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At the cross, her station keeping,
Stood the mournful mother, weeping,
Where he hung, the dying Lord.


—Anonymous


A mother is a mother still,
The holiest thing alive.


—Coleridge, The Three Graves


If I were hung on the highest hill,
Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine!
I know whose love would follow me still,
Mother o’ mine, O mother o’ mine.


—Kipling, Mother O’ Mine
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Did she suspect?


Have even an inkling?


He wondered about that as he watched the woman stride along the sidewalk, then shift her purse slightly on her hip as she turned and took the three concrete steps leading to the vestibule of her apartment building. She seemed tired this evening, as if something weighed on her, some of the bounce gone from her step.


No surprise there, he thought. Surely there’s something in us that lets us know within minutes, at least seconds, when the world is about to end.


Up? Down? Stop? Go?


The elevator couldn’t seem to make up its mind.


Janice Queen stood alone in its claustrophobic confines and felt her heart hammer. Not that this vertical indecision was anything new to her. There was only one elevator in her apartment building, and only one way to get to her unit if she didn’t want to trudge up six flights of stairs, so it wasn’t as if she had much choice. But she’d always had a fear of being confined in close places, elevators in particular. She could never escape the grim knowledge that if there were a serious malfunction—nothing that hadn’t happened before to someone—beneath the thin floor under her feet was a black shaft that would lead to sudden and almost certain death.


At least two times a day, at least five days a week, she rode the elevator up or down the core of the old but recently refurbished apartment building.


Ah! Finally the elevator settled down, having more or less leveled itself at the sixth floor. When the door slid open, it revealed a step up of about four inches, enough to trip over if you didn’t notice, and to provide a glimpse into the black abyss. A kind of warning.


Janice was living her life contentedly, going back and forth to her job at the bookshop, going out on the occasional date, or to hang out with friends at Bocco’s down the block, or to pick up some takeout at the corner deli. Hers was a life like millions of others in the city.


The elevator could end it in an instant.


Ridiculous, she thought, as she stepped up onto the soft carpeting of the sixth-floor hall, nevertheless feeling uneasy while momentarily astride the abyss.


Her apartment door was only a few feet away from the elevator, which meant she could hear, even late at night, the device’s cables strumming soft and somber chords just behind her walls, as well as a muffled thumping and bumping as it adjusted itself at each stop. Which meant she thought about the damned elevator too much, even dreamed about it, and had become reasonably convinced that death by elevator was her destiny.


She unlocked her way into her apartment and went inside. Dim. She flipped the light switch, and there she was in the full-length mirror that she paused in front of to check her appearance each time she came or went.


There was the rumpled, wearier version of the Janice she’d said good-bye to this morning on her way to work, not quite forty, still slim, with generous breasts, passable legs, and shoulder-length brown hair framing a face that was sweet rather than classically beautiful. Too much jaw, she thought. And those damned lines. They were only visible if the light was cruel or you looked closely enough. Fine lines like drool extended down from the corners of her lips. Crow’s-feet threatened to appear at the corners of her dark eyes. Intimations of a lonely future. She still attracted men, but of course it was easier to attract than to keep them. Or, sometimes, to get rid of them.


The mirror was mounted on the door to a small closet. She looped her purse’s leather strap over the doorknob, then removed the lightweight gray blazer she’d worn to work over her dark slacks and white blouse, and hung it in the closet between her heavier coat and a blue Windbreaker. She might drop the blazer off at the dry cleaner’s tomorrow morning, wear the Windbreaker if it was cool enough outside and looked like rain. The bookshop’s owner, Dee, was out of town, supposedly on business but actually seeing a married man with whom she was having a hot affair. Janice wasn’t supposed to know about it, so she pretended right along with Dee. So there Dee was, getting her brains screwed scrambled while Janice, who now and then felt a spasm of jealousy, was dutifully opening the shop early every morning this week.


Not enough sleep for Janice, since she was addicted to late-night movies on television. Her lessening love of the moment, Graham, was also traveling, as he often did in his sales job, and wouldn’t be back in town until tomorrow. They’d almost but not quite argued when she said good-bye to him at Bocco’s. Janice knew their relationship was winding down and had decided to end it herself rather than wait for Graham. As she grew older, she more and more felt the need to exercise control in her life. Always before, she had waited. Not this time. Maybe the pain would be less severe.


She did know from experience that sooner or later another Graham would enter the bookshop, or use some timeworn pickup line at Bocco’s.


As she closed the closet door, the intercom buzzed, startling her.


She went to it and pressed the button. “Yes?”


“Federal Parcel,” said a male voice, made distant and metallic by the intercom. “For a Janice . . . Queeler?”


“Queen?” she asked.


“Queen. Sorry.”


Janice pressed the button to buzz in the deliveryman.


A few seconds later the elevator cables began to thrum in the wall. He was on his way up with her package.


She opened the door and stepped out in the hall to meet him.


The elevator did its laborious dance, its door hissed open, and out he stepped, a medium-sized guy, dark hair, kind of handsome, wearing wrinkled khakis and a sweat-stained blue T-shirt, white joggers. He was carrying a long white box that looked like the kind used to deliver long-stemmed flowers, only made of heavier cardboard. He smiled, glancing down at the box to double-check the label.


“Janice Queen?”


“Yes.” She saw no pocket in his shirt, no protruding pen or pencil. Other than the box, there was nothing in his hands, either.


Should have brought a pen from the desk. There’s one in my purse, just inside the door.


No clipboard?


None of this struck her as wrong until a second too late.


As she reached forward to accept the package, he shoved her violently backward into the apartment. She bumped hard against the mirror, hoping it wouldn’t break.


He was suddenly inside, the door closed behind him. Now he was reaching into a pocket with his free right hand, drawing out what looked like a partly wadded sock, a sap.


Is this happening? Is it real?


Somewhere in her stunned, panicked mind she decided to scream, and she’d inhaled to do so when the object from the man’s pocket struck the side of her head.


She was on her hands and knees, sickened by the pain.


Someone else. This is happening to someone else. Please!


There was another starburst of pain, this time at the back of her skull.


The floor opened beneath her, and she was plunging down a dark shaft toward a deeper darkness.


Pearl Kasner trudged up the concrete steps from her subway stop and began the three-block walk to her apartment. She was short and buxom, curvaceous in a way her gray uniform couldn’t conceal. A few men walking the other way fixed their stares on her breasts then quickly looked away, the way men do. As if the wife might be around somewhere watching.


She was tired and her feet were sore. There’d been a cash pickup at Fifth National, so she’d worked after hours. Helping the Brink’s guys make sure the depositors’ money was safe. Not that there was really much danger the place would be robbed.


But some danger. Enough. And enough pay.


Hard on the feet, though. Pearl spent a lot of time standing around. And being nice. That could be tiresome.


No job was perfect, and all things considered, she liked this one. Liked wearing the gray uniform instead of the blue. Easier hours. Fewer complications. And flat feet in middle age either way.


A couple of suits walking toward her stared at her breasts, then one of them lifted his gaze to her face. He smiled.


None of the men said anything, though. Because of the uniform.


Or maybe because she was wearing a gun.
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Cold.


Pain.


Janice Queen couldn’t move. Not a muscle.


Where?


Janice opened her eyes to bright light and a familiar gray tile wall. She knew she was in her bathroom. Uncomfortable. Cramped. She tried to raise her head but couldn’t. She raised only her eyes and saw the chromed showerhead.


Knowing now that she was seated leaning back in her bathtub, she let her eyes explore. She was nude, her body textured with gooseflesh where it showed above the water.


Water?


That was why she was so cold. Water was running from the spigot. Only cold water. It was well above her waist.


Her arms were crossed just beneath her breasts and bound so tightly she couldn’t move them, couldn’t feel them. Straining hard, she glanced toward her feet, which she at least could barely feel. Her calves and ankles, even her thighs, were bound together tightly with gray duct tape. Janice could wriggle her toes—underwater—but that was it.


Her head was throbbing so that the pain was almost unbearable.


She tried to call out and discovered she couldn’t make a sound. She couldn’t move her lips. Her probing tongue found rough surface when she managed to part her lips slightly. The roughness and tackiness of tape. There had to be duct tape across her mouth.


The deliveryman entered the bathroom. He was nude, as she was. He only glanced at her, which frightened her even more because it was as if she no longer mattered much to him. Not alive.


He turned his back on her, stooped, and began searching through the cabinet beneath the washbasin, pulling out liquid soap, a large bottle of shampoo. He placed the containers on the edge of the tub, then left the bathroom. She heard him rummaging around in the kitchen, banging cabinet doors, opening and closing drawers.


The water was almost up to her armpits now. She panicked for a second, then made herself remain calm. What was he going to do with the soap and shampoo?


Is he going to wash me? Is this some crazy sexual thing? Will he do something to me then go away?


It’s possible. It could happen. It must happen!


She was part of the singles world and knew about the kinky things that went on in Manhattan. The hard-earned knowledge was something to cling to for hope. He might satisfy whatever oddball compulsion drove him, then simply leave.


When he returned he was carrying boxes of dishwasher soap and laundry detergent from the cabinet beneath the sink. And he had his long white box, which he placed on the toilet seat lid. The dishwasher soap and laundry detergent he put next to the other cleaning agents.


The water was at the base of her neck now. In the lower edge of her vision she could see long strands of her brown hair floating on the surface. It reminded her of seaweed she’d seen fanned and floating like that years ago when she was on a Caribbean vacation.


If only she could scream!


He gave her another glance, then leaned over her and turned off the water.


The sudden silence after the brief squeal of the faucet handle seemed to herald her salvation.


She wasn’t going to drown!


Thank God!


He straightened up slowly, then abruptly yanked the clear plastic shower curtain from its rod. He’d had the curtain draped outside the tub so it would remain dry, and he was careful to keep it that way. He crouched down and carefully spread it over the tile floor by the tub.


When he was finished spreading the plastic curtain, down on his knees now, he reached over and lifted the lid of the white cardboard box.


She only caught a glimpse of what was inside: knives, a cleaver, and something bulky gleaming bright orange with an arc of dull, serrated extension. Her mind flashed back to weekend days in her father’s woodworking shop in the garage. A shrill scream of steel violating wood—a cordless power saw!


Even taped tightly as she was, she created tiny ripples as she trembled in the cold water.


The man remained on his knees on the shower curtain. He reached toward her feet—no, toward the chromed handles and faucet. She heard him depress the lever that opened the drain, and water began to gurgle softly as it started to swirl from the tub.


Still trembling with cold and fear, Janice saw the man stand up and was shocked to see for the first time that he had an erection.


He leaned over her, staring into her eyes in a way that puzzled her.


And she was puzzled in her terror. What? She screamed the simple question silently through the firmly fixed rectangle of tape.


What are you going to do to me?


He bent lower and worked an arm beneath the crook of her bound legs, the backs of her knees. Hope sprang up in her. He was going to work his other arm beneath her back so he could lift her from the tub. Then do what? Carry her into the bedroom? Rape and torture her?


She glanced again toward the white box and felt a thrill of terror.


But instead of reaching beneath her shoulders, he placed his hand at the back of her head and forced it forward so she exhaled noisily through her nose. With his other arm he lifted her legs, causing her upper body to slide down so her head was beneath the water.


Her bound lower legs began pumping up and down, but he held them high enough so that they contacted only air. While they flailed frantically, they were the only part of her moving even in the slightest. The way he had her head, she couldn’t breathe out, only in.


Only in!


Cold water flooded into her lungs. She could do nothing but welcome it.


She watched him watching her on the other side of the calm surface as she drowned.
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The day Frank Quinn’s life was about to change unexpectedly, he had a breakfast of eggs, crisp bacon, and buttered toast at the Lotus Diner. Afterward, he leisurely read the Times over a second cup of coffee, then strolled through the sunny New York morning back to his apartment on West Seventy-fifth Street.


He thought, as he often did, that there was no other city like New York, no place like Manhattan, with its sights and sounds and smells. With all its flaws, it had become a part of Quinn.


He didn’t mind at all.


As soon as he got home, he sat down in his brown leather armchair for a smoke. A guy who called himself Iggy supplied the Cuban cigars Quinn favored. Quinn didn’t ask where they were from other than Cuba. A spot of minor misdemeanor wasn’t that great a stain on the fabric of justice. Quinn had thought that way as a homicide detective, and now that he was retired at age fifty, after taking a bullet in the right leg during a liquor store holdup, he’d become even more lax. So he smoked his Cuban robustos. And at times, for convenience, he parked his aged and hulking black Lincoln in No Parking zones, propping an old NYPD plaque in the windshield.


These two infractions were about the only transgressions he’d engaged in after retirement, but then there hadn’t been much opportunity to do more.


He sat now in the worn and comfortable chair that had become formed to his body, feeling lazy and watching pedestrian traffic on the sidewalk outside the ground-floor apartment. The window he was looking through had iron grillwork on the outside, to keep intruders out. But sometimes Quinn saw its black bars as prison bars, to keep him in, and had to smile at the irony. All the people he’d put away, the murderers—several of them serial killers—and here he sat comfortably behind bars smoking Cuban cigars.


Quinn could afford better digs, after his lawsuit against the NYPD contesting a false child molestation and rape claim had resulted in a six-figure settlement. But he was used to living on a cop’s salary and used to his apartment. And it didn’t make sense to drive something newer and more stealable than the reliable old Lincoln he’d bought cheap from a friend and fellow ex-cop. He’d even gone back to work as a homicide detective for a while, until the liquor store shooting. He knew then it was time to leave the party.


He settled back in the oversize chair and watched a man and woman hurry past outside. They were huddled close together, stealing glances at each other. Quinn let himself jump to the conclusion they were in love.


He drew on the cigar but didn’t inhale. Didn’t want lung cancer.


Nobody here to warn him about that now. Berate him. Threaten him. Maybe get so infuriated she’d kick him in the leg. The leg that had been shot.


It was okay to smoke cigars in the apartment, now that Pearl had moved out. That was about the only thing good about Pearl’s absence, as far as Quinn was concerned. He missed her small but vivid presence.


Not that Pearl couldn’t be acerbic, insulting, too intense, hyperactive, even violent.


Well, he wasn’t perfect.


Some people said they were a good match. Quinn was tall, rawboned, with a battered nose and disconcerting flat green eyes. He had straight and unruly gray-shot brown hair that made him look as if he had a bad haircut even when he had a good haircut. Women liked the package. He was one of those men homely enough to be handsome. A rough-hewn sophisticate. He came across as laconic, when he wasn’t laying on phony Irish charm.


Pearl usually had plenty to say. She was an inch over five feet tall, compactly and sexily built, and so full of energy that if you stood close you might hear her humming like a transformer. She had black, black hair, dark, dark eyes, and a broad and ready white, white smile behind red, red lips. She looked too there to be real.


But she was real, too real ever to lay on any kind of phony charm.


That might have been the thing about her that charmed Quinn. No wheels within wheels with Pearl. She was one big wheel that might roll right over you. Maybe even back up, if she really didn’t like you.


She still liked Quinn, he was sure. Trouble was, she no longer seemed to love him.


Pearl was the one who’d decided to move out.


She’d quit the NYPD shortly after Quinn retired, before she could be fired for insubordination. Fired ten times over. Pearl had moved in with Quinn, who had a more than adequate income, between his pension and interest and dividends from the settlement. It had taken years to get the settlement and full exoneration. It had been worth it.


They’d been happy for a while, then Pearl had gotten restless. She missed the action. Now she lived across town and was a bank guard. Some action there. Stand around and look stern for the depositors. But she seemed content enough. Maybe it was the gun on her hip. Quinn wondered.


He was a great reader of people, but he truly didn’t understand Pearl. Another facet of her charm.


The buzzer over the intercom blasted away like a wasp whirring menacingly nearby.


Pause, then again.


No pause.


Whoever was leaning on the button wouldn’t let up.


Hell with them. Let them get tired and go away.


Quinn drew on his cigar, exhaled, studied the smoke. The buzzing continued unabated. Must be hard on the thumb.


Who’d be doing this? Trying to aggravate him, if he did happen to be home and not seeing visitors, which was his right. Legal right.


He glanced at his cigar, then propped it in the ashtray on the table alongside the chair and stood up. He was wearing faded jeans, a wrinkled black T-shirt, worn moccasins, needed a shave, and looked more like a motorcycle gang member than an ex-cop. Lean-waisted, broad-shouldered, and ready to rumble.


Whoever was outside leaning on the button didn’t seem to care what he was stirring up. His mistake. Quinn didn’t go to the intercom to answer. Instead he opened his door to the first-floor hall and took a few steps so he could look through the inside glass door and see who was buzzing him.


The man leaning on the button was big but sagging in the middle, with a dark blue suit that didn’t fit well. He was fat through the jowls, balding, had purple bags beneath his eyes, and looked one part unhappy and two parts basset hound.


Deputy Chief Harley Renz.


Quinn strode down the hall to the glass door and opened it.


Renz smiled at him and leaned back away from the buzzer.


In the abrupt silence, Quinn said, “Get in here.”


Renz’s smile didn’t waver as he followed Quinn into the apartment.


Renz looked around, sniffed the air. “You’re still smoking those illegal Cuban cigars.”


“Venezuelan.” Quinn motioned for Renz to sit in a small, decorative chair that no one found comfortable.


“If I had a beer,” Renz said, “I’d tell you a story.”


“Could it be told by phone?”


“You’d miss the inflections and facial expressions, and sometimes I use my hands like puppets.”


Quinn went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He found a very old can of beer near the back of the bottom shelf and opened it for Renz. He didn’t bother with a glass.


Back in the living room, Quinn settled again into his armchair, held but didn’t smoke his cigar, and watched Renz take a pull on the beer and make a face.


“That your breakfast?” Quinn asked.


“Brunch. This beer must be over five years old.”


“Close.”


“You still off the booze?” Renz asked.


“Down to just the occasional drink. I was never an alcoholic.”


“Sure. Well, I can tell by this brew you aren’t chugging it down soon as you buy it. Besides, I know you’re off the sauce in any meaningful way. I checked.”


“Must’ve been disappointed.”


“Yeah. I wanted to be your enabler.” Renz glanced about casually. “Pearl around?”


Another question whose answer you already know.


“Pearl doesn’t live here.”


“Oh. I forgot. Hey, you got another one of those cigars?”


“Only one. I’m gonna save it for later.”


Renz shrugged. “I don’t blame you. What the hell, all the way from Venezuela.” Another pull of beer. No face this time. The stale brew was growing on him. “Reason I asked about Pearl is I thought she might be interested in hearing this, too.”


“I’ll pass it on, but without the hand puppetry.”


Renz looked around. “Not a bad apartment, but it smells like it could use a good cleaning. And it looks like it was decorated by Rudyard Kipling. Needs a woman’s touch.” He pointed toward a framed print near the old fireplace that wasn’t usable. “Ducks flying in formation in front of a sunset. That one never goes out of style.”


“I hope this is a one-beer story,” Quinn said.


“Ah! Your tactful way of suggesting I get to the point.”


“Get to the point.”


Renz leaned closer in the tiny chair that looked as if it might break under his weight. “Dead women are the point. Two of them.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially, as if they might be overheard. “Only you and I know about them now, plus a few trusted allies in the NYPD.”


“And the killer.”


“Did I say they were killed?” Renz shrugged. “Well, I’ll let you make up your mind. The first was Janice Queen, here on the West Side. The second Lois Ullman. Both single, attractive, in their thirties, brunettes—what you might call the same type.”


“So you think it was the same killer?”


“Oh, yes. Both women were drowned in their bathtubs, and there were traces of the tape that was used to bind and gag them beforehand. Then they were dismembered with surgical precision, their body parts stacked in the tubs in the same ascending order: torsos, thighs, calves, arms, and heads. The killer ran the showers, using whatever liquid shampoos or other cleaning agents were available on the body parts, until every visible trace of blood disappeared down the drains, leaving only the pale remains of the victims.” Renz leaned back. “I see I have your rapt attention.”


“Rapt,” Quinn admitted, and drew thoughtfully on the cigar, feeling like a character in a Kipling story.


“The killer sent me a brief note, taunting several of our city’s homicide detectives, even included your name. I guess he didn’t know you retired. He assured me there would be more such victims.”


“If anybody in the NYPD knows this,” Quinn said, “it’s sure to explode in the media soon like a hand grenade.”


“We need to be ready for that.”


“We?”


“I’ve decided you are the man,” Renz said. “Serial killers are your specialty. You brought down the Night Prowler, and you can bring down whatever the media decide to call this sick creep.”


“You left out the part about me being retired.”


“I can work it out so you and your team will be doing work for hire. It’ll be the way you like it, with all the resources of the NYPD at your disposal, through me, and all the advantages of working outside the department.”


Quinn knew what Renz meant—the advantages of being able, if necessary, to work outside the law.


“Who’s on my team?” Quinn asked.


“The same people who helped you nail the Night Prowler. Pearl and Fedderman.”


“Pearl’s working as a bank guard. Fedderman’s living down in Florida, learning how to play golf.”


“They’ll say yes to you, Quinn. Just like you’ll say yes to me.” Renz waved an arm toward the window that looked out on the sidewalk. “Ever notice how much that ironwork resembles prison bars?”


“Never.” Quinn looked at Renz through a haze of cigar smoke. “You thought you’d be chief by now.”


“Instead I was demoted, but I’m back up to deputy chief.”


“I heard. Also heard that’s as far as you’re going.”


“I’m like you, Quinn. I don’t quit. I don’t stop climbing. What the hell else is there in life? I think you understand.”


“Sure. We nail this sicko, and you get the credit and promotion. Life’s been breathed back into your career.”


“And you save the lives of the killer’s future victims.”


“Don’t go altruistic on me, Harley.”


“Well, okay. Then your answer is yes.”


“Was that a question? I didn’t hear a question.”


“Since we both know the answer, a question isn’t necessary.”


“Have you talked to Pearl or Fedderman?”


Renz smiled. “I thought I’d let you do that. One way or another, you can talk anybody into anything.”


“Not Pearl,” Quinn said.


Renz thought about that and nodded.


“I’ll talk to them,” Quinn said. “But no promises.”


“Good!” Renz was careful to place his beer can on the table where it would leave a ring, then stood up. “I’ll get the murder books to you, then try to find you some office space near the closest precinct house. Something without dust and mold where you won’t feel at home.”


Quinn didn’t get up. Far too busy with his cigar.


At the door, Renz paused. “I’m serious about nailing this asshole, Quinn, or I wouldn’t have put a hellhound like you on his track. We’ve both seen a lot, but mother of God, if you’d seen those two women . . .”


“Is this where you cross yourself?” Quinn asked.


“Oh, I don’t blame you for being skeptical, keeping in mind your devious nature and coarse cynicism.” Renz bowed his head, closed his eyes, and for a second Quinn thought he actually might cross himself.


“You do compassion really well.”


Renz gave him a sad and sickly smile. “We’re gonna find out how well you do it.”


When Renz was gone, Quinn settled back in his chair to finish his cigar before he phoned Pearl and Fedderman.


He glanced over at the print of ducks flying in a tight V formation against a vivid sunset and decided he still liked it.


The cigar was only half gone when he picked up the phone.
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“Something’s different,” Pearl said.


“You took a lot of the furniture with you,” Quinn said. “I had to move a few things around.” He was seated in his leather armchair, not smoking a cigar.


Pearl was in the chair she used to sit in all the time, but it was on the other side of the room now. She had on jeans and a jacket this morning, Saturday, when the bank was closed. Her hair was blacker than anything Quinn had ever seen. Raven-colored, he guessed they called it. Not much makeup, if any, but still her dark eyes and lips were in sharp contrast to her pale skin. “You redecorated,” she said.


“More like made do.”


“I smell cigar smoke, Quinn.”


“I have one infrequently.”


“Not good for you.”


You not being here isn’t good for me. “I stay within limits.”


“Not like you.” She sat back and smiled with her large, perfectly aligned, very white teeth. “So what did you want to see me about?”


“Harley Renz came by yesterday and talked to me.”


Her smile disappeared. “He still such an asshole?”


“More than ever. I was thinking he should be our boss again.”


Pearl gave him an odd look, as if he’d just spoken in an unfamiliar language.


“That’s not gonna happen,” she said. “But go ahead, try to talk me into it.”


He told her what Renz had said, watching her closely as he described what the killer had done to his victims. The odd look never completely left her face.


“What if I say I want no part of this?” she asked, when he was finished.


“I forge ahead with Fedderman. He wasn’t cut out for golf in Florida. Last time I talked to him on the phone he said the game was driving him crazy.”


“And you think he’ll throw away his irons and woods and fly up here and join forces with you and Renz to hunt down a serial killer?”


“That’s his real game,” Quinn said, “not bogies and birdies. It’s yours, too. Not standing around Fourth National—”


“Fifth.”


“—with a gun you’ll never fire.”


“And never want to fire. Fedderman will tell you exactly what I’m going to tell you.”


“His wife left him, you know.”


“I know. Last year.”


“He’s lonely.”


“How do you know?”


“I know.”


Pearl looked away from him. “Don’t try that crap with me, Quinn.”


“Well, think about it before you give me a definite answer.”


“Okay. I’ve thought about it. Answer’s no. There’s a time for everything, Quinn, and the time for us to track a killer who slices and dices his victims is way past.”


“You have to feel for those women.”


She let out a long sigh, he thought a bit dramatically. “Feeling. That’s something else I’m past.”


“Pearl—”


“I’m content, Quinn. Screw happiness. Contentment is enough. I get up and get through my days in a pleasant enough way, do my chores, live my life, not pulled this way and that like a . . . I don’t know what.”


“Like you were with me?”


“Yeah. Like that. I need to be self-sufficient, Quinn. So do you. That’s why we didn’t make it together. Why we shouldn’t work together. I want no part of Renz’s operation.”


“Sounds almost final.”


She smiled and stood up from her chair, then walked over and leaned down so she could kiss his forehead. “What a hard case you are, Quinn.”


“You, too.”


She didn’t deny it.


He watched her walk out the door.


Before calling Fedderman in Florida, Quinn fired up a cigar and sat down at the desk in the spare bedroom that had become his den.


He leaned back and listened to the phone ringing in what was probably an empty condo in Boca something or other, Fedderman being out on the golf course, dazed and chasing a little white ball in the sun.


He was about to hang up when Fedderman picked up.


“Quinn?”


“How’d you know, Feds?”


“Caller ID. There’s a widow I’m trying to avoid.” Fedderman had been alone since his wife left. Their grown kids had moved out several years before. If Quinn remembered right, the girl was working in Philadelphia; her brother was one of those people who never wanted to leave college and was away somewhere on a scholarship working on yet another degree.


Quinn propped his cigar in the square glass ashtray on the desk corner. The ashtray was from the old Biltmore Hotel, maybe a collector’s item. “I thought you’d be out on the golf course.”


“I gave up golf. It was driving me insane. Now I’m deepsea fishing, but that’s driving me nuts, too. You ever see the shit you pull out of the ocean? Most of it doesn’t even look like fish.”


“Harley Renz came to see me yesterday.”


“He still such an asshole?”


“That’s what Pearl asked. The answer’s yes.”


“How is Pearl? You two still—?”


“We’re not together. She’s still Pearl.”


“Hmm. Who did the leaving?”


“Pearl.”


“Hmm. So what’d Renz want?”


Quinn told him.


“I’m in,” Fedderman said.


Quinn was surprised by how quickly the answer had come. He’d thought Fedderman liked at least some part of retirement and would prefer it to looking at dead bodies and maybe being shot at.


“So when can I expect you?” Quinn asked.


“Soon as I can catch a flight to New York. That’s the thing about condo living, you can turn the key in the lock and leave. Don’t have to worry about the weeds taking over the lawn. I’m looking forward to seeing you and Pearl.”


“Pearl’s not in.”


“You serious?” Fedderman sounded amazed.


“She said she’s happy being a bank guard.”


“Banks don’t need guards. She knows that. Time I get to New York she’ll have changed her mind.”


“Pearl doesn’t change her mind.”


“She did about you.”


Quinn felt a stab of annoyance. On the other hand, this was what he liked about Fedderman. They’d worked together a long time and were completely honest with each other. Fedderman had a way of driving to the truth and to hell with the cost.


“I’ll call you when I get into town,” Fedderman said. “Meantime, you work on Pearl.”


He hung up before Quinn could reply.


Quinn replaced the receiver in its cradle and picked up his cigar from the ashtray on the desk. It had gone out. He relit it and settled back in his chair, thinking about what Fedderman had said. Thinking about Pearl. He’d worked with her, slept with her, lived with her, knew her.


Pearl doesn’t change her mind.


He watched the smoke rise like a spirit and catch a draft up near the ceiling.


Pearl doesn’t change her mind back.
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Ida Ingrahm had a date.


Normally she wouldn’t have made one with somebody she’d just met in a bar, but Jeff was different.


No, really different.


Seated at her mirror in her West Side apartment, she smiled at her reflection. Not unattractive, she thought. Full face with dark brown hair worn in bangs that made it look fuller. Not fat, mind you. And the rest of her was slim, except she didn’t have much of a waist. Small breasts, legs okay. Especially with the right shoes.


Why do I have to appraise myself like this?


Ida knew the answer. Once they’d slept with her, men tended not to stick around. And she was way, way over thirty now. On the slide.


Time to panic?


She gave her reflection a brighter smile and decided, not yet. Hope lived. It wasn’t that she wanted to get married. A lasting relationship was her goal. Modest enough, she thought. She saw other people achieve them. Meanwhile, life wasn’t so terrible.


She liked her job as graphic designer for Higher Corporate Image, a company that produced promotional and motivational material for retail chains. It paid on the low side, if you didn’t figure bonuses that were no sure thing, but there was a future. There was no glass ceiling at HCI. She could see her life ten years out, and it was okay, and would be better than okay if she had somebody steady. Somebody who cared about her.


She could learn to care about him.


I could learn . . . Stupid attitude.


Her smile faded, and for an instant her blue eyes did flash panic. Perhaps that was her problem, why men left her; her desperation shone through. Thirty-eight and alone in New York—scary. Then again, she knew there were millions of unhappy Midwestern housewives who’d give up their drudge lives in a New York minute for her situation.


Independence! Wa-hoo! She told herself, Quit being such a wimp.


She put on a sapphire pendant with a long silver chain that formed a V so her neck looked longer, her face thinner. Then she unfastened the top button of her blouse to reveal a suggestion of cleavage that wasn’t there.


She wasn’t a wimp. She was doing just fine, sticking in the big city, date with a guy like Jeff, living the life unlike the one she would have led back in Fort Taynor, Arkansas.


She’d thought she’d gotten rid of her southern accent completely, but Jeff had picked up on it right away and said he found it charming. Some of the other women in Loiter, the lounge where a crowd younger than Ida hung out, had glanced with envy at her, seeing her with Jeff. He was easily the best-looking man in the place, and he hadn’t come in with a bunch of leering buddies whose goal for the evening was to score. He was nicely dressed in a dark blue suit that looked expensive. He was even the kind of guy who wore cuff links.


Nobody back in Fort Taynor wore cuff links.


She fumbled trying to fasten the clasp on her knockoff retro wristwatch, and almost dropped it when the intercom buzzed.


Ida squinted at the watch’s tiny face. It was difficult to make out the time without her reading glasses.


Almost seven o’clock. Jeff was early. If it was Jeff.


She gave a final try to engage the miniature latch of the watch’s silver-plated chain, and smiled in surprise when she was successful. A good omen? She hesitated, considering slipping into her high-heel pumps, then padded in her nylon feet toward the intercom. If it was Jeff, she’d have enough time to put on her shoes while he was coming upstairs.


A final glance in the mirror behind the sofa.


She winked at herself and whispered, “Hot!” Letting her tongue show.


Believing it a little.


As she moved toward the intercom, her gaze roamed around the tiny apartment, hoping it was neat enough, clean enough.


Being judged. Always being judged.


She pressed the button and tried to sound casual and sexy. “Who’s there?”


“Jeff Davis.”


Ida decided to hold her silence and simply buzz him in. Not make herself seem too interested and available. Too eager.


Be cool. Like he is.


As she struggled into her shoes that for some reason seemed too small, she imagined him standing in the elevator, rising to her floor.


One of her toenails that needed trimming cut painfully into the toe next to it.


Damn it! Feet swollen again. Should have taken a water pill.


The left shoe wasn’t completely on, and she almost turned an ankle, as she hurried to answer his knock.
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Renz was true to his word. Always a bad sign.


He’d found them office space on West Seventy-ninth Street, not far from the two-oh precinct on West Eighty-second. It had been used as a child welfare reporting center until the city budget had forced its closure. On one side of the old brick building was a dental clinic, Nothing but the Tooth. Renz had laughed about that one over the phone when he called to send Quinn to the address, thinking it a riot that a cop shop should share the building with a dentist with a sense of humor. Quinn didn’t think dentists should joke about their work.


The entrances to the two office suites faced each other across a cracked concrete stoop, three steps up from the sidewalk. Quinn and Fedderman didn’t know what the dentist’s digs looked like, but their “suite” consisted of two adjoining rooms and a half bath. Gluts of truncated cable and smaller wiring protruded like weird high-tech vegetables out of the hardwood floor, Quinn guessed for phones and computers. Ghastly illumination was provided by dangling flourescent fixtures.


“We’ll get you desks and stuff tomorrow,” Renz had assured Quinn.


That had been two days ago. Quinn and Fedderman were still working out of Quinn’s apartment, or sometimes the claustrophobic room Fedderman had rented in a residence hotel in the Nineties.


They were in Quinn’s den today, the contents of the murder files arranged in something like chronological order before them on the floor. Quinn was seated in his desk chair, which he’d rolled out from behind the desk, leaning out over the mess on the carpet with his elbows on his knees, gazing down like God at His miscreants. Fedderman was sitting on the floor with his back against the wall. He’d become almost bald on top, his graying hair too long on the sides and curling over his ears. His pants were wrinkled, and his brown suit coat was wadded in a chair. Fedderman had no respect for clothes. They didn’t like him, either. He was tall and narrow-shouldered, and nothing seemed to fit his thin, awkward body, with the potbelly and abnormally long arms.


“What we know,” Quinn said, “is both victims were brunettes, in their thirties, attractive though not raving beauties. They both were drowned before they were butchered. No signs of sexual activity. No semen found in the bodies or anywhere at the scenes.”


“Probably untaped after death,” Fedderman said. “He wouldn’t want them splashing all over the place in the bathtub while he was holding them under.”


“And he took the used tape with him.”


“Neatnik,” Fedderman said.


“Trauma to the heads of both victims before death.”


Fedderman nodded and nudged one of the morgue shots with the unpolished toe of his brown shoe. “Sequences probably the same. No indications of forced entry into either apartment. So he’s let in, whaps them in the head, and undresses them and tapes them up while they’re unconscious. Then he carries them into the bathroom and places them in the tub. He makes sure the stopper’s engaged and turns on the water.”


“That’s probably when they come to,” Quinn said.


Fedderman thought about that. “Yeah, the cold water. Then they realize where they are, the fix they’re in. Jesus!”


“When the water’s high enough, he turns it off and drowns them,” Quinn said.


“Thank God for that, considering what comes next.”


“He wouldn’t let them just sit there and drown. Their heads would be too high, anyway, and he wouldn’t want them struggling, even taped tight like they were. They’d still be able to splash around some. Maybe work loose the tape over their mouths and make some noise.”


“So he holds them under,” Fedderman said.


“Then, when they’re dead, he removes the tape and uses the tools he’s brought with him to start carving.”


“Ignores the knives in the kitchen?”


“Has so far.”


“Must have brought his tools in a box or a bag of some sort.”


“Uh-huh. Maybe somebody noticed. Something to check.”


“Gets together all his cleaning agents first,” Fedderman said. “Before he starts to carve. No blood in the kitchen. None in the cabinets where the stuff would have been kept.”


“Yeah, sounds right. He uses the shower curtain to protect the floor, so he won’t be walking or kneeling in blood while he’s . . .” Quinn paused and gave his cigar a George Burns look, even the faint smile. It occurred to him how good it felt to be having one of these give-and-take conversations with Fedderman again, homing in on the facts, or at least the hypothesis, and nudging ideas alive. “No, Feds, he’s got to undress. He’d be working nude, even before he drowns them. Wouldn’t want to get his clothes wet. Somebody might notice when he leaves.”


Fedderman nodded. “Shower curtain keeps whatever mess there is outside the tub contained. I’d say he opens up his victims and sits there a while and lets them bleed out in the tub, much as possible without a heartbeat, then washes the blood down the drain and begins his carving. Probably just gets residue blood on his hands and arms, maybe upper body; easy to wash off, while he’s cleaning the body parts.”


“Then he cleans his tools.”


“After stacking the severed body parts in the tub.” Fedderman looked disgusted, maybe a little scared, his features as mismatched as his clothes. “What the hell have we gotten ourselves into, Quinn?”


“Nothing we haven’t been in before.”


Or is it?


“Body parts stacked exactly the same way,” Quinn said, pressing on, “in the same order.”


“And everything washed so clean,” Fedderman said. “Like maybe he was trying to wash away his sins.”


Take me to the river . . . Quinn sat back in his chair. “It’s still too early to get inside this one’s head. We can’t make any assumptions. Other than he’s one sick cookie, and he’s got a thing about brunettes.”


“Lots of us have a thing about brunettes.”


“I talked to the ME,” Quinn said. “Near as he could make out, sharp knives, and probably a cleaver or hatchet of some kind, were used to disassemble these women. But some body parts would be too difficult to remove with a knife or cleaver. The severed large bone ends suggest a saw was used. Because of the finely serrated blade, most likely a power saw.”


“Dangerous to use one of those around water, even a portable with a battery. Might get your ass electrocuted.”


“Still, my guess is he used a portable. They’re quieter. And they make them plenty powerful enough for the job now. He’d be using it after the water was gone from the tub, and most of the blood and other body fluids were drained from his victims.”


“Like in a butcher shop.” Fedderman made his disgusted face again.


“Exactly like, Feds. He did butcher them.” Quinn sighed and let his gaze roam over the photographs, statements, and reports arranged on the carpet. “Apparently the two victims didn’t know each other and had no friends or acquaintances in common.”


“That’s ground we can go over again,” Fedderman said. “They might have frequented the same bar or restaurant, shopped at the same store.”


“One lived on the East Side,” Quinn pointed out, “one on the West.”


“They had one thing in common, anyway. The killer.”


“Yeah, they—”


The phone rang, interrupting Quinn.


He scooted with his feet so his chair rolled closer to the desk, then stretched out an arm and lifted the black plastic receiver. Said, “Quinn.”


After a while: “Uh-huh.” He rolled the chair even closer so he could reach a pen and make a note on a pad on the desk corner. “You sure about the address?”


Apparently, whoever had called was sure.


“We’re leaving now,” Quinn said, and hung up.


Fedderman knew better than to try a guess at what the conversation was about. Quinn was always the same on the phone, calm, almost mechanical. He’d tell Fedderman when he was ready.


“Better straighten your tie, Feds,” Quinn said, standing up from his chair. “That was Renz. We’ve got a third victim, woman named Ida Ingrahm, 197 West Eighty-second Street, apartment six-B.”


Fedderman jotted down the name and address in his own note pad. “Not far from here.” He stood up slowly, unfolding in mismatched sections, gave his tie a tug, and shrugged into his wrinkled suit coat.


He pulled down his right shirtsleeve and rebuttoned its cuff. Something about the way he wrote, or maybe the cheap shirts he wore, made his right cuff button always come undone. He was adjusting the baggy coat so his shoulder holster didn’t show, when he suddenly stopped and stared at Quinn.


“You positive about that location?”


“I had Renz repeat it,” Quinn said. “Pearl’s old address.”
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The victim’s was a small, corner apartment that looked a lot neater than when Pearl had lived in it. For one thing, it was completely painted. Pearl had always been in the process of painting the place, never finishing. There were no newspapers or magazines strewn on the floor, and the furniture looked . . . well, arranged.


There was also a disturbing odor. Quinn had encountered it before, but not to this degree. So had Fedderman.


“Smells like a butcher shop,” Fedderman said. “Lots of fresh blood, fresh meat.”


“He is a butcher,” Quinn said.


“A real one, maybe.”


The thought had occurred to Quinn. “He’d have the skills, as well as the tools of his trade.”


There was a uniformed cop in the apartment, standing and staring out the window. He hadn’t turned around when Quinn and Fedderman entered. Now he did. He was a middle-aged guy with a gray military haircut, his cap in his hands, over his crotch. His face was so white Quinn thought the man might faint any second. Quinn and Fedderman flashed the shields Renz had provided, and the uniform pointed toward a short hall that Quinn knew led to the bathroom and only bedroom.


“Maybe you oughta sit down,” Quinn said.


“I can stand okay,” the cop said. Point of pride.


Quinn nodded and led the way down the hall. He and Fedderman both slipped latex gloves on their hands as they walked. Quinn was a little surprised by how effortless and automatic it was, an old task still familiar.


There was no way to prepare for what was in the bathroom. In the center of the tub, Ida Ingrahm’s head lay propped on its side on the stack of torso and limbs. Her damp brown hair had been smoothed back so her face was visible. Her eyes were open, darkened by blood from capillaries ruptured as she’d drowned, but they didn’t so much look dead as expectant. As if she’d been waiting for somebody to come into the bathroom. Maybe Quinn and Fedderman.


“Some sight,” said a voice behind them.


Quinn turned and saw Nift from the Medical Examiner’s office, not one of his favorite people. Nift was a pigeonchested little guy with thick black hair that dangled in short bangs high on his bulging forehead. He had an imperious attitude, a smart mouth, and appeared to be strutting even when standing still. Always a meticulous dresser, he seemed to be dolling up even more for his work. Today he was wearing a black three-button suit, white shirt, and a black silk tie. Quinn thought he looked like Napoleon gussied up as a mortician.


“Some stench,” Fedderman said.


“Smells something like the morgue on a busy day,” Nift said. “I knew you guys were on the way, so I didn’t touch anything, just tippy-toed in and looked at the poor woman. I determined that she was dead.”


“Cut up like the others?” Fedderman asked.


“I wouldn’t know if she had a sense of humor,” Nift said.


“I might throw you into that tub with her,” Quinn said.


Nift stared at him. “I believe you just might, Captain.”


“Maybe you oughta give us a straight answer,” Fedderman said.


“As near as I can tell, without having moved the body parts, she seems to have been dissected in the same manner as the two previous victims. She also fits the killer’s type.”


“Now you’re doing detective work,” Quinn said.


Nift smiled. “My weakness. Too many TV cop shows, I suppose. But I really can’t tell you much more than the obvious until after the postmortem.” He shrugged. “Cut, hack, saw.”


“Drowned first,” Fedderman said.


“Yes, I can about guarantee you that. Just like the first two. And like with the first two, I doubt if there’ll be any indications of recent sexual activity.” He smiled. “Wanna take a closer look?”


“We’ll take your word for it,” Quinn said. “Was her hair pulled back from her face like that when you arrived?”


“Sure was. Just as the killer wanted you to find it. Or maybe it was simply a gentle gesture after the beheading.”


There was a flash behind them. The police photographer had arrived, armed with a digital camera about the size of a cigarette lighter. There were three techs beyond him, nosing around the living room for prints or stray hairs or dying messages or whatever. Quinn figured they wouldn’t find much, if anything, of use. This was a clean and careful killer they were hunting. Cleanliness and caution were deep in his methodology and would be essential in his psychology. The police profiler should be having a ball with this guy.


“I’ll finish my preliminary,” Nift said, “then get out of the way.”


Quinn and Fedderman moved aside so Nift could squeeze back into the almost sanitarily clean bathroom. Chromed faucet handles glittered. The ceramic tiles gleamed. Admirable.


Except for what was in the tub.


“Let’s go into the bedroom,” Quinn said.


Fedderman followed. “We’ll look for clues where it’s less crowded and the light’s better.”


Quinn was glad Fedderman was recovering his cop’s sense of humor that helped to keep him sane. Like Nift, maybe, only without the mean streak.


Fedderman knew why Quinn wanted to examine the bedroom—to get a better sense of Ida Ingrahm, who she was before she became victim number three.


The bedroom was neatly arranged, the bed still made. The room didn’t seem to have been touched by the crime except for the odor. Their bed had been against the other wall when Quinn and Pearl had slept here. He tried not to think about that.


Ida Ingrahm seemed to have fit the mold of thousands, maybe millions, of single women in New York. On her dresser was the framed family photo, a man and woman and two teenage girls, posed smiling in front of a lake ringed with trees that looked about to surrender their leaves to autumn. The females in the photo looked quite a bit alike. Quinn figured he was looking at Mom, Dad, Sis, and the future murder victim. There was nothing in the smiling faces of either of the daughters that portended an early, violent death.


Ida’s closet held an assortment of mix-and-match black clothing, a rack of shoes. Near the foot of the bed was a small TV on a white wicker stand. There was a bookshelf that held mostly self-help and diet books, a few paperback mysteries. On the lamp table next to the bed, a pair of glasses was folded atop a Stuart Kaminsky novel. Pearl used to read Kaminsky’s series about a cop named Lieberman, and Quinn wondered if she’d left behind the book when she moved out. It bothered him that the dead woman had read the same book as Pearl, maybe even turning down page corners the way Pearl did to keep her place. He went to the glasses and, careful not to touch anywhere that might obscure prints, examined the lenses. Single power and weak. They looked like drugstore reading glasses.


“Lots of shoes,” Fedderman said behind Quinn, still staring into the closet.


“Lots of women have lots of shoes,” Quinn said, glancing over at him. When he turned back, he saw something he hadn’t noticed before because it was mostly hidden behind the lamp base. A cell phone.


Maybe with speed dial numbers, information, a log of recent numbers called or received. Maybe with a recorder, a calculator, a digital camera with a stored photo of the killer. Well, who knew, these days? It looked like an ordinary cell phone, but who could tell? Quinn couldn’t keep up with technology.


He left the bedroom and went halfway down the hall, then summoned one of the techs, a bright looking young guy with dark-rimmed glasses and a bow tie. Quinn had always thought that men who wore bow ties were a separate breed, understood only by themselves. Probably had a secret handshake.


Like Quinn and Fedderman, the bow-tied tech was wearing white evidence gloves. Unlike Quinn and Fedderman, he was under thirty and would understand cell phone technology.


“Do what you want with this so we can check out any information stored,” Quinn said, pointing to the phone.


The tech nudged the phone with a gloved fingertip, then began dusting for prints.


After a few seconds, he looked up at Quinn, smiling. “Something you should know about this phone, sir.”


Quinn liked it when a tech called him “sir.” Very rare. He put it down to youth. “There something different about it?”


“Yeah.”


What happened to “sir”?


The tech carefully lifted the phone between thumb and middle finger, then lightly squeezed. It began to buzz.


Quinn was just about to tell the tech to let him answer the phone, when the buzzing stopped.


“It’s not a phone, sir. Only looks like one. It’s a vibrator.”


“That’s to let you know you got a call when you don’t want people to hear it ring,” Fedderman said.


“It’s not a phone. Really, it’s a vibrator.”


“Huh?” Fedderman said, finally getting it, interested. The kid pushed another button and the buzzing got louder. The little cell phone became a blur.


“Whoa!” Fedderman said.


Quinn didn’t know what to say.


“It’s not the kind of vibrator you’d use on your sore back,” the tech said. He was still smiling, but looking thoughtful. “I guess it’s so women can carry it around, maybe use it when they travel, and it won’t draw attention and embarrass them if security or customs root through their luggage.”


“What a great idea,” Fedderman said.


The tech turned off the mock phone and placed it back down exactly in its original position. “I think I know whose prints’ll be all over this for everyone to see.”


“She’s beyond embarrassment,” Quinn said.


“What are you doing in my bedroom?” demanded a woman’s voice.


Startled, all three men turned to look.


Pearl.


“Who’s guarding the bank?” Fedderman asked, after Pearl had been filled in and had looked around the apartment. They were outside on West Eighty-second, standing in the shade near the building’s concrete stoop.


“Someone else,” Pearl said. “I’m on a leave of absence.”


Quinn looked closely at her. She was simply Pearl. Compact, buxom, and beautiful. She had on her usual deep red lipstick today, so stark against her pale complexion that her generous mouth seemed to have been painted on by some manic, inspired artist. With her large dark eyes, perfect white teeth, black hair, she was so vivid she often reminded Quinn of some kind of cartoon character. But she was real. Quinn knew she was real.


“Renz call you?” he asked.


“Even before he called you.”


“I thought you weren’t interested in this case.”


“This sick asshole killed somebody in my old apartment. Somebody who might just as easily have been me. That makes it personal.”


“Also makes it coincidental,” Fedderman said.


“Doesn’t it, though?” Pearl said.


A brisk summer breeze kicked up and moved a crumpled white takeout bag along the sidewalk. Quinn stood his ground, merely lifting a foot to let the bag pass and continue along the pavement.


“We need you, Pearl,” Fedderman said.


She smiled. “Thanks, Feds.”


“You one of us again, Pearl?” Quinn asked.


“The smart one,” she said.


They spent the next several hours talking to Ida’s neighbors, some of whom remembered Pearl. No one had seen or heard anything unusual. Those who knew Ida Ingrahm said she was quiet, and worked as some kind of artist or graphic designer at a company in midtown. She rode the subway back and forth to work.


All the detective team’s time and effort left them right back where they’d started hours ago, standing on the sidewalk just outside the building. Ida Ingrahm’s remains had long since been removed, and the crime scene unit had pulled out. A uniform remained in the hall outside the apartment, with its door yellow-taped, and would be relieved in a few hours by another cop who would remain there all night. Sometimes criminals really did return to the scene of the crime. Especially if they forgot something incriminating.


Quinn unwrapped a Cuban cigar and lit it. The butcher shop stench had stayed with him and become taste. The acrid scent of burning tobacco helped. A few people walking past on the sidewalk glared at him as he exhaled a large puff of smoke. So arrest me. Neither Pearl nor Fedderman complained; they’d been upstairs like Quinn. It seemed to them that the entire building smelled like a slaughterhouse, but Ida’s neighbors didn’t seem to notice. Maybe the death stench had grown on them slowly, and they became accustomed to it.


Or maybe it was mental. The other tenants hadn’t been in Ida’s apartment to bid her farewell.


Ida nude. A three-dimensional Picasso. In pieces like a disconnected puzzle doll, chalk white and eerily pure in her drained bathtub.


Ida clean.


Her sins washed away?


Quinn knew better, but he wished for Ida that it worked that way. He felt an overbearing sadness not only for her but for himself and the entire human race.


The things we do to each other . . .


“You cab over here?” he asked Pearl.


Pearl nodded. Did a thing with her lips so she could take in some secondhand smoke.


“That’s our unmarked across the street,” Quinn said.


“I know,” Pearl said. “It’s the only car that looks like it should be wearing a fedora.”


“Since you’re on the case, come with us back to the office and we’ll bring you up to speed.”


“We have an office?”


“Such as it is,” Fedderman said. “And not far from here.”


“Has it got a coffee machine?”


“No.”


“Then it isn’t an office.”


“Let’s move,” Quinn said, already starting to cross the street.


“Vroom! Vroom!” Pearl said behind him.


Smart-mouthing me already, Quinn thought. Hiding behind her wisecracks where no one could touch her soft spots.


Well, who doesn’t? At least sometimes?


A car pulled out of a parking space and had to brake hard to keep from hitting the three of them. The driver leaned on the horn. Pearl made an obscene gesture, otherwise ignoring the man.


Quinn thought this wasn’t going to be easy.


So why, whenever he looked at Pearl, did he feel like smiling?
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The office: three gray steel desks (as if Renz had known Pearl would be joining them); four chairs; a file cabinet; and a wooden table with a lamp, computer, and printer on it. The printer was the kind that copied and faxed and scanned and did who knew what-all that Quinn would probably never figure out. The table was directly over one of the outcroppings of wire on the floor, everything mysteriously connected to it via another tangle of wire emanating from computer and printer.


“This thing work?” Pearl asked, walking over to the computer. It was an old Hewlett-Packard, gigantic.


Quinn pulled a cord that opened some blinds, letting natural light in to soften the fluorescent glare. “Yeah. And some computer whiz from the NYPD’s gonna set us up with more of them. Update our system. We’re coded into the NYPD and various data banks. Codes and passwords are on a piece of paper under the lamp base.”


Pearl grinned, the brightest thing in the gloomy office. “Everybody hides their passwords under the lamp base. First place burglars and identity thieves look.”


“Nobody’s gonna break in here,” Fedderman said. “And far as I’m concerned, somebody else is welcome to my identity.”


Quinn settled into the chair behind his desk and rocked slightly back and forth. The chair squeaked. The other two chairs at the desks were identical—cheap black vinyl swivel chairs on rollers. The fourth chair was straight-backed and wooden, presumably for an eventual suspect.


Pearl and Fedderman rolled the other two chairs up close and sat down. Quinn’s desk was strategically placed directly beneath one of the fluorescent fixtures, so there was plenty of light even if it was ghastly. He slid open one of the rattling steel drawers and handed Pearl the murder books on Janice Queen and Lois Ullman.


“You can look them over now, if you want,” he said, “then take them home and study them.”


Pearl rested the files on her lap, and opened the top one. Quinn watched her scan each piece of paper or photograph inside, then move on and repeat the process. A tune from Phantom of the Opera was seeping over from the Nothing but the Tooth side of the building. Music to fill molars by? That, the hum and swish of traffic outside, and Pearl leafing through the files, were the only sounds for a long time.
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