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In my unmarked Crown Vic, I peered through my binoculars, checking for an address.

The car was unmarked for stealth. You know, so it would go unnoticed.

Like my nondescript suit and tie in a neighborhood full of ribbed a-frame t-shirts and wife-beaters. 

Like my hawk nose and sharp jaw and lightly tanned white face. 

Like my short-cut dark brown hair and blue eyes.

I refocused the binocs. 

The house looked like all the other red-bricks up and down the street. Out front was a poured cement stoop with seven steps and a narrow black base-metal railing along one side. The steps led up to a door in peeling brown paint set in a dingy red-brick wall. 

The light bulb in the black metal fixture near the top right corner of the door was busted out, along with the frosted glass globe that used to shield it. There should have been five brass numbers a foot or so below that, but they were long-since gone too. 

Still, I was able to double check the address against the address on either side and the one across the street. That was the main reason for the binoculars. 

I got nothing against exercise, but I never partake unnecessarily. Especially an hour before the end of my shift. An hour before a TV dinner, a beer and a good cigar.

This was the place all right.

I laid the binocs in the passenger seat and tugged on the door handle.

How well my Crown Vic and I fit-in to the neighborhood was reflected up and down the street. 

When I first turned onto the street, there were kids playing in yards, older kids lounging on stoops, parents leaning out second-story windows yelling down to various reprobates. 

But when I stepped out of the car, crickets. You could have heard a hypodermic needle drop. The place looked like a ghost town. 

Okay, so good. No witnesses to canvass.

As I closed the car door behind me, I shook my head, stepped up onto the curb and headed for the stoop. A breeze came up, and dry, dead leaves from the one-tree-per-yard to the west began a migration to the east.

At the top of the stoop, the door hung one-third to one-fourth open on rusted hinges. Which position and which note the hinges made depended on the breeze at the time. It screeched to one-third in one direction, groaned to one-fourth the other.

I wasn’t sure why the door was open at all, but it beat going through the whole knock and announce thing.

I reached across under my jacket and eased my Kimber .45 out of my shoulder holster with my right hand. I kind of wished Joe was here.

Joe Balducci, my regular partner since I moved to the day shift, was on vacation in Florida. Like he needed more sun. But a guy’s gotta have a break now and then, am I right? I ought to be happy for him, layin’ on a beach somewhere suckin’ up margaritas. But the idea wasn’t all that appealing at the moment.

I wasn’t sure when he was due back, but it must be before too long.

‘Course I could have brought a rookie with me. There were three in the bull pen back at the precinct. Only I ain’t big on training newbies. Besides, I was thinkin’ of a little R&R myself. You know, just an extra hour or two. 

So with the day dwindling I talked to the captain. Made some excuse about another case I was working and told him I’d see him tomorrow. 

He just nodded.

As I turned away I announced I was going to the bathroom, which is through the double doors and down the hall from the bull pen. I said it as if it was meant for the captain, but just loud enough so everybody would hear me. And I did make a stop there, but only to grab my jacket from where I’d hung it near a mirror earlier. 

Then I got out of the building by myself, slipped into my department car and drove away. I was still patting myself on the back when dispatch called with this one. 

And here I was.

With my Kimber ready, I put two fingers of my left hand on the door and pushed lightly. “Police,” I said, “Detective Galecki. Anybody home?”

Well, I knew there was somebody home. Dispatch had told me that much by name. Not that she’d say anything. Dead people are notorious for not being responsive. But I announced anyway. It’s usually better to know in advance if the perp’s still around too. And some of ‘em are stupid enough to tell you.

I looked down so I could concentrate on listening. I looked at the threshold, listened for breathing. Or footsteps. Any signs of life. 

Even in a breeze and with leaves rustling by on the sidewalk behind you, you can still hear breathing if you listen. It just takes concentration and a little time.

The threshold was unique. It was really an old rotted one-by, unlacquered and faded to a bland, cracked off-white. The top edges were filed off so the door would close and probably to avoid stubbed toes. But the board didn’t run quite the full width of the opening. No nail heads poking up though.

Then just past the threshold, footprints in the dust. All flat-foot slick or EMT boot soles. Half-sole prints and heel prints. So some going in, some coming out. That was a relief, kind of. Still, it’s better to be sure. I waited. Listened.

After about half a minute there weren’t any sounds coming out of the place. 

I waited long enough to make sure a guy maybe hiding behind the door couldn’t hold his breath any longer. Then with those same two fingers, I pushed the door again. Hard enough this time so it swung back to the wall.

The door moving in caused the interior air to make a rush to get out of the place. 

I couldn’t blame it. Judging from the smell, there weren’t any windows open in the house either. 

That’s good, I guess, so the breeze wouldn’t mess with the evidence, but I screwed up my nose anyway. The place smelled of rat droppings and maybe stuff from bigger rats, and all of it rolled in dust. So it smelled like most of the abandoned buildings like this one in the city. Only amplified by the heat. 

And copper. It smelled of copper. So blood.

The temp outside was only in the mid-80s. In the house with no windows open, it was a little stifling. 

And all of that—heat, stench and all—hung in humidity that was nearly as high as the temp.

I put my left foot over the threshold and glanced to the right. 

There was a window there all right, with probably a quarter-inch of dust on the sill. I’d never seen so much dust. The panes were covered with dust too. They were double-hung and the latch was thrown. But the sun was low enough in the west that it lit the place up pretty good.

Well, I wouldn’t worry about it for now. 

Still no sounds but the breeze outside and the leaves it was sweeping down the street. Definitely no sounds inside, so maybe no complications. 

Maybe I could see to the stiff and still make my TV dinner date.

I put my left hand on the door knob and pushed again just to be sure there was nobody back there. As the door thudded lightly against the wall, I took another step and turned left.

And there she lay. Trixie Burton.
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The air caught in my throat. I was kind of glad Joe wasn’t around to see me gaping.

Really, there was nothing to do but check the area and call the meat wagon. 

Well, and wish she was still alive.

The girl at my feet—well, yeah, she was a woman, I know, only a girl like that you don’t call a woman. A girl like that you call a girl. You know, if you’re a regular guy.

And this girl was all girl. Meaning she was 100% female and loving it. 

Well, up until a little while ago.

I’m betting a paycheck this one didn’t want to be considered “equal” to a man. Meaning she’d get no special treatment, no fawning looks, no doors held open for her. Why lower herself to the status of a man?

Not this one. 

And her public persona bore that out.

According to social media and even the newspapers, Patricia “Trixie” Burton put the life in nightlife. But she wasn’t a floozie. In addition to lesser pursuits, she was a mover on the board of the local Big Sisters organization. 

So the nightlife and the Big Sisters gig were probably the bookends on her biography. But her slender, elegant fingers were dipped in every other social cause from equal pay and health care for the elderly to mentoring special needs kids.

Well, except feminism. She didn’t want any part of that and she regularly said so. It was that whole lowering-herself thing.

This girl knew how special she was, and I’m betting a paycheck she made sure any man with the gumption to make eye contact with her knew it too.

Okay, for one thing, she was a platinum blond. And it was no dye job.

At least there weren’t any roots showing through, which I guess is a dead giveaway. You know, no pun intended.

Her entire body screamed “platinum blond” too. 

Guys will know what I mean. 

Well, women will know what I mean too, maybe even quicker than the guys will. But the women will get huffy about it. Like Trixie being who she is somehow demeans them being them.

Guys? Guys’ll just get a little starry eyed, like that little broad singing about rainbows in that old movie.

But the one thing the other women still have over this one is a pulse. 

They’re still upright, still going places and doing things.

And there she lay.

Maybe the perfect girl. 

Except for that whole lack-of-a-pulse thing.

But that was the only turn-off about her.

On the radio on my way over, I heard six cruisers and three ambulances check out at this destination. 

That confused me momentarily, so I double checked with dispatch. 

I thought maybe I had the address wrong, me being homicide. Why would all those cops and ambulances be at the scene of a single murder? 

I thought maybe I was driving up to a fist fight between two rival gangs that had moved into a parking lot outside a rave club or something. And that’s terrible, I get it. To a civilian, a cop’s a cop. And I’m a cop, so maybe I should be interested. But hey, if there ain’t no dead bodies yet, it ain’t my gig.

But dispatch said no, this was the address provided by the anonymous caller. The caller provided the name too, and dispatch put that over the wire.

That explained all the toe and heel prints just inside the door.

But when I got here, sure enough there was just me and her. And half a boatload of cop-shoe and EMT-boot prints in a well-worn path to the body. 

And shoe, boot, and knee prints in the dust on the floor around the girl’s body. There were even a half-dozen or so shoe-tip prints in the edge of the blood pool. And those were left by professionals who usually know enough to avoid stepping in evidence.

But one look at her explained all the prints. Her name rang a quiet bell even with me when dispatch announced it. But her appearance rang every bell I have. 

At least a dozen different police officers and at least a half-dozen EMTs came through this place before I got here. And I’m betting a paycheck every one of them knelt next to her and checked for a pulse. 

I won’t even guess how many tried artificial resuscitation, not to mention chest compressions. You know, not that any of them had ulterior motives. I wouldn’t go that far. Not publicly.

But seriously, a girl like that, a pulse is the only thing she’s lacking.

Once I got my bottom jaw back up where it belonged, I crouched and felt for a pulse myself. Despite all the prints. And I checked on her right wrist, in case you were wondering, and then under her jaw on the right side of her neck.

Yeah, there wasn’t one. 

But any other stiff, I could have told you that with a glance. And I would have.

On this one, though? This girl? I had to check. Just keeping hope alive, I guess.

No rings on her right hand or her left. 

No watch, no bracelets, nothing. Just smooth, pure skin. Almost translucent.

No marks on her throat either. Not even a slight adam’s apple. And even those little tendons or whatever they are that ran down to her collar bone were perfectly matched.

I looked at her hands and wrists again, then at her throat again. Even with the translucent skin, there were none of those little blood vessels. So she’d been here a few hours.

Maybe she’d started turning a little blue. Hard to tell in the light.

That reminded me. I needed to call the CSI guys and the coroner.

I took out my cell phone and did that. It would take them awhile to get here anyway.

Well, maybe not as long as usual, given the victim. 

I glanced down to make sure I hadn’t left prints in the blood. I hadn’t, and it wasn’t that hard. 

The pool started just below her shoulders and spread down and out under her back. On the near side, where I was, it extended maybe three inches away from her torso. The leading edge of it was mixed with dust.

On the far side, it spread to just under the edge of an old overstuffed chair. Old house, so probably the floor’s tilted a little.

I shifted my position, tore my gaze from her skin, swiveled back to the left. 

Her hair was platinum blond, like I said. It was thick, but neither fine nor coarse. Lustrous, like they say on those shampoo ads. Neatly, sharply parted in the middle. A little line of skin showing through. And like I said, no roots. And with bangs that would almost reach her eyebrows if she was standing up. Who wears bangs anymore? But it worked for her.

Her hair would hang below her shoulders a few inches too, if she was standing up. As it was though, it was fanned out above her head in the dust.

An half-inch or so of scuffed hardwood floor showed through an arc just past her hair. Like maybe the force of her falling blew the dust that far away. Or like an angel came down and drew a finger along the space just above her hair. Like a halo or something.

So she went from standing to crumpling and falling straight back.

Below her bangs, a few thin, shallow lines traced their way across her forehead. Just enough to prove she’d been around for about thirty years. You know, give or take.

My knees were starting to ache from being bent that long, so I straightened. The sudden weight in my right hand told me I was still holding the Kimber. I brushed the left half of my jacket aside with the barrel and holstered the pistol, then looked around.

The other side of the girl was that old overstuffed chair, and to its right a table. Both were covered with the same dust. There was a lamp on the table, but no shade on it and no bulb. And a short, squat, clear glass, also with dust clinging to it. No prints there. At least none that would matter.

But the CSI guys would deal with all that.

To the left, along the east wall and under another window was a couch. It matched the chair, at least with being overstuffed and the dust. No coffee table, no throw rugs anywhere.

That window was dark, only with a platinum blond reflection in it. Only in the window she kind of stretched away to a point at her feet and there was a ripple just below her hips. Old glass.

Her dress was gold, dim but sparkly in the window. 

I closed my eyes, opened them. Wondered how I hadn’t seen the dress before I looked at the reflection in the window.

That face. That hair and that face were all I’d been able to see. 

Okay, back to business. I looked down. 
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“So what? You just gonna gawk all day or what?”

I recognized the voice, so I wasn’t really startled. Though the sudden crispness of it in a formerly bland, quiet room gave me a start. I looked over my right shoulder.

Jimmy Bigs Valentino was silhouetted in the doorway. 

We all call him Jimmy Bigs because of his size-12 feet and all that was attached to that. Well, and his Italian ancestry. Or the guy might be Sicilian for all I know. 

He looked the part, too. The guy could star in a mob film. 

He’s got straight up good looks, broad shoulders and pretty much no hips. And he always wears suits that have a sheen to them.

He wears his raven-black hair slicked back and has thick, heavy eyebrows to match. His nose is offset a bit, and he lets people think whatever they want to think about that.

‘Course I know the truth ‘cause we’re partners. It was a basketball to the face in junior high school.

Anyway, I hadn’t expected him.

“Bigs! What’re you doin’ here? An’ where’s your attachment? Hey, is he teething yet?” I grinned.

Jimmy Bigs was famous as a training officer. Whenever we got any new blood in the bull pen, he looked them over. Often as not, he volunteered to train one. 

His official excuse is that he’d rather volunteer than be volunteered, only the captain doesn’t work like that. Bigs just likes taking them under his wing.

He shrugged and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Shook him off back at the precinct. I didn’t even use your bathroom trick. Just told him I had somethin’ to do an’ left. You know, like a man.” He laughed and came into the room.

Halfway to the body, he stopped and looked her over. Then he tipped his fedora back, put his hands on his belt and issued a quiet whistle. “Hey, that’s some serious class right there.”

I nodded as I glanced down at her, glad for the excuse. “No doubt.”

Bigs came closer, then gestured toward the blood pool. “So what? You gettin’ so sloppy now that you’re leaving footprints in the blood?”

I shook my head. “Wasn’t me. At least a dozen uniforms stopped by before I got here. I heard ‘em go 10-6 on the radio. And another half a dozen EMTs.”

He was still looking at the girl’s face. Quietly, he said, “Well, I can see why. So this is her, eh?”

I nodded. “Trixie Burton, in the former flesh.”

“Find anything yet?” He gestured and grimaced. “Other than that odd protuberance just inside her left boob?”

I glanced over quickly. The protuberance he was talking about was the knife sticking out of her gold lamé dress. Lamé—I think that’s what it’s called. Gold and really sparkly.

The knife didn’t have a hilt, but it was shoved in to within an inch of where the hilt would be. So it was like one you’d find in pretty much any kitchen. And the blade looked to be about two inches wide at the top. So like a chef’s knife or something like that.

And something didn’t look right about it. 

Maybe it was the light. 

Anyway, above the blade, the handle was regular old wood in two pieces, one on either side of the tang. And then those brass-colored rivets holding the whole thing together. Two of them.

I looked at the blade again. The part that was showing. 

The thickness of the blade was facing me. So that was normal. The edge was on the bottom. That was normal too. 

But something wasn’t right. 

Well, I’d see it eventually.

I moved my gaze farther along. The dress was kind of draped below her neck. It covered the top of her shoulders, then draped down like that in three folds, about halfway covering her breasts. 

Then it got tight just below her breasts and stayed snug the rest of the way down, almost to her knees. 

Her right ankle was crossed over her left, another sure sign she’d gone down quick. Her shoes, about three-inch spike heels, matched the dress. I didn’t know they could do that.

I’d only noticed the dress in the reflection in the east window at first. But now I pretended it was all routine, like I’d seen the whole thing when I first came in. “Nah, nothin’ else.”

He raked his gaze over her, head to toe, then said, “Her purse match the dress too?”

That kicked me into high gear. “Probably. I haven’t seen it yet. Might be in the kitchen or whatever. Or maybe the bedroom.”

That was a stupid thing to say. The bedroom? I’m betting a paycheck this girl wouldn’t be caught dead in the bedroom of his place—no pun intended—even without all the dust.

I rattled on. “I mean, I haven’t checked the rest of the house. I’ve only been here a few minutes myself.”

He looked at me and grinned. He knows when I got here. He probably heard me go 10-6 on the radio. But he let it pass and glanced around again, his jacket pulled back and his hands on his hips. “So what’s she doin’ in this dump?”

I gestured toward the body. “Other than assuming room temperature, I can’t figure it. But there’s always one thing that stands out. At least one. Maybe we better check the rest of the house.”

He grinned. “We?” 

“Well, you stopped by. I figured maybe you wanted to work. But you know, if you’ve got somethin’ else to do, somethin’ pressin’—”

He held up his hands and laughed. “Hey, I’m kiddin’. I’ll help if you want. I mean, I don’t wanna horn in or anything.”

A new voice accompanied a foot stepping over the threshold. “Hey, Lou, Bigs. What’s shakin’?”

We both looked around. It was Clarence Montrose, the CSI.

I gestured toward the body. “Not much. Just another—”

And I saw it. 

Most perps who kill with a knife strike down. That’s why the thickness of the blade was up and the edge down. That part was normal. 

But I finally saw what wasn’t normal about it.

Montrose said, “So you guys about through here?”

Still looking at the body, I said, “Yeah, in this room. I gotta get pictures, but—”

“I hafta do that too. Want me to send you copies?”

I turned to look at him. “Yeah, that’ll work.” I gestured again. “But be sure to catch the angle of that knife, would you?”

“The angle of the knife?”

“Yeah, from both sides.”

Bigs glanced at the victim, a slight frown on his face. Then he looked at me and nodded. “Good catch, Lou.” He jerked a thumb toward a short hallway. “Listen, you got the kitchen? I’ll take the bedroom.”

“Yeah, that’s good.” I walked past Montrose, wondering how long it would take him to see what I’d seen.

The knife was at an odd angle.

The handle was angled toward the victim’s feet, not her head. 
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I stopped at the entrance to the kitchen and dining area. Speckled green and white linoleum led away from a thin gold strip across the doorway. An old white refrigerator, the kind that’s only about four feet tall and with rounded edges, was right there on the right. On the small freezer door at the top of the fridge a dented chrome strip read Whirlpool. 

I put the heel of my hand on the corner of the fridge to steady myself as I looked around. 

There was a white four-burner gas range on the other side of the refrigerator. No pans or anything like that, and one of the burner grates was missing. Both the fridge and the stove were against the west wall. A cracked, filthy plastic trash can fit neatly between them. I tapped it with the toe of my right shoe. It was empty.

In the south wall there was another double-hung window. Beneath it was an old-fashioned stained-white double porcelain sink. The sink had those cheap chrome fixtures. Well, chrome and alkaline deposits. 

To the right of it was a short counter with a few drawers in it, and to the left, the back door. It was also hanging open, though only by an inch or so. 

To the left, so along the east wall, was an ugly, green-topped dinette set. There were only three chairs, all of chrome with padded seats and backs. The green plastic upholstery on all three was torn or ripped. Some kind of white stuff, maybe cotton batting, protruded through the rips.

And to the left of that, along the wall that backed the living room, was a built-in pantry. Piano hinges ran vertically along both sides, but the doors were missing, and the shelves were empty. Off-white metal cabinets with cheap chrome handles ran the length of the wall above the pantry. The doors of all of those were hanging open too.

Everything was covered with dust, and the deceased’s purse was nowhere to be found.

But there was a trail of small shoe prints. It led to the back door. 

I looked them over from where I was. Then, staying slightly to the right of the path, I followed them across the kitchen. There I crouched and studied them some more. 

Only two of them were whole prints. Looked like maybe a ladies’ size four or five. I know they weren’t a six. My ex-girlfriend wore a six. Regular flat soles and flat or very low and wide heels. The front, inside corner of the left heel had a small, triangular-shaped notch out of it.

The whole tracks were side by side just before whoever left them went out through the door. The two just before those were side by side also, but they’d slid a few inches. All the others alternated and had spit a stream of dust out behind them. 

So whoever it was either walked fast or ran through here. 

Could be the perp, maybe. Could be some snoop who came in, saw the body and split.

I thought for a moment about the toe prints next to the body, but I was sure all of those were larger than these.

I straightened and, using the side of my right index finger, I inched the door open. 

No tracks on the back stoop, and there was nothing—tracks or otherwise—in the back yard. 

There was a lawn, if you could call it that, with at least as much weeds as grass. The dirt showed through what little vegetation there was, and it looked hard packed and windswept. 

It was pretty well covered with those tiny yellow and white flowers that look like little daisies. My ex-girlfriend called those flea bane, but she didn’t know what she was talking about half the time. 

Around the yard was a concrete block wall. Originally it was painted that dark barn red to match the house. The paint was long-since faded. 

From behind me in the front room came the sound of two guys and a gurney. 

I looked around over my right shoulder. 

The angle through the door was too sharp for me to see anything.

The guys and the CSI were talking, though I couldn’t make out what they were saying. 

Then something flopped on the floor and there was the sound of a long zipper being unzipped in three or four stages.

Body bag. I guess the meat wagon got here.

I looked out the door again. 

In the back wall of the concrete block wall, there was a dilapidated wooden gate in two halves that used to open on the alley. It was painted to match the house too. The paint was peeling and the left half of the gate hung at an odd angle.

I looked down at the prints again. I couldn’t imagine what the CSI guy could do with them, but maybe something. I’d tell him about them later.

“You get through everything in here yet?”

It was Bigs. 

I shook my head and gestured toward the tracks. “That slowed me down, I guess. Nothing in the bedroom?”

He shook his head. “Or the bathroom. Some lowlife even swiped the little roller thingy the toilet paper goes on.” 

I nodded, the moved over to the counter and started opening and closing drawers. 

Bigs pulled the refrigerator door open, then the freezer door. He closed both of those and pulled open the oven door. “Man, this place is bare, eh?”

Yeah. There was as much nothing in the kitchen as in the rest of the house. “I’m bettin’ a paycheck nobody’s lived here for awhile.” I shoved my jacket open with my thumbs, put my hands on my belt and looked around. “I’m kind of surprised we didn’t at least find her purse though. Women don’t go out without a purse. Especially the way she was dressed.”

Bigs frowned. “How’d she get here?”

“What? I don’t know. It ain’t like there’s a car parked out front we can call a registration check on.”

He nodded impatiently. “I’m sayin’. Maybe she came in a cab. Maybe she was just gonna be a minute and left her purse in the cab.”

I raised my hands to my sides, then dropped them. “It’s a long shot, but worth a look maybe. A gold lamé purse, gotta be a good chance the cabbie would remember it.”

“Gold lamé?”

“I learned it from my ex-girlfriend.” I gestured toward the base of the door. “Like these prints. I make ‘em either a kid or a ladies’ size 5. Somethin’ like that.”

Bigs shrugged. “Works for me. Tell the CSI?”

“Nah, I’ll get him on the way out. You done?”

“Yeah. Hey, it’s end of shift. You wanna maybe hit Mickey’s?”

Mickey’s was a bar a lot of us frequented. “Yeah, sure. If the beer’s cold, I’m in.”

I headed for the front room with Bigs in my wake. Past the wall, I glanced at Montrose. 

He was just getting up from kneeling next to the body.

“Hey Clarence, we’re done. There are some good shoe prints in the kitchen you might get somethin’ from. An’ maybe fingerprints on the back door.” 

“Yeah, okay.”

Then I nodded at the coroner. “Hey Doc.” He was standing off to the left, waiting for his turn with the deceased.

Two other guys—his assistants, I guess—were behind him. One was just standing there, his hands on his hips, his weight on his left foot. Like maybe he had somewhere to be. The other one was sitting on the gurney, his feet dangling, his hands together between his knees.

The coroner said, “How’s it goin’, Lou? Some stiff, eh? Some of ‘em you just hate to slab. At least like this.”

Morbid sense of humor. I just nodded on my way by. “Yeah.”

Bigs and I were almost at the door when Montrose said, “Hey guys, you see this?”

We both stopped and looked around. 

A gold lamé purse dangled by a strap from his latex-gloved right hand. 
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The body of the purse was about six inches long. It was about that deep too, and the strap was about the same length. My ex-girlfriend explained the difference to me one time between a clutch and a purse. 

When we saw a square one like that in town, I pointed and said, “Hey look. A double-clutch.”

She didn’t get it, and when I explained, she didn’t think it was funny.

On the other hand, I laughed off and on for three days.

Anyway, that’s about what we had here. 

I frowned. “Where’d you get that?”

“It was shoved back under the chair.” Color rose in his neck. He hesitated, then said, “I mean, it was way under there, Lou. Maybe tossed, like, when she fell. It was close to the wall.” 

Wonderful. The guy was embarrassed for me. I was so wrapped up in the deceased I didn’t check beneath the piece of furniture closest to her.

“And then there was this.”

I couldn’t see what he was talking about. It was cupped in his left hand. 

He looked at his palm as he wiped blood off the object with a small square rag. “You wouldn’t have seen it though. Too little. Plus it was in the blood, and just underneath her right side at her waist.” He held up a small black tube. “You know, just above her hip.” 

From behind me, Bigs said, “What is it?”

With almost a flourish, Montrose pulled off the top of the tube and rotated the bottom. Something vibrant red rose from the tube. He held it up. “It’s lipstick. Only I don’t think it’s her color. Too red.” 

Lou said, “And you knew the deceased personally, or what?”

Montrose frowned. “What?”

“How do you know it ain’t her color?”

“Oh.” Still holding up the tube of lipstick, he crouched next to the body. “Girl like this, she’d wear a shade that matched the inside of her lips.” He held the tube closer to her lips, but at the last moment he decided not to pry her mouth open. 

He stood and rotated the lipstick back into the tube, then offered it to me. “You know, the soft stuff in there.”

Lou said, “Yeah?”

He shrugged. “I got daughters.”

As he slipped the tube of lipstick into a small evidence bag, I took the purse from him, holding it with the bottom in my hand. I opened it and glanced inside. Everything seemed pretty neat. What looked like a few credit cards on one side in slim pockets. Driver’s license and a couple business cards on the other. 

There was also a little cash, maybe thirty or forty bucks, a ten and some fives. I didn’t pull it out and count it. In the bottom, several keys on a large ring. A vehicle key, a safe deposit box key, and what looked like several house or building keys. Beneath the keys was what looked like another tube of lipstick. 

Between two of the keys, kind of crumpled, there was one loose slip of paper, folded roughly in half. Someone had pressed hard on it with an ink pen when they wrote whatever was on the other side.

But that folded paper caught my attention. It was the only thing inside that didn’t fit her style. It wasn’t neat. It was torn from a larger sheet of paper. Someone had scribbled on it and hastily folded it. Like maybe they were angry. Or maybe nervous.

I’d check it out later. 

I glanced up at Montrose. “Anything else?” Then I slipped the purse into my left jacket pocket.

“Nah, huh-uh.” He frowned as he reached past me to hand the evidence bag to Bigs. Quietly, he said, “Say, you ain’t sore are you, Lou? I mean, about the purse? I wasn’t trying to show you up or—”

“Nah, I ain’t sore. Hey, don’t sweat it. I should have checked under there. And thanks.”

Outside, Bigs said quietly, “Hard to believe we missed that purse.”

“Yeah. Well, we’ve got it now, so no harm done I guess.”

He hesitated for a moment. “Anything good inside?”

“Nah, not really. The usual. Cards, keys, like that.”

He nodded. “So Mickey’s, eh?”

I grinned. “I can already taste it.”   

* * *
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Mickey’s Place was our hangout. It had a pretty good jukebox with a lot of oldies hits on it. The older guys liked it because they could reminisce, and the younger guys liked it because it made them feel like older guys. Miguel Muñoz—that’s Mickey—served up pretty good sandwiches too, and he seemed always to have a pot of beans and green chiles boiling in the little kitchen in the back. 

The way the place was laid out was kind of unique. 

You come through the front door of Mickey’s, and there was a bouncer station on the right. It was a low little podium with a barstool behind it. And the barstool was attached to the floor. I’d never seen anybody on that stool though. You got a room full of cops, why you need a bouncer?

But the station was there, and behind it along the wall was a couple of cigarette machines and three pinball machines, if you can believe that. Real old-fashioned pinball machines, with the gaudy painted-on graphics and the flashing lights and clanging bells. And then there were a couple of wooden straight-back chairs in the corner. Just in case somebody wanted to sit while somebody else was playin’ pinball, I guess.

I don’t know that I’d ever seen anybody in those chairs either.

Oh, and then the jukebox was back there too. And it was real too, with rows of 45 rpm records standing on edge inside. I’m betting a paycheck Mickey had probably a couple hundred records in there. Maybe more.

Anyway, that was all in kind of a little niche there to the right of the door. 

So then the real entrance to the main bar was ahead and to the left a little ways. You got around that corner and the bar was right there in front of you. It ran along the length of that wall. 

About halfway down, just past the cash register was a small door. That opened onto the kitchen, which really was a little room with a big counter and then a cupboard running along the wall above it. And the counter, really, was just a huge cutting board. It was probably three inches thick by about eight feet long and then a couple feet deep to the wall.

On one end of the counter he kept a two-burner hotplate. That’s where Mickey generally had a big pot of beans and green chiles cooking. Every now and then he put a big iron skillet on the other burner and made fresh tortillas to go with the beans. Or now and then he’d put a deep fryer on there and fry up chicken wings and stuff like that.

And then he used the rest of the counter to slap together sandwiches and stuff like that. There was a small refrigerator at the near end of the counter for lunch meats and lettuce and so on. He didn’t make sandwiches all the time, but if a customer asked, he’d put one together for him.

The rest of the room was full of tables and chairs—no booths—and then three of the little 6-foot pool tables coming out from the far corner. 

To the right of the pool tables and the left of the bar at the other end of the room was the entrance to Mickey’s other place, The Rainbow Room. 

That was a regular door, and mostly nobody over there came over here and nobody over here went over there. The Rainbow Room was a civilian hangout. More often than not, it was also the gathering place for a who’s who of the lesser criminal element. 

Pretty much everybody in The Rainbow Room on any given night had at least a contact card filed with the cops, if not a record. You know, the dealers and shysters and snitches. The bothersome gnats of society that the rest of us keep trying to shoo away. I mean, none of the big boys would be caught dead in the place. I doubt even a stick-up guy or serious burglar had seen the inside of the place.

It usually had loud, raucous music, and even a live band sometimes on Friday and Saturday nights. 

So Miguel Muñoz owned and operated kind of a microcosm of the world in that one-half square block. Mickey’s Place on one side of a concrete block wall and The Rainbow Room on the other. 

Go figure.
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While Bigs found us a table—he was able to claim one along the back wall near the pool tables—I went to the bar for the first round and to let the bartender know where we were.

Mangus Mangum was on duty at the bar. He was an old retired cop. Probably he took this job so he could stay in touch.

Mangus had a full head of white hair. He looked like an old timey preacher or something except for the white t-shirt and green khaki trousers. A short apron was tied around his waist and hung down over the top of his trousers. A bar towel was draped over his left shoulder.

He’d just finished dipping a couple rocks glasses and set them on a towel next to the sink. He pulled the towel from his shoulder and wiped his hands as he showed his teeth is his version of a smile. It looked more like a grimace to me, but hey, to each his own. “Hey, Lou.”

“Hey M&M, gimme a—”

“Yeah, I know. Scotch straight up for Bigs and Jameson’s on the rocks for you. Izzat still right?” He turned away. “I’ll start you guys a tab.”

I laughed. “Yeah, that’ll do it, I guess. And lemme—”

He turned back around. “I know. Lemme have two the first time. Save a trip, am I right?”

“You got it.”

He set two rocks glasses on the bar and poured a little more Scotch than we’d pay for in them, then returned the bottle to the shelf behind the bar. 

Then he set two more rocks glasses on the bar, with ice, and poured Jameson’s for me. 

I thanked him, stuffed a few bar napkins in my pocket, picked up the drinks and carried them to the table. 

Bigs was already settled, his back angled to the wall, his left leg crossed over his right.

As I was setting down the drinks, he grinned up at me. “So what’s in the purse?”

I sat down without looking at him, then arranged my drinks and shoved a couple of napkins across the table toward him. “I told you, cards, keys—”

“Yeah, yeah, cards, keys, like that. But what else?”

I finally looked up at him and frowned. “Whaddya mean, what else?”

He laughed. “C’mon, Lou. How long we been knowin’ each other? You got a tell, my friend.” He took a sip of his Scotch. 

“What tell?”

He grinned past his glass. “I saw your eyebrows twitch when you looked in the purse back at the house.” He took another sip, then set the glass down. “So what is it?”

“Oh. Yeah. Nothin’. You know. There was another tube of lipstick in there.” I shrugged. “So I was just thinkin’, Montrose is prob’ly right. The one he found in the blood prob’ly ain’t hers.” 

“Ahh,” he said and nodded. He picked up his glass and drained it. “An’ what else?”

I took a long drink on my own, thinking as I downed over half of it. 

There was no reason not to share the paper with Bigs. For all intents and purposes, he was my partner, at least on this case.

I set the glass down, then turned it in circles with my thumb and forefinger. “Oh, well, there was a slip of paper. Probably nothin’. Just a little slip of paper.” 

He looked at me for a moment, then grinned. “Yep, that’s it. So pull it out an’ let’s see it.”

“Nah, you know. Let’s leave the job for the job.”

He laughed at that one. “Yeah, like that’s possible, right? That’s why we’re both home with our non-existent wife and kids right now.” He laughed again, then shook his head. Quietly and derisively, he said, “Leave the job with the job.” 

My face grew warm. I shrugged. “A’right. Here, I got it right here. Let’s have a look.” 

I fished the purse out of my pocket and unzipped it, maybe a little too quickly, like spilling some of my frustration. 

Of course, Bigs thought the whole thing was hilarious.

I set the bottom of the purse on the table so the top opened more widely, then looked inside and kind of fished around for a moment.

Finally I located the slip of paper and pulled it out.

Unfolded, it was only about four inches long by about three inches wide. It had a sharp corner at the bottom left and two straight sides on the left and at the bottom. 

I smoothed it on the table as Bigs moved his chair around beside mine. He brought his drink with him

We both bent over the note at about the same time:

MJS

11334 Gillespie Ave. @ 4:15

$5,000

AND NO MORE!!!

The “And No More” was underlined three times. The third time was so hard the pen almost broke through the paper.

Bigs leaned back and took a sip of his drink. “So,” he said, “11334 Gillespie. Ain’t that where—”

“Yep. That’s where we found her.”

I got the radio call at around 5:30 and arrived on the scene at around 6, and there were others there before me. So if she got there on time, Miss Trixie was killed between around 4:15 and 5:30. So the window was around an hour, give or take.

Where’d the extra tube of lipstick figure in? 

And the angle of the knife? ‘Course the knife might have moved in response to the victim’s convulsions  or whatever too. Only I’d never seen a knife at an angle like that before.  

“Y’know, I think I’m gonna call it a night.”

Bigs looked up. “Yeah? So you gonna head back over to look for witnesses?”

“Nah. You know the deal. Nobody over there saw anything. Just runnin’ a few things through my head. I’ll start again tomorrow.” 

He nodded, and noticed a couple of rookies across the room. “Yeah,” he said, then gestured toward the new guys. “Maybe I’ll hang around a bit, see how the newbies are doin’.”

I pushed my chair back. “See ya.”

Bigs picked up his drink and headed for the rookie table.
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Outside, the night was cool, but not cold. A slight breeze was blowing. 

I passed through the figure eight of light from the small floodlights above the door, then crossed the black-green reflection from the flashing neon Mickey’s Place sign.

The asphalt of the parking lot wasn’t damp, but it glistened like it was. Mickey’d had it resurface just earlier today. 

The rest of the lot wasn’t well lighted, with a street lamp on each corner. Still, it was comforting to be enveloped in the night. It was more private somehow, maybe more secure. 

There wasn’t a lot of sound either, since the door of Mickey’s closed behind me. A few cars on a distant street. That’s about it.

But that was okay.

I was thinking about that slip of paper. 

The address was self-explanatory, but what was the $5000 about? A payoff, maybe? Like blackmail? But that didn’t seem in keeping with the persona Trixie Burton had built around herself. What could she be involved in that would lead to blackmail?

And who or what was MJS?

Was it maybe the killer’s initials? 

Or maybe who the meeting was about? 

Or maybe MJS wasn’t a person at all. Maybe it was what the meeting was about.

And then the forcefully triple underlined “And No More.” 

Did that mean the five grand was the final payment and there had been others? 

Or maybe it meant she was meeting with MJS for the final time. Or if not meeting with MJS, maybe meeting about MJS for the final time.

If MJS was an acronym for a business or a policy, it wouldn’t be difficult to figure out what it was. A trip through the yellow pages of the phone book would solve that.

If it were a person’s initials, that would be a little more tricky.

Whatever it was, Trixie was apparently excited that it would be the last time. Well, that there would be “no more” payments or meetings or whatever it was. 

Obviously it was their final meeting, but did Trixie know that going in?

If so, and if MJS was a person, it must have been someone she wasn’t afraid of. Otherwise she wouldn’t have just walked in. So probably someone she knew pretty well.

Of course, nobody ever believes anyone is capable of murder until they do the deed. Then afterward all the neighbors say the suspect was quiet and very nice but kept to himself. 

Just human nature, I guess, to not want to believe they’d lived next door to a would-be murderer for X number of years. Maybe it was a defense mechanism that kept the nightmares at bay. 

Semi lost in thought, I was halfway across the parking lot and still walking when I looked up. I wanted to locate the car before I got too close. You never know what might be waiting.

There they were. 

Bigs’ car and mine were two blobs of shadowy grey-white, side by side in the grey-blue darkness on the far edge of the parking lot. We always parked out there, with the cars facing the road in case we got a call and had to get out in a hurry.

But there was something different. 

On the other side of Bigs’ car was a slim, dark figure. Like I said, you never know. A grey-blue stick figure was leaning its butt back against the left front fender of my car. Its arms were down, so I couldn’t see its hands.

My jacket was still hanging open. As I continue walking, I moved my right hand across my chest, unholstered my Kimber and slipped it into my right jacket pocket. Then I kept my hand on it. 

As I watched, the shadowy figure peeled itself off the fender and moved toward the rear of the cars. It moved the way shadows do, kind of sluicing across lighter shadows from one dark area to the next.

A long moment later, it separated itself from the grey-white blob of our cars and stepped out from behind the trunk of Bigs’ car. Then it raised one hand. “Hey, detective. I was waitin’ for you, homes.”

Do I know this guy? I don’t remember the voice. “Yeah?”

“Yes sir. That deal over on Gillespie. You’re workin’ that, right?”

I could finally see his hands. His thumbs were hooked in the pockets of his trousers, and he had to reach down to do that. So his shoulders were hunched a little. And his pockets were flat.

I stopped a few feet from him, my hand still on the Kimber in my jacket. “Not at the moment.”

He had smooth brown skin and a round face with a little pencil line moustache. If I was forced to guess, I’d guess maybe Puerto Rican heritage. His hair was curly, black and cut short. He was wiry, and wearing the right uniform for the area around Gillespie. Slouchy, light khaki pants that made it halfway up his hips and a white ribbed a-frame undershirt. It was stretched down to cover what his pants didn’t cover. 

“Yeah.” He paused. “Well, you know, I thought I saw your car over there earlier.”

How could he tell? 

But I just nodded. “Maybe. And?”

“Oh. Nothin’. I just got some information, that’s all.”

“What kind of information?”

He grinned. “Paid information, homes.”

“Okay. Like?”

“Like for one thing, the thin slice was that Trixie Burton chick, right?”

“Maybe.” I pulled my Kimber out of my jacket pocket and made a show of slipping it into the holster. Then I put my right hand in my trouser pocket and fished for a bill. 

He glanced down at my pocket, then back at my eyes. His tongue flicked over his lips. “Yeah. Well, I know it was her. I seen her get out of a cab. Tri-State, I think it was.” He hesitated. “On the roof, it said 84.”

“You see who she was meeting?”

“Nah, man.”

I nodded. “Okay. So Tri-State cab number 84.” So he was on at least a second floor. “Now that’s some good info. Hey, thanks.” And I moved as if to step around him.

He shifted to the side and quickly added, “But one of the cops was early.”

I stopped. “What? Whaddya mean, early? Early compared to what?”

He shrugged. “You got there about 6. Your friend got there about 6:15. And there were cops and ambulance guys all over the place from about 5:30 ‘til a few minutes before you got there. 

“But this one guy, he got there a little after 5. He stayed like ten, fifteen minutes, then split.”

“Who was it?”

He shrugged and frowned. “I don’t know, man. Like I know all the cops, or what?”

“Uniform or suit?”

“Suit. But he was in his own car.” He grinned, anticipating my next question. “I know ‘cause it wasn’t a big ol’ boat like a Crown Vic. And plus I think it was blue.”

“Make? Model?”

“C’mon, man. I don’t pay attention to none of that stuff.”

Yeah, unless you think you can unload it fast. So it wasn’t anything fancy. 

I nodded. “What’d the guy look like?”

He shrugged. “A cop. You know, brown hair or maybe blond, I don’t know. White guy wearin’ a little hat. Youngish. Beyond that, you guys all look alike to me.” He grinned again.

“Big guy? Little guy? Tall? Short? Skinny? Fat?”

“You know, average.”

Of course. Average. Julio topped out at around 5’6” and maybe 140 pounds. So average for him was probably a little taller. “Anything else?”

“Nah. Not yet. But hey, ain’t that enough, man?”

I mimicked him. “Nah, not yet. But let’s say you owe me.” I pulled a twenty from my pocket along with one of my cards. As I handed them to him, I said, “Gimme a call if you come up with anything else.”

He looked at the card, the shield printed on the face along with my name and precinct and the office phone. Then he looked up at me. “Galecki, eh? Hey, Galecki, you know what happens to me if somebody sees this thing on me? Here man, you keep it.” He handed the card back and turned away.

“Hey, what’s your name?”

Without turning around, he said, “Julio. They got me on a card at the precinct.” Then he was across the road, just part of the rest of the night. 
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On the drive back to my apartment, I thought about the guy Julio had seen at the house on Gillespie. 

I should’ve asked him what specifically made him think the guy was a cop. I mean, there were a lot of guys around town who wore suits and fedoras and had brown hair. Pretty much everybody who worked in any office anywhere and was male, for example. 

And pretty much anybody who worked for anybody who worked in an office.

And Trixie had been involved with a lot of people who worked in offices. Big Sisters, for example. Habitat for Humanity. Homeless, Inc. Probably even the Salvation Army, and any number of others.

There was some chance with her clubbing she might have drawn the attention of a proprietor or two too. Or their underlings. 

But the $5000 on the note said it probably wasn’t anything to do with clubs and the gangsters who ran them. Five grand just wasn’t an amount they’d get excited about. Not that excited. And they wouldn’t take it in payments either. And if they did, they wouldn’t meet the victim in a run-down house in a run-down neighborhood.

No, this almost had to be blackmail or something related to it. And that was right up the alley of most of the lame-ass hypocrites masquerading as social justice warriors out there. 

I used to think of them as a bunch of do-gooders, but that isn’t it at all. They don’t do anything constructive. They’re feel-gooders. Everything they do is surface stuff, strictly for appearances. They don’t care either way about the whales or the homeless or the rainforests. Not if they have to donate their own money to the cause. 

They only care about forcing other people to spend their money. If they can manage that, then they can go home to their gated communities and drift off to sleep safely in their nice warm beds while thoughts of how wonderful they are dance through their warped, overstuffed heads. 

That’s why they’re in charge of all those organizations like Big Sisters and Habitat. Bunch of control freaks. 

Yeah, they’re pretty high up on my list of undesirables, know what I mean? I wouldn’t give ‘em the time of day if my middle finger was a watch.

On the other hand, they’re also cowards. They’re about as likely to be directly involved in murder as they are to pry open their checkbook and make a donation. Or actually be a Big Sister to some underprivileged kid. Or actually help raise a wall for any reason other than a photo op. 

So for sure it wasn’t one of them. It wasn’t a boss. For one thing, they won’t dirty their hands, like I said. For another, they’re all either angry, frustrated middle-aged women or overfed, white-haired men tryin’ to get laid. 

No, if it was blackmail—and I’m almost certain it was—it was some underling working on behalf of a boss. Or maybe tryin’ to impress a boss.

Then again, Trixie sat on the boards of most of the organizations she was involved with. So it couldn’t be a low-level underling. That narrowed the list to the other board members. And maybe mid-level management. None of the others were close enough to Trixie’s pay grade. Hey, a girl’s gotta have her standards.

I admit it gave me a thrill thinking—or maybe even hoping—I’d get a chance to let the air out of one or more of those overstuffed egos.

Still, for some reason the snitch—Julio, that was his name—Julio thought the guy he saw at the house was a cop. He seemed pretty sure about that. His first mention of it was, “One of the cops was early.”

And a detective, since he wasn’t in uniform. So I’d work that angle first. 

Well, first I’d run down a list of all the organizations Miss Trixie involved herself with. ‘Cause I’m sure that’s where the killer is. And I’d get a list of names of slim young men with brown hair in those organizations. Especially middle management and board members.

But right after that I’d look at the cop angle. 

Well, the detective angle. But the guy was young, so probably a rookie detective.

We currently had four rookies at the precinct. All of them were young. Three of them had brown hair.

I pulled into the parking garage at my apartment complex. On the way up in the elevator, I thought I might make some coffee and think about this some more.

By the time I stepped out on my floor, I’d decided maybe I’d better look at the cop angle first. Not that I’m wild about the idea that there are any dirty cops, even rookies. And of course, rookie detectives weren’t the same cut as rookie beat cops. They’ve already been around. 

But it might be better to go ahead and get that part of the investigation out of the way. After all, so few of our rookies fit the description that it wouldn’t take long

In the apartment, I thought maybe I’d get outta my coat and tie before I made that pot of coffee. Then I’d go through the purse again, maybe check the note again. See if I’d get something else out of it I hadn’t noticed before.

So I went into the bedroom.

But once I loosened my tie and shed my coat, well, I relaxed. And my bed looked really good. I could almost feel the mattress and pillow giving under my weight.

Again I thought about all those pieces of plastic in their gated communities. I shook my head and laughed.

There was no doubt I’d sleep good, and I didn’t have to finagle anybody to do it. There wasn’t a fake bone anywhere in my body.

The next thing I knew I had shed the rest of my clothes and I was horizontal.

Maybe I should have come straight home and had that TV dinner and that beer after all. 

I thought again about Balducci, laying on a beach somewhere suckin’ up margaritas.

Ah well. Just a little R&R. That’s all I need.

And there’s always tomorrow.
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In the bull pen the next morning, Bigs Valentino was waiting for me in the little office me and Balducci had created with partitions just outside the captain’s door.

When I stopped at the coffee pot between my office and the captain’s door, Valentino said, “Hey, Lou.”

He was sitting in Balducci’s chair, his feet propped up on the desk. Believe it or not, he was filing his nails. The guy would be perfect if somebody wanted to cast him in a gangster flick. 

He grinned. “So what’d you figure out?” He returned his attention to his nails.

I turned, coffee cup in hand, and walked to my desk. Before I spoke, I pulled out my chair and swung it around to face him. Then I sat. “Figure out about what?” I gingerly took a sip of my coffee.

He took his feet from the desk, crossed his left leg over his right at the knee and leaned back in the chair. Around a grin, he said, “C’mon, Lou. How long I been knowin’ you? We both know you wracked your tiny brain over that note after you left last night. An’ maybe you found more stuff in the purse. So give a’ready.”

“Yeah, well.” I took another sip of my coffee. “I gave it a little thought I guess.” I paused for effect and quieted my voice a little. “You know—combined with what I learned from a guy in the parking lot.”

He frowned as he folded his nail file into a holder and slipped it into his shirt pocket. “What? Outside of Mickey’s?”

“Yeah. Guy named Julio, from down on Gillespie.” I leaned forward in my chair and put my elbows on my knees. I crooked a finger. Quietly, I said, “C’mere.”

Bigs  leaned forward too, and rested his elbows on his knees. He arched his eyebrows and interlaced his fingers.

Barely above a whisper, I said, “Snitch said another cop was there before the call went out.”

Bigs frowned. “What? How’d he know when the call went out?”

“He didn’t. But he said the guy got there a little after 5, and that he stayed 10 minutes or so. You an’ me know the call went out at 5:30. A bunch of other guys started showing up then. That’s what set the first guy apart in the snitch’s mind.”

“Whoa.” He leaned back a bit. “Uniform?”

“Nah. That’s the thing. He couldn’t be sure it was a cop. Suit, but in a civilian car. Not just unmarked. A real civilian car. Something run of the mill, blue.”

“He give you a description at least?”

“Not really. Short brown or blond hair, fedora, medium build. Oh, and young.”

The chair groaned as Bigs leaned the rest of the way back. He laughed. “Well that narrows it down.” He quieted his voice as he leaned forward again. “So why’d he think it was a cop?”

I
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