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What are little girls made
of?

Sugar and spice

And everything
nice,

That’s what little girls are
made of.

 


 


But for the weak light of
the small lamp next to the bed, the room would have been in total
darkness. As it was, the room was mostly deep shadows. The soft
yellow light barely had the strength to hold the darkness at
bay.

Two large leather suitcases
were lying opened on the bed waiting. The room was empty and still,
the weak light giving the room a lifeless feel. Small sounds came
from the closet in the short hall that separated the bedroom from
the bathroom. The bathroom was in darkness.

A man emerged from the
closet, his arms filled with clothes still wearing their hangers.
He was a big man, his face shadowed, his dark hair and dark clothes
given no color in the poor light. He stepped to the bed and threw
the clothes into one of the suitcases. He went back into the closet
and returned with an armload of shoes, which he dumped into one of
the suitcases. Then he went to the dresser, opened the drawers one
at a time, scooping out the clothing in each and throwing
everything at the suitcases.

He looked at the array of
things on the dresser: a jewelry box with some loose jewelry lying
next to it, many perfume bottles, a hair brush, a scarf that never
found its way to one of the drawers, and two photographs in silver
frames. His eyes scanned the room. Not finding what he wanted, he
moved quickly into the bathroom, turned on the light, and spotted
what he was looking for. He returned with a small wastebasket.
Holding it to the end of the dresser, he ran his arm over the top
of the dresser pushing everything, except the photographs, into the
wastebasket. He stepped to the bed and dumped the contents of the
wastebasket into one of the suitcases.

With the wastebasket under
his arm, he returned to the bathroom. There the light was bright,
bouncing out of the large mirrors around the room. His clothes no
longer black, were now a dark blue, his hair brown, and his skin
tanned. He opened the medicine cabinet, and looked through the
medications, checking the labels on each. Some he threw into the
wastebasket.

Next, he examined the things
on the counter. He grabbed a toothbrush from the pink holder and
threw it in the wastebasket. The hairdryer followed. Then he went
through the contents of the cabinet drawers selecting things to add
to the wastebasket. Finished with the drawers, he looked once more
around the room and spotted a gold bracelet on the side of the
bathtub. He took the bracelet and tossed it into the wastebasket.
He then turned off the light and went back to the bedroom. There he
spilled the contents of the wastebasket into a suitcase.

Here he surveyed the room as
he had done in the bathroom. On a chair in the corner he saw a
woman’s robe. He went over to the chair, picked up the robe,
brought it back to the suitcases and put in on top of the clothing.
Another quick glance around the room then he returned the
wastebasket to the bathroom.

Back in the bedroom he
looked at the two photographs on the dresser. One was of a teenage
girl with long black hair in a riding outfit standing next to a
horse, her hands caressing the horse’s muzzle. Both the horse and
the girl were looking at the camera. The other photograph was a
close-up of a middle-aged man, and an attractive dark-haired woman
smiling for the camera. Around the woman’s neck was a gold chain
with a gold cross resting against her breast. The cross glinted in
the light from the camera.

The man picked up the
picture of the girl and the horse. For a moment he looked at it
more closely then brought it to the suitcases and threw it in with
the other things. He gave the room one more look around. Then he
set about the struggle of closing the suitcases, stuffing
everything in tight, poking back the edges of garments that tried
to escape, leaning heavily on the lids to fit the clothing into the
confines of the suitcases, until he had finally zippered closed
both suitcases.

He walked to the bedroom
window, and raised it wide open. The room, one story above the
ground, looked out on the lawn at the back of the house, though in
the darkness the lawn was not visible except in the few patches of
light coming from the kitchen below and to the right. The dark car,
parked on the grass by the kitchen door, was also partially visible
in the same light from the kitchen.

He went back to the bed,
grabbed one of the suitcases, and struggling with the weight,
muscled it to the window, lifted it onto the window sill then with
a grunt pushed it out into the darkness. He heard it hit the bushes
below that were along the foundation of the house. He got the
second suitcase, brought it to the window and sent it into the
night to join the first.

Then he closed the window,
walked over to the light on the table next to the bed, and switched
it off, the room black again. The doorway to the hall was barely
illuminated by a distant light in the house. He went to the
doorway, took hold of the doorknob, and after one more look back at
the room, stepped into the hall, and closed the door behind
him.

The light from the kitchen
poked out into the hallway downstairs and threw enough light around
to guide him down the staircase. At the bottom of the stairs he
turned toward the source of the light then stopped. He stepped back
to the closet near the entrance, opened it, went through the
clothes hanging there, and removed a coat and a jacket. He closed
the closet door, and carrying the two garments, headed for the
kitchen.

Every light in the kitchen
was on, the place lit up like an operating room. Lying on the floor
was a long black plastic bag, the kind used by the police to encase
dead bodies. The bag was zippered closed, its bulky contents not
visible. On the counter was a plastic zipper-lock bag containing a
kitchen carving knife with a six-inch blade. The blade and handle
were splashed with blood.

The man walked over to the
body-bag, leaned down and pulled the zipper open halfway, revealing
the face of the woman in the photograph on the dresser in the
bedroom. Only here her eyes were closed, the life drained from the
flesh of her face, her dark hair matted and disheveled. The
necklace with the gold cross was around her neck, the cross, with
its grooved pointed limbs and center diamond, lying on her throat.
Her clothing was covered in congealing blood that had emerged from
the repeated knife wounds in her chest.

He stuffed the coat and
jacket inside the body-bag then zipped it closed. He stood
straight, letting out a hard breath, and looked around the kitchen.
Everything was in its place, the signs of a struggle gone. The
blood had been cleaned from the floor and where it had splashed on
the cabinets and counter. Satisfied, he stepped to the head end of
the body-bag, reached down with both hands, got a firm grip and,
grunting against the weight, dragged the body-bag across the floor
to the door that led outside. Then he let go of the body-bag, and
walked around the kitchen shutting off the lights, leaving only the
light under the microwave to give enough illumination for him to
see his way around.

He walked back to the
body-bag, opened the door to the outside, and peered around looking
for signs that anyone was watching. The houses were very far apart,
separated by high shrubbery, and the world outside was dark. The
odds of anyone seeing him were remote at best. But, he was not one
to take any chances. Assured that no one was out there, he reached
down and dragged the body across the threshold and outside to the
rear of the car. He opened the trunk then reached down, grabbed the
body-bag, and hefted the body up and into the trunk, the car
sagging with the sudden weight. He was breathing heavy from the
effort.

Almost
done, he thought.

He walked across the grass
to where the suitcases had landed, took a handle in each hand and
dragged them across lawn to the car. Then he hoisted each over the
bumper and into the trunk on top of the body-bag. He was panting
and perspiring, now. He lowered the trunk lid then with a quick
push, locked the lid with little sound.

He went back into the
kitchen. In the cabinet under the sink he found a dark plastic
garbage bag, and put the plastic bag containing the knife inside
it. Rolled the bag up, tucked it under his arm, and took one last
look around. He was confident he had covered everything. He closed
the door, walked to the car, and opened the driver’s door. The
interior light did not go on. He had disconnected it. He got into
the car, dropping the plastic garbage bag on the floor in front of
the passenger’s seat, and slipped on his seat belt. He inserted the
key and started the car. With the headlights off he slowly guided
the car across the grass, made a right turn at the corner of the
house and then drove to the front of the house near the garage.
Once there, he maneuvered the car onto the concrete driveway, and
turned on the headlights.

The lone face, looking from
a darkened window on the second floor of the house, watched the car
roll down the long driveway, make a left turn onto the road, and
disappear behind the shrubbery along the street. This was the face
of the teenage girl in the photograph with the horse.

 


Dear Diary,

Love is so beautiful! It is
magical. His love has taken me to such wonderful places, places
where I have never been before. Places I never dreamed existed. My
mind, my heart, my thoughts are filled with him. I never thought it
was possible that two hearts, two souls could so join and produce
such ecstasy.

He says we must keep our
relationship a secret. No one must know. It would hurt us both
because people would not understand. It is so hard when others are
around for me to hide how I feel. But I do understand. It is just
that we have so little time alone with each other. I so desperately want more time with him. I want
all the time with him.

I lay awake late at night
waiting for him, hoping he will come to me. When he does come it is
like a gift of joy from the heavens, my lover stealing through the
darkness to me. When he does not come, it is a spear to my heart.
Then I feel so alone, so lonely for him, and I cry myself to sleep.
How can something that brings such joy also bring such
pain?

If only the obstacles that
keep us apart so much of the time didn’t exist. Maybe someday they
will no longer be there, and we can be together always. With all my
heart I want that to happen, want the obstacles to
disappear.

 


“A dumper. God, I hate a
dumper,” the shorter man said. He was shorter than the man walking
alongside him, but he was not short by any means. Charlie Hayes
stood six two and carried two-hundred-thirty pounds of muscle made
rock hard by his obsessive workouts at the gym over the past few
months. The workouts were an effort to burn off the stresses that
had recently invaded his life and to burn off the excess beer that
came with those stresses.

“And a naked one at that.”
The second man shook his head to say it couldn’t be worse. Calvin
Evans, his skin a deep black, was reaching to six five and was
built like the Great Wall of China, which his suit jacket was
having difficulty containing. To his mother he was “Dear Calvin, my
baby.” To his friends he was simply “Cal.”

The two men were walking
along the footpath in Central Park. Each held a foot-long
flashlight and was shining it into the bushes on either side of the
path.

“So damn much trouble trying
to ID them,” Charlie said.

“I was reading someplace
where they’re talking about putting computer chips in people’s skin
that would tell all about them.”

“It would make life a lot
easier for us, that’s for sure,” Charlie said.

Cal stopped. “Well, lookie
here.” He was shining his flashlight into a deep cluster of bushes
beneath a large tree.

Charlie stepped to him and
looked where the flashlight was illuminating. “Looks like
somebody’s private room.”

“Guess it beats sleeping on
a bench. No sudden wakeup calls by the park patrol.”

“Or the muggers,” Charlie
said. “And it’s better than a shelter. Here he gets to keep his
shoes.” He looked over the space behind the bushes. “Really made a
home for himself. Cardboard to keep off the cold of the ground.
Lots of mulch makes a nice soft mattress, and the New York Times
for a blanket.” Charlie flashed the light at his wrist and looked
at his watch. “But he’s gone at 2:23 am. Looks like he’s an early
riser.”

“Yeah, but he left his smell
behind,” Cal said, wrinkling his nose. Cal pointed the flashlight.
“Guess he had an important appointment.” Lying on the grass a few
feet away from the cardboard was a flat brown glass bottle, the
liquid inside reflecting the light.

“Must have been real urgent
for him to leave his close friend behind.” Charlie looked up the
path. A little more than thirty feet away bright lights turned the
night into day. Beside the standing lights that hurt the eyes to
look at, there were the headlights from the patrol cars, and the
damn flashing rack lights. The soft light, from the globe of the
old iron lamppost in the middle of all this, was barely noticed.
There were people, some moving around taking snapshots and videos
or busying themselves with things on the ground, others in clusters
just hanging out, talking in low tones. The noise of the patrol car
radios grated on the subdued quiet around the scene.

“Looks like a military
encampment, all them uniforms hanging around,” Cal said.

Charlie chuckled. “You see
uniforms, I see clowns. Looks like a circus to me.”

Cal peered at the lighted
area. “It’s close enough. Could be our early riser saw something
that made him want to sleep someplace else.”

“Better get the techs to bag
that bottle. May be some usable prints on it to ID the
guy.”

The two men walked toward
the encampment, continuing to prod the darkness on either side of
the walk with their flashlights. When they moved into the light of
the encampment Charlie and Cal pulled out their detective badges
and stuck them to hang outside the handkerchief pocket of their
suit jackets. A patrolman, clutching his black notebook, stepped
over to them.

Charlie nodded at the man,
“Are you the one who secured the scene?”

The man nodded back, “Police
Officer Henry Lewis, sir. My partner, Larry Quaile and I were the
first to arrive, sir.” A young man, tightly built, with a military
haircut.

Charlie saw the man’s eyes
immediately go to the spray of scars across Charlie’s left cheek,
and then he tried to consciously not look at them. The scars on his
cheek and the scar that sliced through his left eyebrow added a
touch of menace to his appearance. Something Charlie knew and
cultivated.

Charlie signaled to the
other patrolmen, who were standing around, to come to him. As they
slowly strolled over, Police Officer Lewis opened his notebook,
looked at his notes and continued. “We got here at 1:22. Setup the
car so its headlights were on the scene then put up the CS tape.
Three more patrol cars showed up within the next ten minutes. We
had them position their cars so the headlights would also
illuminate the scene.” He looked up at Charlie trying to avoid
staring at the scars.

“Didn’t see anyone
around?”

“No, sir. The area was
deserted.” He again turned his eyes from Charlie’s face and looked
at his notebook. “The science guys showed up at 1:48. The press
vehicles came a few minutes after that. Two of the Officers are
keeping them away from here for now, sir.”

“Those press people sure
don’t waste time,” Cal said looking off at the two trucks with
satellite dishes parked on Fifth Avenue just beyond the stone wall
surrounding the park. A young woman illuminated in a harsh
spotlight, with a microphone in her hand, was talking to a camera
mounted on a man’s shoulder.

“Who reported finding the
body?”

Once more he checked his
notebook. “An off-duty Police Officer.” He pointed toward the
patrol cars. “My partner is with her.”

The other officers were now
milling around them. Charlie addressed them. “There’s no personal
effects of the victim’s here, and no murder weapon. I’d like you
guys to spread out and check trashcans in the park and on the
street, and search the bushes. You find anything, don’t contaminate
the evidence. I’d hate to see one of you guys get the chair because
your fingerprints showed up on the murder weapon.”

A few grins and nods, and
they took off into the dark, their progress marked by the
flickering movement of their flashlight beams over the ground and
shrubs.

Charlie turned his attention
to Patrolman Lewis. “You stay with the off-duty officer who
discovered the body. We’ll be over to talk to him as soon as we’re
finished here.” He nodded in the direction of the body.

“Understood, sir.” He closed
up his notebook, turned and stepped off toward the patrol cars, and
the figure standing in the shadows on the edge of the lighted
area.

“You did that real good,”
Cal said. “A born leader.”

“I hope you’re watching so
you could learn something?”

Cal chuckled. “Except, you
called ‘her’ a ‘him.’”

Charlie gave Cal a puzzled
look. “What the hell you talking about?”

“The guy called the police
officer who found the body a ‘her.’ You said ‘him.’”

Charlie made a face and
waved the comment away. “I meant it in the poetic
sense.”

Cal just grinned. “Yeah,
sure. I can tell bullshit when I see it.”

Charlie and Cal walked over
to the Crime Scene tape.

“From the location,” Charlie
said, “the guy wasn’t trying to hide the body. Maybe sixty feet
from the street entrance, and under the lamppost along the
path.”

“And in plain view, not
stashed behind any bushes or anything. Looks like he wanted the
body found, and quickly,” Cal said.

“Yeah. But with that kind of
exposure, somebody had to see him.”

“I don’t know. There are a
lot of trees and shrubs along the wall by the street. Might be
better odds playing the Lottery.”

“Well, we’ll just have to
give that one a “Desperate Hope Award”,” Charlie said.

One of the techs kneeling by
the body looked up. He was a lean man with hair that Charlie knew
was prematurely white. Charlie had known Tony Armeto for close to
nine years, and watched the man’s hair turn rapidly from dark brown
to almost snow white. Tony always said it was the job caused his
hair to go white, and he threatened to file a lawsuit with the city
for damages.

“Well, it’s about time you
guys got here,” Tony said. “We wake you up from your beauty sleep
with this one?” The body on the ground was naked, the flesh glowing
too white in the harsh bright lights.

“Always nice to see you,
too, Tony,” Charlie said. He raised the Crime Scene tape and ducked
under it. “There’s a pint of Tawny Tiger in the bushes back there,”
he pointed, “that needs bagging for prints.”

Tony nodded and looked to a
man kneeling by the tree closing up his metal evidence case.
“Angelo!”

The man looked
up.

Tony pointed where Charlie
had indicated. “A pint bottle of Seagrams best needs bagging for
prints.”

Angelo nodded, opened the
case, removed a plastic evidence bag, and, flashlight in hand,
headed off down the path.

“What have you got?” He
looked down at Tony who was on his knees leaning over the body. He
liked the man and respected his competence. Charlie kept his eyes
from the body. He was steeling himself for that. Because of
Bernice, it was getting harder and harder to face death
impassively.

Cal ducked under the tape,
and walked up to stand by Charlie. “Looking at you and your crew,
Tony, I think there’s a need for beauty sleep all
around.”

Tony made a face at Cal.
Then he stood, giving the effort a grunt. “Getting up is getting
harder with age.” Charlie knew the man was no more than forty-five,
too young to be grunting with such an effort. Tony signaled to one
of the people, who began laying out the body-bag on the ground next
to the body.

Tony looked at Charlie and
Cal, and counted on his fingers, “One, she wasn’t killed here. No
blood on the ground. Two, she’s been dead for awhile. Body
temperature is 68, same as the air. From the lividity the body was
stored in a fetal position for a long time before it was dumped
here.”

He pointed at the body, and
Charlie made himself look, holding tight against the knot in his
chest. “Best guess, she died from multiple stab wounds to the
chest.”

The woman’s body was lying
on its back on the grass, the legs out straight, the arms close
against her body. Along the left side of the body was purple
staining from the settled blood, the lividity. The chest had,
Charlie counted, six wounds, the blood congealed around each. There
was dried blood on her torso, smeared most likely by the killer
moving the body.

“She sexually
assaulted?”

“I’ll know that when I do
the autopsy. But it doesn’t look like she tried to fight off her
killer. So, if she was raped she was cooperative.”

“Find anything around the
scene? Personal effects? Anything to ID her?” Charlie asked as he
knelt beside her, looking at her face.

“Nothing. What you see is
what we’ve got.”

Her face was an ashen gray.
Her eyes were closed, her expression peaceful, as if she were
sleeping. Charlie guessed her age in the late thirties, early
forties. Her brown hair, shoulder length, was disheveled, but had
been moved away from her face. What could
you have done, pretty lady, he
thought, to make someone want to kill you?
And kill you so violently? Six stab wounds to the chest. Somebody
really pissed. Or did you just show up in the wrong place at the
wrong time? An innocent fly passing by the spider’s web?

“Any other wounds on her
body? Signs she’d been tied up or beaten?”

“Nothing visible, so far.
I’ll be able to get a closer look once she’s on the table. Looks
like she might have taken a blow to the back of the head. But in
this light I can’t swear to it.”

Charlie pulled a pair of
latex gloves from his pocket and struggled into them. He then
reached across her body, gently picked up her right hand and
examined it. He placed her hand back on the ground then picked up
her left hand. Her nails were a manageable length, well manicured
and polished. “No bruises, no broken fingernails.”

“Like I said, she didn’t put
up a fight. We’ll bag the hands and feet, anyway, to secure
whatever fibers and stuff she may have picked up.”

Charlie gently laid her left
hand down. “If she was married, she didn’t wear the
ring.”

“Hell,” Tony said. “My wife
don’t wear her ring much anymore.”

Cal smiled. “Considering who
she’s married to, she may not want others to know.”

Tony made a face of long
suffering at him, a face that said, “Why me dear Lord?”

“She was stripped after she
was killed,” Cal said. “Or at least she had her shoes on. The
bottom of her feet are clean.”

Around her throat was a gold
chain with a cross. The gold cross looked as if it had been
carefully placed on the center of her chest. The cross had grooved
pointed limbs and there was a diamond in its center. Charlie
reached for the cross, carefully picked it up and turned it over.
No inscription.

Charlie signaled to Cal, who
stepped to him, and together they rolled the body onto its side.
Tony knelt down beside them, and carefully examined the
back.

“No marks that I can see,”
Tony said.

“Nope,” Charlie
agreed.

They laid the body on its
back and stood.

“Okay, Tony, do you stuff.”
Charlie turned away as Tony’s crew put plastic bags over her hands
and feet then picked up the woman’s body and placed it in the black
body-bag.

Charlie and Cal went under
the Crime Scene tape, and over to where Officer Lewis and his
partner were standing with the female officer who discovered the
body and called it in.

“You’re the one who found
the body?” Charlie said.

She nodded. Standing there,
she appeared composed, if not a little tired.

Charlie’s eyes took her all
in. Mid-twenties, long black hair, soft blue eyes, delicate
features. Wearing jeans and a gray sweatshirt. Her right arm was
folded across her body, the hand supporting the left elbow, the
left arm angled up to where her left hand toyed with the gold chain
around her neck. The chain held her name in gold -
Stacey.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter II

 


 


 


“I’m on four to midnight,”
Stacey was saying. Charlie had his notebook out and was taking
notes. “After I changed at the precinct, I drove over here to the
park. I do that a lot when I’m on this shift. It’s a nice time to
take a walk. Really peaceful, nobody around. Even the City up here
is pretty quiet at that time. I get the feeling I’m out in the
country somewhere, away from the insanity of people.”

“You see anyone around here
when you came into the park? Anyone on the street outside, maybe
leaving the park?”

She shook her head slowly.
“No. No one. I parked my car on Fifth Ave,” she pointed toward the
street where the press vehicles were still parked, “and walked in
here. I didn’t get very far when I saw her. Couldn’t miss her. The
light from the lamppost made the body stand out like a sore thumb.
She couldn’t have been there long.”

Charlie looked up from his
notes, and gave her a questioning look.

“People still walk the park
late in the evening. And where she was lying, nobody could have
missed her. Somebody would have seen her and called it
in.”

Charlie wrote “young and
naïve” in his notebook then looked up. She was nice to look at. “So
what did you do when you found the body?”

“Well, I went to see if she
was still alive.”

“You touch the
body?”

“Didn’t have to. Didn’t have
to get close to see she was dead.” She shuddered.

Charlie didn’t know whether
her shuddering was from seeing the dead body, the repulsive thought
of touching the body, or simply the chill of the night
air.

“What did you do
next?”

“I went across the street to
that apartment building,” she was pointing to the building with the
green canopy over the front door, “to use the phone. The doorman
let me in when I showed him my badge and ID.” She made a wry smile.
“Though he did examine my credentials very closely.”

Charlie wanted to say that
people have a hard time believing such a pretty woman is a cop. He
might have said that if he was younger and single.

“So,” she continued, “I
called it in then came back and waited for the cavalry to
arrive.”

“You left the
scene?”

“Just long enough to call it
in then I came right back here. It couldn’t have been more than a
few minutes.”

Charlie nodded, and made
some notes.

“And your name
is?”

“Police Officer Stacey
Mulhaney.”

He wrote that down then
looked once more at her face. Pretty face. He put the notebook in
his jacket pocket then extracted his wallet and removed a business
card. He handed it to her. “I’d appreciate it if you could type up
a statement and get it to me at the precinct.”

She took the card, looked at
it and nodded. “Okay.”

He took out another business
card and handed it to Officer Lewis. “If you could please do the
same?”

Officer Lewis took the card.
“Yes, sir.”

As Charlie and Cal walked
away, Charlie said, “How can you have a police officer named
Stacey? What criminal is going to be intimidated by that name? She
should have a name like Igor.”

“Igor?” Cal said. “For a
woman?”

“Hey. Wouldn’t you be afraid
of a woman named Igor?”

 


 


Charlie and Cal were seated
in the office of Lieutenant Briggs. Andrew Briggs, long and
exceptionally thin, was seated behind the desk. A career cop with
twenty-two years on the job, he’d been in command of this detective
unit for seven years. From all signs that he could sense, if he
kept his head low he’d be in this position until he died or
retired.

However, he reconciled
himself to the fact that he had made too many enemies in the wrong
places. Of course, to reach that acceptance of his fate cost him an
ulcer, put permanent deep furrows in his brow, and claimed a good
deal of the hair on his head, the remainder going rapidly gray. His
relationship with his family also took a beating but somehow
survived it all. A picture of his wife and two teenaged daughters
was propped up on his desk.

It was seven-thirty in the
morning, and Cal and Charlie were there to brief Lieutenant Briggs
on the murder and what they had so far. Briggs came in an hour
before the shift change to catch up on the events that occurred
overnight.

“I read your reports,”
Briggs indicated the computer on his desk. The detectives typed
their reports into their computers, which were networked together
so the reports were immediately available to Briggs or anyone else
interested in the case. Along with the reports were photographs
taken of the crime scene. The photographers used digital cameras,
and the pictures were then downloaded right away into the computer
and tied to the case file. “So, what’s your take on
this?”

Charlie stifled a yawn.
“We’ve got a body dumped in Central Park. The killer took his time
to lay her out neatly. He stripped her of everything except the
gold cross around her neck, which he placed carefully on her chest.
And he had the balls to do this under a lamppost not far from the
street.”

Cal added, “It looks like
the killer knew the area enough that he was sure he wouldn’t be
seen or disturbed.”

“We’re gonna need some
canvassing of the area,” Charlie said, “to see if anyone saw
anything last night.” He yawned again.

Charlie blamed his being
tired on the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. Some bright light
behind a desk with a relative in the lighting business had papered
the ceilings with enough lights for the Jets to play night games,
and to give Charlie a permanent squint and a constant throbbing
headache.

He had taken to wearing a NY
Jets baseball cap to shade his eyes from the light. He didn’t wear
the cap in the Lieutenant’s office. “And some follow up on the
fingerprints from that bottle of Tawny Tiger anesthetic. That guy
may be a witness.”

Briggs nodded. “I’ll put
Harris and Denley on to cover for the day. They’ll organize the
canvas of the neighborhood. You guys are due back tomorrow at
eight. You can pick it up then.”

“You might have them check
with missing persons. Somebody’s got to be looking for the
lady.”

“I’ve already left
instructions on Michelangelo’s computer, for when he comes in, to
come up with a decent photo from the crime scene, pictures that we
can circulate.” Briggs put his hands behind his head - a popular
pose for thinking. “Michelangelo” was the department’s name for
Steven Ambrose, the artist, photographer and computer whiz. He
could doctor any digital picture to show whatever they
wanted.

“And Tony has given us the
lady’s prints. We’ll see if she pops up on the computer.” He leaned
forward and put his arms on the desk, hands folded, fingers laced.
“So, I suggest you guys go home, get a good night’s rest and be
ready for tomorrow. Bet you’re glad to be off the graveyard
shift.”

Cal and Charlie stood up to
leave when Briggs said, “By the way. This Officer Stacey Mulhaney,
she got long black hair, pretty and young?”

“And dark eyes, fragile fine
features, and about five-four,” Charlie added.

“And the Commissioner’s
daughter,” Briggs said straight-faced.

Cal and Charlie exchanged
looks of surprise.

“I hope you guys behaved
yourselves. See you tomorrow at eight all shaved and,” he looked at
Charlie’s rumpled suit, “neatly pressed.”

Outside the Lieutenant’s
office Charlie and Cal frowned at each other, as they headed out
into the hall and toward the stairs. “The Commissioner’s daughter!”
they said simultaneously.

“Did I say anything stupid
to her?” Charlie asked.

Cal shrugged. “I don’t
remember, but it wouldn’t surprise me any.”

“It’s good that it was dark.
Maybe she can’t identify me.”

“Except you gave her your
card.”

Charlie made a frowning
face. “Yeah. There’s that.” After a moment he added, “Maybe she
doesn’t talk to her father about the job.”

Cal grinned. “Sounds like
another candidate for the “Desperate Hope Award.”

When they reached the first
floor Cal said, “You want to go for some breakfast?” He asked this
every morning they’d been on this shift, and every morning Charlie
shook his head and refused.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll
throw some weights around downstairs. Keep the aging body in shape.
Give my love to Alma and the kids.”

Cal nodded. He and Alma had
been married seven years and had produced two girls – Amanda and
Christine, now five and six years old. “I’ll do that. And,” in a
concerned tone, “you tell Bernice she’s in our prayers.” Cal said
this every morning as well.

“Thanks. I will.” But
Charlie, somehow, never did.

Cal left, and Charlie went
downstairs to the basement, and the locker room. It was a dismal
room with that underlying sour smell of old sweat that is inherent
in locker rooms. He went to his locker, opened it, stripped down,
hung the clothes in the locker, and slipped on a pair of gym shorts
and sneakers. He closed the locker and went into the small area
beyond the lockers that held a rowing machine, workout bench and an
assortment of barbells and weights.

Somehow, the bright light
with the fluorescent lighting contract didn’t make it down here.
The few overhead lights were shielded, sending their weak light to
reflect off the ceiling, giving the room the soft glow of dusk. And
it was quiet in there, a place he could concentrate.

Charlie went through a few
cursory stretches then, with special attention to his left knee,
which he had injured two years back, he attacked the rowing
machine. He set the tension high then began rowing his heart out.
Pulling on the bar, forcing his straining legs straight and his
body back then relaxing, bending his legs and moving forward then
pulling on the bar, straightening his legs, relaxing, bending
forward, pulling, straightening, relaxing, pulling, straightening,
relaxing, pull, relax, pull, relax.

He focused on the effort of
his muscles, taxed to straining, his body pouring sweat like a
heavy rain, and everything else in his mind went away - far, far
away.

He kept it up until his knee
screamed at him and his body complained, threatening to quit on
him. Gasping for air, drenched in sweat, he rose from the machine
on trembling legs. Then he took on the barbells and the dumbbells -
pulling, raising, lifting, and swinging, until his muscles
screamed.

He didn’t want to stop, he
didn’t want the real world to come crashing back into his mind. He
wanted to keep it all away from him. But, sucking air like a
long-distance runner, he couldn’t go on, could no longer hold the
door shut against the dark fears.

Reluctantly, he turned away
from the workout area and, his knee angry with him, limped for the
showers. The dark fears returned.

He left the precinct house
about nine-thirty. By that time the fear had returned as a black
mass in his mind, a mass that invaded his thoughts with sharp
tendrils, black spikes of terror.

Squinting in the bright
sunlight, he made a mental note to wear his sunglasses tomorrow. He
walked the one block to O’Grady’s, the local cop bar.

It had the usual atmosphere
of such a bar - brown woods, dark walls with pictures of various
smiling cops shaking hands with various other smiling cops, tables
scattered about, and a long highly polished bar extending half the
length of the room. The wall behind the bar was mirrored, with
glass shelves holding bottles of a variety of brands of alcohol.
The light coming through the front windows was subdued, and there
was a smell to the place that made Charlie feel at home.

Jimmy Kemmer, who owned
O’Grady’s, didn’t start serving from the bar until ten, but opened
the place at seven for the guys coming off the midnight-to-eight
shift and those getting ready for the eight-to-four shift. He had
the area in the rear of the place set up with two urns of coffee,
along with cups and all the makings for a cup of coffee. He also
served breakfast on request.

There was no one in the
place when Charlie came in the front door. Jimmy was fussing about
behind the bar.

“Morning, Jimmy,” Charlie
said as he slid on a barstool, and leaned on the bar.

Jimmy was a short broad man
pushing sixty, with a full head of gray hair and a face aged with
wisdom. He looked over and nodded. “This you’re last day with the
ghouls and vampires, right?”

“Yeah, tomorrow it’s with
all the people who wear suits.”

“And crowd the subways on
their way to work.”

Charlie shrugged, “I can
handle it.”

“You want something to
eat?”

Charlie nodded. “You can
scramble me some eggs and toast, and, while I’m waiting for that, a
Canadian Club boilermaker.”

“Coffee might be better,”
Jimmy said.

Charlie shook his head. “It
wouldn’t help.”

Jimmy looked at the clock –
nine forty-five then, as if to say “What the hell,” he shrugged, as
he had done every morning Charlie had been in.

He got a mug from those
standing on a glass shelf behind the bar, put it under a tap and
let the beer flow into the mug. All the while he avoided looking at
Charlie. He closed the tap, and placed the beer in front of
Charlie. Then he got the bottle of Canadian Club, filled up a shot
glass, and returned the bottle to the shelf. He put the shot glass
next to the mug of beer on the bar. Then Jimmy looked Charlie in
the eye.

“Your gun is better,” he
said.

Charlie gave him a quizzical
look.

“Leaning over this bar I’ve
seen a lot of guys try to commit suicide by alcohol poisoning.
Believe me, it doesn’t work as well as your gun.” He voice became
softer. “Charlie, I don’t know what’s bothering you,
but…”

“No ‘buts’,” Charlie shook
his head and waved Jimmy away with his hand. “I don’t want you
wasting your energy. I’d just like you to get me some scramble
eggs.”

Jimmy shrugged
helplessly. Never argue with a customer
packing a gun, his old partner had told
him. He shook his head sadly, as if to say that he had tried, but
they never learned, and headed to the rear to make the
eggs.

Charlie picked up the shot
glass of Canadian Club and threw it down his throat, the alcohol
searing his mouth and throat, and burning its way to his stomach.
He threw down half the mug of cold beer after it to cut the painful
burning in his throat. Charlie got off the stool, walked around the
bar, took the bottle of Canadian Club off the shelf and poured
himself another shot. He replaced the bottle, returned to the
stool, and quickly downed the shot then threw the remainder of the
beer after it.

It wouldn’t chase away the
fear, but Charlie knew that in a few minutes the drink would blunt
the sharp edges of terror that pierced his thinking like iron
spikes, giving him the strength to handle what remained of his
day.

He left O’Grady’s near
eleven. Two beers with breakfast and another boilermaker after
breakfast had his thoughts moving about like soft glue, and his
legs a bit mushy. He walked to the subway entrance and carefully,
if unsteadily, descended the stairs to the station.

The ride home on the subway
was a blur of forgotten images. Every ride in the subway was like
that, drunk or sober – a time lost in the mechanics of repetition.
When he got off the train he didn’t appear to have sobered up one
bit.

He walked slowly and
cautiously the two blocks to his house - a small two-story that
looked like every other house on the street. The houses were
separated from each other on either side by a narrow driveway that
challenged a driver to pull the car through to the garage in the
back without scraping off part of the building or losing pieces of
the automobile.

It was a challenge that few
accepted, leaving their cars in the driveway at the front of the
house, and turning their garages into large storage sheds. The
houses differed from each other only in color and the type of
plantings occupying the small front yards. Each house originally
had a front porch that had years ago been converted into more
interior living space.

Charlie expected to see his
car in the driveway, and he was not disappointed.

As he neared the front
steps, he steeled himself for what he must now face. He knew that
somehow he would get through this and be back at the precinct the
next day. It was only at the precinct, at his job that he could
escape. The job was another world, another life, separate and
distinct. The job had its own worries, its own rules, its own
challenges, all of them different from the foibles of his private
life. It was easy to step into his job and leave the private life
behind. At this time of his life the job was all he had to keep his
sanity.

He climbed the three steps
to the front door, opened it, and stepped inside. For all the sun
outside, it was dark in the house. The front door opened on the
converted porch area, which joined the living room by a wide
archway. He could see through to the kitchen, the only part of the
first floor filled with sunlight, and the woman who was sitting at
the table. She looked up when he entered.

He waved to her then closed
the door behind him, the street noises suddenly gone, the house
quiet. Brandy came dashing down the stairs, and ran over, tail
wagging, to greet him. He bent down, the world slipping around as
he did so, and welcomed the dog with a rough petting then he stood
and pointed to the stairs. The dog, a mix of German Shepherd and
wandering stranger, hesitated, her eyes pleading, looking from him
to the pointed hand, and back again. “Go,” he said. The dog turned
and, head down, walked away, looking back a few times to see if
he’d changed his mind then, resigned, went back up the
stairs.

Charlie headed for the
kitchen. He saw his mother watching him come toward her, and hoped
his walk didn’t give away that he’d been drinking. In the kitchen
he stepped over to the coffee pot on the counter, grabbed a mug
from the tree next to it, and poured himself a cup of coffee.
George, a tawny longhaired cat, was sitting on the counter looking
at him. He gave the cat a scratch behind the ear. Charlie added
sugar to the mug, stirred the coffee then brought it to the table,
and sat opposite his mother.

He looked at her, a solid
woman as only the Germans could make them, and he once again felt
the iron strength she possessed. He knew she could face anything
life had to throw at her and survive it. Charlie wished he had
inherited her strength instead of the jellied character of that
British rake Henry Hayes who, when things got rough, had walked out
of the house fourteen years ago and never looked back, leaving
Frieda to fend for herself. Maybe Henry knew she could do it, knew
she could stand up to life on her own and not let it beat her down,
and maybe he knew he would only be a weight around her
neck?

“How did it go today?” he
asked. He was focused on her, but his thoughts were sluggish and
blunted.

She shrugged. “No better. We
got home a little after ten. I was upstairs a few minutes ago and
she was asleep. I thought she’d be awake when you got
home.”

Charlie could feel the
accusation in her voice. He looked down and took a sip of his
coffee to avoid the accusation in her eyes. The coffee tasted
bitter. He sucked his lips and mouth against the acrid
taste.

She shook her head sadly.
“She is a strong girl, made of tougher stuff than I am, but she’s
not having an easy time of it.” There was an uncomfortable quiet
moment that followed, the silence filled with accusations and
despair, more telling than the words that could have filled it.
Even George seemed to be accusing him with his stare.

Charlie broke the silence.
“The dog been walked?” He knew the dog went out early in the
morning, and there was no way she would not have been walked. It
was just something to say to change the subject.

She nodded. Then her tone
and expression changed to one of concern. “Have you eaten
anything?” What she meant was, had he been drinking on an empty
stomach? “You want some lunch? I’ve got cold cuts. You could have a
sandwich and some soup?”

“No, Mom.” He sighed
heavily, weary of this, anxious to escape. “I’m all right. Just
tired. It was a rough night. I just need to get some sleep.” He
stood up.

“You’ve been working a lot
of overtime lately.” Her eyes dared him to tell the
truth.

He shrugged uncomfortably.
“It’s been a busy time,” he lied. And he knew that she knew he was
lying, but there was no turning back. “The job is
unpredictable.”

“You want me to wake you for
supper? Maybe she’ll be awake then and could have something to eat
with you?”

He shook his head slowly,
the world still slippery from the alcohol. “Let me sleep through.
I’m going to need the rest. It takes a couple of days to get used
to the change in shift. And it’s going to be very busy.”

Her face was filled with
sadness. She knew what he was really saying, and he was aware that
she knew. But they couldn’t say things outright without hurting
each other and getting into a terrible fight. So, they both went
through their respective performances, keeping the pain and
disappointment inside.

“I made your bed. And put
fresh towels in the bathroom.”

“Thanks, Mom. I truly don’t
know what we’d have done without you here to help.”

As he turned away she said
softly to his back, “She needs you. She can’t do this
alone.”

He nodded, his chest aching
with the pain of his guilt and the shame of his weakness. He did
not look back, nor acknowledge that he heard her, but continued out
of the kitchen and up the stairs.

At the head of the stairs he
stopped before the door to their bedroom, now Bernice’s bedroom. He
had moved his things to the room at the front of the house where
his rising for work and the ringing phone would not disturb her.
His mother had moved into the bedroom next to Bernice so she could
hear her if she needed help.

He was tempted to open the
door and look in on her. But the thought she might be awake made
him change his mind. He just couldn’t face her right then. He went
into the bedroom at the front of the house, closed the door,
struggled out of his clothes, leaving them in scattered disarray on
the floor, and sat heavily on the bed. The tears came quietly,
slipping down his face. He opened the drawer of the table next to
the bed and extracted a bottle of Canadian Club. It would help him
sleep, help him not think about the black fear that hovered over
his life.

He slept like the dead,
finally coming to life after eleven that night, the house had that
special quiet of inactivity, its occupants asleep. His head and
stomach complained about the alcohol abuse.

Carefully picking up the
bottle of Canadian Club from where it dutifully waited on the floor
next to the bed, he took a gulp, the alcohol cutting like sharp
glass through the pasty coating in his mouth and throat. He made a
face and shook his head quickly against the alcohol
fire.

“Hair of the dog,” he
mumbled to himself then got out of bed, slipped on his pants, and
quietly, for fear of waking someone, stumbled on sleepy legs
downstairs. The first floor was dark but for the soft blue night
light in the wall socket of the living room.

After a quick stop in the
bathroom, he went into the kitchen, put the light on under the
microwave, got the cold cuts from the refrigerator, built himself a
sandwich, opened a bottle of beer, and took the sandwich and beer
to the dark front room, the area formerly the front
porch.

He set the sandwich and
beer on a small table near the opened windows, the cool night air
moving softly through the screened windows into the house. He made
himself comfortable in the stuffed chair next to the table. Sounds
reached him from upstairs – the closing of the door to the hall
bathroom, and he tensed in his chair. Moments later he heard the
flushing of the toilet. Please don’t let
whoever it is come downstairs, he thought.
He didn’t want to face anyone right then, didn’t want to talk,
didn’t want the discomfort of not talking. He heard the bathroom
door open. When he heard a bedroom door quietly close, he sighed
with relief, settled back into the chair and looked out at the
night.

The night was his favorite
time. No matter what was happening during the day, the night
cloaked the world, hiding the problems from him. Peaceful. Working
nights he’d missed this peace. He forced his mind to focus on other
times, other adventures, pushing back the fears that fought to
invade this time. He consumed the sandwich, and drank the
beer.

Real life would begin again
with the daylight.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter III

 


 


 


The alarm burrowed like an
angry dentist’s drill through the gray weight of sleep, insisting
that he do anything except continue to dream. He groaned, annoyed,
and, eyes closed, he slapped blindly at the clock radio a few times
before hitting the button that shut off the alarm. Slowly, and with
great reluctance, he forced his eyes open. The world was smeared
and streaked, until he blinked a couple of times. He hadn’t
remembered setting the alarm. But then, he hadn’t remembered not
setting it either. The alcohol relegated such memory to a hazy
limbo. In fact it did that to most memories, which was why he
drank.

He looked over at the clock:
5:30 am. He didn’t feel rested, hadn’t felt rested for months. No
matter how much sleep he got, no matter how much alcohol he
consumed, his body still ached with the need for sleep. He would
have preferred to stay in bed. The house was quiet, no one else
awake, no one else he had to face.

He pushed his heavy body out
of bed, and spent the next half hour going through the motions of
preparing himself to go out into the daylight. Brandy came
downstairs somewhere during that time and waited anxiously for him
to take her out. The dog had taken to staying at Bernice’s side,
sleeping at the foot of Bernice’s bed. He took the dog for a brief
walk, and returned her to the house where she immediately went back
upstairs. He dug out his sunglasses, put them in his pocket, and
quietly left the house.

It was a little after seven
when he walked into O’Grady’s. He went into the rear, poured
himself a cup of coffee, and took a seat at one of the tables. He
was the first customer of the day.

Jimmy came over. “Good to
see you alive.”

Charlie nodded between gulps
of the hot coffee. It felt good going down.

“One thing about killing
yourself with alcohol, you won’t need embalming.”

Charlie sighed wearily and
rubbed a hand over his face. He was still groggy, and hung over.
“Not this morning, Jimmy. Have a heart.”

“Breakfast?”

“The usual.”

Jimmy peered at Charlie.
“Maybe I should call 911?”

Charlie made a face at him,
like Jimmy was crazy.

“You’re going to need a
blood transfusion soon, the way you’re bleeding from the
eyes.”

Charlie shook his head in
mock despair. “I’m going to find another place to eat breakfast.
The morning entertainment in here sucks.” But he self-consciously
took out his sunglasses and put them on.

“My wives never
complained.”

“They didn’t stay around,
either.”

Jimmy put a small bottle of
eye drops on the table. “You may need this to stop the bleeding.”
Then he left to get Charlie’s breakfast.

By the time Jimmy returned
with the eggs and toast, Charlie was on his third cup of coffee,
and beginning to feel better.

“Thanks for the eye drops,”
Charlie said, pushing the bottle toward Jimmy. Charlie had used
them while Jimmy was gone.

Jimmy shrugged like it was
no big deal. “Keep them. You may need them.” As he turned to walk
away, he said, “Enjoy your breakfast.”

And Charlie did.

 


It was quarter to eight when
Charlie arrived at the stationhouse. By that time he was feeling
good, ready for the day. Food and a lot of caffeine did
wonders.

Cal snared him before he got
to his desk. “Briggs wants to see us.” He nodded in the direction
of the Lieutenant’s office.

“Now? What’s up?”

“I don’t think you’re gonna
like this,” Cal said, and guided Charlie in the direction of
Briggs’s office. When Cal guided, even the Titanic would have to
move.

“Are you gonna tell me what
this is about?”

Cal shook his head. “I don’t
know what it’s about, but the signs are not good.” He looked at
Charlie. “And take your sunglasses off.”

Now Charlie was worried.
What the hell had he done wrong? He took off the sunglasses and put
them in his pocket. He hoped his eyes had stopped
bleeding.

When they entered the office
Charlie saw Stacey Mulhaney, and an older man dressed to the nines
in police blues accented with a chest filled with
ribbons.

God damn, he thought. Whatever he’d done, it warranted the dressing
down by top brass. Stacey hadn’t wasted any time sicking the chiefs
on him. So much for his career.

Briggs nodded in recognition
to the two men.

Charlie was uneasy about his
appearance, his rumpled suit and two-day old shirt, and he wondered
if his tie was straight and his hair combed.

Charlie looked over at
Stacey. She returned the look, appraising him. Her long black hair
was pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore a dark conservative
suit. He had to admit that she was a knockout. Wouldn’t be the
first time a good-looking woman did him in.

Briggs stood, looked at them
and said, “Gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to Deputy
Commissioner Henry O’Kane.” He indicated the man in dress blues.
Then, looking at the Commissioner, “Commissioner, this is
Detectives Calvin Evans and Charlie Hayes.”

Henry O’Kane stood, and they
all shook hands. Charlie’s hand was swallowed up by O’Kane’s. When
the man stood, he was as tall as Charlie, but much broader, a
paunch starting to push at the front of his uniform, and his hair
was dark and thick, barely showing gray. His face was rugged and
weathered, wrinkles etched in fine lines about the mouth and eyes.
It was Henry O’Kane’s eyes that made Charlie uneasy - a pale cold
gray that seemed able to peer into Charlie’s darkest
secrets.

“Good to meet you.” Henry
O’Kane smiled as he shook each hand. Then he glanced at Stacey
Mulhaney. “I believe you two gentlemen have met Officer
Mulhaney.”

Cal and Charlie nodded at
Stacey, and she returned the nod. Charlie was puzzled. Was O’Kane’s
cordial greeting just a smooth trap to get Charlie to relax before
pole-axing him? Or did he truly have nothing to worry
about?

“Because I know you both
have a lot of work to do, I’ll get quickly to the point. Officer
Mulhaney told me about the murder victim you encountered the night
before last. She was impressed with the professional way you
handled the scene. After speaking with Lieutenant Briggs about you,
I, too, was impressed by his opinion of your professionalism and
your talented dedication to the job.

“The Lieutenant has assured
me that Officer Mulhaney,” he gave a quick nod in her direction,
“would receive competent and exceptional training from you both.
Therefore, as of right now, Officer Mulhaney is assigned to work
with you.”

Oh damn,
Charlie thought. He glanced at Cal whose
expression betrayed nothing of what he was thinking. Then he looked
at Stacey and met her eyes looking at him. He quickly turned his
eyes away.

“I know I can count on your
cooperation in making Officer Mulhaney a first rate detective.” He
smiled at the two men, “Now, if you will excuse me.” He stepped to
the door. “I’m sure Lieutenant Briggs will be able to handle any
questions you may have.” He opened the door. “Good day, gentlemen.”
He left, closing the door behind him.

Cal and Charlie looked at
each other with expressions that said, “What the hell was that all
about?” Then they turned to Briggs.

“Detective Evans, would you
help Officer Mulhaney get settled in. I’d like to talk with
Detective Hayes privately for a few moments.”

Cal nodded.

When they had left and
closed the door, Briggs sat down behind his desk. He did not
indicate that Charlie should take a seat. So, Charlie remained
standing looking down at Briggs. From the expression on Briggs’s
face, he was not a happy camper.

Briggs’s eyes locked on
Charlie’s, and there was no humor in his voice. “I don’t know
what’s going on here. I don’t know what you did or said to that
girl to bring this into the department. And you and I both know
that what the Deputy Commissioner did not say was more important
than what he did say. With Officer Mulhaney,” he rolled his eyes at
a situation that couldn’t be worse, “the Commissioner’s daughter
for Chrissake, acting as the Deputy Commissioner’s eyes and ears,
and having her hanging on your sleeve all the time, puts all of us
in the department in a precarious position.

“Don’t let his smile fool
you. O’Kane’s a prick down to the bone.” His voice became as hard
and sharp as tempered steel. “You screw up and you won’t be able to
get a job as a food taster on a garbage truck. And everyone in the
department that rubs elbows with you will have a damaged career.
Wherever they’ll go in the department people will remember they
worked with that fuck-up Charlie Hayes. And my career will be in
the toilet. Everyone of the pretty blue uniforms upstairs will have
branded me as the guy who couldn’t manage his detectives,
especially that fuck-up Charlie Hayes.”

Charlie stood impassive in
the face of Briggs’s anger that was thrown at him like the strong,
hard wind of a storm.

“I can not pretend to
understand what you are going through at home. I do know that life
has a way of sometimes dumping all the shit on you at once. But,
damn it Charlie, clean yourself up.

“Your clothes look like you
spent the night on a park bench in Central Park. You don’t want to
add losing your job to your other troubles.

“And you’d better do
something about the drinking, and do it quickly. I know that drink
is the curse of the profession, and my responsibility is to
recognize men who are slipping into the bottle and get them in the
Department’s alcohol program. With you I’ve tried to look the other
way and give you some time to straighten things out.

“Well, the time is now up,
thanks to the Deputy Commissioner. Straighten out your act
immediately. If you can’t, I’ll have you relieved from duty and
you’ll be talking to some psychologist with a lisp and a bad
toupee, telling him about your rotten childhood.”

Briggs paused for effect.
“Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes,
Lieutenant.”

“Well?”

“I’ll try my best not to
disappoint you.”

“I don’t want you to try
your best, I want you to just do it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want daily progress
reports on this case, understand?” Briggs wanted his hands in this
investigation. He wasn’t about to trust his career to blind faith
that Charlie was going to change, going to straighten up and fly
right, and not screw up.

“Yes, sir.”

“Fine. Now go tend to your
new pupil.”

Charlie turned and moved
toward the door, anxious to get out of the line of fire.

“One more thing,” Briggs
said.

Charlie stopped, his hand
poised over the doorknob, and looked back at Briggs.

“Charlie, I want you to know
that I’ve been gang-raped by the best of them. So, don’t fuck me.
I’m the last person you want as an enemy.”

Charlie nodded that he
understood then left Briggs’s office.

He moved through the sea of
desks with only one thought in his mind - to get the hell out of
there! His brain felt as if it had been pounded flat.

It was Briggs’s comment
about the drinking that had dealt the fatal blow. Charlie had
thought his drinking was not really noticeable. He thought he had
covered it up well. Only to find out the Lieutenant knew about it
all along. It was at that point his mind froze up and heard no
more.

And, now, nothing moved in
his mind, no thoughts surfaced besides a fiery desperate rage that
threaten to explode and destroy him. Right then he’d have given a
lot for one shot of alcohol. Just one. Something strong and burning
and rasping and promising peace. One, hell. A couple, a dozen, a
case. Whatever it took for him to be able to shout, “Fuck’em
all!”

“Over here.” Cal was calling
from the coffee alcove. He was sitting with Stacey having
coffee.

Cal’s voice was like a chain
thrown around Charlie’s rage, straining, against Charlie’s will, to
pull him back. It was a call for sanity.

His body muscles taut with
rage, his insides a hard knot, Charlie desperately wanted to keep
going straight out the door, but now he couldn’t. He’d have to
explain his dashing out to Cal. Hell, he’d have to explain it to
himself! And he knew the only driving force within him right then
was simple rage. Rage wasn’t the way to beat them, wasn’t the way
to handle this. Later when he’d calmed down, he’d kick himself for
storming out for it would only hurt himself and Bernice and his
friends. Cal was one of those friends, and Charlie had too few of
those to risk losing the ones he had.

Charlie forced in a hard
deep breath, pushing back the anger that raged inside him,
struggling to bring some control to his emotions. The fire of his
anger still heating him inside, he headed to the alcove and smiled,
as if he’d been looking for them and was pleased to have found
them.

“What did Briggs have to
say?” Cal said.

Stacey was looking at him,
giving him a once over as if seeing him for the first time. Her
expression said he looked like he was something dragged in from the
gutter.

Charlie shrugged, and
stepped to the coffee pot, ignoring Stacey’s eyes. “Nothing much.
Just a little rah rah about doing a bang-up job because this was
our big chance to show the Deputy Commissioner what we can do.” He
poured himself a cup of coffee and was annoyed to see that his
hands were shaking. Not from drink,
he thought. From being
damn pissed.

“I was waiting for you so we
could go over the progress of the case so far.”

Charlie took a large gulp of
the black coffee. It wasn’t alcohol, but it would have to do. The
coffee was too hot, and seared his mouth and throat, but it felt
good, nonetheless. He brought the cup to the table where they were
seated, and sat down. He looked at Stacey. “Cal settle you in
okay?”

“Yes. He gave me the desk
next to yours, and got me a locker.”

The desk next to
mine! Charlie thought. Jesus. He gave a slow nod that it
was satisfactory, which it wasn’t. None of this was
satisfactory.

“I got in a little early and
checked the computer to see how far they got yesterday.” Cal took
his notebook out and opened it. “Made a few notes.”

“The murder was on the
television news last night,” Stacey said.

Charlie frowned at her.
“Anything heavy in the reporting?”

Stacey shook her head. “Nude
body of a woman found in Central Park. Some distant shots of the
scene under the bright lights, with crime scene tape strung all
over and cops moving around.” She gave a small shrug. “That’s about
it.”

Charlie shrugged. “Murder
happens often enough in this city that news coverage is less than a
good tenement fire.”

“Newspapers had it buried
along with a drive-by shooting and a drowning in the Hudson,”
Stacey added.

Charlie turned to Cal.
“Let’s start with the autopsy. What did Tony come up with?” Charlie
sipped the coffee, struggling to force the scene with Briggs out of
his mind, to push the ferocious rage back into the shadows where he
hid his other problems, and throw everything he had to focus on the
murder.

Cal scanned his notes.
“Trauma to the rear of the skull. No other signs of injury aside
from the six stab wounds to the chest. Appears she was knocked
unconscious then killed. Tony feels her clothes were removed after
the killing. He found some fibers, he thinks are from her clothing,
clinging to the dried blood around the wounds.”

“Was she sexually
assaulted?” Stacey asked.

Cal nodded. “Yep. They’re
doing a DNA analysis on the sperm. Hopefully, the guy’s a
secretor.” Then he looked up from his notes. “This is the odd part.
The sexual assault was done after the woman was dead.”

Charlie frowned, annoyed.
“That sort of weird stuff gets out, and the screaming supermarket
tabloids will splash it all over.”

“Yeah, and that’ll get the
other papers to jump on it.”

“How do they know that?”
Stacey asked, puzzled. “About him doing it after she was
dead?”

Cal gave a small shrug.
“Something to do with the tissues in that area being torn, but no
blood in the cavity or the surrounding tissues. It’s in Armeto’s
report,” he nodded toward the desks and the computers sitting on
them. “He also found some other fibers on the body. Suspects
they’re from a carpet of some sort. He sent them for
analysis.”

“Any luck in finding the
woman’s clothes?”

“Nope. Briggs had recruited
McKinley to handle the search. He had patrolmen searching the park
and dumpsters and garbage cans in a ten block radius around the
crime scene. No clothes, no murder weapon. They did find a .22
caliber revolver in one of the trash cans four blocks from a
mugging that occurred two nights back where the victim was shot.
They turned it over to the guys in burglary.”

“Any progress on identifying
the lady?” Charlie asked.

Cal shook his head. “Nothing
so far. Michelangelo came up with a pretty good picture of the
lady, and sent it to the precincts, along with a description.
Hopefully they’re all checking their missing persons reports for a
match.”

“They find any witnesses in
the area?”

“Nope. They had recruited
some uniforms to help them canvass the area. Had others pick it up
at night for those doors that did not answer during the day. Nobody
saw anything.”

“Anything on the bottle of
Tawny Tiger?”

“Tawny Tiger?” Stacey
frowned at Charlie. “What’s that?”

“There was a half-filled
bottle of Tawny Tiger, a drunk’s cheap booze, in the bushes near
the scene. We figured whoever abandoned that bottle may have seen
something.” Charlie shrugged. “He may be our only
witness.”

Cal jumped in. “We had them
fingerprint the bottle, see if we could ID the guy. And they did
get a hit.” He flipped a page in his notebook. “The prints belong
to a Roy Blanchard. Was thrown out of the army about ten years
back. Harris found the mother yesterday afternoon. Still lives in
Astoria. Her boy was diagnosed as schizophrenic. She hasn’t seen
her little boy Roy for five years. One day he walked out the door
and never came back.”

“Could he be the killer?”
Stacey said.

Cal shook his head. “Don’t
think so. First, the woman was dead,” he looked down again at his
notes, “more than two days. Anybody on Tawny Tiger who sets up his
bedroom under a bush in the Park wouldn’t have a way to store the
body for that length of time. Second, with the care that was taken
in posing the body, it has the signs of an obsessed killer,
possibly someone dealing with a compulsion out of control.” Cal
cleared his throat. “I don’t like to say this, but we just might
see more of this.”

“Don’t say that, don’t even
think it,” Charlie said. “What we don’t need is a serial killer.
We’ll have everybody and his brother crammed in here trying to,” he
moved the fingers of both hands indicating quotation marks, “‘help’
us for the sake of their own glory.”

“Yeah, and the reporters’ll
be beating on us for not catching the guy.” Cal shook his head
slowly. “Not the way I want everybody learning my name.”

Stacey leaned in. “But won’t
we stand a better chance of catching the killer if he strikes
again? I mean, the more he kills, the more chance of his making
mistakes.”

Charlie and Cal exchanged
looks. Something cold blooded about our
little Stacey Mulhaney, Charlie
thought.

Charlie said, “Well, let’s
see about finding Roy Blanchard. Maybe he saw enough that we can
discourage our killer from being bad again.” He looked at Cal. “We
got a picture of this guy?”

Cal took a small photo from
between the pages of his notebook. “Old Army picture was the best
we got. Roy Blanchard’s mother was not the picture taking
type.”

Charlie pushed back his
chair, its legs scraping noisily on the floor, and stood. “Let’s
see what we can find at the City shelters in that area.”

Stacey and Cal
stood.

Charlie said to Stacey, “Cal
drives. With him behind the wheel, nobody gives him a hard time.
And all the street cops know him.”

Stacey looked at Cal’s size,
and understood.

 


“Don’t get many people in
here in the summer,” he said. He spoke easily, gently, a man in no
rush. The man was scruffy even in a white shirt and tie. He had a
week’s growth of dark beard, and smelled as if badly in need of a
bath. Leaning back in the chair behind the tacky desk, he was
looking at the photograph of Roy Blanchard that Cal had handed
him.

Charlie, Stacey and Cal were
standing on the other side of the desk looking down at the man. The
office was small, and, though obviously neat at one time, was
becoming shabby like the man. This was the first shelter they had
checked and the closest to the murder scene - nine blocks from the
Park.

“They prefer to sleep under
the stars when the weather is warm, and spend the fifty cents on
drink instead of a bed.” He said it as if he were very familiar
with the process, as if he had once been there himself. And from
his appearance, Charlie guessed, that was probably the
case.

The man peered at the
photograph.

“Mr. Dalton, do you know
him?” Charlie asked.

He shook his head to say he
was unsure. “After awhile they all look alike.” He looked up at
Cal. When Cal was in a room, he took up so much space, it was
impossible not to look at him. “What’s his name?

“The name we have is Roy
Blanchard.”

He frowned at the
photograph. “Roy. Roy,” he muttered to himself. Then he pursed his
lips. “Roy.” He slowly nodded. “Yeah, Roy. I know a Roy, but you’d
have to add a beard, age the face some. The Roy I know wears
glasses. Could be him, though. Never knew his last name.” He looked
up at Cal. “The Roy I know has a bit of a problem.” He pointed to
his temple. “Harmless enough, but edgy, nervous. Thinks people are
after him.”

Charlie wondered if Dalton
knew Roy as a customer, or hung around the streets with him before
getting this job. “Been around here lately?”

He looked back at the photo.
“Could be Roy. Could be.” Then he looked up and shook his head
slowly. “Like I said, they disappear until the weather gets
cold.”

“You know where he might
hang out?”

“The streets of New York.”
He gave them a wry smile.

Cal did not return the
smile. “Any particular streets?” He said it with an edge of
impatience in his voice.

Dalton did not respond to
Cal’s impatience. He leaned forward, placed the photograph on the
desk near where Cal was standing then folded his arms on the desk.
It was clear he enjoyed the status of sitting behind the desk. His
eyes strayed to Stacey, and a little lechery crept into them.
“There’s a Mercy Of Christ Mission over near Second Avenue down in
the Fifties somewhere. They serve a decent free lunch. Much better
than here. And ours is not free. Cheap, but not free.”

“Long way to go for
lunch?”

“When you have all the time
in the world, no place to go, and the weather is nice,...” He
finished the sentence with a knowing shrug.

“Thank you for your help,
Mr. Dalton,” Charlie said.

Cal picked up the photograph
and slipped it back in his notebook.

Outside by the car, Stacey
said, “That was a piece of luck. Our first stop and he knows the
man.”

Charlie shook his head. “Our
Mr. Dalton didn’t give us anything, including knowing Roy
Blanchard. It was a lot of could-be’s and add a beard and glasses
stuff, and make him look older. The only lead we got from him is
this Mercy Of Christ Mission where many of the street people go to
eat.”

“And,” Cal said, opening the
driver’s door, “he probably knows about the Mission
firsthand.”

 


The woman was nearing fifty,
no makeup, her hair short, neatly styled, and dyed a soft brown.
Her gray suit was a bit snug as it tried to accommodate the extra
weight on her frame. She had that solid build, like a thick tree
trunk - hard and strong, giving the appearance that she could hold
her own in a fight. There was a hard look about her, but it was in
her eyes that one saw the warmth and friendliness of the
woman.

She was sitting facing them,
her legs crossed at the ankles. Her desk was up against the wall,
not a barrier between her and visitors to her office. Her desk was
just a place to work, not a symbol of power. A placard on the desk
simply read - Dolores Allison.

She had offered them chairs
when they came into the office. Only Cal remained standing. None of
the chairs seemed strong enough to comfortably hold his
bulk.

In her hands was the picture
of Roy Blanchard that Cal had given her. She studied it carefully.
“I’ve known a lot of people that have come here over the thirteen
years I’ve been managing the Mission.” Her voice was soft and
gentle, and filled with patience.

“Some climb up out of this
hole they’re in. Others keep coming back, the life in them slowly
draining away, until one day there’s nothing left. Funny thing is
there’s no clear way to identify the two. I try, but there’s always
the one to prove you wrong.”

Still looking at the
photograph, she spoke as if more to herself than them. “Paulie -
Paul Cranston was his name. Paulie was so deep in the drink I
though for sure he was never going to come up. He wore a
construction helmet he’d painted gray, and always had something
pasted to it - balloons, feathers, whatever.

“The cops in the area knew
him well. He’d be out in the middle of traffic, staggering around
singing, or taping on the ground with a pair of drum sticks - not
in any real beat, you understand. He was not a musician.

“Came in here four, maybe
five years. Suddenly he stopped coming. Then one day I saw him
opening up a movie theater downtown. Sober as a glass of milk, and
shaved and decently dressed. He saw me but didn’t say anything. I
made like I didn’t know him. I didn’t want to raise any bad
memories for him.” She sighed, shaking her head sadly.

“But there are some you know
will never do that. Roy is one of those.” She looked up at them.
“He’ll keep coming back until his life is drained dry.”

She handed the photograph to
Charlie. “You may have trouble recognizing him from this picture.
He wears glasses, usually soiled and smeared, that make his eyes
look bigger. He has light blue eyes that won’t stand still, like he
is always on guard against something. His hair is longer and more
gray than the dark brown in the picture. For the four years he’s
been coming here, he’s worn army fatigues. He carries a black
tattered sports bag.”

“Has he been in here
recently?” Charlie asked.

She nodded. “Yesterday. For
lunch and a clean up.” When she saw the questions on their faces,
she explained, “Bath and a shave. Some clean underwear and socks.
That sort of thing.”

“Do you expect he’ll be by
today?”

She nodded again, “Yes. He’s
been here regularly. Drifts in at ten-to-twelve everyday. I think
he waits outside somewhere until that time then comes
in.”

Charlie looked at his watch.
It was twenty minutes to twelve. “He should be here
soon.”

“Would you mind meeting him
outside? These people trust the Mission to maintain a sanctuary
from the troubles of the world outside. And many of their troubles
revolve around the authority of the police.”

“We are only going to talk
to him,” Stacey said. “He is not under arrest.”

“The act of the police
approaching him here in the Mission will be enough to drive many of
them away for days, even weeks. They need the food we give them to
survive.” Although her voice was soft and calm, Charlie saw that
the expression in her eyes had become firm. He knew that she could
throw them off the property if she wished, and he felt that she
would.

Stacey was about to say
something when Charlie put his hand on her arm and stopped her.
“We’ll wait outside,” he said to Dolores Allison, and he stood,
signaling Stacey to do the same. “I want to thank you for your
cooperation.” He handed the woman his card. “If we should miss him
and you see him, we’d appreciate it if you would give us a
call.”

Dolores Allison took
Charlie’s card, her eyes never leaving his face.
“Certainly.”

It was clear by her
expression that Stacey was annoyed, but she stood and followed
Charlie and Cal out of the office.

When they emerged from the
building, Charlie looked once more at the photograph of Roy
Blanchard then handed it to Stacey. “Take a good look. Add the
glasses and long gray hair.”

Her brow furrowed, she
examined the picture carefully. “Okay,” she said and handed it back
to him.

“All right. Now stand near
the doorway of the building next to the Mission. You don’t look
threatening. In fact you fit in with the lunch crowd coming out of
the offices around here.” And she
certainly did, he thought.
A good looking female
executive. “Cal and I stand out like
Gulliver in Lilliput. If he sees us he’s liable to take off. So,
we’ll get back in the car and watch from there. You spot him,
signal us.”

She nodded and walked off to
stand by the entrance next to the mission. Cal and Charlie got in
the car.

They had hardly settled in
the car when Charlie, looking in the side view mirror, said, “Long
gray hair, glasses, Army duds coming this way.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter IV

 


 


 


The two men watched as the
man walked by the car heading toward the Mission. He was as Dolores
Allison had described - long graying hair, dirty thick eyeglasses,
and Army fatigues that were soiled and well worn. On his feet were
old black sneakers with broken laces and tears in their tops. His
hands in his pockets, he walked in a quick jerky pace, nervously
peering around him.

Once he had passed the car,
Charlie open the door and stepped out to the curb. Stacey had
looked over at him, and Charlie pointed to the man walking toward
the entrance to the Mission. Charlie started following the man, as
Cal got out of the car and came up behind. Stacey immediately
walked over to the man, smiling at him.

“Excuse me,” she said, and
Roy Blanchard stopped, his eyes looking at her at first
suspiciously then suddenly with fear. “Could you help me? I’m
looking for this address,” she dug her card from the pocket in her
jacket and held it out to him, “but the numbers don’t
correspond.”

His hands came out of his
pockets and Roy Blanchard turned in a quick motion to flee, but
came up against Cal and Charlie. He quickly looked around, but
there was no way to run. They had him blocked in against the wall.
Roy was short and thin, built like a fragile bird. Charlie and Cal
surrounded him like a mountain range.

The thickening stream of
people walking by hardly took notice of them, except to briefly
stare at Cal.

“Mr. Roy Blanchard,” Charlie
said as he flashed his badge. “I was wondering if we could talk
with you for a few minutes.” He kept his tone even, but
authoritative.

“I ain’t going nowhere with
you guys. Nowhere.” He was trembling and jittery, moving about on
his feet, his eyes darting from Stacey to Charlie to Cal and back
again. “I don’t know nothin about nothin. Honest.”

“We have reason to believe
that you witnessed something in Central Park the night before last.
We’d like to talk to you about that.”

“I didn’t see nothin.
Didn’t. I wasn’t there. Not there.” All the while his eyes darted
now looking down at the sidewalk, his voice broken by fear, and his
body fidgeting. “Nothing. Not there. Not there.”

“Mr. Blanchard we know you
were there in the Park,” Charlie said in the same even
tone.

“I wasn’t there. Wasn’t.
Somebody else. You got me mixed up with somebody else. I don’t go
to the Park. I hang around someplace else. Someplace
else.”

“Maybe we could find a quiet
place where we could talk about what you didn’t see while you
weren’t there?”

“I ain’t going nowhere with
you guys. Nowhere. I know my rights. I know. You ain’t taking me in
where you can work on my brain. I know my rights. I ain’t going
anywhere.”

Stacey said, “How do you
explain the fact that in the Park we found a bottle of alcohol with
your fingerprints on it right near the crime scene?”

“I wasn’t there, I tell ya.
Wasn’t there. It’s a plant. Yeah, a plant. The C. I. A. put it
there. Yeah, the C. I. A. They do things like that. They want you
to take me in so they can get their hands on me. I know that, and I
ain’t going. I ain’t gonna let them experiment with my brain. Not
my brain. Not mine.” The words spilled out in a fast staccato like
bursts of machinegun fire, all the while his eyes dashed about with
the frenzy of a cornered animal desperate for escape.

Charlie and Cal exchange
glances, rolling their eyes to say, we got a screwball here. “Calm
down, Mr. Blanchard,” Charlie said, now gently, trying to soothe
the man’s anxiety. “We are not going to take you anywhere. We just
want to know what you saw in the Park. Nothing more than that. We
are investigating a murder and you have information that can help
us.”

“I didn’t kill anybody!” He
was now agitated to the point of exploding, moving about, pacing in
the small space they had left him, his eyes, his hands moving
excitedly. “I wasn’t there! I wasn’t there! I don’t know nothing
about the lady. Not nothing. Didn’t know her. Never saw her before.
Never. Never. Never knew her...”

“How did you know the murder
victim was a woman?” Stacey interrupted.

Damn it, Stacey,
Charlie thought. It wasn’t what Charlie would
have said. He wouldn’t have challenged the man. Considering his
condition and state of mind, Charlie would have tried to calm him,
assure him that they were not threatening to him. Challenging the
man was only going to agitate him all the more.

Roy Blanchard didn’t
respond. Instead, to Charlie’s surprise, he quieted down, his body
suddenly still. He looked at them, his mind working feverishly.
They waited. Finally, he took a deep breath that sucked the last of
the agitation from him. He looked calmly at them. “Okay. Let’s go
somewhere we can talk. I’m not admitting anything, you
hear?”

“Our car is over there.” Cal
pointed to the car at the curb further down the street.

Roy slowly shook his head.
“I’m not getting in any car with you.”

Charlie and Cal looked the
street over for a place where they could sit down
quietly.

“How about that restaurant
over there?” Charlie said, indicating a place a few doors down from
the Mission. “We’ll buy you lunch.”

Roy looked carefully at the
place Charlie had pointed out. Shoulders sagging in surrender, he
let out a deep sigh then finally nodded, “Okay.” He started walking
past Stacey toward the restaurant. They all turned in the same
direction. Then, with the suddenness of a horse out of the gate,
Roy took off at a frantic run!

“Shit!” Cal and Charlie both
said simultaneously.

It was as if everything
moved in slow motion except Roy, who darted among the lunch crowd
on the sidewalk like a rat who knew the maze. Stacey took off at a
run after him. Charlie and Cal looked at each other.

“Well, there goes our
witness,” Charlie said.

“Think she’ll catch him?”
Cal asked.

Charlie shrugged. “She
might. I know I couldn’t. I’m not like those movie cops who can run
forever. With my knee, I can’t even walk fast for very long. An
eight-year-old could out run me. Hell, maybe even out walk
me.”

“You mean an
eighty-year-old,” Cal said dryly. “What’s she gonna do if she
catches him? He’s not a criminal. Just a reluctant
witness.”

“I don’t think she’s thought
of that. Anyway, I’m betting she don’t catch him. Guy like that
knows the streets like the back of his hand.”

“Yeah.” Cal shrugged. “Let’s
get in the car and go after her.”

“Might as well. She’s going
to be a little tired after her run.”

 


“I should have caught the
little bastard.” Stacey was shaking her head, pissed at and
disappointed in herself.

They were sitting in the
lunchroom at the stationhouse. It was stretching it to call the
alcove, with the coffee pot, refrigerator and a few tables, a lunch
room. The occupants of the stationhouse felt the same way, and gave
it names like “Crap Trap” and “Swill Room.”

“Happens to the best of us,”
Cal said then took a large bite out of his sandwich.

They had picked up Stacey
two blocks from where she had started chasing Roy Blanchard. She’d
lost him after the first corner, and she was wandering around in
the street like a lost child looking for him. They’d stopped at a
deli for sandwiches to go, and came back to the stationhouse. To
regroup, Charlie had said.

“But you don’t understand,”
she insisted. She was determined to not go easy on herself. “I ran
track in high school. Fastest thing on two feet, they said about
me. I should have been able to take a drunk with the physical
conditioning of an anorexic, for Chrissakes.”

“Well, your form was
terrific,” Cal said deadpan.

Charlie pushed the food in
his mouth into his cheek. “Ah. But then you knew the track. Here
the anorexic drunk had the advantage. He knew the track and you
didn’t.” He resumed chewing.

He had brought them back to
the stationhouse because he was afraid that if they ate lunch out,
he would not have been able to resist ordering a couple of beers
with his food. Plenty of time for that after work. He settled for a
diet coke with his pastrami sandwich. At least the coke was
cold.

“And he had a head start,”
Cal added.

“Yeah,” she shrugged. She
found something to save face. “He did have a head
start.”

“And he was wearing
sneakers,” Charlie talked around the food in his mouth. “You
weren’t exactly dressed for running.”

Stacey smiled and nodded.
She knew what they were trying to do and she appreciated it. “Guess
I didn’t stand a chance.”

Charlie swallowed. “I didn’t
say that. Hell, with your qualifications you should have been able
to take him with one foot tied behind your back.”

She frowned playfully and
took a swing at him. Grinning, Charlie ducked the blow.

Harris came into the
lunchroom. He was tall and slender with dark hair, a knobby face
and soft blue eyes. He stepped over to the coffee machine and
poured himself a cup. “Hayes, while you were out there was a call
from someone in Missing Persons about your body in the park. I left
the message on your desk.”

Charlie nodded. “Thanks,
Harris.”

Harris returned the nod,
took his cup of coffee, and left.

“Well.” Charlie shrugged,
pushing his food aside. He stood. “You guys finish eating. I’m
going to find out what the guy from Missing Persons had to say.
Maybe Michelangelo came through for us.”

Charlie sat at his desk and
read the note lying there where Harris had left it. He found
himself squinting. Damn fluorescent
lights. He thought about pulling the
baseball cap out of the desk drawer, and putting it on, but decided
against it. He didn’t want Stacey seeing that just then. Break her
in slowly. Give her a few days.

The note said to see a
Carol Beechum with an address on East 66th Street. Suspected ID of
victim – her sister, Alicia Perkins, missing since Friday. “All
right,” he said aloud to himself. Now he had something to do. He
hated inactivity. It gave him too much time to think about Bernice.
Time enough for that after work.

Charlie printed off a copy
of the picture Michelangelo had worked up then gathered up Cal and
Stacey, and headed for the address on East
66th Street.

Cal parked the car at the
hydrant in front of the East 66th Street address, and flipped
down the visor showing the “Police On Duty” sign.

The street was one long
stretch of upscale apartment buildings, each entrance with an
awning and large glass doors that looked in on a marble lobby done
in soft lighting. And Charlie was sure each had its own doorman and
security to protect the well off from the riff raff.

Inside, they stopped at the
security desk and showed their credentials to the large man behind
the counter. He was a big man, white hair, and many hard years on
his face. A retired cop, Charlie was sure, whose waist was now
broader than his shoulders.

“We’re here to see Carol
Beechum in,” Charlie looked at the note, “17A.” The man looked at
their credentials, handed them back then picked up the telephone
and dialed.

“Ms. Beechum, this is
security. There are three police officers down here that wish to
see you.” He listened a moment then cupped his hand over the
mouthpiece of the receiver and looked a question at
them.

“Tell her we have
information about her missing sister,” Charlie said.

With that the man’s eyes
widened knowingly, and he shook his head sadly. He removed his hand
from the mouthpiece and repeated what Charlie had said. He listened
then nodded his head. “Yes.” He hung up and turned to
them.

“All my years on the job and
bringing bad news never got easier.” He pointed to the elevators.
“17A is to the right as you get off. She’s waiting for
you.”

The hall area on seventeen
was wide, well lighted and impersonal, unclaimed space before the
doors to the various apartments. Charlie knocked on the door to
17A. The woman who opened the door had that neat well-tended look
of the moneyed leisure class. Her blonde hair was a soft shade that
complemented her dark eyes. Charlie guessed she was in her early
forties, and she took good care of her body. He held up his badge.
She nodded and stepped aside to let them in. As he passed her he
could see she was trembling, and her eyes held dark fear under
restraint.

They stepped into an
apartment that was manicured, a scene from a designer’s magazine.
It even smelled new and unused.

She closed the door and
followed them into the living room. “I’m not sure what the proper
etiquette is in such a situation.” Her voice was soft and weak,
with a tremble that threatened to shatter it.

The security guard was
right, there was never an easy way to do this. Charlie showed her
the picture Michelangelo had worked up. “Is this your
sister?”

She looked at it, and the
trembling became worse. She nodded. “Alicia,” she whispered, and
she gently came apart, the tears quietly running down her face. “Oh
God. Alicia.”

Stacey stepped to the woman
and put her arms around her shoulders for support. “Why don’t you
sit down, Ms. Beechum.” She guided her down onto the
sofa.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Beechum,”
Charlie said sincerely. “Her body was found in Central Park the
night before last.”

“When did you report her
missing?” Stacey asked.

Carol Beechum was sitting,
leaning forward with her hands clasped tightly together in her lap.
She did not look at them. Her eyes were on the floor at her
feet.

“She didn’t come home Friday
from the gynecologist.” Her voice was hollow and very calm, a voice
from a dark well. “I knew something was wrong. When she is not
coming home, she calls. She knows I worry.”

“She often stay out over
night?” Cal had his notebook out and was writing in it.

“No. But sometimes she’d
meet somebody, and…” She shrugged, still talking to the floor. “We
didn’t bring men to this apartment. This was neutral territory. We
went to the man’s apartment. You can tell a lot about a man by what
he surrounds himself with in his own apartment.”

Including if he’s got
money, Charlie thought. Charlie was
looking around, his detective’s mind curious as to how these two
women supported this expensive apartment?

“Was she having any trouble
with a man, maybe a former boyfriend, former husband?”

“Not that I know
of.”

“She’s divorced?”

She nodded. “We’re both
divorced. We weren’t very good at marriage.”

“Her former husband wasn’t
giving her any trouble?”

She leaned back into the
sofa, more in control, and looked up at them. “No. Nickie lives out
on the west coast.” With her fingers, she wiped at the tears on her
face. “He’s married to some blonde California bimbo. He’s happy, I
guess. Owns his own company.” Stacey produced a tissue and handed
it to Carol.

“Thanks,” Carol said, and
daubed at the tears. “His company has something to do with
computers. All I know about it is he makes a ton of money. Alicia’s
divorce was friendly, if there is such a thing. He readily agreed
to the alimony, and he paid for this apartment.” She grunted as if
the obvious was suddenly revealed to her. “My ex is a CEO and pays
me a nice alimony. It just occurred to me that Alicia and I weren’t
good at marriage, but I guess we were good at divorce.”

“We’ll need a list of her
boy friends.”

Carol nodded. “I can give
you her address book.”

“That’ll be fine. And any
correspondence, letters and such would be helpful.”

“I’d have to look around for
things like that. We kept our own privacy. If she has things like
that they’re be in her bedroom.”

“May we see her
room?”

Carol nodded, got up from
the sofa and showed them into Alicia’s bedroom. It was a large room
that easily accommodated a double bed, along with a matching
dresser and chest of drawers, as well as a computer standing
quietly on a corner desk. The bed was made and everything neatly
arranged, the décor modern, but with enough frills to show it was a
woman’s domain. There was the scent of a soft perfume in the
air.

“If we could go through her
computer files, we may find something useful?” It was a request for
permission.

Carol nodded. “I can’t see
how anything you find will hurt her now.”

Cal went over to the
computer desk, turned on the computer, searched out a couple of
blank discs, and began downloading the word processing and email
files he found on her system.

“And where might that
address book be?”

“We kept our address books
in the drawer in the kitchen near the phone. I’ll get it for you.”
Carol headed out of the room. Charlie signaled Stacey to go with
her. Stacey nodded that she understood, and followed
her.

“We’ll meet you in the
living room,” Charlie said in a low voice to Stacey as she passed
him.

When they had left the room,
Charlie began searching carefully through the contents of the
drawers of the dresser, chest of drawers, and the night tables. If
these women kept their own privacy, there might be a second, more
personal address book around, as well as letters meant for Alicia’s
eyes only. It didn’t take but a few minutes to complete the search,
and he came up with nothing. The only other place where there might
be something was in the computer desk.

Charlie stepped up next to
Cal. “When you’re finished downloading her files, check the drawers
of the desk. I didn’t find anything in the rest of the
room.”

“Okay,” Cal said, his eyes
on the computer screen, his hand operating the mouse.

Charlie went back to the
living room.

Carol was sitting on the
sofa. She appeared more composed. Stacey was standing over her
holding a red address book.

“We’d also like a
description of the jewelry she was wearing when she left the house
last Friday.” Charlie showed her the picture of the gold cross with
the diamond in the center. “This was the only jewelry found on her
body. If you have any photographs of her jewelry? Maybe taken for
insurance purposes? Her killer might have pawned them.”

Cal came into the living
room.

Carol peered at the picture
then shook her head. “That’s not hers.” She looked up at them.
“Alicia didn’t wear crosses. Didn’t own any.”

The glances Charlie and Cal
exchanged said they didn’t like the sound of that. Killers didn’t
usually supply their own jewelry. This had the ring of a ritual
killing. Not good.

“No, we didn’t take pictures
of our jewelry. But, Alicia didn’t wear a lot of accessories. What
I remember of Friday she was wearing a light blue dress, and she
had on her gold watch and a thin gold chain.”

“Why did Alicia go to the
gynecologist last Friday?”

“Periodic check up. Nothing
more than that.”

“Could you give us the name
and address of this gynecologist?”

She nodded and got up. “His
card is pinned to the calendar.” Stacey followed her into the
kitchen. When they returned, Carol handed the card to
Charlie.

“Thank you,” he said. Then
he took one of his business cards out of his pocket, turned it over
and wrote on the back. “There is one more thing we must ask of
you.” He handed Carol the card. “You’ll have to come down to the
morgue and identify your sister’s body.”

Charlie saw her eyes widen
and her face grow ashen with the thought. “The address is on the
back of my card. I know how difficult that will be for you. It is
best if you could have a friend come with you for support.” She
nodded and, handling the business card as if it were severely
contaminated, she placed it on the end table next to the
sofa.

“Is there anyone we can call
to come stay with you for awhile?”

“No. It isn’t necessary. I’d
like to be alone now.”

“Thank you for your help,
Ms. Beechum,” Cal said. He put away his notebook and they turned to
leave.

“There is something I would
like to ask you,” Carol said.

They turned back to
her.

“Did she suffer?”

Charlie shook his head. “She
was killed instantly,” he lied. He always told the same lie. It
seemed to comfort them.

Carol nodded.

Outside as they approached
the car, Cal said, “I got her phone number. I’ll arrange to have
the phone records subpoenaed. See who called her
recently.”

Charlie nodded, “Maybe she
met someone who brought her to the doctor’s office on Friday?” He
looked at his watch. “We still have time to go see him – the
doctor.”

“We should give him a call
first. Don’t want to scare away his patients with the police coming
into the office.”

“Good idea.” He looked at
the card Carol had given him. “Gerard Mulhaney, MD.” He frowned and
turned to Stacey. “Any relation?”

She nodded. “He’s my
uncle.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter V

 


 


 


“Seems she has two other
uncles besides this gynecologist,” Charlie said. Charlie and Cal
were sitting in Briggs’s office bringing him up-to-date on their
progress in the case.

“Any of them work for the
department?” Briggs asked. “I’d like to know how many people could
band together to ruin my career.” He was sitting behind his desk,
leaning back in his chair.

“One works as an accountant
for the State. Lives in Albany. The other owns three bars in
Brooklyn,” Cal said.

“A small consolation.”
Briggs sighed in relief. “So where is she now?”

“I sent her to talk to her
uncle, the gynecologist. Figured she asks him questions he’d be
more ready to answer them. Also, as a woman going into his office
it wouldn’t upset the patients in the waiting room.” Charlie
shrugged. “And she can start acting like a detective.”

“What about this
Blanchard?”

Charlie shook his head. “The
guy’s so screwed up, I don’t think you could take to the bank
anything he could tell us.”

Cal shrugged. “He was afraid
we were going to turn him over to the CIA so they could experiment
on his brain.”

Briggs’s eyes widened
momentarily then he frowned. “I want him picked up for questioning,
anyway. We can’t give our spy anything to complain about to her
daddy. Issue the order.”

Charlie nodded, and made a
note in his pad. “Should we turn him over to the CIA when we’re
done with him?”

Briggs gave Charlie a “give
me a break” look. “Any disgruntled boy friends?
Ex-husbands?”

“According to Carol, her
sister’s ex-husband is on the west coast, rolling in the bucks and
happily playing house with Barbie. I’ll have someone out there do a
little checking on him. And I’ll see what we can find from court
records on the divorce. Also, we’ve started checking out her
address book and computer files for boy friends, but so far
nothing’s jumped out at us. And her sister said there was no one
serious in her life.”

Cal said, “And from what she
said, Alicia had a tendency to pick up guys and do an overnighter.
But she always called Carol to let her know she wouldn’t be home.
Friday she never got the call.”

“So, it could be she picked
up some guy and she pissed him off?”

“Anything’s likely. Could be
someone she was seeing. Carol said they didn’t bring men back to
the apartment, preferring to go to the guy’s apartment. We’ve
subpoenaed her telephone records, and we’ll cross check the calls
with her address book. She may have called him and made an
appointment with him for after her gynecologist’s
visit.”

Briggs nodded. “And what
about this jewelry thing - the cross?”

“The sister said she never
wore anything like that. Unless someone gave it to her Friday,
before she was killed.”

“Or put it on her after she
was dead,” Cal added.

Briggs frowned a question at
Cal.

“Cal has this theory that it
was a ritual killing, and we’re going to see more of
them.”

Briggs shook his head in
despair. “God damn, you’d better be wrong. That’s all we need with
Miss Big Eyes and Ears around. No matter what you do, you can never
do right investigating serial killings.”

“I’ve got pictures of the
cross being circulated to the patrols to have them check jewelry
stores in the area. See if they can identify the piece. Maybe even
give us a clue on who might carry it.”

Briggs nodded. “With our
luck it’s probably carried in every dime store in the City. Check
with robbery. See if they have anything like the cross reported
stolen.”

Charlie made another
note.

“Okay.” Briggs stood and
walked around the desk, a signal that they should leave. “Looks
like you have everything under control. Tomorrow’s a new day.” As
he said the last, he gave Charlie a knowing look, like it was
certainly going to be a new day for him – a new day, a new man, a
new look, or else a new job, a new career.

Charlie did not miss the
insinuation, and it pissed him off.

After they left Briggs’s
office, Charlie issued the pick up order on Roy Blanchard, and he
and Cal set about entering their reports into the computer. Then
Cal said goodnight, issuing his best wishes and prayers to Bernice,
and left. Charlie went downstairs to the exercise area.

After finishing his grueling
workout, Charlie showered, dressed, and went back upstairs. Stacey
had not returned. Maybe, he grinned to himself, she had gotten a
physical while she was interviewing her uncle. And for an instant
the thought flashed that he’d like to give her a physical himself.
Then he thought of Bernice and he felt a black guilt.

He left the stationhouse and
considered going straight home. But the images of home that flooded
in quickly killed that idea. When he got to O’Grady’s the place was
jumping, noisy with cop talk and cop laughter. He had a boilermaker
at the bar, something to set him up. Jimmy just gave him a look of
disappointment. He was too busy to get on Charlie’s case. Charlie
then took another boilermaker over to a table in the rear, nodding
to a few of the men as he made his way to the table.

An hour later he was still
sitting there alone, the word out that if Charlie wanted company he
would ask. There was a fourth boilermaker in front of him. His mind
had settled into the gray haze of alcohol, the sharp edges of his
problems looking softer more rounded, more distant, covered over
with a gauze veil. A nice warm quiet place to be.

A bowl of peanuts appeared
on the table in front of him along with a mug of beer. He moved out
of his quiet place and frowned at them, wondering where the hell
they had come from? He looked up. Stacey had pulled over a chair,
and was sitting down opposite him.

She folded her arms on the
table and leaned toward him, her eyes searching his. “Hope you
don’t mind peanuts for supper. It’s unhealthy to drink on an empty
stomach.”

He chuckled. “It’s
unhealthy to drink on any stomach.” Her face was hazed over and
glowing like in an old Technicolor movie. Alcohol did wonders to
alter his view of the world. Jesus,
he thought, I could
drown in her blue eyes. And he wanted to
do just that. This time the alcohol prevented any guilt rising from
the thought.

She took a sip of her beer.
“Sorry I didn’t get back.”

He chuckled again. “Thought
you had your annual physical while you were there.” He could feel
his speech slurring a bit.

She made a face. “With my
uncle? Pull-ease.” She picked a peanut out of the bowl and put it
in her mouth.

“So, did he tell you
anything?”

Chewing, she shook her head.
“After I left him, I went back to the Mission. See if I could get a
line on Blanchard.” She threw another peanut after the first.
“Talked to a lot of sober drunks, but got no where.”

He nodded knowingly. “They
don’t trust the cops. Spent too many times in drunk tanks, and
getting kicked around by them. Wouldn’t give up one of their own if
he was a mass murderer. Cops’d just frame him and put him
away.”

“And,” she smirked, “turn
over his mind to the CIA.”

“There’s that,
too.”

She took another peanut then
looked at Charlie, and pointed to the bowl. “You going to have any
supper?”

He shook his
head.

“That’s gratitude for you.
After I slaved over a hot stove to get you supper.”

He gave her a half-hearted
grin. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. It was common knowledge
that alcohol on the brain made even the horsy women look beautiful.
But he knew that was not the case here. She was beautiful. And it
was nice having her seated across the table from him.

“How long have you and Cal
partnered?”

“Almost six years. For two
years before that I worked with Frank Gill, the best detective I
ever met. He retired, and Cal was assigned to me.”

“You like him,” she
said.

“Yeah. He’s a good
friend.”

“A match made in heaven?”
she joked.

He smiled and took a sip of
his beer. “Cal’s a big man, but for all his size and strength, he
has a heart as big as his body. He’s the gentlest man I’ve ever
known. He speaks softly, even to the toughest types. Speaking
softly, without shouting, and people pay attention to the words
instead of the emotion and noise of shouting. They pay attention,
too, because of his size. When the mountain speaks you
listen.”

He shrugged. “Every once in
awhile he runs into somebody who wants to challenge him. Got
something to prove to their own ego. Tough guys. They don’t stay
tough for long. Cal sees to that.”

She nodded. “The bigger they
are, the harder they fall.”

“With Cal it’s tough to get
him to fall. He’s a nice guy with a big heart, but he doesn’t hold
back. He spent four years in the Marines before joining the force.
Once on the beat a guy came up behind him and slipped a knife into
Cal’s back. The man suffered a broken jaw, a concussion, some
cracked ribs, and a right arm that dangled uselessly. He spent the
next three months with his jaw wired shut, sipping dinner through a
straw and wondering what the hell had happened to him.”

“What happened to
Cal?”

Charlie shrugged like it was
no big deal. “Cal had surgery to patch up a damaged kidney and
reconnect some blood vessels.”

“Cal thinks pretty highly of
you, too,” she said.

Charlie smirked. “He’s a
good guy but his judgment is impaired.”

“I don’t know,” smiling more
with her eyes than her lips, ”From the scars on your face you look
like you’ve had your share of challenges.”

He chuckled. “It’s an
advantage to let others think I’m battle worn, but don’t let looks
fool you. This smattering of scars on my cheek was from when I was
a kid in grammar school. We were playing touch football in the
schoolyard, and a guy touched me too hard. I went face first into
the concrete.” Then, in a more serious tone, he added, “You tell a
soul about this and I’ll have you killed. A man has a reputation to
protect.”

“What about that slice of
scar cutting through your eyebrow?”

“Oh that. I got that on the
job. Answered a call about a domestic dispute. The wife was holding
a big carving knife on her husband when I showed up. She didn’t
like me breaking up the fight ‘cause she hadn’t yet taught him a
lesson, so she threw the knife at me. I didn’t quite get my head
out of the way by a quarter of an inch.”

All the while he spoke his
eyes drifted over her face, taking in the soft lines, the gentle
curves, and trying to probe the mystery in her eyes.
A man could spend a lifetime looking into those
eyes, he thought.

She saw him looking at her.
“I know that look. It’s the “What is a woman like you?” look. You
don’t have to ask or wonder. I’ll tell you, so we can clear the air
between us on that one.” She leaned forward looking straight into
his eyes. Her closeness made him feel good.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she
said in mock seriousness, her voice lowered, as if imparting a
desperate secret. “My Daddy is the Police Commissioner. And the
police department is in his blood. He rose through the ranks and is
one of the few New York City policemen to be appointed
Commissioner.” She shrugged with her eyes.

“Now, I’m the only child of
this man with NYPD blood. There are no sons for my father to hand
down the tradition of serving on the Force. Sooo. Here I am, doing
my family duty. Maintaining the Mulhaney tradition.” She sat
upright in her chair. He regretted her pulling away, felt the loss
of her nearness, of her eyes searching his. “Besides, I like to
kick ass.”

He grinned.

“As to the other unasked
question,” she continued. “I haven’t yet found a worthy male. Since
I’m only twenty-four, there’s plenty of time to look for one.” Then
she shook her head in mock wonder, and gave him a warm smile. “You
sure are a hell of an interrogator.”

He nodded. “Years of
practice.” It was very comfortable sitting there talking to her.
“When interrogating a woman, the key is the right atmosphere,” he
moved his hand to take in the room with its smoke and noise, “and,”
he looked at the bowl of peanuts, “good food.”

She chuckled, and probed the
bowl for more peanuts. “So, is that why you joined the force – to
learn to interrogate women?”

He snorted. “That not reason
enough?”

She looked at him and raised
an eyebrow that said, “Come on. Out with it.”

He gave a little shrug.
“Same as most other cops. I was mislead into thinking I could stop
the bad guys.”

“Aah,” she nodded knowingly.
“A cynic.”

He shook his head to say she
did not understand. “Look at the job we’ve got. We don’t stop the
bad guys. When we get started it’s because the bad guys have
already committed a crime - murder. Most of the time, it’s a crime
they’ll never repeat. Husbands killing wives, brothers killing
brothers, neighbors killing neighbors. Those that are repeat
killers, like your Mafia, usually get away with it.”

“We seek
justice.”

He snorted. “A child’s
notion. Take a look at how many people have been released from
prison after DNA testing showed they were innocent. Is that
justice, to put an innocent man away for ten, twenty years? And,
strange of strange, the cases were never reopened to look for the
real bad guys. Justice?”

“Don’t destroy my childish
illusions.”

“Okay,” he smiled. “On to
the next bit of information. I’m thirty-four, and I did find a
worthy female.” Even as he spoke the words the smile left his face,
and the real world came crashing in, punching holes in the veil of
alcohol, flooding terror into his mind, and sending iron spikes
into his heart. His eyes welled with tears.

Stacey saw the hurt in his
eyes, and her expression changed immediately to sympathy. She
leaned toward him, and spoke softly, sincerely. “How is Bernice
doing? I was talking to Denley before I came here.”

He stood up before he
started weeping in his beer like some street bum. He had no
intentions of exposing that side of himself to anyone, least of all
Stacey. “Gotta go. You can finish my beer.” The words came out with
difficulty, more from the heartache than the alcohol. He took a
deep breath to bring the internal pain under control.

She frowned at him. “You
think it’s safe for you to go on the subway in your
condition?”

He gave her a wry smile.
“Nobody messes with a drunk packing a gun.”

When he got to his house it
was after ten, and he was staggering some, his legs unsteady,
unsure of how to maneuver in the swaying world. He hadn’t gone
straight home after he left Stacey at O’Grady’s. He did get right
on the subway, and all the way to his stop the demons in his mind
screamed and gnashed their teeth, stirring up fear, heartache and
pain. When he got off at his stop, instead of going to his house,
he headed for Kioodles, a local bar, to chase the demons in his
mind back into the darkness. They didn’t leave easily.

Inside, the house was dark
except for a weak light coming from the small lamp on the table
nearby the front door. He was welcomed home by Brandy, who trotted
down the stairs to greet him. When Charlie reached down to pet the
dog, his alcohol soaked brain couldn’t adjust quickly enough to the
change in orientation, and he almost fell over, staggering for
balance and catching himself on the arm of the chair near the front
window. He stood there holding onto the chair to steady himself,
and he shooed the dog away. Reluctantly Brandy retreated and went
back upstairs.

When he got his balance
back, he climbed the stairs slowly, not wanting to make any noise,
not wanting to disturb anyone. He also didn’t want them to see him
in this condition. Brandy was lying outside Bernice’s
bedroom. Poor Brandy, he thought, looks like she’s locked
you out, too. With that extra care of the
drunks, he made his way to his bedroom, closed the door, fumbled
his clothes off, and sprawled in his underwear on the bed, the room
swaying about around him.

 


Dear Diary,

Something has happened. He
is different toward me. He says it’s my imagination. That he still
loves me as much as he always has. My heart wants to believe him,
but I can’t deny the changes I can feel in the smallest gestures.
Something in his body language that says he’s distracted, he’s
trying to avoid me. I can’t clearly point to anything he says or
does, but I just know his feelings toward me have changed. And it
hurts.

Is it something I’ve done
that I’m not aware of? No. He would have
told me if I made a mistake.

I still love him so much it
consumes me. What we have is something so beautiful, so filled with
ecstasy. I can’t let him drift away, can’t let our love corrode
into nothing. Our love is forever. He’s said that so many times.
Now, I feel he no longer believes it. And I don’t know
why?

Everything had been going
so well, and we were happy. A major
obstacle to our relationship had been removed, and we have been
able to spend more time with each other. It has been so wonderful
to have all that time together. A dream come true.

And suddenly, now this. Have
new obstacles developed that I don’t see? Maybe from outside, and
putting pressure on him? It has to be that. What else could it be?
I’ll have to look carefully for the signs that they are there. And
when I find them then I’ll know what has to be done. I will set
this right.

 


The ringing was incessant. A
persistent prod that sent jagged bolts of pain shooting into his
brain. Angry, his head tight with the pain, he searched for the
source of the ringing, searched for it so he could destroy it. Put
an end to it so it would never ever again deliver its jabs of pain
to him. It was the angry searching that brought him to life, that
forced his eyes open and a hurting groan from his lips.

Consciousness came slowly,
swimming to the surface as if through a black glue. And when it
came, when it struggled up through the thick haze of sleep, it
brought with it the agony of awareness. His stomach ached with the
poison in it the size of a basketball. His head felt like ten
pounds of shit stuffed in a five-pound bag, pressure everywhere,
hurting everywhere - even at the roots of his eyeballs. And the
damn ringing, a worm with spiked feet slithering through his
brain.

He rolled over, no easy
task, groaning as he reached out searching for the lamp on the
table next to the bed. When he turned on the lamp, the light
pierced his eyes like hot daggers going deep into his skull. He
wasn’t sure which hurt more – the light, or the damn ringing. He
squinted through tiny slits looking for the source of the ringing.
The fucking phone. Damn it.

He grabbed at the phone,
fumbling with it before he took hold of the handset and righted it
against his ear. The ringing had stopped. Thank the heavens for
small favors.

“Yeah,” he mumbled into the
phone, sleep still hanging like a thick paste in his
mouth.

“Charlie?” It was
Briggs.

“Yeah.” He rubbed his eyes,
searching for the source of their pain, trying to soothe
them.

“You all right?”

“Yeah.” No. I’m feeling like shit.

“We got another one. I want
you to get to the park near 66th east.”

“Another one
what?”

“Another gold cross
killing.”

Shit. Charlie pushed hard to bring himself alert.

“Evans is on his way. I
called him first because, living in the Bronx, he can make it to
the scene quicker.”

Charlie nodded, trying to
get his arms around what he was hearing, what he had heard.
Gold Cross killing. God, they’ve named them
already.

“The press is already at the
scene. There’s going be some not nice publicity in the morning
newspapers. Get over to the scene as quickly as you
can.”

“All right.”

“You’re the primary on this,
so wear a clean shirt for the TV cameras.”

Briggs hung up before
Charlie could respond. Fucking clean
shirt!
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Charlie struggled to a
sitting position, and reached for the bottle of Canadian Club. He
needed some of the “hair of the dog.” Then as he took the top off
the bottle, he thought of Briggs and changed his mind, screwed the
top back on, and put the bottle on the floor. After he looked at
the clock radio - 4:13 am, he picked up the phone, called for a cab
to be at the house in twenty minutes then returned the handset to
its cradle, and pushed himself up onto his feet. His head screamed
and throbbed like it was going to explode, and his queasy stomach
rolled over. Gotta do something about
this, he thought. Gotta, gotta do.

He moved quietly down the
hall to the bathroom. There he turned on the light, closed the
door, and rummaged through the medicine cabinet until he found the
bottle of aspirin. He took off the cap and dumped four aspirin in
his hand, ran a glass of water, threw the aspirin in his mouth, and
washed them down with the water. The water hit his stomach like a
punch from George Forman. He bent over clutching his
stomach. Not used to it straight,
eh? he thought, gritting his
teeth.

He forced himself to
straighten up, and took some deep breaths until his stomach calmed
down enough for him to function. Then he ran the electric razor
over his chin, splashed some cold water on his face, dried himself,
ran his fingers through his hair, and looked in the mirror.
Good enough, he
thought. Just have to stop the bleeding
from the eyes.

After he opened the bathroom
door, and was reaching over to the light switch to turn off the
light, the nearby bedroom door opened and Bernice stepped into the
hall. She was wearing a white terry robe. Small, frail, her skin
shining and ghostly pale with no hair, she looked like a fragile
alien from some sci-fi movie. It tore his heart to see her like
that.

Their eyes met, and what
passed from her blue eyes to his was something black, filled with
bitterness and anger. They stood like that for a moment then he
broke eye contact and stepped carefully around her. He heard the
bathroom door close behind him as he went back to his
bedroom.

He dressed.
Fucking clean shirt. He
put on a blue sport shirt, a pair of brown pants, slipped the
holstered gun on the belt, and found a tan sport jacket that was
presentable. The jacket was a bit heavy for this time of year, but
it would have to do. He snagged a tie, rolled it up, and put it in
a pocket of the jacket. In the handkerchief pocket he put the eye
drops that Jimmy had given him. He dug in the drawer in the table
and found an opened roll of mints to cover his alcohol breath. Then
he headed downstairs. The taxi pulled up a few minutes after he got
outside.

During the taxi ride,
Charlie had put enough drops in his eyes to shrink the blood
vessels all the way down to his toes. He’d also had the driver stop
so he could pick up some coffee, and he’d downed two containers of
bitter strong coffee. By the time the taxi pulled up to the crime
scene, he had put on his tie and was ready to take on the
day.

The crime scene glowed like
an encampment just like the other night. Only this time the bright
lights, flashing track lights, crime scene tape, and the uniforms
and people milling about, were on the Fifth Avenue side of the wall
along the park.

As the cab approached the
scene it was stopped by a police officer who was directing traffic
off Fifth Avenue around the crime scene. Though at this hour he
didn’t have much to do. New York is touted as the city that never
sleeps, but it does take a nap between four-thirty and five-thirty
in the morning, during which time the traffic drops off to almost
nothing. Then at about five-thirty or so, as if the City had opened
its gates, the traffic flooded in and kept the streets crowded all
day.

Charlie flashed his badge to
the officer. The officer nodded, and the taxi moved past the
policeman toward the crime scene. There were vehicles parked three
deep on the street around the scene. Charlie got out, paid the
driver, got a receipt, and the cab took off.

As he placed his badge to
hang out of his handkerchief pocket, he looked around at the
vehicles cluttering the street. The press was there in force. They
were being kept behind the crime scene tape, but, unlike the other
night where the trees and bushes had been in their way, there was
nothing to prevent them using their telephoto lenses to get good
video close ups of the body. The Medical Examiner’s truck was there
mixed in with a half dozen patrol cars and unmarked police cars.
One car caught his eye. It was the Police Commissioner’s, his
driver sitting quietly in the car smoking. Damn. What the hell brings him down here? Charlie thought.

Charlie saw Cal and walked
through the crowd to stand next to him.

“Hey, Charlie,” Cal said,
looking up from writing in his notebook.

“Cal,” Charlie said. “I saw
the Commissioner’s car out there on the street. What the hell is he
doing here?”

Cal nodded toward Stacey who
was standing with the Crime Scene technicians clustered near the
wall. “She came down in it. She lives with her old man in
Westchester.” He shrugged. “Daddy let her use the car.”

“And driver.” Charlie felt
better about that. Better Stacey than her dear old dad.

“And driver,” Cal
nodded.

“Who called her?”

“Briggs, who else? Probably
called her first. I don’t think Briggs would want daddy thinking
his little girl was being neglected.”

“How long you been
here?”

Cal looked at his watch.
“About ten minutes. Stacey was already here when I showed
up.”

“So, what have we
got?”

“Same old, same old.” He
pointed to where the technicians and Stacey were grouped. “Nude
woman, stabbed six times in the chest, a gold cross around her
neck. Armeto says she was hit on the back of the head. Looks like I
was right.”

“Yeah.” He looked over at
the TV news trucks. There were three people, in camera lights,
talking into microphones to three different cameras. “Only this
time we’re going to get some heavy press coverage.”

“Won’t be the first time
we’ve stood in the heat.”

Charlie nodded, and walked
over to Stacey.

“Hi,” he said. She was
dressed in jeans and a gray sweatshirt.

She looked at him. “Oh, hi.
The medical examiner wants to move the body.” She pointed to the
naked victim lying against the stone wall. “I told him he had to
wait until you got here.”

“Thanks.” Charlie took a
deep breath to steel himself to what he had to do then he stepped
over to the woman’s body, and crouched down by her side. When he
looked at her he felt a black sadness. Another pretty woman robbed of her life by some fucking
lunatic. He was having trouble controlling
his emotions.

Stacey stepped up next to
him, and put her hand on his shoulder. Whether she knew it or not,
her hand on his shoulder comforted him. “The body was covered with
pages from a newspaper - The New York Times.”

He looked around, but didn’t
see any newspaper pages.

“The Medical Examiner took
the newspaper.”

“What was the date on the
paper?”

Stacey shrugged. “I don’t
know.”

The body was lying much
like the first victim - flat on its back, hands down at its sides,
the gold cross lying on the center of the chest. She was roughly
the same age as the first victim, only her hair was dyed a nice
blonde shade. He checked her hands. Her fingernails were perfectly
manicured. No
sign of the mark of a wedding ring. Another woman of some means, he
thought. Maybe another woman better at
divorce than marriage. The six stab wounds
did not look too old. And he didn’t see strong lividity.

“Can we move the body,
Sherlock?” It was Tony Armeto. He had moved up next to
Charlie.

Charlie looked up at Tony.
“How long has she been dead?”

“On the basis of body
temperature I’d say five, maybe six hours.”

“What was the date on the
newspaper?”

“Yesterday.”

“Killed elsewhere,” Charlie
said more a statement of fact than a question.

“Yep.”

Charlie nodded and stood.
“Okay. She’s all yours.”

He turned to Stacey.
“Anybody looking for her clothes?”

She nodded. “I sent people
off right away. Think they’ll find anything?”

He shook his head. “But we
have to go through the motions. Who found the body?”

She pointed to the man off
to one side standing between two patrolmen. Charlie looked over at
a middle-aged white man in a security guard’s uniform. He was
smoking a cigarette and talking to the two police officers. “He’s
night security at the apartment house across the street. They won’t
let him smoke in the lobby, so he stepped outside about 3:30 for a
cigarette. He saw the bundle of newspapers against the wall here,
and strolled over to have a look. The rest is history.”

“He see anything else
unusual?”

“He saw a dark sedan parked
by the hydrant,” with a look she indicated the hydrant at the curb.
The area around the hydrant was marked off in crime scene tape.
“That was earlier in the evening. When he came out for his smoke
the car was gone. The techs checked the area for anything visible.
They’re going to vacuum the whole area incase anything significant
might have fallen out of the car.”

“Any idea the make and year
of the car?”

“Nope. He says he hasn’t
been able to recognize cars for over ten years now.” She shrugged.
“Says they all started to look alike.”

“We’ll get him down to the
stationhouse to look at pictures of cars. Maybe, it’ll jog his
memory.” Then he frowned at her. “What time did you get
here?”

“More than half hour ago.”
She indicated the Commissioner’s car. “Not much traffic this time
of night.” She looked at the car and saw the driver sitting
patiently behind the wheel. “I guess I can let him go,
now.”

More than half an hour ago.
That explained how she knew so much. “Well, I guess we’ll pay a
visit to the other apartment buildings across the street. See if
any other security guard took a cigarette break and might have seen
something.”

 


“Eight million people and
nobody ever sees anything. Hard to believe.” Charlie shook his head
in wonder. It was after seven and they were sitting at a table in
the back of O’Grady’s, hunched over their plates of eggs, toast and
cups of coffee.

“We still haven’t checked
the apartments in those buildings. A lot of eyes could have looked
out on the crime scene.” Cal was making his eggs rapidly
disappear.

“We’ll see about getting a
crew to canvass those buildings.” Then Charlie shook his head in
despair. “It’s going to be tougher to ID this one. The body’s too
fresh to have been reported as missing.”

“I think I know her.” Stacey
calmly sipped at her coffee.

Charlie struggled to keep
from choking on his mouthful of food as he looked wide-eyed at her.
“You know her!” He was trying to talk around the food in his
mouth.

Cal had stopped eating and
was frowning at Stacey. “You want to tell us more?”

“Yes. I mean I don’t really
know her, but I’ve seen her. Saw her yesterday as a matter of fact.
And we should be able to get an ID quickly.”

“Yesterday?”

She nodded. “At my uncle’s.
She was sitting in the waiting room when I got there.”

“Jesus,” Cal
said.

Charlie looked to the
ceiling. “The gods shine on us.”

“So, how come you waited
‘til now to tell us this?”

“I only remembered now where
I had seen her. When I got a look at the woman’s body, I thought I
had seen her before, but maybe she just had one of those familiar
faces, you know? Until a moment ago, when I suddenly remembered
where I saw her before.”

“Was there a man with
her?”

“No. There were only two
women in the waiting room.”

“Do you remember if she was
wearing a cross around her neck?”

She shook her head. “I don’t
remember seeing a cross. The only jewelry I remember was a gold pin
on her blouse, a wide gold bracelet, and gold earrings. It was the
pin that attracted my attention to her. The pin was a simple modern
design with three small rubies – ruby-colored stones anyway,
imbedded in the gold. I thought it was pretty. The bracelet also
had small rubies in it.”

Charlie nodded. “We’ll have
to get Michelangelo to come up with a picture as soon as possible.”
Then to Stacey, “When does your uncle open shop?”

“I’ll give him a
call.”

Charlie grinned. “All right,
boys and girls, I think we’re moving on this case.”

Stacey pushed her chair back
and stood. “I’m going home to change into something more
presentable for the day. I’ll be back around nine.”

Charlie nodded. “See you
then.”

Stacey left. Charlie
followed her with his eyes.

“So what do you think of her
so far?” Cal asked, as he scooped up the last of his eggs. He
noticed how Charlie had looked at her.

“Well, she’s sure trying
hard. And she’s pretty sharp.”

“You like her,” Cal grinned.
He leaned back in the chair sipping at his coffee.

Charlie frowned a look at
Cal, a look that said, ‘you gotta be crazy!’ The frown disappeared
and he nodded. “Yeah, I like her.” Then with a straight face. “With
my tutoring she’ll become a good detective. Maybe even a great
detective.”

“Jesus, Charlie, have a
heart. The bullshit’s getting deep in here and I don’t have high
boots on.”

 


Back at their desks Charlie
and Cal were typing their reports on the morning’s second murder
into the computer. Charlie had already alerted the shift commander
to assign a few officers to canvas the apartments across from the
crime scene for anyone with insomnia who might have been looking
out at the Park and saw something. Briggs approached and signaled
to them to come into his office. Charlie and Cal exchanged “beats
me?” glances and shrugs, got up and followed Briggs.

Inside Briggs’s office they
each took a seat where they could see the thirteen-inch television
on the file cabinet to the side of the office. There was a car
commercial running.

“We picking out new cars for
the department?” Charlie asked, not seriously.

Briggs raised an eyebrow and
looked at Charlie, a look that said, ‘don’t be a
smartass.’

The commercial ended, and a
talking head came on - a young, pretty blonde.

 


And now,”
the blonde said, “we’ll
go to Rowanda Jackson and her report on the killing last night in
Central Park.”

 


The picture changed to a
night shot of a young black woman, a microphone in her hand.
The world behind her was lit up, the crime scene
tape clearly showing, along with the cluster of people surrounding
the body.

 


“The nude body of a woman
was found this morning just outside Central Park. She had been
stabbed repeatedly. This was the second such killing in the past
few days. The first occurred three nights ago, not far from where
the woman’s body was found this morning,” she turned and, with her notes in her hand, pointed to the
cluster of people behind her, “lying
against that wall bordering the Park.

“The body was covered with
newspaper. It was discovered sometime around three-thirty this
morning by,” she momentarily glanced down
at her notes, “Ronald Matthews who works
as a security guard in a nearby apartment building. It was what
appeared to be a pile of newspapers that attracted his attention.
And when he investigated he came upon the grizzly scene.

“Police sources say that
because of similarities between this killing and the one that
occurred three nights ago, the police feel that one person is
responsible for both murders…”

 


“Been shooting off your
mouth again, Charlie?” Cal smirked.

“This is straight as I told
her when she interviewed me.” He shrugged. “I hope she doesn’t tell
about my groping her during the interview. I asked her not to show
my face or mention my name on television because it would
jeopardize the investigation and could put me in
danger.”

“Yeah, in danger of
contracting foot-in-mouth disease,” Cal chuckled.

“Jesus, Cal. I’m not looking
my best after only a couple hours sleep. I figured the world didn’t
need to see another ugly police detective squinting in the camera
lights and fumbling over his words. Besides, it’s better to come
from “police sources” than have my name attached to the
information.”

“Like I said, in danger of
contracting foot-in-mouth disease.”

 


“We’ve been told that both
women were raped…”

 


Charlie perked up. “Where
the hell did she get that from? I never mentioned that? Hell, we
didn’t find that out for sure until Armeto called a few minutes
ago.”

Briggs peered at Charlie.
“You sure you didn’t do any speculating in that
interview?”

 


“And in a bizarre and
ghoulish twist, the women were raped after they were
dead…”

 


“Shit!” Charlie shook his
head, frowning at the television. “She’s been talking to someone
else beside me.” He looked at Briggs and could clearly see he was
not a happy camper.

 


“The police
ask that anyone having information about these
killings, please contact them immediately…”

 


Briggs snapped off the
television.

“Well,” Charlie said to
Briggs, “at least they didn’t mention the gold crosses.”

Briggs shook his head. “No.
The papers jumped on that.” He picked up the newspaper on his desk
and tossed it to Charlie. “Page three.”

There a quarter page was
headlined – Gold Cross Killer takes victim No. 2. “It could be
worse. It could be headlined on the front page.” It annoyed Charlie
that the department had more leaks than old plumbing.

“That,” Briggs said, “leaves
us with nothing in the hopper to separate the real killer from the
kooks who come in and confess to every crime.” He sighed in
exasperation. “Well, you two better get back on this. After that TV
report we can expect a flood of calls from people with
“information.” I’ll alert the operators to screen the incoming
calls and switch all those calls to Harris and Denley for the time
being. I want you two to concentrate on following the leads we
have.”

“Think the cavalry is going
to come rushing in to save us?” Cal asked.

Briggs nodded. “With that
piece in the paper alone, I’m sure I’m going to get calls from
upstairs about giving us some help. I’ll try to hold them off. But
they’re going to be screaming for results pronto. If the press
drops this after a couple of days, we’ll be all right. Otherwise,
the boys with the gold braids will get nervous.”

When they returned to their
desks, Ronald Matthews was sitting in the chair beside Charlie’s
desk. He had changed from his security guard uniform, and was now
dressed in jeans and a blue sport shirt.

“Thank you, Mr. Matthews for
coming in. I know this is an inconvenience for you, and I
appreciate your willing to help us. If you could come over here,
please?” Charlie sat him down at Stacey’s desk. There, on Stacey’s
computer, he pulled up the picture file of automobiles.

“I know it was dark when you
saw the car, and I don’t expect you to pick out the exact model.
Just narrowing it down to a late model or early model car would be
a great help.” He showed Matthews how to page through the pictures
by year and by make and model. “I’ll be sitting at the desk right
here next to you. Just take your time. If you want coffee, there’s
some in the alcove over there. Help yourself.”

Charlie sat down at his own
desk, and set about finishing the typing of his report. Cal was
typing away on his report using the notes in his
notebook.

Stacey returned near ten, a
newspaper under her arm. She plopped the newspaper on Charlie’s
desk in front of him. “Did you see this?”

Charlie and Cal both looked
up at her. Cal had been checking the phone records of Alicia
Perkins, matching the numbers with those in her address book,
circling those that did not match. Charlie was leaning back in his
chair watching Matthews going slowly through the automobile picture
file.

Charlie nodded. “We also saw
the television news. This keeps up we’ll be famous, and before this
ends you’ll be a good detective.” Charlie saw an excited joy in her
face. She was involved in an adventure and loving it.

She looked over at Matthews
sitting at her desk looking at pictures of automobiles on her
computer. Then she looked around for a place to sit. Charlie stood.
“Here take my desk. I’m finished with my report.”

She smiled a thank you and
sat down in his chair. Something about her smile that reached deep
inside and warmed him, made him feel good. He wanted to keep making
her smile at him.

“I telephoned my uncle’s
office. The answering service said it opens at eleven
today.”

“Great. I’ll see how
Michelangelo is coming with a presentable picture.”

 


Cal looked up from the
computer at Charlie who was returning with printed photographs of
the latest victim, the results of Michelangelo’s talents. “DNA is
in on the ghoul rapist,” Cal said. “Now all we need is a suspect to
match it to.”

“Known Offenders would be
the first search, I guess.” Charlie dropped a picture by Cal then
put one down in front of Stacey.

“Yeah. I already routed it
to the FBI for a search of their DNA Database, and to the state for
its database. Could take a few hours.”

“DNA database?” Stacey had
stopped typing and gave them a puzzled look.

Charlie nodded. “The FBI
only got approval for their database a few years back. New York
didn’t ask for approval. Just created one from blood tests given
every criminal.”

“Oh,” she said. “It’s just
criminals.”

“Criminals, firefighters,
police personnel, government employees, like that.”

She frowned. “Why not just
criminals?”

“Well, take the police for
instance. There’s a terrible shootout and a lot of injuries. With
this database we could separate the blood of officers from that of
others injured at the scene - which blood might include the bad
guys, and a good way to place the bad guys at the scene.” He
shrugged.

“Like fingerprints. All
government employees have their fingerprints on a database for the
same reason. That’s how they caught that arsonist a while back in
California. One fingerprint found on a detonating device at a fire
hit a match on the government employees database and the print
belonged to a firefighter from another city.” In response to
Stacey’s look of disbelief, he raised an eyebrow. “He liked fires.
Anyway, the DNA just gives us another way to identify
people.”

She frowned, trying to
digest this information. “Seems there’s a lot I don’t know.” She
absently picked up the picture of the victim, her mind still
working on what she’d learned.

“Give it time,” Charlie
said. “Now, how about we take a ride to talk to your uncle. This
time Cal and I will go in with you.” He wanted to impress upon the
uncle the seriousness of the situation. And what better way than
having Cal fill up the room around the guy.

“He doesn’t deal with many
men in his profession,” Stacey said. She spoke almost reflexively,
her mind somewhere else.

Cal chuckled. “Not many? Not
any.”

She nodded distractedly.
“All right.”

“Now,” Charlie said,
slipping on his jacket, “what we need besides an ID on our victim,
is an address, and a contact number. Doctors usually have a contact
number and a name for a patient in case of emergencies, like they
can’t pay the bill, or something.”

“Okay.”

Charlie was disappointed
that she seemed preoccupied and didn’t crack a smile at his little
joke. He liked having her attention, liked looking into her eyes,
liked seeing her smile.

 


Gerard Mulhaney, MD was
every woman’s dream for a gynecologist, for a man who’s going to
probe their private parts. Though he was in his fifties, he had all
his hair which was sprinkled with some gray, was handsome, warm
blue eyes, soft spoken, with a gentle considerate manner. Charlie
guessed the man had played football at one time, and he kept in
shape. His body appeared muscular and solid under his white
coat.

They were standing next to
the front desk. The young receptionist/nurse was seated at the
desk, her nimble fingers flipping around the keyboard of her
computer. She kept glancing at Cal. The two attractive women in the
waiting room also couldn’t take their eyes off Cal when he passed
them on their way in.

“Yes, that’s Nancy
Whitehouse.” He was looking at Michelangelo’s masterpiece in his
hand. “I just saw her the other day. She doesn’t look too good in
this photo.”

Stacey said gently, “I’m
sorry to say, but she was murdered last night.”

“That Gold Cross Killer I
read about in the paper this morning?” a look of surprise on his
face.

“Yes.”

“Damn.” He shook his head in
disbelief. “Where do people like that come from?”

“Here it is,” the nurse
said, looking at the computer monitor.

Cal stepped up behind her
and frowned as he copied the information from the screen into his
notebook. Charlie picked up the frown on Cal’s face and wondered
what he had found?

“That’s the second patient
of mine to be killed. I don’t understand it?” Gerard Mulhaney
handed the photograph back to Stacey.

Charlie didn’t understand
it, either, but it was something he was considering.

Charlie made motions to
leave. “Thank you for your help.”

Outside, Cal turned to
Charlie. “Where did I go wrong? Why didn’t I choose gynecology
instead of police work? Did you see those two women in the waiting
room?”

Charlie grinned and nodded.
“Drop dead gorgeous. But you’d never be able to stay
married.”

“Who’d want to?” Then he
looked at Stacey. “Your uncle married?”

She nodded solemnly.
“Twice.”

Cal’s eyes widened. “Only
twice? With what must walk into his office saying look at me, touch
me, I'd be married every week.”

Charlie looked at Stacey.
“He still married?”

She shook her head. “Not for
the last five years.” She shrugged, and grinned. “Can’t afford the
divorces, I guess.”

Cal smirked.

Charlie turned to Cal. “So
what did you find about the contact for Nancy
Whitehouse?”

Cal opened his notebook and
showed Charlie, and Charlie raised his eyes in surprise.

“What is it?” Stacey
asked.

“It seems Nancy Whitehouse
and her husband lived close by the first victim – Alicia Perkins.
Coincidence?”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter VII

 


 


 


“I don’t think that’s a big
deal,” Stacey said rolling her eyes. “Women tell other women about
a good gynecologist. And if she lives nearby Alicia Perkins, they
are probably in the same income bracket. Could have socialized
together, might even have been friends.”

“That’s something we’ll have
to check out – were they friends?”

“Could be our killer is
someone they both knew socially?”

“Let’s take a ride over to
Nancy Whitehouse’s apartment, see if the husband is
there.”

“She was married?” Stacey
asked, surprised.

Cal looked at his notes.
“Man’s name is Osgood Whitehouse.”

Charlie frowned at her. “Why
are you surprised that she was married?”

Stacey shrugged. “I don’t
know. Just had the feeling this killer was doing unattached
women.”

Cal was still looking at his
notes. “The telephone number on their records is an office phone,
also a business address downtown.”

“Let’s hit the apartment
first.”

“Maybe we should go straight
to the business address?”

“Well, if he knows his wife
is missing, he might be home instead of at work. It would save us a
long trip downtown. And it’s on the way.”

“Okay.” Cal looked at his
watch. “What do you say we stop for lunch first?”

“Fine. I could use a half
dozen cups of coffee. It’s been a long day already.”

 


“Lieutenant Briggs, this is
Deputy Commissioner O’Kane”

The phone call Briggs was
waiting for and not anxious to receive. The brass, including
Stacey’s mentor, had seen the Gold Cross Killer piece in the paper,
and wanted to get their fingers into the case. Maybe have a little
glory rub off on them.

“Yes, Commissioner. What can
I do for you?”

“I wanted to find out more
about this Gold Cross Killer the newspapers are talking about this
morning.”

Briggs brought O’Kane up to
date, which didn’t take long, since there wasn’t much to tell him.
He told him the details of finding in the Park the two naked bodies
with six stab wounds to the chest, both women wearing gold crosses.
He played up Roy Blanchard - the missing eyewitness who they were
trying to pick up, the great police work resulting in the quick
discovery of the identity of the first victim, good DNA results,
and the telephone leads that were being received. O’Kane had
listened and did not interrupt him.

“The detectives are out
interviewing now, trying to track down the identity of the second
victim,” Briggs ended with.

There was a long moment of
silence. Then O’Kane spoke. “Could this be a copycat of the first
killing, and we don’t have a potential serial killer? That’s what
this smells of - a serial killer. I’m sure the press have sniffed
the same scent.”

“No, sir, this is not a
copycat killing. There was no specific description given out nor
reported anywhere about the gold cross, or the exact number of stab
wounds.”

“What did the crosses look
like? Were they the same?”

“Identical. I’ll give you
the case number, if you want? You can pull it up on your computer,
and see a photo of the necklace as well as the other evidence we
have accumulated.”

“I think that would be fine.
That way I can review the details and the progress of the case, and
brief others here to prep them for the press. I’m sure we’re going
to hear from the reporters soon.”

Briggs gave him the case
number, and breathed a sigh of relief when O’Kane had rung off. He
knew it was only a matter of time before the boys upstairs started
getting involved and running the show, and taking credit for any
successes. But for now, it was still his case.

 


Charlie, Cal and Stacey were
in an elevator heading up to the twenty-third floor – the home of
Innovative Technologies Inc. where Osgood Whitehouse was employed
as President and Chief Executive Officer. They had stopped at the
Whitehouse’s apartment house, which was one down from Alicia
Perkins’s apartment building. The security man there told them
Osgood was not in, though he did try to call him to confirm this.
So, they headed off for the business address Gerard Mulhaney’s
receptionist had given them.

Downtown Manhattan is a
hodgepodge of brand new gleaming glass office buildings and stately
stained older structures. This was one of the new ones, large,
shining and filled with sunlight. The place even smelled
new.

Innovative Technologies
occupied six floors of the building – no tiny operation this. When
they got off at the twenty-third floor they were faced with a large
reception area that some clever decorator put together. The feeling
of power, money, and success oozed from the very
furniture.

An attractive blonde, with
long hair and a killer body, got up from behind a small desk and
came over to them, wearing a glowing smile. “Hello. My name is
Mildred. May I help you?”

A nice touch, her coming to
them, rather than they having to walk across the area to
her.

Charlie explained who they
were and who they wanted to see.

The blonde put on a frown
that hardly changed her face, her smile still glowing. “That might
be a problem. Let me get Mr. Whitehouse’s secretary to speak with
you. Please have a seat.”

While they sat down, she
turned and went back to her desk, picked up the phone and spoke
quietly into it then hung it up.

It wasn’t more than two
minutes before an impeccably dressed man in his forties came into
the reception area and walked up to them. “You wish to see Mr.
Whitehouse?”

“Yes,” Charlie said, and
stood. Cal and Stacey also stood.

“Well, that is not possible.
You see he is in California and we don’t expect him back for
another two days. I may be able to help you. I’m Jason Dennis, Vice
President. I’m acting on his behalf while he is away.” His voice
had that condescending officious tone of someone in power way up
the line from you, and wanting you to know it.

“When did he go to
California?”

“Two weeks ago. We do a lot
of business with the technology sector out there. He had a number
of meetings scheduled, plus his attendance at the Technology 2001
convention. He is to speak before the convention this afternoon.”
He then frowned, the same gentle frown the blonde had put on, a
frown that barely changed his expression. “May I ask what is the
nature of your business?”

“We would prefer to speak
with Mister Whitehouse. It’s a personal matter.”

“Yeah,” Cal said. “It has to
do with his wife.”

“I don’t understand. You are
from the police?”

Charlie nodded.
“Homicide.”

The man’s demeanor and
expression changed. He was stunned, the power posturing gone.
“Homicide? Are you saying that Mrs. Whitehouse has been
killed!”

“Yes.” Nothing slow about this guy, Charlie
thought with sarcasm.

“Oh my God.”

“Now, would you please reach
him by telephone and tell him the bad news. We would like to see
him as soon as he returns.” Charlie handed Jason Dennis his card.
“And we would like him to return as soon as possible.”

“Yes. Yes. I understand.”
Shaking his head in disbelief. “My God.”

 


“So that’s where we are
right now,” Charlie said. It was moving on to two-thirty in the
afternoon, and they were in Briggs’s office bringing him up to
date.

Briggs’s then told them
about the phone call from O’Kane.

Stacey frowned. “Is it
normal procedure, the brass getting involved?”

“When a case becomes a high
exposure case, like this one promises to be, yes. It has the effect
of assuring the concerned public that the full resources of the
police are working on the case.” He smirked. “Of course, even
though we do all the work, the brass gets a lot of the credit for
solving the case. Sort of a good career move for them.”

Then Briggs turned to
Charlie. “You got anything on that gold cross?”

“No. We’ve widened the
search. Sent photos of the cross to the bordering counties as well,
to be distributed to jewelry stores. Seems the cross is not a cheap
item. We had it appraised. Comes in around $650 to $700 a
pop.”

“Then this has a special
meaning to the killer.”

Charlie nodded. “I’ve sent
what we have on the case to the FBI. See if they can come up with a
profile.”

Briggs was skeptical. “They
never come up with anything new. It’s always a nice guy with a
gentle friendly manner and a rotten childhood. But it will look
good to the brass, look like we’re doing a thorough
job.”

“I’m hoping the gold cross
ritual and the necrophilia might give us something new in the
profile, something we might be able to use.”

Briggs nodded. “How about
that security guard trying to ID the car?”

Charlie shook his head. “Not
much there. He looked through everything we have and narrowed it
down to a couple dozen types - mostly late-model, four-door GM cars
– Chevys, Oldsmobiles, Buicks.”

“Get anything on the fibers
from the first victim?”

“Forensics suspects carpet
fibers from a car trunk. They’re trying to find a match. The
problem is the second victim doesn’t have the same fibers. There
are fibers that resemble those on the first victim, but not a
match.”

“Different cars?”

“Would be my
guess.”

Stacey leaned forward in her
chair. “You think he’s stealing a car each time he’s going to kill
someone?”

Charlie nodded. “Fits the
evidence.”

“Means he must be dumping
the cars afterward.”

“Good point.”

Cal started writing in his
notebook. “I’ll check reported car thefts. Also I’ll get Forensics
to compare their fibers with abandoned cars that have been picked
up in the past few days. We find a match, maybe we get some prints
off the car.”

Briggs frowned. “This also
means that ID’ing the car at the scene this morning won’t help
much.”

“Right,” Charlie
said.

Briggs stood and moved
around the desk - their signal that the meeting was over. “All
right. Sounds like things are moving right along. You guys have had
a long day. Go home. I’ll see you all in the morning.”

 


Cal left for home, Stacey
and Charlie went to O’Grady’s - for a little while, Charlie
promised himself. It delayed his having to go home, and being with
Stacey kept the demons away - a good thing. He had decided to
confine himself to beer at O’Grady’s. He’d chase the demons away at
Kioodles or another neighborhood bar near his house. Too many
people from the precinct stopped off at O’Grady’s, and he was sure
that was how word of his drinking had gotten back to
Briggs.

“How come Cal didn’t join
us?” Stacey asked.

“He’s a married man with
children. Prefers to spend his time with his family. And I don’t
blame him.”

“You’re married. How come
you’re here?”

She certainly speaks her
mind, Charlie thought. “It’s a long
story.”

She leaned forward toward
him, and smiled. “I’ve got time. And I listen good.”

“Bernice is going through a
rough time. She doesn’t need me around to aggravate her.” His look
warned her not to pursue that any further. He searched around for
something to change the subject. “So, how do you like detective
work?”

“I think it’s fascinating.
When you work the streets, things happen quickly and they’re over.
Mostly you deal with the little shit domestic problems. The big
crimes you come across are passed on to others in the department,
and you never know what happens after that. Here you get an
interesting problem and you can see it through to the end. I like
that.”

Interesting problem?
Someone gets murdered and it’s an interesting problem?
Maybe he was getting old, but that sounded cold
to him.

“My dad gets an earful when
he gets home. I just think it’s exciting work.”

“I’m surprised you don’t
have an apartment of your own.” His turn to be blunt.

Her demeanor changed
suddenly, as she searched her own mind. “It’s been just dad and me
for nine years. Mom took off one night and never looked back. It
really broke him up. I guess, I’m the only family he
has.”

“Took off?” This was the
first he’d heard about this.

She nodded. Her voice became
distant. “When I was fifteen. I watched her drive off one night
with some guy. I was sitting at my bedroom window, watching a
strange car go down the driveway and the rear lights disappear
beyond the hedges. Packed all her things, and never said goodbye,
never left a note. Dad was at work that night. He didn’t know what
had happened to make her leave him. At least that’s what he said. I
wasn’t in on what troubles they had between them. But her leaving
tore him apart.”

“Jesus,” he said
softly.

“That’s what Uncle Henry
kept saying.”

“You talking about the
Deputy Commissioner?”

She smiled sheepishly. “He’s
not really my uncle. But he’s dad’s best friend going way back. He
was always at the house, and was part of my growing up. So, he was
- is Uncle Henry.”

Jesus, He thought. She certainly has a lot
of pull in the department - her dad the Commissioner, her ‘Uncle
Henry’ the Deputy Commissioner. Wonder what other contacts she has
in the department? Cousins? Aunts? Briggs has a right to be
concerned. A few bad words from her could nail down his career. And
mine.

“So, I really feel bad about
leaving my dad alone. You know what I mean? Family blood is really
thick. I love my dad a lot, and it’s been sort of the two of us
against the world.” She saw the questions in his eyes. “Oh, I know
that someday I’ll have to leave - when Mr. Wonderful comes along.
But until then, I don’t think I’ll move out on him. In a way he
needs me.”

“You ever hear from your
mother?”

She shook her head. “Not a
word. Not a card. Nothing. But that’s not a real surprise, nor a
real disappointment. My mother and I were never close. We sort of
tolerated each other’s presence in the house. The only thing we
shared was loving my father. At least I thought we shared that,
until she took off.” Then she looked him straight in the eyes. “You
never really know people. You only know what they want you to
know.”

He thought of Bernice. He
only knew what she wanted him to know.

“Like my Uncle Henry,” she
said. “To me he has always been a really nice guy, a real friend.
But the talk I hear in the department is he’s a real prick. I can’t
imagine him like that. But then, he doesn’t let me know that side
of him.”

“Like serial killers,”
Charlie said. “They always appear to be nice friendly types to the
neighbors. “No one knows what evil lurks in the heart of man.”” He
shrugged.

“What evil lurks in your
heart, Charlie?” She was leaning forward, her eyes probing deeply
into his.

If she could read his mind,
what would she think of him? Here he was with a wife that had a
cancerous breast removed and was suffering through chemotherapy,
and he’s sitting here in a bar thinking about Stacey’s eyes and how
he’d like to drown in them. Didn’t make him proud of himself,
that’s for sure.

“No evil there. What you see
is what you get.” Lying was better than the truth, but it didn’t
soothe the guilt he was feeling. “How about you?”

She smiled wickedly.
“Someday, maybe you’ll find out.”

“Well, I’m a patient man.”
He grinned, pushed out his chair, and stood. “And with that, I’m
going home. See you in the morning.”

“You, too,” she said, still
smiling at him.

 


On the subway ride home he
thought about the case. It kept his mind busy, leaving no room for
the demons of fear. And now the case was developing some substance.
When you first come on a crime scene all you have is the victim,
alone and abandoned. A body with no story, no life dragging behind
it, no people attached to it. Then you start digging, asking
questions, following thin threads of information, and slowly the
life attached to that body emerges along with the people in that
life connected to the victim. With those people comes the intrigue
of interwoven lives and among those people there are
suspects.

Right then he had four
suspects. Nothing clear-cut, no evidence to point to them, but
nonetheless, suspects. And they’d remain suspects until they were
cleared of the crime in his mind, or the perpetrator was
found.

The first one, and this, he
knew would be difficult to broach in front of Stacey, was the
gynecologist, her uncle. The two victims were his patients. Yes,
coincidences did happen, but in a murder case they became
coincidences when they were proved to be so.

The second suspect was an
unknown quantity right then - Osgood Whitehouse. Until they knew
more about him and his relationship with his wife, he’d be a
suspect. No matter that two women were killed seemingly at random.
It would not be the first time someone killed a few people to hide
the intended victim among the dead.

Following Osgood was Alicia
Perkins’s ex-husband - Nick Perkins. Another unknown
quantity.

The last suspect was a
person unknown. Some maniac who staked out the gynecologist office
and chose victims from the patients that left, or who staked out
the apartment block, since both women lived next door to each
other, and picked his next victim from those he saw coming and
going. Possibly one of the security guards of the apartment houses
- they don’t do much background screening of those people. Or he
could be an acquaintance of both women, since they may have moved
in the same circles. Maybe a boy friend in common?

He didn’t want to let Stacey
know that her uncle was a suspect. No telling what she’d do, or who
she’d complain to. He’d have to talk privately with Briggs about
putting somebody on the doctor, watching him for a few days. Also,
putting surveillance outside the doctor’s office and on the
apartment block. See if they can pick up anyone hanging around,
watching.

By the time the subway
pulled into his stop, Charlie was having trouble keeping his eyes
open. He was sure that if he had to have gone one more stop he
would have fallen asleep and ended up somewhere in the dark bowels
of the subway system. It had been a very long day on not much
sleep, and his body was telling him it had no intention of going
much further. Instead of stopping at one of the bars he went
straight home. A few drinks and he knew he’d have ended up sleeping
on somebody’s lawn. Not a good idea.

When he got to the house he
saw the car was gone. Though it was still light out, inside the
house was dark. He said hello to Brandy who had been lying near the
door then he went into the kitchen. Bernice was sitting at the
table, her hands clasped around a mug. George, the cat, was lying
comfortably in her lap.

In the light coming into the
kitchen he could see how awful she looked. Under the chemotherapy
treatments she had lost weight, weight she could not afford to
lose. He eyes were shrouded and sunken, the light that reflected
from them was like the light of distant campfires. The bones of her
face showed tight against her skin, skin that had the color drained
from it, pasty and lifeless. The hands and wrists that protruded
from the sleeves of the terry robe were those of an emaciated
child, fragile and frail, looking as if they would easily
break.

His heart went out to her.
He wanted to take her in his arms, comfort her, soothe her. But he
kept his distance. It was safer there.

“You’re home early,” she
said.

And sober,
he added mentally.

Her eyes looked at him, tiny
points of blue in dark wells. They were the only part of her that
seemed to hold life. She was there, in those eyes, if not anywhere
else.

“Been up since four,” he
said. He stepped to the coffeepot and poured himself a cup of
coffee. After he mixed in the milk and sugar he brought it to the
table and sat down opposite her.

“Where’s my mother?” He
sipped at the coffee.

“She went to the store for
some things. Not for me,” she shrugged. The shrug was barely a
motion of her shoulders, as if she were too weak to do more. “I
haven’t been able to eat anything for a while now.”

“What’s in the
mug?”

“Chicken bouillon. Your
mother made it for me before she left, and made me promise to drink
it. She’s tough.”

He put a grin on his face
that said he understood and shared her feelings. “I always thought
so growing up.”

With that an uncomfortable
silence fell over them. Charlie couldn’t think of anything to say
that wouldn’t sound trite. And Bernice didn’t seem in the mood to
talk.

Finally Charlie could stand
the distance no longer. He slowly moved his hand over and laid it
softly on hers, his heart pumping all the heartache and sympathy it
could to her through that touch.

Her eyes grew severe and her
mouth became a tight gray line. “Don’t,” she said, the word hard
and unforgiving.

He nodded gently, sadly,
and withdrew his hand. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Leave me alone,” the words
knifing across at him.

His sigh was a sigh of
helplessness, of frustration. “I want to help. How can I help
you?”

“Just leave me alone. I
can’t make it any clearer than that.” Her voice weakened, her eyes
looked away.

He was sure the hurt in his
heart showed on his face. “Four years ago we took vows of for
better or worse…”

She interrupted him, her
eyes hard on him, her voice tight. “I can’t argue with you. I don’t
have the strength. Just let me be, Charlie. Just let me
be.”

He sighed heavily at the
ache in his heart.

“I don’t want you touching
me.” She bit the words as they came out of her mouth. “I don’t want
you near me. I don’t want to see the pity in your eyes. I want you
to leave me alone.”

“Why won’t you let me
comfort you?”

“Because you can’t. Nobody
can.” Her eyes became blue fire. With the sheer power of her will
she drew on what little reserves of energy were left in the wells
where they were stored, wells that had run dry. “My God damn body
has betrayed me. I’ve lost a breast, and I may lose the rest of my
life. I’m half a woman. No. I’m not a woman, I’m a freak. A
one-breasted, hairless, emaciated freak who sleeps twenty hours a
day, and has four hours of awake time. Not quality time, just awake
and aware time. Awake and aware of what I’ve become, and how little
time I have left. What can you possibly say or do that will change
that? That will make it better, or make it go away?”

“I don’t know. But let me
try.” He was pleading with her.

“All your touching me does
is remind me of what I’ve become. As if I need reminding. And
seeing you, having you around me makes me hate you for what you
have, and what I’ve lost. I’m thirty-two years old, and I’m not
sure I’ll see thirty-three. If, by some miracle, I survive this
hellish torturing of modern medicine, there is no family in my
future, no house with a picket fence and children running around.
The future will hold only the fear that the cancer will return.”
The intense anger was causing her voice to tremble and break. Her
hands grasping the mug were shaking.

“You have your life. You can
make plans for the future, even think about the future. I’m not
even sure I have tomorrow. And sometimes, when I think about the
pain and suffering that tomorrow will bring, I don’t want even
that.”

She suddenly deflated, as if
all her energy had been expended, drained from her frail body,
leaving it weak and defenseless. In a weary voice she said,
“Please. Just leave me alone.”

There were tears in his
eyes, his body fighting unsuccessfully to hold in the pain that
swelled to bursting inside him. He nodded weakly, not able to speak
around the ache of emotion that constricted his throat, and
squeezed his heart. He got up from the table, left the kitchen, and
headed upstairs to his bedroom.

There he took the bottle of
Canadian Club off the floor, unscrewed the top, and took a couple
of throat-searing swigs of the alcohol. It was the only thing he
had to drown the heartache. After a few more hits from the bottle
he lay back on the bed, and closed his eyes. Blessed sleep quietly
swallowed him up, leaving the pain behind.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter VIII

 


 


 


He stumbled around in the
morning getting ready for the day. He felt absolutely awful, his
mind a wad of cotton jammed tightly into his skull. He wasn’t sure
if it was due to the damn drink the night before, or to too much
sleep. Whatever the cause he was having trouble putting two
thoughts together. He did manage to find a plastic trash bag, and
stuffed in it three suits and six white shirts. The dry cleaners
was open early in the morning, and it was on the way to the subway
stop.

When he came out of the
subway near the precinct, he walked past O’Grady’s without going in
for breakfast. He was afraid that, after last night’s confrontation
with Bernice and the black shroud of despair that hung over his
heart, if he did stop he’d drink his breakfast, and stick around to
drink lunch and dinner, too. He had to get to work, he had to get
his mind churning in a different direction for a little while. If
he didn’t, he’d drown in the alcohol, sink into that gray haze,
where things were quiet and trouble-free, and never come
out.

The midnight-to-eight crew
was nearing the end of its shift. Colin Carstairs, a squarely built
man with a face like carved stone, was still sitting at Charlie’s
desk. Carstairs used Charlie’s desk on the midnight-to-eight shift.
Sitting quietly in the interview chair next to Carstairs was a tall
thin well-dressed man. On the floor next to him was a dark suitcase
with a gray raincoat folded over it.

“Hey, Charlie,” Colin said.
“This gentleman has been waiting to see you.”

The man stood and put out
his hand. “Detective Hayes, I’m Osgood Whitehouse.” His voice was
controlled and steady.

Charlie took the offered
hand and shook it. “Thank you for coming in.” Charlie could see by
the bags under the man’s eyes that he’d had little
sleep.

“After Jason called me and
told me about Nancy, I got the first flight out of San Francisco.”
There was no life in his voice.

Charlie looked around. “Why
don’t we go into the interview room over there?” He pointed to a
door on the other side of the room. “We can talk privately
there.”

“Certainly,” he said. He
reached down for his suitcase and coat.

“It’s all right. You can
leave that. It will be okay. There are no crooks here.” His little
joke was wasted on Osgood Whitehouse. “Would you like some
coffee?”

“Yes. That would be
fine.”

Charlie looked at Colin.
“Could you get us some coffee?” Then to Osgood. “How would you like
that?”

“Black, please.”

Colin nodded that he
understood the coffee order, got up, and headed for the coffee
alcove. Charlie took Osgood into the interview room, and closed the
door behind them. There was a metal table bolted to the floor, and
three wooden chairs.

“Not much of a room,”
Charlie apologized. “But it’s private.” He saw Osgood look at the
walls. “Don’t mind the pink walls. About twenty years ago some
shrink came up with the idea that pink calmed the aggression in
violent criminals. So, the walls of the interview room were painted
pink. All this wall does is show you how often we paint around
here.” He pointed to a chair. “Please have a seat?”

Osgood pulled out a chair
and sat at the table. Charlie pulled up a chair on the opposite
side of the table.

“I’m sorry you had to hear
the terrible news over the telephone,” Charlie said in a soft
sympathetic tone.

Osgood made a small motion
with his head. “There is no good way to hear bad news.” His voice
was as tired as he looked.

Right about that,
Charlie thought.

Colin knocked on the door,
and opened it, holding two cups of coffee. He came in and placed
them on the table.

“Thank you,” Osgood
said.

Charlie nodded thanks to
Colin, who returned the nod, turned and left the room, closing the
door behind him.

“May I ask you what happened
to Nancy? Jason was a bit thin on that information when he called
me.”

“Her body was found on Fifth
Avenue outside the wall of Central Park.” Charlie closely examined
Osgood’s face as he told him this. “She had been stabbed
repeatedly.”

“Oh God,” he sighed, his
head down. “Poor Nancy. Oh God.” He sat like that for a moment then
he visibly brought himself under control, and looked up at Charlie.
Osgood’s eyes were welling with tears.

“I know how you must feel,
Mr. Whitehouse. I will try to make this interview
quick.”

“How can I help you,
detective?” With his hand shaking as it held the cup, he took a
hesitant sip of the hot coffee.

“What we will need is any
knowledge you have about the people she knew socially.”

Osgood gave a barely
perceptible shake of his head. “I’m sorry, detective, but I can’t
help you there. You see, Nancy and I have been going our separate
ways for four years now. She moves in her own circles, and I in
mine. We reached the realization that we were no longer suited for
each other.” He saw the question in Charlie’s
expression.

“No. There was no other love
interest for either of us. We...well, grew tired of each other.
It’s as simple as that. We decided against a divorce. It just
seemed too...I can’t think of the correct word...inconvenient, I
guess is close. Over time we did divide the property and holdings,
putting things in her name or mine. If a love interest developed we
felt it would then not be difficult to go through a simple
divorce.”

Charlie frowned. “If you
don’t mind my saying so, but that sounds a little odd.”

“Not at all. It proved to be
very convenient. It is much more acceptable for a CEO to be
married. And for those functions where it is necessary to bring
one’s spouse, Nancy was very cooperative. She showed up and played
the role elegantly. She is a very attractive and sophisticated
woman.” He hesitated, catching himself, and sighed. “She was, that
is. For her part, she could brush off anyone she didn’t want
hitting on her by flashing the wedding ring. Also, in the circles
she moved, a married woman is invited to many social functions that
would be closed to a divorced or single woman. It was a
satisfactory arrangement for both of us.”

He sipped at his coffee, his
hand still trembling as it brought the cup to his lips. “I,
therefore, am not acquainted with anyone she might be seeing or
socializing with.”

“You do share the apartment
with her?”

“Oh that. Not really. I
spend much of my time traveling, drumming up business for the
company, maintaining contacts with those businesses we deal with.
When I’m in the City, I do take the opportunity to spend the night
at the apartment, providing Nancy approved. I didn’t want to walk
in and surprise any of her paramours. Otherwise, I’d bed down in a
hotel. It was more an arrangement of convenience.”

“Do you know if she owned a
necklace with a gold cross?” He placed a photograph of the necklace
on the table in front of Osgood.

Osgood looked at the
photograph. “No. I don’t remember ever seeing such a piece of
jewelry. She could have, I suppose. But I’ve never seen it on
her.”

“Are you seriously dating
anyone right now, Mr. Whitehouse?”

“No.”

“Would you mind if we looked
through the apartment for an address book, and got telephone
records? Things like that?”

He shook his head. “No.” He
pulled out a key ring from his pocket, removed a key and handed it
to Charlie. “I don’t think I could stay there now. Not after...it’s
filled with Nancy. I don’t think I could take that just yet.” His
voice started to break as he spoke. “Please don’t get me wrong,
Detective. It is not that I didn’t care for Nancy. She was my best
friend. I thoroughly enjoyed her company, and she mine. She was
just no longer my lover.”

“I don’t have any further
questions for you right now, Mr. Whitehouse. I would appreciate it
if you would let us know where you will be staying, in case we do
think of something you might be able to help us with.”

“Certainly,
Detective.”

Charlie pushed his chair
back and stood. Osgood did the same.

“I just want you know, Mr.
Whitehouse, that we’ll get the bastard who did this.”

Osgood nodded sadly, but
didn’t say anything. He turned and went through the
door.

 


“So, you gave him the “we’ll
get the bastard” speech. Does that mean you believed him? I mean,
there’s an awful lot of convenience stressed in his
story.”

The three of them were
sitting in the lunchroom over coffees. Charlie had briefed them on
his interview with Osgood Whitehouse.

He had had a half hour after
Osgood left, and before Stacey and Cal showed up, to speak with
Briggs about putting surveillance teams on the gynecologist and on
the apartment block. Briggs agreed, and said he would handle it. He
also agreed for now to keep the knowledge of this just between the
two of them. He, as well, didn’t want Stacey running to her daddy
or her “uncle” O’Kane about them watching her real Uncle Gerard and
his office. Shortly after Cal had arrived, Charlie cornered him in
the men’s room and told him about the surveillance of Stacey’s
uncle, and to keep it under his hat.

“Yeah. But I did believe
him. There was something very genuine about him.”

“Car salesmen do that to
me,” Cal said. “He may have arranged the killings.”

“I don’t know. These
killings are getting too elaborate for an arranged murder. Hell, if
he wanted her out of the way, why not some mugger coming along and
shooting her? Or a drive by? Simple, easy, hard to track down, much
less trace back to him. This whole thing with gold crosses and six
stab wounds sounds too complicated, and, from a hired professional
killer’s point of view, I would think too risky. Too much could go
wrong.”

Cal nodded, thinking about
that. Then he turned to Stacey. “So your instincts may have been
right? Since they had an arrangement of convenience, Nancy
Whitehouse was acting as if she was single.” He looked at Charlie.
“You did say Osgood didn’t want to interrupt Nancy with one of her
lovers?”

“Yep.”

Cal nodded. “So, it is
possible that our killer is singling out unmarried
women.”

Charlie nodded. “Could be
the link between them. We’ll have to talk to Alicia Perkins’s
sister, see where Alicia hung out, what activities she was involved
with. Also, we have to find a friend of Nancy Osgood who knows
about her and how she spent her time. Probably find someone through
her phone records or address book. Might be some event, or activity
they shared, where they could have come in contact with our
killer.” He looked at Stacey. “Good instinctive nose you got
there.”

She smiled appreciatively at
the compliment.

Cal said. “Our Gold Cross
Killer has moved to page three in the newspaper this morning. They
mentioned the identity of the two victims, and are speculating on
whether there will be more killings before we catch the guy
responsible. There were only some small jabs at our abilities. But,
the momentum is building.”

Charlie shook his head. “Not
my job to worry about the press. That belongs to Briggs and the
brass.”

Denley came into the
lunchroom. A short solid man with thick tight dark hair, and a
sleepy look. “Charlie, you looking for some guy by the name of Roy
Blanchard?”

Charlie nodded.
“Yeah.”

“Well, Tony down at the
morgue called in.”

“Shit,” Charlie
said.

“They got his body down
there. I told him you’d be by.”

 


“We got him in late
yesterday,” Tony was saying, as he escorted them into
refrigeration. “Took his prints and sent them to the FBI last
night. Surprise, surprise, came back this morning.” He shrugged.
“Guess they’re not busy down in Washington.”

They moved into the cold
room, and Tony closed the door behind them. “Anyway, when the ID
came back, I remembered the ID of the guy whose prints were on the
Tawny Tiger, and called you. Figured you’d want to know
ASAP.”

Charlie nodded.

Armeto stepped up to one of
the metal doors in the wall, opened it, and slid out the table
supporting the cold naked body of Roy Blanchard. They stood around
the table, the smell of alcohol coming from the body was still
fairly strong. The body looked smaller, and more frail than Charlie
remembered. He must have had a tough time of it in life, Charlie
thought, looking at all the scars on his body.

Armeto cleared his throat.
“His body was found in the Park, curled up under some bushes, a
bottle of his favorite sleep aid clutched to his chest. My guess
he’s been dead at least a day. Probably died night before last and
stashed in the bushes. Some kids came across the body yesterday
afternoon.”

Charlie noticed the body did
not have the scars from an autopsy.

“How did he die?” Cal
asked.

Armeto shrugged. “Haven’t
had the chance to look him over. No visible signs of trauma. Got a
line of customers waiting for their turn on the tables. I put him
in the back of the line. At the time, I figured there was no
urgency.”

“Well,” Charlie said. “I’d
appreciate it if you can move him up to the front of the line.
We’re pretty sure he was a witness to the first Gold Cross killing.
That might have shortened his life span some.” Then he, Cal and
Stacey stepped away from the table.

Armeto nodded. “Will, do.”
He pushed the table back into the locker, and closed the
door.

“Anything on his clothes?”
Stacey asked.

Armeto stepped to a cabinet
against the far wall, opened the door, and pulled out a large clear
plastic bag that was sealed tight. “Here’s everything we took off
him. The contents of his pockets are in the smaller bag inside.” He
handed the bag to Stacey and pointed to the large box of latex
gloves on the long metal table to the left of the door.

“When you’re through, please
put everything back in the bag, and return it to the cabinet. I’ll
be in my office if you need me.” He left, closing the door
carefully behind him.

They walked over to the
table. Stacey placed the bag on the table then the three of them
put on latex gloves so as not to contaminate the evidence in the
bag. When Stacey opened the bag, they all took a step back as the
alcohol fumes coming from the bag were enough to make their eyes
water.

“Well, his last trip must
have been a good one,” Cal said.

At least he was in a nice
quiet trouble-free place, Charlie
thought.

There were two smaller
plastic bags inside the larger one. One of the bags held a bottle
of Tawny Tiger with about a half-ounce of brown liquid inside.
Stacey carefully pulled out the other small bag that contained the
contents of Roy Blanchard’s pockets, opened it, and spilled the
contents on the table. Stacey slowly separated them. There was a
badly mashed pack of Lucky Strike cigarettes.

“Guess he wasn’t worried
about his lungs,” she said. “Liver would probably go
first.”

A dirty handkerchief, a
small battered notebook, a ball point pen with the name of some
insurance company on it, a rusted pen knife with one blade broken
off, seventy-six cents in loose change, and a book of matches.
Probably to go with the cigarettes, Charlie thought.

“No wallet. No ID,” Stacey
said.

“Not something he needed,”
Cal said.

Stacey picked up the
notebook, and opened it. The cover and the pages were as limp as
soft cloth and the pages were yellowed with age. Many of the pages
were filled with penned scribbles of lines and marks. No clear
words. “What do you make of this?” She handed the notebook to
Charlie.

Cal looked over Charlie’s
shoulder as he flipped through the pages. “What do you think,
Cal?”

“Could be
shorthand?”

“Or just crazy scribbles.
His mind wasn’t all that clear, remember?”

“Maybe the CIA got to his
mind after all, you think?”

“God, do they still teach
shorthand?” Stacey said.

Charlie shook his head. “I
don’t know. We’ll check with the schools. See if we can find
someone who can decipher this.”

Stacey frowned in disbelief.
“I find it hard to believe that a crazy drunk like him would know
shorthand, much less have anything worth saying to write
down.”

“Wonder where he learned
this?”

“Maybe Mama Blanchard can
enlighten us on that?” Charlie said.

“The pages are old and the
writing is faded and smeared. Anything current?”

Charlie leafed to the last
page with writing. “The ink here looks recent.” He flipped back a
page and then another. “These last entries are fresh. You think
maybe there’s something written here about what he saw in the Park
that night?”

Cal made a face that said
anything was possible then turned away. “I’ll get Tony’s camera,
and take pictures of the pages so as not to destroy any evidence
the book may contain.”

Charlie nodded. “Good
idea.”

 


The telephone rang three
times. Angelo (Angel) Staccatta watched the telephone as if it were
about to do something other than ring. It fell silent for a moment
then rang three more times before falling silent again. Finally, it
rang twice more.

Angelo was sitting at a
table in the Italian-American Social Club holding court. The club
was located in the heart of Little Italy - slowly becoming little
Chinatown as the Italian population fled to the sun and grass of
the suburbs and the Chinese moved north across Canal Street. Angelo
himself lived in a large house upstate in Monroe, and commuted here
to the club everyday to oversee his empire. He also maintained an
apartment close to the club for those times when ‘business’ forced
him to stay in the City.

It wasn’t a legitimate
social club, but a place where the local hoodlums could assemble
under the guise of it being a harmless gathering place. Honest
Italians were turned away if they tried to enter the
club.

Sitting opposite him at the
table were two of his ‘associates’. ‘Associates’ sounded a lot
better than underlings, or under-bosses, or under anything. One,
Guido ‘Cheeks’ Bolitto, weighing in at three hundred plus pounds
was wolfing down his third meal of the day. He was called Cheeks
because his cheeks were always stuffed with food. Sitting next to
him was Sergio ‘The Snake’ Scarpetta, a short well-built man with
thick dark hair and unusually light green eyes, like a snake’s. It
was not his eyes that earned him the nickname, but his propensity
to strike without warning. He was in charge of enforcing the club’s
rules, and cursed was the man who disobeyed those rules.

Angel pushed back his chair
and stood. The other two men made to stand, but he signaled them
with his hand to remain seated. “I’ll be back in a minute. Got to
return that call.” The first ring had told him who was calling, the
second and third rings told him where to go to get the
call.

Angel left the club and
walked three blocks south then two blocks east. He was being
watched by at least a dozen pairs of eyes using the best in
electronic surveillance equipment the government could provide. He
knew he was being watched. And listened to, and photographed. There
were taps on the telephones in the club, microphones planted all
around the inside of the club, even hidden cameras poked through
the walls or peeked out from the ceiling lights. He knew where
everyone of them was located, and so did everyone else in his
organization. When something important had to go down, they would
meet someplace else - a different place each time, to avoid those
spying eyes and ears.

When he reached the second
of the two blocks going east he started looking for a pay phone,
and saw three in a row standing on pedestals near the far corner.
He stood by the phone nearest the corner and waited. There was an
“out of order” sign on the phone. He knew that meant nothing. The
sign had been placed there by the caller, to keep anyone from using
the phone, so the line would be open for Angelo to get the call.
Angelo would remove it the moment he finished.

He waited over five minutes
before the telephone finally rang.

He lifted the receiver.
“Yeah?” he said into the phone.

“Hello, Angel,” the voice
said at the other end.

“Hey!” he snapped. “No
names.”

“This line is clean, don’t
worry.” A touch of annoyance in the voice.

“So, what do you
want?”

“Got a little assignment for
you.”

“What sort of
assignment?”

“Someone needs to be sent
on.”

Angel thought for a moment.
“What’s in it for me?”

“Nice try, Angel. This one
you do on the house.”

Shit. “Not the right
price.”

“This one threatens me.” The
voice was calm but firm. “Remember, you and I are joined at the
hip. I go down, you go down. Simple as that.”

“Yeah. Joined at the ass is
more like it.” Sometimes this business was
a real pain in the ass, Angel thought,
annoyed. The people you have to deal
with.

“We’ve been a benefit to
each other for a long time. I’d like to continue that relationship.
Wouldn’t you?”

“All right, all right. I get
the picture.” He didn’t mind having others by the nuts. Hell,
that’s the way this business worked. The problem was sometimes,
like this time, they also had him by the nuts. That part he didn’t
like at all. It pissed him off to have to give in to this guy - to
any guy, for that matter.

“Now don’t screw this up. A
screw up could bring us both down.”

“Yeah, yeah.”
Fucking guy. Who did he think he was talking to?
Screw up. I screw up I wouldn’t be in this business.

“I don’t want it looking
like a mob hit. Nothing to point back to you. Pointing to you might
end up pointing to me. It’s got to be a big question about who and
why. Understand?”

“Yeah.”

“And it’s got to be done
real soon. Time is important.”

“How soon?”

“Today, tomorrow, the next
day the latest.”

Jesus, he didn’t want much,
did he? “Not much time to
plan.”

“Not much to plan. But it’s
got to be done quickly. Too much time and this could all blow up in
our faces.”

Yeah, yeah,
he thought, frowning at the phone.
“Understand.”

“Ready for the
details?”

“Yeah.”

After he finished getting
the details, Angel hung up the phone, took off the “out of order”
sign and turned it over. Taped to the other side, where he had been
told to look, was a picture of the target to be killed. He removed
the picture, put it in his pocket, and dropped the sign in the
trashcan at the corner.

On the walk back to the
club he mulled over the assignment. He didn’t like it one bit.
Killing a cop created a lot of heat. And there wasn’t enough time
to bring somebody in from out of town. He’d have to use dead men
for the job. Using dead men there’d be no way to bring it home to
him. Snake’ll have his work cut out for
him arranging this one, Angel
thought.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter IX

 


 


 


Nancy Whitehouse had been a
very active woman. She was an Assistant Director of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, did volunteer work for two foundations,
and belonged to four, that they could find so far, women’s
organizations from the Monday Afternoon Club to the National
Organization of Women.

No Moss grew under her
feet, Charlie thought.

“When did she have time to
sleep?” Stacey said.

They were at the Whitehouse
apartment and were searching through the life of Nancy Whitehouse.
Cal was downloading to discs all the files on her computer. There
was a lot of correspondence. There were also large email
files.

“It’s going to be a lot of
work going through all this,” Cal said, shaking his head in
disbelief, his eyes on the glowing screen of the
computer.

“And then we have to
cross-check it all with the stuff we got from Alicia Perkins’s
place.” Charlie was leafing through the woman’s address book. It
was like the damn Manhattan phone directory. “Somewhere the paths
of these two women had to have crossed.”

“With all she’s been
involved in, she’s probably crossed paths with everyone in the
City.”

Stacey was going through the
drawers of clothes in the dresser, picking out each article of
lingerie and examining it with admiration. “From the looks of this
stuff, she certainly found time for men in her life.” Finally, she
slammed the last drawer in frustration. “This job is not turning
out to be what I expected. All we’ve been doing is searching
through people’s underwear, and reading their mail. When are we
going to actually do something to resolve these
murders?”

“Takes time and patience,”
Charlie said, pocketing the address book. He didn’t want to tell
her that all that ‘busy work’ was what kept him sane, kept out the
pain and the terrors that surrounded his life right then. There’s
just so much a mind can handle at one time, thank God, and for much
of the day his mind was filled with the job, the plodding, the
humdrum work.

“Takes lots of time and lots of patience,” Cal added. He had
pulled out the last disc and was powering down the
computer.
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