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HELL’S KITCHEN HOMICIDE






Chapter One


The Rhythm Bar was a brick barnacle clinging to the underbelly of Hell’s Kitchen on Manhattan’s West Side. You wouldn’t want to be caught dead there, although a lot of people had been.

At least the Rhythm Bar had live music. And it wasn’t like Conor Bard could afford to be picky. So here he was, onstage with a drummer, a bass player, and a guy with a beat-up electric piano. A white boy singing rhythm and blues.

“Papa was a rolling stone …”

Conor slid his hand along the neck of his Fender Stratocaster. His fingertips pinned the steel strings against the well-worn frets, coaxing a shriek from the vintage guitar.

“Wherever he laid his hat was his home …”

Conor looked up and found himself staring into a mirrored wall at his own image. He didn’t like what he saw. The soft facial features molded from the clay of his Scotch-Irish heritage were more like craggy rock now. The brown hair falling just over his collar was more gray now. In fact, everything about him seemed more something now. Or was it less something? When did this happen? Hell, I’m only forty-two.

In one swift motion, Conor whipped the leather guitar strap off his shoulder, dropped the Stratocaster, crouched down, yanked a .38-caliber pistol from an ankle holster, and rose into a shooting stance.

“Police! Freeze!”

The man in Conor’s sights was around fifty years old. White. A slight build. A tortured face. A hopeless expression.

Conor held his gun high, but even from the elevated stage he was having trouble getting a clear shot. If the man stood and ran, Conor would have to let him go.

After a collective moment of fear and confusion, patrons stampeded out the door. Conor now had a direct, unobstructed view of his target.

“On the floor!” Conor yelled. “Facedown!”

The man obeyed.

Conor jumped from the stage, rammed a knee in the guy’s back, then clamped a pair of cuffs on his wrists.

The man twisted his neck around and looked up at Conor. “Not a bad voice,” he said. “For a cop.”

Conor led the cuffed man out of the club and handed him off to two uniformed cops.

“You coming?” one asked. “Gotta get my guitar,” Conor said. “I’ll meet you there.”

As Conor started back toward the bar, an unmarked vehicle, lights flashing and siren blaring, skidded to a stop a few feet away. An NYPD captain emerged from the car. He looked to be in his late forties, his military posture signaling he was as comfortable giving orders as taking them. He charged toward Conor.

“Are you Detective Bard? Conor Bard?” The captain’s face was flushed and he was out of breath.

Conor was surprised to see a captain at a routine collar. “Hey, Cap. Yeah, I’m Conor Bard. But what are you doing here? I thought you guys only showed up when someone got killed.”

“Well it’s a goddam miracle no one did get killed.”

Frank Reynolds wasn’t happy. It was his turn to be the duty captain, a revolving assignment shared among all the captains in the department. Reynolds was covering the lower half of Manhattan, which meant he had to make an appearance at the scene if anyone was found dead south of Central Park. It could keep you running all night.

“According to what I just heard over the radio, you felt it necessary to draw your weapon in a crowd situation.” Reynolds narrowed his eyes. “Is that correct? Or did I misunderstand the transmission?”

“I couldn’t let him walk,” Conor explained. “Right. Better to risk the lives of innocent people.”

“Trust me. They’re not so innocent in there.”

“So who the hell was this guy?” Reynolds demanded. “You know how most people carry pictures of their kids in their wallet?” Conor began. “Well, my partner, Ralph Kurtz, carries old mug shots in his wallet. So every time we have a drink he pulls out these mug shots. And I always say, ‘Ralph, can’t we ever just have a drink without these scumbags?’ And Ralph always says, ‘Just look at the mug shots. Maybe one day you’ll see somebody.’ Tonight I saw somebody.”

“That’s touching,” Reynolds managed. “Now, one more time, who was this guy?”

“Name is Robert Willis. Ten years ago, he was convicted of raping a sixteen-year-old girl, but then some hotshot lawyer got the conviction overturned. When Willis walked out of prison, the first thing he did was chop up his girlfriend. Seems she didn’t wait for him like a good woman should.”

“No excuse.”

“I agree. He should’ve just dumped the bitch.”

Conor and Reynolds squared off silently for a moment.

“Anyway,” Conor continued, “after he butchered his girlfriend, Willis disappeared. Until tonight. Hadn’t been for Kurtz and his mug shots …”

Reynolds was unimpressed. “I’m gonna have to write this up.” Conor shrugged. “Hey, do what you have to.”

Conor drove to the One Eight, his precinct on West Fifty-fourth Street. He began the tedious process of filling out a DD5 form documenting the events that led to the apprehension of Robert Willis. As he filled in each line, Conor began to wish he had just finished his set at the Rhythm Bar and left Willis alone.

“Nice collar,” Sergeant Amanda Pitts said as she sat on a chair next to Conor’s desk.

Amanda Pitts was a fourth-generation cop. Thirty-seven years old. Not very pretty, but then again, she didn’t try. She hardly wore makeup and when she wasn’t in a uniform she dressed in loose-fitting, unflattering outfits. Amanda had been on the job twelve years and had distinguished herself as a detective. She took the sergeant’s exam as soon as she was eligible, just as her former-cop father and former-cop grandfather had done.

Conor never opted for sergeant. Never intended to. Although it was a promotion in rank, only one out of five detectives apply for sergeant even with its higher base pay. The job was entirely different from detective: more administrative, less investigative. Conor liked the street. The precinct gave him cabin fever.

Amanda, on the other hand, relished her duties as sergeant so much that she didn’t even care what shift she worked. Morning, noon, night; Saturday, Sunday, holiday—didn’t matter to her. Put her on the schedule, she’d show up. Which created the illusion that Amanda was always at the precinct. Take tonight, for example. Sunday. Late. There she was.

“Pulling a gun in a packed bar?” Amanda said. “Wasn’t the smartest thing you ever did.”

“Wasn’t the dumbest either.”

“Captain Reynolds called me. Citing regulations.” Conor frowned. “Why is he so bent out of shape?”

“Maybe it’s something personal,” Amanda suggested. “Can’t be. I never met the guy before tonight.”

“He’s bucking for deputy inspector. Guess he wants to make it look like he plays everything by the book. Goes on record with me so if anything ever comes up he can say he reported the incident. That way he’s clean.”

“What about you?” Conor asked. “How are you going to handle this?”

“Me? I’ll just write a letter for your file saying, ‘Don’t pull guns anymore in the middle of a set. It pisses off the paying customers.’”

Conor scribbled something on the form.

“Anyway,” Amanda said, “Kurtz will be happy. Him and those damned mug shots.”

Conor pushed the DD5 across the desk to Amanda.

“Schroeder in Cold Case was working on this guy,” Amanda said. “I’ll dump this piece of garbage on him if that’s all right with you.”

“Please,” Conor said, happy to be off the hook.

A uniformed cop walked up to Amanda. “We’ve got a body over by the Hudson River.”

“Where’s Colaneri and Doherty?”

“On a job.”

“What about Tomkins?”

“Out sick.”

“Who’s available?”

“Jenkins and Francelli.”

Amanda made a face. “The rubber-gun squad? Forget it.” She turned and looked at Conor. “How much you had to drink?”

“Look. Sarge. Please. I’m off today.”

But Conor wasn’t going home anytime soon.

It had gotten cold. Conor was shivering as he stood in the muddy, empty lot on the banks of the Hudson River. And it didn’t warm him any to be looking down at a body. Male. Mid-fifties. Wearing a thousand-dollar suit.

Brian Cobb from the Crime Scene Unit walked up to Conor. Brian was forty-five years old. Six feet four at least. A graduate of the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, which was part of the City University of New York. Born and bred in Manhattan, no one would ever mistake him for a suburbanite.

“Shot six times,” Brian said, delivering the information with no inflection. Brian’s tone and expression never changed, regardless of the situation. He could tell you he’d won the lottery without any hint of excitement.

“White male. Age fifty-four,” Brian added.

“How do you know how old he is?”

“Wallet, watch, cash, all still on his person.”

Conor nodded. Either robbery wasn’t the motive or the killer had been interrupted before he could take anything.

“Body temperature’s ninety-six degrees,” Brian continued. “I’d guess he bought it in the last hour, two hours at the most.”

Conor checked his watch. It was almost midnight. Shooting likely occurred sometime after ten.

“Who found him?” Conor asked. “Some guy walking his dog.”

“Anybody take a statement?”

“Rossini.” Brian pointed at various footprints in the mud that fanned out around the body. “Got a parade of shoe impressions. We’re making casts.”

Frank Reynolds appeared out of nowhere. “You again?”

“Yeah, I love the overtime.”

“You smell like booze.”

“What can I tell you? Some jerk in the bar spilled a drink on me.” Reynolds gave Conor a look of disdain then walked away. “You two have some kind of problem?” Brian asked. “Don’t know what his problem is, but I’ve got no problem.” Conor turned his attention to the body again. Something about the face was familiar. “Is that who I think it is?”

“If you’re thinking that’s Walter Lawton,” Brian said, “you’re right.”

Walter Lawton was one of New York’s most successful criminal defense attorneys. You could kill somebody in Times Square on New Year’s Eve in front of a million people and Lawton could still get you off.

Brian stared down at Lawton’s body then turned toward Conor. “Looks like you caught yourself a big case, Detective.”




Chapter Two


It wasn’t long before reporters descended on the scene, asking questions, snapping photos, sniffing around for scraps of information. Conor wondered if these guys had a life beyond sitting in front of a police scanner. As he stared out at the encroaching army, he was reminded of a recent directive issued by the office of the police commissioner: The commissioner, and only the commissioner, was authorized to speak to the press. So Conor was obligated to avoid too much interaction with the assembled journalistic corps. He had already drawn fire from a captain. He didn’t want to offend the commissioner.

It was no surprise that Walter Lawton’s unceremonious end would bring out the media. His client list included a host of major mafiosi and billionaire businessmen with a penchant for white-collar crime.

Conor hated that distinction: white-collar crime. It made it sound more acceptable somehow. To Conor, a crime was a crime. It didn’t matter if the perpetrator was a CEO or a capo.

But the fact remained, since Lawton was the go-to guy for highprofile perps, that inquiring minds wanted to know how he’d met such an inglorious fate: sprawled in an empty lot by the Hudson River. Which was a long way from the hallowed halls of Harvard Law School, Lawton’s alma mater.

Determined to offer as little information as possible, Conor told the reporters it was too early in the investigation to comment. But they persisted, firing questions without even pausing for an answer. No, Conor said, there were no witnesses. Yes, Conor said, it did appear to be a homicide. No, Conor said, there were no suspects. Since the reporters already knew the victim was Walter Lawton, Conor guessed that some cop must have slipped up and mentioned Lawton’s name during a radio transmission. Which wasn’t good if the next of kin had not been notified.

In this case, the next of kin was Lawton’s wife, Holly. Conor was informed by officers on the scene that she was being given the grim news by the precinct chaplain, who had been dispatched twenty minutes ago. Conor would follow the padre shortly. He knew all too well that the first person you look at when one spouse winds up dead is the spouse who’s still alive.

The place Walter Lawton called home was a testament to his billable time. A sprawling double-width townhouse on Park Avenue and Eighty-fifth Street. Conor guessed it was worth twenty million, give or take a mil. And as wives go, Holly Lawton probably cost more, assuming you could even put a price on her. Mid-thirties, tall and blond, Holly was one of those women who haunted Manhattan’s Upper East Side like exquisite apparitions. If you tried to get near them they would simply float away. Unless, of course, you had Walter Lawton’s money.

Conor stood facing Holly in the middle of the large foyer. “I’m sorry to bother you at a time like this,” he said.

“It’s all right,” Holly replied. “You’re just doing your job.”

Conor found Holly’s measured response rather odd, especially coming from a wife who had just found out her husband would no longer be gracing their spacious home with his presence. On the other hand, she had just become an extremely wealthy widow.

Conor was unnerved by everything about Holly. To begin with,

her beauty was distracting. Perfectly coiffed hair, flawlessly applied makeup, a designer dress caressing her like a desperate lover. And this was one o’clock in the morning, for Christ’s sake. What did she look like on her way out to a party?

As Holly took a step toward the living room, she wobbled. Conor touched her shoulder lightly, to steady her.

“I suppose I’m in shock,” Holly said.

“That’s understandable.”

“Of course, if I weren’t in shock, you might suspect me of killing my husband.” Holly smiled. “Or maybe you already do.”

Conor wasn’t sure what to make of Holly’s remark. While his experience as a cop told him that people say strange things in stressful situations, this was different. Instead of the unguarded ramblings of someone in distress, Holly’s observation resonated more like a calculated statement, a preemptive strike from someone very much in control.

“Why don’t we sit down, Mrs. Lawton.”

Holly locked her arm into the crook of Conor’s elbow. As he helped her navigate into the living room, crossing what seemed like an acre of plush oriental carpet, Conor looked around him. He wasn’t much of an expert on art, but he was pretty sure the paintings hanging on the wall didn’t come from Walmart.

They reached a large L-shaped couch. Holly eased onto the cushions. Conor sat in a nearby chair.

“Do we have to do this now?” Holly asked.

“If you can, Mrs. Lawton. Time is my enemy.”

“Okay. But if Walter were here, he’d probably tell me not to talk to you.”

“And why would he say that?”

“Why? He always told suspects not to speak with police.”

Conor studied her for a moment. “You’re not a suspect, Mrs. Lawton.”

“Really?” Holly smiled patronizingly. “Walter always said the first person police look at is the wife.”

“Would you like a lawyer present?”

“No,” Holly said. “I have nothing to hide.”

“Do you know where your husband was tonight?”

Holly stared off, tears finally forming in her eyes. “He was driving back from the Hamptons.”

“Did you say he was driving?”

Holly nodded. “The car wasn’t there?”

“No.”

“Maybe he parked it. Maybe it’s at the garage.”

“Where’s the garage?”

“Eighty-sixth and Lexington.”

“What kind of car does your husband drive?”

“A Maybach.”

Of course. A Maybach. Made by Mercedes but too expensive to be called a Mercedes. A limited-production vehicle like that would set you back half a million. The good news was that there weren’t many Maybachs out there, even in Manhattan.

“What color?”

“Silver.”

After a few more questions, Conor realized that the best he was going to get from her for the moment was the Maybach lead.

“Thank you for your help, Mrs. Lawton.”

“Please find out who did this to my husband.”

“I will. Don’t worry.”

Conor took out a business card and a pen. He wrote his cell phone number on the back of the card and handed it to Holly. “Here’s how to reach me. Call me anytime. Twenty-four seven.”

“Thank you.” Holly looked past Conor. “Maritza. Will you please see this gentleman out?”

“Yes, Mrs. Lawton.”

Maritza? Conor followed Holly’s eyes to a Latina in her fifties who was standing in a doorway. Conor was startled. He hadn’t noticed Maritza at all.

“Maritza’s been here all night,” Holly said. “With me.

” Conor stood, looked at Maritza.

“You and Mrs. Lawton were here all evening?”

She hesitated, then answered, “Yes.” She looked at the floor when she spoke.

Conor made a mental note: The housekeeper seems nervous. Check out the wife’s alibi later.

Holly stared up at Conor. “Will I see you tomorrow?” she asked.

The question itself wasn’t surprising. What was unusual about it was the pleading intonation and the way Holly glanced at Conor when she asked it. Conor had heard that tone, seen that expression before. It was what he recalled most vividly about the drunken nights he spent with some impromptu lover. They always asked him the same question: Will I see you tomorrow? And Conor always said yes.

This time he meant it.

Conor was so relieved when he left the apartment that he let out an audible sigh. The rich really were different, and it wasn’t so pleasant to be reminded of that fact.

Finding the silver Maybach proved more difficult than Conor had thought. It was not parked at the garage, so Conor checked the DMV database and obtained the license plate number for the Model 57 S registered to Lawton. An APB was sent out, but still no hit after an hour. While Conor waited for word, Brian arrived.

“You still on the job?” Conor asked.

“Got to strike while the iron’s hot.” Brian proceeded with his report from the crime scene. “Six twenty-two-caliber shell casings recovered. Three slugs on the ground. Guess we’ll find the other three when we dig into the body. But no murder weapon.”

“So what do you think?” Conor asked.

“What do I think?”

“Give me a theory. Any theory.”

“I think it’s your basic carjacking. I mean, a Maybach? That’s one hell of a score.”

“You’re probably right,” Conor agreed. “Anyway, I hope that’s what it is. Save me a lot of shoe leather.”

Amanda walked up to Conor and Brian.

“Hey, Bard. They got your car.”

“Where?”

“Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. Some black kid driving it. They’re bringing him in now.”

“What did I tell you?” Brian said. “Carjacking.”



Chapter Three


Mike Boyd was sitting in an interrogation room, one hand cuffed to a chair. Conor, Amanda, and two uniformed cops stood in the observation area and stared at Mike through the glass.

“Just released from Riker’s,” Amanda offered.

“Let me guess. Grand theft auto?”

“You’re psychic.”

“So the guy likes cars,” Conor said.

“Yeah. And maybe when he gets out of prison this time he’ll actually buy one.”

Conor studied Mike. He was young. And very scared.

“How old is he?”

“Twenty-four,” Amanda said.

Conor started for the door.

“You want someone in there with you?” Amanda asked.

“Not yet.”

Conor entered the interrogation room and took a seat across from Mike.

“Hey, Mike,” Conor began. “Nice car you were driving.”

“Look, man. You can’t—”

“Whoa! Hold on. I haven’t read you your rights.”

“I know my rights.”

“You want to waive your rights, talk to me?”

Mike didn’t respond.

“Okay,” Conor said. “Here we go. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will—”

“I said, I know my rights. And I want a lawyer.”

“So you don’t want to tell me where you got that Maybach?”

Mike didn’t respond.

Conor leaned in on him.

“All right,” Conor began, “here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to lock you up in the Tombs. Then, fifteen minutes later, I’m going to have you transferred to Riker’s Island. You remember Riker’s. You just got out of there. And then I’m going to send you to Queens. Maybe Staten Island. Up to the Bronx. Over to Brooklyn. Then back to the Tombs. I’m going to keep you moving, give you a nice tour of the city’s facilities. It’ll take three days for a lawyer to locate you.”

“Are you crazy? Even if I did lift that ride, what’s the big deal? I’ll do my bid.”

“Go ahead,” Conor said abruptly. “Call your lawyer.” He stood, looked down at Mike. “And make sure you tell him you’re being charged with murder.”

Mike was freaked. “What are you talking about? I didn’t kill nobody!”

“Glad to hear that.” Conor hovered over him. “So I’ll give you one more chance to waive your right to an attorney and tell me how you wound up driving the car of a dead guy.”

“He’s dead?” Mike began trembling slightly. “Who’s dead?”

Amanda entered the room, but before she could intervene, Mike caved in.

“It was parked by the river. Engine running.”

Amanda frowned at Conor. She wasn’t entirely sure that whatever Mike said was going to hold up in court, but Conor didn’t seem to care at this point.

“Parked by the river?” Conor repeated. “Engine running?”

“I swear,” Mike whined. “I ain’t killed nobody. I just took the car.”

“Detective!” Amanda said. “Outside, please.”

Conor looked at Mike.

“Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

Mike held up his cuffed hand. Where am I going?

Conor walked out of the room. Amanda followed him.

“You were treading on very thin ice in there,” she said.

“Hey, he admitted to stealing the car,” Conor countered. “Of course, we did catch him driving the thing.”

“I don’t care about the car. This is a homicide and I don’t want some slick-ass attorney—”

“He didn’t do it.”

“Didn’t do what?” Amanda was incredulous.

“He didn’t kill Lawton.”

“I know it’s late, Bard, and you want to go home, but—”

“You see the way he reacted when I told him he was going to be charged with murder.”

“How was he supposed to react?”

“Not with total surprise.”

Conor looked down at his shoes, which were caked in mud from the crime scene, then pointed through the glass at Mike.

“Look at his feet.”

The black boots Mike was wearing were clean. Not a speck of dirt.

“That field was a swamp,” Conor said. “So how come there’s no mud on his shoes?”

“Why don’t we let the DA decide what to charge, okay?”

Amanda, more than a little annoyed, walked away. Conor stared at Mike through the glass. No, Conor told himself, Mike’s not the shooter. Too bad. This case could have been wrapped up by breakfast.

It was five in the morning by the time Conor arrived home. His cramped one-bedroom apartment was in an old brownstone on Fortyeighth Street between Eighth and Ninth Avenues. Banging pipes in the winter, electrical overloads in the summer. The furnishings were a mismatch of pieces from various stages of his life: a coffee table from his college days; a lamp with an NYPD insignia on the base, which he got when he was a rookie; a couch inherited when he and Heather split up.

Conor flopped on the couch and calculated its age. He and Heather bought it when she moved into his apartment. They lived together for a year and a half, and split up eight months ago. That made the couch a little over two years old, which wasn’t ancient for a piece of furniture if it was well made. This one wasn’t.

All Conor could remember about his time with Heather was the insanity of it. She was Ivy League–educated, came from a good New England family. An intellectual with a penchant for smoking joints who thought life was an adventure. And when life didn’t measure up to her expectations, she created drama to fill the void. Upheaval made her feel alive. Conor, on the other hand, only wanted to end the day in a safe harbor. Heather created waves, violent storms. Conor could never relax around her. Heather made sure of that. Enduring a constant barrage of her unpredictable behavior, their relationship predictably unraveled.

Conor was never really in love with Heather. Although he depended on her in many ways, he often thought about ending the whole charade. Yet Conor was not the one to end it. Heather had pointed out that they were going nowhere. Conor was mildly surprised by hearing it said aloud even though he knew it was true. He had ignored the space between them until Heather had said it was there. Once the silence had been broken, they went from lovers to memories in an instant.

The last time Conor had spoken to Heather was a week ago. They had a brief conversation, catching up on each other’s lives. Heather was vague, as if she had something to hide, but Conor didn’t press for details. If she was concealing something, it couldn’t be good. When he hung up the phone, he wondered what she was up to this time and a familiar feeling of impending doom overtook him. Forget about her, Conor told himself. But he couldn’t.

He fell back on the couch. Exhaustion, both mental and physical, overtook him. In a dreamlike state of half slumber, he saw Heather smiling at him. And then she disappeared, leaving him alone somewhere. He felt empty. Afraid, even. Then a kiss on his cheek. A hand taking his. His nostrils filling with the scent of perfume. He spun around, pulled her against his chest. But it wasn’t Heather in his arms.

It was Holly Lawton.

Conor jolted wide awake, sat upright. Jesus, Conor thought. What was that?

He inexplicably found himself hoping Holly Lawton was not a cold-blooded killer. But what if she was innocent? What then? No way he had a chance with her. Or did he?

Conor laughed at himself. After all, it was late, the hour when bizarre thoughts weren’t afraid to climb out of the darkness. Time to get some sleep. Tomorrow was another day.

As Conor tossed and turned in his bed, he couldn’t deny the fact that Holly Lawton, on some primal level, had entwined herself into his consciousness.




Chapter Four


Conor dragged himself out of bed, showered, and donned his “uniform”—dress pants, mock turtleneck, and a blue blazer. He hated wearing ties, and in fact owned only five of them, preferring comfort over fashion during the long hours he put in on the job.

Ralph Kurtz was sitting at his desk when Conor arrived at the precinct. Seven days shy of sixty-two, five feet eleven, a little overweight, he was wearing his usual cheap suit, garish tie, and a pair of size-13 triple-E shoes on his large, wide feet, which made the term flatfoot, slang for police officer, particularly appropriate.

Ralph had rejected retirement at every milestone—twenty years, thirty years, forty years—and was determined to remain on the force until they made him leave. That would be in exactly one week. But Ralph didn’t plan to retire even then. The district attorney’s office didn’t have a mandatory retirement age, so he had already lined up a job as an investigator on the DA squad.

“You had a busy night, I see.” Ralph held up a copy of the New York Post and waved it at Conor. The headline blared, Mob Attorney Slain on West Side. There was a huge photo of Walter Lawton.

“And there’s a nice picture of you on page five,” Ralph added, holding out the Post to Conor.

“Let me see that.” Conor grabbed the paper and flipped to a photo of himself standing in the middle of the crime scene chaos.

“The commissioner’s going to love reading your comments,” Ralph said with a smile.

“Jackals.” Conor tossed the Post onto his desk.

“You should’ve called me,” Ralph said.

“It was late. I’m sure you were asleep. But you’re right about it being a busy night. I got Robert Willis for you too. You see the DD5?”

“Yeah. That sick bastard is finally gonna pay.”

“Walked right in the club like he didn’t have a care in the world.”

“Nice collar. So don’t give me a hard time about my old mug shots anymore.”

“I won’t.”

“Anyway,” Ralph said. “This guy Lawton? A dead lawyer? What’s the big deal? You know how I feel about lawyers.”

“Yeah, I know. But we still have to investigate.”

“Don’t worry. I called Lawton’s office. They’re expecting us at nine thirty.”

Ralph was like that. Always on top of any situation. He loved the work. Even the minutiae. Ralph would research a case to death then spend days poring over the evidence. He had a reason for his obsessive dedication—Ralph had once confided to Conor that the job was the only thing that kept him from going nuts after his wife, Laura, died two years ago.

“I spoke to forensics,” Ralph said. “No gunshot residue on the suspect they brought in.”

“Plus, there was no mud on his shoes,” Conor said. “That kid’s not the shooter.”

“He could’ve had an accomplice,” Ralph speculated.

“Possible,” Conor allowed.

“What’s the story on the wife?” Ralph asked.

“I don’t know. She wasn’t too torn up about the whole thing.”

“She has an alibi, of course.” Ralph didn’t hide his skepticism.

“Yeah. The housekeeper.”

“Who happens to be on the wife’s payroll.”

Ralph held up a piece of paper.

“I filed a request for phone records on the Lawton residence, Lawton’s private line at his office, and both Lawton’s and the wife’s cell phones.”

“Good,” Conor said.

“And you want to hear something funny?”

“What?”

“I Googled Lawton. Came across this Web page where they tell you the origin and meaning of names.”

Although Ralph had a variety of restricted law enforcement and legal databases at his fingertips, he also would use consumer search engines to surf the Internet, especially when a high-profile victim was involved. According to Ralph, the information he garnered on these forays into cyberspace gave him a broader view of the case.

“Guess what the name Lawton means?” Ralph asked.

“I don’t know. What?”

“It’s an old English word for ‘burial mound.’ Looks like Lawton’s living up to his name. Or maybe dying down to it.” Ralph chuckled at his own joke, then checked his watch. “Better head over to the law office.”

Ralph was never late.

Walter Lawton’s office was impressive even by New York standards. Conor and Ralph looked like toy action figures as they stood in the double-height lobby waiting for someone to lead them into the inner sanctum.

“This guy had a lot of powerful friends,” Ralph said.

That was yet another Ralph Kurtz trait: stating the obvious.

“They’re no good to him now,” Conor said.

Ralph rubbed his chin. “Don’t be so sure.”

Actually, Ralph was right. A victim this connected could pull strings from the grave.

“Hello, Detectives.” The voice sounded like it was coming from the mouth of a prepubescent girl.

Julie Hahn, a pretty young woman in her early twenties, approached them. Petite, with short brown hair, she was dressed in a tailored gray jacket with a matching skirt, obviously trying to project Manhattan business cool. It might have worked had it not been for the voice.

“You must be Miss Hahn,” Ralph said. “I’m Detective Kurtz. We spoke on the phone.”

“Yes,” Julie acknowledged.

Ralph motioned toward Conor. “This is my partner, Detective Bard.”

Julie straightened her posture, as if to signal her importance. “Pleasure to meet you.”

As Conor looked at Julie, the first word that popped into his mind was yuppie. Of course, the term hadn’t been relevant for over twenty years. Then again, Conor thought, neither had he.

“I’m a junior partner here,” Julie explained. “I’ve been assigned to interface with you.”

Conor and Ralph exchanged a glance. Interface?

Julie motioned across the lobby. “This way, please.”

Conor and Ralph followed her down a seemingly endless hallway.

“Everyone in the office is extremely upset,” Julie said, shaking her head back and forth.

“I’m sure they are,” Ralph offered, trying not to sound too jaded. “Do you have any idea who might have done this to Mr. Lawton?” Julie asked.

“Do you?” Ralph asked.

“I can’t imagine. He was such a nice man.”

They walked to a door and entered a small conference room. “Please. Detectives. Have a seat.”

Conor and Ralph sat across from each other. Julie sat at the head of the table. She looked at Ralph.

“When we spoke earlier I said the law firm would do everything it could to assist your investigation.”

“Thank you,” Ralph said. “We really appreciate that.”

“You asked for our client list.”

“Yes. That would be very helpful in the investigation.”

“I’m sorry,” Julie said. “I’m afraid I can’t accommodate you without a warrant.”

“I understand your concerns but—”

“The partners held an emergency session this morning and it was the consensus opinion that we must not do anything to violate attorney-client privilege.”

Ralph started to say something.

Julie interrupted, “I’m not authorized to say any more than that.” She stood. “I’ll show you out now.”

Conor and Ralph exited the office building and walked down the street.

“Is she even old enough to drink?” Conor wondered aloud.

“What?” Ralph teased. “You want to take her out?”

“Yeah. Right.”

“I know what you mean. They get younger and younger. Or is it that we get older and older?”

Conor was annoyed. “Couldn’t she have asked for a warrant on the phone? Instead of making us come all the way over here?”

“She’s a lawyer. What do you expect?”

They stopped at the car. Ralph climbed behind the steering wheel. Conor hated to drive.

“So we get a warrant,” Conor said.

Ralph frowned, thinking. “Or …”

“Or what?”

“I’m starting at the DA’s office in two weeks. Right after NYPD kicks me to the curb.”

“You’re a senior citizen. What can I tell you?”

Ralph ignored Conor’s gibe. “Maybe I can get somebody at the DA’s office to run a list of cases where Lawton was the attorney of record. Faster than a warrant.”




Chapter Five


The trip to the DA’s office was worth it. Conor and Ralph returned to the precinct with a box full of case histories spanning the last five years. They had wanted to go back further in time but Ralph’s contact at the DA’s office said that five years was the best he could do without making a formal request, and that could take days.

“Five years should be enough,” Ralph said as they sifted through the documents. “If any of these guys had a grudge against Lawton, they wouldn’t wait too long to settle the score.”

It seemed no client with a checkbook was too unsavory for Walter Lawton. Besides the mob bosses and the Wall Street bonus babies, there were an assortment of petty thieves, wife beaters, smugglers, rapists, and even child molesters.

“I bet if we laid all their rap sheets end to end,” Ralph said, “they’d reach L.A.”

He looked down at one of the files and tapped a page.

“Check this guy out.”

Conor leaned over Ralph’s shoulder. “Salvatore Zeffri.”

“Murder for hire,” Ralph observed. “And look. His alleged weapon of choice was a twenty-two-caliber handgun.”

Ralph often used the word alleged mockingly. Most cops did.

Assassins generally preferred a .22. Small-caliber bullets tended to bounce around inside the body, ricocheting from bone to bone. This resulted in maximum internal damage with a minimum of mess. When Conor was standing over Walter Lawton’s body and learned there were .22 shell casings at the scene, he had considered the possibility that the shooter wasn’t an amateur.

Conor read more of the dossier on Salvatore Zeffri. “Lawton got the guy acquitted. It’s not like you kill the person who kept you out of jail.”

“Yeah,” Ralph agreed. “But it’s not like he has anything against blowing somebody away for money either.”

“Which means?”

Ralph motioned to the file. “Unless you have a better idea, we start with Zeffri.”

Salvatore Zeffri lived in a modest house on a nondescript block in Ozone Park, Queens. It was the kind of street that wiseguys loved. No ostentatious mansions here. Nothing to draw attention. Just a quiet, seemingly benign community providing perfect camouflage for violent residents.

Salvatore Zeffri was not home, so Conor and Ralph canvassed the neighbors. Most of them refused to talk.

“Sorry, I’m late for work,” was all the man in a paint-splattered jumpsuit would say as he climbed into a pickup truck and drove off.

Others denied even knowing Salvatore Zeffri.

“Never heard of him,” a middle-aged man said as he hurried down the street.

Finally, a woman walking her dog told them that Zeffri owned a kennel.

“I board my dog there when I go on vacation,” the woman added before walking away.

Ralph frowned. “A kennel?”

“Guess he likes dogs,” Conor observed.

“Right,” Ralph said. “So did Hitler.”

Canine Care Kennels was located in nearby Hillside. It consisted of two acres, a house, which served as the office, a one-story building where the actual kennels were located, and an outdoor dog run surrounded by chain-link fence.

Conor and Ralph found Zeffri walking along the fence. He was handsome, elegant, forty-five years old. The cocksure way he carried himself made it hard to picture him shearing a poodle.

Zeffri looked up and saw Conor and Ralph approaching. He made them immediately. “Good afternoon, Detectives.”

“Salvatore Zeffri?” Ralph asked.

“That’s me.”

“I’m Detective Kurtz. And this is my partner, Detective Bard.”

“Can I see some ID?”

Conor and Ralph complied.

“One can never be too careful,” Zeffri said as he studied the badges and IDs for a moment. He feigned apprehension. “Should I call my lawyer?”

“He’s dead,” Ralph pointed out.

“Yes. Poor Walter. I heard about it on the news. A terrible tragedy.”

“Not so terrible,” Ralph said.

“He doesn’t like lawyers,” Conor explained.

“Who does?” Zeffri asked. “So what can I do for you? Would you like to board a dog? Our rates are extremely reasonable.”

“Let’s stop playing cat and mouse at the dog kennel,” Ralph said, done with the game. “We were just wondering where you were last night.”

“I’ll have my attorney call you,” Zeffri said.

“They have phones in Hell?” Ralph asked.

Zeffri smiled. “My new lawyer, Megan Hollister. She’ll be in touch. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to feed the boarders.”

Zeffri walked away. Conor waited until Zeffri was out of earshot then turned toward Ralph.

“Cat and mouse at the dog kennel?” Conor laughed. “Forget the DA’s office. You ought to try standup comedy.”

“I’d lay you odds this place is a Mafia front. Money laundry.”

Conor looked at Ralph with an expression of mock surprise. “What? You don’t think Zeffri is an animal lover?”

But Ralph wasn’t paying attention. He was scanning the property like a prospective buyer. “After we close the case,” he said with conviction, “we should close this place.”

“A comic and a poet?”

They started walking off the property.

“Take me to the wife,” Ralph said. “I want to see if she’s as gorgeous as you say she is.”




Chapter Six


Holly was impeccably dressed, appearing fresh and well rested. Glowing, even. Apparently she hadn’t had too much trouble sleeping after the bad news. Conor and Ralph sat with her in the “Florida Room,” as she called it, a glass-enclosed patio full of plants and flooded with sunlight.

“I understand you arrested the man who killed Walter,” Holly began, catching Conor and Ralph off guard.

“We apprehended someone who was driving your husband’s car,” Conor explained. “But he has denied killing your husband.”

Holly rolled her eyes. “Well, of course he would deny it.”

Ralph bristled over the fact that Holly was aware they had made an arrest. “How did you find out about this?”

“I’d rather not say. I don’t want to get anyone in trouble, if you know what I mean.”

Holly, by virtue of her marriage to Walter Lawton, obviously had contacts in the DA’s office. Ralph vowed to himself that his first order of business when he arrived there would be to find whoever was using the office in order to gain favor with the social set. The more he thought about it, the more pissed off he became—and the less attractive Holly Lawton seemed to him.

“Until we’re sure we have the right person,” Conor said, “our investigation will be ongoing.”

Holly waved her hand in a dismissive manner. “He was driving my husband’s car, wasn’t he?”

Conor ignored the question. “Did your husband have any enemies?”

“Enemies?” Holly repeated. “I suppose there were people who had a reason to dislike him.”

“Anyone in particular?” Conor asked. “Sure, a few clients were upset at Walter. But Walter couldn’t help it if the jury didn’t—”

“Anyone who stands out in your mind,” Conor pressed.

Holly thought for a moment, then: “There was this one man. A Russian. Walter did everything he could for him but—”

“Do you remember his name?” Ralph cut in, losing his patience. “No, I’m sorry. But I do remember that after he was convicted he threatened to kill Walter. And now he’s suing the firm for incompetent counsel.”

Ralph pulled a pen and notebook from his pocket. He hated taking notes—usually he would just pretend to jot down something relevant—but he had discovered over the years that merely the act of holding a pen over a blank page caused suspects to make minor adjustments to their previous stories. Confronted with the reality that what they said was about to be written down, they often would attempt to be precise in their recollections, too precise, recalling exact times right down to the minute. Nobody remembers exact times. Unless you are making it all up.

“Last night.” Ralph held up the pen like a baton. “You told Detective Bard that you were home all evening. With your maid, Maritza?”

“My housekeeper, Maritza.” Holly said it as if to scold Ralph for not knowing that the upper crust shy away from the word maid.

“I assume your housekeeper will give us a statement to that effect.” Ralph made no attempt to hide his disdain.

“Of course.”

Ralph wrote something in the notebook. “Is she here now?”

“No. This is her day off. She’ll be back tomorrow.”

Ralph snapped the notebook shut. “Then we’ll stop back by tomorrow and take a statement.” His tone bordered on contempt.

“Do you know someone named Salvatore Zeffri?” Conor asked.

“Zeffri?” Holly said, shifting in her chair. “Salvatore Zeffri,” Conor repeated. “You know him?”

Holly cleared her throat. “No. I mean, I don’t think so.”

Ralph opened the notebook again. “You don’t think so?”

Holly drew in a breath. “Wait. Wasn’t he one of my husband’s clients? Yes. That’s where I heard the name.”

“But you don’t know him?” Ralph said.

Holly’s face flushed and her hands curled into tight little fists. She glanced at Ralph’s notebook. “Know him?”

Conor studied her. It was a simple question. Ralph held the pen over the notepad, apparently poised to write down whatever she said.

“No,” Holly finally said. “I don’t know him.”

Conor looked at Holly—her facial expression, her body language, her blinking eyelids, all led to an undeniable conclusion: as adept as she might be in other areas of her stress-free life, Holly Lawton was not a very good liar.

Conor and Ralph, still holding his notepad, walked out of Holly’s building and headed down the street.

“I hate women like that,” Ralph fumed. “Oh, really? I didn’t notice.”

“They think the world owes them.”

“Looks like the world already paid up,” Conor observed.

“She was lying,” Ralph said, once again stating the obvious. “She knows Zeffri.”
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