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1985




ONE


THE CRIME SCENE was in the low 30s around E, on the edge of Fort Dupont Park, in a neighborhood known as Greenway, in the 6th District section of Southeast D.C. A girl of fourteen lay in the grass on the side of a community vegetable garden that was blind to the residents whose yards backed up to the nearby woods. There were colorful beads in her braided hair. She appeared to have died from a single gunshot wound to the head. A middle-aged homicide police was down on one knee beside her, staring at her as if he were waiting for her to awake. His name was T. C. Cook. He was a sergeant with twenty-four years on the force, and he was thinking.

His thoughts were not optimistic. There was no visible blood on or around the girl, with the exception of the entrance and exit wounds, now congealed. No blood at all on her shirt, jeans, or sneakers, all of which looked to be brand-new. Cook surmised that she had been undressed and re-dressed after  her murder, and her body had been moved and dumped here. He had a sick feeling in his gut and also, he realized with some degree of guilt, a quickening in his pulse that suggested, if not excitement, then engagement. An ID on the body would confirm it, but Cook suspected that this one was like the others. She was one of them.

The Mobile Crime Lab had arrived. The techs were going through the motions, but there was a kind of listlessness in their movements and a general air of defeat. The transportation of a body away from the murder site meant that there would be few forensic clues. Also, it had rained. When this happened, it was said by some techs that the killer was laughing.

On the edge of the crime scene were a meat wagon and several patrol cars and uniformed officers who had responded to the call for assistance. There were a couple dozen spectators as well. Yellow tape had been strung, and the uniforms were now charged with keeping the spectators and the media back and away from the homicide cops and lab techs doing their jobs. Superintendent of Detectives Michael Messina and Homicide Captain Arnold Bellows had ducked the tape and were talking to each other, leaving Sergeant Cook alone. The public-relations officer, a moley Italian American who appeared frequently on TV, fed the usual to a reporter from Channel 4, a man with suspicious hair whose gimmick was a clipped delivery and dramatic pauses between sentences.

Two of the uniformed officers stood by their cruiser. Their names were Gus Ramone and Dan Holiday. Ramone was of medium height and build. Holiday was taller and blade thin. Both were college dropouts, single, in their early twenties, and white. Both were in their second year on the force, past their rookie status but not seasoned. They had already acquired a distrust of officers above the rank of sergeant but were not yet cynical about the job.

“Look at ’em,” said Holiday, nodding his sharp chin in  the direction of Superintendent Messina and Captain Bellows. “They’re not even talking to T.C.”

“They’re just letting him do his thing,” said Ramone.

“The white shirts are afraid of him, is what it is.”

T. C. Cook was an average-sized black man in a tan raincoat with a zip-in lining, worn over a houndstooth sport jacket. His dress Stetson, light brown with a chocolate band holding a small multicolored feather, was cocked just so, covering a bald head sided by clown patches of black hair flecked with gray. He had a bulbous nose and a thick brown mustache. His mouth rarely turned up in a smile, but his eyes sometimes shone brightly with amusement.

“The Mission Man,” said Holiday. “The brass don’t like him, but they sure don’t fuck with him. Guy’s got a ninety percent closure rate; he can do what he wants.”

That’s Holiday all over, thought Ramone. Get results, and all will be forgiven. Produce, and do whatever the fuck you want.

Ramone had his own rules: follow the playbook, stay safe, put in your twenty-five and move on. He was not enamored of Cook or any of the other mavericks, cowboys, and assorted living legends on the force. Romanticizing the work could not elevate it to something it was not. This was a job, not a calling. Holiday, on the other hand, was living a dream, had lead in his pencil, and was jacked up big on the Twenty-third Psalm.

Holiday had started on foot patrol in the H Street corridor of Northeast, a white man solo in a black section of town. He had cut it fine and already had a rep. Holiday remembered the names of folks he had met only one time, complimented the young women and the grandmothers alike, could talk Interhigh sports, the Redskins, and the Bullets with guys sitting on their front porches and those hanging outside the liquor stores, could even shoot the shit with the young ones he knew were headed for the hard side. Citizens, criminal and straight, sensed that Holiday was a joker and a fuckup, and still they  liked him. His enthusiasm and natural fit for the job would probably get him further in the MPD than Ramone would go. That is, if that little man with the pitchfork, sitting on Holiday’s shoulder, didn’t ruin him first.

Ramone and Holiday had gone through the academy together, but they weren’t friends. They weren’t even partners. They were sharing a car because there had been a shortage of cruisers in the lot behind the 6D station. Six hours into a four-to-midnight, and Ramone was already tired of Holiday’s voice. Some cops liked the company, and the backup, even if it was less than stellar. Ramone preferred to ride alone.

“I tell you about this girl I been seein?” said Holiday.

“Yeah,” said Ramone. Not yeah with a question mark on the end of it, but yeah with a period, as in, end of discussion.

“She’s a Redskinette,” said Holiday. “One of those cheer-leaders they got at RFK.”

“I know what they are.”

“I tell you about her?”

“I think you did.”

“You oughtta see her ass, Giuseppe.”

Ramone’s mother, when she was angry or sentimental, was the only one who ever called him by his given name. That is, until Holiday had seen Ramone’s driver’s license. Holiday also occasionally called him “the Ramone,” after having had a look at Ramone’s record collection on the single occasion Ramone had let him into his apartment. That had been a mistake.

“Nice ones, too,” said Holiday, doing the arthritic thing with his hands. “She got those big pink, whaddaya call ’em,  aureoles.”

Holiday turned, his face catching the strobe of the cruiser light bars still activated at the scene. He was smiling his large row of straight white teeth, his ice blue eyes catching the flash. The ID bar on his chest read “D. Holiday,” so naturally and instantly he had caught the nickname “Doc” within the department. Coincidentally, he was as angular and  bone skinny as the tubercular gunman. Some of the older cops claimed he looked like a young Dan Duryea.

“You told me,” said Ramone for the third time.

“Okay. But listen to this. Last week, I’m out with her in a bar. The Constable, down on Eighth . . .”

“I know the place.” Ramone had gone to the Constable many times, pre-cop, in that year when he thought of himself as In Between. You could score coke from the bartender there, watch the band, Tiny Desk Unit or the Insect Surfers or whoever, in that back room, or sit under the stars on the patio they had out back, drink beers and catch cigarettes behind the shake, and talk to the girls, back when they were all wearing the heavy mascara and the fishnets. This was after his fourth, and last, semester at Maryland, when he’d taken that criminology class and thought, I don’t need any more of this desk-and-blackboard bullshit; I can do this thing right now. But then just wandering for a while before he signed up, hitting the bars, smoking weed, and doing a little blow, chasing those girls with the fishnets. It had felt to him then like he was stumbling. Tonight, wearing the blue, the badge and gun, standing next to a guy he would have ridiculed a few years back, now his contemporary, it felt like he had been free.

“. . . and she drops a bomb on me. Tells me she likes me and all that bulljive, but she’s dating one of the Redskins, too.”

“Joe Jacoby?” said Ramone, side-glancing Holiday.

“Nah, not that beast.”

“So who?”

“A receiver. And not Donnie Warren, if you catch my drift.”

“You’re saying she’s dating a black receiver.”

“One of ’em,” said Holiday. “And you know they like white girls.”

“Who doesn’t,” said Ramone.

Over the crackle of the radios coming from the cars they heard Cook telling one of the men in his squad to keep the  Channel 4 reporter, who was attempting to move under the tape, away from the deceased. “Punk motherfucker,” said Cook, saying it loud, making sure the reporter could hear. “He’s the one got that witness killed down in Congress Park. Goes on the air and talks about how a young lady’s about to give testimony . . .”

“I had a problem with what she told me, I gotta be honest,” said Holiday, watching Cook but going ahead with his story.

“ ’Cause he’s black.”

“I can’t lie. It was hard for me to forget him and her after that. When I was in the rack with her, is what I’m talkin about.”

“You felt, what, inadequate or somethin?”

“Come on. Pro football player, a brother . . .” Holiday held his palm out a foot from his groin. “Guy’s gotta be like this.”

“It’s an NFL requirement.”

“Huh?”

“They check their teeth, too.”

“I’m sayin, I’m just an average guy. Down there, I mean. Don’t get me wrong; it’s Kielbasa Street when the blood gets to it, but when it’s just layin there—”

“What’s your point?”

“Knowin this girl was hanging off the end of this guy’s dick, it just ruined her for me, I guess.”

“So you what, let her go?”

“Not with that ass of hers, I wasn’t gonna let her go. No, sir.”

A woman had wandered under the tape while they were talking, and as she approached the body of the girl and got a look at it, she vomited voluminously into the grass. Sergeant Cook removed his hat, ran a finger along the brim, and breathed deeply. He replaced the Stetson on his head, adjusted it, and allowed his eyes to search the perimeter of the scene. He turned to the man beside him, a white detective named Chip Rogers, and pointed to Ramone and Holiday.

“Tell those white boys to do their jobs,” said Cook.  “People regurgitatin, fucking up my crime scene . . . If they can’t keep these folks back, find some men who will. I’m not playin.”

Ramone and Holiday immediately went to the yellow tape, turned their backs to it, and affected a pose of authority. Holiday spread his feet and looped his fingers through his utility belt, unfazed by Cook’s words. Ramone’s jaw tightened as he felt a twinge of anger at being called a white boy by the homicide cop. He had heard it occasionally growing up outside D.C. and many times while playing baseball and basketball in the city proper. He didn’t like it. He knew it was meant to cut him and he was expected to take it, and that made it burn even more.

“How about you?” said Holiday.

“How ’bout me what?” said Ramone.

“You been gettin any hay for your donkey?”

Ramone did not answer. He had his eye on one woman in particular, a cop, God help him. But he had learned not to let Holiday into his personal world.

“C’mon, brother,” said Holiday. “I showed you mine, now you show me yours. You got someone in your gun sights?”

“Your baby sister,” said Ramone.

Holiday’s mouth fell open and his eyes flared. “My sister died of leukemia when she was eleven years old, you piece a shit.”

Ramone looked away. For a while there was only the squawk and hiss of the police radios and the low conversations of the spectators in the crowd. Then Holiday cackled and slapped Ramone on the back.

“I’m kiddin you, Giuseppe. Oh, Christ, but I had your ass.”

The description of the victim had been matched to a list of missing teenagers in the area. A half hour later, a man was brought to the scene to identify her. As he looked at the body, a father’s anguished howl filled the night.

The victim’s name was Eve Drake. In the past year, two other black teenagers, both living in the poorer sections of  town, had been murdered and dumped in similar fashion in community gardens, both discovered shortly after sunrise. Shot in the head, both had traces of semen in their rectums. Their names were Otto Williams and Ava Simmons. Like Otto and Ava, Drake’s first name, Eve, was spelled the same way backward as it was forward. The press had made the connection and dubbed the events the Palindrome Murders. Within the department, some police had begun to refer to the perpetrator as the Night Gardener.

 




ACROSS TOWN, AT THE same time the father cried out over his daughter’s body, young Washingtonians were in their homes, tuning in to Miami Vice, doing lines of coke as they watched the exploits of two hip undercover cops and their quest to take down the kingpins of the drug trade. Others read bestselling novels by Tom Clancy, John Jakes, Stephen King, and Peter Straub, or sat in bars and talked about the fading play-off prospects of the Jay Schroeder-led Washington Redskins. Others watched rented VCR tapes of Beverly Hills Cop and Code of Silence, the top picks that week at Erol’s Video Club, or barely sweated to Jane Fonda’s Workout, or went out and caught the new Michael J. Fox at the Circle Avalon or Caligula at the Georgetown. Mr. Mister and Midge Ure were in town, playing the clubs.

As these movers of the Reagan generation entertained themselves west of Rock Creek Park and in the suburbs, detectives and techs worked at a crime scene at 33rd and E, in the neighborhood of Greenway, in Southeast D.C. They could not know that this would be the last victim of the Palindrome Killer. For now, there was only a dead teenager, one of three unsolved, and someone out there, somewhere, doing the murders.

On a cool rainy night in December 1985, two young uniformed police and a middle-aged homicide detective were on the scene.
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TWO


THE WIRY LITTLE man in the box, sitting low in his chair, was William Tyree. In the opposite chair was Detective Paul “Bo” Green. A can of Coca-Cola and an ashtray holding dead Newports sat on the rectangular table between them. The room stank of nicotine and the crack sweat coming off Tyree.

“Those the kicks you were wearing?” said Green, pointing at Tyree’s shoes. “Those right there?”

“These here are the Huaraches,” said Tyree.

“Those shoes you’ve got on right now, you saying you weren’t wearing those yesterday?”

“Nah, uh-uh.”

“Tell me something, William. What size you wear?”

Tyree’s hair held specks of fuzz. A small cut, now congealed, was visible below his left eye.

“These here are nine and a half,” said Tyree. “I wear tens most times. You know them Nikes be runnin big.”

Detective Sergeant Gus Ramone, watching the interview on a monitor in a space adjacent to the interrogation room, allowed himself the first smile of the day. Even being questioned for murder, even under the fluorescent lights of an interrogation, a man damn near always felt the need to lie about or explain away his shoe size.

“Okay,” said Green, his hands folded on the table before him. “So those Nikes you got on now . . . you telling me you weren’t wearing those yesterday?”

“I was wearin Nikes. But not these ones, no.”

“Which type were you wearing, William? What I mean specifically is, which type of Nikes were you wearing when you visited your ex-wife yesterday at her apartment?”

Green’s brow wrinkled as he considered the question. “It was the Twenties.”

“Yeah? My son has those.”

“They’re popular with the young ones.”

“The black Twenties?”

“Uh-uh. I got the white with the blue.”

“So, if we were to go to your apartment, would we find a pair of white Twenties, size nine and a half?”

“They ain’t at my apartment no more.”

“Where are they?”

“I put ’em in a bag with some other stuff.”

“What other stuff?”

“The jeans and T-shirt I was wearin yesterday.”

“The jeans and T-shirt you had on when you visited your ex-wife?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What kind of bag?”

“One of those bags from Safeway.”

“A grocery bag, says Safeway on it?”

Tyree nodded his head. “One of those plastic ones they got.”

“You put anything else in that bag?”

“Besides my clothes and sneaks?”

“Yes, William.”

“I put a knife in there, too.”

Detective Anthony Antonelli, seated beside an impassive Ramone in the video monitor room, leaned forward. Bo Green, in the box, did the same. William Tyree did not pull back from the space that Green was invading. He had been sharing the box with Green for several hours now, and he had grown comfortable with his presence.

Green had started slowly, small-talking Tyree but dancing around the murder of Jacqueline Taylor. Green and Tyree had gone to the same high school, Ballou, though not at the same time. Green had known Tyree’s older brother, Jason, a pretty fair Interhigh baseball player, now with the post office. They had talked about the old neighborhood, and where the best fish sandwich could be gotten in the 1980s, and how the music had been more positive, and how parents watched their kids more closely, and if they couldn’t, how the neighbors chipped in and helped.

Green, a bearish man with gentle eyes, always took his time and, through his familiarity with the area and the many families he had come to know over the years, endeared himself, eventually, to many of the suspects in the interrogation room, especially those of a certain generation. He became their friend and confidant. Ramone was the primary on the Jacqueline Taylor case, but he had allowed Green to conduct the crucial interview. It appeared that Green was about to close this now.

“What kind of knife, William?”

“A big knife I had in my kitchen. You know, for cutting meat.”

“Like a butcher knife?”

“Somethin like that.”

“And you put the knife and the clothing in the bag. . . .”

“ ’Cause the knife had blood on it,” said Tyree, like he was explaining the obvious to a child.

“And your clothing and shoes?”

“They had blood on ’em, too.”

“Where’d you put the bag?”

“You know that Popeyes down there on Pennsylvania, near where Minnesota comes in?”

“Uh-huh?”

“There’s a liquor store across the street from it. . . .”

“Penn Liquors.”

“Nah, farther down. The one got a Jewish name to it.”

“You talking about Saul’s?”

“Yeah, that one. I put the bag in the Dumpster they got out back in the alley.”

“Out back of Saul’s?”

“Uh-huh. Last night.”

Green nodded casually, as if someone had just told him the score of a ball game or that he had left the lights on in his car.

In the video room, Ramone opened the door and shouted to Detective Eugene Hornsby, his ass parked against a desk, half-seated, half-standing beside Detective Rhonda Willis, both of them in the big office area of VCB.

“We got it,” said Ramone, and both Hornsby and Rhonda Willis straightened their postures. “Gene, you know that liquor store, Saul’s, on Pennsylvania?”

“Over there by Minnesota?” said Hornsby, a completely average-looking man of thirty-eight years who had come up in the infamous part of Northeast known as Simple City.

“Yeah. Mr. Tyree says he dumped a butcher knife and his clothes in the Dumpster out back. And he put a pair of white-and-blue Nike Twenties in there, too, size nine and a half. It’s all in a Safeway bag.”

“Paper or plastic?” said Hornsby with a barely detectable grin.

“Plastic,” said Ramone. “It should be there.”

“If Sanitation didn’t pick up the trash yet,” said Rhonda.

“I heard that,” said Ramone.

“I’ll get some uniforms down there straight away,” said Hornsby, snatching a set of keys off his desk. “And I’ll make sure them rookies don’t fuck it up.”

“Thanks, Gene,” said Ramone. “How’s that warrant coming, Rhonda?”

“It’s comin,” said Rhonda. “Ain’t nobody going in and out of Tyree’s apartment until we get it. Got a patrol car parked right out front as we speak.”

“All right.”

“Nice one, Gus,” said Rhonda.

“That was all Bo,” said Ramone.

In the box, Bo Green got out of his seat. He looked at Tyree, who had sat up some in his chair. Tyree looked like he’d had a fever that had broken.

“I’m thirsty, William. You thirsty?”

“I could use another soda.”

“What you want, same thing?”

“Can I get a Slice this time?”

“We don’t have it. All’s we got like it is Mountain Dew.”

“That’ll work.”

“You got enough cigarettes?”

“I’m good.”

Detective Green looked at his watch, then straight up into the camera mounted high on the wall. “Three forty-two,” he said before leaving the room.

The light over the door of the interrogation room remained green, indicating that the tape was still rolling. Inside the video room, Antonelli read the sports page of the Post and glanced occasionally at the monitor.

Bo Green was greeted by Ramone and Rhonda Willis.

“Good one,” said Ramone.

“He wanted to talk,” said Green.

“Lieutenant said to come on back when you had something,” said Rhonda. “Prosecutor wants to, what’s that word,  interface.”

“Rhonda says we drew Littleton,” said Ramone.

“Little man,” said Green.

Gus Ramone stroked his black mustache.




THREE


DAN HOLIDAY SIGNALED the bartender, making a grand circular motion with his index finger over glasses that were not quite empty but empty enough.

“The same way,” said Holiday. “For me and my friends.”

The men at the bar were three rounds deep into a discussion that had gone from Angelina Jolie to Santana Moss to the new Mustang GT, their points argued with vehemence, but all of it, in the end, about nothing at all. The conversation was something to hang the alcohol on. You couldn’t just sit there and drink.

On the stools sat carpet-and-floor salesman Jerry Fink, freelance writer Bradley West, a residential contractor named Bob Bonano, and Holiday. None of them had bosses. All had the kind of jobs that allowed them to drink off a workday without guilt.

They met, informally, several times a week at Leo’s, a  tavern on Georgia Avenue, between Geranium and Floral, in Shepherd Park. It was a simple rectangular room with an oak bar going front to back, twelve stools and a few four-tops, and a jukebox holding obscure soul singles. The walls were freshly painted and unadorned with beer posters, pennants, or mirrors, instead showing photographs of Leo’s parents in D.C. and grandparents in their Greek village. The bar was a neighborhood watering hole, neither a bucket of blood nor a home for gentrifiers. It was simply an efficient place to get a pleasant load on in the middle of the afternoon.

“Jesus, you stink,” said Jerry Fink, sitting beside Holiday, rattling the rocks in his cocktail glass.

“It’s called Axe,” said Holiday. “The kids wear it.”

“You ain’t no kid, hombre.” Jerry Fink, raised off River Road and a graduate of Walt Whitman High, one of the finest and whitest public schools in the country, often spoke in double negatives. He felt it made him more street. He was short, had a gut, wore glasses with tinted lenses indoors, and sported a perm, which he called “my Jewfro.” Fink was forty-eight years old.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I’m just askin you why you’re wearing that swill.”

“Very simple. Where I woke up this morning, I didn’t have my own toiletries close by, if you catch my drift.”

“Here we go,” said West.

Holiday grinned and squared his shoulders. He was as rail thin as he had been in his twenties. The only indicator of his forty-one years was the small belly he had acquired from years of drinking. His acquaintances called it “the Holiday Hump.”

“Tell us a bedtime story, Daddy,” said Bonano.

“Okay,” said Holiday. “I had a job yesterday, a client from NYC. Some big-shot investor looking at a company about to go public. I drove him out to an office building in the Dulles corridor, waited around a few hours, and drove him back  downtown to the Ritz. So I’m goin back to my place last night, I’m feeling thirsty, I stop in to the Royal Mile in Wheaton for a short one. Soon as I walk in, I notice this brunette sitting with a couple other women. She had some mileage on the odometer, but she was attractive. We made eye contact, and her eyes spoke a million words.”

“What did her eyes say, Doc?” said West tiredly.

“They said, I’m hungry for Johnny Johnson.”

This drew head shakes.

“I didn’t make my move right away. I waited till she had to get up and take a piss. I needed to get a look at her bottom half, see, to make sure I wasn’t settin myself up for some horror show later on. Anyway, I checked her out and she was all right. She’d had babies, obviously, but there wasn’t any severe damage to speak of.”

“C’mon, man,” said Bonano.

“Be patient. Soon as she gets back from the head, I cut her from the herd real quick. It only cost me two Miller Lites. She didn’t even finish her beer before she tells me she’s ready to go.” Holiday tapped ash off his smoke. “I figured I’d take her out to the parking lot across the street, let her blow me or somethin.”

“And they say romance is dead,” said West.

“But she wasn’t having any of that,” said Holiday, missing West’s tone or ignoring it. “ ‘I’m not doing it in a car,’ she says. ‘I’m not seventeen anymore.’ No shit, I’m thinkin, but hey, I wasn’t gonna turn down some ass.”

“Even if she wasn’t seventeen,” said Jerry Fink.

“We go back to her house; she’s got a couple of kids, a teenage boy and his younger sister, they barely turn their heads away from the television when we come in.”

“What were they watching?” said Bonano.

“What difference does that make?” said Holiday.

“Makes the story better. Makes me see it, like, in my head.”

“It was one of those Law and Order shows,” said Holiday. “I know ’cause I heard that duh-duh thing they do.”

“Keep goin,” said Fink.

“Okay,” said Holiday. “She tells the kids not to stay up too late, ’cause they got school the next day, and then she takes me by the hand and we go up to her room.”

The cell phone set on the bar, before Bob Bonano, “the kitchen and bath expert,” rang. He checked the display number and did not move to answer it. If it was new business, he would take the call. If it was a customer he had already screwed, he would not. Most of the time he did not take the call. Bonano’s business was called Home Masters. Jerry Fink called it “Home Bastards” and sometimes “Home Butchers” when he was feeling expansive.

“You fucked her while her kids were downstairs, watching TV?” said Bonano, still looking at the cell phone, its ringer playing The Good, the Bad and the Ugly theme. Bonano, dark with big features and hands, fancied himself a cowboy but looked Italian as salami on a string.

“I put my hand over her mouth when she started to make noise,” said Holiday with a shrug. “She almost bit through my paw.”

“Quit braggin,” said Fink.

“I’m just stating a fact,” said Holiday. “This broad was an animal.”

The bartender, Leo Vazoulis, wide and balding, with thin gray hair and a black mustache, served them their drinks. Leo’s father had bought the building, cash, forty years earlier, and operated it as a lunch counter until he was felled by a heart attack. Leo had inherited the real estate and turned the diner into a bar. He had no nut beyond the taxes and utilities, and made a good living working less strenuously than his father had. This was how it was supposed to go from fathers to sons.

Leo emptied the ashtrays and walked away.

“That doesn’t explain the perfume you’re wearin,” said Fink.

“It’s deodorant,” said Holiday. “Well, the can says it’s a combination of deodorant and cologne. Some shit like that.”

“I read an article on it,” said West. “It’s like a phenomenon.”

“This morning,” said Holiday, “I’m lyin in this woman’s bed, waiting for her to get her kids off to school, figuring out my exit plan. I hear the door slam and her SUV fire up, I get out of the rack, go to her son’s bedroom, and spray whatever he’s got on his dresser under my armpits. I sprayed some down there, too, you know what I’m sayin? To get her smell off me.”

“Axe,” said Bonano, like he was trying to remember it.

“Axe Rejuvenate was what the can said. It’s real popular with the young men, apparently.”

“You smell like a whore,” said Fink.

Holiday stubbed out his smoke. “Your mother does, too.”

They finished their drinks and were served another round. Bonano ignored his cell calls, and Fink took one, promising a Palisades housewife that he would be out “sometime next week” to measure her rec room. Fink ended the call and went to the jukebox, dropped in quarters, and punched up a couple of tunes. They listened to an Ann Peebles tune, and then a Syl Johnson, and when the Hi rhythm section kicked in, they all moved their heads.

“How’s the novel going, Brad?” said Holiday, shaking a cigarette out of the deck, nudging Fink on the elbow.

“I’m working it out in my head,” said West, who had a gray beard and long gray hair. He had grown the beard after Fink told him he looked like an old lady with all that hair.

“Shouldn’t you be up at NewYorka, or whatever that place is?” said Fink. He meant the touchy-feely coffeehouse over the District line, on the corner past Crisfield’s. “I see those dudes from your neighborhood up there, sittin with their double lattes, tapping away at their keyboards.”

“Wearing berets,” said Bonano, embellishing.

“Those guys aren’t writing anything,” said West. “They’re jerking off.”

“Not like you,” said Holiday.

They talked about the new kid Gibbs had picked up at quarterback. They talked about which one of the Desperate Housewives they’d like to fuck, the reasons they would kick the others out of bed, and the Chrysler 300. Bonano said he liked the lines, but it looked too “booferish” with aftermarket rims. In his mind, it was simply the best description of the wheels. Still, he looked around before he said it. At night the bar patrons here were mostly black, as were the employees. In the afternoons, it was often just them: four aging white alcoholics with no place else to go.

The car thing naturally led to a discussion of crime, and a turning of heads toward Holiday, who had the most firsthand knowledge of the subject.

“It’s getting better,” said Fink. “Murder rate’s half of what it was ten years ago.”

“ ’Cause they put most of the assholes in jail,” said Bonano.

“The violent criminals moved out to P.G. County, is all it is,” said Fink. “They got more homicides out there this year than they do in the District. And that don’t even begin to talk about the carjackings and rapes.”

“It’s no mystery,” said West. “White and black people with money are moving back into the city and pushing the poor blacks out to P.G. Shit, those areas between the Beltway and Southern Avenue? Capitol Heights, District Heights, Hillcrest Heights . . .”

“Heights,” said Bonano, shaking his head. “Like they got castles on the hills and shit. Jesus. And don’t even mention Suitland. A fucking armpit.”

“It’s Southeast all over again, ten years ago,” said Fink.

“It’s the culture,” said Bonano. “How the fuck you gonna change that?”

“Ward Nine,” said Fink. It had become either an affectionate or a pejorative term for P.G., depending on who was using it. It meant the county was no different from, and just as bad as, the eastern, crime-ridden, black-populated regions of D.C.

“What do you expect?” said West. “Poverty is violence.”

“Really, Hillary?” said Bonano.

“No one respects the law anymore,” said Holiday very quietly. He looked into his glass, rattled the cubes, and downed the rest of its contents. He picked up his cigarettes and cell from the bar and got off his stool.

“Where you goin?” said Fink.

“Work,” said Holiday. “I got an airport run.”

“Take it easy, Doc,” said Bonano.

“Gents,” said Holiday.

Holiday walked out of Leo’s into a blinding light. He wore a white dress shirt under a black suit. His hat was out in the car.




FOUR


DETECTIVES RAMONE AND Green walked down the center aisle of the Violent Crime Branch offices, a windowless jumble of loosely rowed cubicles and desks, the touch-base home for the dozens of detectives working murder cases and, as was said by some, those cases concerning victims who had not yet died but had been seriously fucked up. As they moved, there were scattered congratulations and some joking at Ramone’s expense from the few detectives who were in the office. The comments alluded to the fact that Green had done the heavy lifting and Ramone would get the glory for closing the case. Ramone didn’t mind. Everyone had his strengths, and Green’s was in the box. He was happy for the assistance—anything to get this to the finish line. Point of fact, in every respect, all had gone smoothly from the start.

The previous day, Ramone had been on the bubble when  a call came in from an apartment house resident manager who had discovered a body lying in the open doorway of one of his units. Ramone caught the homicide as the primary. Rhonda Willis, as close to a partner as he ever had, would assist.

Patrolmen and a 7D lieutenant were waiting in the street when Gus Ramone and Rhonda Willis arrived. The crime scene was in a third-floor apartment on Cedar Street, S.E., one of several boxy units that ran along both sides a short block off 14th and ended in a court.

Several hours later, after the decedent had been sheeted and removed, Ramone and Willis remained in the living room of the apartment, saying little to each other, communicating mostly with their eyes. A couple of uniforms stood outside the door, in a stairwell smelling faintly of marijuana smoke and deep-fried food. As techs and a photographer worked diligently and quietly, Ramone stared at an eating table in an open area off the living room near a pass-through to the kitchen.

The groceries interested him most. They were spilled on the table, coming out of a paper bag. Even the perishables, which meant the victim had just gotten in from the store and had not had time to put the milk, cheese, and chicken in the refrigerator before she had been assaulted. Stabbed near the table, he reckoned, since there were drops of blood on the tan pile carpeting there and a trail of it leading to the door. Then a whole lot of blood on the carpet at the door. That’s where she had been, probably holding onto the open door, hoping for help before she had collapsed.

The groceries reached him on another level, too. In the mix of staples were other items she had bought at the store: Go-Gurt and Lunchables, strawberry Twizzlers, Peanut Butter Toast Crunch, and the all-important Cocoa Puffs. All right, so she wasn’t exactly a nutrition-conscious mother. She was one of those mothers who spent her dollars on things  that would make her kids smile. It reminded Ramone of his wife, Regina, who never failed to bring home treats from the grocery store for their son, Diego, even though he was now in his teens, and their daughter, Alana, seven. He chided her for all her attentiveness to Diego especially, how she let him play her, how she couldn’t stay mad at him for more than a few minutes, how she always gave in to his wants and requests. Well, if the worst thing a man could say about his wife was that she loved her children too much, he was doing all right.

The children who lived here had been picked up at school by their aunt, who had taken them to her home. Diego was still picked up almost daily at his middle school by a dutiful Regina, despite the fact that Ramone had told her she was going to make him soft.

It was good that the kids who lived in this apartment had not seen their mother in death. She had received multiple stab wounds to the face, breasts, and neck. A severed jugular accounted for the extreme volume of blood. Defense wounds were manifested in several slashes on the victim’s fingers and a clean stab through the palm of one hand. She had voided her bowels, and her excrement had stained her white uniform brown.

Ramone and Willis walked the apartment, careful not to disturb the techs from the Mobile Crime Lab. Though they had yet to sum up their observations to each other, both had come to similar conclusions. The victim knew the assailant, as the front door showed no signs of forced entry. Also, the knifing had occurred twenty feet inside the apartment, by the table. She had allowed the assailant to come inside. This was not a drug-related killing, not a witness murder or retaliation against a relative of someone in the game. Knifings were almost always personal and rarely involved business.

The victim’s purse was on the kitchen table but did not contain a wallet or keys. Upon questioning, the resident  manager told Ramone that the decedent, Jacqueline Taylor, drove a late-model Toyota Corolla. That car was not now parked on the street. Ramone deduced that the assailant had taken her money, credit cards, car keys, and car. From the perspective of the case, this was a good thing: if the assailant used the credit card, it could be traced. Likewise, a stolen car would make the assailant easier to find.

The decedent was a single mother. There were some articles of clothing, underwear mostly, double-XL T-shirts and thirty-four-waist boxers, in a corner of one of her dresser drawers, indicating a frequent adult male visitor but not a permanent resident. The second bedroom held two small beds, one covered in a floral pattern and the other in printed Redskins helmets. The room was filled with dolls, action figures, stuffed animals, and athletic equipment, including a miniature basketball and a K2 football. Elementary school photographs of the children, a boy and a girl, were in the living room on a side table.

The decedent had worked as a nurse. A uniform hung in her bedroom closet, and she was wearing a nurse’s uniform when she was found. The resident manager confirmed that she was an RN at D.C. General. She was there now, lying on a sheet of plastic in the city morgue.

The preliminary canvass produced no witnesses. A security camera, however, was mounted on the roof of the apartment building, pointed at its entrance. If there was tape in the camera and it was rolling, Ramone would be in business. The resident manager, a skinny guy dressed completely in black, told him that the camera was “usually” working. The man had hard liquor on his breath at three in the afternoon. It was a small thing, but it gave Ramone doubt that the camera would be loaded and operable. Still, Ramone would check the camera. He could only hope.

[image: 001]


TO RAMONE’S SURPRISE, THE tape had been loaded and the camera was in perfect condition. A clear image of a man leaving the apartment building was produced, with a burned-in time confirming his exit roughly at the time of the assault.

“That’s her ex-husband right there,” said the resident manager, watching the replay of the tape over the shoulder of Ramone, the image on the monitor clear as day. “He be comin around here every so often to see his kids.”

Ramone radioed in William Tyree’s name and had it run through the computerized WACIES program. Tyree had no criminal history and no prior arrests. Not even juvenile.

Ramone and Willis had the victim’s sister meet them at the VCB offices to view the tape. While the children stayed in a kid-friendly playroom on site, the sister sat in the video room and identified the man leaving the apartment house as William Tyree, Jacqueline Taylor’s second husband. He had been upset lately, the sister claimed, frustrated by his continued inability to find gainful employment. She suspected he had begun using drugs. Also, Jackie had taken up with a new man, a sometime construction worker named Raymond Pace, and this exacerbated Tyree’s negative state of mind. Pace had priors, had done time for a manslaughter conviction, and, the sister said, was “not good” with Jackie’s kids. Pace’s T-shirts and boxers, Ramone presumed, had been the ones in Jacqueline Taylor’s dresser drawer.

A watch was put on Tyree’s apartment in Washington Highlands until a search warrant came through. Ramone put the Corolla’s plate numbers out on the patrol sheets, along with a description of Tyree. He then visited Raymond Pace on his job site. Pace did not seem particularly moved by the news of Taylor’s death, and indeed appeared to be as rough a customer as the sister had described. But Pace’s foreman and a couple of his coworkers alibied him completely. In any case, the videotape seemed to tell the tale. William Tyree looked right for the murder.

By midnight, Tyree had not turned up. Ramone and Willis had been on the eight-to-four and collected much overtime that day. They went home to their families and returned the following morning at 8:00 a.m. Shortly thereafter, a patrolman made the plates of the Corolla on a Southeast street and radioed in the location.

The Corolla was parked near Oxon Run Park, in a pocket of known drug activity, sellers and users alike. An older resident of the block walked up to Ramone and Willis, standing with uniforms who were dusting the Corolla’s door handles for prints, and asked if they were looking for the man who had parked the car. Ramone said they were.

“He went in that apartment house right over there,” said the man, pointing a crooked finger at a brick unit set on the rise of the street. “Buncha people in and out all the time, ain’t got no business bein there.”

“They using heroin?” said Ramone, trying to determine the type of drug personalities he would encounter in the building.

The resident shook his head. “The pipe.”

Ramone, Willis, and several uniforms went into the apartment house with unsnapped holsters. They did not draw their guns. Tyree was up on a second-floor landing, standing in a gray cloud with two other smoke hounds.

“William Tyree?” said Ramone, producing a pair of bracelets as he climbed the stairs.

Upon seeing the police officers and hearing his name, Tyree extended his hands, touching them together at the wrist. He was cuffed without incident. In his pockets they found Jacqueline Taylor’s car keys and wallet.

Everything had been easy, even the arrest.

 




IN THE BACKROOM OFFICE of Lieutenant Maurice Roberts, a young, respected boss at the VCB, Ramone and Green sat on  a couch, leaning over a phone on a plastic table. The speaker had been activated. Through it, Assistant U.S. Attorney Ira Littleton made redundant points about the arrest and interrogation. Ramone and Green had been practicing Littleton’s theories back when Littleton was watching Saturday-morning cartoons in his pajamas. Most homicide detectives had good relationships with the prosecutors in the U.S. Attorney’s office. It was a necessity that they interact cordially, of course, but beyond the required spirit of cooperation, genuine friendships were often forged. Littleton, young, relatively inexperienced, and insecure, was not one of the attorneys the detectives respected or considered a friend.

“I’d prefer an explicit, full confession,” said Littleton, “rather than a simple admission that he was wearing bloody clothes yesterday.”

“Right,” said Ramone and Green, nearly in unison.

“We don’t have enough to hold him for the murder charge,” said Littleton.

“We can charge him for the theft of the automobile right now,” said Ramone. “Also, possession of stolen property on the wallet and its contents. That’s enough to hold him.”

“But I want the murder charge,” said Littleton.

“Copy,” said Bo Green, looking at Ramone, making a stroking motion with his fist in front of his crotch. Ramone put his thumb an inch away from his forefinger, indicating the probable length of Littleton’s prick.

“Get the confession,” said Littleton. “And swab him for DNA.”

“Not a problem,” said Ramone.

“Will he consent to a blood sample?”

“He did,” said Green. “And we took it.”

“Was he high when you arrested him?”

“He appeared to be.”

“That’ll show up in his blood.”

“Right.”

“Any marks on him, anything like that?”

“A scratch on his face,” said Ramone. “He says he doesn’t remember how he got it.”

“His DNA will be under her fingernails,” said Littleton. “How much you wanna bet?”

“I’m not a gambling man,” said Ramone.

“It’s almost a slam dunk. Let’s take it to the finish line.”

“Well, he’s cooperated with every aspect of the investigation so far. Waived his right to an attorney as well. Only thing he hasn’t done is come right out and say he killed her. But he will.”

“Okay. We recover that Safeway bag yet?”

“Gene Hornsby’s on it,” said Ramone.

“Hornsby’s a good man,” said Littleton.

Ramone rolled his eyes.

“God, I hope the garbagemen haven’t picked up the trash yet,” said Littleton.

“Me, too,” said Ramone before he stuck his tongue out at the phone. Bo Green was still lazily jacking his fist.

“We want a win, fellas,” said Littleton.

“Yes!” said Green, idly wondering but not really caring if he was being too emphatic in his response. “Anything else?”

“Call me when you get that confession.”

“We will,” said Ramone, and he killed the button to the speakerphone.

“You hear that?” said Green. “Littleton said Gene Hornsby was a good man. Said it kinda tender, like. Almost sounded like he was sweet on Gene.”

“Gene ain’t gonna appreciate that,” said Ramone.

“Yeah, Gene got a problem with that homosexuality thing.”

“You sayin Littleton’s an ass ranger?”

“I don’t know, Gus. You got a better sense of that than I do. Some might say a sixth sense.”

“I’m tryin to work over here,” said Lieutenant Roberts, staring at the paperwork on his desk. “Y’all mind?”

Ramone and Green got up off the couch.

“Ready?” said Ramone.

Green nodded. “Soon as I get my man a Mountain Dew.”




FIVE


TWO MEN SAT at a bar, drinking slowly from bottles. The day was warm, and the front door had been opened to cool the space and air it out. Beenie Man toasted from the house stereo, and a man and a woman danced lazily in the center of the room.

“Say that name again?” said Conrad Gaskins.

“Red Fury,” said Romeo Brock. He dragged off a Kool cigarette and let the smoke out slow.

“That ain’t too common a name.”

“Wasn’t his given name,” said Brock. “Red was what he got called in the street, you know, ’cause of his light skin. Fury was on account of the car.”

“He drove a Mopar?”

“His woman did. Had personalized plates with her name on ’em, said ‘Coco.’ ”

“All right, what happened?”

“Lotta shit. But I was thinking on this one murder he did. Red shot this dude dead in a carryout on Fourteenth Street, place called the House of Soul. Coco was waitin on him outside in the car. Red comes walkin out slow, the gun still in his hand. He gets in the passenger side real calm, and Coco pulls out the space and drives off like she just taking a Sunday cruise. Neither of them was moving too fast, is what people say. It was like nothing special had gone down.”

“Ain’t too smart, leavin off a murder with a car got personal plates.”

“This man didn’t care about that. Shit, he wanted folks to know who he was.”

“Was it a Sport Fury?”

Brock nodded. “Red over white. Seventy-one, had those hidden headlights. Auto on the tree, V-eight, four-barrel carb. Faster than a motherfucker, too.”

“Why they not call him Red Plymouth?”

“Red Fury sounds better,” said Brock. “Red Plymouth don’t ring out the same way.”

Romeo Brock drank the shoulders off a cold bottle of Red Stripe. A loaded revolver sat snugly inside the belt line of his slacks under a red shirt worn tails out. An ice pick, corked at the tip, was taped to his calf.

The business was owned by East African immigrants and located on a soon-to-be-reconstructed stretch of Florida Avenue, east of 7th, in LeDroit Park. An Ethiopian flag was painted on the sign out front, and Haile Selassie’s framed image hung beside the wall of liquor behind the stick. The bar, called Hannibal’s by the locals because that was the night tender’s name, catered to Jamaicans, mostly, which appealed to Brock. His mother, who worked as a maid in a hotel up by the District line, had been born and raised in Kingston. Brock called himself Jamaican but had never set foot on the island. He was as American as folding money and war.

Beside Brock, on a leather-topped stool, sat Conrad Gaskins,  his older cousin. Gaskins was short and powerful, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. His eyes were Asiatic and his facial bones were prominent. A scar from a razor blade, acquired in prison, ran diagonally down his left cheek. It did not ruin him with women and it gave men pause. He stank of perspiration. He had not changed out of his work clothes, which he’d been wearing all day.

Gaskins said, “How he go down?”

“Red?” said Brock. “He’d done so many murders, assaults, and kidnappings in three months’ time that he couldn’t even keep track of who his enemies was.”

“Man was on a regular crime spree.”

“Shit, police and the Mob was both after him in the end. You heard of the Genovese family in New York, right?”

“Sure.”

“They had a contract out on his black ass, is what people say. Whether he knew it or not, he killed some man was connected. I guess that’s why he left town.”

“He was got, though,” said Gaskins.

“Everyone gets got; you know that. It’s how you roll on the way there.”

“Was it the police or the Corleones?”

“FBI got him down in Tennessee. Or West Virginia, I  don’t know. Caught him sleepin in one of them motor courts.”

“They kill him?”

“Nah. He got doomed in the federal joint. Marion, I believe. White boys murdered his ass.”

“Aryan Brotherhood?”

“Uh-huh. Back then they kept the whites separate from the blacks. Now, you know that some of the Marion prison guards were hooked up with those white supremacists. People say they saw the guards passin out knives to the ABs right before they cornered Red out in the yard. He held them off with a trash can lid for an hour. It took eight of those motherfuckers to kill him.”

“That boy was fierce.”

“You know it. Red Fury was a man.”

Brock liked the old stories about outlaws like Red. Men who just didn’t give a good fuck about the law or if and when they’d go down. Having other men talk about you in bars and on street corners after you were dead and gone, that’s what made a life worth living. Otherwise, wasn’t anything about you that was special. ’Cause everybody, straight and criminal alike, ended up covered in dirt. For that reason alone it was important to leave a powerful name behind.
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