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            I would I were alive again
 
            To kiss the fingers of the rain,
 
            To drink into my eyes the shine
 
            Of every slanting silver line …
 
            —EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY,
            
 
            “Renascence”                      

         
 
         
            I hear a sudden cry of pain!
 
            There is a rabbit in a snare …
 
            —JAMES STEPHENS, 
 “The Snare”       
            

         
 
         1
 
         Millie Graff’s feet were sore. She was a hostess at Mingles, a new and popular restaurant on West Forty-fifth Street near Times Square, and hadn’t sat down for over five hours. After work, it was a three-block walk and a long concrete stairwell descent to a downtown subway platform. In the crowded subway, someone would probably step on her toes.
 
         She didn’t mind the work or the time at Mingles. Her paycheck was big enough that she’d soon be able to move out of her cramped Village apartment into something larger, maybe on the Upper West Side. Her job was secure, and there was still a chance she could land a spot in an off-Broadway chorus line.
 
         Dance had been Millie’s first love. It was what had brought her to New York City from the small town her folks had moved to in New Jersey. Dance and dreams.
 
         She’d kept her weight down and was still built like a dancer: long-waisted, with small breasts, muscular legs, and an elegant turn of ankle that drew male glances.
 
         In fact, as she jogged up the concrete steps to the entrance to her building, holding level a white foam takeaway container from a deli she’d stopped at on her way home, a middle-aged man walking past gave her a lingering look and a hopeful smile.
 
         Not till you grow some hair on your head, Millie thought—rather cruelly, she realized with some regret, as she shouldered open the door to the vestibule.
         
 
         She saw no one on the way up in the elevator or in the hall. Pausing to dig her keys out of her purse, she realized again how weary she was. Just smiling for seven hours was enough to wear a person down.
 
         After keying the locks, she turned the tarnished brass doorknob and entered.
 
         She’d barely had time to register that something was wrong when the man who’d been waiting for her just inside the door stepped directly in front of her. It was almost as if he’d sprung up out of the floor.
 
         Millie gasped. The foam container of chicken wings and brown rice dropped to the carpet and made a mess.
 
         The man was so close that his face was out of focus and she couldn’t make out his features. She thought at first he was simply shirtless, but in a startled instant realized he was completely nude. She could smell his sweaty male scent. Feel his body heat. She was looking up at him at an angle that made her think he was about six feet tall.
 
         He smiled. That frightened the already-stunned Millie to the point where her throat constricted. She could hardly breathe.
 
         “You know me,” he said.
 
         But of course she didn’t. Not really.
 
         “I have a gift for you,” he told her, and she stood in shock as he slipped something—a necklace—over her head carefully, so as not to disturb her hairdo.
 
         She was aware of his right hand moving quickly on the lower periphery of her vision. Saw an instantaneous glint of silver. A blade! Something peculiar about it. 
         
 
          
 
         He was thrilled by the confusion in her eyes. Her brain hadn’t yet caught up with what was happening.
 
         The blade would feel cold at first, before pain overwhelmed all other feeling.
 
         He was standing now supporting her, a length of her intestines draped in his left hand like a warm snake.
 
         He thought that was amazing. Incredible! The expression on Millie Graff’s face made it obvious that she, too, was amazed. Her eyes bulged with wonder. He felt the throb of his erection.
         
 
         Despite the seriousness of her injury, he knew she wasn’t yet dead. He lowered her gently to the floor, resting her on her back so she wouldn’t bleed so much. Carefully, he propped her head against the sofa so that when he used the ammonia fumes to jolt her back to consciousness, she’d be looking down again at what he’d done to her.
 
         She’d know it was only the beginning.
 
         2
 
         “Why would you invite anyone sane to see this?” Quinn asked.
 
         But he had a pretty good idea why.
 
         New York Police Commissioner Harley Renz wouldn’t be at a bloody crime scene like this unless he considered it vitally important. Renz was standing back, well away from the mess in the tiny living room. The air was fetid with the coppery stench of blood.
 
         The commissioner had put on even more weight in the year since Quinn had seen him. His conservative blue suit was stretched at the seams, rendering its expensive tailoring meaningless. His pink jowls ballooned over the collar of his white silk shirt. More and more, his appearance reflected exactly what he was, a corpulent and corrupt politician with the fleshy facial features of a bloodhound. He looked like a creature of rapacious appetite, and he was one.
 
         “Look at her,” he said, his red-rimmed eyes fleshy triangles of compassion. “Jesus, just look at her!”
 
         What he was demanding wasn’t easy. The woman lay on her back on the bloodstained carpet, with her legs and arms spread as if she’d given up and welcomed what was being done to her so the horror could end. Quinn knew it had taken a long time to end. It looked as if the tendons in the crooks of her arms and behind both knees had been severed so she couldn’t move other than to flop around, and her abdomen had been opened with some kind of knife. Small circular burns indicated a cigarette had been touched to her flesh. Shreds of flesh dangled from her corpse in a way that suggested it had been violated with a blade and then peeled from body and bone with a pair of pliers.
 
         Quinn figured the butchery for an amateur job, not done by anyone with special medical knowledge. The killer’s primary goal was to torture. He’d burned her and stripped away skin for no purpose other than pain.
 
         He must have done this while she was still alive. 
         
 
         Pink bloodstained material, what appeared to be the victim’s panties, was wadded in her mouth. The elastic waistband of the panties was looped around her neck and tightly knotted at the base of her skull.
 
         Quinn looked over at Renz.
 
         “Nift says she was alive and what was done to her took hours,” Renz said. “The stomach was done first.” His voice broke slightly. Not like him.
 
         For the first time Quinn noticed the usually loquacious and obnoxious little medical examiner, Dr. Julius Nift. He was standing alongside a wall with a uniformed cop and a plainclothes detective with his badge dangling in its leather folder from a suit coat pocket. A crime scene tech wearing a white jumpsuit and gloves was over near the door. Everyone seemed to be standing as far away as possible from Renz.
 
         “That’s why there’s so much blood,” Nift said. “A stomach wound like that looks horrible, but the victim doesn’t necessarily die right away. Whatever her condition, he somehow managed to keep her heart pumping for quite a while. There’s a slight ammonia smell around her head, too. Could be he used ammonia like smelling salts, to jolt her around whenever she lost consciousness. So she’d feel everything.”
 
         Quinn could hear a slight hissing and realized it was his own breathing. Being here with the dead woman, where there had been so much agony, was like being in a catacomb with a saint. Then he understood why he’d made the comparison. Clutched tightly in the victim’s pale right hand like a rosary was a silver letter S on a thin chain that was wrapped around her neck. Careful not to step in any of the darkening puddles of blood, Quinn leaned forward to more closely examine the necklace.
         
 
         “Kinda crap you find in a Times Square souvenir shop.” Renz said.
 
         “That’s where it might have come from,” Quinn said. “It says ‘New York’ in tiny letters on the back.”
 
         “I noticed,” Renz said, probably lying.
 
         Quinn straightened up and looked around. The living room was tastefully decorated, with wicker furniture and a large wicker mask on one wall. On the opposite wall was a framed Degas ballerina print with “MoMA” printed on the matting. Not expensive furnishings, but not cheap. The apartment was cramped, and the block in this neighborhood in the East Village wasn’t a good one.
 
         Quinn wondered what made this a big case for Renz. Major money didn’t seem to be involved. This woman appeared to have lived well but modestly. Politics might be at play here. Maybe the victim had been somebody’s secret lover. Somebody important.
 
         No. If that were true Renz would be using it for leverage. He seemed emotionally involved here. It wouldn’t be because of the goriness of the crime. He’d seen plenty of gore in his long career. He—
 
         Nift was saying, “You wouldn’t know it to look at her now…”
 
         Careful, Quinn thought, knowing how Nift was prone to make salacious remarks about dead female victims.
         
 
         “…but she was kind of athletic, especially for her age,” Nift finished, avoiding an explosion from Renz.
 
         “I wanna show you something else,” Renz said, ignoring Nift. He led Quinn from the bedroom and into a small bathroom.
 
         There was a claw-footed porcelain tub there, and a washbasin without a vanity attached to the wall. Everything was tiled either gray or blue. White towels stained red with diluted blood were jumbled on the floor and in the tub. The tub, as well as the washbasin, had red stains that looked like patterns of paint applied by a madman.
 
         “Bastard washed up in here after he killed her,” Renz said, “But more than that.” He pointed at the medicine chest mirror, on which someone, presumably the killer, had scrawled in blood the name Philip Wharkin.
         
 
         “The killer?” Quinn asked.
 
         “Maybe. The kind of asshole who’s daring us to catch him. It’s happened before. They’re out there.”
 
         “Don’t we know it.”
 
         Quinn moved closer to the mirror and leaned in to study the crudely printed red letters. “I don’t think he’s one of those. He was careful. This was written with a finger dabbed in blood, and it looks like he had on rubber gloves.” He backed away from the mirror. “If nothing else, this is a passion crime. Maybe the victim had a thing with Philip Wharkin and it went seriously bad.”
 
         “That’s how I figure it,” Renz said. “If she did, we’ll sure as hell find out.”
 
         Quinn could see Renz’s jaw muscles flex even through the flab. This one was important to him, all right. Maybe, for some reason, his ill-gained position as commissioner depended on it.
 
         They left the stifling bathroom and returned to the living room. The techs were still busy, having taken advantage of the extra space created when Renz and Quinn had left. Nift was down on one knee packing his black bag, finished with the body until it was transported to the morgue.
 
         The corpse was unaffected by any of it. Its pale blue eyes, widened in horror, gazed off at some far horizon they would all at some time see. Quinn felt a chill race up his spine. Hours ago this bloody, discarded thing on the floor had been a vital and perhaps beautiful woman.
 
         “How old do you estimate she was?” Quinn asked Nift.
 
         It was Renz who answered. “Twenty-three. And it’s not an estimate.”
 
         “You got a positive ID?” Quinn asked.
 
         “Yeah,” Renz said.
 
         He leaned over the corpse and lifted it slightly off the carpet, turning it so Quinn could see the victim’s back.
 
         Her shoulders and the backs of both arms were covered with old burn scars. Quinn had similar scars on his right shoulder and upper arms.
 
         “The killer didn’t do that to her back,” Renz said, returning the body to its original position.
 
         Quinn looked again at the victim’s features, trying to imagine them without the distortion of horror and the scarlet stains.
 
         He felt the blood recede from his face. Then he began to tremble. He tried but couldn’t stop the tremors.
 
         “It’s Millie Graff,” Renz said.
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         After the body of Millie Graff had been removed, Quinn walked with Renz through a fine summer drizzle to a diner a few blocks away that was still open despite the late hour. They were in a back-corner booth and were the only customers. The old guy who’d come out from behind the counter to bring their coffee was now at the other end of the place, near the door and the cash register. He was hunched over as if he had a bent spine, reading a newspaper through glasses with heavy black frames.
 
         Renz looked miserable, obviously loathing his role as bearer of bad news. Quinn was surprised to find himself feeling sorry for him. Though they held a mutual respect for each other’s capabilities, the two men weren’t exactly friends. Renz was an unabashed bureaucratic crawler fueled by ambition and unencumbered by any sort of empathy or decency. He’d stepped on plenty of necks to get where he was, and he still wasn’t satisfied. Never would be. Quinn considered Renz to be an insatiable sociopath who would say anything, do anything, or use anyone in order to get what he wanted. Renz considered Quinn to be simply unrealistic.
 
         “I haven’t seen Millie in almost fifteen years,” Quinn said.
 
         “She healed up, grew up, and became a dancer,” Renz said. “Saved her money so she could leave New Jersey and live here in New York. She was gonna break into theater.” He sipped his coffee and made a face as if he’d imbibed poison. “I got all this from her neighbors. She worked in the Theater District, but was waiting tables in a restaurant.” He shrugged. “Show biz.”
 
         “How long’s she been in the city?” Quinn asked.
 
         “Five months.”
 
         Quinn gazed out the window and thought back to when he’d first seen Millie Graff. She’d had metal braces on her teeth and was screaming with her mouth wide open and mashed against the closed window of a burning car.
 
         He’d simply been driving along on Tenth Avenue in his private car, off duty, when traffic had come to a stop and he’d seen smoke up ahead. Quinn had gotten out of his car and jogged toward the smoke. When he got closer to the gathering mass of onlookers he saw that a small SUV was upside down, propped at an angle with its roof against the curb. It was on fire.
 
         The vehicle was not only on fire. Its gas tank was leaking, and the resultant growing puddle of fuel was blazing. The crowd, sensing an explosion any second, was moving well back, occasionally surging forward slightly, pulled by curiosity and repelled by danger. The woman who’d been driving the SUV was upside down with her head at an awkward angle. Quinn figured her neck was broken.
 
         The girl pressing her face against the window and screaming was eight-year-old Millie Graff. She’d apparently gotten her safety belt unbuckled and was trying to crawl out. But the door was jammed shut and the window remained closed. He saw the frantic girl make a motion as if she was trying to open the window, and then shake her head back and forth, desperately trying to tell someone looking on that the window was jammed.
 
         Quinn moved toward the car and felt someone grip his shirtsleeve. A short man with brown eyes popped wide was trying to hold him back. “It’s gonna blow any moment!” he yelled at Quinn. “Smell that gas! You can’t go over there!”
 
         When Quinn drew his big police special revolver from its belt holster the man released him and moved back. That was when Quinn saw the blue uniform over by a shop window. A young PO standing with his back pressed against a wall. Quinn waved for him to come over and help. The man didn’t move. A New York cop, frozen by fear.
 
         Forgetting everything else, Quinn ran to the SUV and began pounding on the window with the butt of his revolver, holding the cylinder tight so it remained on an empty chamber and wouldn’t allow the gun to fire accidentally. The girl inside pressed her hand against the glass and he motioned for her to move back.
 
         She did, and a series of blows rendered with all his strength broke the glass. It didn’t shatter much, but enough so that he could grip the shards and pull them out. He removed his shirt and used it so he wouldn’t cut his hands as he tried to pry the rest of the window out.
 
         The girl caught fire. She began screaming over and over, trying to beat out the flames with her bare hands. Quinn could see the flames spreading across the back of her blouse, reaching for her hair.
 
         The sight gave him strength he didn’t know he had, and what was left of the window popped from the frame.
 
         He reached through the window, grabbed the girl’s arm, and dragged her from the vehicle. Pain made him realize he was on fire, too. Both of them were burning.
 
         That was when Quinn glanced beyond the girl, to the other side of the car. And through his pain and fear he saw a distorted miniature face and waving tiny hands in an infant seat. A screaming child. A baby.
 
         Aware now of more flames in the street around him, more burning gasoline, he slung the wriggling young girl over his shoulder and ran with her across the street. He gave her to reaching arms. Hands slapped at him, and someone threw a shirt over him to smother the flames.
 
         He saw the young cop still frozen against the wall. Quinn screamed around the lump in his throat: “There’s a baby in there, other side, rear, in an infant seat!”
 
         The man didn’t move, only stared straight ahead.
 
         Quinn shoved people away and ran back toward the burning SUV, ignoring the pleas for him to stay away. He was aware of sirens. Fire trucks down the street, a block away. Too far away. The flames inside the car were spreading. The vehicle was filling with smoke.
         
 
         He glanced back and saw the young girl he’d dragged from the wreck huddled on the sidewalk, surrounded by people. A man was bending over her, maybe a doctor.
 
         Quinn continued running toward the burning SUV.
 
         The explosion knocked him backward. He remembered being airborne, then the back of his head hitting solid concrete.
 
         Then nothing was solid and he was falling.
 
          
 
         When he regained consciousness the next day in the hospital, he was told the girl he’d pulled from the SUV had second-degree burns on her upper back and arms, but she was alive. The driver of the vehicle, a teenage sister, was dead. So was the infant in the backseat, their little brother, ten months old.
 
         Quinn had been proclaimed a hero, and the Times ran a photo of him posing with the family of the dead and their one remaining child—Millicent Graff.
         
 
         The young officer who’d gone into shock and been unable to help Quinn, and perhaps rescue the infant, was fired from the NYPD for dereliction of duty.
 
         The NYPD had sort of adopted Millie Graff. Renz had used the charming child as a political prop, but that was okay because it was obvious that he also felt genuine affection for her.
 
         And now—
 
         “Quinn.”
 
         Renz, across the diner booth, was talking to Quinn.
 
         “Sorry,” Quinn said. “Lost my concentration for a minute.”
 
         “Where’d you go?” Renz asked, with a sad smile.
 
         He knew where.
 
         Quinn felt the beginnings of another kind of flame, deep in his gut, and knew what it meant. In a way, he welcomed it.
 
         This killer had taken away forever something precious that fifteen years ago Quinn had saved. Now he had to be found. He would be found. Quinn wanted it even more than Renz might imagine.
         
 
         This was personal.
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         Renz tried the coffee again, put the cup back down, and shoved it away. “Camel piss.” He looked hard at Quinn across the diner table. “You and your investigative agency want this one?”
 
         “Can you convince the higher-ups to turn it over to us?”
 
         “I am the higher-up,” Renz said. “You might be off the force, along with your retread detectives, but when it comes to serial killers no one can top you. I’ll make it clear to everyone from the mayor on down that nailing this sicko is priority number one and we have to use our best. If we don’t, and there are more murders, there’ll be plenty of blame for all the people who wanted a second-rate investigation. That’s a smelly political albatross to have hanging around your neck in this city.”
         
 
         So Renz had his own political motives for wanting this killer brought down fast. Well, that was fine, if it put Quinn on the case. “You sure we got a serial killer?”
 
         “You know we do, Quinn. We both know this guy will kill again, and probably soon. The way he… the things that were done to Millie, that kinda asshole is gonna be a repeater.”
 
         “Probably,” Quinn conceded.
 
         “And this case interests you. It needs you like you need it. Like I need you. It’ll be like before. We’re not bypassing the NYPD. The city will employ you and your agency on a work-for-hire basis to aid in the investigation. Of course, you’ll be running it.”
 
         Quinn knew that what Renz needed or wanted, he would get. Renz was the most popular police commissioner the city had ever known. Not to mention that he had something on almost everyone above him in the food chain. In New York, even if it meant going to jail later, a popular police commissioner with that kind of leverage wielded real power.
 
         But Quinn did have some reservations.
 
         “Because of Millie, I’ve got a serious personal interest in this case, Harley. We’ve never done anything like this exactly.”
 
         “Nothing is ever like anything else exactly. Think snowflakes.”
 
         Quinn sat drumming his fingertips on the table. There really was little doubt that Millie’s killer would strike again.
 
         “Don’t give me all that contemplation bullshit,” Renz said. “We both know you’re in. I’ll write up the contract we had before, only for more money. I want this bastard in the worst way, Quinn.”
 
         “I can see that, Harley. But you don’t want him more than I do.”
 
         “So we got a deal?”
 
         Quinn stopped with the fingers. “Yeah.”
 
         “Your coffee’s getting cold.”
 
         “Let it.”
 
         5
 
         It was almost 2 A.M. when Quinn let himself into his apartment on West Seventy-fifth Street. The apartment comprised the first floor of a brownstone that was two buildings down from the building where Quinn had lived for a while with his now ex-wife May, and then for a shorter period of time with Pearl.
         
 
         He was trying to get Pearl to leave her tiny apartment and move into the brownstone with him. She wasn’t high on the idea. She would spend time with him there, and had even slept over a few times on the sofa, when it was late at night and the subway had stopped running. She’d never had sex with him there, or anywhere else, since her fiancé Yancy Taggart had died saving her life.
 
         Quinn was moving slowly and carefully with Pearl. She was still grieving for Yancy, even though almost a year had passed since his death. Quinn understood that, and he took it into account whenever Pearl acted up.
 
         Yancy had been a good man. And he and Pearl might have made a go of their marriage. Quinn had been sorry about what happened to Yancy, too. But time passed, and life continued beyond the point where Yancy had died saving Pearl’s life.
 
         And though it might be bad form and a mistake, the truth was that Quinn wanted Pearl back.
 
         Something rattled upstairs. Then came a metallic ping, and what sounded like a board dropping flat on the floor. Quinn chose to ignore the noise. He’d investigated such things before and found nothing. The old building was prone to make unexpected, unexplainable sounds.
 
         The brownstone had been built in 1885, and it showed its age. Quinn had bought it with some of his settlement from the city. He’d seen it as an investment, and was rehabbing the upstairs, converting it to two spacious apartments that could be rented out to make the mortgage payments. However, if Pearl eventually moved in with him, only the top floor would be rented. The second floor, with its turned oak woodwork and beautiful original crystal chandelier, would be theirs on a daily basis.
 
         Quinn had even from time to time considered offering one of the apartments to Pearl to rent. It would bring her physically closer. Another step toward them moving in together.
 
         Sometimes even Quinn wondered if that eventuality was possible. He didn’t underestimate the obstacles.
 
         He and Pearl were both difficult to live with, because neither could completely overlook the other’s faults.
 
         Or maybe they were characteristics. Even virtues. Quinn was obsessive in his work, a solver of the human puzzle and a dedicated, even merciless hunter. He might have stepped from the pages of the Old Testament, only his religion was Justice. He was controlled and patient and relentless.
 
         Pearl was equally obsessive about her work, but not as controlled, and certainly not as patient.
 
         Quinn might be mistaken for a plodder, until you realized that not one step was wasted or taken in a wrong direction. Then you knew you were watching a deliberate, heat-seeking missile, and God help his target. When whoever he was hunting moved this way or that, Quinn could be fooled only for a short while. He was tireless, he was inexorable, and, ultimately, he could be deadly.
 
         Pearl, on the other hand, seemed to have been born with a burr up every orifice. She was direct and tough, and her moods ranged all the way from irritated to enraged. While Quinn was slathering his phony Irish charm on a suspect, Pearl would be waiting to kick the suspect where it hurt the most. Suspects seemed to sense that.
 
         Quinn went into the bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, and removed his boxy, size-twelve black shoes. Sometimes, in the faint glow of the nightlight, he would imagine that Pearl was there asleep. Though in her early forties, she looked almost like a child. Her raven black hair spread like a shadow on her pillow. Even in repose her strong features and dark eyebrows, her fleshy red lips, were vivid and gave Quinn moments of breathlessness. She was a small woman, slightly over five feet tall, but beneath the thin white sheet that covered her, the curves of her compact, buxom form were the timeless landscape of love. She was Quinn’s every-woman, yet he knew that in all the world there was no one else like her. She helped him to understand the contradictions and power that women held, though she might not completely understand them herself.
 
         Their relationship, their love, was worth recovering. And once recovered, worth nurturing.
 
         Quinn quietly stripped to his Jockey shorts, and slowly, so as not to wake the imaginary Pearl, moved to the other side of the bed and slipped beneath the sheet.
 
         Am I going crazy? Do I love her this much? To construct her in my imagination when the logical me knows she isn’t here? 
         
 
         The bedroom was hushed but for the constant muted sounds of the city. The distant rush of traffic, punctuated by sirens and sometimes faraway human voices, filtered in from the world on the other side of the window.
 
         There was a click, then a hum that built in volume and command. The window-unit air conditioner cycling on. Quinn felt cool air caress his leg beneath the sheet. He moved a bare foot outside the sheet, taking advantage of the breeze. He didn’t think the hum or sudden circulation of air would awaken Pearl. He remembered that usually she was a deep sleeper.
 
         Pearl, who wasn’t there.
 
          
 
         The phone rang at 2 A.M. Quinn fought his way awake and pressed the receiver to his ear. He hadn’t checked to see who was calling and was almost surprised to hear the real Pearl. But she was in the habit of sometimes calling him at odd hours.
         
 
         Does she lie in bed and think about me? Does she construct an imaginary Quinn? 
         
 
         But that would mean— 
         
 
         “What’d Renz want?” she asked.
 
         He swallowed the bitter taste along the edges of his tongue. “It’s past two o’clock, Pearl. I’ll tell you tomorrow.”
 
         “I’m awake ’n so are you,” she said. “I don’t like it when I ask a question and the answer’s hours away.”
 
         Quinn yawned, almost displacing his jaw. “Since we’re both awake, you wanna meet someplace for coffee, maybe go dancing?”
 
         “Now you’re being a smart-ass.”
 
         “Yes, I am. I guess it’s just in me.”
 
         “Talk, Quinn.”
 
         He talked. Knowing he’d never have a more attentive listener. When he was finished, Pearl said, “I don’t like anything about it except for the money.”
 
         Quinn said, “I’m not thinking about the money.”
 
         “Yeah. Renz needs it, and you have a mission, so we’re stuck with it.”
 
         “We are. But it’s not such a bad thing, Pearl. Q and A doesn’t have anything else going at the moment. Because of the economy, maybe.”
 
         “We’re supposed to be a recession-proof business.”
 
         “Well, maybe we are. Maybe that’s why we’ve got poor Millie Graff.”
 
         “Then it is, Quinn.”
 
         “Is what?”
 
         “Such a bad thing.”
 
         “You’re exasperating, Pearl.”
 
         “I guess it’s just in me.”
 
         Quinn wondered if they would ever get to the point where their conversations didn’t turn into competitions.
 
         “We’re gonna need sleep, Pearl. Breakfast at the diner?”
 
         “Eight o’clock,” she said, and hung up.
 
         Quinn squinted at the clock by the bed. He was wide awake now. Eight o’clock seemed an eternity away.
 
          
 
         Over breakfast at the Lotus Diner—veggie omelet for Pearl, scrambled eggs and sausages for Quinn—Pearl said, “How are we going to play it today?”
 
         “I’ll send Sal and Harold to meet with the liaison cop Renz is giving us. They can pick up whatever information the NYPD has. It’s still early for there to be much of that. Millie’s body’s barely cold.”
 
         Pearl took a bite of egg-sheathed broccoli and chewed thoughtfully. She sipped her coffee, also thoughtfully. “Maybe this whole thing will be easier than we think. Could be Millie was having an affair with Philip Wharkin and he turned out to be a nutcase. They had an argument. Then everything went all pear shaped, as the British say. It was a one-off thing.”
 
         Quinn looked at her. “You’ve been to England?”
 
         “Been to the BBC.”
 
         “Would it be that simple on the BBC?”
 
         “Never. The inspector would have nothing to do.”
 
         “There we are,” Quinn said.
 
         “Where?”
 
         “Pear shaped.”
 
         They were finishing their second cups of coffee when Pearl’s cell phone sounded its four opening notes of the old Dragnet theme. She pulled the instrument from her purse and automatically flipped up the lid, completing the connection without thinking to check to see who was calling.
         
 
         “Pearl? Are you there, dear? It’s important.”
 
         “Hold on a minute,” Pearl said. She moved the phone well away from her, beneath the table. “It’s my mother, out at Golden Sunset,” she said to Quinn. “This is gonna take a while. Why don’t you go ahead without me and I’ll see you at the office.”
 
         Pearl’s mother lived at Golden Sunset Assisted Living in New Jersey, only she didn’t quite see it as living.
 
         “Tell her I said hello,” Quinn said, and took a last sip of coffee.
 
         Pearl watched him pay at the cash register and wave at her as he walked from the diner.
 
         “I’m back, Mom,” Pearl said. “Now what’s so important?”
 
         “Did I hear that nice Captain Quinn, dear?”
 
         “You did. He was just leaving. And he’s no longer a captain. What’s so—”
 
         “Pot roast,” her mother said. “You know how, when you too seldom visit here at the nursing home—”
 
         “Assisted living.”
 
         “—you coordinate it with pot-roast night? Well, many others have and do and would like to continue. Traditions are much underrated and important, even life-sustaining, like in that song in Fiddler on the Roof….”
         
 
         “What’s happened, Mom?”
 
         “Pot-roast night. They have moved pot-roast night.”
 
         Pearl was bewildered. “Can’t you… adjust?”
 
         “They have moved it from Tuesday evening to Thursday evening. People like yourself come to visit on pot-roast night because—and here you will agree—the pot roast is the only digestible food they serve. And to make things worse, not in the gastronomical sense, Thursday evening is SKIP-BO night. The choice for the inmates—”
 
         “Residents.”
 
         “—will be either conversation with their visitors, or SKIP-BO.”
         
 
         SKIP-BO was a card game Pearl didn’t understand and didn’t want to learn. Or talk about. “Damn it!” Pearl said.
 
         “Don’t curse, dear.”
 
         “My phone’s blinking, Mom. Battery’s going dead. I forgot to charge it last night.”
 
         “A string tied around the finger …”
 
         Pearl held the phone well away from her.
 
         “… not so tight as to leave an unattractive indentation in the skin…”
 
         “Fading and breaking up,” Pearl said.
 
         Pearl snapped her phone closed, breaking the connection.
 
         “Quinn says hello,” she murmured, and finished her coffee before it was too cool to drink.
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         Quinn was seated behind his desk, clearing away yesterday’s mail, when Pearl walked into the Quinn and Associates office on West Seventy-ninth Street. The office was still warm, even though the air conditioner had been running awhile. There was a trickle of rust-stained condensation zigzagging down the wall beneath the window housing the unit. Pearl was wearing the expression she usually wore after a phone conversation with her mother. Quinn could understand Pearl’s aggravation, but he rather liked her mother.
 
         Sal Vitali and Harold Mishkin were already there. Vitali was seated at his desk, making a tent with his fingers. Mishkin was standing over by the coffee machine, gazing down at it with his fists propped on his hips, as if to hurry it along. Vitali was short but with a bearlike build, swarthy complexion, and thick black hair going gray. He had a voice like a chain saw.
 
         “Harold brought doughnuts,” he grated.
 
         Over by Mr. Coffee, Mishkin smiled and nodded. He was slight, and with the beginning of a stoop. His brown hair was thinning and arranged in a comb-over, his chin receded beneath a narrow mouth and enormously bushy graying mustache. Mishkin was everybody’s idea of a milquetoast. Everybody would be mostly right, except for when Mishkin knew he had to do something extremely difficult. Then, hands quaking, mustache twitching, stomach knotting, Mishkin would do it. “True courage,” Vitali often growled, defending his longtime partner.
 
         “I’m coming from a big breakfast,” Pearl said. “You’ve gotta let us know the day before if you’re gonna bring doughnuts, Harold.”
 
         “They’re the kind you like,” Mishkin said. “Cream-filled with chocolate icing.”
 
         “You trying to talk me into one to soothe your conscience, Harold?”
 
         “You read too much into it, Pearl,” Vitali said. “He’s just trying to make you fatter.”
 
         Pearl picked up a silver letter opener and held it so morning sunlight glinted into Mishkin’s sensitive eyes. Mishkin took off his glasses and turned away.
 
         “He’s being nice to you, Pearl,” Vitali growled. “He figures you can eat breakfast and have a doughnut for dessert. It’s not against the law.”
 
         “If I wanted a doughnut—”
 
         “For God’s sake!” Quinn said, thinking it was amazing how Pearl could walk into a room and change the mood, even the temperature. “Has anybody looked up the killer in the phone book?”
 
         Vitali appeared surprised. “Huh?”
 
         “Philip Wharkin. The guy who wrote on the victim’s mirror with her blood.”
 
         “We don’t know he’s the killer,” Pearl pointed out.
 
         “Do we know he isn’t? Do we know he’s not some psycho with an irresistible urge to leave his name at murder scenes?”
 
         “I guess not,” Mishkin said, and sampled his coffee. He made a face as if it was too hot.
 
         “Then let’s find out. I know it’s unlikely somebody named Philip Wharkin is actually the killer, but there’s some reason that the killer left a name behind, even if it’s only so we waste our time. Only it’s not a waste of time.” He walked over and stood in front of his desk, facing everyone but Mishkin, who was off to the side. “Sal, you and Harold find all the Philip Wharkins in the New York–area directories. Talk to them and find out where they were when Millie Graff’s murder was committed. Pearl will use the computer to help you locate them. For all we know, the killer’s got a website where he brags about what he’s done. When Fedderman comes in, he and I are gonna drive over to Millie’s neighborhood and interview anybody who might have seen, heard, tasted, touched, or smelled anything that might possibly be connected with what happened to the victim.”
 
         Vitali stood up and began stuffing pens and papers into his pockets. Mishkin worked a plastic lid onto his coffee cup so he could take it with him. Pearl was sliding into her desk chair, ready to boot up her computer.
 
         Quinn and Associates’ office was set up a lot like a precinct squad room, a large space without dividers between the desks. Everybody working for the agency was a former NYPD detective, so they felt right at home and fell to work immediately when they were given assignments. Old habits died hard, especially if they were perpetuated by Quinn.
 
         Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman had always been in one of those thorny relationships where they regularly inflicted minor pain on each other. When things went too far, Quinn usually played the role of peacekeeper. He didn’t mind. The verbal jousting between Pearl and Fedderman kept them sharp and contributed to their efficiency. The funny thing was, since Vitali and Mishkin had joined the team, they’d fallen into the same kind of verbal bickering with the others, but not so much with each other. As they had in the NYPD, they acted as a team, with Vitali sometimes protective of the sensitive Mishkin. Whatever acidic chemistry existed at Quinn and Associates, it worked. It seethed and bubbled sometimes, but it worked.
 
         Quinn glanced over at Pearl. She was intently tracing her computer’s mouse over its pad, staring at the monitor almost in a trance. A new day. Time to get busy. Morning, murder, and marching orders from Quinn. Another day on the hunt. Despite the fact that she and Quinn were once contentious lovers, Pearl responded exactly like the others.
 
         Argumentative though she might be, in ways that were essential, she could become an efficient, integral part of an investigative team, responding to orders instantly and without question. Pearl could be counted on.
 
         The door opened and Larry Fedderman came shambling in. There were spots and crumbs all over his dark tie, and he was gripping a grease-stained white paper sack.
 
         “I got us some doughnuts,” he said.
 
         Pearl glared at him. “Take your doughnuts and—”
 
         Quinn stepped in front of her and showed her the palm of his hand, like a traffic cop signaling stop. She did stop, in midsentence.
 
         Quinn walked over to where Fedderman stood by the door. Fedderman, looking bemused, clutching his perpetually wrinkled brown suit coat wadded in his right hand. There were crescents of perspiration stains beneath his arms.
 
         “Let’s go, Feds,” Quinn said. “We’re gonna drive over to where Millie Graff was killed, find out if any of her neighbors remembered anything important, now that they’ve slept on it.”
 
         As he was hustled toward the door, Fedderman tossed the white paper sack. “The doughnuts are right here on my desk. Anybody can help themselves.”
 
         The sound of the car doors slamming on Quinn’s big Lincoln filtered in from outside. He left the Renz-supplied unmarked Ford for Vitali and Mishkin to use when they had enough Philip Wharkins to interview.
 
         With Quinn and Fedderman gone, the office seemed suddenly and unnaturally hushed, as if there were no air in it to sustain sound.
 
         Pearl, Vitali, and Mishkin looked at each other.
 
         Pearl made sure her computer was still signing on, then got up from behind her desk and walked over to Fedderman’s. She rummaged delicately through the grease-stained white bag and found a chocolate-iced doughnut with cream filling.
 
         She carried the bag over and placed it where Vitali and Mishkin could reach it, along with their cache of doughnuts.
 
         Time for teamwork.
 
         And time to wonder if, this time, teamwork would be enough.
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         Quinn and Fedderman split up. Quinn knocked on the door of the apartment adjoining Millie Graff’s, while Fedderman went upstairs. Millie’s apartment was a corner unit, so there was no one on the other side of her. The apartment directly beneath her was vacant.
 
         The woman who lived next to Millie was in her sixties, dressed as if she were young and living in the sixties. She had on faded jeans with the knees fashionably ripped, a red, blue, and green tie-dyed T-shirt, and rings of every kind on every finger. No makeup. No shoes, either. Her thinning gray hair was straight and hung almost to her waist. Her toenails were painted white with intricate red designs on each one. Quinn considered giving her the peace sign and then decided against it.
         
 
         He explained why he was there and then double-checked his notes. “Margaret Freeman, is it?”
 
         “My friends call me Free,” she said, with a Mary Travers kind of smile.
 
         “Okay, Free,” Quinn said, thinking, Oh, wow.
         
 
         She stood aside so he could enter, and he was surprised. The apartment was furnished traditionally, even with a sofa and chairs that matched. The floor was polished wood, with woven throw rugs scattered about. A flat-screen TV reposed placidly in a corner like a god. No beaded room dividers, no rock-star posters, no whiff of incense, no sign or sound of high-tech stereo equipment.
 
         She motioned for Quinn to sit on the sofa, which he did. Free asked him if he’d like anything to drink, and he declined. She settled across from him in one of the matching gray chairs. “I’ve already talked—”
 
         “Yes,” Quinn said. “I read your statement.”
 
         “Then you know I use my largest bedroom for an office, so Millie’s bedroom is right on the other side of the wall.”
 
         She sat back and knitted her fingers over one bare knee, as if waiting for him to ask questions.
 
         “Why don’t you tell me what, if anything, you saw or heard?”
 
         Free drew a deep breath. Her breasts were surprisingly bulky beneath her kaleidoscope shirt. “Around ten o’clock, when I was working late, I came in here to lock up and thought I heard someone knocking on Millie’s door. Then I heard male and female voices, like when she answered the door and they talked, and then nothing. It seemed to me she let in whoever it was.”
 
         “Why would you assume that?”
 
         “I would have heard him walking away in the hall if she hadn’t let him in. That’s just the way this building is.”
 
         “Did it sound as if they were arguing?” Quinn asked.
 
         “No, nothing like that. I went back to my office but didn’t go back to work. Instead I stretched out in my recliner to read. I wasn’t too surprised to hear the same voices, at lower volume, coming from her bedroom on the other side of the wall.”
 
         Quinn wondered if she’d stayed in the office hoping to overhear pillow talk.
 
         “Still friendly voices?” he asked.
 
         “I really couldn’t say, they were so faint.” She looked off and up to the right, the way people do when they’re trying to remember. “I sat there reading my Sara Paretsky novel, only halfway aware of the voices, and after about twenty minutes I heard something I recalled after I gave my original statement to the police.”
         
 
         Quinn looked up sharply and felt his blood quicken. But probably this would be something inane and of no help at all. They weren’t in a mystery novel.
 
         Free reined in her gaze to include Quinn. “There were no voices, and no other sounds for about twenty minutes. No—more than that. Then, just past ten-thirty, the man said something loud enough that I heard. His voice seemed raised, but not necessarily because he was mad. More like he was trying to make a point. It wasn’t until this morning that I went over again in my mind what I’d heard and it became intelligible.”
 
         “And what did he say?” Quinn asked, realizing Free was drawing this out for dramatic effect.
 
         “He said quite clearly, now that I recall it vividly: ‘You deserve it.’ ”
 
         “But he didn’t seem angry?”
 
         “No, not even upset. It was as if Millie had asked a question and he was answering her.”
 
         Quinn knew Millie would have had to ask the question with her eyes. The wadded panties would have been in her mouth.
 
         “And then?” he asked.
 
         Free shrugged. “No more voices. No sound of any kind. I carried my book into my bedroom and went to bed and read myself to sleep.”
 
         “You weren’t curious or concerned about what you’d heard?”
 
         “Not at the time. Like I said, the man didn’t seem angry. He might even have been telling Millie she deserved something good that had happened to her.”
 
         Quinn doubted that.
 
         “Can you show me your office?”
 
         “Of course.” Free unwove her meshed fingers from her knee and stood up. Quinn followed her down a short hall and into a room about ten by twelve. The word organized sprang to mind. A computer was set up on a wooden stand. Broad wooden shelves supported a printer/copier/fax machine, and neat stacks of books and magazines. Most of the books were mysteries, and some were on forensics and blood analysis. Several were on firearms. On a wall was a framed paper target with six bullet holes clustered around the bull’s-eye.
         
 
         “That’s my score from the police target range out on Rodman’s Neck.”
 
         “You’re a gun enthusiast?” Quinn asked, somewhat surprised.
 
         “I’m a gun writer and editor of Firearms Today magazine and blog. I’ve given expert testimony in court.”
         
 
         Quinn didn’t know quite what to say, and it showed.
 
         “That’s okay,” Free said. “It often takes people a while to process that.”
 
         Quinn grinned. “Yeah. To be honest, I was more prepared to see a gun with a violet sticking out of the barrel.”
 
         “Oh, that’s not a bad idea, either,” Free said.
 
         “Are you the renowned sixties liberal who got mugged?”
 
         “No, I grew up on a farm in Iowa. My dad hunted and plinked and got me interested in guns when I was a kid. I stayed interested. Simple as that.”
 
         Quinn walked over and laid his hand on the back of a leather recliner set precisely in a corner. “Is this where you were when you heard the voices between ten and ten-forty-five?”
 
         Free nodded.
 
         He glanced at the apartments’ common wall. There was a small louvered vent near the baseboard, painted the same light beige as the wall.
 
         “Were you picking up sound through that vent?” he asked.
 
         “Mostly.”
 
         Quinn gave a final glance around.
 
         “Anything else you recall?” he asked. “Sometimes talking about one thing triggers another.”
 
         “I’m afraid not this time.”
 
         Quinn wandered back into the living room and Free followed. He thanked her for her time.
 
         At the door, he paused and turned. “You’re sure of his words.”
 
         “Yes. ‘You deserve it.’”
 
         “Anything else?” he asked again. You never knew.
 
         Free smiled. “Wanna share a joint?”
 
         Quinn’s face gave him away. She had him.
 
         “Just kidding,” she said.
 
         “I knew that.”
 
         “Yeah, you did. But I was just thinking how I know a lot about guns, and somebody gets murdered next door with a knife.”
 
         “Funny world,” Quinn said.
 
         “Not so funny.”
 
         “You just offered a cop a joint.”
 
         “Nobody laughed.”
 
         “Peace,” Quinn said.
 
         As Quinn waited for Fedderman to meet him down in the building’s vestibule, he thought that if they needed to talk to Free again, he’d send Pearl.
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         Quinn, Pearl, and Fedderman were in the office later that day when the door opened and an emaciated-looking man in his forties burst in and stood swaying. He was average height and dressed in dirty gray pinstripe suit pants and a jacket that almost matched them. His white shirt was yellowed, his tie loosely knotted and layered with stains. His shoes were scuffed and one of them was untied. He made Fedderman look like a clotheshorse.
 
         The man steadied himself by resting one dirty hand against the wall and said, “Quinn.” His gaze roamed red-eyed around the room.
 
         “You’re drunk,” Pearl said. “Get the hell out of here.”
 
         “I’m drunk, asshole, but I’m not going nowhere till I find Quinn.”
 
         “I’m here and I’m found,” Quinn said. He stood up and moved around his desk, peering at the man. From the corner of his eye he saw Fedderman also stand, in case the obviously inebriated visitor started trouble.
 
         “I’ll asshole you,” Pearl said, and came up out of her chair.
 
         Quinn raised a hand and she stopped. Something was going on here beyond a drunk finding his way through an unlocked door.
 
         The man removed his hand from the wall, leaving a dark smudge, and stood almost humbly before Quinn.
 
         “I know you,” Quinn said. “Jerry Lido.” He saw again the young, uniformed cop standing frozen by fear against a brick wall, watching a child burn.
 
         “I didn’t wanna come here at first,” Lido said. “Wasn’t sure what was gonna happen. Were you gonna listen to me or beat the shit outta me?”
 
         “I’ll listen,” Quinn said. He wasn’t sure how to feel about Lido. He abhorred what the man had done—rather not done. On the other hand, how could he not feel sorry for him? Quinn had suffered debilitating guilt because he hadn’t at first seen the infant in the car seat. What had guilt done to Lido?
         
 
         “I don’t feel like I deserve a chance,” Lido said, “but here I am anyway.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         For a few seconds Lido looked as if he was wondering that, too. “You mighta heard I got interested in computers, got good at using one.”
 
         “I heard you were a genius at using one, sometimes illegally, but you were too smart to get caught.”
 
         Lido chanced a rueful smile. “Too smart to admit it, too.”
 
         “Okay,” Quinn said. “So why did you look me up?”
 
         “I saw in the paper what happened to Millie Graff,” Lido said. He writhed slowly as he spoke, as if suffering great internal pain. “Wanted to do something about it, so I read all about the case in the news. Then talked to some guys I know who are still in the NYPD. Then I set to work with my computer. You’re looking at a man who don’t have shit, Quinn—except for my tech equipment. I spent every dime I begged or borrowed on that, and I can work it like I’m conducting an orchestra. You wouldn’t believe—”
 
         “Let’s get to the point, Jerry.”
 
         Lido moved farther into the office and was standing near Pearl’s desk. “I worked the Net, learned something about Philip Wharkin. You gotta—” As he spoke he gesticulated with his left arm and knocked Pearl’s empty coffee mug off her desk. It bounced loudly on the floor but didn’t break.
 
         “Clumsy alky!” Pearl said, her temper flaring. She stood and reached over her desk, shoving Lido backward.
 
         Lido knocked her hand away. “Don’t you ever goddamn touch me, you pussy cop!”
 
         Pearl was around the desk, after Lido. He used his arm to sweep everything from her desktop onto the floor; then he snarled and went at her.
 
         Pearl didn’t back up. Lido swung at her and missed. Pearl started to punch back, but Quinn had both her arms pinned to the side within a few seconds. Fedderman grabbed Lido by his belt and shirt collar and yanked him back so he and Pearl were out of punching range.
 
         “Calm down now, damn it!” Quinn shouted. He spun Pearl to face away from Lido, staying between them. “You calm?” he whispered in her ear.
 
         “Don’t I seem calm?” She was actually vibrating in his grasp.
 
         He walked her over and forcibly sat her back down in her desk chair. Then he looked over and saw Lido curled in the fetal position on the floor.
 
         Fedderman, standing over him, shook his head. “He ran out of gas in a hurry.” He looked over at Pearl. “You okay?”
 
         “She’s got it together now,” Quinn said, hoping saying it would make it true.
 
         “Who’s gonna pick up all that shit he knocked on the floor?” Pearl asked.
 
         “I am,” Fedderman said, and began doing just that.
 
         His actions did more than anything to cool Pearl’s temper. She breathed in and out deeply.
 
         Lido was sitting up now but stayed on the floor, his arms folded across his chest as if he were freezing. “I’m sorry. Jesus, I’m sorry.” He crawled over and started helping Fedderman. Found Pearl’s initialed coffee mug and placed it carefully on her desk. “You gotta forgive me!”
 
         “I don’t gotta do shit,” Pearl said.
 
         “Jerry, stand up,” Quinn said, figuring a first-name basis might be a mitigating factor here. He went over and helped Lido to his feet. Lido felt as if he weighed about ninety-eight pounds. Quinn led him over and plopped him down in one of the client chairs.
 
         “What is it you’ve got to say, Jerry?”
 
         “I wanna help you on this case. I’ve gotta do that, for my own self-respect. I need enough of it so I can at least shave once in a while without wanting to cut my throat.” He looked ready to cry, dabbing at his eyes with a dirty knuckle. “I’ll work mostly on my own, but I could at least drop by here now and then and report what I find out. And you can tell me what you need to know and I can find it. I can go places on the Internet you wouldn’t believe. Databases you never heard of ’cause they’re top secret.”
 
         “Illegal places?” Fedderman asked.
 
         “Don’t make me walk some fine goddamn line,” Lido said. “All I wanna do is help. I’ll just drop by here now and then. Report in. What’s it gonna hurt?”
 
         Quinn looked at the mess on the floor that Fedderman was still picking up, the mess on Pearl’s desk, the furious glint in Pearl’s dark eyes, the smudged wall where Lido had leaned.
 
         “Nothing, I guess, Jerry,” he said.
 
         Pearl said, “Jesus!” under her breath.
 
         “What were you about to tell us, Jerry?” Quinn asked.
 
         “This guy whose name was written on the mirror, Philip Wharkin. I fed his name in everywhere I could.”
 
         “The bloody name on the mirror never appeared in the press.”
 
         Lido waved an arm. “I told you, I got connections in the department. Other places.”
 
         “Illegal Internet connections?”
 
         “It don’t matter. Anyway, you know where Wharkin’s name came up? On an exclusive members list for Socrates’s Cavern in the sixties.” Lido raised his voice, as well as the level of the alcohol fumes he exhaled. “You remember what that place was, Quinn. A sort of high-class S and M club where kinky business types went to let their hair and whatever else down. I checked the other Philip Wharkin. It’s not a common name. One’s in his eighties living in Queens. Another one’s a nine-year-old black kid goin’ to school in the Bronx. Then there’s our guy, used to be a Wall Streeter, sold bonds for Brent and Malone—they’re outta business now. Our Wharkin retired in nineteen-eighty, and died of a heart attack in Toms River, New Jersey, in nineteen-eighty-two.”
 
         Quinn thought over what Lido had said. It wasn’t much, but it could easily be checked and might save some legwork. And Lido was desperate to help solve this murder. Quinn could understand that part.
 
         “I’m not sure how this helps us, Jerry.”
 
         “You know how, Quinn. It’s a piece of the puzzle. It introduces S and M into the case. It’s a goddamned lead!”
 
         “He’s right,” Fedderman said. “And there’s the letter S on the victim’s neck chain. Could stand for Socrates.”
         
 
         “I’m with Feds,” Pearl said. She picked up a paper clip and threw it at Lido as hard as she could. He flinched as he might before incoming artillery fire.
 
         “Okay, Jerry,” Quinn said. “You’re on. And you get paid.”
 
         “I don’t want any pay,” Lido said. “Not now. Not yet, anyway.”
 
         “Don’t play the martyr, Jerry.”
 
         “I’m not playing, Quinn. You gotta know that.”
 
         “Yeah, I do.”
 
         “I’ll learn more for you,” Lido said. He struggled up out of his chair, almost tipping it over. “I’ll be back. Report in.”
 
         “Do that, Jerry,” Quinn said. “We’ll set you up with a case file so you have more to work with.”
 
         Lido sniffled and wiped his nose. “That’d be great. I thank you, all of you. I really do.”
 
         He stumbled toward the door, bracing himself against the wall again, leaving more smudge marks, brushing a framed photo of the New York skyline and knocking every building crooked. He managed to open the door and half fell through it, and somehow closed it behind him.
 
         The three detectives stared after him.
 
         “There goes a walking powder keg,” Fedderman said.
 
         “Too bad we don’t have an umbrella stand,” Pearl said. “He could have knocked that over, too.”
 
          
 
         “So what was Socrates’s Cavern?” Pearl asked.
 
         “It was on the West Side,” Fedderman said. “All voluntary, or so they said. Bad girls and boys in cages, bondage and discipline, flogging.” He finished stirring the coffee he’d gotten, along with a fresh cup for Pearl, and laid the spoon on a napkin alongside the brewer. “Some weird shit went on there, games for consenting adults. Even more than that, was the rumor. Believe the whispers and they were into some heavy action.”
 
         “You talk like you were there,” Pearl said.
 
         “I was. Not long before the place closed in the seventies. An assault call. But when we got there we couldn’t find a victim. Well, I mean about half the people we talked to were victims. A good percentage of them wanted to be handcuffed and taken in just for the experience. I had a young partner, DeLancy. He asked some dominatrix dolled up in black leather what a golden shower was. They started having fun with him, and he didn’t seem to mind. We left without arresting anybody.”
 
         Pearl leaned back in her chair, away from her computer that by some miracle Lido hadn’t knocked off the desk. “So what did you think, Feds? I mean, you think the sex devil was at work there big-time?”
 
         “My sense of the thing is that the same behavior that was going on there is still going on, only then it was more…”
 
         “More intellectual,” Quinn said. “That gave it an air of semi-respectability and upper-class clientele.”
 
         “Like the Playboy Clubs?” Pearl asked.
 
         “Like the Playboy Clubs with handcuffs and whips,” Quinn said.
 
         “Is it possible our killer just happens to be named Philip Wharkin?”
 
         “And just happened to write his name in blood on the bathroom mirror?” Fedderman asked.
 
         “More likely,” Quinn said, “he’s somebody who knows who Philip Wharkin was and is using the name. Fashioning himself after Wharkin, maybe as a way to rationalize his crimes.”
 
         “Maybe there’s a new, modern version of Socrates’s Cavern,” Fedderman said, “and we’re just now learning about it.”
 
         “Or that’s what he wants us to think,” Pearl said.
 
         “I’m halfway there,” Fedderman said, “thinking that’s what it is.”
 
         “Wishful thinking,” Pearl said scornfully. “And not with the part of you where you wear your hat.”
 
         Fedderman ignored her. “I remember when we raided Socrates’s Cavern. There were women there leading men around on leashes.”
 
         “DeLancy,” Quinn said.
 
         “Yeah. My old partner. Freddy DeLancy.”
 
         “As I remember, he got tangled up with a woman from Socrates’s Cavern. Broke enough regulations they had to make up new ones to cover what he was doing. He left the NYPD and moved out to California.”
 
         “Became a nudist,” Fedderman said. “The club must have influenced him.”
 
         “That’s not really the same thing,” Pearl said. “Socrates’s Cavern and a nudist colony.”
 
         “Oh, DeLancy didn’t belong to any kinda colony. He was what you’d call a lone nudist, and in public places where it wasn’t a good idea. Like on buses.”
 
         “Back to the point,” Pearl said, “we’ve got what might be a modern version of Socrates’s Cavern, or we got a nut operating on his own who knows about the club and is imitating it.”
 
         “Or he’s not so nuts and wants us to think there’s a new Socrates’s Cavern,” Quinn said.
 
         Fedderman said, “I’m thinking there is a new one.”
 
         “You’re hoping,” Pearl said.
 
         “So what if I am? Detective work can be interesting sometimes, right?”
 
         “You’re easily led.”
 
         “Me and DeLancy,” Fedderman said.
 
         Pearl said. “I don’t like to think about it. Or maybe I do.”
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         Nora Noon stood near her booth inside the brick school building on the West Side, where the weekly flea market was held. It was warm and drizzling beyond the door at the end of the long corridor, slightly cooler but dry inside the school.
 
         The rain was bad for the market in general, where most of the antique and specialty booths were lined up out in the schoolyard. But for Nora it wasn’t bad at all. The small woman with the big, good-looking guy had strolled past her booth three times, the woman eyeing a one-of-a-kind cotton wrap designed and created by Nora. She knew what the woman was thinking: She and Nora were about the same size, and both of them quite shapely, so if Nora sewed something that looked good on her, Nora, it would look good on most women Nora’s size and build.
 
         The woman and the good-looking guy slowed and approached the booth. The guy gave Nora the up-and-down glance she knew so well, but she didn’t mind. Hell, she was used to it and kind of liked it, now that she was pushing thirty. A silent compliment.
 
         Standing at Nora’s display of light coats, the good-looking guy kept his distance while the small woman reached out and stroked a light gray cashmere and cotton creation with a matching sash and scarf that doubled as a collar. She was quite pretty up close, with blond hair and dark roots, like Nora’s hair, and almost startlingly beautiful dark eyes, unlike Nora’s blue eyes. The woman fondled the label.
 
         “This is you?” she asked. “‘Nora N.?’”
 
         Nora smiled and nodded.
 
         “You have a shop?” the good-looking guy asked, having moved a few steps closer. He was broad-shouldered and had a neatly trimmed gray beard.
 
         “I have places where I display,” Nora said. “Sometimes I’m my own model.”
 
         The good-looking guy smiled. He was something for as old as he must be. His wife, or whatever she was, looked twenty years younger.
 
         “I work in a space near where I live in the Village, and I sell at places like this and over the Internet. Everything is one of a kind, and I design for real people, not six-foot, one-hundred-twenty-pound models.”
 
         “With eating disorders,” the good-looking guy said.
 
         Nora smiled. “Sometimes.”
 
         “I sure like this,” the small woman with the dark eyes said, slipping into the coat. And she should, Nora thought. It looked great on her.
 
         “Made for you,” Nora said, “even though we haven’t met until today.”
 
         They played out the familiar scene then, the small woman being reassured by Nora and the good-looking guy that yes, she looked terrific in the coat.
 
         And you do look great, Nora thought. It would be a pleasure to sell to this woman. She thought back over the work that went into the coat’s design, and then the hours getting the cut and stitching just right. She knew the woman was going to buy the coat. Right now, Nora felt so good about what she was doing. She was in the right business and would make a major go of it. Someday the Nora N. brand would sell to the major buyers, be in the finest stores. No doubt about it, if she just kept working. And she would keep working; she was getting better and better at the design end of the business, and developing an accurate sense of what would sell.
         
 
         “How much is it?” the good-looking guy asked. He asked it like a man ready to be generous to his lady.
 
         “Three hundred dollars,” Nora said.
 
         The shapely dark-eyed woman, looking sexy as hell in the soon-to-be hers coat, gave him a look calculated to melt. The good-looking guy shook his head and smiled in a way that made Nora like him. “Okay by me, if it’s what you want.”
 
         That was it. The guy had too much class to try to talk her down; he knew the coat was a bargain at three hundred.
 
         Nora gave him a smile. You’ve got faith in the Nora N. brand, too. 
         
 
         The good-looking guy paid with Visa, and Nora watched the happy couple walk away, the small, shapely woman clutching the coat in its plastic bag tight to her side.
 
         It might be raining outside, but Nora was inside where the sun was shining.
 
          
 
         By the time the antique and flea market closed, the rain had stopped. Mark Drucker, who sold furniture he repaired and refinished at the flea market, used his dented white panel truck to drive Nora and her merchandise to where she rented space in a former produce warehouse near her Village apartment. When they were finished unloading clothing, they used part of the day’s proceeds to buy a pizza at K’Noodles and then parted. Drucker drove back to Chelsea, where he lived alone, as Nora did, and Nora sat for a while and sipped a second Diet Coke.
 
         She watched people passing on the other side of the window, the men, mostly. Nora thought about Mark Drucker and the good-looking guy. She knew Drucker, though not a matinee idol, was a quality man, and she could sense the same gentleness in the good-looking guy. Men aren’t all bad, she thought, even though they’re all men.
         
 
         Nora thought about her father, and her brother Tenn, before Tenn was killed in that auto accident. The car that rammed into Tenn’s had been stolen and driven by a black man who’d had too much to drink.
 
         A black man.
 
         Maybe that had been part of the problem, the man’s color. Nora had many black friends. It was wrong to see them all in a different way because of what had happened. It had nothing to do with political correctness. Racism simply didn’t make sense. It wasn’t logical and belonged in the last century. She wasn’t a racist. She knew she wasn’t.
 
         Or maybe she was. It would explain a few things.
 
         She suddenly didn’t feel as optimistic as she had a few minutes ago, before Mark had left the restaurant and driven away in his rattletrap panel truck.
 
         Nora moved her glass aside on the tiny table and stopped staring out the window at the people who were not like her, who did not have her kind of problem. Instead she rested her head in her hands and closed her eyes, almost but not quite crying. She was sure she wouldn’t cry. That, at least, was one thing she could control.
 
         I really screwed up!
         
 
         I was so sure.
         
 
         My God, how could it have happened?
         
 
         Whether she understood it or not, it had happened. And there was nothing Nora could do to change the past. Nothing she could somehow alter to escape what she’d done.
         
 
         The past was like a goddamned trap.
 
         If only it all happened some other time, before Tenn was killed… 
         
 
         She pulled her hands away from her face and stared at the glistening wetness of her palms.
 
         Those are tears. 
         
 
         I am crying. 
         
 
         I really screwed up. 
         
 
         Will I ever stop paying the price? 
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         Pearl and Fedderman searched everywhere in Millie Graff’s apartment for pornographic material or other evidence that she was involved in a deviant lifestyle. Quinn had instructed them not to tell Harley Renz what they were doing, or why, unless they found something. There was no point in unnecessarily stirring up Harley.
 
         Except for the aftermath of murder, the apartment was neat. Millie had been a tidy housekeeper. The sink held no dirty dishes. The small, stacked washer-dryer combination in the bathroom held no wadded clothes. The furniture was arranged with symmetrical precision. On the kitchen windowsill was a ceramic planter with bright red geraniums that appeared healthy even without recent care. Pearl thought briefly about watering them, then decided that wasn’t the thing to do at a crime scene.
 
         “Something…” Fedderman said, holding up rumpled black net panty hose. “Sexy, I’d say.”
 
         “Remember Millie was more than just a hostess in a hot new restaurant,” Pearl said. “She was also a dancer. We need to keep that in mind. Look in her closet and you’ll find high-heeled shoes that look like implements of torture, maybe with steel taps on them.”
 
         Maybe they were instruments of torture. Quinn hadn’t known Millie at all as a grown woman.
         
 
         “Here’s some kind of tight elastic thing,” Fedderman said.
 
         “A leotard,” Pearl said. “Also worn to shuffle off to Buffalo.” She had a feeling she should be the one searching through Millie’s dresser.
 
         “Buffalo?”
 
         “Keep looking.”
 
         “Whoa!” Fedderman said, after a few minutes. “How about this?” He sounded like a kid who’d found a trinket in a treasure hunt.
 
         He was holding up a vibrator dildo. He’d found it in a padded brown envelope taped to the back of a dresser drawer, a favorite hiding place of many an amateur. In addition to being blue and having buttons at its base, the vibrator wasn’t at all lifelike but had ridges in it and a small protuberance near the bottom, obviously meant for clitoral stimulation. Obviously to Pearl, anyway.
 
         “This what I think it is?” Fedderman asked, grasping the object between finger and thumb and handing it over to Pearl.
 
         “It’s not to let you know your table’s ready,” Pearl said.
 
         “So Millie had her fun.”
 
         “Yeah, like millions of other women in New York.”
 
         “Pearl…?”
 
         “Don’t ask,” Pearl said.
 
         Fedderman wisely took her advice. He put his hands on his hips and looked around. “We’ve tossed the place pretty thoroughly.” He knew tossed wasn’t quite the word; they’d be leaving the apartment almost exactly as they’d found it. As if Millie Graff might do an inspection and approve of their work. “So we searched everywhere and this is all we came up with, this—It kinda looks like some weird electrical bird with a long neck.”
         
 
         “Millie was what cable TV would call normal,” Pearl said.
 
         Pointing to the vibrator, Fedderman said. “Quinn isn’t gonna like that we found it.”
 
         “Let’s put it back where we got it,” Pearl said. “Quinn won’t be shocked to know about it. Hell, it isn’t whips or chains. It’s a woman’s private accessory.”
 
         “When I think accessory,” Fedderman said, “I think purse or maybe scarf.”
 
         “Right now,” Pearl said, “I’m thinking testicle clamp.”
 
         Fedderman winced and then motioned with his head toward the vibrator. “One thing we oughta know about that …”
 
         “Yeah,” Pearl said, and pressed one of the buttons. The vibrator began to quiver and jumped so violently she almost dropped it. At the same time, it flickered with a dazzling blue light.
 
         “That’s really something,” Fedderman said in admiration. “I mean, how the hell can we fellas compete with that?”
 
         Pearl switched off the vibrator and handed it to him. “We found out what we wanted to know. The batteries are up and the… accessory is in good working condition. Now put the damned thing back where you found it.”
 
         “There’s no writing of any kind on the envelope it was in,” Fedderman said. “So it wasn’t mailed to her.”
 
         “Not in that envelope, anyway. That one is probably just for storage.”
 
         “It might help if we knew where she bought it.”
 
         “I imagine the first thing she did when she got it was remove the price tag,” Pearl said.
 
         “Or instructions,” Fedderman said. He brightened. “Maybe I should look for instructions.”
 
         “Put the goddamned thing back,” Pearl said. “We’ll tell Quinn about it, and tell him we didn’t find any handcuffs or leather restraints or masks or what have you. Millie was a good girl. Let’s let her stay that way.”
 
         “You know a lot about this stuff, Pearl.”
 
         “I spent a lot of time with Vice.”
 
         “Well, all of us—”
 
         “It’s time to get out of here, Feds.”
 
         He silently agreed. Pearl watched as he replaced the vibrator in its padded envelope. He slid the dresser drawer back onto its tracks and made sure it was closed all the way. They took a long last look around the apartment. Both of them could feel the strange silence and sadness that lingered at scenes of violent death.
 
         They left the apartment, with its neatness and geometric arrangement of Millie Graff’s life, for the landlord and movers to disassemble. Soon every memory or touch of her personality would be gone. Her refrigerator would contain different brands of food. Someone else would be sleeping in her bedroom, soaking in her bath, hurrying to answer the buzz of her intercom. She would be totally gone from the still point and center of her existence. Her home would belong to another.
 
         Pearl thought that if Millie Graff could somehow know about it she’d be horrified.
 
          
 
         Quinn rang the bell of the rehabbed brownstone not far from where he lived on the Upper West Side and waited. An intercom crackled and a male voice asked who was at the door. Quinn found the talk button and identified himself.
 
         The same crackly voice told him to come in, and a raspy buzzer sounded. He opened the heavy door with its built-in iron grille and stepped into a small, carpeted vestibule that smelled faintly of cat urine.
 
         A door beside him opened, and a small, stooped man with a wild sprout of curly gray hair stared out at him. Quinn immediately thought of Albert Einstein, but he said, “William Turner?”
 
         “Bill will be fine,” the man told him in a high, phlegmy voice. “You said you were a detective?”
 
         “Yes. Name’s Quinn.”
 
         Watery blue eyes brightened. “Ah, the renowned serial-killer hunter.”
 
         “I’m flattered,” Quinn said.
 
         “I admire your work. Your entire career, in fact.” The hallway’s odor—cat urine—seemed to waft also from the man’s clothing. “You see, I’m kind of a cop groupie. I’ve always admired the police.” He emitted a high, peculiar laugh. If birds could laugh, this was how they’d sound. “Listen, I had a good working relationship with the police in my day.” Suddenly, as if on a whim, he moved back and motioned for Quinn to step inside. “I won’t ask for identification,” he said. “I know you from your many newspaper photographs.”
 
         “You keep a scrapbook?”
 
         The high laugh again, not quite a giggle. “No, I don’t go that far in my idolatry.”
 
         Quinn stepped into what could only be called a parlor, and suddenly it was 1885, about the time the brownstone was built. And the year when Quinnn’s own brownstone was constructed. The ceilings were at least twelve feet high, with intricate crown molding. Long red velvet drapes puddled on the patterned hardwood floor. The walls were a soft cream color, and a large brick and tile fireplace was flanked by floor-to-ceiling shelves full of ceramic pottery.
 
         “I collect the stuff,” Turner said, observing Quinn’s interest. “Nineteenth-century American.”
 
         “Impressive,” Quinn said. He noticed that Turner’s clothes were expensive but threadbare, and one of his shirt buttons was missing. Around his scrawny neck was a red paisley ascot.
 
         “Sit down, please,” Turner said. He motioned toward a flowered beige sofa with wooden inserts in its upholstered arms.
 
         Quinn sat and looked around again. “Nice place. I’ve got an old brownstone myself, trying to bring it back.”
 
         “Great ladies, worth preserving,” Turner said.
 
         Quinn’s gaze fell on an antique Victrola record player with a crank and louvered mahogany doors. “You collect old records, too?”
 
         “Not really. Mostly furniture, when I’m not buying pottery. That’s what the Victrola is to me—quality antique furniture, wood with a patina you can’t find on anything new. But she still plays.” Turner did a little old man’s shuffle in leather moccasins, as if dancing to the musical strains of the Victrola. Quinn saw that the moccasins were actually house slippers with fleece linings. “Would you like something to drink?”
 
         “Nope,” Quinn said, “just some answers.”
 
         Turner smiled with yellowed teeth, but his eyes grew brighter. Not Einstein, maybe, but there was an active intelligence behind those eyes.
 
         “Back in the sixties and seventies, you managed Socrates’s Cavern on the West Side,” Quinn said.
 
         “Sure did. I was manager and part owner.” Turner sat down on the edge of a brown wing chair that looked as if it might engulf him if he leaned back. “Listen, the kind of business we were in, I saw a lot of the cops. But we never stepped over the line. Nothing illegal. Consenting adults only. That was something we diligently checked.”
 
         “Ever see any of your old friends from those days?”
 
         “Naw. We were just in business together. Then the business kind of ran its course. Our business, anyway, not the S and M business.” He gave a hapless shrug with narrow shoulders. “Hell, the way it is now, with the Internet and all, everything’s changed.” Caught in another of his sudden mood swings, he waved his arms exuberantly. “S and M’s gone international!”
         
 
         “Like the House of Pancakes,” Quinn said. “Anything like your club still operating in the city?”
 
         “Oh, you know how it is. Sex clubs are here and there. Always will be. But nothing as big as we were. In some ways, society was lots more open back then.” He squinted at Quinn. “You look old enough to remember.”
 
         “I do remember. Especially that place over on East Fifty-ninth that was doing snuff films.”
 
         Turner raised both hands palms out. “None of that in my end of the business. Not for real, anyway.” He shook his head in disgust. “Jesus!” He sat even farther out on the chair’s large cushion so that it looked as if it might flip up and hit him in the back. “Listen, most of this stuff is with, for, and about grown-ups. You follow me? Alternative lifestyles. We Americans like to exercise our freedom to pursue happiness however we want. Long as we don’t get in the way of somebody else’s parade and there’s no kids or animals involved. Free country, thank God!”
 
         “Amen,” Quinn said.
 
         Turner stared at him to see if he might be joking and seemed to decide he wasn’t.
 
         “I’m here to investigate a murder,” Quinn said, “not find out who was whacking who on the ass in your club back when people were wearing Mao jackets.”
 
         “Yet you ask me about the club.”
 
         “Yet I do. The name Philip Wharkin mean anything to you?”
 
         “No… can’t say it does.”
 
         “He was a registered member of Socrates’s Cavern.”
 
         “So were lots of people. Folks you’d never imagine.”
 
         “Somebody—maybe another Philip Wharkin—wrote his name in blood on the bathroom mirror in Millie Graff’s apartment after he killed her.”
 
         “You don’t say? I never read that in the paper.”
 
         “It hasn’t been released to the press.”
 
         “Well, if you want, I’ll keep mum. I was always ready to work with the cops. Hell, you’d be surprised the off-duty cops that came into the club.”
 
         “I doubt that I would,” Quinn said. “But don’t spread the name Philip Wharkin around. What I would like is for you to contact some of the old friends you told me you didn’t have, and ask if they know anything about Millie Graff.”
         
 
         “If I can locate them, I’ll sure do that. Was Millie a bad girl?”
 
         “Straight as Central Park West, far as we can tell.”
 
         “That don’t mean anything,” Turner said. “People outside the S and M world don’t have a clue.”
 
         “That’s why I want you to ask around inside,” Quinn said. “Find me a clue.”
 
         He stood up from the sofa with some difficulty, understanding why Turner didn’t scoot all the way back in his chair. He gave Turner one of his cards. “Leave a message if I’m not in, okay, Bill?”
 
         “Sure, I will. Cops and me, we were always tight. Fun was what it was all about in those days. A certain kinda fun, anyway.” The frail-looking little man stood up with surprising nimbleness and escorted Quinn to the door. “Listen,” he said, when Quinn’s hand was on the knob. “You’re on this case because of the police commissioner, right?”
 
         “That’s so.”
 
         Turner adjusted his brightly colored ascot as if it might be tightening like a noose. “I mean, he ain’t gonna have my ass if he finds out I’m asking around about this Millie Graff, is he?”
 
         “Not a chance,” Quinn said. “He’s very understanding.” And in a lower yet harder voice: “So am I.”
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         Hogart, Missouri, 1991 
         
 
         Wham! Milt Thompson hit a home run into the left-field upper deck of Busch Stadium in St. Louis and the crowd stood and roared.
         
 
         So did Roy Brannigan.
 
         Beth Brannigan watched her husband sit back down and guzzle the last of his can of beer as he watched the Cardinals–Pirates ball game on their old console TV. He was slouched on the sagging gray sofa. On the wall behind him was a huge, roughly hewn wooden crucifix that had been created with a chain saw. He’d bought it at a flea market for ten dollars. Beth had seen him pray before it for the Cardinals to win. Jokingly, he pretended, but he didn’t fool her. In Roy Brannigan’s mind, it wasn’t the cardinals in Rome who counted. They couldn’t hit a curve ball.
 
         Beth was a sweet-looking woman with a heart-shaped face and guileless blue eyes. She had a brown fleck in one eye that gave her a kind of intense look that somehow added to her appeal. Her figure was trim and shown to advantage in a red tank top and short Levi’s cutoffs. She was barefoot. Beth had once overheard a man describe her as fetching. She thought that was fitting, the way she fetched for Roy.
 
         Roy’s idea of marriage was based on the Old Testament, and he spun it with his own interpretation. He insisted they attend church every Sunday, as they had this morning. After church they’d have a big meal at home, and Beth would clean up afterward. If the Cardinals were playing a day game, which they seemed to do most Sundays during the season, she’d make sure the kitchen was cleaned up before Roy finished smoking his after-meal cigar out on the porch. She’d have a cold beer waiting when he came back inside to watch the game. Religious though he might be, he had no qualms about Beth working on the Lord’s day.
 
         Nor did religion keep Roy from accumulating a large cache of pornography, of which he thoroughly disapproved. He fancied himself a student and critic of erotica. He would from time to time write reproachful letters to the publishers, excoriating them for publishing such filth. But he bought most of his collection by mail, and often an order form and the letter to the publisher would be posted simultaneously.
 
         This televised contest was a night game, part of a twilight double-header to make up for a rainout earlier in the season. Beth had been busy most of the day, and they’d had snacks as well as their usual midday meal.
 
         She was used to tending to Roy’s needs. Beth didn’t really mind the hard work, when he treated her well. When he was gentle with her.
 
         Which wasn’t all the time.
 
         Her mom and dad over in Hawk Point had suspected Roy might be abusing Beth. But her dad had lung cancer, and her mother was too afraid of Roy and the bleak future to interfere other than to warn Beth not to let things go too far. They never had come right out and said what “things” were. But then, neither had Beth.
 
         Even the impotent support of her mother and father disappeared last October when both Beth’s parents were killed in an auto accident on Interstate 70. Their car had run head-on into a pickup truck speeding the wrong way. The driver of that vehicle had been killed, too. The autopsy showed he’d been legally drunk.
 
         Beth had mourned hard and been comforted by Roy and his well-worn Bible. They’d prayed together fiercely at home, and with the tiny congregation at the Day of Heavenly Atonement Church.
 
         And then one day Roy acted as if he’d decided she’d mourned enough. It was time to get on with life, he’d informed her, and quoted the appropriate verse in scripture.
 
         Not about to challenge the Bible, Beth had allowed her relationship with Roy to resume its bumpy course.
 
         The pain of grief had lessened, but the course never smoothed. It had led here, to the squalid living room of their ramshackle house and a ball game televised from St. Louis.
 
         “You want some more beer, hon?” she asked.
 
         There was crowd noise from the TV and he didn’t hear her. He was suddenly up again from the sofa, in a fury. He hurled his empty beer can so it bounced off the screen door.
 
         “That wasn’t a foul ball!” he yelled, pointing at the TV. “That umpire’s gonna burn in hell.”
 
         “All of ’em, probably,” Beth said.
 
         “Yeah.”
 
         She thought he was agreeing with her, then realized he’d meant that yeah, he wanted another beer.
 
         “Well,” she said, “we’re all out.”
 
         “Man’s gotta be blind not to see that wasn’t a foul ball,” Roy said.
 
         “I thought all umpires were blind,” Beth said. “Figured it was a requirement for the job.”
         
 
         Roy was pacing, still angry at the bad call in St. Louis. “Blind or crooked, is what they are. Doggone all of ’em!”
 
         “God’ll see they get what’s comin’ to ’em,” Beth said. “Or the devil.” At this juncture, God appeared to favor the Pittsburgh Pirates.
 
         “Do I have to tell you?” Roy asked.
 
         “Tell me what?”
 
         “You say we’re outta beer, so go get some more. There’s money in my wallet on the dresser.”
 
         Beth was already on the way. Roy’s anger at the umpires might easily be redirected toward her.
 
         Her blue-soled rubber thongs flapping on her feet, and a ten-dollar bill tucked low in the back pocket of her Levi’s cutoffs, she set off along Pick Road toward Willis’s Quick Pick Market. It was about a quarter of a mile away, near the sometimes busy county road. Though it was dark and shadowy along Pick Road, she could see the combination convenience store and gas station ahead like a bright oasis of light in the night.
 
         Pick Road was paved, but the blacktop had broken up, and Beth couldn’t make out some of the cracks until she’d stubbed a toe or come close to turning an ankle. It was no place to walk with floppy thongs. She moved off the narrow road and made better time on the grassy shoulder, but it was still slow going.
 
          
 
         In the dark woods that spread out behind the store, a man stood in the dim moonlight and watched Beth’s progress. He was wearing tight jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt. A bulky man, he had long dark hair hanging lankly to below his shoulders, and a big belly that overhung his jeans.
 
         As he watched Beth, he shook his head in wonder on his bull neck. What the hell was a piece like that, with those legs and tits, doing out wandering around by herself at night? She could be a hooker who worked the trucks that stopped at the convenience store or to gas up. That was always possible. But she didn’t look like a hooker, didn’t walk like one. Wasn’t even carrying a purse, like almost all hookers did.
 
         No, she didn’t look like a working girl.
 
         What she looked like was what he needed. He took a swig of beer, watching the roll of the woman’s hips, and smiled.
 
         Nice… 
         
 
         Then he thought, The hell with it. What the girl looked like was trouble.
         
 
         But trouble appealed to him. That had been his problem all his life. It was almost as if he had to get himself in trouble to validate the kind of screwup he was. Trouble always tugged at him like a magnet, even though he knew in his heart that trouble was … trouble.
 
         And this leggy creature in the Levi’s shorts certainly represented trouble.
 
         At least she was the kind that could be avoided. If a man wanted to avoid her.
 
         He retreated back into the shadowed woods in case she might glance over and see him.
 
         Wouldn’t want to scare her away. 
         
 
          
 
         When Beth reached the store, Willis smiled at her as he always did. He was old enough to be her father, but she’d seen him glance at her in that way now and then, so she was careful around him. She acted like a lady. Didn’t want any kind of negative word getting back to Roy.
 
         “Six-pack do you?” he asked, when she plopped down a carton of cold beer on the counter.
 
         “It’ll do Roy,” she said.
 
         Willis laughed. “Won’t he drink a brand comes in a carton with a handle? That’s six-pack’s gotta be plenty heavy, by the time you walk all the way back to the house.”
 
         “Get real, Willis. Six little beers?”
 
         “Well, you ain’t no Charles Atlas.”
 
         “Who’s that?”
 
         “Before your time,” Willis said. “Unfortunately, not before mine.” He rang up the six-pack of Wild Colt beer and fit it into a paper sack so it would be easier for her to carry.
 
         Beth stuffed the change, including the coins, into a back pocket, then smiled a thanks to Willis and went out the door, carrying the beer tucked like a football beneath one arm. He could see the outline of the coins against the taut denim that covered her ass.
 
         That religious nut Roy doesn’t know what he’s got, he thought, wishing he were twenty years younger.
         
 
         Ten, even.
 
          
 
         Beth hadn’t gone far when she realized Willis was right—the beer was getting heavy. And Pick Road was just as rough to walk on going back toward the house as it had been going toward Willis’s. And the weedy, rocky ground along the shoulder was just as uneven. Burrs now and then worked between her rubber thongs and the soles of her bare feet, causing her to stop and balance on one leg while she let the thong dangle and shook her foot until the burr dropped out.
         
 
         But worst of all, because she was making slow time, the beer was getting warm.
 
         Roy didn’t countenance warm beer. In fact, he liked it cold enough that there were tiny flecks of ice in it.
 
         She stopped and looked up at the moon. It was half full and tilted like a luminous boat. There should be enough light for her to take the shortcut through the woods. She might pick up a few scratches from branches, but she could reach the house twice as fast that way.
 
         But what really made her decide to take the shortcut was that despite herself she felt a little afraid of the dark woods, and she resented that fear. She was afraid of Roy, but that was different—he was her husband. And she had to admit that the punishment he meted out was just and not applied very often. There were only so many things in life that Beth would or could allow herself to fear. The woods at night wasn’t one of them.
         
 
         She was nearing the narrow path leading into the trees, so there would soon be no turning back. That would make less sense than anything she might do.
 
         The phrase entered her mind: Point of no return. 
         
 
         With another reassuring glance up at the moon floating in the cloudless summer sky, she entered the woods.
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         New York, the present 
         
 
         Nora Noon rode the subway to within two blocks of her apartment. All the way on the crowded train, she’d had the feeling she was being observed.
 
         And of course she was. Any attractive woman on a packed New York subway train was the object of male attention. Bodies pressed bodies. Sometimes, when the train jerked or swayed on its tracks, supposedly accidental contact was made. Nora was used to that kind of thing.
 
         But this was different. Or maybe she felt that way because she was tired, and because of her rapist being released from prison.
 
         She still found herself trusting her memory and doubting the DNA evidence. DNA used in criminal trials couldn’t be as foolproof as defense attorneys would have people believe. Nothing, even in science, was that certain. Maybe especially in science. Not that long ago science was telling people to avoid the night air and go to barbers to have their blood drawn when they were ill.
 
         But everyone else accepted DNA as absolute proof, and Nora felt the weight of that, the crush of disapproval. With her wrong identification, she had caused an innocent man to spend over five years in prison. She should pay for that. Somebody should pay.
         
 
         The train lurched. Nora slid a few inches across the plastic seat until her body met that of a man reading a folded Times in his lap. He didn’t seem to mind. She found herself staring at the newspaper. She’d heard that perverts on the subway used newspapers to conceal their erections.
         
 
         Don’t be an idiot! Don’t believe everything you hear. This guy’s probably a clerk or accountant or editor, taking the train home to his wife and kids. 
         
 
         Besides, I can take care of myself. 
         
 
         She wasn’t sure about that last part. Six weeks of karate lessons had made a difference, but not that much difference. And it had taught her just how strong men in general were. The smallest man could generate more strength than even a large woman. It had to do with percentage of muscle mass.
         
 
         Hunters. The bastards are hunters. 
         
 
         Knock it off, Nora. 
         
 
         The train’s wheels squealed on iron rails as it slowed approaching her stop. She waited for the complete stop and then the sudden backward lurch before standing up and elbowing her way toward the sliding doors and the concrete platform.
 
         Fear slipped away as she pushed through the metal turnstile and climbed littered concrete steps to the upper world.
 
         The evening was still bright and the sidewalks crowded with human energy.
 
         About half the outside tables at Perfect Pizza were occupied. On impulse, she stepped through the opening in the iron fence that separated the dining area from the wide sidewalk and found a table beneath an umbrella. A waitress named Emma, whom Nora knew somewhat, immediately came toward her. They exchanged greetings, and Emma smiled the smile that could break the resolve of a professional mourner. Nora was glad she’d decided to come here. She ordered a slice of pizza with ham and pineapple on it, and a glass of burgundy.
 
         She sat back and let her gaze roam over the diners. What would really cheer her up was if she could spot a woman wearing a Nora N. original. It had happened once before; a woman in the neighborhood had bought a T-shirt with a sequin design and asymmetrical neck, and a month or so later here the woman had been in Perfect Pizza, flaunting Nora’s creation. It could happen again, but the odds were long. Like a writer spotting someone reading his or her book.
 
         After the pizza slice and a second glass of wine, Nora left the restaurant and walked the remaining block and a half to her apartment. She felt better now. Unafraid. The wine could do that, push lingering uneasiness away from the active part of her mind. Useful stuff, wine. She might have a glass or two tonight before bedtime.
 
         When she reached her apartment building, she trudged up the worn stone steps with a cautious look left and right.
 
         Nothing suspicious, she decided.
 
         Besides me. 
         
 
         She reminded herself that she’d decided not to let fear do its inevitable damage. She would keep that commitment.
 
         Nora was actually humming as she worked the three locks on her apartment door. They were all sturdy locks. Two of them set automatically when the door was closed. One of them was a dead bolt. She would feel safe on the other side of those locks.
 
         She carefully locked herself in, then went to the kitchen and, after deciding against actually drinking another glass of wine, downed a glass of water. Walking the streets of Manhattan had made her thirsty, even after the wine she’d had at Perfect Pizza. Maybe it was the saltiness of the pizza. Whatever. She wondered how people who lived on the streets could stay hydrated.
 
         How awful it must be to live that way. And it could happen to anyone. That possibility was why Nora worked so hard at her trade. She, like so many living in the city, felt always close to becoming one of the pathetic people she saw every day, panhandling on the sidewalks. Maybe that was why New Yorkers seemed always distracted and in a hurry; visible all around them were the consequences of living without a net.
 
         The spare bedroom in Nora Noon’s apartment was for storage. It was stuffed with clothing of her design, cloth creations draped on hangers affixed to shoulder-high steel racks that were on wheels. There was room for an aisle down the middle of the room, but sometimes Nora had to shift the overloaded rolling racks from one side to the other to reach the garment she wanted.
 
         Tonight what she wanted was a dress that had been bothering her for days. It was this afternoon that she’d decided a higher waistline might be exactly what the design needed. Nora could alter the waist and try the dress on herself in front of the triple mirror at her studio. That was one of the advantages of Nora N. designs being for ordinary-sized women.
 
         It was bright in the room with the overhead fixture blazing, and the air was still and stuffy. Some of the material she touched was warm from the sunbeams lancing in at the edges of the drawn shades. There was a faint odor of mothballs. Too faint, Nora decided. Most of her garments had a high wool content. Moths were the enemy.
 
         She pushed aside two of the swaying, overloaded racks and saw the dress she wanted. Dark green with black piping. Maybe that had been a mistake, too, choosing a dark color for the piping.
 
         She reached for the dress’s hanger, and a hand appeared from between the garments on the nearest rack and reached for her.
 
         The sounds of her struggle were muffled among the overstuffed racks of clothing. Every time she tried to escape her assailant’s grip, her arms and legs would become entangled in material. She soon became swathed in the stuff. The karate lessons were useless. So were her screams, with her mouth jammed with what she knew was fifty percent cashmere.
 
          
 
         Nora regained consciousness in her own bed. It was still futile to try to move her arms and legs. She was on her back, with her wrists bound to the headboard. Her legs were spread wide, her ankles tied to the bottom corners of the steel bed frame beneath the mattress. The rope was knotted so tightly that her hands and feet were numb. She attempted to say something but couldn’t utter more than a moan. Her tongue probed and found a rough surface. Her mouth was still crammed with material, but it was smoother.
 
         She raised her head to look around her. That was when she realized she was nude and became really afraid.
 
         Fighting off panic, she let her head loll back. There was no pillow so she was staring up at the headboard and the surface of the wall behind it.
 
         Moving her head had caused a tremendous pain in the back of her neck. She remembered a hand clutching her there, squeezing. A man’s grip. No woman could encompass her neck so and squeeze so hard.
 
         She let her eyes roll to the right and her gaze fell on an unfamiliar object on the nightstand by the bed. A curling iron. It wasn’t hers, though. This one had a white handle and a white cord that ran from the nightstand and disappeared. She knew the cord would be run to the socket just below where the lamp was plugged in. The metal brace was flipped downward so the main shaft of the curling iron was suspended an inch above the surface of the nightstand. A tiny red light glittered on the white handle. It indicated that the curling iron was turned on.
 
         Nora sensed or heard a movement to her left, alongside the headboard and back where she couldn’t see who or what it was. She strained to see but couldn’t; the pain at the base of her neck prevented her from turning her head far enough.
 
         Her body gave an involuntary jerk. Fingertips gently caressed her perspiring cheeks and then the vulnerable area beneath her chin. They brushed a strand of hair back off her forehead.
 
         “It’s possible that your hair is going to curl,” a man’s voice said softly. “But the curling iron will never touch it.”
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         Michelle Roper was quite beautiful, which made her one of Nora Noon’s favorite clients. Michelle had dark hair and eyes, high cheekbones, and a trim and graceful figure. Though not a tall woman, she carried herself with a kind of regal bearing. Surely in her ancestry were kings and queens. With Michelle roaming around New York, wearing Nora N. creations to all the fashionable clubs, Nora had her own walking advertisement.
 
         “I was supposed to meet with Nora at nine,” Michelle was telling the super of Nora’s building. “It’s already nine-thirty.”
 
         “She might still show up,” the super said. He was a middle-aged guy wearing a green work shirt over a bulging stomach. He didn’t seem too interested in Michelle’s story, though he did seem to have an eye for Michelle.
 
         “There’s no showing up involved,” Michelle explained. “She sleeps here. We were going to meet at her apartment so I could look at some swatches, then go have breakfast together. She doesn’t answer her phone, and her message machine is off. That’s not like Nora. Maybe you can raise her. You’re the super—”
 
         “Leonard,” the super said.
 
         “What?”
 
         “My name is Leonard.” He gave her a broken-toothed smile.
 
         “Michelle.”
 
         “Much as I’d like to help you, Michelle,” Leonard said, “I got no right to enter a tenant’s apartment because she don’t answer her phone. You try her cell?”
 
         “Yes. She doesn’t answer that one, either.” Michelle decided to use what influence she obviously had with Leonard. She put on a concerned look. “This is going to sound funny, Leonard, but I’m half Cherokee, and I have a certain sense about such things. An instinct. I just know something is wrong in that apartment.” The Cherokee part was true, but that was all.
 
         “Cherokee Native American? No kidding?” He stared closely at her. “Once you know, it’s easy to see it.” He gave her a shy smile. “It looks good on you.”
 
         “Nora and I are friends, Leonard. I’d know if she simply wasn’t home. She doesn’t answer at her workshop, either, and I’ve been in touch with several people she knows and they haven’t seen her since yesterday.” Michelle touched his arm and he almost melted. “If Nora was having some kind of medical problem in there, Leonard, you wouldn’t want to be responsible for her not getting help in time, would you?”
 
         “No… ’course not. But…”
 
         “So how about if we step inside and call out her name, look around to make sure she isn’t in there somewhere hurt and unable to get to a phone. Then we’ll leave.”
 
         “What if the chain’s on?”
 
         “Then we’ll call her name through the narrow door opening. If Nora doesn’t answer, and we know she’s inside because the chain lock is attached, we’ll know there might be something seriously wrong. She might be unconscious and need medical attention.” She smiled at him with perfect white teeth. “Make sense?”
 
         “Makes sense,” Leonard admitted, and reached for the bulky key ring attached to his belt.
 
         Michelle was surprised when there was a brief clatter and the chain lock stopped the apartment door after about four inches. She and Leonard exchanged glances. Genuine worry was gaining ground.
 
         Michelle moved near the door and called Nora’s name three times. Then Leonard nudged her aside and put his face up to the space provided by the partly opened door. “Mizz Noon?” he boomed several times.
 
         Silence.
 
         “You got a bolt cutter?” Michelle asked.
 
         Leonard nodded. “I’ll be right back, Michelle.”
 
         He took the stairs rather than wait for the elevator, and within a few minutes returned with a long-handled bolt cutter.
 
         The thick brass chain on Nora’s door didn’t stand a chance. It parted, and a severed link bounced noisily on the hardwood floor like a coin. The door swung open.
 
         Leonard called Nora’s name again as Michelle let him lead the way inside.
 
         The window air conditioner wasn’t running and the apartment was way too warm. Michelle stopped and stood still, touching Leonard’s shoulder so he’d stop, too. The two of them stood there. They both smelled the peculiar odor, like something…maybe meat… had been overdone to the point of becoming charred.
 
         Leonard moved away toward the kitchen. Underlying that smell was a sharp, ammonia scent. Michelle, maybe because she did sense something terrible, made herself walk slowly to the bedroom she knew Nora used for sleeping and not storage.
         
 
         She stood stunned in the doorway, staring at what was on the bed.
 
         Leonard edged up behind her and looked over her shoulder.
 
         “Oh, God!” he said, and squatted down, his head bowed.
 
         Michelle turned to look at him. “If you’re going to puke, Leonard, try to do it out in the hall.”
 
         Taking deep breaths, he straightened up slowly, carefully not looking again into the bedroom. His face was pale and perspiring, and his features were drawn tight as if he might cry. “I’ll be okay,” he said.
 
         Michelle had long ago been married to a cop. He had told her about his work. Maybe too much. Too much communication could destroy a marriage. But it could also prepare a woman for what she might see at a murder scene.
 
         She rested a hand on Leonard’s shoulder and guided him toward the door to the hall.
 
         “We’re getting out of here and then I’ll use my cell to call nine-one-one,” she said.
 
         “Right,” Leonard gasped, as if he were out of breath.
 
         “Don’t touch anything,” she added.
 
         “I don’t need reminding,” he said.
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         Hogart, 1991 
         
 
         The woods were dark, but Beth was familiar with them. She was making good time along a scarcely defined dirt path, Roy’s six-pack of beer tucked beneath her arm, when she heard a sound off to her right. She’d grown up in the country and spent time in the woods, even had camped in them as a young girl. She knew which sounds were natural and which weren’t. No animal moved in such a way, brushing low branches and taking even strides through the crisp carpet of last year’s dead leaves. No animal other than human.
 
         Zombies, Beth thought, and she giggled. She’d watched an old zombie movie on TV last night, after Roy had fallen asleep. She hadn’t dreamed or thought about zombies since, though, until now.
         
 
         Zombies on your brain, girl. 
         
 
         She made herself smile and continued her pace along the dirt path.
 
         The sound she’d heard didn’t seem to move with her. The woods were silent now. More silent than they should be.
 
         After about a dozen paces, she stopped. She knew she was approximately halfway through the stand of trees. Though there wasn’t the slightest breeze, she was aware of shadows on the periphery of her vision in slight motion.
 
         Through the shadows, where the moonlight penetrated the canopy of leaves, she saw something shining. It was dark and metallic.
 
         Beth got a firmer grip on the cool paper sack containing the beer and slowly moved forward.
 
         She was relieved to see, parked off the path ahead of her, a motorcycle. A dark blue or black Harley, by the look of it. Nothing supernatural. No zombies. She heard herself breathe out her relief.
 
         Something struck her from behind and she was on the ground. She’d landed with the sack in front of her, so that the six-pack of beer rammed into her stomach and drove the breath from her. She lay curled on her side, hearing her own half gasps, able to move only to draw her legs up after the shock of being unexpectedly knocked down.
 
         Then, realizing what was happening, she became paralyzed with fear.
 
         She could only occasionally glimpse her attacker in the moonlight as he ripped her shorts and panties and worked them down her legs. She tried to scream but made no sound. Her lungs wouldn’t work. He was laughing low in his throat, knowing she was breathless and helpless, without even the means to scream. Taking his time. Being methodical. Enjoying himself.
 
         She got only a brief look at his face in profile, and not a clear look. He had long, stringy dark hair and a full beard. He was heavy, and strong, with a belly that hung over his jeans. His breath smelled like onions and gasoline, though she knew the gas smell had to be from the nearby Harley.
 
         Her head was forced back so her mouth gaped open, and he placed his hand over her mouth in such a way that it stayed in front of her teeth and she couldn’t bite him. Struggling not to choke, she tasted oil and grit from the man’s palm and thick fingers. The edge of his palm pressed against her nostrils so she couldn’t breathe.
 
         Then the man was on her. He weighed so much more than Roy. He was crushing her. His weight lifted momentarily and he pried her bare legs apart. She tried to kick but could only wave one calf helplessly in the air. She heard one of her rubber thongs land near her left ear.
 
         His free hand was between her legs, his fingers oily. A later examination would reveal that oil was used as a lubricant for the rape. Valvoline thirty-weight.
         
 
         He was on her again. In her! Piercing deep and hard, moving back and forth inside her. He quickly built up a desperate, driving rhythm. She knew it wasn’t going to last long, but it hurt so much. She had her teeth clenched and realized she was breathing again, slightly, through her nose. Because he was letting her.
         
 
         This can’t be happening! Not to me! 
         
 
         She became someone else, moving off to the side, an onlooker who, thank God, couldn’t see through the darkness of the night.
 
         She hid from what was happening. Hid in the darkness until it was finally over.
 
         Huffing and puffing noisily, the man partially raised his weight from her. Then he patted her on her bare side, as if she’d done a good job. Was he thanking her for keeping quiet? Weren’t you supposed to scream as loud as you could if you were being raped? Beth had read that somewhere or heard it on TV, but she didn’t want to imagine what might happen to her if she did manage to scream.
 
         He placed one hand on her head, and the other on her right thigh, using her to brace himself as he stood up. Suddenly his weight was off her entirely. She felt her shirt yanked up to cover her head.
 
         She lay curled and quiet on her side, not attempting to stand.
 
         The woods were silent.
 
         It seemed as if forever passed.
 
         Beth tried a scream and merely choked. Tried again.
 
         This time she emitted a loud screech.
 
         Then several more.
 
         A great roar startled her and she drew her body into a ball.
 
         Another roar. She recognized this one as a motorcycle engine.
 
         The cycle gave two loud, abrupt snarls, as if issuing a final warning to Beth, and then roared intermittently and unsteadily as it made its way along the narrow path. Beth heard the Harley clear its throat like a triumphant beast as it broke from the woods. A few seconds later it emitted a steady yowl as it reached the state road.
 
         Beth screamed some more, and then fell silent.
 
         She continued to lie on her side, motionless. She didn’t want to rejoin the world outside the woods anytime soon. The darkness that had been her enemy had now become her ally and protector. Time moved for her, but slowly and in a disjointed manner.
 
          
 
         Willis, at the convenience store, heard the scream when he stepped outside to bring in his LIVE BAIT folding sign.
         
 
         He was sure it wasn’t an animal.
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         New York, the present 
         
 
         Mishkin and Vitali phoned Quinn on their way to the Nora Noon crime scene and arrived before anyone other than the two uniforms who’d taken the call in their radio car. One of the uniforms, a guy named Sorkin, had worked before with the two detectives and nodded to them. Sorkin had a long, lean face dotted with moles. His features were pale, making the moles more prominent, and he was perspiring. Vitali knew it would take a lot to bring about that kind of physical reaction in the veteran cop.
 
         They were in the hall outside an open apartment door.
 
         “We got a dead woman in the bedroom,” the other uniform said. A black man with a small, neat mustache and sad eyes with a lot of white showing beneath the dark irises. Sorkin nodded as if to show that he agreed with his partner.
 
         Before entering the apartment, Vitali glanced over at a graceful, astonishingly attractive woman with black hair and high cheekbones. Alongside her was her physical opposite, a sweaty, chubby guy in dark green work clothes. They were down the hall about twenty feet, pretty much out of earshot.
 
         “Those two are the building super and a friend of the vic,” Sorkin said.
 
         “Which one’s the super?” Vitali asked in his gravel-pan voice.
 
         “Not the time to joke, Sal,” Mishkin admonished him. He looked at Sorkin with his mild blue eyes. “Go on with what you were saying.”
 
         Sorkin bobbed his head. “They discovered the body when they found the chain lock on and nobody answered their knock or call. Michelle, that’s the female one, had an appointment with Noon and she never showed. Michelle couldn’t raise her on the phone or by knocking, so the super—he’s the—”
 
         “We know,” Mishkin said.
 
         “Well, he couldn’t get in with his key because of the chain lock. Michelle told him to go get a bolt cutter, and he did.”
 
         “Who wouldn’t?” Vitali growled.
 
         “They smelled something coming from the bedroom, like what you can smell even out here.”
 
         “Not barbecue,” Sorkin’s partner said.
 
         “We’ll go in and have a look,” Vitali said. “Hold on to Michelle and the super, figuratively speaking, so we can get their statements.”
 
         “I get Michelle,” Sorkin’s partner said.
 
         Mishkin gave him a withering look.
 
         “Everybody on the way?” Vitali asked.
 
         It was Sorkin who answered. “Sure, we called it in. That’s procedure. You know that. Crime scene unit’s on the way, along with the ME, some real detectives—excuse me, Sal, but I mean, you two guys have gone private.”
 
         “Semi-private, in this case,” Sal said.
 
         “What exactly does that mean?” Sorkin asked.
 
         “We got special powers even though we’re once removed, like a divorced father on visiting day.”
 
         Sorkin seemed to think that over and find it adequate.
 
         Mishkin removed a small tube from a pocket, squeezed a worm of something onto the tip of his right forefinger, and smeared it into his bushy gray mustache. The eye-watering smell of menthol displaced the faint odor of scorched flesh. If he didn’t supplant the various stenches of death with the overriding pungency of mentholated cream, Mishkin’s stomach sometimes acted up at homicide scenes.
 
         “Ready, Harold?” Vitali asked.
 
         Mishkin dried his finger with a handkerchief, nodded, and they went in.
 
          
 
         The first thing they noticed was the blood. It was all over the body. Then it became obvious that some of it wasn’t blood, but the red of raw flesh showing at the edges and beneath where skin had been sliced. Peeled flesh. The victim appeared to have been partially skinned alive. Some of her pale skin was dangling in shreds, left attached at the top and narrowing to points at the bottom. There was more blood that had come from where skin had been broken on the victim’s wrists and ankles, from her struggle against the pain.
         
 
         Pain showed in every line and angle of her face, as if she still suffered even in death. Like the first victim, her eyes were fixated with horror and staring at nothing. There was a thin silver chain around her neck, bearing the letter S.
         
 
         On the nightstand next to the bed was an electric hair curler. Sal noted that it had been switched off. He also noted the dozens of narrow rectangular burns all over the victim’s nude body. Burns where they would hurt the most. Was she burned before or after the partial skinning? Any of the injuries would have caused the victim to lose consciousness, but there had been no relief from the pain. As with the last victim, around this one lingered the faint but sharp odor of ammonia. Vitali figured Harold might not have needed his mentholated cream this time.
         
 
         “Sadistic bastard!” Harold said.
 
         “The window’s partly opened over there,” Vitali said. “That’s why the chain lock was on. He locked her in before going down the fire escape.”
 
         Noises behind them made them turn, figuring it was the crime scene unit, or even real detectives.
 
         It was Quinn.
 
         “Feds is out in the hall interviewing the super and the woman who found the body,” he said. “Pearl’s on the way.”
 
         Sirens began echoing through the city’s stone canyons. Everyone stood and listened for a moment, and it became obvious the yowling was headed in their direction.
 
         Of course, all that yowling didn’t mean the vehicles were making good time in Manhattan traffic. Emergency vehicles could howl and yodel as if they were doing ninety while sitting perfectly still blocked in by cars.
 
         “Bet you Pearl will beat them here,” Sal said.
 
         Quinn shook his head. “I wouldn’t bet against Pearl.”
 
         He strained forward toward the corpse, noticing something, then went over and looked more closely at one of the bound and bloody ankles.
 
         “Looks like something, probably a finger, has been dragged through this blood,” he said.
 
         They all glanced around, and then moved toward the bathroom at the same time. The other two detectives fell back in deference to Quinn and let him enter first.
 
         There were bloodstains in the white basin and on white towels. But most of the blood was on the medicine cabinet mirror, where it had been used to write what presumably was a man’s name: Simon Luttrell.
         
 
         Quinn left the bathroom and moved through the bedroom and down a short hall to the living room. Sorkin and his partner were still there, the partner leaning in the doorway, Sorkin visible outside in the hall. Guarding the crime scene even though Harley Renz’s growing and unhealthy influence had gotten Quinn and his team inside before the yellow tape went up.
 
         Quinn nodded at the two uniforms as he went out into the hall. The sirens were right outside now, some of them growling to silence. They were going to beat Pearl here after all.
 
         Fedderman, standing with pencil and notebook and talking to Michelle Roper, looked over at Quinn.
 
         “Do either of you know or know of someone named Simon Luttrell?” Quinn asked.
 
         “He don’t live in the building,” said the super immediately.
 
         Michelle gave the question a few more seconds’ thought. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of him.”
 
         Quinn nodded and said, “Come on into the apartment when you’re done here, Feds.”
 
         “Just a few more questions,” Fedderman said.
 
         “You hear that a lot on TV,” the super said.
 
         Quinn edged his way around Sorkin and his partner and went back into Noon’s apartment. Mishkin was standing in the living room. Vitali came in from the hall that led to the bedrooms and bathroom.
 
         “The bedroom she’s not in,” Vitali said. “It’s full of nothing but clothes. I mean really full of clothes.”
         
 
         “The second bedroom, you mean?” Mishkin asked.
 
         Vitali stared at him.
 
         “How would you know which is which, Harold?” Mishkin could be a trial sometimes. Vitali bore him like a cross.
 
         “The second one’s usually smaller. Did you check to see about size?”
 
         “It’s not supposed to matter,” Vitali growled. “The thing is, that bedroom’s damn near bursting open, what with all the clothes in there. Most of them are on hangers, but some are just piled on the floor. I mean, a hell of a lot of clothes.”
 
         “Maybe she was in some kinda clothes business,” Mishkin ventured.
 
         “Nothing in there looked secondhand to me, Harold.”
 
         “Maybe she was a designer,” Mishkin said.
 
         Sal smiled. “Or a master of disguise.”
 
         “Wouldn’t it be mistress of disguise?” Mishkin asked.
         
 
         “Not unless she was a dominatrix or some married guy’s secret girlfriend.”
 
         “Couldn’t she be both?”
 
         Quinn knew what they were doing, cracking wise to stay sane, to scare away the ghosts. Cops had to learn to do that, if they were going to last.
 
         He stopped listening to Vitali and Mishkin as he heard a commotion in the hall, a lot of clinking and clacking of equipment along with hurried, shuffling footfalls on the carpet. The sirens outside were fully stopped now. The troops had arrived, and in force. Sorkin and his partner moved back as if facing a tsunami to give them a clear route to the apartment.
 
         Pearl was the first one through the door.
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         Michelle Roper had informed Quinn that Nora Noon had a sister somewhere in New Jersey. It hadn’t taken long to find her, not very far away in Teaneck. Fedderman waited at the morgue the next morning for the sister, Penny Noon, who was driving in to the city to identify the body.
 
         The victim’s sister turned out to be a half sister, an attractive woman with choppy blond hair with dark streaks in it that looked deliberate. There wasn’t much of a family resemblance to her murdered sister, maybe because the victim was obviously much the younger of the two. Penny had a fuller face, calm gray eyes with the beginnings of crow’s-feet, and full lips with pink gloss. She did have the same deeply cleft chin as the victim. Her demeanor was tense but controlled, her strong features seemingly placid.
 
         After the introductions, Penny, Fedderman, and a guy named Clarkson, from Renz’s office, stood and waited for Nora Noon’s postmortem photograph to appear on a monitor mounted at eye level on the wall. Clarkson wasn’t yet forty and dressed in a sharp gray suit, starched white shirt, and gold-clasped tie, making Fedderman by comparison look … like Fedderman.
 
         There were chairs angled around the viewing room, but no one was sitting down. Penny had refused the offer of a chair, and the two men felt obligated to stand with her. She was slightly behind Renz’s man and standing on Fedderman’s right, about a foot away from him. Fedderman recalled the victim’s bulging eyes and horror-stricken expression. He knew what might happen and made himself ready to catch a falling body.
 
         But Nora Noon’s head-shot photo was surprisingly without the horror of yesterday in that stifling apartment. Her eyes were closed and her facial muscles worked into a neutral expression. The photo was cropped so it showed none of the burn marks on her neck and farther down on her body. None of the stripped flesh.
 
         “Her,” Penny Noon said from somewhere deep in her throat. And in a steadier voice: “That’s Nora.”
 
         Then she emitted a soft sound halfway between a sigh and a sob, and her body sagged against Fedderman.
 
         He caught her and helped her—carried her, actually—to one of the padded black chairs and lowered her gently into it.
 
         She came around suddenly, as if someone had waved smelling salts under her nose. She looked into Fedderman’s eyes, causing something in him to turn over and over, and appeared profoundly embarrassed.
 
         “It’s all right,” he heard himself say. He watched his arm move independent of thought and his hand pat the back of hers.
 
         He realized he was kneeling down in front of the chair like an idiot about to propose marriage. His knee was sore from supporting his weight on the hard tile floor. For some reason he was afraid to look again into her eyes, as if a part of him knew that something profound might happen. Again.
 
         Listening to his aching knee creak, Fedderman made himself stand and turn at the same time. As he did so he glanced up, and was relieved to see a blank monitor screen rather than the dead woman’s photo.
 
         “It’s all right,” he repeated. “This part’s over.”
 
         “For Nora, everything’s over.” He thought she was going to start sobbing, but she bit back any show of emotion or loss of control. “It’s so goddamned unfair,” she said in a resigned voice.
 
         “It is,” he agreed.
 
         “I guess everyone says that.”
 
         “Everyone’s right.”
 
         She looked around slowly, as if gradually waking from a dark dream and finding herself in strange surroundings.
 
         “God!” she said, shaking her head.
 
         “He’s in the mix somewhere,” Fedderman said, knowing as he heard the words that it was an inane thing to say.
 
         She gave him a closer look, curious, her eyes intent and traveling in brief glances, as if she was mapping his features. He could not look away.
 
         “Are you a religious man?” she asked.
 
         “I have been a few times,” Fedderman said, “when I was sufficiently scared.”
 
         Her wide lips curved upward in a slight smile that stayed. Her hands were in her lap, turned palms up and trembling, as if she were waiting for her fortune to be told and dreading the prognosis.
 
         “That applies to me, too,” she said.
 
         Renz’s man had come over and was standing looking down at her. “You okay, ma’am?” he asked.
 
         “Okay enough.”
 
         He nodded, gave her a smile that meant nothing, and left the room, his mission as witness to the identification completed.
 
         “There goes a piece of the bureaucracy,” Penny said.
 
         “I’m a piece of the bureaucracy, too.”
 
         “You don’t seem a precise fit.”
 
         Fedderman didn’t know what she meant by that remark, but he was sure he approved.
 
         “I need something,” Penny said.
 
         “A drink?”
 
         “Something warm. Coffee, decaffeinated. I think I saw a vending machine when I entered the building.”
 
         “You wouldn’t want to drink anything that came out of that,” Fedderman heard himself say. “I know a place where we could go.”
 
         I must be out of my mind. 
         
 
         She looked at him for several seconds before nodding, as if confirming what he’d been thinking.
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         Despite the early hour, Quinn and Jerry Lido sat next to each other on bar stools at O’Keefe’s Oasis. They were the only ones in the place consuming alcohol. The three other drinkers, two men and a woman, were sipping coffee. Quinn had consumed only half of his mimosa—a mixture of champagne and orange juice—when he generously ordered another scotch and water for Jerry. It had been Quinn’s idea to come here.
 
         “Better ease up on those,” the bartender said to Jerry, as he placed the drink on the bar.
 
         “Not to worry, Jim,” Jerry answered with a grin. “I got my desecrated driver.”
 
         Jim glanced disapprovingly at Quinn as he moved away down the bar. O’Keefe’s was near Jerry’s apartment, and Jerry was one of the regulars. Maybe they liked him here. Jerry wasn’t a bad guy when he wasn’t involved in self-flagellation.
 
         Quinn got Jerry talking about the investigation and his computer expertise, and suggested they leave so Jerry could demonstrate something online. On the walk to Jerry’s apartment, they ducked into a liquor store and bought a bottle of J&B scotch, Jerry’s favorite. Quinn paid. He knew Jerry was great with his computer when he was sober. Drunk he was brilliant.
 
         After about an hour, Quinn said good-bye and left Jerry’s apartment. Deep in an alcoholic and electronic trance, concentrating on his monitor and mouse and nothing else, Jerry barely noticed.
 
          
 
         When Quinn entered the office, Pearl looked at him pretty much as Jim the bartender had in O’Keefe’s.
 
         “You smell like booze,” she said.
 
         “I’ve been—”
 
         “I can guess what you’ve been doing. Drinking with Jerry Lido. Where is he?”
 
         Quinn glanced around. “Where’s who?”
 
         “Are you drunk, too?”
 
         “Who’s too?”
 
         “Too would be Jerry Lido, who I’m sure is soused despite the early hour.”
         
 
         “No, I’m not soused. Nor am I smashed nor looped nor plastered. Jerry’s on the edge, I’d say.”
 
         “You’re sure right about that.”
 
         “He’s working now on his computer. Maybe he’ll come up with something.”
 
         “Like sclerosis of the liver.”
 
         “Don’t be so rough on him, Pearl.”
 
         Pearl simply stared at Quinn. She made him feel drunk, though he was sure he wasn’t. She could do that.
         
 
         He shrugged. “I’ll be working,” he said. “At my desk.”
 
         “Don’t try to drive it,” Pearl said.
 
          
 
         That afternoon Quinn was alone in the office when a short, stocky man wearing jeans and a gray T-shirt entered and glanced around with his head tilted back, as if orienting himself while making sure the air was safe to breathe. He walked directly to Quinn’s desk. Quinn figured he was in his fifties, a fit fifties. His hair was buzz cut and his chin was thrust outward and upward. His bearing was that of a small person who’d grown up in a tough neighborhood. If his forearms were larger he would have made a great movie Popeye. He stood in front of Quinn’s desk and fixed a calm blue stare on him. Up close like that, Quinn could see the road map of fine wrinkles on his face and upped his estimate of the man’s age to over sixty.
 
         “You’re Quinn,” the man said, in a tone that suggested insult.
 
         Quinn thought it might be a good idea to start locking the street door and requiring people to ring to get in. “And you are?”
 
         “A friend of Bill. You know what that means?”
 
         Quinn nodded. It was the way members of Alcoholics Anonymous identified themselves to each other.
 
         “Another friend of mine’s also a friend of Bill. Jerry Lido.”
 
         “One of Bill’s best friends, I would imagine,” Quinn said, wondering now where this was going, and having some suspicions.
 
         “I’m Jerry’s sponsor in AA, Quinn. The one he goes to for help if he’s having trouble, or if he’s fallen off the wagon.”
 
         “Jerry’s wagon travels a bumpy road,” Quinn said.
 
         “Over the last few years I’ve gotten fond of Jerry.”
 
         “He could use all the friends he can get.”
 
         “Not friends like you.”
 
         Quinn leaned back and held a pencil at both ends in his huge hands with surprising delicacy. “What makes you say that?”
 
         “I went to visit Jerry and he told me what was going on. I know what you’re doing. You know an alcoholic does or learns things when he’s drunk, and sometimes he can only remember them when he’s drunk again.”
 
         “Sobriety’s a different world,” Quinn agreed.
 
         “And you want Jerry to visit his other world so he might get in touch with certain memories.”
 
         “And capabilities. He’s a genius on the computer when he’s drinking,” Quinn said honestly.
 
         “You’re using Jerry for your own ends. Taking advantage of him.”
 
         Has this guy been talking with Pearl? 
         
 
         “Jerry’s involvement in this investigation might save lives,” Quinn said. “He wants to help. In fact, he came here begging to help.”
 
         “And you took him up on his offer.”
 
         “He thinks he can find atonement,” Quinn said.
 
         “He searched for that in a bottle and didn’t find it, and he’s not going to find it by drinking with you and then going online and doing things that could land him in jail.” The stocky little man appeared disgusted. “My guess is you don’t even really drink with him. You probably pour your liquor into a potted plant when he isn’t watching.”
 
         “That only happens in movies,” Quinn said.
 
         “Jerry’s my responsibility, and I’m here to ask you not to be his enabler just so he might ferret out some information that’ll help you.”
 
         “You say I’m using Jerry. Yes, I am. That’s because I know it might be worth it. He knows it, too. That’s why he wants to help.”
 
         “I think it’s simpler than that. I think you’re an obsessive bastard who’ll stop at nothing.”
 
         “To find and stop a serial killer? Yeah, maybe I’m exactly that.”
 
         “Well, I’m obsessive when it comes to saving Jerry from the bottle.”
 
         “Then we’re at cross-purposes. Jerry’s a big boy. He wants to aid in this investigation, and we accept his offer.” Quinn stood up behind his desk. “I’m afraid that’s how it’s going to be, at least until we nail this killer.”
 
         Seemingly without moving a muscle the little man seemed to grow several inches, though he was still looking up at Quinn. “I’m asking you man to man, politely as possible, to leave Jerry Lido alone.”
 
         “I can’t do that. And it seems to me that whatever Jerry’s doing is up to him.”
 
         The man swiped his bare muscular forearm across his lips, making a face, as if he’d taken a bite out of Quinn and didn’t like the aftertaste.
 
         “I can’t say it’s been a pleasure meeting you,” he said, and spun and headed for the door.
 
         “He can, you know,” Quinn said.
 
         The man paused and looked back.
 
         “Can what?”
 
         “Jerry can find atonement in what he’s doing.”
 
         “While killing himself with alcohol. Anyway, it’s saints that find atonement by dying. And Jerry’s no saint.”
 
         “One more thing,” Quinn said, as the man was opening the door.
 
         “What’s that?”
 
         “Your name. You never told me your name.”
 
         “My name is Joe Nethers, and don’t you forget it.”
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         It was 2:00 A.M. when the intercom buzzer grated in the brownstone. Quinn switched on the lamp by his bed, and then struggled into his pants that were folded over the back of a chair. The buzzer sounded again as he staggered toward the intercom in the next room. He leaned on the button.
         
 
         “Whoozere?”
 
         “It’s Jerry, Quinn. We gotta talk. I found—”
 
         Quinn pushed the button that buzzed Lido in downstairs.
 
         As Quinn moved toward the door, he heard Jerry taking the stairs up from the vestibule. Though Lido had sounded sober, there was something about his footfalls on the steps that suggested he wasn’t navigating steadily.
 
         When Quinn, a sleepy, grouchy-looking man with bloodshot eyes and wild hair, opened the door, he found himself face-to-face with another sleepy-looking man with bloodshot eyes and wild hair, only Lido was ecstatic.
 
         Imagining the scene, all Quinn could think just then was, Couple of booze hounds.
         
 
         “I hit some databases and found out some shit,” Jerry said, pushing past Quinn and leaving a wake of alcohol fumes.
 
         Son of a bitch smells embalmed.
         
 
         “It’s two o’clock, Jerry.”
 
         “You’ll love this, Quinn.” Jerry started to pace. Quinn wondered where he got all the damned energy. He’d had a couple of drinks with Lido at O’Keefe’s last night despite Joe Nethers’s implicit warning. Rather, Quinn had downed a couple of drinks. Jerry had guzzled half a dozen. So here was Quinn, exhausted and with a headache. And here was Jerry, ready to leap over the moon.
 
         Quinn let himself fall back on the sofa, stretched out his legs, and crossed his bare ankles. “So what am I going to love?” he asked.
 
         Jerry stopped suddenly and glanced around. “Where’s Pearl?”
 
         “Home in bed.”
 
         “I thought you two were—”
 
         “Not exactly.”
 
         “Simon Luttrell,” Lido said abruptly.
 
         It actually took Quinn a few seconds to remember that was the name scrawled in blood on a mirror at the last murder scene. He realized he wasn’t all the way awake, and possibly the alcohol he’d consumed last night still had his brain addled.
 
         “You found Luttrell?” he asked.
 
         “In a way. He’s connected to Philip Wharkin. Just like Wharkin, he was a member of Socrates’s Cavern. Gold keys, both of them.”
 
         “Gold keys?”
 
         “Sure. You had to join to get into the place. Cost plenty, too. Members were brass, silver, and gold key holders. The golds paid the most to join. Their first drink was always free, and they could go anywhere in the club.”
 
         Lido looked around again, as if still searching for Pearl.
 
         “Listen, Quinn…you got…?”
 
         “Yeah, Jerry.” Quinn stood up from the sofa, trekked into the kitchen, and poured two fingers of scotch into a glass.
 
         He returned to the living room and handed the glass to Jerry, then slumped back on the sofa. Jerry let himself down hard in a wing chair, accidentally sloshing some of the scotch on the carpet, and took a long sip. He seemed to calm down instantly, a trick of the mind.
 
         “Luttrell was a Madison Avenue adman. Responsible for that dancing shirts commercial that used to be all over television. He joined Socrates’s Cavern in 1968, just when the club was getting going. He was a member until June of seventy-three.”
 
         Quinn couldn’t remember any dancing shirts commercial. “What then?” he asked. “Luttrell let his membership expire?”
 
         “He expired,” Lido said. “In Del Rico’s restaurant, used to be on Third Avenue. He choked on a piece of steak. I don’t think people knew the Heimlich maneuver back then, or he might have been saved.”
 
         “No point in trying to talk to him, then,” Quinn said. He stretched his body out straighter on the sofa and laced his fingers behind his head. “The names on the mirrors, the letter S necklaces… our killer continues establishing a Socrates’s Cavern theme.”
         
 
         Lido was staring at him like a starving puppy.
 
         “That’s damned good work, Jerry. We’ve established a connection and we’ve got a definite theme. Names of former Socrates’s Cavern members. Now we have to figure out what that theme means.”
 
         “Sick jerks like him always have a regular routine,” Lido said. “Compulsive bastards. You know that better’n anyone.”
 
         “Maybe I do, Jerry.” Quinn watched Lido down the rest of his drink. It wouldn’t be easy to get a cab this time of night—morning. “How you gonna get home, Jerry? You should be in bed, if you’re gonna be worth anything tomorrow.”
 
         “If you don’t mind,” Lido said, “you’re sitting on my bed.”
 
         Quinn stood up and yawned. “I’ll get you a blanket from the closet.”
 
         “Hot night,” Lido said. “I don’t need a blanket. I’ll just take off my shoes and catch some Z’s.”
 
         Quinn hadn’t heard that in a long time, catch some Z’s. 
         
 
         “Okay, Jerry, the couch is all yours. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
         “So how ’bout a nightcap?”
 
         Quinn thought about it. “Why not?”
 
         He knew Joe Nethers would disapprove.
 
         Pearl would disapprove.
 
         Quinn should disapprove.
         
 
          
 
         In the morning Quinn got up earlier than he should have. He showered, got dressed, then had toast and coffee standing up in the kitchen. He left Lido snoring on the sofa and walked the few blocks to the office to help clear his head.
 
         Pearl was the only one there. Sal and Harold were out searching for Simon Luttrells with Fedderman. Quinn had decided to let them carry out the task for the sake of thoroughness. Renz would insist that every base be touched. And for all anyone knew, they might find the guilty, live Simon Luttrell, or at least a Simon Luttrell who might have some idea of why his name was used by the killer.
 
         “Coffee’s made,” Pearl said. She was sitting at her desk, booting up her computer.
 
         Quinn walked over and poured himself a mug of coffee, then added cream. He came back and perched on the edge of Pearl’s desk, looking down at her.
 
         “Don’t put that down and leave a ring on something,” she said, nodding toward the steaming mug in his hand.
 
         “Jerry Lido paid me a visit during the night,” he said, and described what had happened, what Jerry had learned.
 
         When he was finished, Pearl leaned back in her chair, thinking.
 
         “So our killer continues to establish a Socrates’s Cavern theme,” Quinn said, “maybe for no reason other than to throw us off the scent.”
 
         “Has he succeeded?”
 
         “Sure. We have to interview, or at least check into, any Simon Luttrells in the New York area. And that’s while we’re still looking for Philip Wharkin.”
 
         “He’s forcing us to waste our time,” Pearl said.
 
         “Maybe.”
 
         “You think it’s a double game—making it look too obvious so we abandon that avenue of investigation?”
         
 
         Quinn shrugged his bulky shoulders. “Been done before.”
 
         “Yeah, but not often. And serial killers are creatures of compulsion. They don’t like straying from their ritual, even in order to lay down false clues.”
 
         “That’s what Helen says.”
 
         “What any profiler would say.”
 
         “But what if we’re not dealing with a serial killer? Not a creature of compulsion at all.”
 
         “Somebody with a logical motive?” Pearl swiveled her chair so she was looking up at Quinn directly.
 
         “Or a different rationalized sick motive not linked to compulsion.”
 
         “It would have to be a strong motive,” Pearl said, “considering the way those women were tortured before he released them to death.”
 
         “Maybe that’s what he wants us to think.”
         
 
         “A terrible thing to do to human beings, simply to mislead the police. Not many ordinary men would have the stomach, no matter how devoted they were to their cause.”
 
         “The evil that men do…” Quinn said.
 
         Pearl gave Quinn an alarmed look. “You going religious on me now, Quinn?”
 
         “That’s Shakespeare, I believe.” Quinn the avid theatergoer.
 
         “Shakespeare was big on men doing evil.”
 
         Quinn smiled. “What I’m saying is that we can’t rule anything out or in at this point.”
 
         Pearl swiveled back to face her desk and got busy again on her computer. “Where’s Jerry Lido now?”
 
         “Sleeping it off on my couch.”
 
         He didn’t rub it in to Pearl that Lido, while under the influence, had come up with a useful gem of knowledge.
 
         With Pearl, you didn’t rub things in.
 
         “Just in case,” she said, “I’m gonna see if I can run down this Luttrell guy. Make sure of what Jerry found. Narrow it down by eliminating everyone without a heartbeat.”
 
         “That’ll make things easier for Sal and Harold,” Quinn said. It wasn’t a bad idea to double-check. After all, Lido had been drinking.
 
         He watched Pearl work for a few seconds before he walked away, thinking she was probably an inch away from climbing all over him for getting Lido drunk again. Thinking how much he loved her and wondering why.
 
         Wondering if there was a cure.
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         Here they were, meeting again. This time for breakfast.
 
         Fedderman sat across from Penny Noon in the Silver Star Diner on Columbus near West Seventy-eighth Street. They were in a window booth with a clear view of the busy sidewalk on the other side of the sun-heated glass. Fedderman had breakfast there often and knew the food was good, just in case Penny’s request for hot tea or coffee led to a dinner….
 
         A dinner what? A date? That might not be considered ethical. 
         
 
         Well, so what? She just came in to the city to ID a body. She isn’t a suspect. Like when Pearl— 
         
 
         “I think I’ll go with tea,” Penny said, interrupting Fedderman’s misgivings. Well, almost misgivings.
 
         The waiter, a skinny little guy with an impressive black mustache, walked over to their booth and they ordered pancakes and tea for Penny, and scrambled eggs, toast, and coffee for Fedderman.
 
         When the waiter had gone, leaving them alone, Fedderman, not knowing what else to say, nodded toward his coffee cup and said, “I drink too much of the stuff.”
 
         “So why don’t you cut back?”
 
         “We call it cop pop,” Fedderman said. “I’m afraid I’m addicted.”
 
         Why am I boring this woman with this banal crap? What must she think of me? 
         
 
         “Are you a fashion designer, too?” Fedderman the sparkling conversationalist asked, no doubt reminding her of her sister, whom they’d recently seen dead at the morgue. Not to mention that Penny was dressed today in faded jeans and a clean-looking but slightly threadbare sleeveless blouse.
 
         He sighed hopelessly and grinned. Honesty was the best policy. He knew that. He was a cop. “You’ve gotta excuse me for making an ass of myself. I’m not used to talking to attractive women under these circumstances unless it might lead to me putting the cuffs on them.”
 
         No! I didn’t mean it that way. 
         
 
         “Well, there’s a novel approach,” she said.
 
         She stared at him seriously, smiled, and then laughed an abandoned, throaty laugh that he liked a lot.
 
         Their conversation yesterday in a Starbucks a few blocks from the morgue had been strained and not without Penny’s tears. She’d told Fedderman she was surprised by how deeply depressed she felt, since she and the victim hadn’t been all that close.
 
         That was something Fedderman decided to explore, now that Penny was less depressed. And it pertained to the case, lending to his comforting delusion that he was working here.
 
         “You mentioned yesterday that you and Nora weren’t all that close.”
 
         “This gonna be Q and A?” Penny asked.
 
         Fedderman was surprised. Then he said, “That’s what we call our business sometimes, for Quinn and Associates Investigations.” He smiled. “We do Q and A, Penny, but that’s not what I’m doing this morning.”
 
         “You’re taking a break from the case?”
 
         “A short one. With you.”
 
         “Your boss Quinn is an impressive man, but he’s also frightening.”
 
         “He’s on the hunt,” Fedderman said. The last thing he wanted was to talk about Quinn.
 
         The waiter came and Penny added cream to her tea and then stirred in the contents of a pink packet of sweetener.
 
         “I suppose Nora and I weren’t close because we were ten years apart,” she said. “Our father left us a few days after Nora was born. He was an NYU professor who ran off to Mexico with one of his students. A month later they were both killed when a bus they were in ran through a barrier and rolled down a mountainside.”
 
         “Still,” Fedderman said, “Nora was your blood relation. That means something.”
 
         “Apparently it does,” she said. He thought she was near tears again, but this morning she disdained them. “We only saw each other on holidays or other family get-togethers. About five years ago, my mother died of pneumonia, and I doubt if Nora and I saw each other half a dozen times after the funeral.”
 
         He sipped his coffee and watched her over the arc of the cup rim.
 
         She managed a smile and sniffled. “But what you say is true—blood relationships mean something. Yesterday was harder than I anticipated.”
 
         “Identifications of homicide victims are never easy,” he said.
 
         She nodded. “But it’s over.” She drew a deep breath and smiled with a brightness that startled him.
 
         They talked for several hours after that, about everything but Nora Noon and what had happened to her. They talked about each other. Fedderman learned that Penny had backpacked through Europe after college and wanted to return someday to Paris. Penny learned that Fedderman had been a widower for years but still awoke some mornings reaching across the bed for his wife.
 
         Fedderman was still halfway convinced he was working. You never knew, he told himself, when something seemingly unrelated would strike a chord and prove useful.
 
         “Why did you leave Florida?” she asked.
 
         “It was paradise at first, but I got tired of it. So I came back here to do what I’ve done all my life.”
 
         “Try to find the bad guys?”
 
         “Find them and take them down,” Fedderman said. A little romance and excitement wouldn’t hurt here. He was getting his footing.
 
         The waiter came over and refreshed their drinks. Penny dropped her soggy tea bag back in her cup and played with the tag and string, as if she were carefully maneuvering a tiny fish she’d just hooked.
 
         “You never did answer me when I asked about what you did,” Fedderman said. “I’ll bet it’s something interesting. Maybe even dangerous.” He didn’t want her to think he was bragging too much, what with his taking down the bad guys remark.
 
         “I’m a librarian.”
 
         “Seriously?” He sat back and stared at her, immensely pleased, as if he’d never before laid eyes on a real librarian.
 
         “I’m seriously a librarian. At the Albert A. Aal Memorial Library on East Fifty-third Street.”
 
         “Right here in New York?”
 
         “Uh-huh. I carpool in from New Jersey.”
 
         “That explains it. You’re obviously smart.”
 
         “Because I carpool?”
 
         “No, no, the librarian part.”
 
         “Ah,” she said, and sipped her tea. “I’m impressed that you’re impressed.”
 
         “What exactly does a librarian do these days?” Fedderman asked. “I mean, what with all the electronic readers and such?”
 
         “Sometimes I think we mostly sit around and wait to become obsolete,” she said. “People still do read paper and print books, and a lot of them. But once we computerized our system, librarians started becoming less necessary.”
 
         “Damned computers,” he said.
 
         “They must make your job easier.”
 
         “Like they make yours easier.”
 
         “I bet all those rich widows in Florida were always after you,” Penny said.
 
         Fedderman fought hard not to blush. “Not so’s you’d notice.”
 
         She fiddled around with her tea bag some more.
 
         “I believe that if I were a rich widow, I’d notice you,” she said.
 
         He smiled. “I’d be honored to be noticed.”
 
         They sat silently for a while, Fedderman looking at Penny, and her staring in the direction of the window but obviously looking inward. The sun coming through the glass laced her streaked blond hair with highlights and lit up her eyes. Pensive eyes. So calm and considering.
 
         Fedderman realized it didn’t really matter what they talked about. They were for some reason comfortable in each other’s presence. Dinner wouldn’t be a bad idea, he decided. A date.
 
         “What are you thinking about?” Fedderman asked.
 
         “The Dewey decimal system.”
 
         “I miss it, too,” Fedderman said.
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         Hogart, 1991 
         
 
         Willis from the Quick Pick convenience store heard the screaming as soon as he stepped outside into the hot night. He knew right away the screams were coming from the woods behind the store.
 
         He folded the LIVE BAIT sign he’d come outside to bring in and laid it on the concrete near the door. Would there be more screams?
         
 
         The night was quiet now. He stood with his arms dangling limply at his sides, his head cocked to the left so as to bring his good ear into play, listening for sounds other than the buzz of insects in the woods and up around the pump lights.
 
         The next thing he heard that was louder than the cicadas was a roar. It was uncertain and stuttering at first, rising and falling. Then, about a hundred yards away, he saw a motorcycle burst from the woods onto the county road. It turned away from him, running without lights until it straightened out and had a level stretch in front of it. It roared louder, as if its spirits were lifted by the black ribbon of road ahead. A big Harley—he could tell by the distinctive sound of its engine.
 
         As it receded from his vision, he studied it in the moonlight. It was a dark-colored bike, ridden by a big hefty guy wearing what looked like jeans and a black T-shirt. He had on a dark-colored helmet. Willis saw long dark hair sprouting out from under it, and it seemed that the guy had a beard.
 
         That was it, the image that stayed with Willis as the lone cyclist passed from moonlight into the darker night and was gone.
 
         Then he heard another scream. A woman. He thought about Beth Brannigan, who’d left the store not that long ago, lugging a paper sack containing a six-pack of beer for her husband, Roy. Fearless young Beth, who might have taken the shortcut through the woods. Roy would be on the other side of the woods watching TV from his beat-to-crap recliner, like he always did when the Cards games were televised. Willis wondered if Roy had heard the screams.
 
         The screams continued, ending in a keening wail almost like an animal would make.
 
         Maybe there were others besides the man on the motorcycle. Maybe whatever was going on in the woods hadn’t stopped.
 
         Willis ran back into the store and snatched the twelve-gauge Remington shotgun from where he kept it propped behind the counter.
 
         After checking the gun to make sure it held shells, he went back outside, locked the store’s glass door, and headed for the woods. He found himself feeling oddly elated as he moved at a fast jog toward the source of the screams, holding the shotgun out in front of him crossways with both hands, the way he’d been trained to do back in ’Nam.
 
         Thirty-two years ago. Not so long a time. 
         
 
          
 
         Sheriff Wayne Westerley kept the Ford cruiser’s accelerator flat on the floor during much of the drive to Willis’s Quick Pick convenience store. He wanted to get there before Beth Brannigan’s husband showed up. The big car seemed to chase the converging headlight beams probing the darkness out in front of it.
 
         Roy Brannigan had a temper at the best of times. The fact that he was a religious fanatic didn’t seem to have influenced him to try settling matters peaceably.
 
         Willis had carried Beth into the store before calling the sheriff’s department. When Brannigan arrived there and was told what happened, he might immediately go after his wife’s attacker and trample the crime scene even more thoroughly than Willis probably had, Roy having more at stake.
 
         But Westerley didn’t see Brannigan’s battered old Plymouth anywhere as he pulled the cruiser into the Quick Pick’s gravel lot and parked near the door.
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