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The Hudson River waterfront of Greenwich Village buzzed with revelers out for a night of Halloween fun and mischief. The usual crowd milled around at the Christopher Street Pier, the gays, the druggies, the whores, all with one thing in mind: getting laid or getting a fix. Four college students who’d dared each other to take a walk on the wild side, at least for one night, made quite a statement from the usual seedy crowd. 

“Hey, you kids lost?” A streetwalker gave the boys a wink. 

The foursome found themselves down at the docks for a night of bar hopping, great food, and to gawk at the degenerates they’d so often heard of. 

Steadfast friends since their freshman days, the foursome had quickly become inseparable. After a night of binge-watching The Wizard of Oz over pizza and beer, they’d stayed up into the wee hours before deciding on an adventure in Sin City.

As the young scholars walked around in unfamiliar territory, a drunken homeless man glared, shouting, “What are you looking at?”

Freddy Harrington laughed and gave him the finger.

Candy Freeman shivered. “It’s creepy. What do you think, Katie?”

“Good grief, you’re a scaredy cat.” 

“Did I tell you I’m learning Karate?” Chucky D’Angelo posed like Bruce Lee.

“Now I’ve seen everything.” Freddie laughed so hard he bumped into a pedestrian. “Sorry, buddy...”

A hush fell over the four as they stared at the tall man. He was clean-shaven with a long, white moustache, clad in black from head to foot. Something about his pallid, strong, aquiline face and the high bridge of his thin nose made them shiver. Later, they would discuss his peculiarly arched nostrils and lofty, domed forehead in detail. Candy focused on his mouth, so far as she could see under the heavy moustache, which was fixed and cruel-looking. Wrapped in a billowy black cape, he looked like Satan’s emissary. 

~~~
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The darkness now felt heavy and oppressive, almost supernatural, as the students continued taking in the sights. A young couple on the opposite side of the street, embraced passionately. Oblivious to all, their bodies bathed in blue from the neon sign of two cocktail glasses clinking. 

“How about we go for a nightcap?” Chucky glanced at the others.

Freddie groaned. “I’m game, but I need to hit Walker Mott’s Pharmacy first. I’ve got the beginnings of a migraine.” 

“Go ahead. We’ll wait here while you get some aspirin. Just make sure it’s fast-acting! We need a drink.” Candy laughed.

~~~

[image: ]


The junior pharmacist at Walker Mott’s Pharmacy looked up at the tinkling sound of the old-fashioned bell announcing a customer. “I wasn’t expecting you here tonight, boss.”

“I vant to drink your blood,” Waldemar Winslow answered, dramatically throwing his cape up to his face. “So, how’s everything going tonight?”

“To be honest, boss, too quiet. I’m just ready for eleven o’clock to roll around so I can go home. By the way, you look as scary as hell.” Thomas chuckled.

“Go ahead and go home. I’ll take over from here. I’m just going to wipe off this makeup, get rid of the cape, and put on my Walker Mott uniform. Don’t want to scare the customers. Just turn off the light in the pharmacy.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, go trick or treating or something.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice. See you later.” 

Freddie walked in just as Thomas was leaving. “You’re not closing for the night, are you?”

“No, just the pharmacy for prescriptions, not the rest of the store. What do you need?”

“My head’s pounding. Where’s the aspirin?”

Thomas pointed. “At the end of that aisle.” 

“Thanks.” 

As Freddie headed toward the aspirin, Winslow watched him from the back of the store. “I’ll be right with you.” 

“Take your time. Hey, you got anything that’ll get rid of a migraine quickly?” Freddie frowned at the sight of the tall, thin pharmacist. 

“Top shelf.”

Winslow hastily pushed the hidden brick door to the drug supplies in the back for some chloroform. Yanking the hanky from his back pocket, he doused it with the sweet-smelling liquid before heading back inside.

“Find what you were looking for?” 

“Yeah, I fou...” Freddie started to answer before losing consciousness and slumping to the floor.

~~~
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“Thank God for Legs Diamond’s speakeasy,” Waldemar mumbled under his breath, dragging the young man into a hidden area behind the drug supplies.

Turning on the light, he grunted as he struggled to lift Freddie onto a stout wooden table, once used to hold booze back in the twenties. Breathing heavily, he filled a hypodermic with a lethal amount of propofol. Slapping Freddie’s arm to find a suitable vein, Waldemar quickly injected the drug and waited for the pulse to slow and then stop. He smiled, patting the unblemished face of the young man. “You’ll do just fine. Yes, indeed, just fine.” 

Flaying was meditative work, slow and methodical and satisfying. He spent the rest of the night removing Freddie’s skin and preserving it in a glass container filled with dehydrated sodium chloride powder. Wiping his hands of blood, he pushed a lever, causing the table to tilt and dump the body into the murky black waters below. 

Satisfied with his trophies, he turned off the light and left the pharmacy through another hidden door, dropping into the underground vacant train tunnel. 

Now wrapped in his cloak and walking briskly through the unused tunnel, Waldemar whistled as he walked. Passing several homeless people entering their little cardboard shacks, he waved, occasionally playing the part of a vampire to their amusement. 

Walking from the dark into the dimly lit, once-busy train station, he hoisted himself onto the platform, heading up the concrete stairs to the street above. Sliding through a service door, he looked around at the eerily quiet streets and headed home for a much-deserved sleep, still whistling his tune.

~~~
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THE INTERVIEW
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Hands in pockets, Chucky D’Angelo sighed and kicked a stone into the street. “What the hell’s taking Freddie so long?” 

“I don’t know, but I need a drink. Besides, I have the creeps just standing here; that dude in the cape might come back.” Candy shivered.

The three crossed the street, heading towards Walker Mott’s to tell Freddie to get a move on, but stopped dead. The store was completely dark, with a closed sign in the window. 

“What the hell?” Chucky said. 

“Are you sure he said he was going to Walker Mott’s?” Katie frowned. 

“I’m positive.” Chucky nodded. 

“Let’s get outta here,” Candy pleaded, beginning to shiver again. “Let’s go back to the dorms and see if he’s there. If not, we’ve gotta notify the police.” 

~~~
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“Okay, everyone has their assignments,” Bianchi addressed the detectives. “But there’s one more thing. It appears we’ve received a complaint about a New York University student named Freddy Harrington, who went missing last night. His friends said he went into Walker Mott’s Pharmacy down at the Hudson River front in Greenwich and never came out. The kids are downstairs waiting to talk to someone. Gage, Kimberly, I want you to follow up on this.” 

~~~
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Kimberly noticed the students’ apprehension and wanted to help them feel at ease quickly, so she made the introductions calmly. “Hello, I’m Detective Kimberly Madden, and this is Detective Gage Madden.” Kimberly smiled. “Before you ask, we’re married.” 

“Oh, cool!” Katie exclaimed. 

“So, what happened to your friend?” Gage asked as he sat down. 

“We decided to go Halloweening last night at the pier. You know, kinda taking a walk on the wild side for the night,” Chucky answered.

Gage and Kim looked at each other, trying not to laugh. 

“Anyways, Freddy had a headache and went to Walker Mott’s to get aspirin, but never returned. When we went to the pharmacy to see what was holding him up, the place was locked up tighter than a drum... all the lights out and a closed sign on the door.”

“Yeah, it was really creepy looking,” Candy chimed in. 

“You sure he didn’t go home without telling you guys?” Kim asked.

“No, that’s not like him at all.” Katie shook her head. “Besides, we waited until we got to the dorms and saw his bed hadn’t been slept in. He didn’t show up for his class this morning either. We checked around campus, and no one had seen him since yesterday, so we immediately came to the station this morning to file a missing person report.”

“Okay, give us a description.” Gage pulled out a pen. “What was he wearing the last time you saw him? Height, weight, hair color, eye color, and date of birth if you happen to know it.” 

“He had a plaid shirt on with straw in the pocket, raggedy pants with patches, and old tennis shoes.”

Gage cocked an eyebrow at Chucky’s description.

“Sorry, he was dressed like a scarecrow for Halloween,” Chucky finished. “He’s about six two, brown hair, green eyes, approximately 190 lbs., and he’s about twenty-one. I think his birth date is August 9, 1966.” 

After writing everything down, Gage asked, “Can you get a current picture of your friend so we can add it to the BOLO?”

“Hold on,” Chucky replied, taking out his wallet and showing Gage a small photo.

“Okay, thanks. May I keep this?”

“Sure.”

“Did you guys argue?” Kim asked. 

“No, we were having a good time,” the students answered.

“Was he drinking or doing drugs?” 

“Not drugs, but we were drinking,” Chucky answered. 

“Was he on any type of medication?”

“None that we know of,” Katie spoke up.

“Give us your contact information in case we need to reach out to you,” Gage advised. “You wouldn’t happen to have his parents’ information, would you?”

“I don’t have it on me, but I can get it. His parents are Fred and Katherine,” Chucky answered. 

“I think that’s about all we need for now. However, if you recall something that could help, please let us know.” Kimberly slid three business cards across the table. “In the meantime, if your friend shows up, give us a call. Do you have any questions?”

The trio shook their heads and solemnly headed for the door. 

“Hey,” Kimberly stopped them. “I know it’s easy to say, but try not to worry.” 

As the students left the police station, Katie couldn’t help but snicker. “You always carry photos of other men in your wallet?” 

“Oh, shut the hell up. You and Candy are in there, too. I consider you guys family.” 

Katie could have bitten her tongue off. Kissing Chucky on the cheek, she apologized, wiping a tear away. “I’m sorry.”

“We feel the same about you.” Candy nodded, reaching into her pocket for a Kleenex. 

~~~
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Gage and Kim pulled up to Walker Mott’s Pharmacy, quickly giving it the once-over before getting out of the car. 

“Looks like a rather nice place,” Kim said, pointing to the appearance of a vintage apothecary, its front window bowed with paned glass. She scanned the yellowed labels on the different-sized jars, her eyes moved to the other items. “Oh, look.” Kim pointed inside the window. “That’s an antique cast-iron chemist’s scale, and an old brass mortar and pestle.” Completing the rustic look was a collection of candles and lavender-filled antique vases nestled in one corner. “How charming.” 

“We’re here to conduct an investigation, not to browse.” Gage grinned. 

“Well, I can look, can’t I?”

As she opened the front door, a little bell tinkled overhead announcing their arrival. 

Thomas looked up. “May I help you?”

“Yes. Are you the owner?” Gage asked. 

“No, I just work here. Mr. Winslow’s the owner. I’ll let him know you’re here. And you are?”

“Detectives Kim and Gage Madden.” 

Thomas turned and headed towards the back. They could hear the muffled exchange, “Sir, two detectives are out front requesting to see you.”

“Wonder what they want? Oh well, I guess I’ll soon find out.”

A tall, thin man in a white lab coat with the Walter Mott logo on the breast pocket approached them, smiling. 

“Thomas said you needed to see me. Is there a problem?” he asked, extending his hand. Gage shook it.

“Have you seen this young man?” Gage showed the picture Chucky had provided. “We were told he came in here last night, and his friends haven’t seen him since.”

“I came in later in the evening and relieved Thomas, but I didn’t see anyone. Business was very slow, so I closed the shop early. Thomas, did you see anyone?”

The pharmacist stepped forward and looked at the picture. “As a matter of fact, he came in asking for aspirin. The last I saw of him, he was heading down aisle three.” 

“Well, apparently he couldn’t find what he was looking for, because I never rang him out,” Winslow answered. 

Gage was jotting down notes. “And your name is?”

“Forgive me. I’m Waldemar Winslow.” 

“Any relation to the Winslow running for mayor?”

“Yes, that’s my brother.” Waldemar gave a big smile, exuding charm and a secure sense of self. “Can’t you tell the resemblance?”

“So, you say he never showed up afterward?” The owner’s brow furrowed. “It’s pretty rough around here after dark. I sure hope he didn’t run into the wrong person.”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. His friends are extremely worried about him,” Kim answered. 

“I can imagine! Have you checked out some of the bars around here?” 

“We will, but we figured we’d start here since this was the last place he was seen. If you see or hear anything, please give us a call.” Kimberly provided a card.

“Of course! Anything to help the NYPD. I hope you find this young man. I’ll make sure to let the other shop owners know to keep an eye out for him. And please let me know if there’s anything else I can do.” 

Closing the door behind them, Gage asked, “So, what did you think?” 

“He didn’t act like he was hiding anything. My guess is he was being honest.” 

“He charmed the pants right off you, didn’t he, mate?”

Kim gave him a wincing smirk. “Well, didn’t you think he was charismatic?”

“I did. He didn’t have any qualms about talking to two detectives. Just remember, my dear, someone so self-assured could still be a psychopath.” 

~~~
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GUS CONTI HAS A TIP
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Back at the office, Gage tapped on Lucy’s door as he, Kimberly, and Juan entered. “Bianchi asked to see us.”

“Yeah, he’s waiting. Go on in, guys.”

“Are you free, Lieutenant?” Gage asked, sticking his head in the door.

“Yes, c’mon in,” Joe Bianchi answered, dropping the report he was putting together. The overweight lieutenant slammed the file cabinet and leaned over the desk. He’d been a hard ass ever since being assigned to the precinct, and made no secret of how much he disliked partnering up a married couple. He’d softened once they got results, but not much.

“Have you checked out Walker Mott’s?”

Gage scanned the familiar office. Nothing had changed. Post-it notes lined the walls to the right. A large scarred wooden desk dominated the room with the wife and kid’s photo in a plain silver frame and Bianchi grinning as he accepted an award from the mayor, no less. Various other knickknacks covered the desk, but it was clean. The epoxy resin floor sparkled. Rumor had it that clean freak Bianchi had been seen scrubbing the floor. It was very odd, as a perfectly competent team of cleaners was busy every night. Behind his back, some unkind detectives referred to him as ‘The wop with the mop.’

“We have, and everything seemed okay. We left our business card.”

He dropped into his desk chair, which squeaked in protest. “Good. I called you in here to see if you and Kim talked to your informant, Gus Conti yet, about those deaths not being reported?”

“Not yet, sir. We’re on our way to meet with him,” Gage replied.

“Good, let me know how that turns out. In the meantime, I’ve got another assignment for you three. I’m adding to your duties. I still need you on homicide, but I’m also assigning you to Wainwright Winslow as his security detail.”

“That’s a first,” Kimberly remarked. “No disrespect, sir, but why on earth does someone running for mayor need security?”

“As you may or may not know, he’s been receiving death threats because he’s gay.”

“Oh, come on,” Gage interrupted. “Really?”

“Do any of you have any reservations about his sexuality?” Bianchi asked. “Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

“Some of my best girlfriends were gay men.” Kimberly shrugged. “He’s one handsome man. It’s a shame he’s playing for the other team.”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Juan added. “For God’s sake, it’s the 80s.” 

Bianchi picked up his file and waved it at them. “Good, that’s settled, now get the hell outta here. I’ve got work to do.” 

~~~
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Gage turned the radio up, swaying to the beat of ‘Every Breath You Take,’ by the Police, blasting at full volume. It was 6:30 pm, and the highway yawned wide before them, heavy with traffic. The meeting with the informant was supposed to be at 7 pm. Kim cursed as she expertly powered the unmarked Plymouth Gran Fury, punching the gas pedal.

“Jesus Christ, that’s loud.”

“Yeah, sure, love.” Gage turned down the volume. “What do you know about Conti?”

“Not a lot, other than the fact that he has an inside scoop on murders not being reported. It’s all a bit odd.” 

“Weird. So, if murders aren’t being reported, what’s the story?” Gage turned off the radio.

“Weird is right. He says a hospital and a doctor or doctors are involved.”

“I know the lieutenant figured we had to check it out. But why is the meet in this bloody abandoned warehouse in the Bronx?”

“Who the hell knows? I guess the informant calls the shots. Oh, shit.”

From behind came a sudden siren scream as a police cruiser appeared in her mirror. The red and blue lights flashed brightly in the gathering gloom of the summer evening. Kim pulled to the side, coming to a stop and waiting for the officer to get out and make his approach. How fast had she been going anyway? The seconds dragged slowly. She glanced at her watch.

“License and registration, please, ma’am.”

Gage grinned.

Giving her husband a dirty look, Kim flashed her badge at the officer. 

~~~
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“You know you really should be more careful, Kim.”

Just for that, Kim stepped on it and gave them a bit more speed. The nagging was worse than the embarrassment and annoyance at being pulled over. “For Pete’s sake, Gage, I was only nudging thirty-two miles per hour.”

“Oh, dear, seven miles per hour over the limit. You’re setting a bad example.”

“That officer should have realized we were unmarked; he’s probably a Bronx cop with a chip on his shoulder.”

“Well, he was young. I’m sure I saw him blush when you showed him your badge. Anyway, love of my life, we’re now in the Bathgate Industrial Park. We’ve passed the Cross Bronx Expressway, and we’re west on Third and Fulton. Coming up is Carter Avenue. That’ll be it, look, over there. Jesus, how disgusting.” Gage grimaced and Kim got it. The place was worse than an eyesore.

Kim parked the car, and they cautiously climbed out. 

Scrawled graffiti competed for space on every available surface. Looking decidedly out of place was a forlorn, empty playground, now a depository of mounds of trash. Broken-down cars and empty warehouses made Carter Avenue look like a war zone. It had a decidedly unsafe feel, Gage thought—bars on windows, boarded-up clapboard stores, and no people. Tiptoeing, flashlights in hand, towards the entrance where once a large door would have been, and peering inside, it was obvious number 4 Carter Avenue had once been a hub of industry. The whole structure was massive. There were no floors or ceilings, just four high walls and a spiral staircase leading to the warm twilight sky now fading to a comfortable black.

They passed the remains of furniture scattered on the floor, a pile of bricks, more trash, and a car.

“What do you make of that, Kim? It looks a little out of place.”

“That’s an ’81 Lincoln. Gus Conti drives a Lincoln.”

Gage shone his flashlight. “Bloody hell, do you see what I see?”

A bald man sat in the driver’s seat, his head flung back, the vicious slash across his throat looked like a clown’s grin.

As Kim’s hand reached for the door, Gage caught a flash of movement from the spiral staircase.

“Get down,” Gage yelled as he threw himself at Kim, causing her to grunt in pain as he fell heavily on top of her. 

The gunshot sounded more like the boom of a cannon; they heard the drawn, high-pitched whine as the bullet ricocheted off the roof of the Lincoln.

“Where in hell did that...?” Kim gasped, reaching for her revolver.

“The bloody staircase. I just caught a glimpse of the prick. Jesus, I don’t feel too good.”

“Are you hit?” Kim asked. 

Two more shots exploded in quick succession.

Kim wriggled from under Gage’s weight. “Are you okay? Gage?” 

She gave Gage a quick pat down, searching for holes. He shook his head and took her hands. “What a time to be hit with that fucking PTSD. It was just a flash. I’m okay.”

“Thank God for that. I thought you caught a bullet. Now, how the hell do you want to play this?” 

“Well, we could tell him he’s under arrest.”

“I’ll ignore that.”

“I caught a glimpse of his rifle. I think it had a scope.”

Kim groaned. “Hell, we don’t have a chance.” 

“I’m not so sure. He’s going to have to wait until he can see one of us. Have you ever used a rifle scope?”

“I guess. A few times. Why?”

“Okay, the scope is fantastic, but its limitation is that the user is focused on a very small area. It’s magnified, but the shooter doesn’t see the big picture. You can bet your sweet ass his eyes are glued to it as we speak, and he’s focused on where he saw us last.”

“Yeah, so?”

“The only chance we have is if I crawl to one end of this Lincoln and you the other. On my signal, we both run for the door, shooting as we go. I reckon there’s a good chance he will be distracted, and his bullets will miss.”

“Gage, did you see Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid?”

“Yeah.”

“You remember how that ended? Because that’s what this looks like.”

“That’s all we have, babe. On the count of three.”

Gage grabbed his 0.38 and checked the load. Nodding at Kim, he sprang to his feet, shooting wildly at the staircase. In his peripheral vision, he saw Kim bent double, firing as she ran. The boom of the high caliber rounds from the rifle sounded like artillery shells in the confined space. Acrid gun smoke made their eyes water. Gage stumbled. A round whistled over where his head had just been. He lurched as a ricochet whined, neatly clipping his earlobe. Blood gushing, he turned and, grabbing Kim’s hand, jerked her forward into safety. Now outside and out of sight of the staircase, they collapsed. Kim screamed when she saw the fountain of blood spurting from his mangled ear.

“Oh my God.”

Gage put a hand to his ear. It hurt like hell.

“It’s okay, Kim. I’ll live. Let’s focus on the prick inside. We have the upper hand now. Just watch the entrance. I’m going to the car and radio for backup. Get behind that stack of bricks. If he shows his face, shoot.”

With a handkerchief at his ear, Gage bolted for the police car.

Kim crouched behind the waist-high stack of old bricks. Pistol poised, her hand shook as she focused on the dark entrance. A car engine started, followed by the squeal of tires.

Gage sprinted back, throwing himself behind the bricks, his handkerchief, a red sodden rag.

“It’s all happening, Kim. He can’t go anywhere. Let’s watch and wait. A SWAT team is on its way.”

“Gage, is there a back entrance to this dump?”

“Dunno. It didn’t look like it. Why? Jesus, my ear hurts.”

“Just keep that rag on it for the moment. I just heard a car start, and whoever was driving took off like a bat out of hell.”

“Well, I’m not going back inside to check, that’s for sure.”

~~~
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Gage and Kim sighed with relief when the fearsome black Cadillac Ranger filled with armored personnel rumbled in and, like avenging angels, four men with full riot gear sprang out, assault rifles at the ready. 

Glass from a pile of broken bottles glittered in the moonlight. The black shadow of a dog slipped past like a ghost.

“The perp’s inside?” asked a burly officer who introduced himself as Lieutenant Marchant. Gage thought the night vision goggles made him look like a character in a sci-fi movie.

“We believe so, Lieutenant. He fired at us from the staircase on the south side of the building. Kim said she heard a car start up somewhere, but we didn’t see anything.”

“Okay. As far as you know, no one else is in there?”

“Apart from the corpse in the Lincoln, no.”

“Copy that.” The lieutenant turned to his men, barking orders. “Let’s go. You know what to do.”

Gage and Kim watched in awe as the four men were galvanized into action. The dacka-dacka of the automatic weapons and the whump of flash bang grenades and smoke bombs erupted inside the building. Two SWAT team members poured fire onto the staircase while the Lieutenant and another officer methodically scoured the old building. After five tense minutes, they heard the clatter of stout boots running up the staircase. Silence followed. Gage grimaced as the acrid fumes and stench of sweet charcoal hit him. The old building smelled like a war zone.

Lieutenant Marchant removed his helmet and goggles before wiping his brow and squatting beside them. “He’s skedaddled.” 

“How in hell is that possible, Lieutenant?” Kim gasped.

“This looks like a very well-planned ambush, or maybe it’s just dumb luck on his part.”

“Or hers.” Gage chuckled, glancing sideways at Kim.

The Lieutenant laughed, a deep rumbling sound. “Yeah, you never know. You probably didn’t notice in the dark, but although there was no roof, there was a small landing halfway up the staircase and a steel door opening to a fire escape on the outside wall. The perp would’ve parked a car in the vacant lot and driven away. That would account for the noise you heard.”

“Any clues, Lieutenant?’ Gage asked.

“Nothing useful. A handful of .300 Winchester Magnum cartridge cases. He wasn’t fooling; if they’d hit you, it would’ve been one hell of a mess.”

~~~
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Kimberly waved at Juan and Ximena as they entered Dolce Vita’s later that night. Kim liked the old 50’s décor of the place, with the checkered tile, the old-timey jukebox, and the gleaming scarlet booth cushions. Like they’d time travelled to when things might be just a little less complicated.

“I thought you two were standing us up?”

“No, just running late trying to get the kids to settle down for the babysitter.” Juan laughed. “What the heck happened to your ear?”

“Boy, do we have a story to tell you.” Together, Kim and Gage recounted the night’s bloody events. They did a haphazard, herky jerky job of the retelling, talking over and interrupting one another. Ximena and Juan smiled at one another as if to say, ‘married people, am I right?’ Kim caught the look and gave a laugh that helped drain the tension. They were alive and that was what mattered.

Ximena hugged Kimberly. “You could’ve been killed.” 

Let’s not spoil our evening. Let’s leave it for another time.” Gage changed the subject. “Matt Simmons and his fiancée, Lynn. Are they still coming?”

“I forgot to tell you,” Kim answered. “He called before we left to say they’d be running a bit late because of an emergency at the hospital.”

“Is he the only doctor in the emergency room?” Juan asked. “Maybe it’s a good thing you didn’t get your ear stitched up, or you would’ve been there all night.”

“Anyway, Matt said something about a bad wreck and donor organs. He didn’t have much time and was a bit vague.”

“Ay!” Juan grimaced. “Just what I want to think about before I eat.” 

“Let’s order drinks while we wait.” Gage grinned and motioned for the waiter. “That’ll give you time to take your mind off of bloody body parts and my ear.”

~~~
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CLANCY’S AT IT AGAIN 
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Clancy Shellenberger, the New York Post’s star reporter, stood waiting, hoping to get all the dirt on the story. He had a couple of cops on retainer ready to earn a buck here and there, and some of the nurses at the hospital. He’d heard about the shootout the night before, but he wanted the deeper scoop.

A camera flashed as Kim and Gage strolled into the precinct.

“What in hell?” Gage swore.

Clancy’s bald head gleamed as he told the photographer, “Get another shot of the happy couple, Trevor.” The lobby lit up from the flash, the desk sergeant scowled. “For Christ’s sake, Gage, Kim, this look like a photo studio to you? Get your anniversary shoot done somewhere else. Shellenberger, get the hell out of here, or your buddy’ll be taking your mugshots. Go on, beat it, and you too.” He pointed at the grinning photographer, a long-haired youth in jeans and t-shirt who looked like he was still in high school.

As always, the sartorially elegant Shellenberger looked like a movie star in a pinstripe Armani power suit, white shirt, red tie, and highly polished alligator shoes.

“Sorry, Ralph, it wasn’t our idea,” Kim said to the sergeant. “For God’s sake, Clancy, what’s this all about?” She felt like grabbing the camera and kicking it out the door, along with the reporter.

“C’mon, Kim, Gage, ever since the Dogcatcher case, you two have been hot property.”

“That’s old news, Clancy. You know how the lieutenant gets upset when the press concentrates on individual officers.”

“I’m not here about the Dogcatcher.”

Gage glanced sideways at Kim. How the hell does this prick always know what’s happening? “So, what brings you here today, Clancy? Nothing much has been happening. Nice shoes, by the way.”

Clancy beamed. “Thanks, Gage. Fifty bucks at Macy’s. So, tell me about yesterday?”

“What about yesterday?” Kim found it hard to dislike the New York Post reporter. 

“C’mon, Kim, you both know why I’m here. I just want any info I can get. Gotta keep the Post readers informed. Gus Conti isn’t a nice man. Now, the late Gus Conti. Everyone knew he was a snitch. They say snitches get stitches, but a little bird told me his snitching days are over. You had a meet with him in the Bronx. It must have been something big. Give me a clue.”

Juan Fernandez approached, trying not to laugh. “Nice to see you again, Clancy. Better move it, you two. Bianchi wants to see you both... he’s not happy.”

“Morning, Juan, we’ll be right there. Clancy, does Bianchi know you’re here and waiting to see Kim and me?” 

“Come to think of it, he came in a little while ago. He might have asked me what I was doing here.”

“Jesus, Clancy, you really are dropping us into it. If you’d asked, we could have met you somewhere and had a talk. Anywhere but here.” Gage had a sinking feeling.

“Sorry, folks, but I have a job to do. C’mon, Trevor, our work is done here. I’ll buy you both a drink at McSorley’s next time I see you. White wine and a Guinness, right?” 

“What the hell is up with Bianchi?” Kim asked as Gage knocked on the lieutenant’s door. 

“He’s probably going to congratulate us. Not.”

“Come in,” Bianchi barked.

Gage always thought Bianchi looked like a heart attack waiting to happen. A red face, tie undone, and a stomach beginning to hang over his belt.

“Sit.” He pointed at two bentwood chairs. 

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Kim said breezily.

“Is it? Tell me about last night.”

Bianchi fell heavily back into his chair, scowling.

“It’s fairly straightforward, Lieutenant. Gus Conti told us he had information about unsolved murders. Frankly, it sounded like bullshit. Kim and I went to meet him. He was already murdered. Then someone, we imagine, his killer, started firing at us. I called SWAT because we weren’t sure if there was more than one assailant. The gunman had a high-powered rifle with a scope. SWAT arrived, but the perp had already fled. That’s it in a nutshell.” Gage was sweating. 

“Why the hell didn’t you tell anyone where you were going?”

Kim nodded at Gage, “Lieutenant, we had told you we were going to interview Conti. You didn’t attach much importance to it; frankly, neither did we. Gus is, or should I say, was, of limited value as an informant. I’m sorry we didn’t specifically say we were going when we did, but the call from Conti came late in the day, and Gage and I were on our way home.” 

“That’s not good enough. You could have left a message. Anyway, moving along, what’s up with that prick Shellenberger?”

“What do you mean, Lieutenant?” Gage was angry.

“What I mean is, why was he here at the station? Did you two set that up?”

“Set what up?” Kim asked evenly.

“I can see it all now: a big feature in the Post, two dashing detectives, a bit of a bio on Gage, he’s a star cop from Australia, she’s the daughter of decorated retired NYPD detective John Biche. What are you two after, a shortcut to being captains, or even commissioner?”

“Hang on a minute, Lieutenant. We had no idea Clancy was going to be here. As it turns out, he was here about the murder of Gus Conti. He wanted to know what it was all about. After all, as he says, that’s his job. He is a reporter.” Gage hoped he hadn’t sounded too sarcastic.

“How the hell did the son-of-a-bitch even know about last night? You two tipped him off, didn’t you? Media information is released from the Deputy Commissioner’s Public Information Office, not from smartass detectives taking a bribe.”

“Thanks for your support, Lieutenant. Gage and I were doing our duty, and we came close to being killed. There’s no way we would ever tip off the press, and if you pursue that line, we will make an official complaint. Is that all?”

Bianchi’s face reddened deeper, from tomato to Cabernet. “That’s all for now. If you two can put your personal ambitions aside, just make sure you attend the morning brief tomorrow. We have a new captain and officers coming aboard.”

Gage stared at his wife as they exited the office, surprised at her outburst. He whispered as he closed the lieutenant’s door, “Wow, that was impressive.”

~~~
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Bianchi stood before the detectives for their morning brief. “Okay, everyone, quiet down. Before introducing the new captain, I’d like to commend Gage and Kim Madden on their work from two nights ago. They were the first to arrive on a murder scene and quickly secured the area before the media showed up, thus preventing any contamination. After the backup arrived, they assisted in documenting the evidence, taking preliminary photographs of the scene, and scoping out the surrounding area.” 

After a round of applause and a few whistles, Bianchi held his hand up. “And now, on with my introduction. Captain Gallagher is a highly decorated officer from New Jersey who helped oversee an entire division on everything from narcotics to homicide, and we are very fortunate to have such an outstanding addition to the squad. His leadership will inspire us all to reach our potential. And with that, the Captain has a few words.”

Sandy-haired, tall, square-jawed, with deep-set blue-green eyes, Captain Gallagher stepped forward, nodded his head toward Bianchi, and held his hand to the light ovation. “Thank you, Lieutenant Bianchi, for those kind words. I want to express my gratitude for this opportunity. It’s always been my dream to work for New York’s finest, and that dream came true today. Being an Irishman, I expect loyalty, hard work, and honesty, and from what I’ve heard from Lieutenant Bianchi, it seems this squad is the perfect match. I also like a good joke. By the way, did you hear the one about the Irishman who walked out of the bar? No, seriously, it can happen...” 

After the polite laughter subsided, the Captain continued, “Just remember, my door will always be open. With that said, it seems I have a few introductions of my own to make. I’ll first start with Jody Petri. She has been with the NYPD for 10 years. During that time, Jody went above and beyond to hone her investigative skills, analyzing evidence, interviewing witnesses, and working closely with prosecutors.”

Jody, petite, dark-haired, and with amazing hazel eyes, stood for a moment, acknowledging the ripple of applause. Kim winked and gave her a thumbs-up. Next, Sam Brown from Washington, D.C., a handsome black man with broad shoulders and slim hips, stood while Gallagher spoke. “On January 13, 1982, Sam was on his way home when he witnessed the Air Florida Flight 90 crash into the 14th Street Bridge. He was one of the first responders on that horrible day and was instrumental in helping with the rescues and salvaging the debris later for investigation.” Sam acknowledged his future colleagues with a big, toothy grin and a wave. 

Everyone’s eyes were now on the bombshell sitting behind the Captain. “And finally, I am pleased to introduce you to the newest detective on the squad. Deirdre Quinn, a fellow Irisher from Los Angeles, California, was instrumental in connecting the dots in the Nightstalker case, leading to the arrest of Richard Ramirez.” All eyes examined the new detective. Long flaming red hair highlighted with blonde, striking blue eyes, milky white skin, big tits, long legs, and an ass that didn’t quit. Dressed in a tight-fitting skirt and jacket and fuck-me heels, her attempt to look professional failed miserably when she stepped forward, her every curve accentuated. 

“Wonder if that’s what they call an Irish rose?” Juan whispered to Gage. 

Sitting on the other side of Gage, Kimberly whispered, “You think that skirt could be any tighter?”

“Pull your claws in, darling.” Gage chuckled. 

~~~
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While washing her hands in the ladies’ room, Kim looked up as Jody approached the sink beside her. “Did you get a look at that new detective?”

“Which one?” Kimberly feigned innocence. 

“Oh, come on! Brenda Starr, who else?” 

Kim burst into laughter. Their new supermodel detective in the heels and short skirt wasn’t too different than the comic strip reporter from the Times. She added an eye roll. “Quinn? How could I not notice her? For God’s sake, she looked like she was going out on a date, not to work. She may be very nice, and we’ll all become good friends.” But her words belied what she was feeling. Why would someone dress that way unless she was on the hunt for a man? 

“We’ll see,” Jody smirked. “I’m just glad my boyfriend doesn’t work here!” 

As Kim entered the office, she spotted Dierdre standing beside Gage’s desk with a hand on his arm. Trying to swallow her anger, Kim approached with a smile planted on her lips. “Deirdre, we’ll have to do coffee sometime.” Turning to Gage, she gave him a dirty look. “Ready to go to work, oh husband of mine?” 

Once in the car, Kim let loose. “You better watch yourself, bub. She’s on the hunt, and it seems she’s settled on you.”

“What the bloody hell are you talking about?”

“Her fucking hand on your arm, that’s what.” 

“You’re crazy! She didn’t mean anything by that.”

“Uh-huh. And I’ve got a piece of the Brooklyn Bridge to sell you.” 

They stalked out of the precinct and into the parking lot.

Women! Why are they always ready to jump to conclusions? Gage fumed. 

Kim rounded the car and wrenched open the door. Why are men so stupid?
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