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Praise for Ed McBain


The Frumious Bandersnatch


‘The showbiz world is not McBain’s usual territory, but he’s as comfortable here as in his detectives’ shabby squad room. The verbal badinage is sharp, clever and – like the mechanics of Carella’s investigation – always true to life’


Daily Mirror


‘Ed McBain is still as sharp as a tack. This is an up-to-the-minute, witty and clever deconstruction of today’s shallow pop world’


Irish Independent


‘An engrossing plot that will take the readers on a thrill ride through trouble. The name McBain guarantees a good read’


Good Book Guide


Fat Ollie’s Book


‘The fact that his novels, like this one, are intricately plotted and beautifully structured demonstrate his mastery of the crime form . . . That a book so late in a series can be so light and lively is a tribute to McBain’s skills. He has always admired “pros” such as Wodehouse. Fat Ollie’s Book demonstrates, once again, that he is himself a consummate professional’


Peter Gutteridge, Observer Review


‘The outcome is clever, but the greatest pleasure is the skill of the narrative’


Scotsman


‘One of the best fictional characters around . . . it’s Fat Ollie who steals the show’


Daily Mirror




This is for my wife, DRAGICA – the beginning of everything for me.
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Ed McBain and The Murder Room


››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.


From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››




The Murder Room


Where Criminal Minds Meet





www.themurderroom.com




The city in these pages is imaginary.


The people, the places are all fictitious.


Only the police routine is based on established investigatory technique.




1.


GLORIA KNEW THAT someone was in her apartment the moment she unlocked the door and entered. She was reaching into her tote bag when a man’s voice said, ‘No, don’t.’


Her fingertips were an inch away from the steel butt of a .380 caliber Browning.


‘Really,’ the voice said. ‘I wouldn’t.’


She closed the door behind her, reached for the switch to the right of the door jamb, and snapped on the lights.


He was sitting in an easy chair across the room, facing the entrance door. He was wearing gray slacks, black loafers, blue socks, and a matching dark blue, long-sleeved linen shirt. The throat of the shirt was unbuttoned two buttons down. The cuffs were rolled up on his forearms. There was a hearing aid in his right ear.


‘Well, well,’ she said. ‘Look what the cat dragged in.’


‘Indeed,’ he said.


‘Long time no see,’ she said.


‘Bad penny,’ he said, and shrugged almost sadly.


It was the shrug that told her he was going to kill her. Well, maybe that and the gun in his right hand. Plus the silencer screwed onto the muzzle of the gun. And their history. She knew he was not one to forget their history.


‘I’ll give it all back,’ she said at once. ‘Whatever’s left of it.’


‘And how much is that, Gloria?’


‘I haven’t been frugal.’


‘So I see,’ he said, and with a slight arc of the gun barrel indicated her luxurious apartment. She almost reached into the tote again. But the gun regained its focus at once, steady in his hand, tilted up directly at her heart. She didn’t know what kind of gun it was; some sort of automatic, it looked like. But she knew a silencer when she saw one, long and sleek and full of deadly promise.


‘What’s left of the thirty million?’ he asked.


‘I didn’t get nearly that much.’


‘That was the police estimate. Thirty million plus.’


‘The estimate was high.’


‘How much did you get, Gloria?’


‘Well, the smack brought close to what they said it was worth. . . .’


‘Which was twenty-one mil, six-hundred thou.’


The gun steady in his fist. Pointing straight at her heart.


‘But I had to discount it by ten percent.’


‘Which left twenty-one mil, six-hundred thou.’


Lightning fast calculation.


‘If you say so,’ she said.


‘I say so.’


A thin smile. The gun unwavering.


‘Go on, Gloria.’


‘The police sheet valued the zip at three mil. I got two for it.’


‘And the rest?’


‘I’m not sure I have all this in my head.’


‘Try to find it in your head, Gloria,’ he said, and smiled again, urging her with the gun, wagging it encouragingly. But not impatiently, she noticed. Maybe he didn’t plan to kill her after all. Then again, there was the silencer. You did not attach a silencer to a gun unless you were concerned about the noise it might make.


‘The rocks brought around half a mil. The lucy was estimated at close to a mil. I got half that for it. The ope, I had a real hard time dealing. The cops said eighty-four large, I maybe got twenty-five for it. If I got another twenty-five for the hash, that was a lot. The gage brought maybe one-fifty large for the bulk. The fatties, I smoked myself.’ She smiled. ‘Over a period of time,’ she said.


‘Over a long period of time,’ he said. ‘So let me see. You got twenty-one-six for the heroin and another two for the coke. Half a mil for the crack and another half for the LSD. Twenty-five for the opium and the same for the hashish. Another one-fifty for the marijuana. That comes to twenty four million, eight hundred thousand dollars. The cigarettes are on the house,’ he said, and smiled again. ‘You owe me a lot of money, Gloria.’


‘I spent a lot of it.’


‘How much is left?’


‘I haven’t counted it lately. Whatever’s left is yours.’


‘Oh, you bet it is,’ he said.


‘Maybe twenty mil, something like that? That’s a lot of cash, Sonny.’


The name he’d used on the job was Sonny Sanson. Sonny for ‘Son’io,’ which in Italian meant, ‘I am.’ The Sanson was for ‘Sans son,’ which in French meant, ‘without sound.’ I am without sound. I am deaf. Maybe.


‘Where’s the money?’ he asked.


‘In a safe-deposit box.’


‘Do you have the key?’


‘I do.’


‘May I have it, please?’


‘And then what? You kill me?’


‘You shouldn’t have done what you did, Gloria.’


‘I know. And I’m sorry. Put down the gun. Let’s have a drink, share a joint.’


‘No, I don’t think so. The key, please. And let me see your hands at all times.’


He followed her into a lavishly decorated bedroom, a four-poster bed, a silk coverlet, a chest that looked antique Italian, silk drapes to match the bedspread. From a drop-leaf desk that also looked Italian, hand-painted with flowery scrollwork, she removed a black-lacquered box, and from it took a small, red snap-button envelope. The printing on the envelope read FirstBank.


‘Open it,’ he said.


She unsnapped the envelope, took out a small key, showed it to him.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Put it back, and let me have it.’


She put the key back into the envelope, snapped it shut, and held it out to him. He took it with his left hand, the gun steady in his right, and slipped it into his jacket pocket.


‘So here we are in my bedroom,’ she said, and smiled.


‘Took me a long time to find you, Gloria.’


‘Thought you’d never get here,’ she said. Still smiling.


‘Didn’t even have a last name for you,’ he said.


‘Yes, I know.’


‘All I knew was you’d been a driver since you were sixteen, that your end of a bank job in Boston enabled you to buy a house out on Sand’s Spit. . . .’


‘Sold it the minute I came into some money.’


‘My money.’


‘Well, actually the ill-gotten gains from narcotics the police were going to burn anyway.’


‘Still my money, Gloria.’


‘Well, yes, it was your plan, so I suppose the dope was rightfully yours. And we all got paid for what we did, so it wasn’t really right of me to . . . well . . . run off with the stash, I know that, Sonny. The plan was a brilliant one, oh, God, what a plan! First the diversion in the Cow Pasture. . . .’


‘I see you remember.’


Smiling.


‘How could I forget? And then the heist itself, at the Department of Sanitation incinerator.’


‘Yes.’


Nodding. Remembering.


‘Houghton Street on the River Harb Drive,’ she said. ‘Remember, Sonny? Me driving the truck, you sitting right beside me?’


‘Went off like clockwork,’ he said.


Still smiling, remembering.


‘Like clockwork,’ she said. Smiling with him now. Beginning to feel this would go all right after all.


‘I found the house you used to live in, Gloria. Took me a while, but I found it.’


‘What took you so long?’


‘Recuperating. You almost did me in. A doctor named Felix Rickett fixed me up. Dr. Fixit, I called him,’ he said, and smiled again.


‘Yeah, well, like I said, I’m sorry about that.’


‘I’m sure you are,’ he said, and glanced knowingly at the gun in his hand. ‘The present owner of the house told me he’d bought it from a woman named Gloria Anstdorf.’


‘Yep, that was me, all right.’


‘German ancestry?’


‘I suppose so. I know the dorf part means ‘village’ in German. My grandmother thinks the anst may have come from “badieanstalt,” which means “baths” in German. A village where they had thermal baths, you know? She thinks the Customs people at Ellis Island shortened it when her parents got to America. To Anstdorf, you know?’


‘But that’s not the name in your mailbox, Gloria.’


‘No, it isn’t.’


‘You bought this apartment as Gloria Stanford.’


‘Yes. What I did was rearrange the letters a little. From Anstdorf to Stanford. Made the name a little more American, you know?’


‘A lot more American.’


‘Never hurts to rearrange the letters of your name here in the land of the free and home of the brave, does it? Especially when someone might be looking for you.’


‘It’s called an anagram, Gloria.’


‘What is?’


‘Rearranging the letters to form another word.’


‘Is that right?’


‘Anstdorf to Stanford. An anagram.’


‘Is that what I did? An anagram? I’ll be damned.’


‘Never hurts to use anagrams here in the land of the free and home of the brave.’


‘I suppose not.’


‘But I found you anyway, Gloria.’


‘So you did. So why don’t we make the most of it?’


‘Was that your German ancestry, Gloria?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Tying me to the bed that way?’


‘I thought you liked that part.’


‘The Hamilton Motel, remember, Gloria?’


‘Oh, how I remember.’


‘In the town of Red Point. Across the river.’


‘And into the trees,’ she said, and smiled.


She was feeling fairly confident now. She sat on the edge of the bed, patted it to indicate she wanted him to sit beside her. He kept standing. Kept pointing the gun at her chest. She took a deep breath. Never hurt to advertise the breasts here in the land of the free and home of the brave. He seemed to notice. Or maybe he was just searching for a spot on her chest to shoot her.


‘Was that German, too?’ he asked. ‘Little bit of Nazi heritage there?’


‘I don’t know what you mean, Sonny.’


‘Shooting me twice in the chest that way?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Leaving me tied to the bed that way?’


‘Speaking of beds . . .’


‘Leaving me there to bleed to death?’


‘I’m really sorry about that, I truly am. Why don’t you let me show you just how sorry I am?’


‘Turnabout is fair play,’ he said.


‘Come over here, honey,’ she said. ‘Stand right in front of me.’


‘Fair is foul, and foul is fair,’ he said.


‘Unzip your fly, honey,’ she said.


‘Macbeth,’ he said. ‘Act One, Scene One.’


And shot her twice in the chest.


Pouf, pouf.




2.


‘NOW THAT IS WHAT I call a zaftig woman,’ Monoghan said.


‘How do you happen to know that expression?’ Monroe asked.


‘My first wife happened to be Jewish,’ Monoghan said.


Monroe didn’t even know there’d been a first wife. Or that there was now a second wife. If in fact there was a second wife. The woman’s skirt had pulled back when she fell to the expensive Oriental carpet, exposing shapely thighs and legs, which, in concert with her ample breasts, justified the label Monoghan had just hung on her. She was indeed zaftig, some five feet nine inches tall, a woman of Amazonian proportions, albeit a dead one. The first bullet hole was just below her left breast. The second was a bit higher on her chest, and more to the middle, somewhere around the sternum. There were ugly blood stains around each bullet hole, larger stains in the weave of the thick carpet under her. The detectives seemed to be staring down at the wounds, but perhaps they were just admiring her breasts.


Today was Tuesday, the first day of June, the day after Memorial Day. The dead woman lying there at Monoghan’s feet looked to be in her mid-thirties, still young enough to be a mother, though not what anyone would call a young mother, which was the juiciest kind. Monroe’s thoughts were running pretty much along similar lines. He was wondering if the woman had been sexually compromised before someone thoughtlessly shot her. The idea was vaguely exciting in an instinctively primitive way, her lying all exposed like that, with even her panties showing.


Monoghan and Monroe were both wearing black, but not in mourning; this was merely the customary raiment of the Homicide Division. Their appearance here was mandatory in this city, but they would serve only in an advisory and supervisory capacity, whatever that meant; sometimes even they themselves didn’t know what their exact function was. They did know that the actual investigation of the crime would be handled by the detective squad that caught the initial squeal, in this instance the Eight-Seven – which, by the way, where the hell were they? Or the ME, for that matter? Both detectives wondered if they should go down for a cup of coffee, pass the time that way.


The handyman who’d found the dead woman was still in the apartment, looking guilty as hell, probably because he didn’t have a green card and was afraid they’d deport him back to Mexico or wherever. The super had sent him up to replace a washer in the kitchen faucet, and he’d let himself in with a passkey, figuring the lady . . .


He kept calling her the lady.


. . . was already gone for the day, it being eleven o’clock in the morning and all. Instead, the lady was dead on her back in the bedroom. The handyman didn’t know whether or not it was okay to go back downstairs now, nobody was telling him nothing. So he hung around trying not to appear like an illegal, shifting his weight from one foot to the other as if he had to pee.


‘So how do you wanna proceed here?’ Monoghan asked.


Monroe looked at his watch. ‘Is there traffic out there, or what?’ he said.


Monoghan shrugged.


‘You wanna hear what happened yesterday?’ he asked.


‘What happened?’


‘I go get some takee-outee at this Chinese joint, you know?’


‘Yeah?’


‘And I place my order with this guy behind one of these computers, and I tell him I also want a coupla bottles non-alcoholic beer. So he . . .’


‘Why you drinking non-alcoholic beer?’


‘I’m tryin’a lose a little weight.’


‘Why? You look okay to me.’


‘I’m tryin’a lose ten, twelve pounds.’


‘You look fine.’


‘You think so?’


‘Absolutely.’


Together, the detectives looked like Tweedledum and Tweedledee. But Monroe didn’t seem to realize this.


‘Anyway, that ain’t the point of the story,’ Monoghan said. ‘I told him I wanted two non-alcoholic beers, and he told me I’d have to get those at the bar. So I go over to the bar, and the bartender – this blonde with nice tits, which was strange for a Chinese joint . . .’


‘Her having nice tits?’


‘No, her being blonde . . . can you please pay attention here? She asks me, “Can I help you, sir?” And I tell her I’d like two non-alcoholic beers, please.’


‘When you say “nice tits,” is that what you really mean? “Nice tits”?’


‘What?’


‘Is that a truly accurate description? “Nice tits”?’


‘Can you please tell me what that has to do with my story?’


‘For the sake of accuracy,’ Monroe said, and shrugged.


‘Forget it, then,’ Monoghan said.


‘Because there’s an escalation of language when a person is discussing breast sizes,’ Monroe said.


‘I’m not interested,’ Monoghan said, and looked down again at the breasts of the dead woman.


‘The smallest breasts,’ Monroe said, undeterred, ‘are what you’d call “cute boobs.” Then the next largest breasts are “nice tits” . . .’


‘I told you I’m not . . .’


‘. . . and then we get to “great jugs,” and finally we arrive at “major hooters.” That’s the proper escalation. So when you say this blonde bartender had nice tits, do you really mean . . . ?’


‘I really mean she had “nice tits,” yes, and that has nothing to do with my story.’


‘I know. Your story has to do with ordering non-alcoholic beer when you don’t even need to lose weight.’


‘Forget it,’ Monoghan said.


‘No, tell it. I’m listening.’


‘You’re sure you’re not still distracted by the bartender with the great tits or the cute hooters or whatever the hell she had?’


‘You’re mixing them up.’


‘Forgive me, I didn’t know this was an exact science.’


‘There’s no need for sarcasm. I’m tryin’a help your story, is all.’


‘So let me tell it then.’


‘So tell it already,’ Monroe said, sounding miffed.


‘I ask the bartender for two non-alcoholic beers, and a Chinese manager or whatever he was, standing there at the service bar says, “We can’t sell you beer to take home, sir.” So I said, “Why not?” So he says, “I would lose my liquor license.” So I said, “This isn’t alcohol, this is non-alcoholic beer. It would be the same as my taking home a Diet Coke.” So he says, “I order my non-alcoholic beer from my liquor supplier. And I can’t sell it to customers to take home.” So I said, “Who can you sell it to if not customers?” He says, “What?” So I say, “If you can’t sell it to customers, who can you sell it to? Employees?” So he says, “I can’t sell it to anyone. I would lose my liquor license.” So I say, “This is not liquor! This is non-alcoholic!” And he says, “I’m sorry, sir.”’


‘So did you get the beer or not?’


‘I did not get it. And it wasn’t beer. It was non-alcoholic beer.’


‘Which you don’t need, anyway, a diet.’


‘Forget it,’ Monoghan said, sighing, and a voice from the entrance door said, ‘Good morning, people. Who’s in charge here?’


The ME had arrived.


Detectives Meyer and Carella were just a heartbeat behind him.


YOU COULDN’T MISTAKE them for anything but cops.


Monoghan and Monroe might have been confused with portly pallbearers at a gangland funeral, but Meyer and Carella – although they didn’t look at all alike – could be nothing but cops.


Detective Meyer Meyer was some six feet tall, a broad-shouldered man with china-blue eyes and a completely bald head. Even without the Isola PD shield hanging around his neck and dangling onto his chest, even with his sometimes GQ look – on this bright May morning, he was wearing brown corduroy slacks, brown socks and loafers, and a brown leather jacket zipped up over a tan linen shirt – his walk, his stance, his very air of confident command warned the criminal world at large that here stood the bona fide Man.


Like his partner, Detective Stephen Louis Carella exuded the same sense of offhand authority. About the same height as Meyer, give or take an inch or so, dark-haired and dark-eyed, wearing on this late spring day gray slacks, blue socks, black loafers, and a blue blazer over a lime-green Tommy Hilfiger shirt, he came striding into the room like an athlete, which he was not – unless you counted stickball as a kid growing up in Riverhead. He was already looking around as he came in just a step behind both Meyer and the Medical Examiner, who was either Carl Blaney or Paul Blaney, Carella didn’t know which just yet; the men were twins, and they both worked for the Coroner’s Office.


In answer to Blaney’s question, Monroe said, ‘We were in charge until this very instant, Paul, but now that the super sleuths of the Eight-Seven . . .’


‘It’s Carl,’ Blaney said.


‘Oh, I beg your parmigiana,’ Monroe said, and made a slight bow from the waist. ‘In any event, the case is now in the capable hands of Detectives Meyer and Carella, of whose company I am sure you already have had the pleasure.’


‘Hello, Steve,’ Blaney said. ‘Meyer.’


Carella nodded. He had just looked down at the body of the dead woman. As always, a short sharp stab, almost of pain, knifed him between the eyes. He was looking death in the face yet another time. And the only word that accompanied the recognition was senseless.


‘Nice jugs, huh, Doc?’ Monoghan remarked.


‘Great jugs,’ Monroe corrected.


‘Either way, a zaftig woman,’ Monoghan said.


Blaney said nothing. He was kneeling beside the dead woman, his thumb and forefinger spreading her eyelids wide, his own violet-colored eyes studying her pupils. A few moments later, he declared her dead, said the probable cause of death was gunshot wounds, and ventured the wild guess that the lady had been shot twice in the heart.


Same words the handyman had used.


The lady.


THE HANDYMAN TOLD them the lady’s name was Gloria Stanford. He told Meyer and Carella what he’d already told the Homicide dicks. He’d come up to change a washer in the kitchen faucet and had found the lady dead on the bedroom floor.


‘What were you doing in the bedroom?’ Meyer wanted to know.


‘Señor?’


‘If you came up to change a washer in the kitchen, what were you doing in the bedroom?’


‘I alwayss check the apar’menn, make sure anybody’s home.’


‘So you went into the bedroom to see if the lady was in there, is that right?’


‘Sí. Before I begin work.’


‘And what if the lady’d been in bed or something?’ Meyer asked.


‘Oh no. It wass eleven o’clock. She hass to be gone by then, no?’


‘Then why’d you go look in the bedroom for her?’


‘To see if she wass there,’ the handyman said, and shrugged elaborately.


‘This guy sounds like my Chinese manager,’ Monoghan said.


‘What’d you do when you found her in here dead?’ Carella asked.


‘I run down get the super.’


‘He’s the one called it in,’ Monroe said. ‘The super.’


‘Where is he now?’


‘You got me. Probably hiding in the basement, keeping his nose clean.’


The boys from the mobile crime lab were just arriving.


It was going to be a long day.


ALONG ABOUT THREE-THIRTY every afternoon, the squadroom’s often frantic boil dissipated, to be replaced by a more relaxed ambience. The shift would be relieved in fifteen minutes, and usually all the clerical odds and ends were tied up by now. This was a time to unwind, to relax a little before heading home. This was a time to enter the mental decompression chamber that separated the often ugly aspects of police work from the more civilized world of family and friends.


Meyer and Carella had jointly composed the Detective Division report on Gloria Stanford, the woman who’d been found dead this morning in a fourteenth-floor apartment on Silvermine Oval, an area that passed for the precinct’s Gold Coast. One copy of this DD report would go to Homicide, another would go to the Chief of Detectives, and the third would be filed here. Meyer was on the phone with his wife, Sarah, discussing the bar mitzvah of his nephew Irwin’s second son – my how the time does fly when you’re having a good time; it seemed like only yesterday that they’d attended Irwin the Vermin’s own bar mitzvah. But Irwin was a grown man now – albeit a lawyer, so perhaps the sobriquet still applied.


Carella was on the phone with his sister, Angela. She had just told him he was a cad. Not in those words, exactly. What she’d actually said was ‘Sometimes you behave like a spoiled brat.’


This from his kid sister.


Not such a kid anymore, either.


All grown up, divorced once, and about to marry the district attorney who’d let their father’s killer escape justice. Or so it seemed to Carella. Which was probably why his sister expressed the opinion that he sometimes behaved like a spoiled brat.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said into the phone, unconsciously lowering his voice to a whisper because a squadroom was not particularly the most private place in the world.


‘What you said to Mama,’ Angela said.


She was referring to dinner at their mother’s house yesterday. Carella felt like telling her that what had made that Memorial Day memorable for a woman named Gloria Stanford was getting shot twice in the chest, with both bullets passing through her heart, and that this morning, he had looked down into that woman’s dead eyes, staring up at him wide open before the ME gently lowered her lids. He wanted to tell her that it had been a long, tiring day, and that he had just finished typing up the details of the case, and was ready to call home to tell Teddy he’d be on the way in fifteen – he glanced up at the wall clock – make that thirteen minutes, and he didn’t need a scolding just now from his kid sister, was what he felt like telling her.


Instead, he said, ‘I told Mama I was very happy. In fact, I told both of you . . .’


‘It was your tone,’ Angela said.


‘My what?’


‘The tone of your voice.’


‘I meant what I said. I’m very happy Mama is getting married so soon after Papa got killed, and I’m very happy you’re . . .’


‘That’s exactly what I mean. That sarcastic, sardonic tone of voice.’


‘I did not mean to sound either sarcastic or sardonic. You’re both getting married, and I’m very happy for you.’


‘You still think Henry ran a shoddy trial.’


‘No, I think he did his best to convict Papa’s murderer. I just think the defense outfoxed him.’


‘And you still hold that against him.’


‘Sonny Cole is dead,’ Carella said. ‘It doesn’t matter anymore.’


‘Then why do you keep harping on it?’


‘I don’t.’


‘Why do you keep behaving as if I shouldn’t marry Henry, and Mama shouldn’t marry Luigi?’


‘I wish he’d change his name to Lou,’ Carella said.


‘That’s just what I mean.’


‘And I wish he’d move here instead of taking Mama with him to Italy.’


‘His business is in Italy.’


‘And mine is here.’


‘You’re not the one marrying Mama!’ Angela said.


‘That’s true,’ Carella said. ‘I’m not the one marrying Henry Lowell, either.’


There was a long silence on the line. In the background, Carella could hear the voices of the other detectives in the squadroom, all of them on their own phones, at their own desks.


At last, Angela said, ‘Get over it, Steve.’


‘I’m over it,’ he said. ‘You’re both getting married on June twelfth. I’m giving both of you away. Period.’


‘You even make that sound ominous. Giving us away. You make it sound so final. And yes, ominous.’


‘Sis,’ he said, ‘I love you both. You get over it, okay?’


‘Do you really?’ Angela asked. ‘Love us both?’


‘With all my heart,’ he said.


‘Do you remember when you used to call me “Slip”?’ she asked.


‘How could I forget?’


‘I was thirteen. You told me a thirteen-year-old girl shouldn’t still be wearing cotton slips.’


‘I was right.’


‘You gave me an inferiority complex.’


‘I gave you an insight into the mysterious ways of womanhood.’


‘Yeah, bullshit,’ Angela said, but he could swear she was smiling.


‘I love you, bro,’ she said.


‘I love you, too,’ he said, ‘I have to get out of here. Talk to you later.’


‘Give my love to Teddy and the kids.’


‘I will,’ he said. ‘Bye, sweetie.’


He pressed the receiver rest button, waited for a dial tone, and then began dialing home.


A RELATIONSHIP CAN settle down into a sort of complacency, you know. You forget the early passion, you forget the heat, you begin to feel comfortable in another sort of intimacy that has nothing to do with sex. Or if it does, it’s only because the idea of being loved so completely, of loving someone back so completely, is in itself often sexually exciting. This profound concept did not cross the minds of either Bert Kling or Sharyn Cooke as they spoke on the telephone at eighteen minutes to four that afternoon. They simply felt snug and cozy with each other, sharing their thoughts as their separate days wound down in separate parts of the city.


Sharyn worked in the police department’s Chief Surgeon’s Office at 24 Rankin Plaza, over the bridge in Majesta. As the city’s only female Deputy Chief, she was also its only black one. A board-certified surgeon with four years of medical school, plus five years of residency as a surgeon, plus four years as the hospital’s chief resident, she now earned almost five times as much as Kling did. Today, one of the cops she’d seen on a follow-up had been shot in the face at a street demonstration six months earlier. Blinded in the left eye, he was now fully recovered and wanted to go back to active duty. She had recommended psychiatric consultation first: a seriously wounded cop is often thought of as a jinx by his fellow officers, who sometimes tended to shun him. She told this to Kling now.


‘I’m seriously wounded, too,’ he said.


‘Oh? How’s that, hon?’


‘We’ve been on the phone for five minutes, and you haven’t yet told me you love me.’


‘But I adore you!’ she said.


‘It’s too late to apologize,’ he said.


‘Where do you want to eat tonight?’


‘You pick it, Shar.’


‘There’s a place up in Diamondback serves real down-home soul food. Want to try it?’


‘Wherever.’


‘Such enthusiasm,’ she said.


‘I’m not very hungry. Cotton and I were working a burglary over on Mason, we stopped for a couple of late pizzas afterward.’


‘Shall we just order in?’


‘Whatever,’ he said. ‘Law and Order is on tonight, you know.’


‘Law and Order is on every night,’ she said.


‘I thought you liked Law and Order.’


‘I adore Law and Order.’


‘That’s just what I mean,’ he said. ‘You say you adore me, but you also adore Law and Order.’


‘Ahh, yes, but I love you,’ she said.


‘At last,’ he said.


Not exactly hot and heavy.


But they’d been living together for quite a while now.


And neither of them ever once thought trouble might be heading their way.


Had they but known.


THIS WAS STILL the early days of their relationship. Everything was still whispers and heavy breathing. Innuendos. Promises. Wild expectations. Covert glances around the room to see if the phone conversation was being overheard. Hand cupped over the mouthpiece. Everything hot and heavy.


Honey Blair was in a large, open room at Channel Four News, sitting at a carrel desk, her back to the three other people, two men and a woman, occupying the room at the moment. What they were doing was frantically compiling some last-minute news segments that would go on the air at six P.M. Honey was telling Hawes that before she saw him tonight, she would have to run downtown to do a remote from the Lower Quarter, where some guy had jumped out the window of a twenty-first-floor office. She’d be heading out in half an hour or so.


‘I can’t wait,’ she whispered into the phone.


‘To scrape your jumper off the sidewalk?’ Hawes asked.


‘Yes, that, too. But, actually . . .’


She lowered her voice even further.


‘. . . I can’t wait to jump on you!’


‘Careful,’ he warned, and glanced around to where the other detectives all seemed preoccupied with their own phone conversations.


‘Tell me what you can’t wait to do,’ she whispered.


‘I’d get arrested,’ he whispered.


‘You’re a cop, tell me, anyway.’


‘Do you know that little restaurant we went to the other night?’


‘Y-e-ess?’


‘That very crowded place where everyone turned to look at you when we walked in . . . ?’


‘Flatterer.’


‘It’s true. Because you’re so beautiful.’


‘Don’t stop, sweet talker.’


‘I want you . . .’


‘I want you, too.’


‘I’m not finished,’ he said.


‘Tell me.’


‘I want you to go to the ladies room . . .’


‘Right now?’


‘No, in that restaurant.’


‘Y-e-ess?’


‘And take off your panties . . .’


‘Oooo.’


‘And bring them back to the table and stuff them in the breast pocket of my jacket.’


‘Then what?’


‘Then you’ll be sitting there in that crowded room with everyone knowing you’re Honey Blair from Channel Four News . . .’


‘Honey Blair, Girl Reporter.’


‘Yes, but I’ll be the only one who knows you’re not wearing panties.’


‘Even though they’re sticking out of your jacket pocket like a handkerchief?’


‘Even though,’ he said.


‘And then what?’


‘Then we’ll see.’


‘Oh, I’ll just bet we will,’ Honey whispered.


Hot and heavy.


Like that.


Not a worry in sight.


Little did they know.


THE BICYCLE COURIER was a Korean immigrant who not five minutes earlier had almost caused a serious accident when he ran a red light on Culver Avenue and almost smacked into a taxi driven by a Pakistani immigrant whose Dominican immigrant passenger began cursing in Spanish at the sudden brake-squealing stop that hurled her forward into the thick plastic partition separating her from the driver.


Now, safe and sound, and smiling at the desk sergeant, the courier asked in his singsong tongue if there was a Detective Stephen Carella here. Murchison took the slender cardboard envelope, signed for it, and sent it upstairs.


The packet was indeed addressed to Carella, the words DETECTIVE STEPHEN LOUIS CARELLA scrawled across the little insert slip, and below that the address of the precinct house on Grover Avenue. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves, ripped open the tab along the top end of the stiff envelope, and found inside a white business-size envelope with his name handwritten across it again, DETECTIVE STEPHEN LOUIS CARELLA. He opened this smaller envelope, and pulled from it a plain white sheet of paper upon which were the typewritten words:


WHO’S IT, ETC?


A DARN SOFT GIRL?


O, THERE’S A HOT HINT!


‘Who’s it from?’ Meyer asked, walking over.


‘Dunno,’ Carella said, and turned the packet over in his hands. The return name on the delivery insert, in the same handwriting as Carella’s scribbled name, was ADAM FEN. The return address was for a post office box at the Abernathy Station downtown.


‘Anybody you know?’ Meyer asked.


‘Nope,’ Carella said, and looked at the note again.


WHO’S IT, ETC?


A DARN SOFT GIRL?


O, THERE’S A HOT HINT!


‘He spelled oh wrong,’ Genero said. ‘Didn’t he?’ he asked, not certain anymore. He had walked into the squadroom as part of the relieving night-shift team, and was now at Carella’s desk, peering at the two envelopes and the note. ‘Isn’t oh supposed to be spelled with an h?’


‘It’s sexier without the h,’ Parker said.


He, too, had just walked in as part of the relieving team. All in all, there were now six detectives crowded around Carella’s desk, all of them looking at what he’d just received by same-day delivery. Cotton Hawes, all suffused with heat from his conversation with Honey Blair, had to agree that o was sexier than oh, even if he couldn’t say exactly why. Detective Richard Genero was still pondering the exact spelling of the word oh, when Hal Willis suggested that perhaps Adam Fen was an Irishman, a ‘fen’ being an Irish bog or marsh . . .


‘. . . or swamp or something like that, isn’t it?’ he asked.


. . . and the Irish sometimes waxing a bit romantic, which might account for dropping the h in the word oh, confirming Genero’s lucky surmise.


Kling had already gone home, so he didn’t have any opinion at all. Eileen Burke was just coming through the gate in the slatted rail divider that separated the squadroom from the corridor outside. She hadn’t yet seen the stuff on Carella’s desk, so she didn’t have an opinion, either. As yet.


Meyer was remembering that Monoghan – or Monroe, or one or the other of them – had remarked earlier today that the dead woman on the bedroom floor of the Silvermine Oval apartment was ‘zaftig,’ which in Yiddish meant ‘juicy’ or ‘succulent,’ but which in everyday English slang meant ‘having a full or shapely figure,’ which Meyer supposed could be translated as ‘a darn soft girl.’ He hesitated before mentioning this aloud because he knew in his heart of hearts that Detective Andy Parker was at best a closet anti-Semite and he didn’t want to introduce religious conflict into what seemed to be a mere note from a possible homicidal nut named Adam Fen. But the coincidence seemed too rare not to have specific meaning.


‘You know,’ he said, ‘the word zaftig . . .’


And Carella immediately nodded and said, ‘Gloria Stanford.’


‘You think there’s a connection?’


‘Some crazy trying to tell us he did it?’


‘Did what?’ Parker asked. ‘And what the hell is zaftig?’


‘A darn soft girl,’ Meyer said.


‘Is that some kind of sexist remark?’ Eileen asked.


Unlike the female detectives she saw on television, Eileen was not wearing a tight sweater. Instead, she had on an olive-green pants suit that complemented her red hair and green eyes. On every cop television show, at least one of the leading characters was a female detective. Sometimes, you had two or three female detectives in the same squadroom. Sometimes, even the lieutenant in command of the squad was a woman. In Eileen’s experience, this was total bullshit. Of the eighteen detectives on the 87th Squad, she was the only woman.


‘We caught a shooting death this morning,’ Meyer explained.


‘Beautiful woman.’


‘Gloria Stanford.’


‘Two in the chest.’


‘So is this a written confession?’ Genero asked hopefully.


‘Oh, there’s a hot hint!’ Parker said, and rolled his eyes.


‘Where’s the Abernathy Station?’ Willis asked.


‘Downtown near the Arena,’ Hawes said.


‘Should be easy to check that P.O. box.’


‘You don’t think Mr. Fen here would give us a real address, do you?’ Parker asked.


‘What’s the name of that courier service?’ Hawes asked.


Carella turned the envelope over again.


‘Lightning Delivery.’


‘Shy and unassuming,’ Eileen said.


‘Modest, too.’ Willis agreed.


‘Fen sounds Chinese to me,’ Genero said. ‘Like Moo Goo Gai Fen.’


They all looked at him.


‘No, Fen is American,’ Parker said. ‘There was once an actor named Fen Parker, no relation. Played Daniel Boone on TV.’


‘That was Fess Parker,’ Hawes said.


Parker shrugged.


‘Anyway,’ Genero said, nodding in agreement with himself, ‘Adam Fen is most definitely Chinese. Adam is a popular name in Hong Kong.’


‘How do you happen to know that?’ Parker asked.


‘It’s common knowledge,’ Genero said.


Willis almost sighed. He turned to the three detectives who were now fifteen minutes late getting relieved.


‘Go home,’ he told them. ‘We’ll get on this shit.’ He tapped the courier envelope. ‘Maybe we’ll learn something.’


‘Mazeltov,’ Meyer said.


‘Which means what?’ Parker asked, making it sound like a challenge.


‘Which means “good luck,”’ Carella said.


He had no expectation that either Lightning Delivery or the Abernathy Station would provide any clue to Adam Fen.


He was right.




3.


IT WOULD SEEM ODD that in this vast and bustling metropolis, in the mightiest nation on earth, a message from someone intent on mischief could enter a police station unchallenged. After the anthrax mailings – and what with Homeland Security and all – one might have thought that a barrier of screening machines would have been erected at the portals of every police station in the country. Nay.


In the good old days (ah, the good old days) whenever you were in trouble, you ran right into a police station, any police station, past the hanging green globes flanking the wooden entrance doors, and you rushed to the desk sergeant and yelled, ‘I’ve been raped!’ ‘I’ve been robbed!’ ‘I’ve been mugged!’ and somebody would take care of you. Nowadays, there was a uniformed cop standing guard at the entrance, and he asked you to state your business and show some ID before he let you inside. This was still the big bad city and a great many choices were available to you. ‘I’ve been stabbed, I’ve been axed, I’ve been shot in the foot!’ But he wouldn’t let you inside there unless he felt you had legitimate business with the police.


Well, a same-day, courier-service messenger certainly has legitimate business with the police if he’s delivering a letter. Besides, what are you supposed to do? Examine each and every letter in his pouch? Impossible. In fact, what you do is you say, ‘How goes it today, Mac?’ and you let him in. Same way you let in the courier from Lightning Delivery yesterday, whom you also called ‘Mac’ even though you didn’t know him from Adam.


Adam Fen was the return name on the letter the messenger carried to the muster desk at six-thirty that Wednesday morning, the second day of June. The letter was once again addressed to Detective Stephen Louis Carella. Sergeant Murchison asked an officer to take the letter upstairs.


Upstairs in the squadroom, Bob O’Brien shouldn’t have opened it because it wasn’t addressed to him, but he thought if a person used a same-day delivery service, there might be some urgency involved. Besides, the graveyard shift still had an hour-fifteen to go, and things were pretty quiet. So he pulled on a pair of latex gloves, ripped open the MetroFlash envelope, and plucked from it a white business-size envelope. The note folded inside it read:


A WET CORPUS?


CORN, ETC?


O’Brien figured their trigger-happy lunatic from yesterday was still bragging about his dead broad.


EARLY STAGES OF a romance, when you go to the bathroom to pee, you make sure the door is locked, and you run water in the sink to cover the sound of your urination, lest it be your ruination. When Hawes came back into the bedroom, Honey was awake and sitting up in bed.


‘I have to pee, too,’ she said, and climbed over the side of the bed, long legs flashing beneath the hem of a white baby-doll nightgown. On her way to the bathroom, she tossed him a sassy moon, grinned over her shoulder, and then disappeared behind the closed door. He did not hear the lock clicking shut. Neither did he hear water running in the sink.


He wondered if he should call in sick. If the squad hadn’t caught a homicide yesterday, he might have given it serious thought. Was there time, anyway? He looked at his watch. Six forty-five. Figure half an hour to get uptown to the precinct. No way he could manage it.


Honey came out of the bathroom.


Reading his mind, she asked, ‘Do we have time?’


‘I have to be in at a quarter to eight,’ he said.


She looked at the bedside clock.


‘Nuts,’ she said, and went to him and kissed him anyway.


It was almost a goodbye kiss.


THE FIRST SHOT cracked on the early morning air the moment Hawes stepped out of the building. He was about to say ‘Good morning’ to Honey’s doorman when he heard the shot and instinctively ducked. He had been a cop for a good long time now, and he knew the difference between a backfire and a rifle shot, and this was a rifle shot, and he knew that even before he heard the bullet whistling past his right ear, even before he saw brick dust exploding from the wall of the building where the first slug hit it.


Because he was an officer of the law, and because he was sworn to protect the citizenry of this fair city, the first thing he did was shove the doorman back into the building and out of harm’s way, and the second thing he did was drop to the sidewalk, which was when the second shot came, ripping air where Hawes’ head had been not ten seconds earlier. On his hands and knees, he scrabbled for cover behind a car parked at the curb to the left of the building’s canopy, reaching it too late to drag his right foot from the sniper’s line of fire.


He felt only searing pain at first, and then a wave of fleeting nausea, and then anger, and then immediate self-recrimination – how could he have let this happen to himself? His gun was already in his hand, too late. He was already scanning the rooftops across the way, too late. The doorman was starting out of the building . . .


‘Stay back!’ Hawes shouted, just as another shot splintered the suddenly surreal stillness. There were two more shots, and then a genuine stillness. He signaled to the doorman with his outstretched left hand, patting the air, wait, wait, his hand was saying. There were no further shots.


The doorman came rushing out of the building.


‘Call an ambulance,’ Hawes said.


A small puddle of blood was forming on the sidewalk.


SHARYN COOKE WAS asleep in Bert Kling’s bed when the phone rang in his apartment near the Calm’s Point Bridge. He was not due in until seven forty-five, and this was now a quarter past seven and he was just heading out the door. He picked up the phone, said, ‘Kling,’ listened, said, ‘Just a moment, please,’ and then went to the bed and gently shook Sharyn awake. ‘For you,’ he said.


Sharyn scowled at him, but she took the phone.


‘Deputy Chief Cooke,’ she said.


And listened.


‘What?’ she said.


And listened again.


‘Where is he?’


She looked at Kling, shook her head. Her face was grim.


‘I’ll get there right away,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Jamie,’ she said, and hung up.


‘What?’ Kling asked.


‘Cotton Hawes got shot,’ Sharyn said. And then immediately, seeing his face, ‘It’s not serious. Just his foot. But he’s at Satan’s Fluke, and I want him moved out of there fast.’


‘I’ll come with you,’ Kling said.


She was already in the bathroom.


‘Who’s Jamie?’ he asked.


But she’d just turned on the shower.


THE SECOND NOTE that day arrived at twenty minutes to eight. Sergeant Murchison handed Carella the envelope the moment he walked into the muster room.


‘Arrived five minutes ago,’ he said.


Carella nodded, said, ‘Thanks, Dave,’ and studied the envelope as he climbed the steps to the second floor of the old building. Name of the courier service was Speed-O-Gram. The envelope was addressed to Detective Stephen Louis Carella. The return name on it was Adam Fen, the return address P.O. Box 4884, Abernathy Station. Willis had drawn a blank on each of those yesterday. There were only five Fens listed in all of the city’s telephone directories. None of them was an Adam. Willis had called each and every one of them, with no luck. He got Chinese accents each and every time, ‘So solly, no Adam Fen here’; for a change, Genero had been right. There were only 300 post office boxes at the Abernathy Station downtown. A box numbered 4884 simply did not exist.


‘See you got another one,’ O’Brien said.


Carella didn’t know what he was talking about.


O’Brien handed him the MetroFlash envelope and the note that had been inside it:


A WET CORPUS?


CORN, ETC?


‘Meaning?’ Carella asked.


‘You’re the detective,’ O’Brien said.


‘He’s still trying to confess,’ Carella said.


‘You think?’


‘Telling us there’s a dead body wet with her own blood.’
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