you wore a pair of reading glasses. You haven’t worn them before or since. You succeeded in avoiding Erin after that. And I noticed that whenever we saw the shadow woman at or near a crime scene, you weren’t with us.”


      Addie sipped again at her drink and met his gaze directly. “Anything else?”


      Quinn smiled but his eyes didn’t join in. “Yes, Addie. You were never in the slightest really interested in me.”


      She became smaller in the chair, wounded by his words.


      Then she put down her glass and began to unbutton her blouse.


      “Addie—”


      “Be quiet, Quinn.”


      She continued to work the buttons, and then used both hands to open the blouse wide.


      He could only stare at the false breasts that were some kind of foam creation.


      “That’s why the Carver broke off his attack on you,” Quinn said.


      “No one knows for sure. Perhaps something surprised him, frightened him away. As you know, he’s the reason why, as Addie Price, I became a police profiler. I wanted revenge, and I thought I could finally attain it by getting assigned to this case. I could do what Chrissie Keller wanted to do, use you and your detectives to locate the killer. Chrissie must have murdered that homeless woman and mutilated her in a way that would draw out the Carver, or at least cause the police to reopen the investigation.”


      “It worked too well,” Quinn said.


      “The Carver murdered Joyce House and Lilly Branston,” Addie said, “and that allowed us to get closer to him.”


      “We still didn’t get him,” Quinn pointed out.


      “We did,” Addie said. “You summoned Keller as Edward Archer to New York on his cell phone, but Lisa Bolt, who at a certain point had begun working for me, will attest that Keller didn’t fly to New York. He was already here. You were using him to bait Chrissie, while he was using you to bait her. If he could kill Chrissie, his secret would be safe no matter what anyone else said. If you check Keller’s résumé, you’ll find a hole in it, too, for the same time period when there was a hole in mine. While I was trying to fit the fragments of myself back together after he attacked me and was scared away before he could slit my throat. You’ll also find he was in New York at the time of the Carver murders.”


      Quinn stood all the way up from the sofa arm and paced a few steps back and forth. He stayed standing. “You’re telling me Edward Keller was the Carver? Your attacker wore a mask when he almost killed you years ago in Detroit, so how can you possibly be sure?”


      “I recognized his voice. And Lisa Bolt saw him undressing for bed through the cracked door of the cheap hotel where he was staying here in New York.”


      “And…?”


      “Call your medical examiner. Ask him about the corpse.”


      Quinn called the morgue and eventually was put through to Nift.


      “Anything unusual about Edward Keller’s body?” he asked.


      Nift didn’t say anything for a while. Then: “It’s got bullets in it, Quinn. That’s unusual.”


      “Something else,” Quinn said.


      Again the long silence. “Call Renz,” Nift said, and hung up.


      Carver called Renz, who also played dumb.


      “It’s going to be in the news tomorrow anyway,” Quinn lied. “You might as well tell me.”


      “What news?”


      “Nift knows it. He’s sitting on the goddamned body. How do you think the word got out?”


      “That asshole!” Renz said.


      “You’ve realized what he was for years, so why’d you try to keep a secret with him in the know?”


      “I shouldn’t have. Let Cindy Sellers have her way.”


      “She usually gets it,” Quinn said.


      “I wanted to keep it out of the media, didn’t want more questions, more attention drawn to the fact that we carried this thing in the cold-case file for years.”


      “What are we talking about?” Quinn asked.


      “Keller’s torso. His nipples have been removed. And there’s a large letter X carved into his chest.”


      “Jesus!”


      “The wounds are recent, and were almost certainly self-inflicted.”


      Quinn stood quietly, putting it all together.


      “Jesus!” he said again.


      Renz was saying something else, but Quinn hung up. He knew the real reason Renz wanted Keller’s self-inflicted injuries kept secret. It was critical to his political ambitions that Chrissie remain the latest and last Carver. He wanted the case to stay on the record exactly as it was, wrapped tight and neatly filed away, a fading part of the city’s ignoble past.


      Quinn looked at Addie, who had the answers. Who’d from the start had most of them.


      “There you have it,” she said. “Insofar as anyone ever has all of anything.”


      “Keller might have been the Carver all the way through. Chrissie might have been innocent.”


      “Might,” Addie said. “We’ll never know for sure.”


      “Other things we can know for sure,” Quinn said.


      “But are you sure you want to know them?”


      “I’m sure I have to,” Quinn said.
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      Addie finished her drink and then stared at the ice cubes, as if there might be some revelation there now that the liquid was gone.


      “Nothing between us was real,” Addie said.


      Quinn nodded. “I somehow knew that from the beginning.”


      “But you didn’t know you knew.”


      “I still can’t be sure. Not yet.”


      “Yes, you can,” Addie said. “Nothing’s been real for me since Edward Keller. I’m afraid nothing ever can be. I followed him to Detroit, then from Detroit to New York, unsure he was the one who attacked me, who later killed Tiffany. I knew he wasn’t someone named Edward Archer, though I wasn’t sure he was the Carver. But I became sure.”


      “Why did he try to kill you, of all people, in Detroit?”


      “My watching him must have attracted his attention, and something about me disturbed or attracted him.”


      “But why, after attacking you, did he come here to New York to stalk and kill more victims?”


      “I don’t know for sure,” Addie said. “Maybe it was because he was almost caught and he realized the risk he was taking, so he wanted a bigger city to disappear in. Or a larger pool of prospective victims. Maybe he followed Tiffany in New York. Maybe there was something special about me. I’d been a surprise to him, and he ran from it. He was sure I hadn’t seen his face, and he wouldn’t know I recognized his voice. I couldn’t prove anything. After he killed Tiffany, he’d be safe. No one would believe Chrissie in a he-said, she-said confrontation about childhood molestations, even if she did work up the courage to speak out. He didn’t see her as a threat, and I’d hardly make a credible witness. But when he became successful and got political ambitions, he had to eliminate all his vulnerabilities, including Chrissie, which is why he agreed to your request to act as bait. He wanted to draw Chrissie to him so he could kill her.”


      “You joined the case after Lisa Bolt disappeared,” Quinn said.


      “At that point I hadn’t seen her. I assumed she was the real Chrissie, and I was afraid she might recognize me. Just like I was afraid Erin Keller might recognize me.”


      Quinn stared at her. “So that was the reason for the reading glasses when Erin first came into the office. Why their lenses were unground.”


      “You noticed that. It’s just like you to notice things.”


      “Addie Price wasn’t the first time you changed your name, was it?”


      “No,” she said, lowering her head and smiling sadly.


      When she looked up at him there were tears in her eyes. Her mascara was running.


      “Are you satisfied now?” she asked.


      “That’s a hell of a question.”


      She laughed. From somewhere she produced a wadded tissue and dabbed at her eyes.


      After an awkward silence, Quinn said, “What Keller did to himself…why?”


      Addie shrugged.


      “Guilt,” she said.


      “Shame,” Quinn said.


      “They’re twins,” she said.
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      Cindy Sellers’s throat was dry. So fascinated was she by Quinn and Addie Price’s conversation that she’d almost forgotten to breathe.


      As she listened to the recording from the digital micro-recorder she’d secretly planted in Quinn’s apartment, she knew she had a major story, the kind that could make a career. Of course it had been obtained unethically, not to mention illegally, but her standing as a journalist should prevent her from having to reveal her source.


      Like Pearl, Sellers had researched Addie Price and found a false record of her birth.


      Unlike Pearl, she’d continued her research and discovered the real reason; the reason for both name changes. And the reason why the Carver inexplicably stopped his attack on Geraldine Knott in Detroit. Why her assailant couldn’t bring himself to kill Geraldine.


      Geraldine wasn’t Geraldine.


      Not even close.


      The question now, in Sellers’s mind and balanced in her conscience, was whether she should reveal the recorded conversation she’d just heard.


      She searched her soul for almost ten seconds before deciding to phone in the story.


      


      Addie Price had missed her flight, so the next day Quinn drove her to Kennedy. They had a good-bye drink in an airport bar before walking to the security checkpoint.


      They shook hands, and then Addie impulsively kissed Quinn’s cheek and turned away to join the security line. She didn’t look back at Quinn. He didn’t look back at her.


      


      Back in his apartment, Quinn sat at his desk, fired up a cigar, and got out his yellow legal pad.


      He found a stubby yellow pencil.


      Beneath Computer nerd’s software program, seven names, he wrote:


      
        Pearl attacked, Yancy killed.


        Lisa Bolt checks herself out of hospital.


        Edward Keller agrees to come to NYC.


        Lisa Bolt says Keller is in NYC to kill Chrissie so he can keep past hidden.


        Keller not in hotel as agreed.


        Pearl finds Lisa Bolt badly beaten by Keller.


        Lisa gives police address she gave to Keller.


        All hell. Keller, Chrissie die.

      


      Quinn leaned back and surveyed the entire page. Something was still wrong. It wasn’t anything in his notes.


      There was something missing.


      He realized what just as the phone rang, startling him out of his reverie. As he lifted the receiver, he saw on caller ID that Renz was on the line.


      “I thought you oughta know,” Renz said, “the Detroit cops found a hidden room in Keller’s basement in Detroit. There was a freezer there, with plastic bags containing guess what?”


      “Grisly souvenirs,” Quinn said.


      “What looked like shredded flesh,” Renz said. “Each bag was labeled. We’re waiting for DNA, but blood type and other forensics make it just about certain the labels are correct and what we’ve got are the severed nipples of all the Carver victims up to and including Tiffany Keller.”


      “He killed his own daughter.”


      “People do that kinda thing, Quinn. Especially under the circumstances. She was a liability.”


      “Yeah. Look at the good it did him.”


      “He was a sicko,” Renz said. “End of story.”


      “I guess you’re right, Harley.”


      “Time for you to stop guessing, Quinn. Get drunk and get laid, if you’re not too old to get it up, and put this one away.”


      “I’ll do that, Harley. Maybe not all of it.”


      Quinn hung up.


      He turned his attention back to the legal pad, thinking back on his conversation with Renz.


      …up to and including Tiffany Keller.


      The souvenirs in Keller’s freezer in Detroit were all older than five years, stopping with the macabre reminders of Tiffany.


      Where were the missing body parts from the later victims?


      If Keller had resumed his activities as the Carver, why wouldn’t he have resumed his old M.O.? His hotel room, his belongings, had all been thoroughly searched. No body parts.


      If Chrissie had committed the later murders and taken the nipples as souvenirs, which seemed unlikely, where were they? Had she simply removed them so she could emulate the Carver’s M.O. and then disposed of them?


      That was the most likely thing, Quinn decided. And if they hadn’t been destroyed, actually finding them, proving what he thought to be true, would be too much of a long shot, especially if it meant reopening a case virtually everyone wanted to stay closed. And of course the courts would be in the position of having to prove that Keller and Chrissie hadn’t murdered anyone after Tiffany’s death. Not easy to do, since both were dead.


      So the case would remain closed. Everyone involved who was still alive would have to live with that.


      Quinn used the phone in his den to call Pearl’s apartment.


      She didn’t answer, but he sat for a while and let her phone ring.


      Then he abruptly hung up. He decided the loneliest sound in the world was an unanswered phone after the fifth ring.


      


      Miles above the earth, Addie Price soared with her eyes closed. She dreamed about a sultry night and a knife blade held tightly by pinched fingers close to the point so the cuts would be shallow and seem tentative. There was a gray homeless woman in the dream, her eyes wide and glittering with horror, her sagging breasts revealed…the snick of blade nicking bone, carving flesh. Human flesh, so fragile…so temporary.


      Human flesh…first a trickle of blood, then the deluge. The others—


      The plane hit an air pocket, and Addie awakened, glanced about, realized where she was, and smiled.


      Human flesh, so fragile…it had to be packed carefully in ice in order to be shipped.


      


      That evening, in a Holifield, Ohio, gin mill, Jerry Grantland’s mother Miriam, who was also the mother of Geraldine Knott, Loren Ensam, Gerald Lone, and Addie Price, read the New York papers, then buried her head in her arms and wept.


      


      At the same time in New York, Elana Dare sat alone at an Upper East Side restaurant table, trying to ignore the stares of the other diners, who by this time had to know she’d been stood up. Her second cocktail, a prop to mitigate her embarrassment, sat before her on a damp paper napkin on the table. Between sips of what was now melted ice, she was desperately using her cell phone to call Gerald Lone.


      His phone rang and rang.

    

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE

    


    
      Detroit, one year after New York


      Jerry Grantland, wearing a buzz cut, dark business suit, and yellow power tie, entered the CookRight culinary supplies store and made his way to a display of carving knives arranged in a glass showcase.


      He was standing studying the knives, his forefinger touching his chin, when a sales clerk approached. He was a chubby man about forty, stuffed into a cheap gray suit and wearing a cheaper white smile. He moved around behind the counter so he could open it should Jerry decide he wanted to examine the merchandise further.


      Then his expression changed, and his magnified blue eyes widened behind rimless glasses.


      “You sure remind me of somebody,” he said. A tentative kind of recognition entered his eyes. “That television personality that used to be on the news commenting on local murders. The one who got into some kinda trouble. Why, she could be your sister.”


      “If I had a sister,” Jerry said, and bought a knife.
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