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“Imagine living your wildest fantasy – with another person, I mean – not buying a yacht and sailing around the world, or launching into space. I mean get-down carnal sex, if you will, with someone extraordinarily beautiful of any age. And I mean ANY AGE! You’d need to have a lot of money, of course, which I do, so the ready availability of such a temptation makes it almost impossible to resist.

“And it’s right here – at hand – only a simple gesture and minutes away. No matter where you are in the city, you can pull out your phone, punch in a number, and in the time it takes you to drive six blocks you could have a smiling teenaged beauty standing in front of you, eager to fulfill your most perverse, even loathsome desire. For the right price, you can even kill her, although she doesn’t know that’s your plan, of course. I’ve been told some consider the look of surprise and horror to be the height of erotica.

“That’s what’s going on here, right under our noses, the ultimate decadence, perhaps the downfall of western civilization as we know it. You’re the only one I can tell about it, the only one I’m reasonably sure is just as nauseated by The Deep Dark as I am, if you’re even aware of it. I don’t know what you can do with this information. Anyone who breathes a word to the wrong person ends up dying in especially terrible ways. And a wrong person could be a policeman, elected official, even – I’m told – a clergyman.

“I just had to tell somebody. I just hope it doesn’t get you – and me – killed.”
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PART 1: ABEL

Chapter 1: Discovery
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Of course, it had to rain, he thought, as the wipers smudged his windshield with bug guts. Bad enough they called him at 5 a.m. on his day off. Bad enough it was to be his busiest day of the year, which wasn’t saying much since he did practically nothing besides work the rest of the time.

“I’m not Homicide. I’m Vice, remember?” he croaked into his phone.

“Oh, we remember, all right,” the voice replied, barely suppressing a derogatory laugh.

He pictured the speaker Bert Emby looking over his shoulder at the others on the scene, most making no attempt to hide their mirth. Some of it was genuine contempt, of course, but some, if not most might have been self-defense to distract them from the scene of the crime.

“You’re absolutely sure my input’s that important.”  

“Abel, I don’t have to tell you the business. The sooner we identify the body, the sooner we can act on leads and the sooner we can arrest a perp. Minutes matter in cases like this, and you can save us a lot of time.”

Detective Abel Haskins of the Port City Vice Squad couldn’t argue with Emby’s logic. It was just the combination of helping fellow law enforcement officers who frequently ridiculed him, at a godawful hour, in crummy weather, on a day that demanded he be at his best.

Did I just get bit by a mosquito? he muttered, a split second after disconnecting. Perfect!

It feasted on his neck and was still buzzing for dessert. At least it didn’t get me on the face, he thought, not that he cared about the welt. If the culprit was one of those maddeningly itchy species, he might scratch it unconsciously until he caused a scab, which would elicit endless questions and involuntary stares at both the afternoon cookout and the evening’s fete.

Regarding the cookout, his nephew’s tenth birthday party, the weather reporter with the zombie-like smile promised the front would move through the region before noon. “You won’t need those umbrellas all day, folks. I guarantee it.” The weather would cooperate for college football games, fall festivals and early Halloween shindigs.

But now it was raining, just hard enough to clean the glass in front of him with a little help from the spritzer. Hard enough also to warrant the fedora, another focus of compatriot amusement. “Who wears a fedora, anymore?” Jimmy Box, aka James Bocksley, announced to the entire precinct. “What, are you stuck in the forties, A.B.? Too many Bogart movies?” Fortunately, Jimmy Box’s big mouth, most often heard ridiculing others, alienated most of his fellows and elicited little to no response.

After experimenting with most alternatives, Abel decided the fedora was the most practical of headwear during inclement weather. Umbrellas were bulky and occupied an entire extremity which in the cop game could be needed on very short notice. Hooded slickers, unless pulled taut, limited peripheral vision. A fedora kept his head dry (okay, so maybe it matted down his hair) and raindrops out of his eyes, and – why the hell am I thinking about my freaking fedora, he thought.

His mind returned to the decidedly unpleasant task at hand: identifying the body of a well-known prostitute, someone he assuredly knew by more than her professional name. He knew this because he earned the street rep of being a straight-up cop, someone who treated the so-called broken people with kindness and even gave them advanced notice when he’d have to run some in to meet his quota. The strategy earned him goodwill and even some respect from those who viewed his profession with suspicion and contempt. All of this was built on the foundation of eight years in the pastoral Christian ministry, a calling he abandoned as a self-described failure after the collapse of his marriage to the love of his life.

He pulled behind the flashing lights on Carnaby Street where the Ritz Hotel was located, an ironic name for the site of behavior no one would describe as classy. Abel glanced in the rearview mirror, centering his fedora and grimacing at his bloodshot blue eyes and two days’ growth of beard. His tired mind wandered to one last irrelevant thought. Why are so many guys wearing beards these days? It took more than twice as long to keep a beard looking trim than it did just to shave the whole thing off. One had to maintain some degree of professional grooming, didn’t one? Why spend more time than necessary staring at your mug when . . . Oh, for God’s sake! Who cares?!

He jumped from the car just in time to get splashed by a passing vehicle. Once again: perfect!

Struggling to maintain a professional demeanor, Abel approached two uniforms serving as sentries before the dilapidated Ritz. After flashing his badge, they waved him in where he immediately recognized the remnants of past glory days: a tarnished brass chandelier, once-fancy red, gold and green-striped wallpaper, a torn leather circular sofa, even a tall, enclosed bookcase with a glass pane missing, holding only a few paperbacks and chipped flower vases.

Before ascending the stairs to the second floor where he could hear several voices, he stepped to the desk, now a virtual fortress behind what was undoubtedly bullet-proof glass. He recognized Sydney who always worked weekends and would usually be dozing at this time of morning. Today, he only looked glum, not even reading the paper or some skin mag. When he lifted his eyes, he didn’t brighten up like he usually did when he espied Abel, because of the many breaks cut by the familiar vice cop.

“Who is it?” Abel asked, his mind racing through the ladies of the night who used this as one of their places of business.

“Melody,” Sydney answered quietly, returning his gaze to the counter before him – almost as if in prayer.

At the sound of her name, that vaunted professional demeanor briefly failed him. Had it been any of the girls he knew he would have mourned quietly, but the sound of Melody’s name evoked a heavy sigh.

He first saw her at The Tropics, an upscale bar in one of Port City’s better hotels. The place was crowded, the music loud and the TV was tuned to an NBA game. And there were at least two conventions in town, which the Captain never failed to identify as prime hooker time. Abel sat at the end of the bar where he could crane his neck and watch the game while shooting an occasional glance down the line of customers to identify any new talent in his district. He recognized most of them, average-looking women struggling to keep their shapes and made-up to beautify their diminishing facial features, women for whom he felt profound compassion and even a sense of protectiveness.

There was Tawny, a slightly plump bleached blonde with an extravagant cleavage bulging out of a dress at least two sizes too small for her; Marcita, Black, tall and thin, who rarely smiled, not because she wanted to act aloof, but because she desperately sought to conceal her discolored teeth (she wore a dark blue sequined dress with a black purse and high heels); and Debbi, who from a distance might pass for nineteen but up close was clearly twice that age, her hair sprayed with blue dye and her lips painted blue as well. At some point Abel’s eyes met all of theirs. They knew him as well, and knew this was a night he probably would not hassle them. As the drinks flowed, they’d become more and more attractive to those men who knew their prime had passed, who never turned a head, and who remained in marriages only for the security with women who didn’t care what they did during conventions as long as it wasn’t waved under their noses and dangerous to their health.

It was on a night like this that a stunning Nubian princess sashayed into The Tropics wearing surprisingly conservative clothing, a one-piece, knee-length dark green dress, brown shoes and carrying a brown purse. Abel noticed the din of voices ebb briefly then crescendo. Clearly, this woman did not need any help from such mundane resources as fashion or cosmetics. She need only point and any man in the bar would have jumped from his seat and chased her into a forest fire.

Tawny, Marcita and Debbi all shot glances at Abel simultaneously as if imploring him to throw a flag for unsportsmanlike conduct. He smiled in acknowledgment and knew he’d have to make the interloper’s acquaintance. Funny, he thought, how pros can recognize other pros right away, as well as outsiders with trained eyes, like vice cops. To most people in the bar this newcomer arrived early for a date or rendezvous with her husband.

Abel slid from his stool catching his fedora before it slipped off his knee onto the floor. An inebriated conventioneer, perspiring profusely, nearly trampled him to grab the seat. Several men approached the new arrival and gestured to their place at the bar. Politely, she smiled and shook her head. Seeking a lucrative business transaction required some research, which meant identifying those who smelled like big money – VPs, CEOs, etc. – and no prospective buyers thus far projected such an image. This provided Abel just enough time to elbow his way through the crowd and body block another delusional hopeful to take his place beside Miss Green. His proximity and silence elicited a frown and glance of suspicion. Aware that he now had her reluctant attention, he discreetly slipped his wallet from a jacket pocket and showed her his badge. “Slumming it tonight, are we?” he said.

“Whatever do you mean, Officer? I resent your implication.”

Suddenly, a boisterous twenty-something lurched forward and grabbed the woman’s arm. “Come on, Baby. You can do better than this old guy.”

Abel slapped the young man’s hand away, hoping not to provoke escalation. “Easy, son,” he said. “The lady and I have business.”

The other paused as if weighing his options: fight or wait? Fortunately for all, he chose the latter. “I’ll see you later, Sweetheart,” he announced over the din, “as soon as you dump this buzzard.” He retreated into the crowd.

“What exactly do you want with me? Have I committed a crime?” She eyed him with a combination of subtle hostility and mental fatigue.

“No. I’m just here to advise you. This crowd is rougher than you might think, and you’re shooting too low.”

The last remark clearly took her aback.

“Do you have an agent?” Abel asked.

“An agent?” she replied, genuinely perplexed.

“Or are you an independent?”

“Sir, I have no idea . . .”

Abel leaned forward and spoke directly into her ear, “A pimp. Do you have a pimp?”

She arched her back as he pulled away, acting like she’d been insulted. Two men standing nearby poised to intervene on behalf of the dark-skinned beauty.

Sensing their intentions, Abel hurried on. “Let me put it this way. If I arrested you for solicitation, would I find in your purse a small hand-gun or can of mace? Or if I checked your ID, would it be legitimate? Carrying phony IDs or unregistered weapons are both crimes, you know – several nights in jail before your arraignment and a possible prison sentence . . .”

“All right!” she sighed. “No. I don’t have a pimp. I’m an independent prostitute. Is that what you wanted to hear? Does it make you feel manly?”

“You can dispense with the insults, Ms. . . .? I’ve heard them all.” She remained mum. “OK, we can do it your way. Let me see your ID, please.”

Her face fell, like her whole night had been ruined.

Suddenly, Tawny stumbled by in the arms of a thoroughly inebriated date. “Hi, Officer Haskins,” she slurred unconvincingly, although her customer surely thought her drunk.

Abel nodded with a half-smile and returned his attention to “Melody,” she muttered. “I go by the name of Melody.”

“OK, Melody, here’s the deal. That young woman who just said ‘hi’ to me (Melody vainly suppressed a smile at the word young) is only acting drunk. She’s as sober as the two of us. Somewhere between here and that man’s room, she is going to excuse herself to powder her nose and call her agent. She will tell him the man’s room number, how long she plans to entertain him and the fee upon which they have both agreed. If for any reason she fails to report after, say, an hour, he will rush to this establishment and verify that she has not been hurt in any way. Woe to the man, if his sexual aggression morphs into violence. He will assuredly need stitches, perhaps even a cast or two. That’s called protection. For this the agent receives a percentage of his employee’s income, and she can fulfill her transaction with relative peace of mind. It’s a less than perfect arrangement, but one where everyone walks away reasonably satisfied – in a manner of speaking.”

“So, you’re saying I need a pimp.” Melody turned her head in case anyone in the bar could read lips.

“I’m just telling you what I’ve learned after eight years in this line of work. Prostitution is here to stay. No amount of heavy-handed prevention will change that. Thousands of years of history will back me up, so I consider it my job to minimize pain and suffering.”

“A man of principle,” she replied sarcastically.

“What I’m saying, Melody, is that you will get hurt here without representation. Either shoot higher or find some.”

“And what’s in it for you? Do you get some kickback from an agent you recommend, or do you expect a handout for information about upper class dives?”

“This will be hard for you to believe, but the only thing I care about is keeping people from getting hurt. If you plan to go solo, your better bet is the east side of town. That’s where all the banks and investment firms are located – the high rollers, if you will. I don’t know any particular watering holes. That’s not my territory. But you’re clearly new to town, and if you don’t listen to sound advice, you won’t last long here.”

She paused briefly, but then gave him a sweet smile. As she turned to leave, she brushed his face gently with her hand.

Three months later Melody called him.

“How did you get my number?” Abel asked after their initial hellos, bewildered and somewhat worried.

“Do you think you’re the only one with detective skills, Detective? I have my sources.”

Which was exactly what worried him.

“In fact, you weren’t so hard to find. You have quite a following on your side of town. I only had to ask one working girl the name of the honest vice cop and she shared it right away, plus your number, which I’m surprised to find you distribute rather generously.”

“That’s in case anyone needs emergency help . . .”

“That’s what she said, which seems like service far beyond the call of duty.”

“I’m not in it for the money.” Abel was staking out the bus station, watching for underage girls and boys disembarking alone, like wounded deer on the Serengeti. Three times a week for two hours or so, he parked among the taxis and watched a steady stream of pedestrians step down to the pavement and stride for terminal exits. Invariably, he intercepted at least two per week, flashed his badge, and asked their destination. When they couldn’t answer, he called Child Protective Services who immediately sent a counselor from their office across the street. The children were escorted to CPS, offered a meal and a place to stay. They were asked but not required to give an interview or stay in CPS facilities. Those who chose to go it alone received burner phones and an urgent appeal to call at the first sign of trouble or a change of heart. They also received, unbeknownst to them, an electronic tracking chip pinned inside a jacket sleeve or on the sole of a shoe. Child Protective Services knew of at least six hundred and twenty children, those under the age of eighteen, living in hovels, condemned buildings or the homes of likely predators. Lacking an actual complaint of legal wrongdoing, their hands were tied. Even children, most of whom fled to escape worse situations at home, had a right to privacy. Occasionally, CPS raided the most populated locations, but the kids were too fast and privy to foolproof escape routes.

Almost all of the CPS personnel volunteered their time or worked for minimum wage. The city, state and federal government, either lacked or refused to appropriate funds to save this lost generation. Even Abel, whose shift began at sundown and ended well after dawn, fulfilled this task strictly out of the goodness of his heart, usually after about four hours of sleep.

“So, you’re one of the good guys, huh?” Melody continued. “Why don’t you take me out to dinner and prove it.”

“You’re kidding me, right? You probably make ten times what I do, and – if you’re working the east side like I suggested - you at least owe me a favor.”

“I’m a tightwad, Detective, especially when it comes to men and money, but I’d consider going Dutch.”

They decided on a modestly priced Italian restaurant, Ferducci’s, and set a date for early that evening. Melody turned a few heads, but as expected Abel did not. The tall, stately Black beauty in the low-cut dark blue sequined mini-dress evoked a host of similar questions in the crowded establishment, most of them simply “what’s she doing with him?”

Abel felt the stares and had to suppress a laugh. He harbored no delusions about his physical attractiveness. Average in stature at five foot ten, thinning hair that would soon disappear altogether, an oft-broken nose and a thick build that casual observers incorrectly identified as plump, he would hardly be confused for a lady’s man. But his physical appearance belied the qualities more than a few women found alluring, not least of which was a genuinely kind heart.

It was his openness and inner beauty that enabled guarded, even embittered souls like Melody’s to relax and share secrets that no one else knew. Originally, she intended this tryst as a simple gesture of thanks, a quick forty-five-minute meal, then off to work. But the reserved, amusing gentleman on the other side of the table disarmed her to the point where she wanted him to know more about her. She wanted his friendship, and friends confided in one another.

She was born and raised in a small town in Kentucky, the daughter of a distillery worker who died when she was five and an emotionally challenged mother who required frequent counseling and more than occasional stints in mental health institutions. When Grace Turnbull was deemed well enough to return home, her only child Alicia cared for her, sometimes to the point of changing soiled bed sheets. Of course, her school work suffered, exacerbated by a learning disability that was detected too late to instill any interest in book-learnin’. Alicia/Melody possessed only one quality that promised a steady, perhaps even lucrative income – her looks. These and precocious physical development drew endless and frequently unwanted attention. Amazingly, although relentlessly pawed by schoolboys, cousins and uncles alike, she was never raped. At least she was never penetrated, until her senior year in high school, and that was by choice, her first lover being – of course – the quarterback of their undefeated football team.

Upon graduation, a remarkable accomplishment under the circumstances, with barely qualifying grades, she announced to her mother and her mother’s two sisters that she was leaving Kentucky forever, and if they hoped to see her again, they’d have to come visit. Alicia enrolled in a beautician school, where she learned not only to enhance the appearance of customers, but also herself. In the meantime, with the help of computer courses, she succeeded in dispelling the mannerisms of a rube, her only obvious shortcoming, and adopting a polished persona that would ultimately appeal to men of high social standing. She fended off several proposals of marriage, even from wealthy benefactors already hitched. While the promise of security tempted her, she had lived on the edge for so long, had survived and even thrived through her own wiles, that such options felt like a retreat or surrender. She wanted more. She wanted love, and would wait for the rest of her life, if necessary, to find it.

“I can’t believe I’m telling you all this,” she declared to Abel with a look of amazement. “You are a dangerous man!”

He was also a perceptive man and knew Melody’s confessions were not to be confused with a declaration of attraction. They could be friends – she might even offer him a freebie – but two factors limited the chances of deeper emotional involvement. Due to her nomadic nature, Melody would eventually move on to another city and Abel was still deeply in love with another woman.

By the time the detective shared a good portion of his own life story, he was late for his shift and Ferducci’s was quickly emptying. The sound of clanking pots and clinking China soon overtook the hum of conversations, and the patient albeit expectant looks from the wait staff told them the time had come to leave.

As previously agreed upon, Melody and Abel split the bill, which was quite modest given neither imbibed in alcoholic beverage for reasons of professional commitment. As they stood on the sidewalk out front preparing to part, Melody leaned forward and kissed him gently on the cheek. He gave her a peck in return, squeezed her arm, turned and walked away without saying another word.

Two days later she called him again and declared simply, “I want to give your hair a trim. You look like one of the Little Rascals.” When he asked why she didn’t go back into styling professionally, she answered matter-of-factly, “I can make more in one night turning tricks than I can in a month at a hair salon.” A brief debate over where to meet followed. Abel assumed Melody would declare her living quarters off-limits, but his place was an embarrassing mess and he told her so. To his surprise, she seemed very open to having him come by her apartment on Saturday morning. When he arrived, he was struck by the temporary feel of the furnishings – no pictures on the wall or inviting recliner. He only noted the inexpensive cloth sofa and small television. However, she did her best to make him feel like he was about to receive professional treatment. She had already placed a chair on top of a sheet and draped a towel over her forearm. She wore sweatpants and a loose-fitting t-shirt, but still looked spectacular. She took her time with scissors and a comb, even shaved his scruff with a professional razor. All the time they shared small talk – favorite movies, types of music.

When she finished, she placed a mirror in his hand and held up another one behind his head, so he could inspect the scope of her work. It was simply the best haircut he had ever received. She even made his thinning hair up top appear thicker, rejuvenated – a masterful, professional job.

Before he left, they hugged. No passionate kisses or grasping of hands. Only a spontaneous expression of human warmth.

He would never learn what brought her to this side of town, why she didn’t remain where the clientele was more discreet, refined and generous. Maybe she enjoyed slumming it on occasion, or maybe she made a powerful enemy that forced her out of the neighborhood.

When he reached the second floor, Jerry Simpson, a homicide detective, recognized him immediately. “In here, Detective Haskins.”

Three other men crowded into the shoddy room, one of whom took pictures. He saw stains on the walls and floor and a double bed covered with crumpled sheets and three uncased foam pillows. On the floor, lying on her back with her head turned over her right shoulder, her eyes closed as if in resignation, her left knee bent and tilted over her right and her completely naked body covered in blood from her neck to her thighs, were the earthly remains of Melody, once known as Alicia Turnbull.

Detective Simpson, one of the good guys in the department, asked him simply, “Do you recognize this woman?”

Abel nodded and told him her real name and the place where she grew up in the event that next of kin could be located.

“From what we can tell on preliminary examination, her john stabbed her breasts and vaginal area upwards of forty times with either an ice pick or an awl, or something like that. Believe it or not, those wounds individually or collectively probably would not have proved fatal. After the attack, she cut her own throat with that barber’s razor.” On hearing this, Abel saw it for the first time, grasped in her right hand and covered with blood. “I guess she figured with the merchandise permanently disfigured there was no point in going on.”

Without another word, the vice cop turned, descended the stairs, stepped out into the morning mist – and wept.
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Chapter 2: A Brief Rest
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The sun soon peaked through the clouds as the weather woman promised, which swept away much of Abel’s early morning drowsiness. It did nothing to alleviate his grief, however. While he accepted the preliminary theory as suicide, until he knew for certain the circumstances leading to Melody’s tragic end he’d obsess over her case – even though it now belonged to Homicide, not Vice.

On another day finding his assigned parking spot occupied in the Bay Ridge Apartments complex would have resulted in muttered profanity. Today, however, sadness stifled anger - this and the misgivings he had carried for weeks about the events of the coming afternoon and evening. Luckily, he found a visitor’s spot half a building away. He could have commandeered his next-door neighbor’s place, but that would have earned him similar epithets, and he had long ago vowed not to follow in the example of the ungodly, a la Psalm 1.

A shave and shower did little to lift his spirit, which sagged even further at the sight of his cluttered tiny one-bedroom apartment. Apart from the contrast in housekeeping standards, Abel was struck by the similarities between his and Melody’s domiciles – blank white walls with no pictures, awards or diplomas, no evidence that a human being actually lived here. No shelves with books or knick-knacks, souvenirs from recent trips or milestones of youth. Only blank white walls.

With just over four hours to kill before he was due at his sister’s home for her son Jackie’s tenth birthday cookout, Abel plopped into his leather recliner, swept a small pile of newspapers and an empty pizza box to one end of an aging glass-topped coffee table, cranked up the footrest and turned on his forty-inch flat panel TV. ESPN ran down the day’s schedule of college football games about which he could not possibly care less; the news networks all provided their sensationalized slants on national politics, the waning pandemic and any crime, no matter how localized, that might continue to seize public interest, either a missing or murdered white girl or a seemingly-unjustified police shooting. He switched to a late-night talk show host’s opening monologue, but couldn’t squeeze a chuckle out of it despite some pretty clever writing. Dropping his feet to the floor, Abel leaned forward and sifted through the newspapers for an unfinished puzzle page, settling immediately on an untouched Sudoku. It took about ten seconds to remember that the Sudokus got more difficult as the week progressed, making Friday’s the second toughest of the week. No way he could devote that kind of mental energy to a puzzle.

He sighed, desperately paging through an internal catalogue of alternatives to keep his one true, self-defeating vice at bay. After five minutes, he surrendered to temptation and replaced the recurring memory of Melody, aka Alicia Turnbull, with familiar images from his laptop computer. A casual observer might have expected him to access porn, but that person would be unaware of his daily exposure to the exploitation of women, particularly young women. Conscience and the endless stream of explicit sexual acts he witnessed almost every day made porn his least tempting option. No, like a reformed alcoholic falling off the wagon, Abel felt the rush only someone struggling with deferred self-gratification could understand.

He discarded a three of hearts, a four and nine of diamonds and asked for replacements in a game of five card draw. Soon, he’d graduate to seven card stud, Texas hold ‘em, roulette and electronic slots. At one point he found himself up over eight hundred dollars, that voice in his head screaming for him to stop. But the other voice, the one that always prevailed, argued that he was on a hot streak and his luck was destined to continue.

That’s karma, isn’t it? he reasoned with himself. You experience tragedy, but the fates make up for it in other ways. Surely God would smile on him after what he’d just been through.

By late morning it became plain that God did not smile this day. When he checked his watch, he realized if he didn’t quit now he’d be late for the cookout, so he shut down his computer, four hundred dollars in the hole. Not that anyone asked, but this was the reason he lived in a cheap one-bedroom apartment and drove an aging vehicle despite a pretty decent salary.

Abel jumped up, hurried to his closet, donned a pair of jeans, a striped polo shirt and new Adidas. The weather lady predicted temperatures in the low seventies and clear skies, but he took a slicker with his Panama hat just in case. At least the hat would keep his head from getting sunburned.

Halfway to his sister Sarah’s house, he realized he’d forgotten Jackie’s present. Now, he was sure to be late. He raced back to Bay Ridge, fully cognizant of the most popular speed traps, grabbed Jackie’s new football, which he had forgotten to wrap, stopped at a Walgreens where he purchased a preposterously overpriced gift bag, and pushed his luck even further to his ultimate destination.

By now, some would be asking where he was. Others would be hoping he didn’t show. One of these was Sarah’s husband Silas who resented her loyalty to Abel, believing she owed total devotion to her spouse. He’d view Abel’s absence as somewhat of a relief, but regret missing his chance to shame the older brother for his career change. While he justified telling his sons to avoid their uncle due to his unseemly job, it was pretty apparent that he was jealous of his sons’ love for the vice cop.

In the meantime, Sarah would be fighting annoyance for having to make excuses for her brother’s delinquency, as well as hurt for the fact that he put her in this position.

A glance at his watch told him he’d only be fifteen minutes late. Still plenty of time to socialize, eat heartily, have a catch with the boys, and share cake and ice cream.

But there was a lot more of the day to go, and he still couldn’t shake the sight of Melody lying on the floor of a dingy hotel room, covered in her own blood, but with a face that looked to be at peace.
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Chapter 3: The Cookout
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“Abel David Haskins, you are late!”

“Sarah Philomena Haskins, I’m sorry! But only twenty minutes.”

Abel’s younger sister by three years ran up to him and threw her arms around his neck. “You thought you were going to be able to sneak in here by coming around the house rather than through the front door, but I caught you.”

“You did, indeed. I was hoping to blend in before you saw me so I could say I got here at noon, but you caught me.”

“I miss you so much, big brother,” she sighed, leaning back, but keeping her arms curled around his neck. “And it’s Ashford, by the way, Sarah Philomena Ashford. Why do you insist on calling me by my maiden name when you know it only creates hard feelings?” She pulled back, glared at him accusatorily, but quickly changed the subject. “I can’t believe how little we see each other living only fifteen miles apart.”

“You know my business and my schedule, dear little sister. I’d love to see . . . you more often, but my job and your lifestyle just don’t jive.” He was going to say ‘you all’, but that would have been a lie. Indeed, there was one in his sister’s household he preferred to avoid.

As if on cue, Sarah added barely above a whisper, “Silas had to make a quick run to Home Depot. He forgot he loaned our second propane tank for a church picnic and found out we had two empties. He should be back in about twenty minutes.”

Abel gazed lovingly into his sister’s face. Her wide, beautiful green eyes more than compensated for very thin lips and a nose slightly too big for her face. By almost anyone’s standards she’d be considered pretty, a bit too thin and a bundle of nervous energy, but good-natured and patient to a fault – qualities Abel once possessed in abundance, but no more.

“I’m sure he’ll get the best propane money can buy,” he said flatly.

“Now Abel,” Sarah chided, “I mean it. Play nice. This is Johnie’s day and we want him to have good memories of it.”

“I’ll be good,” he promised.

She backed away at the gleeful shout from her sons. “Uncle Abel!” two boys cried, racing up and throwing their arms around him.

“It’s Jackie and Mackie,” Abel exclaimed, “Two of my favorite nephews.”

“I thought we are your favorites,” Mackie, the younger of the two pouted.

“Well, until your cousins get here, you are,” he answered diplomatically.

“Then what?” Jackie pressed, feigning injury.

“Then it’s a tie between the four of you, including Marty and Terry. I have to be fair, you know.” In truth, Jackie and Mackie were his favorites. Marty, six, and Terry, four, were very withdrawn. In fact, Abel’s younger-by-five-years brother Jonathan and sister-in-law Patricia, who had not yet arrived, had come to fear that Terrence may be autistic. They devoted almost all of their attention to the younger boy, leaving Martin to entertain himself most of the time. Abel could not recall ever seeing him smile.

“What’s in the bag?” Jackie asked mischievously.

“The bag? Oh, yes.” Abel peered into it as if he had forgotten. “Why, I do believe that’s your birthday present, Mr. Jackson. And you know what else? I suspect your mom and dad won’t mind if we open it and play with it before ice cream and cake.” He reached in and pulled out the Spalding football, still in its cardboard display box, ripped it free and tossed it to the birthday boy.

“It’s not blown up,” Jackie declared without judgment.

“Yeah, I’ll have to get you a hand pump to fix that, I guess. But for now, maybe it’s better this way, just in case someone gets hit in the face or something.”

“Throw it to me!” Mackie cried, and Jackie gladly obliged.

“Thank you, Uncle Abel,” his oldest nephew called over his shoulder as he and his little brother raced out into the middle of the enormous backyard, surrounded by a red seven-foot wood fence. Almost all of the yards in this neighborhood were equally huge, as were the homes, perhaps ‘estates’ was a better word, a locale that proudly screamed abundant wealth.

“Abel, honey, Mom and Dad are here,” Sarah announced as she set a plate of olives, sliced cheese and crackers on one of the four hard plastic picnic tables lining the brick patio. An elderly couple sat with their backs to him, unconvincingly distracted by the antics of their grandsons.

“Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad,” Abel said with a wave and forced enthusiasm.

As if noticing him for the first time, Stephen and Ophelia Haskins turned to face their oldest son. Stephen rose to shake his hand like he was meeting a stranger while Ophelia remained seated awaiting a kiss. “Hello, Abel,” “It’s good to see you, son,” his mother and father said simultaneously. “How’s wor . . .” his father stopped short upon recalling the nature of Abel’s current employment.

His mother quickly looked away and clapped her hands with a shout, “Good catch, Malachi!”

Quickly changing the subject, Stephen continued, “How’s your health been? Are you dating anybody these days, taking any trips, seeing any games?” Although his interest clearly lacked sincerity, Abel appreciated the effort at least. His father, a tall, thin, fully gray former clergyman with pale blue eyes and a pronounced proboscis, resumed his seat and in so doing blocked his mother’s view of the boys at play. With a sigh she slid over, making room for Abel to sit beside her, a move she seemed to have regretted.

“In answer to your questions, Dad, ‘good, no, no and no.’” Stephen Haskins dropped the question regarding Abel’s work because he made no secret that he disapproved of the oldest son’s change of career. They had already spent far too much time arguing his decision at family get-togethers and seemed determined to avoid the subject as passionately as quarreling Republicans and Democrats.

Ophelia, a woman who looked at least twenty years older than her actual age, wearing a print skirt, dress shoes and a hairdo fit for a black-tie affair, did not share her husband’s reticence. “Have you given any thought to a return to the ministry?” she asked without turning her head to face him.

Before he could answer, a tall, handsome, robust, sandy-haired man wearing a maroon polo shirt, grey Bermudas and high white sox with sneakers, practically stormed into the backyard carrying two propane tanks. “Apologies, all,” he exclaimed. “The fault for a delay in today’s festivities falls entirely on me.”

Immediately, Ophelia and Stephen jumped from their seats, leaving Abel alone, and rushed to greet their son-in-law Silas Ashford, senior pastor of the New Eden Christian Church, which he founded six years before, about the same time Abel accepted his duties on the Port City Vice Squad.

Abel tried but failed to squelch a rush of jealousy, which he knew was unjustified. But human nature being what it is, the blatant rejection and contemptuous criticism from some of those closest to him frequently aroused resentment. In spite of this, he rose as well, because to do otherwise would have been correctly perceived as small.

After Stephen and Ophelia exchanged exuberant hugs with their son-in-law, Abel stepped forward and offered his hand. This Silas took with a smile that seemed genuine. “Officer Haskins, I’m happy to see you again.” Abel tried not to read too much into the greeting. He didn’t sense sarcasm in the address, nor did he take it as Silas distancing him as a member of the family. It may actually have been a gesture of respect. That’s the way he chose to take it, anyway.

Immediately, the boys rushed in from throwing the ball. “Dad!” Jackie cried. “Look what Uncle Abel got for me!” He tossed the ball to his father, who by now had set the heavy canisters down, but Silas let the ball bounce off his chest and fall to the ground. “I told you boys that football is out. You may not play it. There are too many chances for lasting injuries, and it is a waste of time.” All of this was new to Abel. Had he known their father’s position, he would have bought Jackie something else. Unfortunately, his parents interpreted the gift as an attempt to subvert their father’s authority. He could see it on their faces. It reminded him how quick Christian church-goers can be in jumping to false conclusions.

“Sorry, Jackie and Mackie, I didn’t know.”

“Next time, please ask, Abel. Their mother and I compiled a list of gifts we considered appropriate for a young boy. And by the way, for the umpteenth time, please address them by their Christian names, which are John and Malachi, as I’m sure you know.” By this time Sarah had taken her place beside her husband and was clearly saddened by the exchange.

Abel reached down, picked up the ball and dropped it back in the gift bag. “I will return this and buy something on that list for John. Please accept my apologies.”

While the boys looked downcast, Silas seemed appeased. In the meantime, another figure approached from the corner of the house, Silas’ brother Jesse. Relief immediately washed over Abel, since Jesse, the antithesis of his older sibling, would assuredly provide some amusing conversation, most of it inappropriate for mixed and self-righteous company. He looked forward to sharing the outcasts’ table with him.

“Well, let’s get this grill fired up!” Silas bellowed. “We don’t want any stray mutts sniffing out our chitlins.” Stephen and Ophelia sat close to the grill so they could converse quietly with Silas. Sarah and the boys returned to the house, she to freshen up the salads and the boys to watch TV. Abel and Jesse took the table farthest from the grill, exchanged looks and suppressed smiles.

“So what’s new in the world of vice?” Jesse asked, unabashed by the subject.

“About anything you could imagine – and more,” Abel replied.

“Does everybody on the force still believe you’re knocking off a piece when so inspired?” Jesse identified a popular explanation for Abel’s unusually long tenure in Vice.

“Some. But I’m finding that line of thinking more common here,” the detective replied.

“Don’t I know it. At least in my case it’s probably true. I have some very good weed, if you’re interested.”

Abel nodded, obviously interested. “Let’s talk later. I don’t carry cash, anymore, so I’d have to mail you a check.”

“Not a problem. If I can’t trust a fallen clergyman police officer, who can I trust?”

Abel only smiled, but it quickly wavered. “I received some very bad news this morning. A prostitute of whom I was very fond was found punched through with holes from a sharp object. Apparently, she could not live with this permanent blight on her natural beauty, so she took a straight razor and cut her own throat.”

“Now that’s why I knew this shindig would be tolerable, stories like that.” Reading the sorrow on Abel’s face, Jesse immediately changed his tune. “Seriously, I’m sorry for your loss.”

“It’s part of the job,” he replied simply, then changed the subject. “So, how’s the band going?” Jesse Ashford, bassist extraordinaire, still clung to the hope that someday he and his buds would break through and shake the Garden, fulfilling his dream of sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll. But his fortieth birthday seemed to announce the end of an era. His long black hair, moustache and goatee, along with the black t-shirt, tight black jeans and boots were beginning to look silly on a man whose day job was managing a car wash.

“It’s going – and almost gone,” he answered, as a rueful look covered his face. “At some point you have to consider the possibility that your lack of success is not just bad luck or ineffective management. Maybe you just suck. And the question that keeps biting you like a poisonous snake is: what do you do now? You’re already a full generation behind people your age – you know, the ones with careers and families. The only way to catch up is to scrap everything you’ve lived for and dive completely into a different swimming pool. Even then, it might be too late. So, you light up a doobie, contemplate your navel and try to decide whether to stay the course and risk leaving this world as a disillusioned, undiscovered artist.”

Abel leaned forward almost bumping foreheads with his friend. “Holy shit, Jesse! I hope you’ve got a secret cache of fentanyl handy for your final exit.” They both laughed. “But seriously, I have an idea for a career change if you’re open to it.”

Jesse raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“You could become a clergyman,” he said, which prompted one of those giggle sessions that neither could suppress, drawing some suspicious looks from the family. Abel intended this as a knock on Silas, not the clergy in general, and he hoped Jesse understood that.

“Some friend you are,” Jesse replied, “recommending a move opposite to yours.”

“I had my reasons, most of them valid. You’ll hear the specifics before long, I’m pretty sure. They never let me go without the third degree.”

“Food’s ready!” Silas shouted, just as the last attendees appeared in the backyard: Jonathan Haskins, Abel’s and Sarah’s younger brother by five and two years respectively, a highly successful stockbroker, who never let his family forget exactly how successful; his pretty, demure wife Patricia, whom they knew as Patty, nee O’Malley, an Irish Catholic whose family never forgave her for marrying a Protestant (which reflected the same mentality as the senior Haskins); their two sons, Martin (Marty), age six, who instantly ran to intercept his favorite cousin Malachi as he emerged from the house; and Terrence (Terry), four, a child so withdrawn they all worried about him. “Well, now!” Silas shouted again on seeing them. “The party can finally start. Our brother and sister and nephews have arrived.”

Sarah came out carrying a tray with two large bowls filled with potato and tossed salad, hastily placed them on the lone empty picnic table and turned to hug her brother and sister-in-law with a radiant smile, somewhat less enthusiastic than the one she flashed at Abel. Marty hugged his aunt energetically. He always told his parents that Sarah looked “so good,” a little boy’s way of saying he had a crush on her. Terry stood rigidly by his mother and said nothing.

Once again Stephen and Ophelia practically leapt from their seats to smother their son and his family with affection.

Abel and Jesse remained seated, but turned and waved warmly. John, the birthday boy, also gave his aunt and uncle a hug, then took a seat beside his two other uncles.

“Why John, aren’t you going to sit with us?” Ophelia said, making no attempt to mask her hurt.

Of course, Abel and Jesse knew they were much cooler dudes, but both urged Jackie to sit with Grandma and Grandpa. “We’ll catch up later, kiddo,” Jesse promised. “I have some neat stories to tell you.”

“You’ll keep your distance from my son!” Silas stormed, suddenly casting a pall over the scene.

Sarah’s face fell and shut her eyes. “Silas . . .” she said in quiet rebuke.

The host quickly changed his demeanor. “Well, let’s eat. Food’s getting cold.”

“Who’s going to say grace?” Ophelia challenged with a wicked twinkle.

“I’ll pass,” Jesse declared, eliciting some good-natured laughter - and some derisive.

“Me, too,” Jonathan added.

“Well, that leaves only Stephen and Silas,” Ophelia remarked, once again revealing her staid presumptions that only men should lead in grace, and only ordained men at that. Her failure to include Abel as a viable candidate was no oversight.

Suddenly, Jackie came to the rescue. “It’s my birthday party! I want to say grace!”

Instantly, everyone present cheered the ten-year-old’s courage and his inadvertent rescue of a strained situation.

“Let’s bow our heads in prayer,” he said very formally, locking his hands over his chest and pressing his eyes shut. “Thank you, God, for my birthday party and for bringing my family together to eat good food.” He hesitated for a few seconds, but could think of nothing to add. “Amen,” he said finally.

In their own ways, everyone muttered their quiet approval.

Abel gave a thumbs up to his nephew, whose face was already smeared with ketchup from a juicy hamburger.

On seeing their communication, Ophelia had to add, “I’m so proud of you, John. Only your father and grandfather could have done better.”

“What, not me, Mom?” Jonathan queried, feigning hurt.

Ophelia reached over and patted her youngest son’s hand. “I’m sure you would have done fine. You are an elder, after all. Unfortunately, some of us have no place in the church anymore.”

The rest knew she was talking about Abel, but no one added to her challenge.

They passed the next twenty minutes in virtual silence, broken only on occasion by Jonathan and Silas bantering about the local sports teams. I guess it’s okay to follow sports, Abel thought. Just don’t play them.

Hamburgers, hot dogs, spare ribs, corn on the cob (the very last harvest of an unusually long season), potato salad, mixed salad and macaroni salad which Patty brought thoroughly sated all appetites.

Barely stifling a belch, John excitedly addressed his brother and cousin, “Let’s play Frisbee!” Without another word, the three jumped up from the table and ran out into the open back yard.

“Take it easy, boys, you just ate!” Sarah warned. “We don’t want anybody getting sick!”

“Oh! Can I play? Can I play?” Jesse pleaded like a child himself.

“I think it’s best if the adults stay together,” Silas said flatly, looking from his brother to Abel. “At least those of adult age,” he added.

To hide her discomfort, Patty of the beautiful red hair, paid full attention to Terry, who had to be fed by hand. It was balding, muscular Jonathan who finally got the conversation started. “I made a huge haul this month, enough to pay off the Mercedes.” He spoke of a hundred thousand dollar SUV parked out front, which no one other than his wife and kids had yet seen.

“I’m so proud of you,” his mother exclaimed, “the success you’ve become.”

“How about you, Abel?” Silas put in, to his mother-in-law’s delight. “Arrested any hookers lately?”

“Holy shit! They don’t waste any time, do they?” Jesse muttered.

“I assume you mean prostitutes,” Abel replied evenly, “the kind of people Jesus hung around with.”

“I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me or anybody else about Jesus,” Silas answered, struggling to control his temper.

“Could we change the subject please?” Sarah said.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Patty interrupted, “I think Terry needs changing.” Without another word, she lifted the four-year-old and carried him into the house.

“Yeah, let’s talk politics instead,” Jesse said with a smile, hoping the rest would appreciate his stab at humor.

“How long have you worked as a vice cop, now?” Stephen inquired, knowing the answer.

“Six years, Dad, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“And in all that time you never felt the call to return to the ministry?” Ophelia pressed.

“I’m sure you’ll find this hard to understand, Mom, Dad, the rest of you – but I never left the ministry. In fact, I feel like I’m more of a minister now than I ever was serving a church.” He quickly tried to arrest any misperception of his words. “Which is not to say that those who serve churches are not ministers,” he added glancing at Silas and his father. “I’m only saying there are many ways we can serve the Lord, and in what I’m doing I found my calling.” He avoided looking at Sarah who was openly smiling at him.

In a vain attempt at humor, Jonathan put in, “Right, you can save souls and get all the tail you want in the meantime.”

“Jonathan!” Ophelia cried. “Language!”

Abel could see that his mother only pretended anger. Jonathan failed to conceal a smug, self-satisfied expression. Momentarily, Abel recalled the classic Smothers Brothers shtick when Tommy, the older guitar-playing brother complained to his bassist younger brother Dickie, “Mom always liked you best.” In this case it was plainly so, but for him not quite so funny.

What hurt most was the fact that they refused to believe his motives were genuine. Also, their attitudes smacked of self-righteous hypocrisy.

Silas bided his time to address Abel’s remark about parish ministry. “Some can cut it in the church and some can’t,” he announced. “Those who fail desperately try to rationalize that failure.”

“I just don’t understand why this continues to be a topic of conversation for you after all this time. I mean it’s been eight years, two as a beat cop and six in vice. When are you going to accept me as I am and let me be part of this family again?”

Abel’s father Stephen burst in immediately, “Because you have brought embarrassment on this family. You have abandoned decency and honorable service in favor of cavorting with the lowest of the low. I mean look at your brother-in-law.” Abel could almost sense Silas’ chest swelling with pride, while his wife Sarah cringed. “He started a church with a handful of members and built it into a mega-congregation with its own weekly podcast. That’s what true, committed service to the Lord looks like.”

Jesse could contain himself no longer. “I’ve heard it said many times that when God builds a church, Satan builds a chapel right next door.”

“Oh, my dear drug addicted, hippie brother speaks,” Silas spat. “We’ll see how it goes for us respectively on Judgment Day.”

“You may be unpleasantly surprised,” Jessed sneered, then turned his head away.

Trying to keep the peace, Abel interjected, “I’m only saying there are many different types of service to the Lord. I found parish ministry to be unsatisfying, stifling, and I wasn’t very good at it.”

“I bet you were better than you think,” Sarah said, reaching over and patting his hand, eliciting a glance of suppressed fury from her husband.

“That depends entirely on who you ask,” Abel replied. “One church I served grew. Others did not. All the while I felt like congregations were a buffer between me and the real world, that the ones who really needed my help, the ones who never heard the gospel or felt God’s loving touch, were and are the people I’m serving now.”

“And such thinking cost you your marriage, another blight on our family,” Ophelia growled.

At this Abel fell silent, desperately trying to control his temper. “Mother dear, if you remember correctly, my marriage ended before I left the parish ministry. In fact, it might have ended because I didn’t leave soon enough.” He turned his attention to his brother-in-law. “Silas, I’ll confess that when you first started out, I was jealous of you, seeing all those people flocking to hear you preach. And what a preacher you were, better than I could ever hope to be.”

“You were a very good preacher, my brother,” Sarah interrupted. “Don’t underestimate yourself.”

“Thank, Sis. But not like Silas. He had a way of making everyone who heard him believe he was talking directly to them, myself included.” Turning his attention back to his brother-in-law, he added, “Then you got popular - famous, if you will. You started preaching like you were more afraid of offending your listeners than you were in challenging them. You forgot the gospel stings as well as soothes. And then you took on staff to handle the mundane chores of counseling and hospital visits – praying for those who suffered. And you became the marketable image of a church that was now more a business than a house of worship. I know this because I listen to your podcast every Sunday and find myself just as disappointed in you as you are in me.”

Silas struggled to control his breath and squinted. “I say the same thing to you that I said to him,” referring to his brother, “we’ll see how we fare respectively on Judgment Day.”

“I’ve found that the people on the street are kinder, more patient and more loving than three quarters of the regular church-goers I’ve ever known. And that includes you – and me.”

“I think it’s time for ice cream and cake,” Ophelia said, shaking her head and shooting a look of sympathy at her son-in-law.

Sensing that Jesse was preparing to take off, Abel grabbed his arm and whispered, “Please stay. It won’t be much longer.”

As the boys and Patty re-gathered around the tables, Sarah asked, “Are you thinking of leaving early, Bro?”

“Well, actually yeah,” Abel replied. “I’ve got this big shindig tonight that I’ve been ordered to attend. Believe me, I’d rather not.”

“Oh, that’s right!” Sarah exclaimed, adding for all to hear. “Uncle Abel is being honored tonight at the Infinity Ballroom in the Palace Hotel, along with several other police people who served with distinction over the last year. You played a key role in smashing that child trafficking ring, the one that made the newspaper!”

“I did, with a lot of help from low-life street people who volunteered as spies and supplied critical information – only one ring out of many, however.”

“Well, for that I am certainly proud of you!” Sarah gushed. The others remained silent.

From this point they all played nice and participated in the traditional birthday ritual, the singing of Happy Birthday, the extinguishing of candles and the unwrapping of gifts. John seemed delighted by the events, which saved the day. Before leaving, Abel promised he’d replace the football with something from the list Silas provided. Both he and Jesse were the first to leave, and they left together.

“You did well, brother-in-law,” Jesse said as he climbed into his long-obsolete Volkswagen bus. “But I’m sure you know that conversation is far from over.”

“It’s pretty much the same thing every time,” Abel answered, “almost like it was ordained. That’s why I don’t socialize with them very much, and I don’t see Sarah near as often as I want to.”

“There’ll be a day,” Jesse added as he closed his door to a sudden chilling wind, referring to a rock song he wrote but never got published.

I’m still waiting for that day, Abel thought as he stepped on the gas and pulled from the curb. I’m still waiting for it.
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Chapter 4: The Fete
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Abel had to make a stop before returning home: his local dry cleaners where a suit he’d worn all of four times awaited. The only “dirt” that needed removing was dust, since it hanged in his closet for over four years.

He last wore it to Carl Jenkins wedding, Jenkins being a fellow vice cop who kept his fiancé waiting for three years before finally agreeing to close the deal. “It’s not that I don’t love her,” he once confided in Abel. “It’s just that my career makes me bad husband material, you know? The ugly shit we see all the time. How do we leave that at the precinct station? How do I put a smile on my face when I walk through the door at night and lift my girl’s heart when she sees me? How do I keep from spoiling kids, and I don’t mean in a good way?”

“That’s why you get married, CJ,” Abel replied, “So you have a place to go that makes you smile.”

Jenkins nodded thoughtfully. That evening he and his fiancé decided on a date. He asked Abel to serve as one of the ushers, the only white participant in the wedding party.

Finally, he needed the suit once more, along with polished black shoes that had endured the same sentence of neglect. Amazingly, everything still fit, although the belt was a little tight. So far Abel had managed to fend off the inevitable middle-aged paunch, thanks to countless miles-long nighttime strolls through various seedy neighborhoods. Before long, his metabolism would slow to the point where a regular exercise regimen was required to offset it. Soon, he thought, but not now.

By the time he reached his apartment, he had to hurry. The fete was located on the east side, a good half hour drive if he was lucky. Cocktails and appetizers from six to seven, a five-course dinner from seven to eight-thirty and then dancing to the music of an eight-piece orchestra until midnight. The latter he planned to skip, of course, having no date. Besides, the fewer people he saw the easier it was to maintain anonymity, which was essential in his line of work.

Denny, Captain Dennis Fagan, wisely acceded to exhortations from the honorees by dispensing with his plan to award those officers who epitomized the role of public servant. He only wanted them to have their day – or evening – in the sun, receive a round of applause for their sacrifice, hard work and professionalism in solving some of the city’s most heinous crimes. While Abel and his fellow champions appreciated the sentiment, most of them cringed at the thought of being distinguished from their fellows. So much of their success hinged on intrepid detective work, loyal informants and lucky breaks, the latter two being luxuries relatively few enjoyed. They also convinced their captain to abstain from printed programs with pictures and biographies, which could end up nailed on telephone poles throughout the city.

“Well, fuck it then,” Fagan replied. “Let’s just have a party. The city’s paying for it and the fat cats will all be there, so let’s bump elbows with the upper crust and live the high life for one night.”

That sounded good to everybody except Abel, for a reason he never shared. In fact, if he had not been virtually ordered by Denny to attend, he would have asked to work his regular shift.

The moment he tightened his tie and slicked back what remained of his hair the time had come to head out. He ran through a mental checklist of dos and don’ts as he descended the stairs to his car. One alcoholic drink only, and not beer which, if he imbibed, was his preferred beverage. He simply envisioned being handed a bottle with no glass and having to gulp down its contents like he would at a tailgate party. “No glass, no class” was the common complaint. Even worse was the sight of a can, which no self-respecting caterer would ever serve, anyway. Wine only, which he drank solely on formal occasions, because of profound indifference. Be careful of sea food appetizers, the mental list went on. Even though he loved them, shrimp, scallops and sushi all gave him stomach aches, uncontrollable gas and ultimately the shits. Vegetables with dip only. He chose the main course least likely to slip off his fork and splatter his white shirt and tie – no Italian entrees, in other words. He hated gristle with a passion rarely felt under any other circumstances, which meant no meat, either beef or pork. He always seemed to get that one mouthful of petrified fat that he either spat into a napkin or swallowed with a gag, neither of which he could do without being observed by his tablemates. And of course, no seafood. Although flounder seemed like a safe choice, in his experience there was no such thing as a slab of fish perfectly deboned. As he had learned at too many restaurants and formal dinners, he’d get at least one bite that included the ever-threatening and mocking particle of fish skeleton. For this reason, he opted for the stupefyingly dull vegetarian plate – broccoli, cauliflower, carrots, green beans, peas - all tolerable, but one at a time.

He arrived at the Palace Hotel with ten minutes to spare only to find himself in a line of Maserati’s and BMWs, waiting to check in at the gate and park in the hotel’s adjoining deck. By the time his twelve-year-old Toyota reached the attendant it was ten past six p.m. “At last, a car I might be able to afford,” she said, trying to be friendly. “You must be one of the honorees, the real people.” Abel smiled humbly, replied “I am,” and showed her his invitation, which she scanned. “Have a nice time, Officer Haskins,” she said, smiling in return.

While the hotel’s décor could best be described as lavish Abel, to his surprise, was unimpressed. Golden chandeliers, enormous mirrors in silver frames, a plush red carpet that muffled all sound and lent a degree of privacy to every conversation, and enormous paintings that were probably original, of seascapes and at least one former President of the United States were all intended to evoke awe in any but the wealthiest class of patrons. It seemed an unlikely, even inappropriate place for such an event, almost as if the ones holding it were telling the police “this is what you sacrifice for,” or “this is what you’re missing.”

The Infinity Ballroom lay beyond. As he approached, he felt inquiring, perhaps even some disapproving, eyes fall upon his simple blue suit in a sea of tuxedos and formal gowns. Unfortunately, he did not know any of the other honorees, but he suspected he could pick some out by their distinctly common attire. As he entered, he first saw a massive glass wall directly ahead that opened onto a finely manicured courtyard. Tiki torches, lining the shrubbery and few remaining flowers of the season, provided both mystical light and warmth. A long bar stretched across the open doorway, staffed by male and female mixologists, dressed in black slacks and vests, white shirts and red bow ties. To his left, beyond about a hundred round tables, seating eight, adorned with cream-colored cloths and stunning floral arrangements, was a sizable dance floor and then the orchestra, which at the moment played a tune from a Broadway musical.

No one viewing this spectacle would ever guess it was intended to honor police personnel, Abel mused. This was purely a rich folks’ outing. In fact, if anyone had asked – and they didn’t – they might have learned the cops’ preference for backyard barbecue cuisine, uncovered rectangular wooden tables with benches and a band that specialized in pop and country-western music. The menu would consist of burgers, wings, nachos and tacos, crinkle fries and cold dill pickles. For beverage, beer and shots would more than suffice. Throw in some dart boards and pool tables and it would have been perfect.

It felt awkward enough standing alone, but having nothing in his hands made it worse. Abel approached the bar and waited his turn to order a glass of sweet red wine. As he stood there, a pretty young blonde woman offered hors d’oeuvres to those in cue. Abel eschewed the shrimp and helped himself to two meatballs with toothpicks, which he placed on a fancy plastic plate. The young woman smiled as if she recognized him, not as an acquaintance, but as one for whom this highly profitable gala was thrown. He smiled back in acknowledgment.

Suddenly, something happened that transformed the entire evening and perhaps changed his life forever. From behind, a woman accidentally stepped on the heel of his shoe, almost causing him to stumble and dump the meatballs on the back of the person in front of him.

She was already apologizing profusely as he turned. Then she gasped. It was Daisy, Corrine Daisy Farrell, aka “Daisy Mae”, now Corrine Daisy Pelletier. Formerly Corrinne Daisy Haskins.
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