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  ››› 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. ›››
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  PART ONE




  Chapter One




  IF Tim Neary hadn’t been late for our appointment that morning, or if I hadn’t been early and alone in the

  office with Sam Catalano, things might have turned out differently. Just might have; in some ways the end was determined by the beginning. For instance, if there had been a team of

  detectives at the 107th that morning, the call never would have been relayed to our office, the District Attorney’s Investigating Squad. We wouldn’t have been the prime investigators

  responsible for the ultimate outcome of the case. The pressure wouldn’t have been on us and on Neary in particular.




  But Neary was late and I was early and Catalano did take the call from the precinct about the missing Keeler kids. Even then, there was no real reason why Catalano

  couldn’t respond alone. Except, given what I had learned about Catalano during the ten months we worked as partners, prior to my working alone on Neary’s “special” special

  investigation, and sensing Catalano’s reaction to the phone call, and seeing right through his attempt at being casual and nonchalant, and maybe just going along with a feeling—the kind

  you develop after twenty years on the job—I folded my report, shoved it into my inside jacket pocket and told him, what the hell, I’d take the ride over to Fresh Meadows with him.




  The Keeler apartment was about what you’d expect for the Fresh Meadows housing complex: a living-room suite consisting of a sofa with two matching chairs, identical lamps perched on

  identical end tables with a coordinated cocktail table. The Keelers were not what you’d expect; at least Kitty Keeler wasn’t.




  She was very young; not as young as I thought at first glance, but when compared with her husband she was practically a kid. A very beautiful kid who knew exactly how to emphasize her best

  features. She had large dark-blue eyes, carefully decorated with a pale-beige shadow and heavy dark liner, and very thick, very long eyelashes which may or may not have been real. No other makeup

  except for a touch of lipstick that made her mouth look moist. When she dragged on her cigarette, as though sucking in oxygen, a dimple appeared at the corner of her mouth and another in her right

  cheek. After she blew out the smoke, her lips remained just slightly parted and a glint of white teeth showed.




  Her figure was more than good and the blue knit jersey pants suit took its shape from her precise contours rather than from any structuring undergarments.




  Her hands were long and restless; a collection of silver rings covered her fingers. Matched the jangling silver and turquoise bracelets which slid up and down along both of her wrists as she

  plucked and fidgeted and finger-combed her hair, which was, as she well knew, her best feature. It was shoulder length, straight and the white-blond of an albino. It surrounded her dark-browed,

  oval, high-cheeked face like fine sheer curtains. The color was natural; the center part showed a delicate pink scalp.




  Her voice had a low, hoarse street sound which shattered the illusion created by her face. She rolled her tongue around inside one cheek for a moment, shook her head, folded her arms across her

  body and said, “This is terrific, George. This is really terrific. I hope they give you a summons or something, George.” She dropped sideways into one of the chairs, her legs dangling

  over an arm. She looked from Catalano to me, then back to Sam. “Hey, isn’t it against the law to make a . . . what do you call it? A false report?”




  “Tell you what,” Catalano said in his warm, friend-of-the-family voice, “why don’t we start at the beginning?”




  George Keeler began spouting words, but he was almost incoherent.




  Sam held his hand up; not in an offensive way, but easy, soothing. “Hey, Mr. Keeler, look. We’re strangers here. We don’t know what’s going on; we’re here to help.

  Come on, sit down. Let’s all stay calm, okay?” Softly, he lulled Keeler, who nodded and let himself be gestured into silence. Catalano turned to the woman again. “Mrs.

  Keeler?” It sounded like an intimacy.




  “Okay. Okay, George wants to play some stupid game with me.” She looked directly at Catalano and said quickly, “I woke up this morning and went into the boys’ bedroom and

  they were gone. I called George and told him to bring the kids back and—”




  “What do you mean, you called George?”




  Instead of answering me, she nibbled on her thumbnail.




  George Keeler leaned forward, eager to help. “Well, see, I wasn’t sleepin’ here the last coupla nights.” He risked a quick look at his wife, but she was watching Catalano

  to see how he was taking this information. “See, I own a ginmill over in Sunnyside; I own the whole building and I got a small apartment over the place. And, well, sometimes I stay over. In

  the apartment. Like the last few nights.”




  “Okay, Mrs. Keeler, at what time did you realize the boys were gone?”




  She did one of those long, slow slides with her eyes, from Catalano, across her husband, around to me. She swung her leg back and forth and rubbed the back of her neck for a quick massage while

  deciding whether or not she was going to bother to answer me.




  Catalano leaned toward her with his lighter; he made a production out of lighting her cigarette and held eye contact with her when she blew the first drag of smoke at him. It’s part of

  Catalano’s routine; he uses it on any female he comes in contact with; I’ve heard that he’s sometimes successful.




  “I called George at about seven-thirty,” she told Catalano, “and told him to bring the kids back. Instead of that, he comes over, swearing on a stack of Bibles that he

  doesn’t have them and doesn’t know where they are.”




  This was George Keeler’s cue to repeat what he’d said for maybe the fourth time since we arrived. “I don’t have the kids, Kitty. I swear to God, I don’t have the

  kids.”




  His wife blinked once or twice, but didn’t answer him.




  There was no point in letting them go around again; this could go on all day. Catalano picked up my signal easily; he is quick and intuitive—among other things—I’ll give him

  that. He settled comfortably on the couch with the long, tall blond mother of the missing little boys and I took a firm but friendly grip on George Keeler’s arm and suggested we get a little

  fresh air.




  We strolled along the grounds of the Fresh Meadows development, which is a vast complex of two- and three-story garden-apartment buildings designed to fit in with the semisuburban character of

  the Queens community. It is a low-crime area with a population mostly of white middle-class people who migrated from the Bronx and Brooklyn after World War II. There are wide lawns surrounding the

  complex, thick healthy trees and ample parking spaces for residents’ cars. Included in the 107th Precinct are quiet streets of one-family homes where honest, hard-working people live and

  raise their families.




  We walked along without speaking, then settled on a bench. George was having some problem breathing: a noisy wheezing sound escaped first when he inhaled, then when he exhaled. He dug in his

  pocket and came up with a nebulizer. He apologized, as though what he was doing was shameful and private. He squirted and sucked the medication loudly, and though he didn’t sound any better,

  he said that he was. We talked a little about asthma and allergies and medications, and he relaxed; a little.




  George Keeler was a badly preserved forty-nine, fifty; more than twenty years his wife’s senior. He was an obese, balding, sloppy middle-aged man who was well aware of his own

  shortcomings. It must have been tough having to measure up to a twenty-six- or twenty-seven-year-old wife who looked like Kitty.




  “Tell me something, George,” I said in that easy familiarity we develop on the job. Then it occurred to me, this guy doesn’t even know my name. I stuck my hand out. “By

  the way, I’m Joe. Joe Peters. My partner back there is Sam Catalano.” We shook hands and he nodded. “Tell me, George, how come your wife is so sure you have your boys?”




  He shook his head and said, “I swear to God, I don’t have the kids. Not this time.”




  When he added the last three words to his routine denial, something small and tight in the pit of my stomach, like a little fist of apprehension getting ready to hammer at my duodenal ulcer,

  relaxed and began to unclench. You never really know where these family disputes might lead.




  Keeler went into a long, drawn-out, hard-to-follow recitation of an incident that had happened last November, more than five months ago. He backtracked, went ahead, stopped, filled in details,

  but what I finally pieced together was that his wife, Kitty, worked as an assistant manager at the New World Health Spa on Northern Boulevard, just over the Nassau County line. The spa was one of a

  franchise, and last November Kitty went down to the Bahamas to celebrate an anniversary of the island spa. There was some trouble getting the regular baby-sitter, and against George’s wishes

  Kitty left the kids with a young Scotch girl she hardly knew.




  “I could size this girl up real easy,” George winked, man to man. “A swinger-type kid, ya know? I checked the boys every day, see; I stayed at my apartment, but still I had a

  funny feeling about this girl.”




  His funny feeling was justified. After putting in late hours at his bar that Saturday night, he woke early the next morning and went over to check on his sons. It was a cold, snowy Sunday, not

  quite eight in the morning, and when George pulled into his parking slot he saw his two little kids, one just about three, the other not quite six years old, playing in the playground. Dressed in

  their pajamas and robes, with rubber boots over their bare feet. They were building a snow man.




  “Terry, that’s my oldest kid, he tells me that Patti, that’s the Scotch girl, is asleep and she has a man in bed with her.”




  George bundled the two kids into his car and kept them at his ginmill apartment for the next few days. The baby-sitter never called him to check on the kids; probably too scared, George said.

  When Kitty came home, three days later, the girl was sitting, staring at the TV and chewing her nails. All she could tell Kitty was that she hadn’t seen the kids since Saturday night.




  “When Kitty called, I told her, ‘No, I don’t know where the kids are.’ See, I gave her a hard time then, ya know.”




  He sounded apologetic for having given Kitty a hard time. George was apologetic about everything where his wife was concerned.




  “What was the beef about this time, George? How come you’ve been staying over at your ginmill the last few nights?”




  George said that Kitty was planning to fly out to Phoenix to assist in the opening of another New World Health Spa. The regular baby-sitter, a Mrs. Silverberg, was in the hospital. Kitty

  couldn’t get anyone to fill in. She was planning to take the kids with her, and George objected; they argued; George kept his distance until Kitty cooled off. Then the younger kid, Georgie,

  got sick.




  “I talked to Kitty yesterday afternoon, on the phone, and she said she’d call me after the doctor came and let me know what’s doin’ with the kid. It looked like the

  measles. So anyway, last night at eleven-twenty, Kitty called and—”




  “The doctor didn’t come until that late?”




  “Oh, no, it wasn’t that. It was just that . . .”




  George went a little red; every time he revealed something that Kitty did to him, it was with a combination of apology and acceptance. Hell, he only got what he deserved from her, right?




  “Ya see, I guess she was still sore at me, so she didn’t call me right after the doctor left. Like, to make me keep waitin’, ya know?”




  I decided not to ask George if he, personally, had given the kid the measles. He’d probably say, “Yes, if Kitty says so.”




  “Okay, so you spoke to her last night at eleven-twenty?”




  “No, no. I couldn’t come to the phone right then. See, I was in the middle of a hassle with these Irish folk singers I got working on Wednesdays and weekends. They’re

  havin’ this real donnybrook, because they’re supposed to be on a break, from eleven-fifteen to eleven-thirty, and one of them started doin’ an old-country song for one of the

  old-timers and the other guys got sore, yellin’ how he was breaking the rule. That it was eleven-twenty and they were supposed to be off until eleven-thirty and all.” George Keeler

  shrugged; apparently, nothing in his life went smoothly.




  “So that’s how you know Kitty called you at eleven-twenty? Okay. When did you talk to her?”




  Poor George (I had already begun to think of him as “poor George”) kept dialing his home number all night long, from eleven-twenty-five to well past two this morning. All he got was

  a busy signal; Kitty had obviously taken the phone off the hook.




  “So you didn’t talk to her until this morning? When she called you? At about seven-thirty?”




  “Yeah, right. Boy, I was sound asleep, but the minute I hear the phone ring, I come wide awake, like that!” He snapped his fingers. “The minute I hear it, I say, Oh, boy.

  Kitty.”




  And that was when Kitty told him the kids were gone and he better show up with them and fast.




  “And I told her that I didn’t have the kids, so I got dressed, and come right over here, and looked around the grounds and all, and called you guys.”




  George Keeler threw his hands up; his heavy eyebrows came low over his light-gray eyes and he chewed on his lip waiting for me to tell him what to do. I leaned back against the bench and took it

  slow, so George would realize that none of this was anything unusual to me.




  “Look, George, let’s do it this way. We’ll go over to your place and bring your boys home and forget the whole thing, okay? I mean, as far as I’m concerned, this

  isn’t a police matter. We’ll bring the kids back and you and your wife work it out between you. Nothing to do with us. What do you say, George?”




  George Keeler stood up, shook his head, looked around as though trying to orient himself, then he leaned down into my face. His voice was raspy and strained as though he was talking over a very

  sore throat, but it was the look in his eyes that really said something to me.




  “Jesus Christ Almighty, haven’t you been listenin’ to me? I don’t have the kids. I don’t know where the hell they are. They’re just two little kids and

  I don’t know where they are!”




  Everything about George Keeler convinced me that his anguish was real. Of course, the source of this anguish was still unknown, but he was a deeply disturbed man. There was one other

  suggestion.




  “Look, George, maybe Kitty took the kids someplace? Maybe to get even with you. You told me she was sore at you in the first place, and then you didn’t come to the phone when she

  called. Maybe she packed the kids up and took them to a friend’s house, to give you a hard time?”




  His face didn’t relax into that bland, accepting expression. He shook his head abruptly and said in a positive, hoarse voice, “Kitty don’t play them kind of games.”




  I believed him and suggested we return to his apartment.




  It was obvious the minute we walked into the living room. Catalano leaned forward and put his coffee cup on the cocktail table with the casual ease of a man who has made

  himself at home. When he spoke to Kitty Keeler, it was in the comfortable way of an old friend. That was among Catalano’s gifts: to become an instant old friend.




  The first thing that Kitty said to her husband was, “Well, George, you finished playing games? You ready to bring the kids home?”




  Sam distracted her, a hand on her arm, a certain persuasive pressure, a let-me-handle-this wink. He told me what Kitty had told him: the pediatrician came at around seven last night; diagnosed

  measles; left about seven-thirty. The sick boy went to sleep; the older boy, Terry, had supper with his mother, stayed up to watch TV until about ten and then was put to bed.




  “Did either of the boys get up again during the night?”




  Instead of answering me, Kitty Keeler flicked her thumbnail against her front teeth and narrowed her eyes. She finally pulled her thumb away from her mouth and said, “Look. Did George tell

  you about how he did this to me before? Did he tell you about the last time he took the kids on me?”




  “Yes, he did. He also told me that he didn’t take the boys last night.”




  “And you believe him?” Her moist mouth twisted downward in an expression of contempt. She moved her head so that the long silky hair swished around her shoulders. “You really

  believe him, after what he did the last time?”




  “Yeah, but this is this time.”




  She stopped shaking her head, leaned back against the couch, reached for a loose pillow and hugged it to her body, all the time biting down on her lower lip, holding it between her teeth, then

  letting it roll back into place.




  “All right,” she said, doing me a favor. “Georgie woke up when Terry went to bed. His fever was up again, so I gave him a baby aspirin, rubbed him with alcohol and took him to

  the bathroom.” She stood up, crossed the room to the window, stood motionless, then spun around with a dancer’s ease. “There’s no point to any of this. George has the

  kids.”




  It was hard to figure if the hostility was directed at me or through me to her husband. Kitty seemed to have chosen sides: her and Catalano against me and George. Matching her stare, I said,

  “George, do you have the kids?”




  Keeler went to his wife, hands reaching for her shoulders. “I swear to God, no. Kitty, I don’t have them, God is my witness.”




  She shoved George away, folded her arms across her body, threw her head back and studied the ceiling. She gave a loud, irritated sigh.




  Kitty had been dealing with George for too long. I figured, the hell with this. I snapped my notebook closed, put it into a rear pocket. “Look, lady, if this whole thing is just too boring

  for you, that’s all right with me. They’re your kids.”




  We both ignored George’s sudden gasping panic. She said, “I didn’t send for you.”




  Catalano jumped up. “Kitty, hey, we’re just trying to help.” Then, impartial referee, “She’s just upset, Joe.”




  He gave her the benefit of his complete attention; his voice hummed around her, soothed her, convinced her to “put up with” me. She crossed one leg over the other, nibbled on her

  pinky and asked, “What was the question?”




  “When was the last time you saw your sons last night? And under what circumstances?”




  She thought it over, then shrugged. “Terry got up later in the night for a drink of water. He dropped the plastic cup and that woke Georgie. So I took Georgie to the bathroom, then had to

  change him and his sheet because he was soaked with sweat. Then I took a coupla sleeping pills and a hot shower and went to bed.”




  “Those things aren’t good for you, Kitty,” George told her; she ignored him.




  “What time was that?”




  “What time was what?”




  Catalano interpreted for me. “What time was it, Kitty, that you last saw the boys last night?”




  She examined her pinky carefully, then nibbled on it some more. “One o’clock. That’s when Terry got up. About that time. And it was about one-thirty when I took the sleeping

  pills and my shower and went to bed.”




  “Did you see your sons at all after one-thirty this morning?”




  She shifted some hair from her shoulders to her back. “Nope.”




  “From the time you went to bed until you woke up this morning, did you hear anything, anything at all, unusual in the apartment?”




  She smiled at Catalano, awarding him points. “That’s just what you asked me, Sam.” Then, blank-faced, to me, “No, nothing at all. No noise, no nothing.”




  “Did you leave your sons alone in the apartment at any time last night?”




  “No.”




  “As far as you know, did anyone, anyone at all, come into the apartment last night?”




  She closed her eyes, tapped an index finger against her temple, then snapped her eyes open and said, “Yeah. The doctor.”




  Catalano said softly, “No, Kitty. Joe means anyone besides the doctor.”




  “Oh. Is that what Joe means?”




  The little mother was just a little too cute for me. I pulled out my notebook and didn’t look up at her again. “Let’s have a description of the boys, Mrs. Keeler. Start with

  the older boy, Terry.”




  The descriptions were of two unextraordinary boys: three and a half and six years old. Both tall for their ages; very blond hair; blue eyes; fair skin. Both dressed in two-piece cotton knit

  pajamas. Terry’s pajamas had yellow smiling moon faces; Georgie’s had a big yellow duck face on the front of the top half and a big yellow duck bottom on the back, with little yellow

  ducks on the pants. And Georgie had a measles rash all over his face and body.




  “Is any of their clothing missing, Mrs. Keeler?”




  “I don’t know. I didn’t look.”




  “Well, look now.”




  She apparently considered this another challenge, something she had to decide to do or not do. Finally she got up. “Sure, why not?”




  It took her four or five minutes. Nothing was missing. When asked, she came up with an eight-by-ten studio photograph of the boys. They appeared to be little versions of their mother, with small

  teeth showing through plastic smiles.




  When the telephone rang, George Keeler jumped as though he’d touched a live wire. It was loud and he grabbed it in the middle of the second ring; he listened, then said, “Detective

  Peters, it’s for you.”




  “I’ll take it in the kitchen.” There was a yellow wall phone offering a little more privacy. Keeler hung up as soon as he heard my voice.




  “Joe? Can you talk?”




  I had left the Keelers’ phone number on Tim Neary’s desk; he probably was going to ask what the hell I was doing in the middle of a domestic quarrel, which is what I had been asking

  myself.




  “What’s up, Tim?”




  His voice went flat and expressionless; the official kind of voice used to relay the kind of information Tim Neary had.




  “Joe, I’m going to read the descriptions of two D.O.A.s that just turned up over on Peck Avenue. That’s about six blocks from where you are. I haven’t been there, but

  I’ll relay what I just got from the precinct. Two male Caucasians. Subject number one—approximately three to four years old; death apparently by strangulation. Subject number

  two—approximately five to six years old; death apparently caused by an as yet undetermined caliber gunshot wound at the base of the right side of the skull. Both victims blond hair, blue

  eyes; both dressed in yellow-and-white cotton knit pajamas.”




  “One kid’s pajamas has smiling moon faces; the other kid’s has a yellow duck face.” I tried to swallow the sour lump that had become wedged in my throat.




  There was a long silence, then Neary said, “Them’s our babies.” He gave the exact location. “You got the father there, Joe? For an identification?”




  “Yeah. Is there a doctor at the scene, Tim? The guy’s an asthmatic. I think he’s gonna need some help.”




  “Probably someone from the M.E.’s office. Listen, get back to me with the confirmation—or whatever—as soon as you can. And, Joe? Put Catalano on for a minute; I want him

  to seal the premises. We’re dealing with a double homicide.” He couldn’t resist adding, in an irritated voice, “Christ, Joe, that’s just what I need right now,

  huh?”




  I couldn’t think of anyone who really needed a double homicide, now or at any other time. I went back into the living room. “Sam, captain wants to talk to you. He’s not happy

  about the report you did on the Flushing bank heist.”




  Sam’s eyebrows shot up, but he didn’t say anything; both Keelers were watching us closely. I went over to George and said, a little too loudly, “Hey, George, tell you what.

  Let’s you and me take a ride over to your ginmill in Sunnyside. That way, we’ll have touched all the bases and your wife will believe that you haven’t been conning her. What do

  you say?”




  When Catalano came back from the kitchen, his color had changed. He was still smooth and easy and he kept coming on with the blond mother, flexing his body, holding attention to himself, keeping

  it all under control. But his color had changed. And, for some reason, I think Kitty Keeler noticed it. I looked at her over my shoulder, just before we left the apartment and caught something:

  something in her eyes, some glint of terror or pain or anticipation. Something I would have to think about later.




  There were a number of official vehicles in the immediate vicinity when I pulled my Chevy alongside a squad car which had been parked haphazardly on Peck Avenue. There was an

  ambulance with the word MORTUARY printed front, back and on both sides. The whole area had a look of urgency.




  “I gotta check on something for a minute, George. Be right back.”




  There were uniformed personnel to deal with the curious neighbors, who really presented no problem: they were frightened middle-aged women for the most part. The homicide people were at work,

  measuring, photographing, cooperating with the forensic people, who were taking invisible samples of whatever substances they deemed should be brushed or scraped into the inevitable plasticine

  envelopes. A CBS-TV camera crew had just arrived; a crew from the Daily News was flashing pictures.




  Captain Chris Wise of the Queens Homicide was present and in charge. Chris had been my boss for nearly four years and we knew each other for longer than that. He nodded to me, then jerked a

  thumb to indicate where the bodies were.




  “Understand you guys took a call, Joe, about two missing kids this morning?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Well, I don’t think they’re missing anymore.” He turned toward the street, where my car was parked. “Who ya got, the father?”




  “Yeah.”




  Captain Wise led the way and motioned his men aside. He reached down and pulled back the tarpaulin which had been tossed over the bodies. “This what you’re looking for,

  Joe?”




  The lower torso, pajama clad, stuck out from beneath a small body wearing white pajamas with round, smiling yellow moon faces. Face down in earth softened by morning mist, then slightly hardened

  by the sun. The head of the child on top seemed peculiar; it had swelled to twice normal size as the result of the brain having been penetrated by a foreign object. A bullet in the head causes

  various fluids to flow; the child’s head was bloated as though air had been blown unevenly into a balloon. There wasn’t very much blood, just a thick, dark, wormlike mass at the base of

  the skull on the right side, site of penetration, and a few trickles down the thin neck. The pale-blond hair lifted in a breeze, then settled back into place. The huge head was slightly to one side

  and the face had turned the color of a bruise; the features were swollen and distorted.




  The face of the younger child was covered by his brother’s body. There was a strong, peculiar yet familiar odor. Captain Wise said, “Dog shit, Joe. The smaller kid is lying with his

  face in dog shit.”




  Automatically, my hand began to massage the biting pain in my stomach. “Captain, can they be turned over yet? I mean, that’s their father in my car. It’s bad enough

  without him having to see them like that.”




  “Give it five minutes more, Joe.” He put a hand on my arm and we turned away from the bodies. He spoke while looking down at his well-polished shoes. “What’s the story

  with the parents?”




  There wasn’t very much to tell, and when we circled back the bodies had been placed on their backs, side by side.




  “Can’t they wipe the kid’s face, for Christ’s sake, before the father sees them? I mean, dog shit in the kid’s mouth.”




  Chris Wise jabbed at the smaller child with the tip of his shoe. A few pieces of dried-up brownish substance slipped down along the kid’s head. Then Chris wiped his shoe along the length

  of the kid’s pajama leg, making sure his shine wasn’t ruined. Which is one of the things I never learned to do in four years of homicide work: to treat a dead human being as an object,

  an end product of someone’s rage or craziness or greed or jealousy or revenge or whatever the hell else. Which is one of the reasons why I have ulcers.




  Chris finished wiping his shoes on the dead kid’s body, then watched me with that tight close smile of his. “Want me to comb their hair too, Joe? Maybe I should travel with a

  cosmetic kit.”




  George Keeler looked up blankly when I approached my car. “What happened here, anyway? Boy, lots of cops, huh?”




  “George, would you come with me for a minute? George, there’s been an accident. It’s very bad. Both of your boys.”




  George Keeler stared at me for a split second, then yanked his arm free. He spun around wildly, then lunged to where they waited for him, just behind the bushes. George stood over them, stared

  down at them. He stretched his arms out in an empty, meaningless gesture, then dropped to his knees. He looked up at the circle of men who watched him. Who stood and watched him and weren’t

  doing a goddamn thing for his boys. He flung himself over the small bodies, protecting them from view, covering them, hiding them from the expressionless stares. He grabbed the smaller, Georgie, by

  the shoulders and tried to pull him into a sitting position; he began to shake the body; he began gasping and yelling.




  “Help them. There’s something wrong with them. My God, help them, don’t just stand there staring, there’s something the matter with my boys. Georgie! Terry! Help them,

  help them!”




  It took two other cops besides me to pull his child’s dead body from his grasp and to drag George Keeler to the ambulance.




  “Heart attack, heart attack,” the white-faced young intern muttered. He jumped into the ambulance and instructed a uniformed cop to help him with the oxygen mask.




  Captain Wise placed himself between the intern, who looked terrified, and George Keeler.




  “You goddamn fuckin’ fool, this man’s hyperventilating. You give him a whiff of oxygen and he’s dead. Asthma, dummy, he’s having an asthma attack.”




  The intern was stricken by the terrible possible consequences of his near-mistake. His face and mind seemed to go blank. Chris Wise turned him around and shoved him back toward the ambulance,

  and apparently the intern remembered what to do. He emerged to give George a shot of adrenalin.




  Within a few minutes, the loud wet sucking sounds eased and George was breathing easier. He suddenly pushed the intern back and reached out to me. I helped him up and the pressure of his hand

  was numbing.




  “We gotta tell Kitty,” George Keeler said. “Oh my God Almighty, we gotta tell my poor Kitty.”




  We practically burst into the apartment, a flying wedge of policemen, but Kitty Keeler didn’t seem to notice. She leaped from her chair, mouth opened, eyes wide and

  seeing only her husband. She reached out for George, her bracelets clanging and sliding up her slender arms. She grabbed at his sleeves, then at his shirt front.




  George Keeler turned away; looked over his shoulder; over her head; looked at the ceiling, the floor, the walls, anywhere, at anything but at his wife.




  “George,” she called to him. Finally she pounded his chest with a clenched fist. “What’s wrong, George? What’s the matter? My God, George, Georgie, talk to

  me!”




  He inhaled slowly and steadily to the fullest capacity of his lungs. Then, arms dangling at his sides, he looked directly at his wife and in a terrible voice he told her, “They’re

  dead, baby. They’re dead. Both boys. Both of them. They’re dead.”




  Kitty shook her head slowly from side to side and said, “Don’t say that. Don’t say a stupid thing like that. What the hell’s the matter with you, to say a dumb stupid

  thing like that? Don’t say that. George!”




  He stood against her onslaught of fists and words and protests, and his mouth kept moving, saying the same words, over and over again.




  “They’re dead, baby. They’re dead.”


  

   




  Mary Hogan was a small pear-shaped woman whose delicate features bore a striking resemblance to her daughter’s. There was some confusion as to who had directed that Mrs. Hogan be picked up

  from the Bronx bakery where she worked and brought to the Keeler apartment. The reason was obvious: it was felt that Kitty Keeler might be needing her mother.




  Mrs. Hogan brought a Father Kerrigan from St. Simon Stock along with her. He was one of those Irish priests of indeterminate age: perpetually boyish, smooth-cheeked, tenor-voiced, a few silver

  speckles in his blond-red hair. He kept informing everyone that Mrs. Hogan was hard of hearing, and would we speak carefully, she was good at lip reading.




  George Keeler came from the bedroom and went directly to his mother-in-law. She virtually disappeared from sight in his embrace, and the one muffled cry came from him. She carefully disengaged

  herself and studied his face with great intensity. Her eyes, obviously from years of serving partially as her ears as well, were sharp, somewhat glassy, but whatever tears they contained were

  frozen inside her sockets.




  “George,” she said in a soft flat brogue, “where are they? Where are my little ones? George, what’s happened here?”




  Kitty Keeler staggered into the room. Her face had gone dead white. She pushed George aside, pointed at the small stiff-backed woman and said to her husband, “What is she doing

  here? What the fuck is she doing here?”




  While Mrs. Hogan could not see what her daughter had said, she felt the impact of her anger. As though believing that no one could hear her unless facing her, she waited until her daughter

  turned to her and then, softly, almost in a whisper, she said, “Kitty, Kitty, Kitty. What have you done?”




   





  Chapter Two




  TIM NEARY has been one of my closest friends from the time we were kids playing street games in the

  north Bronx. After high school, while I was learning how to lay lines for the telephone company, Tim was spending three years at a seminary learning that he didn’t really want to be a priest.

  We came into the department together; Tim passed every promotion exam right at the top of the list. He’s a very deliberate, careful guy and we trust each other completely. With a few

  reservations.




  Sometimes what Tim Neary doesn’t say is more important than what he does say.




  “What’s this thing look like, Joe?” That’s what he said.




  “How is this thing going to bounce on me?” That’s what he didn’t say.




  “It’s a little early to tell, Tim.”




  The Keelers were sitting on the bench in the squad room. Catalano was keeping himself between them and anyone else in the squad, as though the Keelers were his private property.




  “Jesus, Joe, this couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”




  “Want me to run over to Peck Avenue and tell those kids that their timing was pretty bad?”




  “Don’t be a goddamn wiseass, Joe. I don’t need that right now.” Then, as though he just thought of it, as though it wasn’t of great importance to him, he said,

  “How about that other matter, Joe? You come up with anything?”




  I reached inside my jacket without answering him; handed over my report with a shake of my head.




  “Shit. Nothing? Nothing at all?”




  “Give me a little time, Tim.”




  What Tim had assigned me to do was to get information of an incriminating nature on the District Attorney of Queens County in order to force him off the primary ballot for the upcoming mayoralty

  election. Tim’s wife is a law partner of the campaign manager of the D.A.’s rival. Tim and I are both eligible to retire at half pay on November 28 of this year. Twenty years down the

  drain. Or whatever. Tim has a big future promised if the right man wins. He is also certain that my future, left in his hands, if the right man wins, will be nothing short of terrific.




  Of course, Tim ignores facts that don’t fit with his plans. He considers it no big deal that my wife and I have sold our home in Queens; bought a condominium in Florida, where my wife is

  waiting for me to join her come the end of November. She fully expects that I’ll pack up and leave the two-room apartment we took on a short-term lease in one of the old buildings near the

  Forest Hills Tennis Stadium. And go down to Florida. And take a job in her brother’s construction company. Her brother, as far as I’m concerned, is a crooked, smug, stupid bastard who

  thinks the same of me. I’m not sure how all of this came about. It just seems to have happened, according to a plan worked out so long ago I can’t remember when it wasn’t part of

  our understanding. Once the girl was married, and she was last year, once the boy graduated high school and was set in college, which he was, once my twenty years were in, that would be it.

  All set. The rest of my life. Except that now that it was practically reality I have been taking a good hard look at what the rest of my life would be with brother-in-law Fred, and I don’t

  like it. At all. And another strange thing. After twenty-three years of marriage, of living with Jen and the kids, this was the first time I’d ever lived alone. In my whole life. I had gone

  from my parents to the Army to Jen. Now I wasn’t accountable, in any way, to anyone. I had thought I’d be lonely. Jen thought I’d be lonely.




  The funny thing was, I wasn’t lonely at all.




  “All right. Let’s take a statement from the parents, Joe. We’ll talk about the other thing later.”




  In a monotone, Kitty Keeler answered Neary’s questions. She stared at the reels of the tape recorder on the desk and seemed to pace herself to the slow revolutions. She repeated what she

  had already told us. That she had last seen her sons between one and one-thirty this morning. Had taken sleeping pills; showered; gone to bed. Woke up at seven-thirty. The boys were gone.




  “I thought George had the boys. I thought—” She didn’t cry or anything. She just stopped speaking.




  She had changed; she was a different version of the same woman. She seemed translucent. Her paleness had gone almost to the bones of her face. Her cheekbones seemed to shine and protrude through

  the tightly stretched skin. She reminded me of a small, shining, transparent glass animal: fragile, breakable, easily shattered. And yet she had a curious strength, directed toward her husband.




  George Keeler, in his grief, seemed to bloat and swell; the lines of his body became indefinite and unclear. He turned to his wife, his face totally trusting and dependent. Kitty took control of

  both her husband and herself with a hard tenderness, direct and businesslike and effective. It was a surprise, this tough concern for George. She had been totally uncaring of him earlier. Before

  the bodies of their children had been found.




  “Mr. Keeler, do you have any idea, at all, who might have done this to your sons?”




  A wildness came into George Keeler’s voice. He waved his arms in front of him as he spoke, then stared at his hands, which trembled violently.




  “Look at that,” he said, needing to account for his hands. “The adrenalin shot makes them shake like that.”




  His wife reached over, touched his arm, her fingers closed on his wrist. Her touch settled him. He told his story for a second time in almost the exact same phrases. He had come over to the

  apartment after Kitty called him; searched briefly; called the police. He raised his arms in a terrible, empty gesture, then let them fall heavily onto his thighs.




  “And then he took me to that park.” Keeler looked at me for confirmation. “And then I saw them. The boys. I saw them. My boys.”




  His meaty shoulders heaved forward, his hands dangled and shook between his knees. He began to gasp for air.




  Kitty Keeler reached into her husband’s pocket, then adjusted the nebulizer. She instructed George firmly and patiently; directed his breathing, his inhalation of medication. There was an

  oddly maternal quality in her way of handling him; she had an assurance, a willingness to be leaned on; her strength seemed to expand as his need increased.




  “Could someone take us to my brother’s house now?” she asked Neary.




  Catalano moved toward the Keelers, comforting arm extended.




  “Sam, tell Tom Flynn to drive the Keelers. Where is your brother’s house, Mrs. Keeler? You said Yonkers?”




  Catalano extended a slip of paper. “I have the address, Captain. I could drive—”




  Neary spoke right over Catalano. “You stick around the office and handle the telephones, Detective Catalano. Sergeant Gelber called in sick.”




  There was no way Sam could argue or protest. Neary was the boss. And Sam Catalano was the District Attorney’s spy. He had been in the squad just less than a year. Within two months of

  Sam’s arrival, our eminent District Attorney, Jeremiah Kelleher, began needling Tim Neary about the way certain facets of certain investigations were being handled. It had long been

  Jeremiah’s hope to get rid of Neary, who had been, of course, a political appointment. It had taken some pressure on Kelleher to accept Tim Neary in the first place and he had done so with

  malice. The position of squad commander of the District Attorney’s Investigating Squad called for the rank of deputy inspector. Jeremiah refused to promote Tim from captain. Everyone was

  waiting everyone else out until Primary Day, which would decide who was washed out and who was on his way up. The only information Catalano had been able to pass along “upstairs” for

  the last ten months was bits and pieces of an inaccurate nature which I slipped him from time to time.




  Aside from splits based on politics, racial, religious and ethnic backgrounds and specific personality differences, we’re just one cohesive team.




  Catalano risked a quick semidirty look before he left the office, and Tim said between his teeth, “That sneaky son-of-a-bitch.”




  We drove over to Fresh Meadows. There was a large group of curious people gathered in front of the three-story garden-apartment building where the Keelers lived. A young patrolman, posted at the

  entrance, quickly saluted Neary’s captain shield, which was pinned to his dark-gray suit jacket. The patrolman looked very tense and young and eager.




  Neary motioned him closer with a jerk of his head.




  “Yes sir!” The kid saluted again.




  “Officer, why don’t you tell all these good people to go on to their own homes.” Neary waved at a second uniformed patrolman who was standing at the curb. “You and this

  other officer clear this entire path from the building to the sidewalk. Just let residents in; and no loitering, residents or not. And pull that damn patrol car up straight. It’s taking up

  two parking spaces.”




  Both patrolmen saluted and looked excited at having something to do. As we entered the building, Tim said to me, “Twelve years old, for God’s sake. They’re taking them on the

  job at twelve years old.”




  Which is how you tell you’re getting old on the job. A few years ago, the new cops looked fifteen.




  We stood in the living room, taking it in, getting the general effect, Tim, who married late in life and doesn’t have children and lives in a luxury apartment on Queens Boulevard in Forest

  Hills, glanced around and said, “Tacky.”




  Captain Wise appeared in the entrance of the children’s bedroom and waved us across the living room. We walked carefully around the technicians who were still dusting and squinting and

  photographing and testing. We stood in the doorway and absorbed the essentials: the room, approximately twelve feet by fifteen, contained twin beds, separated by a small night table on which stood

  a night lamp (yellow duck base, white pleated lampshade); half-empty plastic cup of water; box of tissues; a small lump of chewed-up and hardened pink gum.




  There was a long, low chest of drawers built under the windows which faced the beds. On either side of the window, shelves had been built over the chests, up to the ceiling. The shelves

  contained an assortment of toys, games, stuffed animals and books. Directly in front of the windows, about two feet from the chests, there was a small round white table with two small white chairs.

  On the table was an open coloring book with a picture of an astronaut. It was carefully colored, not quite finished. The astronaut wore a red space suit, and the surface of the moon was purple

  against his green space boots. His space ship was partially filled in with a silver color; the silver crayon rested carefully in the center of the coloring book along with a large box of

  Crayolas.




  The windows were curtained with sheer white cotton, decorated along the sides and edges with pale-yellow daisies, the same color as the dust ruffles on the beds. The walls were sunny yellow; the

  floor, a bright yellow-and-white plastic pattern. There was a thick oval Rya rug between the beds; it was white and yellow and red. The room and everything in it was very clean. There was just the

  slightest indication that the beds had been slept in: the Keeler boys had obviously been very quiet sleepers. It took something of an effort not to visualize their distorted, bloated faces resting

  on the clean yellow pillowcases.




  Neary moved the curtain with his fingertip and studied the window. About four feet wide; casement type. The center pane was stationary. The panes on either side could be cranked open with a

  handle.




  “It’s okay, Tim,” Wise told him, “we’ve dusted that already.”




  Tim cranked one pane open as far as it would go, then measured it roughly with his hands.




  “Ten and a half inches,” Wise said.




  Neary nodded and leaned forward, looked out the window directly into the eyes of a homicide man outside.




  “How far a drop?” Neary asked him.




  “Six feet from the sill to the ground, Captain.” The detective saw me. “How ya doin’, Joe?” Then he shook his head. “Not a mark around here; no signs of

  footprints, no ladder, nothin’.”




  “C’mon,” Captain Wise said to us. “You seen the parents’ bedroom, Joe?”




  “Uh-uh.”




  We trailed him through the apartment to the second bedroom. Wise stood to one side, watching our reactions as though he had offered us some kind of a treat. It was a room without any connection

  to the rest of the apartment. The carpeting was thick and soft, slightly lighter than the rose-beige color of the heavy satin bedspread and matching drapes. There was a chaise longue of the same

  satin, with an assortment of pillows tossed casually against the back of it; it faced toward a small portable color television set which was perched on the corner of a huge triple dresser.




  “French provincial,” Tim told us. He looked at himself in the ornate mirror over the dresser. “This is good stuff; expensive.” He checked with Wise before touching,

  lightly, the assortment of perfume bottles which were displayed on a mirrored tray on the dresser. Tim leaned forward, sniffed, then said, “Sixty bucks an ounce. It’s the real

  thing.” He sniffed at a couple of other bottles, reeled off some French names. Tim was impressed. He pointed at the empty double-picture frame.




  “We removed the pictures of the boys, Tim, for reproduction. I’ll see your squad gets copies.” Wise pulled at Neary’s arm, anxious to get on with his show.




  “Real silver; heavy, good quality,” Tim said about the picture frame, then turned to watch Wise.




  Using one finger, like an impresario, Wise opened a folding louvered door to expose one half of a custom-built closet which took up the whole long wall.




  Aside from the sheer amounts of garments and items, what was fascinating was the organization of the closet. Everything was in an assigned place: every dress, blouse, pants suit, short or long

  skirt was precisely placed for quick reference. Two shelves over the hanging bar were filled with clear plastic boxes, through which an array of colors showed. It took a few seconds to realize that

  everything had been arranged according to color: from pale cream sweaters to pale yellow to bright yellow to gold to beige; from palest blue to sky blue to deep blue.




  Wise gave us about a minute, then went to the other side of the closet and repeated his performance, opening the louvered door with a flourish. Here was the other side of the spectrum: deeper,

  darker, more blatant colors of clothing of all kinds, including a selection of long and apparently expensive gowns, carefully enclosed in clear plastic garment-protector bags. Shoes were arranged

  on slide-out trays along the floor of the closet.




  Neary whistled between his teeth.




  “Where are George’s clothes?”




  Wise winked at me, then reached up and shoved some of Kitty Keeler’s clothes to one side. There was a section, approximately two and a half feet wide, of double hanging bars filled with

  men’s clothing.




  Tim pulled out the arm of a butter-soft suede jacket, let his fingers move expertly. “Expensive stuff,” he told us. “Not very much here, but what’s here is good

  quality.” He fingered through the rest of George Keeler’s clothes. Tim, since his marriage to the lady lawyer, had taken to wearing custom-made suits, jackets, slacks,

  shirts—maybe custom-made socks and shorts too. He’s developed a passionate interest in clothes, and one of the things he had against Jeremiah Kelleher was that “the phony bum buys

  his suits at Barney’s, then has his wife sew in good labels.”




  I checked the windows underneath the heavy drapes and filmy curtains. Same-type casement window; directly ahead and to the left was a fairly new twenty-story building just at the edge of the

  development of garden apartments. To the right, at a distance of about a hundred yards, was a circular playground where some kids were shooting baskets. To the back of the playground was a

  thirteen-story apartment building, also set just outside the border of the development. I closed the window, let the curtains and drapes fall back into place. The voices of kids playing could still

  be heard; muffled, but still audible. Wise closed the bedroom door, and the three of us stood motionless, listening. The voices of the detectives in other parts of the apartment could be heard

  again, softer, but clearly audible, so that while the heavy carpeting and drapery buffered noise, they didn’t eliminate it.




  “Want to show you something,” Chris Wise said, offering us another treat. He reached up and adjusted something on the inside of the bedroom door, then stepped back so that we could

  examine it.




  It was a bolt lock, installed at eye level. Neary tested it, whistled tunelessly between his teeth, which is what he does when he’s not ready to comment on something.




  “Unusual, huh?” Wise asked. “Now, Tim, Joe, take another good look at this room. This is exactly as Mrs. Keeler left it.”




  The implication was clear, but Wise spelled it out anyway. “Not a thing out of place, right? The mother wakes up, looks around, sees her kids are missing, calls her husband, right?

  Then,” Wise turned and gestured toward the bed, “she very calmly turns around and makes up the bed.”




  “How do you know she was calm at that point?”




  “C’mon, Joe, don’t be a wise guy, you know what I mean. Some distraught mother, huh? And how did she look, Joe, when you first got here?”




  “Not bad if you like the type.”




  “You know what I mean, Joey. Makeup on, hair combed, nicely dressed, right? Some distraught mother,” he repeated.




  Neary watched the technicians at the door to the apartment. It had been dusted, prints lifted, photographed from all angles.




  “This lock wasn’t forced, Captain, no sir, no way.”




  “No signs of forced entry, Tim,” Captain Wise told us. “Not via door or window.” He turned to me, took a few seconds to control his annoyance. “Collins gave you

  that?”




  He was referring to a pink-leather-covered telephone book; stamped in gold script letters on the cover was the name “Kitty Keeler.” Just a quick scan through the pages revealed a lot

  of men’s names; just first names and telephone numbers.




  “Well, you are senior man in the team catching this, right? So I guess it’s rightfully yours, but make sure I get a Xerox of every page, right, Joey?”




  Neary said, not kidding, “You can have the case, lock, stock and whorey bedroom, Chris. Just say the word and it’s all yours.”




  “Well, it would be the first time I got handed something as easy as this.” Wise recited the facts for us. “Mama is alone with the kids. Mama goes to bed and sleeps through the

  night, doesn’t hear a thing. Wakes up in the morning and the kids are gone. No forced entry; no signs of violence. Nothing. Kids are found dead six blocks away. And Mama didn’t hear

  nothing at all.” He leaned close to me, winked and said confidently, “Come on, Joe, show Captain Timmy here what you learned working for me for four years. Give him the answer to the

  whole damn thing. Give him the windup, Joe, before we go further.” He poked me in the ribs with his elbow. “Who done it, Joe? In one word.”




  The first place you look for a perpetrator is within the immediate family: husbands kill wives; wives kill husbands; brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, sons, daughters, mothers,

  fathers, in-laws, all kill each other. Only after they’ve all been cleared do you start looking at the wider circle of friends, old friends, new friends, ex-friends; then the circle widens

  and you begin to look at strangers.




  In most cases, you don’t have to go that far.




  In most cases, the murderer is found right inside the four walls of the victim’s home. Instead of stalking the streets looking for new victims, the murderer is usually at home helping to

  make the funeral plans.




  I rocked back on my heels a little, looked toward the Hollywood-style bedroom, thought about the clothes and then about the woman and the little boys who had been taken from their beds without

  anyone hearing anything unusual at all.




  Wise had stopped smiling. I gave him his one-word answer.




  “Mama.”




  Tim Neary whistled thoughtfully between his teeth, and Chris Wise said in a raspy, certain voice, “You betcha balls it’s Mama.”




   





  Chapter Three




  DR. ALEXANDER FRIEDMAN was a neat, compact man with a clipped precise

  manner and intelligent eyes. He was Viennese. According to the various framed documents decorating the wall of his office, he was a pediatrician with diplomate status, which meant he was qualified

  to teach pediatrics.




  His time was tightly scheduled. Every morning, between 7 and 8 A.M., he was available for telephone consultation, and, barring emergency, he would not discuss symptoms

  with parents during another person’s scheduled appointment. He made hospital rounds between 8:30 and noon; had lunch between noon and 1 P.M. His first office

  appointment was scheduled for 1 P.M. He took no break between appointments; he saw patients at his office until 5:30 or 6 P.M. His house calls began

  at 7 P.M., allowing him an hour for dinner. House calls were limited to communicable diseases, high-fever patients and emergencies.




  I knew all this because when we spoke on the telephone Dr. Friedman told me his schedule and also that 2 P.M. was available to me, since there had been a

  cancellation.




  So far, Dr. Friedman was the last known person, besides Kitty Keeler, to have seen the Keeler boys alive on the night they were murdered.




  “Sit down, Detective Peters.” He checked his wristwatch against his desk clock. I was right on time.




  Dr. Friedman extended two cards. Each card was a precise, accurate record, containing every known medical fact from date of birth—to date of death—re Terence Thomas Keeler and George

  William Keeler.




  “I have photostated copies of my records on the Keeler boys for you, to save time. If you have any difficulty in understanding any of my notations, please let me know.”




  The neatly printed series of dates, facts and figures seemed clear enough. “I’ll look these over later and call you if there’s any question.”




  Dr. Friedman leaned over and handed me his card. “Please try to call between seven and eight A.M. Unless, of course, it is some sort of emergency.”




  “Right. Doctor, what time did Mrs. Keeler call you yesterday?”




  He glanced down at his daybook, then tapped his index finger at the information. “She called yesterday morning, at just about eight A.M.”




  “And what did she say?”




  “That George, the younger child, seemed to have all the symptoms of the measles. It was no surprise. The child had been exposed to the measles approximately two and a half weeks

  ago.” He nodded at his copies of the Keeler boys’ medical records. “At that time, Mrs. Keeler brought the children in for gamma-globulin shots. She had missed their last regular

  appointment, in September. They were scheduled to have measles shots on . . .” Dr. Friedman held up a wait-a-minute finger, then opened his 1974 appointment book to a place marked by a paper

  clip. “Yes, on September twenty-fifth, but Mrs. Keeler canceled the appointment. She had to be out of town, with the boys. I cautioned her to see to it that she reschedule the appointment,

  but she didn’t. They should have been inoculated against the measles.” He added in a severe tone that defied argument, “There is no excuse whatever for a child to get the measles

  in this day and age.”




  “Did Mrs. Keeler miss appointments often?”




  “No, very rarely. In fact, that is the only one I can recall offhand. At any rate, Mrs. Keeler telephoned me on April first,” he checked this with his current appointment book,

  “and told me the boys had been exposed and she asked if it was too late for inoculation. I told her that it was, but to bring the boys in.” He glanced at his book again. “Yes,

  later that day, after five, they came for a shot of gamma globulin each.”




  “And what would that do?”




  “In the event the boys did come down with the measles, the gamma globulin would tend to lessen the duration of the illness. They would have a case of shorter duration. When Mrs.

  Keeler telephoned yesterday morning, she reported that George had a sore throat, high fever and was flushed. I scheduled him for a home visit.”




  “And at what time did you see him?”




  Dr. Friedman held up his hand to let me know that I’d interrupted him. “At about four-thirty yesterday, Mrs. Keeler telephoned again. George’s temperature had shot up to over a

  hundred and four and he had come out in a rash. I instructed her to give the child a child’s aspirin, which is what I had earlier instructed her. One every three hours for a high fever. And

  she was to give the child an alcohol rub and cool water to drink; cold cloth on his head. Keep him as comfortable and quiet as possible. As is usual with a high-fevered child, I made the Keeler

  apartment my first stop last night. I arrived at precisely seven-o-five P.M.”




  “And it was definitely the measles.”




  “Yes, of course. Mrs. Keeler seemed upset because she felt George was having a very bad case, despite the gamma globulin. I explained to her what I meant by a mild case. The

  symptoms aren’t mild; the duration of the serious symptoms are shortened by the cautionary shot. I told her to anticipate a difficult night, the child would be uncomfortable,

  but by morning the child would probably have a lowered temperature, continuing sore throat, possible upset stomach, but the worst would be over. I did caution her to keep close check on the

  child’s temperature.”




  “Through the night?”




  “Until such time that it remained below the hundred-and-two-degree point. After that I wouldn’t advise disturbing a sleeping child.”




  “And what about the other boy—Terry?”




  “I checked him, then told Mrs. Keeler there were several possibilities. One, that he would come down with the measles within hours, or a full day at most. Or that he might have a natural

  immunity and not come down with measles at all. Or that his initial exposure hadn’t been enough to cause the illness. But that, without a natural immunity, which is rare, he would probably

  come down with measles in about two weeks as a result of his exposure to George.”




  “Which would have been just about when George would have been up and around?”




  “Yes.”




  We stared at each other, but it was impossible to guess what Dr. Friedman was thinking. I dug a cigarette from my pocket and looked around for an ashtray.




  “I don’t permit smoking in my office. Or in my home.” He opened his top desk drawer, reached in, then scattered lollipops toward me. “They contain no sugar. Won’t

  rot the teeth or the lungs.” He studied me, then said quietly, “Your cough is very indicative, you know.”




  “My cough? What cough?”




  “Apparently it’s become so automatic that you’re not even aware of it.” He shook his head slightly and I suppressed a sudden need to cough. He checked his watch and desk

  clock, clasped his hands on his desk and asked, “Detective Peters, what else can I tell you?”




  “Dr. Friedman, to the best of your knowledge, what kind of a mother was Mrs. Keeler?”




  “Nonabusive, if that’s what you mean. The children were brought in to me regularly from the time they were born. Their physical and mental and emotional development has always been

  well within normal range. The older boy, Terry, was an extremely bright child: very precocious as an infant. Early walker, early talker, very fluent. The younger child, George, was somewhat slower

  by comparison, but that’s always a risky sort of judgment and I don’t encourage it. The boys were well-fed, well-clothed; they never exhibited any indication of being abused children,

  if that’s what you’re asking me.”




  “How would you characterize Mrs. Keeler’s behavior last night? How did she seem to you?”




  Carefully, Dr. Friedman said, “That is a very subjective thing, you understand. Not knowing the young woman very well, it is a surface observation. I have found her to be a competent,

  level-headed young woman. Certainly not among those young mothers I classify as my ‘hysterics.’ She wasn’t overly alarmed by the illness. She exhibited what I would call proper

  concern. There was one thing, though.”




  “Yes?”




  “Well, she did ask me if it was possible that George could travel in two or three days.”




  “Travel? Did she say to where?”




  “She said she’d been planning to go to Phoenix, Arizona, this coming Saturday and thought about taking the boys with her. Said something about . . . didn’t I think the weather

  there might be beneficial to George. I told her what I’m sure she already knew. That it was unthinkable. Bearing in mind not only George’s illness, but Terry’s potential illness

  as well.”




  “What was her reaction to that? Did it seem to upset her?”




  “I think she regretted having asked me.”




  Dr. Friedman’s look of disapproval must have stopped many young mothers from asking obvious questions about as effectively as it stopped my lighting a cigarette.




  “How long did you stay at the Keelers’?”




  “I left at seven-thirty. Of course, I did make two phone calls prior to leaving. First, to check with my service and to alert them as to my next call in case of emergency. Second, to

  assure the parents of the next patient that I was on my way.” He shrugged slightly and almost smiled. “With children as patients, emergencies pop up from one minute to the next. I like

  the parents to know I can be reached in short order.”




  There was a soft chiming sound; he glanced at his desk clock, then selected one of the cards from his desk blotter. “Mrs. Ellis. Ten minutes early.”




  I took the cue and stood up when he did, extended my hand and was surprised again by the firmness of his grip.




  He didn’t release my hand immediately. “This . . . this whole thing, Detective Peters. Those two children . . .” There was a totally unexpected look of deep, personal pain; the

  Keeler boys had been more than two index cards filled with precise, bloodless notations.




  “Dr. Friedman, I told you when I called earlier the circumstances under which these children’s bodies were found. Just between us, strictly off the record, one experienced man to

  another, what do you think might have happened to those boys?”




  His eyes never left my face as he shrugged and walked to the door leading to his outer office and waiting room. He held his hand on the doorknob for a moment, then said, “All kinds of

  terrible things happen in this world. I try to keep them alive and healthy. You try to find out who kills them. I don’t envy you your job. If I can be of any help, please don’t hesitate

  to call.” He added quickly, “Any morning, between seven and eight.”




   





  Chapter Four




  AS soon as Sam Catalano heard my voice on the phone, he started complaining. “I don’t know why the hell

  I’m stuck in the office, Joe. It’s my case as much as yours. Actually, I took the initial call and . . .”




  “Sam? Sam. Is Captain Neary there or what?”




  In the silence, I pictured Sam lighting a cigarette with his flashy silver lighter; heard him exhale in a wounded sigh.




  “No, but he left a message for you, Joe. You’re to go over to 447 Woodhaven Boulevard and see a Patti MacDougal. She called the Keeler apartment about an hour ago. She’d heard

  about the murders on the radio and wanted to know what she should do about Kitty Keeler’s car.”




  “Kitty Keeler’s car?”




  “Yeah, Joe. Kitty loaned this girl her car yesterday. A white Porsche. How about that, Joe, a Porsche.”




  “That’s terrific, Sam. Now repeat the girl’s name and address so I can write it down.”




  Sam gave me the information, then launched into a recital of all the reasons why he shouldn’t be in the office, but should be out in the field. I wasn’t really listening; what I was

  thinking about was that the Porsche would have to be driven to the precinct. And then the girl would have to be driven to the squad office for a statement. A police officer should drive the

  Porsche, just in case it contained any evidence of any nature whatever. If I drove the Porsche, with the girl, to the precinct, then I would be stuck without my car.




  “Tell you what, Sam. Is there anyone else in the office to handle the phones?”




  I knew there was; I could hear talking and typing in the background.




  “Yeah, sure. Finn’s here, and Young and—”




  “Okay, Sam. Tell you what. Meet me at the girl’s apartment in about twenty minutes. Then you can drive the Porsche over to the 107th.”




  “Right, right, Joe.” Then, trying not to sound concerned, but sounding concerned, he said, “Hey, Joe. What about Captain Neary? Ya know, he did tell me to stay in the

  office and take the phones.”




  “Don’t worry about it, Sam. You’ll be back before he is. And I’ll handle it.” To make sure he’d show, I added, “A white Porsche, huh, Sam? Boy,

  that’s some car.”




  “And how. I’ll meet you there, then, Joe.”




  I should have just hung up at that point, but through force of habit I couldn’t resist. My voice went low, almost a whisper. “Hey, one more thing, Sam. Anyone around the office say

  anything about the narcotics thing?”

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
DOROTHY
UHNAK

THE INVESTIGATION

‘A ground-breaking novelist’
Guardian






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





