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Twelve Years Prior

Excerpt from an Interview of Gabriel Storm 
by Joe Hawks
Published in the April issue of In New York Magazine. 

The killing was clean: if you can call murder clean—a single bullet to the chest of a beautiful woman with a Colt .45. What led to this night of murder, why it happened, and who did it, had all the earmarks of a daytime soap opera. While there is no recreating the actions of that night, only speculation and hearsay, the degree of circumstantial evidence was compelling enough for a jury to convict Gabriel Storm to thirty years to life for the murder of Elaine Hall.  

Storm, the assistant director of Passion Alley, and one of the youngest directors on Broadway, was said to be in line for the new Samuel Jorgensen play. But on sentencing day Manhattan District Attorney, Jonathan Bridger, a jury of twelve and Judge Martin Simonson put Storm’s career on ice. 

This story began one night in October when Storm returned home, where, it is said, he murdered his fiancée, Elaine Hall. She was the newest leading lady in the latest iteration of Phantom and like him, was at the start of what promised to be an outstanding career.

What could have made Storm do it? Police said he learned Hall had been seeing other men and murdered her in a jealous rage. Storm maintained that he came home to find her dead. Jealousy had no place in their relationship, he told this reporter, because her dating was paparazzi fodder—publicity to generate box office buzz.

Storm gave me the following exclusive interview two days before his sentencing. The interview is verbatim, with no editorial input or changes.

<><><>

JH: Gabriel, you’ve been steadfast in refusing any interviews since the night of your fiancée’s death. Why now?

GS: Because the trial is over. My attorney and I decided not to speak publicly until the trial ended. It’s over now, and I want the truth to be told, whether I’m believed or not. 

JH:  You’ve persisted in claiming your innocence. During the trial, you took the stand, faced all the questions head on and maintained your innocence. Even now, with the guilty verdict handed down by the jury you persist. Were you shocked by the decision?

GS: No. They listened to what the prosecutor presented. Every fact he presented suggested I could have been the one who did it. But there was no hard proof, just circumstantial evidence.

JH: Yet there was so much of it. How can you claim it was coincidence pointing to you as the murderer?

GS: Not coincidence. Just... look, I screwed up and came home late. It was the six-month anniversary of our engagement. We had planned a small celebration. After the show, I went with the crew to Antoine’s, where we dissected the performance—it was something we did almost every night. We wanted the play to be the best on the street. I lost track of time. When I realized I was late, I went home.

JH: You said you left the restaurant at eleven-thirty that night.

GS: Yes. It took me ten minutes to walk to our apartment. When I got there, I gave our signal, a double ring on the buzzer, to let her know I was on my way up. It took me a minute or so to get to the apartment. When I put the key in, the door swung open.

JH: Didn’t that worry you?

GS: No. I figured she’d opened the door and then went into the bedroom. I knew she would have a split of champagne waiting.

JH: What happened next?

GS: I went to the bedroom. Elaine loved candles—there were some candles in the hallway, some in the bedroom. There was just enough light to see, but not clearly. I walked into the bedroom and saw her lying on the bed. She was wearing a white nightgown. I... it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Then I saw the stain on the nightgown. When I called her name, she didn’t say anything. It took me a couple of seconds to realize something was wrong. I went to the bed and called her name again. She didn’t move.

I felt her neck. There was no pulse. I looked closer at her chest and saw the blood. I tried to do CPR, but it was too late.

JH:  What did you do then?

GS:  I called 911.

JH:  Tell me about the gun. It was your father’s, correct?

GS: Yes. It was lying next to her. I picked it up and stared at it, not understanding how it could be there and not in the case in the living room. My father served in Vietnam. It was his .45 from the service. We kept it in a showcase.

JH: It was loaded?

GS: No, never. There was a clip in the case with a couple of bullets in it, but it was for show. We always thought the bullets were too old to work. My father had left the service in ‘74.

JH:  What happened then?

GS: I stayed next to Elaine. I couldn’t move away from her.

JH: Then the police came. What happened next? 

GS: First some regular officers came. They called homicide. When the detectives came and saw what had happened, one of them took me into the living room, the other stayed in the bedroom. A half hour later, the crime scene people and the medical examiner arrived. They went through the entire apartment and did what they do.

After the first detective finished talking to me, the other one took his place and asked me to go over what had happened. I told him the same things, but when I finished, I read his reaction to my story and knew something was wrong. He didn’t believe me. I could see it in his face. When I asked permission to make a phone call, he told me I could call my lawyer later, after he read me my rights. I told him I didn’t want to call a lawyer: when I told him who I wanted to call, he made the call himself.

JH: He called your friend Christopher Bolt. 

GS: Yes. Chris is a sergeant in the Emergency Services Division of the department. They handle the hostage things, bank robberies and the like. The detective called him and Chris was there ten minutes later. 

JH:  Why did you want him there?

GS:  I was alone. He was my friend and I was surrounded by twenty people who seemed to think I killed Elaine. I needed someone who knew me to talk to them. Chris knows I wouldn’t hurt Elaine.

JH: And when he arrived?

GS: He was as stunned as I was, and he knew I didn’t do anything to Elaine. But everyone else had already decided I had.

JH:  When they arrested you, what did you think?

GS:  It was a mistake and I would be released soon. But it didn’t happen that way. They never looked for anyone else because they were sure I had killed her. There was all the so-called evidence. My father’s gun was used to kill her:  There was no evidence of forced entry. My call to the police was at 11:48. One of our neighbors remembered hearing a loud bang, but she didn’t know the time, except it was after eleven, because she had just gone to bed.

No one else heard anything, and no one saw anything. The time of her death was between 11:00 and 11:40. They said they could tell from her body temperature. It happened just before I got there, but no one saw anyone leaving the building. But if I’d done it, why would I have called the cops instead of high-tailing it out and getting an alibi?

JH: When you were on the witness stand, you spoke of seeing a man leave the building.

GS: He was in the shadows, wearing a hoodie. I didn’t see his face.

JH: You told the police Elaine had received a lot of phone calls that were either hang-ups or silence. Did they investigate that?

GS: Yes. They went through all the phone records and they validated most calls. But there were others from pay phones. They said they couldn’t determine who made those. And it wasn’t just phone calls. For the two weeks before Elaine was... before it happened, she told me she thought someone was following her. But every time she tried to see who it was, she couldn’t.

JH: Are you saying there was no way for the police to check your story?

GS: As I said, it didn’t matter to them. They’d already made up their minds. 

JH: So it’s the old story of it being your word against their evidence. What do you think they should have done differently?

GS: There was no concrete evidence. They should have looked deeper into all the publicity that had been generated for Elaine, when she took over the lead in Phantom. They based everything on the supposition I was jealous because of her being seen around town with different high profile men. 

JH: You’ve always said Elaine’s dates were just for show. Can you really be so certain she wasn’t having an affair?

GS: Absolutely. Everybody connected with the production knew it. She always came home at the end of the ‘date’: it was the business of show business. My attorney called three of her ‘dates’ to the stand. They all said the same thing. It was for publicity.

JH: You maintain you saw a man leaving the building when you arrived. What happened with him?

GS:  He was never found. 

JH:  I know your friend, Christopher Bolt, did his own investigating. What came of that?

GS:  He couldn’t find anything.

JH:  It all seems like an episode of “The Fugitive” doesn’t it?

GS:  This isn’t television and I’m in jail, not out on the street finding out who did it.

JH:  If you had been free to look, do you think you could have found him?

GS:  I would have made it my life’s work, but I’m not on the street. I’m in a cell on Riker’s.

JH:  Will you appeal the verdict?

GS:  My lawyer’s already prepared the papers. But, he doesn’t hold up much hope unless we can find new evidence.

JH:  Do you have anything else you want to say to the people out there?

GS: What else could there be? All I can say is I loved Elaine and I would never have harmed her. By the time they read this, I’ll be in prison. All I can ask is, if there is anyone who knows anything to please come forward.

<><><>

After the interview, my thoughts kept returning to Storm. The way he’d talked, the way he’d held himself made me feel for him. When you read this interview you won’t be able to hear the agony in his words that I did, but maybe you’ve discerned enough to consider the possibility of his innocence. Deep down, I believe Storm has been sentenced to a life of horror for something he did not do.

If he had not handled the weapon, if he had come home when he was supposed to, perhaps this interview would never have been written. But such suppositions are the stuff from which dreams are made –unless, one day, we learn the truth of what happened to Elaine Hall.

This crime left a lovely and talented young woman dead, and the investigation sent her fiancé to jail for life—two acts that destroyed lives and deprived the American theater of some of its most promising talent.

That’s bad enough. But what makes this story even more tragic is the possibility it has allowed a killer to roam free.
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Chapter 1
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Orange and red, the setting summer sun lowered the curtain of the day, melding blue sky into the darkness of a night that called to me. I’m a night person: I come alive when the sun sets and the city turns into a living, breathing entity powered by the headlights and fumes of cabs and cars moving along the hectic streets.

I’d picked up my date just before seven, and we hopped a cab downtown, for an off Broadway show. As we approached Forty-Sixth Street, a few blocks west of the neon Disneyesque-like Times Square area, the shiny new blue Honda in front of us stopped next to a sidewalk hooker. Our cab had no choice but to stop as well.

The hooker was dressed in a black leather-like micro skirt and see through halter-top. She had long blonde hair and, as she bent toward the window of the car, I saw her face. She could have been anywhere from fourteen to nineteen. I judged her closer to fourteen.

“What is she, twelve?” my date asked, sarcastically. “Jeez....” 

My date was a hope-to-be actress I’d met at Joe Allen’s during lunch a few weeks earlier. After twenty minutes of conversation, I discovered she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to be a real estate agent or an actress. She had the looks for the theatre, but the bigger question was did she have the guts and the fortitude for the long haul: personally, I thought she’d make a hell of a corporate real estate agent—she was a good talker, a great looker and ambition radiated from her—Trump would love her! 

But if she wanted to be an actress, who was I to pour water over her dreams. The truth was, despite her beautiful face and body, I sensed it wouldn’t happen—I do know Broadway.

The middle-aged cabby leaned back and informed us in his thick singsong Pakistani accent, “That is nothing. They have them even younger.” He shook his head. “You would think when the mayor cleaned up Times Square, these people would have left. But no, they just moved west and nobody does anything about it.”

I didn’t reply to his off-handed wisdom as I watched the hooker make her agreement with the john and slip into the passenger seat. When the car moved off, and the cabby started forward, I dismissed her from my thoughts. Or at least I tried, but her child-like face nagged at my subconscious.

I had seen far too many pictures of underage girls who had disappeared—some taken from their homes by predators, others who had run away and ended up on the streets. Too many of them looked like her. I call them carton kids, because that’s what they were:  The ones on the side of milk cartons: lured through Internet chat rooms by predators or girls on the run from the hidden darkness of their homes. I had a feeling her face was important, I didn’t know why, but I was confident I would remember.

My date’s hand slid over mine, interrupting my thoughts of the teenage hooker. I looked into her eyes and tried to read what lay behind them. Was she looking for more than dinner, a show, and a little romance? I hoped not, because I wasn’t. I have a trust issue: women I cared for ended up hurt, or dead and I didn’t trust it not to happen again.

Ten minutes later the cab deposited us in front of the restaurant. The unspectacular dinner took care of itself in a slow but fashionable way and an hour later, we were in the theatre. I love the theatre, and I always look forward to seeing a new show.

A special magic happens when the house lights go down and the actors take the stage, transporting you from your world to theirs. But the magic wasn’t in the cards tonight and when the two hours of wooden acting and poorly written and stilted dialogue ended, it left me wanting something more. On my date’s suggestion, we walked three blocks to SO—StatusOne—the new ‘in’ club on Thirty-eighth Street, off Broadway. The club was inside an old clothing district warehouse. Decorated in silver and black modern funk with electric pastel accents, and populated by a multitude of people who dressed like storefront mannequins and whirled like robots, the club was loud and crowded.  I prefer an intimate place, with good music and soft lights. But for tonight, this is what the lady wanted. 

Inside, she pulled me onto the dance floor and who was I to protest? She was nice to be with, a pleasure to dance with, and easy to hold. 

After the club, we went to her place, on Eighty-ninth. She invited me in, but I hung back, knowing if I came in, there could be no promises of anything for the future. When I started to talk, she smiled, placed a forefinger across my lips, and said sweetly, ‘Shut up Gabe.”

I shut up and we spent a few hours enjoying ourselves; but, as I lay in bed with the lightly snoring would-be actress/real estate mogul, the face of the blonde hooker in the micro skirt floated into my mind. It took all of three seconds for me to make the connection. I was surprised it had taken me so long, but at least now I knew why her face bothered me:  She was a milk carton girl—almost.

I’d seen her picture on the wall of Save Them, an organization dedicated to finding missing and runaway children. The organization was started by my friend, Scotty Granger. Scotty was a playwright who, when he became successful, began the organization in memory of his sister. Elizabeth Granger, abducted by a sexual predator when she was eight. While Scotty’s sister had never been seen again, Scotty and his organization had found a lot of these kids, which led to putting a fair number of predators behind bars.

The last time Scotty had taken me to the office was a month ago. They had just added twenty or so pictures of missing kids to their wall. The young hooker I had seen tonight had been one of them.

Although it was three in the morning, I pulled out my cell phone and called Scotty. His machine picked up and I left him a message to call me first thing in the morning.

I hung up, but before I put the phone away, it vibrated in my hand. I’d forgotten to reset it after the show. I saw I had a voice mail. I dialed the number and entered my code. It was Scotty. He’d called at one, from his house phone. I’d been too preoccupied with my date to have heard the phone vibrating on the chair where my pants had been thrown.

His message was succinct. “Gabe, call me. I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

I called again; the voice mail picked up, which was unusual for him these days as he was working on the new play, which was in rehearsal. Scotty had always been a slave to his plays, doing rewrites at night, getting up early and being the first one at the theatre. Well, maybe he’d gotten lucky tonight too. 

With the thought rolling enjoyably in my head, I left snoring beauty and took a cab to Fiftieth and Ninth Avenue, and then walked toward Forty-seventh Street and the spot I’d seen her earlier. A few pimps hung back against the buildings peppered with strip joints and peep show places. Some foolhardy men wandered around, looking over the available offerings.

While it was late, there were still a few hookers trolling for johns. I went up to a tall black woman wearing white short-shorts and a peach halter displaying everything it was haltering—and there was a lot.

“Hey baby,” She cooed.

I gave her a quick shake of my head. “I’m not buying, just looking.”

“For?” 

I described the young blonde and she gave me a knowing nod. “You like ‘em young and white, eh?”

I laughed. “Sometimes.”

“Yeah, I know the girl. She goes by the name of Sugar, but she ain’t experienced and I am. You could do worse.”

“I could, but not tonight. She still working?”

“I couldn’t tell you, baby, but you walk down the next block, and you’ll find a guy by the name of Streeter—got a jagged scar on his face and a dumb-ass fake southern accent. Sugar is one of his girls. But you be careful, he ain’t a nice guy. You hear me, baby?”

Pulling my money from my pocket, I slipped a twenty free and handed it to her. “I hear you, thanks.”

“Sure ‘nuff baby. You come back and visit Lilah when you’re ready.”

I gave her a wink and started away.

A silver Continental slowed and stopped three quarters of the way down the block. The door opened and discharged a hooker. She was young, too young. Whoever had broken her for the street was working her hard. I figured her for a runaway teen. She didn’t look like a girl desperate for a meal or a place to sleep—that type of girl doesn’t turn tricks throughout the night like a pro, nor do they dress in the glitzy leather this kid had on:  it was obvious someone had turned her out.

I walked slower as I watched her, wondering if she knew ‘Sugar’. She stood still for a few seconds before she turned. At the same instant, a man in loose khaki pants and a salmon guinea T moved out of the shadowy protection of the storefronts. He was tall and thin, with dark hair pulled into a ponytail. There was a tattoo of a bird on his shoulder. He said something I couldn’t make out.

I was close enough to see them in the cast off haze of neon light. He had a long thin mean face and the scar Lilah had described snaked from the corner of his eye to within a half-inch of his chin. His left ear drooped under the weight of three large diamond earrings. There was little doubt he was Streeter, the pimp the black hooker had described.

His left hand snaked out, palm up, fingers impatiently wiggling. The girl dug into her halter and pulled out a roll of bills, which she handed him. When I was five feet from them, they looked at me and I smiled. I have two smiles: One is for friends, the other is for... well, times like this.

“Hey,” I said, staring at the girl. “I sure could use some company.”

The girl’s shoulders sagged. “I’m done for the night.”

Up close, I was sure the girl couldn’t be older than sixteen. The guy looked from me to her and at me again before stepping between us. “Sorry mah fren’, like she said, Candy here is done fo’ the night, but I can fix ya up.” 

The black hooker had been right. It was a dumb-ass fake southern accent, and it rankled me. “No, my friend,” I replied, my smile growing stronger. “I only want her.”

“Don’ make me have to tell ya’ll no in another way.”

“Hey, all I want to do is speak to her—I’ll pay for the time.”

“Shit,” the girl spat from behind her pimp.

He looked over his shoulder and said, “Go!” 

She started away and the pimp took a step toward me. I reached under my jacket for the Sig Sauer when I felt the hard punch of a gun barrel in the center of my back. I was fixed on the girl, I’d lost track of what was around me—not a smart thing.

I drew my hand out and stared into the grin on the pimp’s scarred face. Then I saw the six-inch blade in his hand, which he was raising between us. “Now, why would ya’ll be messing with me and mah girls?”

Things like this don’t usually happen in New York, not on Ninth Avenue and especially not to me. There were a couple of ways to play it out, but I decided to be straightforward. “Put the knife down and tell the guy behind me to lower his piece.”

The pimp gave out with a short guttural laugh. “Right.... Now, let’s look at what ya’ll have under your jacket.”

I waited until his free hand was six inches away to drop my right shoulder, reach behind me and grab hard at the gunman’s testicles. I caught them and closed my hand into a fist. A loud explosion of breath mixed with a half scream came out of his mouth. He hit the sidewalk hard and curled into a fetal position. I turned, extended my left hand to ward off the pimp’s thrust and reversed my arms to catch the pimp’s wrist, pulled it toward me, and twisted it back. My reward was the sound of popping cartilage. His scream was more like a squeal as he went to his knees. 

I knelt next to him and pulled the knife from his hand. “Tell me where the girl went.”

“You ain’t a cop. I ain’t telling you jack shit.” 

“You’re right; I’m not a cop—at least the kind who’ll read you your rights. Where did the girl go?”

I moved the knife toward his face, letting him see the blue and green neon lights dancing along the edge of the blade. He didn’t know I wouldn’t use it, and I wasn’t too sure I wouldn’t either. But before either of us could find out, another voice rang out. 

“Police! Don’t move.” 
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Chapter 2
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The pimp had the balls to smile at me after the cop had spoken.

I raised my hands. “Good morning, Danny,” I said cheerfully.

Squinting into the shadows, Officer Danny Herman said, “What the hell.... Storm? Gabe Storm?

“That’s me,” I said. Yeah, Gabriel Storm, ex-assistant theatre director, former Sing-Sing inmate, former Army Ranger and currently a PI with hands in the air.

The smile drained from the pimp’s mouth, the cop lowered his weapon and I dropped my arms.

Patrolman Danny Herman was in his early-thirties with a street-wise look to his eyes. I knew him from the streets and the local precinct, located a few blocks away. 

He holstered his weapon and I handed him the six-inch blade, then pointed to the weapon laying six feet from the fetal man. “What happened?” he asked, scooping up the piece.

“These two guys took me for a tourist. I tried to be nice, but they took exception.”

“Stupid on their part, but what else can you expect from these two geniuses?”

“You know them?”

His eyes narrowed on the pimp. “Yeah... regular ladies men, these two. They like to run girls ‘till they drop. This is Streeter. Thinks he’s the hottest pimp to hit the streets since The Dead played the Garden. His name is Sammy Warez, or so he says. That one,” he said, jerking a thumb at the guy curled up on the sidewalk, holding his crushed testicles, “is Jaime Morales.” The cop pronounced it Heimie.

I turned to Streeter. “Want to tell me where a girl by the name of Sugar is?”

The pimp glared at me without speaking. “You will, I promise.”

I looked at Danny Herman. “He’s running a fourteen year old girl. I recognized her from a poster at the Save Them office. Maybe you want to keep your eye on them.” 

“I can’t roust them about the girl without seeing her, but I can take them in for weapon possession and assault. You want to press charges? It may help loosen his tongue.”

“I’ll come in the morning and do the paperwork.”

“Sure. I’ll have it all set up. If I’m off-duty, I’ll leave word.”

“Let’s do it that way.”

He used his radio and called in the code.

I thanked him and started in the direction I’d seen the other girl go. I spent an hour walking the streets, looking for her or Sugar and asking around, but got nowhere and decided to head home. As I walked, I called Scotty again, with the same result. He wasn’t answering his cell or the phone in his apartment.

I made it home by five, tumbled into bed and passed out.

<><><>

I turned the corner to my block and as I took the last fifty feet of my trek, a man came out the front door of the building, turned into the shadows and walked away. Before unlocking the front door, I gave the buzzer two short hits to let her know I was on my way, then I unlocked the door, imagining she was wearing my favorite mid-length and very sheer negligee—sheer enough to see everything through, but modest enough to make me want to take it off. And Elaine had never been shy about her body, a fact for which I was glad. 

I reached our apartment door and started to put the key into the lock, but the door swung open before I could use the key. I smiled, knowing Elaine had unlocked it when I buzzed up.

The small entry area was dark. I locked the door behind me and walked down the narrow hallway to the bedroom, and to the tell-tale flickering of candlelight. “Lanie,” I had called out. There was no answer.

I walked into the bedroom; anticipation making my heart beat faster. But after taking two steps, my feet locked in place. There was just enough light coming from the candles to see everything, and what I saw rooted me to the spot.

Elaine lay off to one side of the bed. She had a white sheer nightgown on, but the nightgown was torn, and it wasn’t white anymore. A dark seeping stain covered the sheer material. The color glowed moist and black in the candlelight. A fist exploded in my stomach. My mouth turned bitter. A wave of dizziness gripped me and I grasped the doorframe to keep standing. After taking several breaths, I went toward the bed. Each hesitant step was like pulling my feet from wet cement. Elaine’s eyes were open, sightless and staring at the ceiling. One beautiful leg was twisted under her, the other half hung off the bed. From the corner of my eye, I saw my father’s Colt forty-five service piece, from his time in Viet Nam, lying near her. I didn’t understand how it could be there. I’d kept it in a special showcase in the living room. Then I looked at Elaine’s chest and knew why the gun was there.

I gagged. My mind had gone blank and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. But I knew it was real. “Oh, God,” I cried, “This can’t be.”

I forced my legs to move me to the side of the bed. I knelt down next to her. “Lanie,” I said, looking at her face. Her open eyes were dull and blank. I reached out a shaking hand, and touched her neck. Her skin was warm, as warm as it always was. Hope flooded my mind as I searched for a pulse, but there was none. “Oh, God,” I said again. The words sounded far away. Then I drew her to me and kissed her lips.
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Chapter 3
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The phone yanked me out of the nightmare. It was nightmare number one. Her death—my fault. I wiped the cobwebs from my eyes, glanced at the clock and picked up the phone. “It’s eight o’clock, why are you calling?”

Her voice could wake the dead—not by fright but by pure sensuality. I often think I hired her because I’d heard her voice on the phone before meeting her.

“Sorry, boss. But there was a call....” Something in her tone brought me awake. I ran my tongue over my teeth, remembering the first Shell Scott book I’d ever read, where Shell wakes up tasting the fungus-like morning mouth molded to his teeth. “What’s up?”

“Chris just called. He couldn’t raise you on the cell or at home. He needs you to meet him at Scotty Granger’s place. There’s been a shooting...  I...”

My guts twisted. “What happened?”

“It’s Scotty...  Scotty’s dead.”

I hung up without speaking. It took a while to grapple with the news. The sick, gut wrenching feeling of losing someone twisted through me. Scotty Granger and Chris Bolt were my two closest friends. They were, when push came to shove, more brothers than friends.

Once I got myself under control, I dressed and half walked, half ran the twelve blocks to Scotty’s place. When I turned the corner, I stepped into chaos. Half a dozen NYPD cars were parked with their lights flashing—an Emergency Services van and the Crime Scene van completed the package. The trip-hammer beat of my heart slowed as I surveyed the four cops pacing the sidewalk, three uniforms and a single plainclothes cop who was smoking a cigarette. The smoker was Detective Sergeant Sonny Marks. When he saw me, he dumped the butt and motioned me inside.

Ignoring the twisting within my guts, I didn’t bother to ask him anything; rather, I hit the lobby and went to the stairs, skipping the elevator, which would take too long. When I emerged on the fourth floor, three doors down from Scotty’s, the two uniformed men standing there parted to let me by.

Inside, a group of people milled around Captain Christopher Bolt. When he spotted me, he broke off and took a step toward me. His hands were outstretched. “Wait,” he said, putting both palms against my chest. “It’s bad, Gabe, real bad.”

I stepped around him, took two steps into the room and froze. Scotty lay in the middle of the floor; his stomach blown apart, a pool of dark red blood soaked the carpet on both sides of him. If you’ve never been at a murder scene, this isn’t the one to start with: the soft green wall behind him and the ceiling above were spray painted in blood. He hadn’t just been shot; he’d been eviscerated. He wore jockeys and a bathrobe. Both were blood soaked, his jockeys had once been pale blue; his white robe was more red than white. 

This wasn’t a murder, it was much more—it was rage. “Jesus...” the word slipped out from between my compressed lips. The shots hadn’t hit his face. His eyes were open and staring, his mouth twisted in a distorted grimace; one leg was under him, the other was outstretched. I looked at what remained of his hands. He’d tried to protect himself from the shooter and the shots had taken them away with his life. In death, I saw him not as he was, but as the fourteen year old boy from my childhood.

I kept staring at his face, not seeing the crime scene markers or the blood on the wall, but rather the man who was one of my two closest friends. I don’t know how long I stood there, maybe thirty seconds, maybe two minutes fighting the bile rising into my mouth.

“Gabe.” Chris’s voice sounded far away.

My hands shook from anger. I forced myself to think. “Tell me what happened.” My words came out like the whispered croak of a half-dead frog.

“We don’t know. It looks like robbery. And we won’t know until we catalog the apartment, if we can.”

I glanced around the room. There was a wall unit, mahogany and glass. Two drawers were open, their contents emptied onto the floor. The shelves were a mess; everything was knocked over. Nothing felt right.

“I’ll catalog it.” My eidetic memory was both curse and blessing. It’s hard to describe how I do it, and while it wasn’t as simple calling up a memory, most times, I could close my eyes, concentrate, and build a picture of everything with startling clarity.

I looked down at Scotty, willing myself not to see my friend, but to see a victim of a crime. I was almost able to do it, until the anger blurred my vision. “I need to look around.”

“Everything is the same. The place was ransacked, every room torn apart. Give me a half hour to let the Crime Scene Unit work and I’ll meet you for some coffee. I... we need to talk. You can come back later, when there’s no-one here.”

It hit me then. Chris was as torn up as me. His face was pale and I swallowed down my anger. “The place on Eleventh.”

I left, afraid to blink for the fear of seeing Scotty’s destroyed body on the backs of my eyelids. I took the same stairs out as I’d used to get in. I was sweating hard and, by the time I made the corner, my stomach convulsed and what little was in it came out.

When it was over, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and looked up to find two uniformed cops staring at me. “You got a problem?” I snarled. From the corner of my eyes, I saw a reporter I knew get out of a cab.

The two cops turned away and I headed toward Eleventh Avenue before the reporter saw me. I needed to think, to clear my head of the visions from the apartment.

The people on the sidewalk faded behind my memories of Scotty Granger. We’d met twenty-three years earlier in the junior high school on East Eighty-Third Street. He was the new kid in school. Chris and I had been together since kindergarten. Scotty, at fourteen and a half foot shorter than me, was a runt with the lost and frightened eyes of someone who had no friends.

Well, he ended up with two friends; and, the three of us did everything together— especially going to the movies. Scotty loved the movies almost as much as I did. But, two years later, he introduced me to something even better, the theatre.

Scotty had known he wanted to write plays from almost before he could write. At sixteen, he told Chris and me he was going to be a playwright.

And he was! He never grew as tall as Chris or me:  He’d stopped growing when he hit five foot eight, and he weighed all of a hundred forty pounds dressed. But when his plays were staged, he was ten feet tall and as wide as a house.

Now he would write no more plays. I stopped on the corner of Tenth Avenue and grabbed a light post for support. My anger shook me. I wanted to howl, but gritted my teeth instead. Someone would pay for this. I would make sure of that.

I waited until I had myself under tighter control before releasing the light pole. I had twenty minutes to wait for Chris.

<><><>

The Westside Diner was slow. A half dozen people sat at the counter drinking coffee. Two booths had people in them, counting me. The diner was a throwback from the forties. You know the type, all chrome and vinyl with a checkerboard black and white floor. Old and faded pictures of New York lined the walls. It was a cholesterol heaven of pies, muffins and greasy donuts heaped in scratched plastic covered trays on the counter. Five big chrome coffee urns, like missile silos, were lined against one wall. A rectangular cut-out separated the dining room from the kitchen. Every sound made in the kitchen reached the dining room.

No music played now. In the back, a Wurlitzer jukebox—a dinosaur from the fifties, that still worked—offered a mélange of music from the forties to today. As I looked at my watch, the door opened and Chris strode through.

Chris is an inch taller and ten pounds heavier than me. His dark hair was neat but his face was pale and drained. He was a good-looking guy with an easy way, which too many criminals had mistaken for being soft. They never made that mistake twice.

I glanced at the coffee before me. I had yet to take my first sip. He reached the booth and slipped in across from me. He didn’t say anything: he didn’t have to. I nodded and we waited for a count of ten.

Martha materialized at our table:  The waitress had been a fixture at the Westside for the last three decades: Grey hair piled in a sloppy upsweep; her large ankles swollen, the skin hanging over the straps of her low cut sneakers. The beige uniform, complete with white apron, was stained from the breakfast crowd. But no matter what she looked like, she was Martha: she was a part of this place. “Morning Chris, coffee?”

Chris nodded and I said, “I’ll take a fresh one.”

“Sure thing Gabe.”

She walked away, her sneakers squeaking a rhythm of their own on the vinyl floor. “Did you find anything?” 

Chris shook his head. A small clump of hair slipped onto his forehead in an exaggerated comma. I closed my eyes for a second as Scotty’s words from years ago popped into my head. ‘Jeez, Chris, you look like superman when your hair falls like that.’

And he did, he looked exactly like Christopher Reeves in the original superman movies. But not today—today he looked like a cop who had seen too much. 

“Are you going to question the theatre company?” 

His reaction was a quick tightening of his mouth. “Why?”  

“Someone may have information.”

His sapphire eyes darkened to midnight as they probed my face. “It was a robbery Gabe. I... I know how you feel. Christ, Gabe, he was my friend too.”

“It doesn’t feel right.” I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. My head was pounding because of Scotty’s pointless death.

Martha returned with the two cups of coffee and set them on the table, looked at me and at Chris, and left without a word.

Chris picked up the coffee, blew across the top and took a sip. “It was a robbery,” he repeated.

I know Chris well and something in his voice didn’t fit. Was he holding back? I closed my eyes and pictured the apartment as it had been minutes ago. “No, he’s lived in the city all his life: if it was a robbery, he wouldn’t have resisted. He would have let them take whatever they wanted.”

“We don’t know if it was a him, a her, or a them. We don’t know if he resisted. The shooter may be a crazy.”

“It wasn’t just a robbery turned bad! You saw the body, he was trying to get away, but whoever killed him wanted to make sure he was dead and stood over him until he was! It was a big caliber, maybe a forty-four magnum. And the bullets ripped him apart ─ how many burglars use a weapon like that?”

“Gabe...” his voice was low and calm. “It’s not the way the crime scene coats read the scene. But,” he added, holding up a hand to stop me from speaking, “when the autopsy is done, and if there’s any useful information, we’ll be able to move forward.”

“They won’t find anything,” I said. “It was made to look like a burglary, but it wasn’t.”

“Damn it, Gabe, you don’t know shit, but you want it to be your way so you can go charging around on your white horse!”

His words hit hard. Yeah, the knight in tarnished armor was a scene I’ve played before, but this was different. I knew I was right. There are hunches and instinct and sometimes there’s a special sense telling you what happened, or didn’t happen. This was one of those times where my special sense made itself felt. 

I stayed silent, watching Chris cradle the cup between his palms. “I don’t want you going off on this.”

I held his gaze. “Not me.”

“Bullshit. Gabe, let us... let me handle this. If anything shows up, I will tell you first. But let me handle it.”

“Don’t even think about stopping me. You know damned well I can get to people you can’t even find. And I will.” My anger spiked. No one would stop me from doing what I do best. 

“If you go off on this on your own, you’ll be just that, on your own.”

My anger made me ignore his statement. “How was this reported?”

“A neighbor called it in a little after six. She’s in the next apartment. She said there were several loud explosions, which sounded like gunshots. The first on the scene were two uniforms. They got there within ten minutes of the call. They took one look and called it in to homicide. Sonny Marks caught the case. He knew Scotty and I were friends. He called me.”

I knew then he was holding back. “You don’t think it was a robbery either. What burglar in his right mind breaks into an apartment at six in the morning when everyone is getting up for work? No way, amigo. You’re going to talk to the people in the play, right?”

“Back. Off. Gabe. Let me do my job before you go off on one of your half-cocked quests and screw everything up. No, it doesn’t look like a regular burglary,” he reluctantly admitted, “and until we have something telling us different, that’s the way it will be played.”

“By the book,” I said, the words coming out more like a sneer than a statement. 

Chris’s eyes softened. “Gabe, I know how much Scotty meant to you. I loved him too damn it! I won’t let this become another dead end case. You know me better than that. I’ll use everything the department has to find the killer.” 

“Do what you have to.” I stood, dropped a five on the table and started out.

“Gabe,” Chris called from behind me. I turned to look at him. “Let’s talk tonight when I have more. Come to the house for dinner. Be there at seven.” He paused, his voice went thoughtful  “Why just the people involved in the play? Why not one of the predators Scotty exposed? And don’t forget those pimps he’s pissed off by rescuing kids from them.” 

“I don’t forget anything,” I reminded him. “I’m going over to Scotty’s apartment later, to catalog it. Make sure they know.” I pushed the glass door open. The heat hit me fast. I breathed it in and kept walking west. When I reached the Hudson River, I stopped. To my right was the renovated USS Intrepid, the permanently docked Navy museum. The waiting line of tourists standing in the bright sun, stretched for a half block. I walked until I was alone and could stare out at the river.

Sadness leached away my anger. Scotty was gone and I had to accept that. When Chris had said he loved Scotty, I knew how he felt. But the word love didn’t cover what I felt. Very few people understand what unconditional love is. I did, so did Scotty and Chris. In the two and a half years I had spent behind bars, both in Riker’s and at the state’s maximum facility in Ossining, Scotty had never been far from me. He’d sat behind me every day in the courtroom, and visited me at least once a week, no matter what was happening in his life. He and Chris had devoted thirty months of their lives to keeping me sane and to proving my innocence. I would never have made it without them.

When I got out of prison, Scotty gave me a job as the Assistant Director of his second play. And although the job, and the ghosts of the past who had come with it, had shown me I couldn’t pick up where I’d left off three years earlier, it was another example of Scotty’s friendship and love.

Now he was gone. I shook my head. The tears came before I could gain any control, so I let them flow and, leaning over the railing, watched them fall into the Hudson. What happened wasn’t right, and I would be damned if I’d let anything stop me from finding out who killed my friend. When I found out who it was, I would make him pay the price!

I wiped my eyes with a thumb and forefinger then looked at the water. Sunlight scampered across the choppy waves.

I stood still until my emotions settled and until I knew there was just one thing left for me to do—go to work. 
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Chapter 4
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The rehearsal hall was on Forty-third between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues, three quarters of the way toward Eleventh. The hall was in an old office building that had been gutted and turned into six private rehearsal studios and a small theatre with a hundred and fifty seats. Scotty always used this place for rehearsals, and I knew it well: I’d worked here after I’d gotten out of prison.

It was one o’clock. I’d spent the last hour at the Times; going over the stories the Times had run on the play. The play generated a lot of publicity, because Scotty Granger wrote and produced it. There were memories for me as well: The leading lady, Rebecca Thayer, had become a star in one of Scotty’s plays, the one I had worked as the Assistant Director—but that was way in the past.

Eleven months ago, Rebecca was ending a three-year run with the number one show on Broadway. When Scotty learned she would be available, he’d signed her for the lead. She spent the five next months in Hollywood, reprising her stage role for Disney’s film version. She’d returned to New York four months ago and had been in rehearsal ever since. 

Stories of Rebecca’s nightlife were the stuff of tabloids, and the name of the new play, Manhattan Melodrama, was always mentioned in the stories. The stories had been pumped up by the show’s publicists—not only was it standard routine, it was good business. I’d lived through it myself, more than a dozen years before, but it wasn’t a memory I wanted to look at.

Several of the show’s Angels—the shows backers—were gossip column fodder and they too had their names dropped with regularity. The advance publicity for the show was hot, and even before opening, everyone expected the show to be a blockbuster.

The PR didn’t matter much to me:  I had looked up the stories in search of a lead. But, there weren’t enough real facts to give me any ideas.

When Chris’s call came at twelve-thirty, it caught me off-guard. “We’re going to the hall to do interviews.” I told him I’d be by, which is why I was pulling the door open and stepping out of the heat and into the air conditioning.

I pulled my wallet and flipped my shield to the kid at the desk. “They’re inside?” 

“Yes sir, fourth door on the right.” Most people don’t know the difference between a police badge and a PI shield; he was one who didn’t. 

When I pushed inside, the scent of the theatre hit me. More a feeling than a smell, it was sweat, mustiness and the sensation of being somewhere else. The rehearsal theatre was a miniature version of a Broadway house. Twelve rows of theatre style seats were set in three sections, the center having the majority of seats. The floor was brown vinyl tile. The stage was small but serviceable, and the dark blue curtains framing each side, gave the stage real presence—there was no set, just open space and a matching blue backdrop curtain to hide the cinder block wall. Two groupings of chairs were on the stage. 

I stared at the stage and waited for my old ghosts to haunt me, but for a change, they left me in peace. My stomach twisted: maybe this morning’s nightmare was penance enough.

The house lights were on, turning the room stark. The play’s company each sat with their own. The actors were in the right side section, there were seven of the show’s angels present, and were seated in the center along with the director and his assistant and the production manager. In the left section were a couple of the stage crewmen who worked the rehearsals. The rest were at the shop, building sections of the set.

My scan of the theatre took five seconds, just enough time for Chris to see me. To my right, Sonny Marks and his partner were talking with one of the actors. 

Ahead, where the actors were gathered, a solitary form stood near the aisle. He was big:  Six-three, two hundred twenty pounds of broad muscle, topped by a rugged yet handsome face and capped by longish brown hair combed straight back. I knew he had deep green eyes, but I couldn’t see them at this distance. His name was Jonathan Mondale, nicknamed Tarz, which was short for Tarzan. Jonathan Mondale looked just like the Tarzan Edgar Rice Burroughs had described in his books. Except this Tarzan wasn’t a fictional English Lord; rather, he’d earned the name serving twelve to fifteen at Ossining On The Hudson—Sing-Sing— for armed robbery. He’d gained parole after seven years. He’d also been my cellmate.

Close up, his face was shadowed with pain. In the joint, Tarz had been my star pupil. Yeah, I had friends in high places:  They had helped to make things a little easier for me on the inside, so my work duty was teaching a high school equivalency class and a theatre class. Tarz had been a natural actor. He’d been easy to teach.

This was the reason he was here. Scotty had seen his talent at a play we’d staged in Sing-Sing. When Tarz had gotten out, almost two years ago, I’d found him a decent day job and had bankrolled him at the Actor’s Studio. Six months later, when Scotty was setting up the first stages of production, he’d offered Tarz a supporting role. But right now Tarz didn’t look like the tough ex-con who could put anyone down, he looked like he’d lost his best friend.

“What happened Teach? They said it was a robbery.” 

Teach was what they’d called me in the joint—and stereotyped for obvious reasons. “I don’t know, yet. All I know is someone blew him apart. You hear anything from the cast?”

His eyes narrowed and he blew out a sharp breath. Loyalty was one of Tarz’s strong points. He believed in unwavering loyalty to those who he considered friends. “You think maybe it was someone here?”

When I shrugged, he gave me a quick shake of his head. “No, everyone’s real upset.”

“Okay. Keep your eyes open, just in case.”

“I will,” he said before going back to the group staring at us.

Chris walked passed Tarz without looking at him. His eyes were fixed on me. When he reached me, he cocked his head to one side. “Have you cooled down yet?”

“Yeah.... What do you have?”

He shook his head. “Everyone seems in genuine shock. The backers are worried. They don’t like the publicity and want us to tie this up fast.”

It was and expected reaction: There was good publicity and bad. This was bad. I looked at the three groups. In the theatre, the class distinctions were high and the way everyone was grouped reinforced the feeling.   

“Any word yet on the autopsy?”

Chris looked at his Rolex President. His father had given him the watch when he graduated from Fordham. It was worth twenty percent of a uniform cop’s annual salary. For Chris, it was his everyday watch. 

“It’s been a busy day. The M.E. is short staffed and backed up. He’ll be working on it soon.”

I winced at the way he’d said it:  It, was Scotty Granger. I bit back my anger. Somewhere deep inside, I understood Chris’s need to keep this impersonal. It was how he had to work. Not me: for me this was very personal.

Chris’s cell phone rang. He looked at the readout and walked to the rear of the theatre. When he left me, one of the angels came over. He was five eleven, a little past chunky, and weighed in at around two hundred pounds. He wore an expensive blue suit and a Dior silk tie. His face was clean-shaven except for a thin salt and pepper mustache set equidistant between a thin-lipped mouth and a slightly humped nose. The salt and pepper of his short hair completed the look of a rich and confidant businessman, even if he looked more Lebanese than his English surname suggested.

I knew him from the newspapers. Thomas Albright was a big name in the financial district:  A Wall Street broker with a well-known reputation for guiding his clients to big scores. Reputed to be one of the richest people in the city, and one of the two largest backers of the show, he was one of the few men who, just before the bubble burst at the start of the millennium, had managed to save himself and most of his clients.  

“Mr. Storm, I’m Thomas Albright.” He extended his hand. His handshake was firm, but without pressure, like a politician who was used to shaking a lot of hands and didn’t want it to end up sore. “I’m sorry for your loss. I know he was a friend.”

“He was more than that,” I said, the words coming sharper than I’d intended. 

“Are you going to investigate?” His concerned eyes searched my face. 

I held his gaze. “Let’s see how the cops do first.”

Albright glanced toward the other angels. The six people sitting there watched us intently: One face stood out from among the others: A thirty-something woman with classically beautiful features framed by straight blonde hair. When Albright turned back to me, the pink tip of his tongue darted out to moisten his lips.

“We... uh, we’d like to talk to you, but not here.”

“We?”

“The show’s backers.”

I didn’t have to ask why. I knew. I reached into my hip pocket, pulled out my wallet, extracted a white business card with raised black print, and handed it to him. “My office at four.”

“Thank you.”

With a parting nod, I walked over to Rebecca Thayer. She was as beautiful up close, sitting in this drab rehearsal hall without stage make-up, as she was on stage. Her blonde hair glowed, and her large pale blue eyes were set with just the right spacing. She wore a simple peasant top and a pair of blue jeans. Yellow flip-flops hung on her feet.

She and Scotty had had a short romance and had parted as friends. Today her pretty eyes were clouded. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m having trouble believing it, Gabe. I miss him already.”

I understood. Scotty was someone who you either loved or didn’t like at all. There was no in between with my friend. I folded myself into the seat next to her and took her hand. It was cold, but her fingers tightened on mine. 

“Why would someone kill Scotty? He was the gentlest man I know.”

“I don’t know, but you can be damned certain I’ll find out.” I spent a few more minutes with Rebecca, and learned the last time she’d seen Scotty had been two days ago, at rehearsal on Friday. I glanced at the other faces, reading the shock of what had happened on them, and decided to let it go for now. I found Chris by the entrance, talking to Sonny Marks.

“Anything?” 

Chris shook his head. Sonny Marks looked at me for a second. “Everyone has an alibi. No one knows nothing.”

“Of course. And you have it down as a robbery homicide?”

The detective exhaled. “It reads like one.”

I turned to Chris. “I’m going over to the apartment. Have you cleared me yet?”

Chris nodded. “What did Albright want?”

“To tell me he was sorry for my loss.” I wasn’t ready to share anything else, yet. “I’ll see you later.” I pushed between them and, when I reached the exit doors, I had a sense of someone watching me. With one hand poised on the door, I looked over my shoulder and met the green eyes of the blonde angel.

I made it to the street before my cell phone rang. The digital readout informed me it was the NYPD. 
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Chapter 5
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Standing in the heat, I answered the call. “Storm.”

“This is Sergeant Cooper. You were involved in a situation last night. Officer Herman said you were coming in to file charges.”

“Yes. Something came up and I’ve been delayed.”

“Well, we’d appreciate you coming in and filling out the papers.”

The way he said appreciate sounded more like, ‘I don’t think you’re going to show up and do what you said’. He didn’t know me.

I hailed a cab and, eight minutes later, I was standing in front of the precinct on Fifty-Second Street. When I entered the old building and reached the desk, two detectives I knew flipped me a casual wave as they walked by. “Hey Gabe,” called one.

I nodded to the vice cop then looked at the desk Sergeant. “Cooper?”

“Thought I recognized the name,” the Sergeant said, his attitude turning buddy-like. “Glad you came by. Those two Danny brought in were released on bail three hours ago.”

The news surprised me. “Really.” 

“Connections. Not nice ones.”

“You have the papers?”

He pushed some papers to me. “Danny filled them out for you. All you need to do is sign them, unless you disagree with what he put down.” 

Danny Herman had written out exactly what had happened—or rather, what I told him had happened. I signed the papers and handed them back. 

“We’ll notify you of the court date—but don’t hold your breath.”

“Thanks,” I said and left.

As I walked to Scotty’s apartment, I filed last night’s incident into the back of my mind. I entered the building, nodded to the doorman who knew me and went to the elevator. No one was in the lobby. The only person visible on the fourth floor was a uniform cop in front of Scotty’s door.

I held up my wallet. “Chris Bolt called ahead.”

“Yes, Sir.” He stepped aside as I reached for the knob. I hesitated for a second, a feeling of not wanting to go inside gripped me.

The inside of the apartment was eerily quiet. The duty cop followed behind me. He was young, twenty-two or twenty-three, with the green look of a rookie. “You need gloves,” he said, extending a pair of thin latex gloves.

I slipped them on. The Crime Scene Unit had already dusted, but precaution was always called for; they might be back. I went into the living room where the blood-spattered wall greeted me. I forced my eyes away.

The blood on the floor had dried. The scene markers were still in place—five of them represented the spent shell casings. Three feet to my left was a group of three markers, all within a two-foot radius of the center. The fourth and fifth markers were closer to where they had found the body. I knew the last two rounds were fired to make sure Scotty was dead. The shooter had moved once after he’d begun firing. There were chalk mark circles surrounding the bullet holes.

I looked at the mahogany wall unit. It was a mess. I closed my eyes and drew up the memory of the last time I was here and saw the shelving unit exactly as it had been. My memory was an asset most of the time, other times it was more a haunting:  But it had helped a lot in school, during my time in the theatre, and now in my detective business.

I scanned every shelf on the unit. His Tony statuette lay on its side; even the cast iron Buddha I’d given him on his twenty-first birthday had been moved. Everything was there. It seemed like someone had swiped a hand across each shelf just to knock it all down. 

Finishing with the wall unit, I looked around the room. There was nothing else out of place. I studied the couch. The cushions were undisturbed. I spent another minute in the living room then moved on.

The bedroom was a bigger mess. The drawers of the night tables, on each side of the king size platform bed, had been dumped onto the bed. The chaos spoke to me. The dresser draws hung open; each had been searched. There was no starting point and no ending point; it told me nothing had been found. The odds were against the possibility of whatever the shooter was looking for being in the last drawer he’d searched. The bed had been made, which showed Scotty had been up for a while, which fit because he liked to write early. 

The walk-in closet was open. The shelves above the racks of clothing were jumbled, every shelf disturbed. The floor was piled with clothing. The more I looked the more I was convinced the search had been done to throw the cops off and make it look like a robbery. And it had all been done fast as well. It was more than my gut telling me there had only been ten minutes from the time of the shooting until the cops had arrived. There was no way enough time would be left to search through everything dumped and scattered around the apartment.

My next stop was the bathroom, which was untouched. I went down the short hall to the second bedroom Scotty used as an office. There, I found the same disarray as in the living room and bedroom. Like the bedroom, there was no starting point and no ending point. The file drawers were open and rummaged, but at least they hadn’t been dumped out onto the floor. His desk was messed up, and the shelves above it looked like a tornado had struck.

His Mac Book Pro laptop stood amidst the havoc, strong evidence the burglary scenario was bogus:  No self-respecting thief would leave a three thousand dollar laptop behind.

I hit the space bar on the laptop. The screen came alive with lines of text. I
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