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      The Sixteenth Police Precinct in New York City does not exist. Neither do the characters who work in it. Everything is imagination and creation.

      New York City is, well, New York.

      Acronyms, however, are part and parcel of police work and report writing. It is a type of shorthand used because the names they replace are entirely too long to keep rewriting. Some may already be familiar to the reader, others not so much. So, in order to facilitate things, below is the list of acronyms used in the novel and their meanings.

      
        
        ABFO – American Board of Forensic Odontology-ruler used in investigations

        AEW – All Elite Wrestling

        AF – idiomatic expression meaning “As F*ck”

        AFIS – Automated Fingerprint Identification System

        ASL – American Sign Language

        ATI – All Things Internet

        BOLO – Be on the Lookout

        CCTV – Closed Circuit Television

        DA – District Attorney

        DAS – Domain Awareness System

        DB – Dead Body(ies)

        DIY – Do-It-Yourself

        DMSO – Dimethyl sulfoxide

        DMV – Department of Motor Vehicles

        DNA – Deoxyribonucleic acid

        DUMBO – Down Under the Manhattan Bridge Overpass

        EMS – Emergency Medical Services

        EMT – Emergency Medical Technician

        FID –Forensic Investigations Division

        GC-MS – Gas chromatography-mass spectrometry

        GMOs – Genetically Modified Organisms

        HEA – Happily Ever After

        HIPAA – Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act

        HR – Human Resources

        IIT – Irresistible Impulse Test

        IND – Independent Subway System subway line

        IoT – Internet of Things

        IRT – Interborough Rapid Transit Company subway line

        IT – Information Technology

        LIE – Long Island Expressway

        LIRR – Long Island Rail Road

        MASPEC – Mass Spectrometer

        ME – Medical Examiner

        MIA – Missing in Action

        MJ – marijuana

        MMA – Mixed Martial Arts

        MO – modus operandi

        MOD – Manner of death

        Nixle – Real-time alert system used by law enforcement to inform communities on public safety and emergency issues

        NYPD – New York City Police Department

        OCD – Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder

        OCME – Office of Chief Medical Examiner

        PBA – Police Benevolent Association (union)

        PCL-R – Hare Psychopathy Checklist – Revised

        PCR – Polymerase Chain Reaction

        PDQ – Pretty Damn Quick

        PIO – Public Information Officer

        PT – Personal Time

        PTO – Personal Time Off

        RTCC – Real Time Crime Center

        SAT – Scholastic Assessment Test

        SCME – Suffolk County Medical Examiner

        SNL – Saturday Night Live (TV comedy show)

        SOS – Morse Code distress signal

        STIF – Scandinavian Therapy Industry Franchisees (I made this one up)

        TOD – Time of death

        TXA – Tranexamic Acid

        VPN – Virtual Private Network

        WWE – World Wrestling Entertainment
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        Now I lay me down to sleep,

        I pray the Lord my soul to keep…

      

      

      
        
        The New England Primer based on Joseph Addison’s essay in The Spectator 1711.
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      Monday, January 6

      The scent of decaying flesh, human excrement, and hopelessness assailed Detective Nick Larson as he stood at the entrance of the elegant foyer of the Upper East Side brownstone.

      Nick’s nostrils flared in offense. He gagged. Death was a smell he never got used to.

      “Ah, shit.”

      The vapor from Nick’s words hung in the frigid January air. Another body. Just what the department needed after a week from hell. Definitely not what Nick needed, not after barely two hours of sleep.

      He grabbed a couple of booties from the box laid next to the doorway, covered his shoes, and stepped inside the foyer, followed closely by Vic Sacco, his partner for close to six years.

      Sacco coughed. “A bit early for the dead to be so…”

      “Pungent?” Nick interjected. His face was probably an unhealthy shade of white already. He felt clammy, his skin tight with an inner cold that had nothing to do with the outside temperature. “Should have brought my car, not hitched a ride in yours,” Nick muttered, covering his nostrils as best he could.

      Sacco patted Nick’s shoulder in commiseration. He was used to Nick’s squeamishness every time a dead body turned up. The smell from decomposition always did Nick in, the reason he usually stowed a small bottle of Febreze in his car trunk to spray on the cheap dust masks he kept there. Without it now, Nick would probably dry-heave throughout the entire investigation, or run to throw up someplace where he wouldn’t contaminate the scene.

      Sacco passed him by, widening the front door. The gap acted like a vacuum cleaner, with the noxious air slicing the men as it escaped. Larson panted through his mouth, his teeth a pithy barrier against the miasma rushing at him in the sudden crosscurrent.

      Somewhere inside the foyer a “Goddamn it!” exploded simultaneously with Nick’s.

      “Close the damn door.” The yell came from Tish Ramos, NYPD’s Forensic Investigations Division guru, who kept tagging evidence a few feet away. “It’s twelve fucking degrees out there.”

      Sacco ignored the order.

      “Ramos, I don’t care if it’s fifty below,” Sacco said. “It’s either blue balls or my clothes smelling like shit all day. Guess which I prefer?” His bull-like head jerked in Larson’s direction. “Besides, Larson here is about to puke all over your crime scene. I doubt your shift supervisor will like it.”

      Tish Ramos methodically closed the evidence paper bag, labeled it, and turned her attention to the men. Her eyes captured Nick’s six-foot image in a swift up and down. He knew he looked like a recently crumpled paper bag, skewed tie and all, black hair combed with impatient fingers to give it some sort of order, his angular face already displaying the usual five o’clock shadow. He hadn’t had time to shave or dress neatly, as was his habit. After shift, he’d fallen face down on his couch and hadn’t moved until the call had come through twenty minutes ago. For once, he’d been grateful for the call. It had interrupted a recent, recurring nightmare.

      “What are you doing here?” Ramos asked. “You’re not on call and this isn’t a domestic.”

      “Another flu casualty,” Nick croaked, gagged, and rubbed his eyes. He watched as one of the most meticulous women in their Forensic Investigations Division neatly deposited evidence into what the department euphemistically called doggy bags. As usual, Ramos looked sterile, dressed sterile, and breathed sterile.

      “Captain’s tired of juggling the domino meltdown with personnel calling in sick,” Nick told her. “We’re it for a while, unless we fold. Not that I mind, but why the personal touch here, Ramos? The call came in as suicide.”

      “The first responder thought so—at first.” Ramos uncurled from her crouch, all five foot two of her, and gestured toward the rear of the townhouse. “Stan worked with me on a similar, supposed suicide about two months ago. When he saw the victim, his instinct kicked in. She is too neat. No evidence of thrashing. No rope burns.”

      Nick stared at Ramos, hoping for a denial and knowing he wouldn’t get one.

      Thrashing.

      Rope burns.

      Ramos stared back. Regret was there in her chocolate eyes, underscored with a wallop of pity. Nick recognized the look, having known Ramos for three years now, ever since she’d come on board FID. She knew there was only one type of incident that affected Nick after the death of Angela, his ex-wife. Only one. The main reason Nick’s captain avoided giving him suicides for the moment. That is, until Nick got his shit back together.

      “Hanging.” Nick’s voice sounded rough.

      Ramos nodded.

      Sacco cursed.

      “Who called it in?” Nick asked. Anything to delay the inevitable.

      Ramos’s chin jerked toward the uniform. Nick recognized him. Stan Horowitz had fifteen years under his belt and was a staple at the Sixteenth Precinct. Always dependable, detail oriented, and, especially, experienced.

      Horowitz studied his clipboard and, without prompting, began giving details.

      “911 called in the possible 10-29 at oh four hundred from a neighbor across the backyard,” he said. “Witness is a Pradeep Mansoor. His bedroom gives him a bird’s eye view of the crime scene. Called it in after he realized what he was looking at.”

      “Witness coming or going?” Nick asked.

      “Yoga before work,” Horowitz replied.

      “Bet you the sight fucked up his Pranayama,” Ramos commented and immediately held up a hand. “And before you give me your usual wise-ass quip, Sacco, that’s a Yogi term for breathing exercises. Expand your vocabulary.”

      Nick’s lip twitched. Sacco blew Ramos a kiss.

      “Let’s start canvassing the area, Stan.” Nick turned to Horowitz. “Have two uniforms roadmap the street and get statements. I’ll set up an interview with the witness later.”

      Horowitz extended his clipboard. Nick wrote down the contact info on his flip notebook.

      “What about the victim, Ramos?” Sacco asked. “ID?”

      “License identifies her as an Isabel Creasy and, without a prelim from OCME, there’s practically zilch as to exact cause of death, except the obvious,” Ramos said, reaching the threshold of the attached sunroom at the rear of the brownstone. “Eyeballing it, the victim was probably drugged and placed in the noose like a rag doll. Cursory exam on the neck doesn’t show signs of excessive trauma. Totes will tell us more once he gets the victim on the slab.”

      Christopher Millsap, affectionately known as Totes, was medical examiner for New York’s finest. Several years ago, some wise-ass had come up with a brilliant syllogism after a fire on the D line. Amid the chaos on the scene, where sixteen people had been trampled and seven had died from smoke inhalation, the Office of Chief Medical Examiner had toted body bags to the morgue for hours until the scene had been cleared. To everyone’s misfortune, though, whoever had come up with the affectionate moniker had made it stick, which had truly pissed off Millsap. And you don’t piss off Christopher Millsap, ME. Soon after, Totes returned the favor by baptizing everyone in the precinct with ridiculous nicknames. Now, when anyone was pissed, they used the nicknames to piss everyone else off. Just a wonderful tit-for-tat, piss-off game at the Sixteenth.

      Ramos paused on the threshold and looked at Nick. “Ready?”

      Nick’s body tautened. Past whispered conversations teased the recesses of his mind.

      Come to me, Nicky. Save me.

      You don’t want to be saved, Angie. You want to rip and drag me to your level. I’m tired of this shit. Go bleed someone else.

      His stomach heaved, and he broke out in a sweat despite the cold settling through the dark paneled hallway. He clenched his jaw and his fists. He was Angela’s legacy: a pathetic mirror of himself, corroded by guilt and scarred by recrimination. Pathetic, he knew, but he was powerless to stop it for the moment.

      Ramos stepped through the open French doors into the sunroom.

      “It’s hotter than hell in here,” Sacco said, taking stock of the room as he stepped inside. Within seconds, he opened his coat and flapped it.

      “Thermostat set at ninety-two,” Ramos answered.

      “For whose benefit? The plants or the victim?” Nick asked.

      Ramos smiled. “Watch out where you step. Floor’s slippery.”

      Nick entered the pentagonal sunroom. Breathed minimally. Gagged some more. Concentrated on a visual catalog of the area. During daylight, the room would absorb light through huge rectangular panels of tempered glass. Now, brightness from environmentally correct light bulbs bounced around generously, spotlighting expensive rattan furniture and tropical plants in an attempt at faux cheer. But the imitation sunshine failed to dispel the smell of tragedy or camouflage the body of a petite woman, dressed in a peach spaghetti-strapped nightgown, hanging in the middle of this greenhouse like meat in a butcher’s freezer.

      “Ramos,” Nick’s chin jerked toward the body, his voice hoarse. “You’re all goddamn consideration.” Unreasonable demand, he knew.

      “Hey, take your frustration out on someone else,” Ramos’s eyes reproved. “Totes hasn’t arrived yet.”

      Nick’s bile rose. He tasted the acid on his tongue, and his throat muscles convulsed as his eyes locked on the woman’s body. It was rocking gently from the breeze generated by an overhead fan and further helped by the soft hand of the rotating earth. Nick wished, and not for the first time, he hadn’t hitched a ride with Sacco. His partner didn’t even carry a jar of Vicks Vaporub. The menthol would at least camouflage the smell.

      Concentrate on the room, damn it, not the body.

      Nick turned. He surveyed the glass enclosure, delaying and preparing. The sunroom used space and light effectively, especially in a backyard as big as a thimble and surrounded by canyons of brick and steel. The townhomes and apartment buildings in this part of town were notoriously joined like Siamese twins, and every backyard watched a mirror image of itself barely ten feet away. No privacy. He’d rather hide within the solid walls of his apartment than be exposed like this, with spying or curious eyes lurking ten feet away behind tasteful window treatments.

      Nick squinted, focused. “Son of a bitch.” The witness was glued to his window, his silhouette creating a ghostly dark image against the brightness behind.

      “Horowitz.”

      The officer’s head popped around the doorway. “Yes, Lieutenant?”

      “Get a uniform to the witness’s apartment. Now, Horowitz. Have him close the damn blinds, or whatever the hell else the man has on those windows. I want him blind to what is happening in this crime scene.”

      Horowitz nodded and was about to disappear when Nick stopped him. “Have the uniform go through his phone. Confiscate it if you find any photos or videos.”

      “He’s probably tweeted the fucking universe already.” Ramos’s words dripped with an angry cynicism.

      “Ramos, buck up,” Sacco said. “Live video, emojis, hashtags, podcasts, and selfies are the fare du jour.”

      “More like the bane of our existence,” Nick said, making a mental note to check for postings later. He simply didn’t understand the hedonist (or narcissist society, take your pick) through which the world muddled, with phones as an added extra appendage, its regurgitated contents more valuable than privacy or morality. There was no filter for the violent, coarse, or vulgar. Like Angela’s suicide…

      “By the way, first unit found a suicide letter.” Ramos’s tone suggested she wasn’t buying it. She gestured, palms up, to the limp body. “First. Tell me what you see.”

      Nick tried to keep his composure but failed miserably, his mind substituting twisted memories for reality. His eyes registered the victim’s curtain of blond hair, but his brain superimposed shoulder-length chestnut hair over it. Hazel eyes, bulging with fear and strangulation, replaced the closed eyelids of this dead woman. A small mouth, howling like Edvard Munch’s The Scream, replaced the almost peaceful lips on the now-waxy face of the woman a few feet away.

      His stomach burned. His mind supplied the acid.

      Nicky, I need you.

      You don’t need, Angie. You butcher.

      If you don’t come back, I’ll kill myself. I swear it, Nicky. I’ll kill myself.

      Nick clenched his jaw. This moment proved Life was a bitch with an agenda, eager to screw him at every opportunity. His body shuddered. He wondered for the thousandth time if he’d ever be normal again.

      He needed a drink.

      He needed his Febreze.

      He gagged.

      “Here, buddy.” Ramos banged a plastic Ziploc bag onto Nick’s chest. “Heave away. Just make sure to lock it tight after you’re done.”

      Sacco chuckled. “Always prepared. You’re anal, Ramos.”

      Ramos smiled sweetly. “You bet your tight ass, Sacco. You boys screw up my crime scene and it’s my butt that’ll get chewed.” She eyed Nick, who was winning the battle with his stomach and his ghosts, and nodded. “Now stop wasting my time and get your butts in gear. I need input.”

      Nick concentrated. The real victim came into focus. She hung like a potted plant from a crude noose hooked from the slanting ceiling. Her feet limply pointed to a dining room chair placed four inches below her purpling toes. There was no sign of struggle, no evidence of that primitive instinct of survival that rears up as air is choked off. No wonder Ramos was suspicious.

      Both he and Sacco put on their latex gloves.

      “Unless that rope has retractable properties we don’t know of,” Sacco said, pointing to the gap between the victim’s feet and the chair. “Someone helped her.”

      Nick studied the woman’s bare arms. “Definitely not a do-it-yourselfer. She doesn’t have the upper body strength to hang like a monkey, place that rope around her neck, and then drop.”

      “Damn uncomfortable way to commit suicide, not to mention unreliable,” Sacco agreed.

      Nick turned to Ramos. “Any evidence of scraping?”

      “The chair?” Ramos shook her head. “That thing hasn’t moved a millimeter since it was placed there. She doesn’t have scratches around her neck, either.”

      Nick looked at his partner. Suicides by hanging were never static. Momentum, jerking, and thrashing always dispersed or overturned anything within a radius of several inches. More importantly, people jumped from their temporary platforms, not hanged themselves above them.

      Ramos pointed. “Take a look.”

      Sacco held the wobbly ladder Ramos had placed next to the body. Nick climbed.

      “The plastic protecting the metal on that hook is ripped,” Ramos continued. “Bet the victim was roped first, the cord later looped through and pulled, using the thing as a fulcrum. Lab will determine if there are traces of plastic on the rope itself. After she was hanged, the rest of the room was staged.”

      Nick studied the area to which Ramos had pointed. The hook was the type used to hang heavy objects, like boats or bicycles in storage or garage areas. The plastic protector at the well was ripped, the plastic twisted, as if someone had squeezed in opposite motions, like a mop.

      “Could the damage have been done previously?” Nick stepped off the ladder and held it as his partner climbed to take a look. Staff from the medical examiner’s office began parading into the room, two of them rolling a gurney between them, mumbling excuses for their late arrival.

      “Don’t think so,” Ramos said, acknowledging the newcomers with a bob of her head. “No other hook sports the same damage.”

      “You take that side,” Nick said to Sacco as he stepped down.

      Both men roamed the area, weaving around the furniture and the techs in the area. Nick studied the wells of all the other hooks dotting the rafters, saw signs of water damage on some, discoloration from iron rub-off on others, but nothing similar to what had happened to the victim’s hook. He caught Sacco’s attention, but his partner shook his head. He’d found nothing.

      “Oh, and that’s not the best,” Ramos said, understanding the silent communication between the men. “Look at the left front leg of the chair, near the floor.”

      Nick inched closer and crouched carefully. There was a clear, doughnut-like ring circling its base. “Is that ice?” His tone was incredulous.

      “Ice,” Ramos confirmed.

      They stared at each other, wondering how the hell ice had wrapped itself around a suicide’s chair, in a room steaming worse than a decaying tropical hothouse.

      “This has got to be someone’s idea of a joke,” Nick said, still incredulous.

      “How’d the ice get there?” Sacco asked.

      Ramos gave Sacco “The Look,” the one that said his question didn’t deserve consideration or an answer from her.

      “I’ve been working here for half an hour. The house was toasty until you clowns tilted the temperature to freezing. How on earth could ice form at the base of that chair? You’re the genius detective. You tell me.”

      Nick interrupted before the banter between these two got out of hand. “Outage?”

      Millsap maneuvered around the growing number of live bodies filling the area and headed straight for the body, spouting apologies for the bitch traffic on Thirty-Fourth.

      “Possible, but doubtful,” Ramos said. “Even if Con Ed short-circuited around the area, there is simply no time for bodily fluids to congeal that quickly.”

      Nick made a notation to contact Con Edison for electrical outages nearby. “When was TOD?”

      “By my thermometer,” Millsap told the room in general, knowing everyone would pay attention to his voice. “She’s been gone for several hours.” He took the liver probe out of the victim and swabbed at the growing perspiration on his brow with a forearm. “But then, here in the room from Amazon hell, her body temp read will be off. Will let you know later.”

      Ramos crooked her finger so the men would follow her. They stepped into the colder foyer. “Even if there were power hiccups,” Ramos continued, “cursory glance doesn’t show any environmental particles inside the ice. As a matter of fact, the material is too clear.” She walked to her evidence collection kit, bent, and retrieved a sheet of paper cradled inside a plastic evidence bag.

      Nick reached out. “Is that the suicide note?”

      “Read it and weep.” Ramos relinquished the plastic baggie.

      
        
        Lies. All liers.

        time to sleep.

      

      

      “Cheerful,” Sacco said. “And can’t spell worth shit.”

      Nick shook his head.

      “It was taped on the outside of the closed doorway.” Ramos picked her camera and showed the men the digital photograph she’d taken earlier. “I’m hoping for some fingerprint evidence on it.”

      “Print the plant pot by the body, as well.” The overflowing basket with blossoms of what looked to Nick like impatiens had been carefully retrieved from its hook, placed neatly on an end table at the edge of the sunroom nearest the victim, and replaced by another, more macabre showpiece.

      “Telling me my job, GQ?” Ramos quipped. Her mouth jerked a bit upward.

      Nick smiled. “Me? Never, Kit Kat. A man knows when to stop imminent castration.”

      “Such cloying sweetness,” said Sacco. “Don’t make me puke. We all know you are neither sweet, tasty, nor soft, Ramos.”

      “Ah, there’s the rub. Wouldn’t you like to know?” Ramos said.

      “Oh, yes, he would,” Millsap said, jerking his chin toward Sacco while zipping the victim into her temporary travel bag. “Everyone’s betting on when you’ll finally do the horizontal dance. I have twenty bucks in the office pool.”

      Nick choked. Sacco turned an unhealthy shade of red. Ramos made as if she hadn’t heard a thing, and continued to uncap an evidence jar from her pocket. She crouched to grab the ice.

      “Gotta keep bagging, boys. Later.”

      Nick’s eyes followed her. Through the open doorway, activity continued at a respectful decibel in deference to the victim. Flashes from cameras cataloguing everything at the scene lit the area from time to time. The body was bagged and ready to go.

      They would be processing the scene for hours. And it wasn’t even six o’clock in the morning yet.
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      The steaming Manhattan streets swirled subway exhaust and cab fumes around Nick and Sacco as they rushed to the car.

      “I think my eyebrows just froze,” Sacco said, jumping into the passenger seat.

      Nick slammed the car door against the cold, took a sip of the cappuccino he’d picked up at the hospital’s cafeteria, and sighed. God, he was tired—bone tired, soul tired. They’d worked fifteen hours without a single break yesterday. They needed downtime to make some headway on the piles of paperwork mounting back at the precinct. FID was still processing this morning’s crime scene, and he needed to start the Creasy case binder.

      Nick grimaced as he took another fortifying gulp of caffeine. He hated to create these books of death. They sketched the violent aftermath suffered by the victims, rather than celebrated the vibrancy of their lives. By week’s end, he’d be sifting through pages of reports, adding more as the investigation progressed, while stocking it with photographs of death and dissection. It always depressed him.

      And he still had to survive the autopsy.

      He took a longer sip of his coffee.

      “Damn, but this hits the spot,” he said, appreciating how the warmth expanded from his stomach and shredded some of the tiredness. “If the situation at work stays like this for a few more days, I’ll be dead and no longer tired.”

      Yesterday, two more detectives had succumbed to the flu and four were still out sick. Some had dragged their butts into work before they’d been given a clean bill of health, only to be sent back home after coughing and puking several times. The captain’s tobacco was seriously chewed from all the stress. Everyone else who was still healthy enough to walk without falling on their faces was spread all over the area, with debriefings coming in at any hour of the day.

      “At least we wouldn’t give a shit,” Sacco said and leaned his head back. “What a damn day.”

      And it’s only eleven thirty of this wonder a.m.

      Nick started the car and drove up Sixty-First, heading for the precinct. Despite the closed windows, the chaotic noise of New York filtered in, the typical pedestrian masses of humanity, cabs, buses, and cyclists getting in his way. A faint fog hugged the air in this frigid January morning, as heat from every pore of humans, asphalt, and concrete dissipated upward.

      Nick ticked away his mental list of things to do. Apart from starting more reports, they needed to set interviews with the latest victim’s friends, relatives. Reinterview the witness. Maybe grab some lunch while briefing the captain on everything, including the domestic they’d just worked.

      “That was some little Puerto Rican spitfire the EMS dropped off with her skewered boyfriend at NY Presbyterian,” Sacco said, as if reading his mind.

      Nick remembered the woman they’d interviewed on that last domestic. She’d had hematomas all over her face and a few fractures, but she’d gotten even with her latest boyfriend the moment she’d rammed a fork through his testicles.

      “Wonder what he’ll think when the surgeon informs him that, a few more millimeters in either direction, he would’ve been singing soprano…permanently,” Sacco said.

      Nick’s voice turned hard. “Son of a bitch deserved it.”

      He swerved the car to avoid an idiot messenger on a bicycle and slammed the horn to release some frustration. He rushed down Second Avenue, evaded a taxi by millimeters, and gravitated through the traffic disgorging from the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge, cutting across several pissed-off drivers. He braked for a light and rushed straight into more traffic.

      “Wanna stop by Laura’s place?” Sacco asked.

      Laura Howard’s high-end bakery, Les Gâteaux Riches, was close by. Nick and Sacco had met her when they’d arrested her close to a year ago. She’d been the primary suspect of her husband’s brutal murder and would have gone down as guilty if Nick’s gut hadn’t raised five-alarm warnings that Laura wasn’t the murderer. The latter, and a thumbprint found on the bedroom’s surveillance camera, had led them to a twin sister Laura never knew existed. And it was that print that had exonerated Laura.

      Despite the conflict of interest and internal warnings, Nick had fallen hard for Laura Howard. Fallen for those dark chocolate eyes that always brought to mind liquid hot fudge. And no matter what mood Laura was in, Nick always drowned in her eyes…had since she’d sat across him in interrogation, disbelief, horror, and pain etched on her face.

      Nick shook his head and accelerated.

      Sacco stared at his partner. “When are you two going to stop pussyfooting around each other?”

      “It’s too soon for her.”

      Sacco huffed. “Bull. It’s been, what? Close to a year already since we cleared her of murder? And she was separated from the bastard husband before that.”

      Sacco’s eyes rounded when he saw Nick’s clenched jaw.

      “Shit. Don’t tell me Angela is still pulling your strings from beyond the fucking grave? After what she did to you?”

      Nick’s expression hardened. Before Angela’s suicide four months ago, he’d been thinking about approaching Laura. Have a few dates, see how things would pan out. He’d thought he could have had a chance at a normal life once more. Not that a detective’s life was ever normal, but many of his colleagues and friends had made a go of it. They had husbands, wives, children. Family. Warmth to offer and receive, not anger at the degree he now offered.

      You’re a selfish bastard, Nicky.

      Yeah, Angie. So selfish that I’m the one listening to your bullshit instead of your latest boyfriend.

      It’s all your fault! I need⁠—

      Shit! Spare me the broken record. You need, you want, you demand. You, you, you. And I’m the stupid prick that, despite our divorce, keeps putting you back together.

      Come back to me, Nicky. I love you.

      Bull, Angie. You don’t love me. You love your booze, your pills, your clinging needs, and your highs.

      Please, Nicky. I promise I’ll be good. Come back. I don’t know how to live without you.

      Christ! I’m hanging up. We’ll talk when you’re sober.

      I swear, Nicky, I’ll kill myself.

      Go ahead. See if I care.

      The sad part of it all was that Nick had cared, but Angela had cried wolf so many times, had staged her attempted suicides so often, and had manipulated his pity for so many years that he’d gotten vaccinated to her demands. And that last time? That last time she’d miscalculated, too drunk to see the truth in Nick’s eyes as she hurled invectives and curses through the phone. She had been too confident she could still manipulate the situation, him. She’d always hated it when he didn’t succumb to her suffocating needs. But she’d been too drunk to lift the belt she’d staged around her throat for his benefit. Too drunk to realize that the chair she’d climbed on was wobblier than she was. Too drunk to understand the image she saw on that FaceTime call was an electronic one of Nick rather than a face-to-face encounter. In the end, she’d fulfilled her prior empty promises. And Nick, realizing what she had done, had arrived too late to save her.

      “Save it.” Nick’s voice turned hard. “Laura’s got enough on her plate with the appeal next week. She’s a mess. I’m not going to add to that shit.”

      “What is her sister claiming this time?”

      “Her new lawyer said she was not in her right mind during the killing and that she confessed under duress.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me. Insanity plea now?”

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “The legal blah-blah is that the system had failed to appoint a mental health professional to assess the accused at the time of the murder.” Sandra’s new attorney now wanted an IIT, together with the M’Naghten Rule test, done. Duress and distress, and an abusive childhood, where Sandra Ward had been deprived of nurture, should have been indicators to her previous public defender to provide her with a better defense. Or so Sandra’s new lawyer claimed.

      “Laura is afraid her twin may get what she wants, a mistrial, so she can present the new evidence, and get a transfer to a minimum-security psychiatric facility.”

      Both men fell silent. Sandra Ward, Laura’s estranged twin sister, was as nasty as they came. She’d chopped and skewered Orlando Howard without turning a hair. And all so her long-lost sister could see what she was capable of doing. Basically, screw you, screw your comfy life, screw your peace and sanity. And, oh, you’re the one the cops will drag to jail and charge with the murder. Have a nice life.

      Thank God, Nick had doubted, and they’d found proof Laura had not committed the crime.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In one of the back rooms at Les Gâteaux Riches, Laura Howard sat at her prep table and slowly blew into the piping. The sugar mix she’d attached at its end started to inflate. Like a master glass blower, she rotated the piping between her fingers as the pliable mass grew from parison, to bubble, to a translucent sphere. The end product, once she shaped it with the wooden ladle and her hands to create her sugary forms, would resemble a magnificent soap bubble. Sweet and fragile. Too fragile. That was why she was making extras for the cake she’d be decorating later. The three-tier engagement cake would eventually look as if different-sized colored bubbles were overflowing from an imitation iron-clawed tub, cascading down from its edge to the imitation tile floor. Her clients had emphasized more than once they were into frothy things: baths, champagne, foam. Thank God they hadn’t gone into much more detail. Laura’s imagination had filled in the rest as to why they had this particular love of things bubbly.

      Oftentimes, clients, in their enthusiasm, didn’t realize she really, really didn’t want to know the ins and outs of their relationships, but it was part of what made her cakes special. Her designs were customized for originality based on what they told her. The care she took making their celebratory cakes always remained special and unique. That was why clients came back. That was why her business flourished.

      Until she’d been charged with murder.

      Until her previous unbeknownst twin sister, Sandra Ward, had almost destroyed her business. Her life.

      She’d definitely destroyed Laura’s peace.

      If it hadn’t been for Nick…

      A tremor spread throughout all her extremities and she stopped. With infinite care, she placed piping and bubble on the table near the heat lamp to keep the sugar from crystallizing. She rubbed the fatigue from her face. She couldn’t afford to break the fragile shapes she was creating, not because she couldn’t afford the cost of the sugar, but because she couldn’t waste any more time. These fragile shapes took the patience of Job to make, and were so brittle, a whisper could shatter them.

      And she had a deadline.

      She paced the room, stretching her spine, arching her back to release the knots in her muscles. Somehow, she couldn’t settle down after the image of her sister and Nick had vandalized her thoughts. Usually, concentrating on shaping these forms would transport her into what she described her creative zone, where nothing would distract her and where time was irrelevant.

      Not now.

      She wondered if she would ever be able to revert back to when there had not been a Sandra Ward to mess up her life. A time where she’d never met her late husband.

      A time where she wouldn’t have to relive nightmares about Orlando’s murder.

      But then, she would never have met Nick. And that had made her life the richer…and extremely complicated.

      Laura bent to touch her toes. Maybe if she got her circulation going and stretched her muscles, she could shake loose the thoughts of the woman who had been separated from her by birth and fate. If only she could understand why Sandra Ward had crashed back into her life, maybe Laura could eventually forgive why she’d tried to destroy it and still harped on ruining it.

      And then there was Nick. Couldn’t he see they were perfect for each other? Granted, their relationship would be different from their previous fiascos but, after all, they were two marked souls, cracked by the very people who were supposed to keep the porcelain of their love buffed, shiny, and intact. This time around, however, would be different. Laura was convinced of it. Their relationship would be stronger, healthier, deeper, and that much the richer exactly because of what they’d endured in the past.

      Real expectations, not fairy-tale ones.

      Unfortunately, to date, Nick wasn’t committing. She wasn’t, either. Both wanted to, but were still behaving like skittish horses, dancing around the trainer, wanting the sugar offered, but afraid to grab and hold. It was ridiculous, this waiting for the other to take the plunge first.

      A soft knock interrupted her mental diatribe.

      “Are you almost done?”

      Erin Devreaux, her partner and friend from culinary school, poked her head into the room. Round faced, with early graying hair and a motherly air about her, her partner was soft-spoken, with a gift at working sugar paste into the most beautiful flowers not created by nature. She had the patience of a saint and ran her life in sloth-like motion. Deadlines never fazed her. Only one thing had shaken Erin Devreaux, and that had been the murder of Laura’s husband a year ago, and the fact her partner had been dragged to jail, charged with the crime. And even then, during that horrible debacle, Erin had kept everyone grounded and calm.

      Laura didn’t know if she, and their business, could have survived without Erin.

      “I’m working on the last one.” She moved her head and heard muscles pop. “Took a short break.”

      Erin, iPad in hand, entered the room and closed the door softly, turning to face her.

      Laura glanced at her friend’s face and saw it was flushed. “What’s wrong?”

      “This has got to stop, Laura. It’s got to stop.”

      Laura’s stomach and mind clenched. Somehow, she knew what had upset Erin. It had been a constant barrage since last year, with measures and countermeasures to quash the chaos thrown at them.

      They always ended one step behind.

      Erin turned the iPad to face Laura. The screen showed a small window with ratings of their shop, Les Gâteaux Riches, through the Google search engine. For a moment, pride overtook concern as Laura knew what her clients would see once they opened her home page. Her webmaster had created a beautiful design, reflective of her and Erin’s tastes and goals for the business. User friendly for the technology challenged, as Laura was, displaying their cake designs in full glory, their bios, events, testimonials, products.

      Well, the testimonials, “melts in your mouth,” “rich flavors to die for,” and “innovative designs to please the imagination,” together with any possibility of a write-up on the page, had been deleted. And the events calendar had also been scrapped from the web page, especially after Sandra, prior to her arrest, had gone to one, posed as her, and ruined the cake for the couple whose heart had been set on her design.

      Now, both she and Erin stayed until her clients came into the venue, saw their product, and oohed and aahed over their creations, security on alert until they left the premises.

      Erin tapped the screen with a force unusual for her. “Look at the ratings.”

      The five-star ranking on the site had dropped dramatically to a two star.

      “What the hell?”

      Erin jabbed at the screen with uncharacteristic impatience when the window didn’t change quickly enough.

      “Come on. Come on. Come ON.”

      The page opened.

      Laura was shocked. It was as if nasty internet trolls, about which many of her colleagues had complained, had taken over the comments section. Laura had known, through her webmaster’s previous warnings, what to expect once they’d opened their doors to the public. Some comments about the business would be generated by a robot program meant to spam sites with negativity. They’d flagged some, and their webmaster had blocked them. Others would be paid miscreants, choosing sites at random to criticize. No one could fix that. And many others would come from nasty people with too much time on their hands, who happened to get up on the wrong side of the bed and decided to take it out on whatever business they happened to target. It was the reality of doing business in Manhattan, of exposing product on the internet. After all, Laura and Erin would never please one hundred percent of the clientele passing through their doors. Overall, however, they hoped the positive would always supersede the negative. They’d shrug off the rest.

      And, for close to five years, customer satisfaction had slanted in their favor.

      That had changed the moment Laura had been charged with murder.

      They’d clawed their way back up the rankings when she had been exonerated of the crime.

      But suffered the moment Sandra Ward began targeting Laura’s business.

      Which had changed in their favor the instant their webmaster started blocking IP addresses preying on their reputation. But the internet had more holes than termite-ridden wood through which Sandra could climb back through in order to harass and destroy her business, despite a restraining order, a conviction, and an incarceration. Despite monitored email accounts and a lack of cell phones in jail, Sandra always found a way, a dupe, a lawyer, someone else’s friend or lover who would post for her, create profile pages for her, and do the dirty work for her.

      It was a constant struggle.

      Laura thought they’d finally gotten the upper hand. She’d thought, since they hadn’t had any attacks directed at them for three months, that things were under control.

      She’d thought wrong.

      “Who the hell is cheekiefelon at whatever the hell address that is?” Erin asked.

      Damn it. “Another pseudonym, probably. Or Sandra conned one of her cellmates to post for her.”

      Laura scrolled down slowly as she scanned the postings, all of them untrue.

      
        
          
            
              
        cheekiefelon@…

      

      
        My sister is LGBT. Laura Howard, owner, REFUSED to fill order for engagement party. Disgusting!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lahar12@… What a bitch. Bigot!! I’m canceling my order.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        IamThinker3000@…

      

      
        Owners like Laura Howard suck. #boycottGateauxRiches

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        cheekiefelon@…

      

      
        Heard cakes not THAT good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        00pintszNOT@…

      

      
        Ate one of Howard’s cakes at a wedding. Portions were raw. Waste of the bridegroom’s money.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Papitsrice19@…

      

      
        Hear ya, 00pintszNOT@ Bought a purse cake for my girlfriend. Found fondant thick and rubbery. Left it untouched. Told her never again from Gateaux Riches.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        00pintszNOT@…

      

      
        Agree. Cakes look really beautiful. When you taste them, they’re awful. Should be called Shit Gateaux.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        106Jadix@…

      

      
        Mouse droppings on top of the buttercream when delivered. Reported the business to the Health Department. If there had been a zero star on Yelp, I’d have given it.

      

      

      

      

      

      And those were the nicer posts, Laura saw, scrolling and reading faster through the vitriol.

      “What are we going to do?” Erin’s eyes misted. “None of that is true, but we’ve had two cancellations today, and there are whispers the NY Wine Trade Fest convention is considering using someone else.”

      “Did you call Mac?” Laura asked, referring to their IT webmaster.

      Erin nodded, but she didn’t look happy. “He will try to get to this today, but he’s swamped with work. Besides, this goes beyond his skills. He suggested we hire a specialist to plug all the holes.” She leaned closer. “There’s also talk among the employees. I overheard Alexis saying she’s outta here soon. Told Paki she has a few things lined up already.”

      And so she would, thought Laura. Some of their employees were sought after by the competition because they were the best in the business. Others left to open their own shops. Name of the game. This, however, was new ground.

      Laura sat at her workstation and handed the iPad back.

      “I’ll make copies of all that to drop at our lawyer’s as soon as I’m done here.” She looked at Erin, feeling a soul-rending sadness. “I’ll have him draw the papers for the sale, as well.”

      “No, Laura.”

      “It’s for the best, Erin. You know that.”

      With hunched shoulders, Erin left the room.

      Laura picked up the piping and bubble, checked for softness with her fingers. Satisfied the material was still malleable, she continued working the sugar until the shape and translucency were up to her standards.

      Things were coming to a head, and she had to make a decision. She’d thought more time would be allotted her. Now, her hand had been forced to initiate plan A. And if Sandra got a mistrial next week…well…God help them all.
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      Nick backed up his unmarked onto the wide sidewalk fronting the precinct, next to a cruiser, fatigue heavy on his back. Inside the steel-and-glass building housing his home away from home, Nick scanned the office. The usual beehive of noise was somehow muted.

      “How many down today, Horowitz?” Nick asked.

      Horowitz lifted two fingers from the keyboard. “Captain chewed through the previous cigar,” he added. “Working on a new one.”

      “We’re screwed,” Sacco said.

      A rookie patrolman, looking harassed, shoved some message slips into Sacco’s hand and kept on walking out the door. Nick and Sacco continued to their own cubicles without breaking stride.

      “Totes scheduled the autopsy of the victim for five this p.m.,” Sacco said, reading one of the messages. He handed Nick the slip and dropped into his office space across from Nick.

      Great. Just in time to spoil dinner.

      Nick laid his notebook on the desk and grabbed an empty three-ring binder from the bookshelf. He booted up his computer, sat down, and began to type his notes on the summary report. By the time Josh Carpenter, one of their crime techs, appeared, Nick was almost done with the scene report.

      “Here you go,” Carpenter said, extending a manila folder to him. His skin had a greenish undertone to it.

      “How are you feeling?”

      The disgust on his face could have been from the memory of the miserable week he’d spent with the flu or from the fact he was still nauseous. Nick thought it might be the latter.

      “So, so.” His small frame shuddered. “At least the scene today was a clean one. If not, you’d have had company puking.”

      No crime scene is ever clean. But Carpenter had a point. Apart from the actual area where the victim had been hanged, the house was in pristine order.

      “Impressions?” Nick asked as he opened the folder and spread out the photos in an array.

      “Either the woman was a neat freak or she had just recently cleaned house. I would go with the latter. Third floor looked empty and unused.” Carpenter pointed to three photos on Nick’s desk. “Second floor seemed to have been recently half-emptied. Several boxes, labeled and sealed, were stacked in the unused bedroom. Looked like she was getting ready to move.”

      Nick nodded. “The closet was almost empty, just minimal clothes and shoes. Bathroom was about the same. Only bare essentials.”

      “Same for the kitchen and living room,” Carpenter said.

      Nick glanced at the photographs. Everything tidy. Nothing out of place. If he didn’t know better, it was almost surreal, as if the victim had come home, deposited everything in its place, and gone calmly downstairs to end her life.

      Not much to go on to solve the case.

      “Thanks.” Nick waved Carpenter out. “Go veg at your desk. You look like you’re about to drop.”

      Carpenter didn’t need any prodding. Seconds later, however, he reappeared. “Almost forgot. Captain wants debriefing in half an hour,” he said and vanished.

      Moving his head in an arc, Nick released some of the tension gripping his neck as he continued the binder’s preparation. He separated some of the crime scene photos for the case whiteboard and stuffed the remainder inside sheet protectors. He reread his notes and added more particulars to the scene report, uploaded the DMV photo of the victim into his computer file, and sent everything to the printer.

      On his way to the briefing room, Nick noticed the office had perked up in noise and people. The ranks were filling up once more, although some looked as if they needed a few more days of downtime. But cops were, well, cops. Sick or dying, they’d feel guilty not dragging their asses to work. Not to mention the delayed, crushing paperwork they’d have to deal with later.

      He dropped the binder on the table and glanced at the case file number. He wrote that, the victim’s name, and a small timeline of the crime on the board. He stepped back and scrutinized the information. Who the hell was he kidding? They had shit info on the victim and the crime. Nick remembered the silent house, which spoke of emptiness, despite the “H&G” decorative perfection on the lower level. He wondered about the victim’s life before some callous bastard wielding a rope had arrived to snuff it. Nick’s eyes roamed the precinct floor, with its crammed spaces, decrepit desks, washed-out paint, glass enclosures, and people coming and going all day. The usual daily grind. Had the victim’s life been ordinary? How had she landed on this murderer’s radar? Was it a crime of passion? Opportunity? Were their impressions mistaken and had Isabel Creasy taken her own life? With more questions than answers, Nick stepped outside to fetch the victim’s DMV photo and, by the time he’d clipped it next to the information he’d written, Sacco, Horowitz, and Carpenter had joined him.

      Ramos came in seconds later, settled herself next to Carpenter, and stared at the board.

      “She looks so staged,” she said, pointing her chin at one photo. “Almost as if she’d been lovingly posed for Carpenter’s camera.”

      “If that is the case,” Nick said. “We have one sick son of a bitch to catch.”

      “Then let’s catch the bastard,” Captain Jared Kravitz said as he strode in. Short, stocky, with a buzz cut that showed more white than black, the captain was a thirty-year veteran of the NYPD. Dressed in a suit ten years old in fashion, and a stomach too rounded to allow for the jacket to close, he dragged a chair back and sat. He took the battered cigar out of his mouth and placed it on top of his notepad.

      “What have we got?”

      Nick averted his eyes from the tobacco, which resembled a wilted plant with roots ravaged by the captain’s stained teeth. As the best indicator of the captain’s mood, the poor thing radiated a continuous SOS.

      “Not much to go on,” Ramos commented. “At least not yet.”

      Kravitz stared at the photos of the woman, then looked at Nick.

      “Heard you didn’t lose it at the scene.” His glance was a mix between concern and approval. “How’re the sessions going?”

      Nick didn’t appreciate the reminder. He understood why his presence at the department’s shrink’s office was required. Departmental policy and bureaucratic bullshit. But without the shrink’s clearance, the captain would not return Nick to homicide, and that made him feel, somehow, incomplete.

      “Maybe you can tell Kilcrease to hurry my release,” Nick said.

      The captain stared at him for a few moments more. “Let’s see,” he said. “In the meantime, what’s happening with this new victim?”

      Horowitz took that as his cue to begin.

      “Call came in through 911 dispatch. Neighbor called it in. Name of the victim is Isabel Creasy, thirty-one, recently divorced. Lived in the unit alone. Uniforms are still canvassing the area, and we’ll follow up with statements. Two neighbors have agreed to come by the station this afternoon to give us info.”

      “What about the eyewitness?” asked Kravitz.

      Nick shook his head. “Not much on that score. Initial interview confirmed what was given to 911. Mr. Mansoor was doing his morning yoga before work when he noticed the victim through his living room window.”

      “He has a clear view of the victim’s premises and the crime scene?” asked Kravitz.

      “Too much,” murmured Nick and Sacco at the same time.

      Horowitz continued. “Didn’t know her except by sight. Claims she liked to entertain and her backyard was always full of people. Complained about the noise level several times. We’re looking into those reports.”

      “Did the man see anyone?”

      “No,” Sacco said. “Pleasantly quiet for a while, according to his statement. Said the parties have been nonexistent for four or five months.” Sacco turned to Horowitz. “Does that coincide with the finalization of the divorce?”

      Horowitz nodded after looking at his notes and doing quick mental math.

      “The only reason Mr. Mansoor was up and saw the victim was that he works in international banking,” Sacco continued. “That makes for odd working hours.”

      Nick looked at the captain. “Without his 911, we may not have known about this for days.”

      “Or until the stench had overpowered the neighbors,” Ramos added. “In between the toasty room and the weather forecast calling for high fifties by tomorrow night, people would have noticed. Even New Yorkers.”

      “Follow-up interview with the witness?” Kravitz asked.

      “Already set up,” Nick replied. “But I think it’s a dead end.”

      “What about electronics?” Kravitz asked.

      “IT has her computer. No cell phone that we could find,” Carpenter said. “We’re compiling a list of friends, acquaintances, and work contacts from whatever she has on her cloud. You should have the victim’s photos uploaded to your case file soon. We’re also rummaging around all her social media, dating sites, checking for anything out of place. We should have a list and other info compiled by tomorrow morning after warrant OK.”

      “And we’ve got nada on trace evidence. Not yet,” Ramos chimed in. She went into a detailed description of the crime scene for the captain. “Apart from that ice and the fluids under her, the scene was pristine. No suspicious garbage, castoffs. Nothing in the house or basement that pointed to the rope as a weapon of opportunity. Nothing out of place. No blood anywhere. Processing fingerprints through AFIS as we speak, but no hits yet. Tox is pending on samples from autopsy. Trace is working on the rope and whatever else Totes picks up from the body.”

      “ME has set autopsy for this afternoon.” Nick chimed in. “Hopefully he can add to what we have.”

      “Which is bupkis for now,” Captain Kravitz said and picked up his cigar. He resumed the chomping torture. “Let’s hope we can wrap up this one quickly, guys. By the way,” Kravitz zeroed his gaze on Nick and Sacco. “What’s the deal on that domestic?”

      “We drew the shit straw when the spitfire decided to assault her heavy-fisted boyfriend in our jurisdiction,” Sacco said. “If not, it would have been the Thirty-Second’s case.”

      “The man, a Ramón Otero, is a dishwasher over at El Rio Lindo on Thirty-Eighth and Third,” Nick added and gave a rundown of the assault. “Both Otero and his soon-to-be ex-girlfriend, Miriam Pagán, are currently being treated for their injuries. Woman wants to put his sorry ass in jail. We’re waiting for the skewered boyfriend to surface from the anesthesia to see if he wants to press charges. Uniforms on both. She’ll be booked once she’s discharged. He’ll be as well.”

      “Where do these two clowns live?”

      Nick scanned his notes. “They shared an apartment on West 143rd, between Bradhurst and Douglass.”

      “I’ll place a call to the Thirty-Second. They need to take over this one. We’re already understaffed and overworked.”

      “The original assault took place at their apartment, according to Ms. Pagán,” Nick said. “It’s their jurisdiction. And she is pressing charges. They’ll need to get crime scene techs over there.”

      The captain jotted down some notes before dismissing everyone. “Back to work, guys. Keep me posted if anything new pops up.”

      Nick cleared everything from the whiteboard and retreated to his desk. Five minutes later, Sacco took a seat next to Nick.

      “Just got off the phone with the victim’s ex. Works at a place called TeC4M, a telemarketing support firm, near Battery Park. Said if we wanted to talk to him, he’d be available after two at his office.” Sacco took a bite of a PowerBar, chewed it halfway, and swallowed it with a gulp of root beer.

      “Can’t understand why you like that pissy drink,” Nick said. “Hate the shit.”

      Sacco smiled. “Tickles the puke reflexes?”

      “Like the smell of a DB. What did you tell the man?”

      “Advised him we’d be there by three and not to go anywhere.”

      Nick rinsed his mouth with a Coke he’d grabbed from the vending machine a while back. Warm fizz. He threw the practically full bottle in the garbage pail.

      “What’s his excuse for not seeing us earlier?”

      “Meeting all morning,” Sacco said and kept on chewing. “Super busy. Time is money bullshit. Said he doesn’t know anything and claims we’d be wasting our time.”

      “We both know he meant we’re wasting his,” Nick said.

      Sacco smirked. They knew the type.

      “Told me he hasn’t seen the victim since she served him divorce papers. Emphasized he spent the night at his Tribeca apartment and was chaperoned by his latest…”

      “Did he take the time to tell you the reason for the breakup?”

      “Unbelievably, yes. A real bleeding heart, that one.” Sacco cleared his throat in preparation to imitate the ex-husband. “And, I quote: Too needy…suffocated me. Couldn’t be my own man. Wanted space. Separation five months ago was the best thing ever.”

      When Nick’s computer pinged, he reached for the keyboard and mouse. He saw that, true to their word, the IT department had uploaded all photographs from the victim’s laptop. He searched through those first.

      “We’ve got her cell photos from the cloud,” Nick said.

      Sacco stood behind as Nick began to scroll down photo after photo of the woman.

      “Selfies and mostly selfies,” Sacco said. “Incredible.”

      What is it with this society, Nick thought, where ninety percent of its members were into this narcissistic rendezvous with themselves? He kept rummaging down the folder, looking at previews of this woman’s life. Selfies in coffee shops, in Central Park, at the movies, watching plays, at home, in the bathroom, at restaurants. A few photos from work, or so Nick assumed. A lifetime presented in small flashes of pictorial history.

      Normal people on display, not realizing bad shit happened to nice people.

      “Unfreakingbelievable,” Nick whispered. “Her entire life in the ether for every pervert to see. No one should do this kind of shit.”

      “We’re cops.” Sacco patted him on the shoulder. “We don’t even put our names on our mailboxes.”

      Nick clicked through a dozen more photos. Paused. Two or three poses of the woman caught his attention. His eyes moved to the dates. About four months ago, right after the divorce. He refocused on the victim. There was something about her bearing, which brought to mind a sense of…what exactly? He scrutinized Isabel Creasy’s face. Her expression seemed almost forlorn and, at the same time appeared to telegraph a need for approval, for love. Look at me, she seemed to be saying. I matter. I yearn. I’m available, sexy. Like me?

      Please like me.

      Love me.

      Vulnerability on stage.

      Nick didn’t know why he thought that.

      “How many of these are there?” Sacco squinted at the folder.

      “Too many.”

      “Well, we’d better hurry,” Sacco said after a brief glance at his wristwatch. “Traffic to Wall is a bitch at this hour.”

      Nick thought a few minutes’ delay now would not be worth a blink in this poor woman’s eternity. For Isabel Creasy, earthly delays wouldn’t affect her forever time clock anymore.

      “Meet you by the car in five.”
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      The drive to Wall was tedious, long, and annoying.

      Once at their destination, Nick placed the parking placard on the dashboard, an advantage of the shield, and rode up with Sacco to the ex-husband’s work floor.

      The elevators opened to a wide lobby, swanky in impression and decoration. The telemarketing support firm was one whose name Nick didn’t recognize but, by the real estate they currently rented, had to be one of the Fortune 500 giants out there, or someone close to their profit margins. Then again, it could be window dressing bullshit.

      “May I help you?”

      A receptionist, young, dressed in New York chic perfection, approached. Although a robotic smile plastered her lips, her eyes telegraphed their presence was considered an unexpected nuisance.

      Nick almost looked around for a “No Soliciting” sign. Instead, he tapped the shield pinned on his left suit pocket.

      “NYPD to see Mr. David Creasy.”

      That stopped the woman, who, in an impressive millisecond, replaced her initial shock with ingrained and rote customer-service training.

      “Certainly,” she pointed to her left. “Does he know you’re visiting?”

      Nick and Sacco exchanged glances. Sacco’s smirk said it all.

      “He’s expecting us,” Nick answered without satisfying the sparkle of curiosity in the woman’s eyes.

      Glass doors slid open into a buzzing work area as long as a basketball court and twice the width, with tables spanning the entire length and breadth of the space. To the front and sides of each employee work area, a translucent Plexiglas privacy shield fenced every workspace. Floating over several cubicles, colorful banners stamped with employee-exceeding-quota braggadocio occasionally undulated from the circulating heated air.

      They continued toward a bank of windows cutting an L into the floor’s horizon. Curious, Nick scanned the cubicles surrounding him. Many held personalized touches dropped here and there around two computer screens on opposing ends, each touching the Plexiglas boundary with a keyboard marking the center. One screen was lit with alerts, flashing like schizophrenic traffic signals in haphazard green, yellows, and reds. The other had prewritten conversations for employees to rattle to the customer.
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