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FOR RIKI




1.


On my third day on the job at the tabloid New York Mail, I was weaving a quiet, climate-controlled cocoon of predictability inside my beige, carpeted cubicle. When I swiveled toward the window in my chair, I was rewarded with a shiny Manhattan view of the skyscraper next door, like a giant, docked cruise ship, bright with sharp spring sunlight. I watched a flock of dirty pigeons in tight formation wing up from the unseen sidewalk below, shape-shifting past my window, mounting the space between the buildings. As they rolled and climbed as one, maybe toward their never-seen nests, the space between them never changed. Until a brown blur flashed down, making a hole. The blur and the birds vanished like magic, so quickly it took me a few seconds to realize what I had seen. A hawk, probably a peregrine falcon, taking lunch. To go.


I turned back to my desk and sipped some soothing decaffeinated Earl Gray tea from my New York Mail mug. I glanced at my screen, where I was making headway on my second weekly feature column. Besides the computer terminal on my desk, I had a flat black letter opener for opening what little mail I got, along with some pens and thin notebooks, and a neatly folded emergency necktie for my collared shirt, in case I needed to dress up. There was a telephone and a set of three interlocked stainless-steel rings, magic rings from my early magician phase in school. As a kid, I was the pest who knew where the rabbit was hidden. That’s the thing about magic, and it was a good lesson. Magic is not magic. It’s misdirection. And planning.


I unwrapped my lunch, a steaming chicken souvlaki sandwich on pita bread, and was reaching for the tzatziki yogurt sauce when I was startled by my desk phone ringing. For the first time. It was loud and annoying.


I didn’t answer it but it kept chirping. I had used it to phone people I needed to speak to for my column. Readers emailed and snail-mailed questions for me to answer, and my voicemail took care of the rest. Up to that point, I had been comforted by the idea that, theoretically, I would never have to communicate with anyone I didn’t want to, while I worked on my other project.


The phone rang some more and I remembered I hadn’t personalized my voicemail message. It might be someone important, perhaps a boss. I let it ring a while longer but it wouldn’t stop. I thought about what might happen if I didn’t answer it and finally decided I had no choice.


“Hello?”


“Frank Shepherd?” a young, loud female voice demanded.


“Umm… yeah. F.X. actually. Just call me Shepherd.”


“Hold for Nigel Bantock on the City Desk,” the voice snapped, quickly, over a noisy background of squawking police radios and more ringing phones. Damn. It was a boss.


“I’m sorry. Who is this?” I asked dead air. She was already gone. The City Desk. Breaking news. One floor above me and a world apart from the sleepy Features Department where I was hiding.


“Bantock here.” A sharp accent. Australian? “Frank Shepherd?”


“Yeah. Call me Shepherd. I’m sorry, what did you say your name—”


“Howaya, Shep? Nice to meet ya, mate. I’m new in town, first day on the desk truth be told, but I hear you’re the best. I’ve got what smells like a good murder uptown. Right up your alley.”


“Uh, great, uh… sir,” I stumbled, wondering if I was supposed to respond with enthusiasm. “What’s the story? What kind of animal is involved?”


“Damn. You’re bloody good. How did you know that? You listening, too?”


“Know what?”


“The pooch. Photo just heard over the cop radio a sec ago that some dog is guarding the body. Cops may have to shoot it. Top of the list right now, mate,” Bantock continued without a breath. “You know, ‘loyal pooch protecting slain master?’ Blah blah. Got a runner from the shack on the way with Photo but I need you on this right away. I want an exclusive break on this from you or I’ll know why not,” he concluded in a friendly, threatening tone.


“A good murder. The shack,” I repeated, trying to sound as if I knew what the hell he was talking about.


“The cop shop at police headquarters,” Bantock fired back. “Looks like fun.”


“A fun murder. Great. But I’m not sure why I—”


“It’s a good nabe, mate, um, Clinton area, Upper East Side near Central Park, and it’s indoors. Google Earth shows a bloody townhouse. Good bet it’s RWPs,” he assured me, rapidly reading out an address and repeating it so I could write it down. “Male dead on the scene, hacked to death. Crime Scene and Homicide are there. Get up there and get us a lead for the web, pronto, amigo. Cheers.”


“Yes, sir. Have a nice day,” I lied.


He was gone before I could ask him what RWPs were. Maybe this guy thought he was doing me a favor by sending me out on breaking news? Apparently, at the New York Mail, when they had a good murder, a fun murder, they emptied the office. I thought about it for a while. Maybe I should have told him I wasn’t a reporter. Never did it once. Probably a bad idea. It was the dog. I couldn’t say no to a boss on a pet story, not on my third day at work, and this might help with my little side project. My mouth was watering as I looked at my souvlaki sandwich, with its aromatic grilled chicken and shredded lettuce and tomatoes. I also had a cold can of soda, only because I figured I couldn’t get away with a beer at work. I glanced at my folded tie but decided not to wear it. My lunch was too messy to take with me. I wrapped it back up and left it on my desk. Hoping to hell this was a rare thing, a quick thing.


I left my breached cocoon. It was a warm, sunny, magical day in May but I was not a butterfly. I took a cab.


It was my first time in a New York City cab, a change from the bus and subway. A bulletproof plastic barrier between me and the driver had a pay slot, a credit card machine and a flat screen TV playing lame infomercials. The last cab I was in, in another city, had none of those things and definitely wasn’t bulletproof. I liked this one better. The view was also nicer. Young women in short dresses and high heels, out to lunch, laughing, gossiping in the sun. The only thing similar about this cab in this city was the Baluchistani music the driver was playing.




2.


Bantock was right. It was a good neighborhood: gourmet restaurants, boutiques and fancy townhouses with shiny brass plaques on them, a spot where people were rich enough to have lifestyles, not just lives. It even seemed sunnier. My empty stomach growled. A crowd of TV crews, photographers and reporters were hanging out behind baby-blue NYPD sawhorses on the sidewalk on East 72nd Street. I went up to two uniformed male cops, one black and one white, standing behind a tightly stretched yellow plastic CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS tape, which blocked the roadway. Behind them, emergency vehicles and cop cars were clustered in front of a brown townhouse in the middle of the block. As I approached, I heard the chattering of motorized camera shutters from the photographers, who were all pointing their cameras at me. They had no idea who I was and were shooting first and asking questions later. This could be useful.


“I’m Shepherd. I’m here about the dog,” I told the cops.


They both giggled at my name.


“Give me a break,” I said.


“No vehicle, Shepherd?” the black cop asked.


“No,” I replied. “But I think our other guy, the one from headquarters, is coming in one.”


“You think?” the white cop chimed in.


“Sorry. I’m new. Third day on the job,” I tried.


“Okay,” the black officer said, with a shrug, lifting the tape. “I’ll take you down.”


As we walked, the cop, whose nametag said GUMBS, looked at my face. I got that look people gave me when they were debating whether or not to ask me about the scars on my left cheek; a dark, gnarly one, flanked by two fainter ones that missed my blue eye and vanished into my sandy sideburn and hairline. I was used to it. Everybody saw it but most people pretended they didn’t. I could see the curiosity, the revulsion. The cop went for it.


“Pit bull get ya?” he asked, pointing at the claw-like lines.


“You guessed it.” I smiled at him but he wasn’t convinced. “You should be a detective.”


“Thought you were new?” he asked.


“Happened the first day. Second day, I took off. So far, today looks okay. So, you have one dead guy inside?”


“Yeah, a homicide. Some famous fag.”


I let it go.


“What are RWPs?” I asked, as we walked. The cop smirked.


“Why?”


“Something my boss said. What’s it mean?”


“Rich White People,” he said with a big grin.


“Oh. I just heard it today. Like I said, I’m new.”


And my first assignment as a reporter would hopefully be my last. We sidestepped a dirty young Bradford Pear tree struggling out of its square hole of dirt. In the spring breeze, the tough sapling gently snowed white petals onto the filthy pavement.


“What’s your first name, Shepherd?” the cop asked, smiling.


“It’s not German,” I countered, anticipating the joke.


“Too bad,” he cackled.


As we walked up the sandstone steps and through a large antique door of dark wood, the cop talked into his portable radio. He led me down a hall toward the rear of the first floor. It was like an art gallery, with framed photographs, cookbook covers and magazine stories on both sides, a red Persian carpet underfoot. They were vanity walls for some bald fat guy with big red lips who looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy. I deduced that his name was Aubrey Forsythe and he was a food critic for the prestigious New York Tribune, hobnobbing with very famous people. The folks in the photographs were all eating wonderful food and smiling because it was so delicious. My stomach growled again. There were pictures of Forsythe, chowing down with an obnoxious billionaire in a cheap toupee, and with famous actors, mayors, and presidents. There was a large poster for Food Fight, a TV show featuring Aubrey and a lean, handsome guy with wavy hair, throwing food at each other and laughing. In some photographs, obviously personal shots, the Pillsbury Doughboy was being hugged by the same guy. One big framed photo at the end featured both men in front of a church, wearing tuxedos, holding bouquets of flowers and beaming.


At the end of the hall, several plainclothes detectives in suits waited behind a uniformed Emergency Services cop, who was pointing a black 12-gauge shotgun in the direction of a growling noise coming from the kitchen, a large, bright white and stainless-steel affair that looked like a nuclear lab. Something smelled great and something else smelled bad.


“Here he is, Lieutenant. His name is Shepherd,” Officer Gumbs announced, chuckling and waiting for a reaction.


There wasn’t any, except they all looked confused. “I’m Lieutenant Izzy Negron,” said one of the detectives. “We got a big husky in attack mode. Guarding the boyfriend’s body.”


“Husband,” I corrected him.


“What?” Negron asked, sounding genuinely confused.


“Husband. Looked like a wedding photo back there,” I told him.


“Husband?” one detective asked. “Give me a fuckin’ break.” The other cops began snickering.


“Knock it off!” Negron snapped. “Okay, the husband,” he said to me. “Maybe. I haven’t seen a license yet. Who cares?”


“Where’s your trank gun and noose?” a suddenly suspicious ESU cop demanded. “All we’ve got is a wire noose on a pole. We’re out of trank darts.”


“I don’t use that stuff,” I told them.


“Shit. Okay. I’ll have to take the dog out,” the shotgun cop said.


“Not in my crime scene,” Negron said. “I don’t want canine blood contaminating my body.”


“Let me give it a try,” I said.


They argued some more then agreed to let me try, obviously convinced I would fail—but better me than them.


“Okay, Shepherd. If he attacks you, just go down, go fetal, and we’ll get close and get a better shot. Clear?” Negron said.


Yeah. I was bait. They all pulled guns and made a hole for me. I asked them to back around the corner. Negron’s partner, who said his name was Detective Phil D’Amico, gave me a pair of baby-blue surgical gloves. I put them on.


“Don’t let him see you,” I told them, stepping into the kitchen. “I’ll yell if I need you.” I stopped and turned back. “What’s his name?”


“Neil something,” Negron answered.


“Leonardi,” D’Amico said, glancing at his notebook. “Neil Leonardi, age thirty-eight.”


“No, I meant the dog’s name.”


Now they laughed loudly. Including Negron. At me. The dog growled at the sound.


“No fucking clue,” Izzy said, still laughing.




3.


I entered the kitchen with silent, baby steps. It was a large square room with a shining white marble floor and a black restaurant-style swinging door on the far side, a round window in it at eye level. There was a brick oven on one wall, a small fireplace next to it, and a huge, gleaming stainless-steel chef’s stove. Above the white center island counter and sinks, suspended from a shiny oval, hung dozens of pots and pans, brilliant in the micro spotlights, like a TV set. The room cost more than I could make in ten years.


My mouth watered from the aroma of onions, garlic, parsley, sautéed butter and cheese. Someone had been making a mess, cooking, squirting oil and vinegar everywhere. A large stainless-steel frying pan was on the stovetop and various spices and other ingredients were strewn across the shiny, dark granite counter near the stove and on the center island. A white, papery garlic bulb had rolled across the floor.


As I inched forward, the low growling became louder snarling. I peeked around the island and caught a glimpse of a large white husky with glacial blue eyes, his snowy bib smeared with blood—not his own by the look of it. He snapped in my direction. Behind the dog was a pale, naked dead man, face down on the gleaming floor. The younger guy from the photographs in the hall. His head was covered in wavy hair and haloed by shiny bright red liquid on the white floor. His throat was slashed, hacked open. Something glistened in the eye I could see. I inched closer. Tears. Like he had been crying and was killed mid-sob.


Next to the body was a glazed ceramic bowl, a circular white island in the lake of crimson. The top of the dead man’s right ass cheek seemed to be missing, an oval purple gash in its place. Weird. I ducked back. Did the dog maul him? It looked sliced, not chewed. It was a striking image, the china white floor, the pale corpse arrayed atop the perfect raspberry-red puddle. There was some scruffy green stuff scattered across the dead man’s back. It took me a while to realize what it was.


The large expensive frying pan, splattered with burned and clotted sauce, was still on the stove. A cutting board had been used to shred lemon slices. A gouged-out wedge of Parmesan cheese had been tossed aside. Tufts of green parsley, melting butter in a glass tub, greasy knives, a cheese grater, and a smelly garlic press littered the counter. Tiny green gnarly capers were scattered about and, near the edge of the counter closest to the door, one small white pill. I looked closer at the square chalky tablet. Ecstasy? Oxycodone? I sniffed it without touching it. Mint? There was a letter A on the tablet. It was an Altoid mint. I sneaked another look at the dog and he snapped again but did not come at me. The white bowl had lettering around the rim. SKIPPY.


“Skippy!” I called out in a friendly tone. “Skippy?” The growling stopped. “Skippy, where are you?” I asked, edging toward the body.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Izzy Negron peering around the door at me, a confused expression on his face.


“Skippy?” I continued, getting closer. “Oh my God! What happened to Neil? Is he hurt? Skippy, what happened to Neil? What happened to Neil, Skippy?”


Skippy barked in response. I kept it up, repeating myself about a dozen times. Skippy kept up his answering barks. I opened a few cabinets until I found another bowl and half filled it with water. Wary, Skippy watched me but did not growl. I put it down in the far side of the kitchen, where Neil was hidden by the island, and sat on the floor a few feet away, next to the swinging door. I looked away. Skippy cautiously sidled over to the water, his paws leaving smeared bloody prints on the floor. He lapped up the water. When he was done, he collapsed on the floor next to me, whimpering. I petted him and told him he was a good boy. The cops peeked at us again, their guns poking into the room. Skippy howled. After a few minutes I pushed open the swinging door. Inside was a pantry and an expensive, cushioned dog bed in the corner. I held it open for several more minutes, talking to Skippy, and eventually he ambled through it and onto his bed. I went in, let the door swing shut behind us and sat with him.


Within a minute I could hear the CSI technicians entering the kitchen. I stood and looked through the door’s porthole. They were beginning the process of taking photographs and processing the scene. I sat down again and googled Neil Leonardi on my iPhone and got a flood of hits. There were videos of Neil and Aubrey on their show, a website for the show and a different one for Aubrey. They were rich and famous and stars of American reality TV. There was even one episode called “Wedding.”


“What happened to Neil?” I asked Skippy, who was too exhausted to bark.


“Foof,” Skippy said, with a weary sigh.


“You got that right, Skippy,” I told him, taking a shot of him with my phone’s camera.


I turned and took another shot through the glass porthole of Neil’s body and the kitchen. I was frustrated that Skippy could not talk. Probably not as frustrated as he was. I dialed the main number for the Mail and asked the operator for the City Desk.


“Where the bloody hell are ya, mate?” Nigel yelled. “Nobody can find you up there. Why don’t you answer your fucking phone?”


“It hasn’t rung. I’m inside the townhouse, with the dog. His name is Skippy and he is a large husky. Seems to be about three or four years old. White coat, blue eyes. He is very upset but he seems unharmed. The blood on his paws and his fur is not his. He got it from the pool of blood while he was guarding his dead master. I’ll send you photos. What’s your email?”


“You’re inside the bleeding townhouse?”


“Yeah. Just off the kitchen. With Skippy.”


“You have pictures? Skippy? Uh… records say the building there is owned by…”


“Aubrey Forsythe, the food critic. Yeah. The blood on Skippy belongs to Neil Leonardi, Aubrey’s husband. He’s the one dead in their kitchen. Throat slashed.”


“Bloody brilliant! Are you sure?” Nigel asked.


“I’m looking at the body. He’s nude, face down and someone made a messy meal in the kitchen. Aubrey isn’t here. They want to question him about—”


“Fucking fantastic! Hold the phone, Shep, let me get rewrite on the line. Give them every cough and splatter so we can toss it up on the web, and then get back to work, mate. This exclusive?”


“You mean are there other reporters in here? No. They’re all a block away. Does it matter?”


“You’re a pisser, Shep. I’ll kiss you later,” he giggled.


I wondered if Nigel was serious about the kiss. By that time, the technicians were finished. Skippy was asleep. I stepped back into the kitchen just as Negron and D’Amico entered their crime scene.
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Izzy was asking questions but nobody was answering.


“So, Neil, were you cooking when this happened?” Negron asked the dead man, as he gently parted the hair on the back of the corpse’s head with surgical-gloved fingers. “You were done, right? The meal is gone. What did he hit you with? Or did you get this bump when you fell?” Negron continued. “Who clipped you on the right cheek? Did Aubrey hit you? Isn’t he left-handed?”


D’Amico remained silent, just looking and listening, as if this kind of behavior were normal, as if the corpse might reply. I did the same, casually glancing at the empty sinks and down into a garbage can, which had a new plastic bag in it but no garbage. One upper cabinet door was ajar. Inside I saw two stacks of fine, pure white china dinner plates, almost two dozen.


“Here we go, what’s under your fingernails, Neil?” Izzy asked. “Looks like skin and blood. Alright, now we’re talking. The killer hit you and you scratched him. Yes. Good man. Phil, let’s get bags for his hands. So, Neil, did you cook the meal? Except for the skin under your nails, your hands are clean. Maybe you washed. Where are your clothes, buddy?”


“Upstairs on the floor in the master bedroom in a pile by the bed,” Phil answered, startling me. “They don’t look like they got food on them.”


Izzy nodded impatiently at Phil’s interruption.


“Your eyes are all bloodshot, Neil. From crying, right? Were you already unconscious when he slit your throat?” Izzy continued. “Was it your boyfriend… husband? Lady next door says she heard you two having a big fight just before Aubrey went out.”


Again, Neil did not answer but Negron continued questioning the naked man, undaunted.


“So your neighbor heard you guys fighting and banging things around and then Aubrey went out. She said the TV was on very loud and the dog was barking so she eventually called 911 to complain. When the uniforms arrived, the door was unlocked. They found you and accidentally let the dog out of the pantry. Was it Aubrey? Did he do this? Why did he cut a slice out of your butt after you were dead? Fuck was that about? Trying to dismember you and he gave up? Too much work? What were you…” Negron stopped in mid-question and glared at me, like he had figured something else out.


“Ask Neil why that slice is missing,” I suggested. “Where is it?”


Izzy looked at Phil and they both looked back at me. In the pantry, I heard Skippy stirring, his nails clicking on the floor. I scanned the kitchen, noticed something above the center island counter. Something not there.


“There’s no real food here,” I went on. “No empty meat or veggie package in the trash. If Neil cooked and ate his lunch, where’s his plate, his silverware? Where’s the missing butt cheek?”


“It’s not here,” said Phil. “But he could have eaten, cleaned up the dish and cutlery and put them away. The killer obviously removed or disposed of the missing cheek. We’ll check the garbage disposal, the plumbing traps…”


“Why leave all this mess?” I asked. “Look at this place. It’s a museum. Two neat freaks live here. The knives are all in their slots but the hanging rack above the counter has something missing, something that used to hang there, maybe a meat cleaver?”


“Yeah, I noticed that.” Izzy turned back to the silent victim. “Maybe you were interrupted before you could clean up? Or the killer did the cooking after you were dead and he left the mess?”


“That still leaves a pound of flesh missing,” I pointed out.


Izzy scowled back at me. Then it hit him. “Shit,” Izzy spat. “Why me? No way.”


“Maybe,” said Phil. “Hopefully not.”


Izzy looked back at Neil but before he could ask him the question, a disturbance could be heard from the direction of the front door. Phil went to check it out and returned in seconds. I could hear someone shouting from the hallway. Skippy began to yip and bark from behind the pantry door.


“It’s Aubrey,” said Phil. “He’s back from doing some restaurant review and wants to know what’s happening.” He raised an eyebrow. “He wants to see Neil and he will call his good friend the mayor unless we tell him right away. You have to see his face. His cheek, I mean.”


“Scratches,” I said.


“You got it,” Phil said to me, and then realized his mistake.


“Right,” Izzy said, glaring at Phil. “I’ll be right there.”


Skippy was scratching on the other side of the pantry door. Phil ducked out and Izzy studied me with hard, dark eyes, examining my face, my scars, my hands, my jeans, my dress shirt and sneakers. It was an uncomfortable feeling, like being measured for handcuffs or a casket. He offered his gloved hand and I shook it.


“Thanks for your help,” Izzy said, like a man who detested help. “Who are you again?”


I considered giving him the same answer as Gumbs but I told him the truth.


“Shepherd. F.X. Shepherd from the Mail. They sent me here to get the story on the dog.”


His eyes flared in anger, then narrowed. He smiled and then barked a single laugh.


“The dog? You’re not Frank Shepherd. He’s their police reporter. I’ve known him for years. Fat slob, beer sponge. A real dork.”


“Well that’s my name, too. I think that’s what happened. Francis Xavier Shepherd. I’m new. I began my ‘Dog’s Breakfast’ pet column this week. He and I have similar names. That would explain it. I wondered why they sent a pet columnist to cover a murder.”


I laughed and Izzy joined in but stopped abruptly. A look of horror spread over his face, replaced by anger, as he realized I was telling the truth. The shouting from the hallway got closer and louder and Aubrey Forsythe burst in.
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The famous foodie was six feet tall and half as wide, and he was angry and scared. Aubrey Forsythe’s round face was bright red. Three scarlet scratches striped his left cheek, much like mine, but his were vertical and fresh. His jowls bounced and his eyes flashed with panic as he struggled to free himself from two cops trying unsuccessfully to prevent him from entering the crime scene. He was very strong. And important. Behind the pantry door, Skippy was wailing and clawing.


“Where’s Neil?” Aubrey sputtered over and over, alcohol on his breath. “I’ve got to talk to Neil!”


He knew. Because he did it or just because he wasn’t stupid? Izzy and Phil stepped between Aubrey and the body but not before he got a glimpse.


“Mr. Forsythe, I’m very sorry for your loss,” Izzy began. “Could you please tell me—”


The New York Tribune restaurant critic let out an anguished wail that sounded like one of Skippy’s howls. He gasped for breath and stopped struggling with the officers. His legs folded under him and he crumpled like one of those buildings they rig with explosives to implode. He was consumed with wracking sobs and then rolled on his huge belly and vomited.


Skippy threw himself at the pantry door and exploded into the kitchen. He was at his master’s side, yelping and licking his face, as the man hugged the dog and dripped tears onto the marble floor. Izzy was cursing under his breath in what sounded like two foreign languages and giving the stink eye to the two cops who couldn’t handle the fat gourmet who was messing up his crime scene.


After Aubrey and Skippy quieted down somewhat, I found a leash for Skippy and followed Aubrey and the cops into the dining room down the hall. They sat the blubbering Aubrey down in a chair and I tied the leash to the chair leg. Skippy curled up at Aubrey’s feet and I went back to the kitchen. Izzy was talking to the dead guy again but stopped when I came in.


“Please tell me you were joking when you said you were a Mail reporter,” Izzy said.


“I’m not a reporter. I told you. I write the pet column.”


“What the fuck?” Izzy said. “You came to interview the dog?”


“Actually, I think he did that,” Phil interjected.


“I’m not your big problem,” I told them.


They both stared at me. I looked down at the body. “Look at it. The floor is as white as a plate. The puddle of blood like raspberry sauce, the meat and the garnish on top. Like in a restaurant.”


They stared at the small sprigs of green parsley scattered on the victim’s pale back and then at each other.


“Fuck me,” Izzy said.


“Fuck us,” Phil agreed.


“And Aubrey didn’t do it,” I told them.


“Fuck you know that?” Izzy demanded. “You see those scratches? Victim has skin under his fingernails. It’s going to be Aubrey’s.”


“Maybe, but you saw him, the way his knees went. If he faked that, it was great. Besides, Skippy wasn’t afraid of him,” I added.


“He is on TV,” Izzy noted. “That reality food show. They shoot it here. He’s an actor. And the dog does not enter into it.”


“What we have here is Ace Ventura,” Phil sneered.


“Pet Detective,” chuckled Izzy.


“Easy to prove,” I told them, pointing to the vomit left by Aubrey. “Or disprove.”


“Oy,” Izzy sighed.


He nodded at Phil, who left the room and returned with one of the CSI guys, an older detective, who collected the upchuck into a plastic bag.


“I need to know what Forsythe had in his stomach,” said Izzy. “As soon as possible.”


“Stomach contents of the boyfriend? Not the victim?” the CSI detective asked, confused.


“Yeah,” said Izzy. “Isn’t there a test to determine whether something is human or animal tissue? I mean a fast one? The M.E. will do stomach contents on the vic, as usual.”


“There’s the instant antibody test. That takes about ten minutes and is presumptive on that and you get a profile that’s supposed to be almost as accurate as a PCR DNA test. But not on stomach contents. And it’s not admissible in court yet.”


“I don’t care about admissible,” Izzy told him. “This is just us talking. I just want human, animal, vegetable or mineral. Now. Why not stomach contents?”


“Stomach acids fuck it up,” the CSI guy explained.


“Okay, if you do it on stomach contents can you still find out if it’s human or animal?”


“Yeah, sure. Right away. All I need is a little pinch. How will that help?”


“We’ll see. Do it.”


“On the vomit. The… the meat in the vomit,” Phil said.


The CSI man looked green. “Okay. You think what the big guy threw up might be… holy shit. The post-mortem slice out of the ass? Are you friggin’ serious?”


“I don’t know,” Izzy admitted. “I’m just asking. We gotta check.”


“So you’re saying the food critic, chef guy—”


“I’m not saying anything,” Izzy interrupted before the guy could say the word. “I’m asking the question. You tell me.”


“Holy shit.”


“That remains to be seen,” said Izzy.
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While the CSI guys did their thing, I slipped into the dining room, where Aubrey was recovering. Izzy came in a minute later and began questioning him. Apparently, Izzy also questioned the living. A red-eyed Aubrey said he had lunch at a Midtown restaurant named Bistro du Bois on the Upper East Side, which he was going to review in the New York Tribune for next Sunday’s edition. He admitted that he and Neil had an argument before he left but denied it became overly physical. He seemed confused and claimed not to remember the reason for the argument. He agreed that a stainless-steel meat cleaver seemed to be missing from the kitchen.


Izzy politely and casually locked Aubrey into specific times that he left the apartment, had lunch, left the restaurant and returned home. He wrote it all down.


“Are you absolutely sure you didn’t go somewhere else, Mr. Forsythe?” Izzy asked.


He hesitated and averted his eyes. It was obvious he was lying.


“Yes, I’m sure. You’re wrong about the time. Obviously some bastards broke in and… killed Neil,” Aubrey blurted. “Get off your asses and go find them.”


“So the folks at this restaurant can confirm you were there and when?” Izzy asked.


“Of course,” Aubrey huffed, recovering his ego. “I’m rather well known. Besides, my film crew was with me.”


Izzy looked up from his notebook.


“Film crew? Was your film crew here with you before you went out?” Izzy asked.


Aubrey froze. Izzy asked the question again.


“I… don’t remember,” he said, another lie.


“The crew is outside,” Officer Gumbs told Izzy.


“We wouldn’t let them in. They’re outside moaning and bitching, saying they have a contract, threatening a lawsuit.”


Izzy grinned and left the room with Phil. Aubrey fidgeted and demanded to use his cell phone, which the cops had taken. A uniformed sergeant said no and would not let him use the house phone either.


“Am I under arrest?” Aubrey demanded.


“No, sir. You are being questioned and we need your cooperation. Is there something you want to tell me? Maybe you remember something?”


“No.”


I left the dining room and walked into the den, toward the sound of arguing. Izzy had brought the film crew inside and was ordering them to replay their film from earlier in the day. They refused in haughty tones. Izzy and Phil handcuffed the male cameraman and female producer and told them they were under arrest for concealing evidence in a homicide. Phil recited their rights. That led to a quick improvement in attitude and an impromptu screening in the living room on the crew’s small portable TV monitor. It showed a clothed, cursing Neil in the kitchen kicking Skippy, who wouldn’t stop barking. The counters were clean, no cooking mess in sight when Aubrey backhanded Neil, who fell to the floor, got up and scratched his husband’s face.


“If you hurt Skippy again, I’ll fucking kill you,” Aubrey said clearly, shoving Neil away.


I couldn’t decide if Aubrey was actually upset at Neil’s cruelty or was just making a show for the crew. Izzy confiscated the video camera and the producer weakly demanded a copy. They didn’t get it. The TV team admitted they had filmed the domestic spat and left the townhouse before Aubrey to set up lighting at the restaurant, and the critic had arrived ten minutes before filming there began. From the timestamp on the bottom of the video it looked like Aubrey did not arrive at the Bistro du Bois until an hour after he said he left home. The crew also screened the footage from the restaurant, which was boring. It showed an imperious Aubrey holding court in the dim, crowded eatery, as waiters brought him dish after dish after dish. He would nibble at some, take notes, gobble up others, and take more notes. If he had just killed his lover, he was one cold, hungry dude. At one point, a chef, a guy with tattoos and red burn scars up and down his arms, came to Aubrey’s table and just stood there, glaring at him. They looked at each other for about thirty seconds and the chef went back to the kitchen. The cameraman fast-forwarded and all we saw was Aubrey eating. He made a show of smacking his lips and inhaling aromas but he really packed it away.


The CSI detective came in, holding a small plastic kit with a colored tube. He nodded his head to Izzy, who moved him into the hallway, away from the film crew.


“Positive?” Izzy asked, his voice low.


“Yeah. It’s probably the victim’s muscle tissue but I won’t go on the record on an ID match until we can get DNA.”


“Chingar tu madre,” Izzy moaned. “Okay, do the frying pan, the knives, everything.”


“I already did. You’re right. It was done there. Cut up, cooked and, obviously, then he… the sick fuck.”


“Yeah. But he made it easy for us. Slam-fucking-dunk.”


I kept my mouth shut. Izzy told the CSI detective to search for a meat cleaver inside or outside the house and then returned to the dining room to confront Aubrey. I followed. Izzy read the critic his rights.


“Okay, we had a fight,” Aubrey said. “Obviously you saw the film. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it but I did not… do that to Neil. I could never…” he trailed off.


“Mr. Forsythe, you attacked your husband. On film, you threatened to kill him. Then you lied to us about it. I can understand your anger, him hurting a helpless animal like that. Did you kill him?”


“No!”


“Hey, I can understand, in the heat of the moment, things happen, maybe accidentally,” Phil said. “But why would you cook him and eat him, man?”


Aubrey’s eyes popped wide, his mouth slack.


“What? What the fuck are you talking about? Are you crazy?”


“Am I crazy?” Phil shot back. “You kidding?”


“I want a lawyer,” Aubrey sniffed. “You people are trying to railroad me.”


“You don’t want to brag about it?” Izzy asked. “Like, maybe it was the ultimate cuisine? Did it taste like chicken?”


“I didn’t do anything,” Aubrey protested. “Are you saying someone… dear God, no. Who would do that? No. This is not happening.”


“You said on video you would kill him if he hurt the dog again. Out of your own mouth, pal.” Izzy looked grim. “Out of your own mouth.”


“What the hell are you talking about? I want a lawyer. I want my phone call.”


“Here’s how it works. You can be a mensch and tell us what you did and we can talk to the District Attorney, who is on her way. You’ve got the whole night to make believers out of us. Insanity would probably fly as a defense on this one. Or, you can deny everything and get a lawyer. In that case, I will arrest you for murder. After you’re booked, you will get your phone call. The judge usually lets you have two. You will see your lawyer at your arraignment downtown in the morning. Which is it?”


Aubrey thought it out, anger and confusion flashing across his face.


“This is insane. I don’t understand. Lies. I don’t believe any of this. You’re trying to trick me… Lawyer. I want a lawyer.”


“Okay. Aubrey Forsythe I arrest you for the murder of Neil Leonardi.”


The famous man sputtered and cried like a big pink baby.
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The sergeant searched Aubrey and had him sign a small, white Miranda warning acknowledgement card, which could be shown at trial to prove he had been read his rights. He had to use two pairs of linked handcuffs to manacle the celebrity’s pudgy hands behind his wide ass. They took him out through the rear garden and snuck him through another townhouse to the next block, to avoid the cameras out front. They also took the film crew “witnesses” by the same route, with them complaining about the First Amendment all the way. Izzy said they would question the crew all night before releasing them, while they processed the scene. After finding some S&M bondage gear and kinky photos in the master bedroom, but no meat cleaver, Izzy, Phil and I watched the video again.


“Doesn’t show him killing Neil,” I said.


Izzy and Phil glared at me.


“We all saw him puke up his lunch,” Izzy said. “You think the human tissue he chowed down on today is from a different guy? He’s a serial cannibal?”


“Unlikely,” I admitted. “But you saw him. He looks really upset, in shock. I think he loved Neil.”


“If I had a buck for every killer who loved his victim and cried after he killed them, I could buy a new car,” Phil chuckled. “A nice one.”


“True,” I said. “But why would a neat freak clean his plate and silverware but leave the frying pan and all that mess? All that evidence? And he freaked when you mentioned the cannibalism thing. You guys are the pros but his reaction looked real to me.”


“Maybe he was running late and left it for the housekeeper. We have a video of an assault and a threat to the vic. He lied about it. He’s still lying about the time frame. He had plenty of time to do it. The suspect vomited ingested human flesh that is probably the dead guy. He’s an actor on TV,” Izzy countered.


“I never saw the show but you’re probably right,” I said.


“He’s probably as crazy as a shithouse rat,” Izzy said dismissively, shaking my hand. “Thanks for your help, Shepherd. Where were you on the job?”


“No big deal,” I replied. “What job?”


“This job. The job. You’re not an ex-cop?”


“Nope.”


“Then I should arrest you,” he said, smiling.


“What for?”


“I haven’t decided yet. Trespassing? Impersonating a police officer? Obstructing governmental administration? Conspiracy to commit journalism? All of the above, maybe.”


“I haven’t done any of those things, although I think obstructing the government is usually a good thing.”


“True. Can you give me a reason not to lock you up?” he asked.


“Nope. But you’d have to admit publicly that an inexperienced pet columnist got into your crime scene and helped you solve the murder. Quickly.”


“There’s that,” Izzy scowled.


He looked at Phil, who shrugged.


“As far as I’m concerned,” Izzy said, “you’re a friend of the family who just happened to be here and assisted us with our investigation. The dog part. You’re a dog whisperer.”


“Okay, thanks. By the way, I like the way you work. It was a real pleasure.”


“Praise indeed from a pet columnist. Now get the fuck out of here.”


“What about Skippy? What will happen to him?”
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