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PRAISE FOR BOOKS BY GERALD ELIAS

Murder on Vacation

Move over Nick and Nora, there’s a new crime-fighting duo in town. Retired Chief Maury Gross and his wife Bobbi, have a knack for finding crime and culprits while on vacation. The game’s afoot with this fun and endearing couple. — James L’Etoile, award-winning author of Face of Greed and the Detective Nathan Parker series

Wry, twisty, laced with humor and well-executed. The stories in Murder on Vacation are about the perpetrators of criminal undertakings and their comeuppances told deftly by Gerald Elias.  -- Gary Phillips, author of One Shot Harry.

Maury Gross is a true original: a detective with heart, brains, and a gift for solving mysteries that baffle the rest of us, all the while enjoying a good pun and a good nosh. As Maury himself would say, ‘What's not to like?’ – Charles Philipp Martin, author of Neon Panic and Rented Grave.

“My name is Gross” sets the tone for the delightful wordplay in this entertaining collection of stories. A famous cop named Maury Gross retires and reluctantly agrees to crisscross the country with his strong-willed wife on vacations “to die for.” The totally believable and humorous exchanges between husband and wife, the many references to food, the puns and one-liners—all work together to make this series of clever whodunnits an enjoyable read. —Charlotte Stuart, author of the award-winning Discount Detective Mysteries.

Devil’s Trill

…captivating and wholly originally debut. – Library Journal (starred review)

…a thoroughly engaging mystery. – Booklist

This richly plotted mystery will thrill music lovers, while those not so musically inclined will find it equally enjoyable. – Publishers Weekly

…combining the deductive reasoning of Sherlock Holmes with the rhetorical finesse of Don Rickles – Kirkus Reviews

Danse Macabre

Elias’s debut, Devil’s Trill, was a great reading experience; his new book is outstanding. A musical feast for mystery and music lovers. – Library Journal (starred review)

…the twists and turns of his plotting will keep readers guessing. – Booklist

The refreshingly caustic Jacobus, a cast of superbly drawn supporting characters, an interesting classical music milieu accessible to aficionados and neophytes alike, an unexpected twist or two, and a unique murder method combine for an engrossing read. – Publishers Weekly

Death and the Maiden

This fast-paced and punchily written mystery will entertain most fans, even as it delivers a fluid understanding of classical music. – Library Journal

Elias serves up a feast of music, music lore, and diabolical modus operandi. Well conducted. –Booklist

The book’s real heart is the detailed behind-the-scenes glimpse of the classical music scene. –Publishers Weekly

Death and Transfiguration

Brilliant and captivating on every level. – Booklist (Starred Review)

Elegantly structured. Think Donna Leon for pacing and thoughtfulness and Deborah Grabien for music’s integral role in the plot. – Library Journal (Starred Review) 

…finely tuned, wickedly funny… There’s just one word for this book: bravo! – Publishers Weekly (Starred Review) 

Playing With Fire

Readers … will enjoy a most unseasonal fable of the little insurance fraud that grew and grew. Merry Christmas. – Kirkus Reviews 

Jacobus indulges his inner Sherlock in a low-key tale that examines music as metaphor, provides insights into the creation of world-class violins, and exposes how some people can turn arson and insurance fraud into lucrative careers. – Publishers Weekly

…has the reader on the edge until the end. – Stringendo Magazine

Spring Break

In Jacobus we have an imaginative, ornery, reclusive, witty protagonist—a guy who has bits of other mystery leads in him but who feels at the same time wholly original. A very good entry in a reliable series. – Booklist

Readers will enjoy spending time in the company of the curmudgeonly Jacobus, and many will welcome the absence of fisticuffs, car chases, and Glocks. – Publishers Weekly 

Elias is a master storyteller. Writing such as this is, musically, masterful; it is completely honest and shockingly brutal. – iBerkshires 

Cloudy With a Chance of Murder

What gives this mystery its verve is the vibrant cast of characters and Jacobus’s indomitable personality and wry wit. Not just music lovers will enjoy spending time in his erudite company. –Publishers Weekly

…an exhilarating musical ride: an Allegro con brio to the end, where all the pieces of this intricate musical puzzle come together, culminating in a final, climactic presto delirioso. Most highly recommended. – iBerkshires

Murder at the Royal Albert

A near perfect murder mystery. Suspenseful throughout, and always smart and elegant. Most importantly, this story has heart. – Victoria Dougherty, author of Bone Church

…a clever and serpentine mystery and, like the famous snake that eats its own tail, it twists and turns on itself in the most unexpected of ways. Elias is a maestro of mystery. – Gabriel Valjan, author of the Shane Cleary series

The plot skates off in surprising directions and, as always, offers readers fascinating glimpses into the working life of a musician. One needn’t be a classical music aficionado to appreciate this clever, pacey entry. – Publishers Weekly

The Beethoven Sequence

His quick, gripping, and disruptive read stars an unlikely Layton Stolz, a socially awkward welder turned conductor, whose ascent to head a musical cult and, finally, the Presidency of the United States, seems uncannily plausible. Elias succeeds in this book by providing the key elements required for this genre—a good hook, an engrossing narrative, atmosphere, a crime (at least one), hints found in retrospect, a villain (at least one), sleuths, foreshadowing, false starts and dead ends, and, finally, a satisfying denouement. –The Boston Musical Intelligencer

It's rare to find a book that is insightful, humorous and chilling at the same time - in a riveting mystery. – William Schneiderman, business adviser and educator

A jolly good read! – Stringendo Magazine

Roundtree Days

(A Killer Nashville Silver Falchion Award Finalist)

This exceptional series launch from Elias (the Daniel Jacobus mysteries) introduces Jefferson Dance, who steps in as deputy sheriff of Loomis City, Utah, during the town’s annual Roundtree Days Festival Weekend. Sections wittily narrated by the self-deprecating Dance are followed by often hilarious narratives of the same incident told from the point of view of the breathtakingly overconfident Michener. Elias tells his nicely plotted tale with brio. Readers looking for plenty of laughs will be more than satisfied. – Publishers Weekly

Roundtree Days is a rich, rewarding, intriguing mystery set in the colorful world of a Utah desert town. – Charles Philipp Martin, author of Rented Grave
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My main morale boosters with whom I shared my Maury Gross drafts were my wife Cecily, my sister Estelle White, my brother Arthur Elias, and my old buddy Daniel Pollack. Their insightful and positive comments about the main characters, Maury and Bobbi Gross, and about the quirky morasses into which the loving couple were inadvertently thrust, kept me going until I had enough stories to make this collection a going concern. It was Danny, in fact, who, immediately upon returning home from a dental checkup, rushed to call me from New York and told me his idea about a patient being killed by drowning in the dentist’s chair. 

“You have to write it!” Danny insisted. 

“Okay.”

“Really, it’s a great idea!”

(I guess Danny didn’t believe me.)

“I’m not disagreeing. I’ll write it.”

So, I did. 

 

An earlier version of “Murder on Vacation,” originally entitled “Elephant Seals,” also appears in the 2023 short story collection, It’s a Crime!, by the author.

 

An earlier version of “Head in the Sand” also appears in the 2023 short story collection, It’s a Crime!, by the author.

 

An earlier version of “Ticked Off” appeared in Masthead: Best New England Crime Stories, 2020.

 


Dedication

 

This book is dedicated to my proofreader Meredith Phillips, the unsung hero of so many of my mysteries, without whose support Maury and Bobbi would never have seen the warm sun of retirement.


 

Cut out the double talk, I'm from police headquarters.

 –– Dick Tracy 

 


Foreword

A finely honed short story, like a ship in a bottle, is the product of miraculous craftsmanship in miniature. Somerset Maugham, Jack London, O. Henry, James Thurber, Isaac Bashevis Singer, Guy de Maupassant, T.E. Lawrence, Shirley Jackson, Isaac Asimov, Mark Twain, Edgar Allan Poe… In my youth (and still), they were my literary heroes who could nimbly create a world in just a few pages. 

Murder on Vacation is a collection of lighthearted crime fiction, a calm oasis within the whirlwind of the contentious debate over policing in our society, of the seemingly diametrically opposed notions of public safety versus social justice.

Maury Gross, a retired, Jewish NYPD detective department chief, is a good, respected cop. He’s ethical, honest, thoughtful, and considerate even of the perpetrators of the crimes that he solves. He doesn’t look for trouble, but trouble seems to find him whenever and wherever his devoted wife Bobbi takes them on what they hope will be a relaxing, carefree vacation. 

Maury is a good guy who likes a nice sandwich and watching the Mets on television. That might make him an improbable hero in this shades-of-gray day and age, where TV cops seem to gravitate towards being divorced alcoholics with fathers suffering from Alzheimer’s and with maturing daughters whose growing-up problems are clear as a bell to everyone but somehow not to trained detectives. 

In a conversation I once had with a film-to-television executive, I was advised to create a skeleton-in-the-closet backstory in order to create dramatic tension in Maury’s character. It was suggested it could be an NYPD internal investigation in which he was suspected of misconduct; or it could be that he had an extramarital affair, cheating on his beloved wife and partner, Bobbi; or it could be some former illicit drug dealing. But just some kind of scandal to keep the viewing audience wanting more.

No thanks. I like my Maury just the way he is. 

 


Murder on Vacation

BELIEVE ME, I DIDN’T ASK FOR THIS. The wife wanted to do something “special” for my retirement from the force. I told her, “Bobbi, what I really want to do is lie on the sofa in front of the television with a beer and watch the ballgames.” But she insisted I “deserved” something more. What she really meant was that she deserved something more, after waiting up nights for forty years wondering whether I’d come home alive.

So, I agreed to the trip. California. Wine tasting. She found a cozy little place called the Sea Lion Inn on Moonstone Beach outside a touristy town called Cambria. I can’t complain. The inn was quiet, there were pretty flowers all over the place and the service was friendly. Tom Flaherty, the inn manager according to his nametag, checked us in when we arrived in the afternoon. Tom seemed to be a guy who just loved life and ended every sentence with a belly laugh, and considering the size of his belly, you can guess how happy he was. He must’ve been a native Californian because New Yorkers are not that happy, just as a matter of course. He even gave us a chocolate chip cookie, on the house. Maybe I can get used to this thing they call retirement.

The clientele was our type. Not chichi. I knew that as soon as we pulled into the parking lot because the most extravagant car there was a Toyota Camry. After we got settled in, Bobbi wanted to go for a walk on the boardwalk before dinner. It wasn’t the kind of boardwalk that they used to have on Coney Island, where they sold hot dogs, cotton candy, Kewpie dolls, and all kinds of crap. It was just a boardwalk that meandered through the bluff above the beach.  If you’re the type who likes nature and the ocean, it was for you. Me, I would have preferred a potato knish, but I have to admit seeing live seals taking their siestas on the rocks was a sight I would not expect to see in the East River. They weren’t even in a zoo. They were just out there…living. The wife pointed to a couple of specks in the ocean that she said were sea otters swimming on their backs. To my eye they looked like seaweed, but I said, “Wow, sea otters,” anyway. Who knows? Maybe they were.

As part of my retirement vacation “package,” Bobbi had bought me an outfit she wanted me to wear: striped Bermuda shorts with knee-high black socks, a Hawaiian shirt with an orange windbreaker, and a tam o’shanter with a pompom to top it off. I told Bobbi I’d be the laughingstock if my pals saw me dressed like that, but she said that it was California style. I didn’t see anyone else dressed like Mr. Potato Head in a Halloween costume, but I didn’t want to get into an argument with the wife the first day of my vacation, so I let it go. 

I have to admit the sunset over the ocean was pretty amazing, which we witnessed while partaking of dinner on the deck of a seafood restaurant. Bobbi had the lobster, which she only has on special occasions. I had an excellent cheeseburger and fries, which I have on all occasions. I also knew what was coming up on our itinerary, so I ordered a side of onion rings, too.

After dinner, the wife wanted to do something romantic, so we hit the hot tub next to the pool for a soak before packing it in for the night. I usually don’t like hot tubs because they make me sweat, and I do enough of that just reading the newspaper. But this one was clean, and the jets didn’t make too much noise. And the pool area was surrounded on all sides with a slatted fence to give the guests privacy, which I liked because I’m a little self-conscious of my avoirdupois, as the wife likes to refer to it. The only downside of the experience was the lady at the desk, who was as crabby as Tom had been cheery. Her name was Anita Kuntz. I swear. I had always thought my own name was unenviable, but now I felt absolutely blessed. When I asked for the pool towels, Anita snipped, “Name and room number.” 

“Maury Gross. Room one-ten.” She just about threw the towels at me. Must have had a bad day at her yoga class.

The next three days we stopped at every vineyard on, yes, Vineyard Road in Paso Robles. Oh, so civilized. Hillside after hillside of parallel rows of manicured grapevines. At first, it was very charming, but like a ballgame that’s tied one to one after sixteen innings on a drizzly night, after a while the thrill wears off. I can’t tell you how many glasses of wine I had over those seventy-two hours because after a while I was so sloshed it became a big blur. I did learn how to get away with being a wine ignoramus by observing the mannerisms of the connoisseurs. I would hold up a glass of wine to the light, slosh it around for a while and pretend to carefully examine its color. Then I’d say, “It reminds me of that generous Grenache I drank in Languedoc-Roussillon. A 2014. Or was it 2015?” See, I’m a fast learner. I didn’t even have to taste it, and to tell you the truth all of it tasted pretty much the same. I mean, from one hillside to the next, how different is it going to be anyway?

It didn’t take long before I had so much wine and cheese and crackers in my gullet, I felt like a goose who was a candidate for foie gras. As I collapsed into bed, Bobbi suggested a fourth day in search of the perfect Cabernet. My stomach rebelled.

“Hey, how about we do something else?” I asked.

“Like what?”

“Like I don’t know, but I know where to find out.”

I got out of bed and put on my shorts. Ten minutes later I returned to the room.

“Hey, there’s a cool Porsche Carrera in the parking lot,” I said.

“So, is that what we’re going to do? Look at a Porsche all day tomorrow?”

“No, no,” I said. I mentioned it merely as an observation because Bobbi likes sports cars. Not to drive, but it was like a hobby for her to know about them. Go figure. We’d never driven anything fancier than a Ford Granada with a Landau vinyl top.

I had gone to the front desk and fortunately for me, happy Tom was there and not nasty Anita, though he did seem a little distracted. I told him that the highlight of my trip so far had been seeing the seals on the rocks and asked what he thought about Bobbi and me going to see the elephant seals near Piedras Blancas.

I had read about the elephant seals in our hotel room’s local attractions brochure and followed it up with an internet search because they sounded really interesting. Would you believe that they can grow up to five thousand pounds? And are called elephant seals not only because of their size, but because the males have an extended snout? After eight to ten solitary months a year in the water, they only come to shore when they have to rest. Once they’re on land, they congregate by the hundreds or by the thousands. They don’t eat or drink anything but spend their beach time shedding their old coats and––what else is new? ––mating. Mating involves a lot of fighting for dominance, and mature males can whack each other with their snouts or maul each other with very sharp teeth to show who’s boss. So much of this reminded me of life in Queens, it made me feel right at home.

“What do you want to do that for?” Tom asked.

“You don’t think it’s worth it?” I asked. “The brochure said there should be lots of them there right now.”

“You can never be sure, and it’s pretty far away. It might rain. I don’t know if it would be worth the trouble.”

“Okay. I’ll think about it. Thanks for the advice.”

I went back to our room and checked the distance to Piedras Blancas on our maps app. It was only about ten miles up the coast on Highway One. And a little rain might dampen my head, but it didn’t dampen my spirits. I thought we should go for it.

After some gentle coaxing, Bobbi, being the good sport that she is, was on board. I have to admit I was pretty excited and went to sleep with visions of elephant seals dancing in my head. 

The next morning, we had an early breakfast, eager to embark upon our adventure. Taking a shortcut through the pool area on the way to the car, I indulged myself in the humorous image of sea elephants mating in the hot tub. This was a mistake, as, in my daydreaming I neglected to notice the unraveled garden hose in front of me. I tripped over it and would have fallen except for the wife grabbing me at the last second.

“You’re such a klutz,” she said. “What were you thinking about?”

“You don’t want to know.”

By this point in our gripping repartee, we had arrived at our rented Camry.

“So, where’s the Porsche?” Bobbi asked.

Always with the questions.

I looked around the half-empty parking lot, which had spaces for only a couple dozen cars to begin with. 

I shrugged.

“I think you must’ve been dreaming or something,” she said. 

It didn’t take long to get to the elephant seal vista point. We parked in the lot with about twenty other cars and followed a bunch of folks who seemed to know the way. We were on a bluff overlooking the ocean, but unlike the rest of the coast there was a chain-link fence preventing people from accessing the beach. What seemed oddly out of place was the yellow tape I was all too familiar with attached along the fence. I approached a tall police officer who was standing guard to find out what was going on. He spoke first.

“This is a crime scene, sir. You’ll have to leave.”

“I’m a police officer, myself,” I said. 

He took one look at me in my California outfit, and I could see him trying to hide his smirk. He didn’t do a very good job. So, I pulled out my wallet and showed him my ID.

“Retired,” I added.

He read my name and snapped to attention, giving me a crisp salute. It seemed a bit excessive.

“Sorry, Chief. Didn’t recognize you. We learned all about you at the academy. Sir.”

“That’s fine, Sergeant. I don’t mean to interfere. Just wondering what’s going on. We came here to see the elephant seals.”

The police officer, who introduced himself as Felix Rodriguez, led me to the fence and had me take a look onto the beach. Even having read about them, seeing dozens of huge marine mammals lying on the sand was astonishing. Some were dusting themselves, tossing sand onto their hides with their flippers. Others, the young males if one were to judge by the length of their snouts, were engaged in mock fighting, waiting their turn in the pecking order. The biggest, baddest males, squaring off against each other, were doing the real thing. No holds barred. Like massive sumo wrestlers, they slammed their bodies against each other, trying to inflict wounds with their super-sharp lower incisors. Their growls sounded like rockslides and rattled the whole beach.

That's when I saw what Rodriguez wanted me to see. One of the elephant seals tossed a human corpse up into the air as if it were my granddaughter Maddie's rag doll.

“I see your problem, Sergeant,” I said. “You can’t get any of your men down on the beach or the same thing’ll happen to them.”

“Yes, sir, we’ve called for a helicopter and a jaws of life. Maybe we can scoop him up before they totally tear him apart. Until then we can’t do an ID.”

“Who’d do something stupid like that?” I asked, pointing my thumb in the general vicinity of the body. “Some cockamamie naturalist?”

“We’ve been trying to figure that out, sir. 

At first, we thought maybe it could have been suicide. But we’ve checked the owners of all the cars in the lot, and they’re all accounted for.”

“I see your point,” I said. “Either he walked here for miles to throw himself over the fence and be torn apart by the seals, or someone drove him here and dropped him off. Neither scenario seems very plausible.”

“No, sir.”

“What about sea access?” I asked.

“Possible, but unlikely. The shoals are way too rocky for a boat, and it’s hard to imagine him surfing in just to commit suicide.”

I looked at the wife, who I had almost forgotten was standing right next to me. Bobbi responded with that look. I knew what it meant. It was none of my business. I sighed. So much for elephant seals. 

“Well, Rodriguez,” I said. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. I’m sure you’ll figure it all out.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied. “Thank you, sir.”

Back to the wine tasting circuit. When a cute young waitress carrying a platter of canapés, asked me, “Care for a nasturtium?” I knew I was ready to go home to New York.

Now that I had time on my hands, I actually could lie on our chaise longue on the brick patio behind our house in Flushing and behold our postage-stamp patch of unmown grass that we called our garden. After all that wide open space on the west coast, there was something comforting about being hemmed in on all sides by brick walls. What you grew up with imprints on you your whole life, like it or not. 

Even though it was only eight o’clock in the morning it was already hot out. The wife brought me a newspaper and a glass of iced coffee and went back inside to do some ironing. I read the sports page first, as I always do. The Mets pitching staff, which had seemed so promising early on, seemed to be self-destructing with a rash of injuries and inexplicable poor performances. Again.

I took less interest in local news than previously, since I no longer had to be concerned whether the paper got the story of my latest investigations right. 

I passed over the arts section and turned to national and international news, just to reconfirm that the world was still going down the toilet and no one seemed to know what to do about it. Then, on page eight, I noticed a headline: Prominent Vintner Found Dead. 

“Honey,” I shouted after finishing the story. “Get a load of this. The body that was found at the elephant seal beach was a famous wine grower.”

“And?”

“And there are a couple of interesting coincidences. First, we actually went to his winery.”

“Which one?”

“I can’t remember.”

I had to get up and fish the paper out of the trash and find the article again.

“Crudello. Isn’t that where they served that good salami with the fennel in it?”

“No, that was Avanti. Crudello’s was the place that looked like a chateau.”

It didn’t ring a bell. I shook my head.

“You know, where they gave the wine cellar tour?”

“Oh, yeah. Now I remember.” Except I didn’t.

“But what’s most interesting,” I continued, “is the guy’s name. It’s Alvin Kuntz. You suppose he’s related to our friend, Anita?”

“Oh, my God, Maury! Related? He could’ve been her husband! We’ve got to send her flowers!”

That’s Bobbi for you. It’s something the wife tends to do whenever a death or birth is involved. I found that to be a bit of an over-reaction. We didn’t know if Alvin Kuntz was Anita Kuntz’s husband or even related, for that matter. And even if they were, the closest connection we had to Anita Kuntz was when she threw beach towels in my face. Also, when the wife says “we” have to do something, she means “me.”

I explained all this to Bobbi, except for the last part, and after extensive negotiations we agreed that rather than send flowers I would call the inn and offer our condolences once we found out if Anita and Alvin were in fact related. 

After searching the house for a half hour, I finally found the piece of paper that had our reservation to Sea Lion Inn with the phone number. The wife listened in on the other line to make sure I fulfilled my obligations properly. Tom Flaherty, who answered after the third ring, was not his usual jovial self. I asked about the Kuntzes and found out that Alvin was Anita’s brother, not her husband. I then asked to speak to Anita.

“She doesn’t work here anymore,” Tom said.

 That took me aback for a moment, since it had only been two days since we were there, but I suppose the shock of her brother’s death… People mourn the death of a loved one in different ways. Leaving one’s job wouldn’t be all that unusual. But still, I was curious.

  “Grieving?” I asked. 

“She doesn’t work here anymore,” Tom repeated.

The wife whispered about the flowers.

“Is there a forwarding address? We’d like to send her flowers.”

“Can’t help you,” Tom said, and hung up.

 Something wasn’t kosher in Denmark. No doubt, the circumstances were trying for Flaherty and Anita, but his transformation from jolly innkeeper to tight-lipped crabapple left me wondering. After a lengthy period of pacing and channel surfing, I decided a little hedge against the wife’s proscription of getting re-involved in any kind of police work couldn’t hurt. What’s one little phone call, right?

I waited until she went food shopping and called Sergeant Rodriguez in California. The newspaper article said Kuntz’s death was being investigated, but every accidental death is investigated to some degree, so that didn’t mean anything. After Flaherty’s strange behavior, I guessed there was more to it than an accident, and Rodriguez confirmed that. When the medical examiner had reassembled Kuntz’s body parts, he concluded that Kuntz had been strangled shortly before being thrown over the fence into the community of elephant seals. What the seals did to him after that was just for fun.

The police also discovered Kuntz’s car tucked away behind some trees near his winery, up in the Paso Robles hills. A possible scenario immediately popped into my mind: After Kuntz was killed and delivered to the elephant seals in Kuntz’s car, the murderer then drove to a spot near the winery where, if the car was found, not much would be thought of it. An accomplice then would have met the killer there in order to drive him away. There were other plausible scenarios, but nothing about my first impression seemed out of place. Yet it left the question, why didn’t they just leave the car in the elephant seal parking lot? Why go to all the trouble of driving it fifty miles away?

“What kind of car was it?” I asked Rodriguez.

“The car of my dreams. A 2017 Porsche Carrera.”

“White?” I asked.

“How did you know?”

“Car of my nightmares.” Two Kuntzes and two Carreras? Too coincidental.

I filled Rodriguez in on what I knew, including the fact that the car had been parked in the Sea Lion lot the night before Kuntz was murdered. Rodriguez said he’d get on the stick and check out Anita Kuntz and Tom Flaherty. He thanked me for my help. I asked and received permission from him to make one more phone call, banking on the fact that Tom Flaherty didn’t know I was an ex-cop. As I dialed, I heard the wife come into the house and had to think fast.

“Tom, this is me, Maury Gross, again. Sorry to trouble you. I know this is crazy, but the wife is a real sports car nut and really loved that Porsche that was in the parking lot when we were there.”

“What about it?”

“Well, she wanted to talk to the owner about the specs and all, but the car was gone the morning we went to see the sea elephants, and they’re like one of a kind. So, do you have the owner’s name in your register by any chance? We’d love to contact him.”

“We’re not allowed to give that information.”

“But—” 

“The guy threw his suitcase in his trunk and drove off first thing in the morning. End of story.”

The wife, who I knew from past practice would be eavesdropping on the other line, threw in her two cents.

“You’re saying he put his luggage in the trunk in the back of his car?” she asked Flaherty.

“That’s what I said. And now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do.”

He hung up again, leaving me holding a dial tone in my hand.

“What did you do that for?” I asked. “You interrupted my line of questioning.”

“He’s the murderer,” she said.

“What do you mean, ‘He’s the murderer’? How do you even know there was a murder?”

“When I went shopping, I called here five times to find out if you wanted Cheerios or Shredded Wheat. The phone was busy the whole time. You’ve had a bee in your bonnet since lunch, so who else would you have called other than the policeman in California? And then when I heard you talking to the guy at the inn again, I asked myself why would my husband be doing that, unless it was part of an investigation? It certainly wasn't because I’m a sports car nut.”

I’ve learned when you’re caught red-handed the best recourse is to come clean and throw yourself on the mercy of the court.

“But how do you know he’s the murderer?” I asked.

“Because it just so happens the 2017 Porsche Carrera doesn’t have a trunk in the back. It has a storage compartment in the front. The engine’s in the back.”

“In other words,” I said, “Flaherty was lying when he said he saw Kuntz put his luggage in the back trunk. So, saying that he saw Kuntz drive off was probably also a lie.”

“Sometimes you’re a little slow on the uptake, Sherlock, but I think you get the picture.”

“But, even if Flaherty was lying, what reason would he have to kill Kuntz?”

“I don’t know why, but I do know how.”

“Okay. How?”

“The hose.”

“What hose?”

“The one you tripped over it. What did you notice about it?”

“It was green?”

“Of course it was green. But when we were in the hot tub the night before, the hose was rolled up. When you tripped over it, it was unrolled all the way to the pool.”

“So?”

“So? What do you mean, ‘so’?”

“‘So’ means, what’s unusual about that?”

“When do you unroll a hose? When you have to put water in a pool. I know that from going to Esther Schwartz’s country club in Great Neck. The night we were in the hot tub, the pool was full. So why unroll a hose?”

“You think Flaherty killed Kuntz by the pool with the hose?”

“What do you think?”

I thought.

“Mind if I call Rodriguez back?” I asked.

“Whatever. I’m going to go watch ‘Judge Judy.’”

“By the way, did you get the Cheerios or the Shredded Wheat?”

“I got the Raisin Bran.”

* * *

The case was wrapped up in a week, during which I scrupulously refrained from any further involvement. Rodriguez was kind enough to call and fill me in. It was the end of his workday on the West Coast, so I had to turn off the Knicks game, which was just starting, but it was worth it. After he finished, I thanked him heartily, and called to the wife, who was reading a mystery in the bedroom.

“Let’s go out to dinner," I said. "I’ve got a story to tell you.”

We went to Lucky Song, our favorite Chinese restaurant on Queens Boulevard. The tables were Formica and the chairs were plastic, but the food was good and the service friendly.

“Here’s what Rodriguez told me,” I said between the wonton soup and chicken chow mein. “Alvin Kuntz had gotten very wealthy only in the last five years. Before that, he’d been the pool maintenance man at the Sea Lion Inn but was fired by Tom for being negligent and insubordinate.” 

“How’d he make a fortune so fast if he couldn’t even hold a pool job?” the wife asked.

“He had a flair for winemaking and had a natural gift how to market it.”

“I guess some people have got a knack and others don’t.” 

“I suppose. And I imagine the wine business appealed to Kuntz more than manual labor. Anyway, he also had a propensity to rub his newly found fortune in the face of anyone poorer, including his older sister, Anita, who continued to work her tuchus off at the Sea Lion Inn for years. On the night that Alvin was murdered, Anita called her brother to come to the Sea Lion Inn to discuss his mother’s will. They waited until all the guests had retired so they wouldn’t be disturbed.”

“Hold on a minute. What are we talking about? Pass the egg foo yung, please.”

“Their father, Hiram Kuntz, died years ago and left everything to Mrs. Kuntz. It had been her plan to have her two children split their modest inheritance down the middle. Now she was frail and bedridden and didn’t have long to go in this world “Anita tried persuading Alvin to give her his share of the impending legacy because she was tired and wanted to retire. Since Alvin was already a multimillionaire, why not? But Alvin refused to budge, which infuriated Anita but is what she really expected all along.”

“What a momser!" The wife said. "To not help out his own sister?"

“I hear you. But here’s a wrinkle in the story: Tom Flaherty admitted to Rodriguez that he was in love with Anita—go figure—so the two of them, wanting a share in her family’s fortune, executed the plan they had devised in anticipation of Alvin being an SOB. They would kill him and make it look like an accident.” 

“I have a feeling I know what happened,” the wife said. 

I finished gnawing on a spare rib. “Yeah. Anita proposed drinks around the pool. When it became clear that Alvin hadn’t the slightest inclination to be flexible with the will, Tom wrapped the hose he used to fill the pool around Alvin’s neck. Then he and Anita pulled hard at either end until Alvin was dead.”"

“Uch!"

“They removed Alvin’s wallet and keys and loaded him into the trunk of Tom’s unostentatious Chevy Malibu. At the elephant seal vista, they dragged Alvin’s body out of the car and heaved him over the chain-link fence onto the beach for the elephant seals to have their way with. They then drove back to the inn, where Anita, using her brother’s keys, drove the Porsche to Crudello Winery, with Tom following in his car in order to drive Anita home.”

“That’s it?”

“Pretty much. Anita and Tom offered no resistance when Rodriguez arrested them and gave him the whole story. They thought they had devised the perfect plan but in reality, they were amateurs, as almost all murderers are."

“Especially when smart cops are involved,” the wife said.

“But I had some help. The scenario that I’d theorized was close, but not exactly right. You were the one who cracked the case wide open with the two important clues: the nonexistent trunk of the Porsche and the unrolled hose."

Bobbi never brags when she helps me solve a case, but I knew in her heart she was saying, “I told you so.” I have to admit, she deserved something special for her superlative detective skill. I think tomorrow I’ll give her something special, maybe a bouquet of roses.  Probably not a bottle of wine.

We had eaten enough for four people and there was still a lot left over. We’d hardly touched the shrimp fried rice. We got doggie bags to take home, and I paid the bill. But before we left, the all-important fortune cookie reading.

“Get a load of this,” the wife said with a smile. “‘Be alert for romantic possibilities.’ What do you suppose that means?”

“No idea.”

I cracked my cookie open and frowned.

“Mine says, ‘Garden hoses may present danger for you.”

“Nudnik! What does it really say?”

“‘Travel is in your future.’ You think?”

“You never know. Let’s travel home.” 

 


Mourning in
the Afternoon

MY WIFE, BOBBI, recently decided that as Americans it was our moral duty to walk Boston’s historic, two-and-a-half-mile Freedom Trail. That it’s important we understand and appreciate our colonial history and our forefathers’ achievements creating a new nation. In principle, I was in favor of her proposal. But in February? Oy.

It turned out to be an educational and chilling experience, though not in ways you’d guess. 

* * *

Not every mystery is a crime and not every crime is a mystery, but once in a while they merge. The one-way footprints in the snow presented a prime example. 

We’d arrived in Boston via Amtrak and lodged at the comfortable Bay House Hotel near Copley Square. Wherever we dined, we ordered anything including the words Boston or New England: clam chowder, lobster rolls, baked beans, scrod. And don’t forget cream pie. 

While breakfasting in the hotel restaurant, the wife asked, with a seductive gleam in her eye, “How would you like to rub with me today?” 

I almost choked on my bagel. Bobbi often has “creative” ideas. This one sounded kinkier than any since our tenth anniversary. 

“Aren’t we a little old for that kind of thing?” 

“I don’t think so,” she said. “And the Granary Burying Ground would be the perfect place.”

“In public? In broad daylight? In a cemetery?” 

“Of course! That’s where people usually do it.”

“But isn’t that a younger generation thing? I'm not in the best of shape.” 

“Maybe, but if you get stiff, I’ll be happy to get down on my knees for you.”

Though we were both speaking the same language, we were clearly not communicating effectively. I asked for a definition of “rubbing” and was relieved once the wife explained it was to trace impressions of historic gravestones. 

An art shop on Tremont Street supplied the necessities: lightweight paper, soft brushes, masking tape, the right kind of rubbing wax. But when we left the store, guess what? It started snowing. 

For a big city, things were remarkably quiet at the cemetery, which dated back to the mid-seventeenth century. The ground was covered with a skiff of snow, but at least the sun had begun to peek through. We got a map at the entrance indicating all of the famous people buried there: Patrick Henry, Paul Revere, Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin’s family, Crispus Attucks. But with many of their gravestones illegible, finding one to rub was a challenge. 

“Here’s one!” the wife said, reading from our guidebook. “Mary Goose! Some say she was the original Mother Goose.” 

“Let’s take a gander!” Sorry.

Her gravestone proved to be first-rate rubbing material. The inscription looked like it had been chiseled yesterday: HERE LYES Ye BODY OF MARY GOOSE WIFE TO ISAAC GOOSE AGED 42 YEARS DECd OCTOBER Ye 19th 1690. Other than our own footprints, the only ones were of a web-footed bird. Mother Goose’s gosling, perhaps?

I easily brushed light and powdery snow off Mary’s headstone. Bobbi neatly taped up the paper, got out her wax, and began the meticulous task of rubbing. After a few minutes I felt antsy. 

“I’m gonna look for Ichabod Crane’s headless stone,” I said. “Back in a few.”

The Granary Burying Ground has thousands of graves. Though some of the dead were famous people, most have been forgotten, with no headstones at all. It left me musing about life. 

In the mid-1600s this patch of earth was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by an unknown continent. Not a single person lying a few feet beneath where I stood, whose lives as patriots we celebrate, got to see the world the day after their deaths, let alone centuries later. 

Looking from the other end, we, the living, have the barest sense of what their individual lives were like: Lives filled with family, friends, enemies, paying bills, butchering chickens, eating, drinking, carousing, being righteous, breaking the law, arguing, laughing. Each person had a life, some tragically lasting only a day or two, others unaccountably long, maybe painfully so. But each had a story. Except for those famous few, we know nothing about all the other stories and never will. I was reminded of all those men and women with whom I’d worked who had given their lives in the line of duty. And their families…

With a deep breath, I mourned all those who have left us and said a silent Kaddish.

I meandered aimlessly. Because the snow had started shortly before we had arrived, ours were the only footprints. Until I saw the other ones.

There were two pairs, side by side –one large, one small– that led directly to a particular headstone. Someone important, I thought. When I got to it, though, the grave was unmarked. The map gave no indication it was known who was buried there. 

Disappointed, I was about to turn back when I noticed something peculiar. Only one pair of footprints, the larger, went in both directions. The smaller pair went to the grave, then stopped.

Being a retired cop has its rewards, not the least of which is being out of the line of fire. On the other hand, it’s impossible —at least for me— to turn off the brain that spent decades figuring out solutions to seemingly insoluble problems. Everywhere is a potential crime scene and everyone is a potential criminal. I can’t help it.

So, I asked myself, how can footprints only go one way? After mentally clicking through umpteen possible scenarios, my answer was, “I don’t know.” And because it was “I don’t know,” it bugged me for the rest of the day. And night. What do you think?

The next morning the wife and I went to a coffee shop. Decent coffee but a disappointing cheese Danish. Maybe that’s why it wasn’t called a Danish shop. The weather had turned nasty. At home in New York, when it’s thirty degrees it feels like thirty degrees. In Boston, with damp wind blowing off the harbor, it also feels like thirty degrees. Thirty below. Even the wife was having second thoughts about visiting our historic landmark du jour, the Bunker Hill Monument. 

After our second cup, Bobbi visited the ladies’ room to powder her nose. While I waited, I reached over to the next table for an abandoned copy of the morning’s Boston Globe, intent on reading the sports page. But it was an intriguing headline that grabbed my attention: 

COMBAT ZONE REDEVELOPMENT

CZAR MISSING.

As a career law enforcer, I was familiar with Boston’s checkered criminal history... Since the ‘70s, the Combat Zone was the nickname given to the Adult Entertainment District, a haven for mostly legal sexual permissiveness —erotic clubs, live burlesque, porn movie houses, sex paraphernalia shops— infiltrated with an unhealthy dose of illegal business: prostitution, drug dealing, and gang activity.

Since then, as downtown real estate became increasingly valuable, most vintage Combat Zone buildings had been razed. The neighborhood gentrified, leaving only faint traces of its former dubious glory. The Globe reported that the missing redevelopment czar, Stephanie Ng, was also the owner of the Pantasia Lounge on Lagrange Street, a bawdy cabaret-bar, one of the Combat Zone’s few enduring vestiges that somehow survived and prospered.

The mayor had appointed Ms. Ng to spearhead the neighborhood’s transformation into a major residential and retail hub. Ng was a controversial choice because of her insistence on keeping her relic of a club and of whisperings of connections with Boston’s organized crime underworld.

And now she was missing. According to the Globe, she had last been seen the day before by her manager, who said that Ng left the Pantasia Lounge on foot on her way to a City Hall meeting in early afternoon, the same time we’d been at the Burying Ground. She never arrived. 

I got out my handy-dandy Boston map to see what that route might have looked like. Call it professional curiosity. Call it a hunch. 

My first question was, why couldn’t they have made the streets in Boston straight, like in New York? Finally, I found Lagrange Street and City Hall. The distance between them was less than a mile, easily walkable. The likeliest pedestrian route was along Tremont Street, at the end of which was, you guessed it, the Granary Burying Ground. But why, in the middle of winter, on foot? 

Because it’s fastest. Waiting for a taxi, then driving in snarled midday downtown traffic would have taken longer than a twenty-minute walk. The subway? Walk to the station, wait for a train, then walk from the subway to City Hall? Have you ever been on the Boston MTA? Fuggedaboutit. 

Might Ng have been abducted in the cemetery, far from the public eye?

“Hello-oo!” the wife said, startling me. “Earth to Maury!”

“Sorry, have you been back long?”

“Only about five minutes.”

“Look, it’s such a lousy day,” I said. “How about we split up? You wanted to shop at Neiman Marcus”—that was true— “and I’ve got some reading to catch up on”—not quite as true. I suggested meeting for dinner at a nice Italian restaurant on Newbury Street. 

Though she outwardly expressed disappointment, I think Bobbi was secretly delighted by the plan. Once she left in a cab, I Googled Stephanie Ng on my phone, not for information, but for a photo. And not for her face, but for her feet, specifically their size. I then headed back to the Granary Burying Ground. Was there a connection between the missing footprints and the missing woman? If so, what did it all mean?

* * *

I was freezing. I was probably crazy, too, traipsing again through the cemetery, knowing full well that the footprints were long gone. One by one, I considered, then discarded, theories of how one-way footprints might have occurred. 

A clandestine burial? Not possible for so many reasons. A larger person carrying the smaller all the way out of the cemetery? Over such a long distance, hardly less far-fetched. And if so, why? Had the larger person subdued or killed the smaller? Possible, but why then carry that person out, risking public exposure? It was far from certain that Ng had taken the Tremont Street route on her way to City Hall. She could as easily have walked on the parallel Washington Street and not gone anywhere near the cemetery.

None of it made sense. It seemed impossible. Then, recalling an earlier case, a little bell rang in my head, and the longer it rang, the louder it got: If something seems impossible, it just might be. Which meant, I’d been asking myself the wrong questions all along. 

I reconsidered everything about the footprints and came up with what I thought was the right question. Time for a phone call. 

“Ryan O’Malley, please,” I said. “Maury Gross calling.”

O’Malley and I had graduated from the police academy together. We had both risen to police chief of our respective detective bureaus. The main difference between us was that Ryan didn’t have the letters R-e-t after his name. Yet. 

I was a Jewish boy from Queens; he was an Irish Catholic from South Boston. Surprisingly, the twain met. Over the years, we had maintained mutual respect and a friendly rivalry. We even got married on the same day, Ryan to a bonnie lass named Maggie. 

Ryan came to the phone. We spent a few minutes reminiscing and told a few jokes that were not politically correct. When I told him I was in town with the wife he insisted we get together. But of course, he understood my call to his office wasn’t for schmoozing.

“Tell me about the Brannigan brothers,” I said.

“The Brannigans? Smarty’s doing life at Walpole. Maximum security.”

“And Stewie?”

“Stewie got out last year.”

“Really!” I said. “Interesting.” I hadn’t known that. It’s not easy keeping track of each miscreant I’ve put away.

“Okay, Maury. Tell me what’s up. I don’t have time for twenty-four questions.”

I told him what I thought, and little by little we hatched a plan that would necessarily involve me but would avoid stepping on Ryan’s jurisdictional toes. 

* * *

Smarty and Stewie were the two sons of Joseph Fitzgerald “Fitzy” Brannigan, the crime boss who had controlled large swaths of downtown Boston for decades. I’d helped Ryan put the brothers behind bars back in the late nineties.

One Sunday evening in mid-October at a drive-through carwash in Chelsea, a car inside took an inordinate amount of time going through. Drivers waiting in line became impatient, then irate. When the attendant checked, he discovered no one inside the car, its ignition turned off, and the key gone. Yet no one had seen anyone, wet or dry, exit the car or the carwash.

When police arrived to tow the late-model Lexus, they checked the license plate. To their great surprise and chagrin, the owner was none other than John Williams. Yes, the John Williams, composer of the music to Star Wars and dozens of blockbuster movies, who was at that time the revered conductor of the Boston Pops.

Imagine the police’s reaction. What was Williams doing at a Chelsea carwash? Might he have been kidnapped? How did someone, especially someone so eminently recognizable, disappear from the carwash without a
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