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Case File #1001: A New Year (Tentative)

For Jimmy McSwain, it was good to be home again.

Except for him, home had many ideas, many definitions, and many locations.

It’s not that he liked to live a complicated life. When you solved mysteries for a living, not everything was black-and-white or easily wrapped up. A good man named Finley Sullivan taught him that years ago. But that was yesterday, today was today and tomorrow, well, that was a new year.

After a brief distraction with a case that had taken Jimmy out of New York and deep into the muddled shores of New Jersey, and a few smaller cases that paid the bills but didn’t alter his universe, Jimmy was ready for whatever challenges awaited him as the clock neared midnight and the ball would drop and cheers would ring out, and oh, kisses that were filled with promises would be exchanged. It was a moment that had been building for months.

Three things threatened that moment.

First, the sound of nearby sirens.

Second, the ringing of the telephone.

And third, the worst, was when the man beside him rolled away and said, “I’ve got to get this.”

It wasn’t supposed to end this way. It certainly wasn’t when they started...

* * * *
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A New Year’s Eve celebration, the clock on countdown mode—11:57 to be exact, the final minutes of the previous year giving way to the inevitable passage of time. The two of them engaged in what they hoped was going to be the first of many nights together, sleeping or making love, or simply staring into each other’s eyes over a bottle of wine.

The incoming case, because what else could this late-night call be about, wasn’t even Jimmy’s. A private detective didn’t have to answer his phone. An NYPD police captain did, even if he was considered off duty for the next three minutes.

Frisano had been atop him, kissing him, Frank’s cock fully engorged and soon to be engaged. Outside of the window, a light snow was falling. Cold hovering over the city. Inside, the heat was beyond hot, palpable beneath the blankets. Jimmy felt the passion deepening in him as he prepared for what was about to happen, Captain Francis X. Frisano making love to him in their apartment, the same moment Dick Clark’s New Year’s Rocking Eve dropped the ball and tons of confetti on Ryan Seacrest. It had been Jimmy’s idea to hide from the world. As they entered a new year, he wanted to feel the renewal, to feel aglow, just like the glittering ball sliding down a pole twenty-five blocks north of them.

A midnight climax.

Jimmy felt the scruff of Frisano’s beard, which he’d allowed to grow during the holidays. It was thick and it was dark, the bristles surprisingly soft as they brushed against his face, his neck, his chest. Like Frisano needed any more hair, Jimmy’s hand grabbing at the thicket on his lover’s chest. Oh, how he felt. And how this night felt, the cork of the champagne bottle a precursor to their own release, destined to happen soon...

Soon. That’s how Jimmy was feeling. Turned on, his body alive. Pulling at the man above him. He nodded his head as he widened his legs. Just like it had been this past week, the two of them practically cut off from family, friends, immersed in their apartment in Chelsea, tuning the troubles of the world out while they indulged in their fantasies. But it wasn’t just sex, it was the two of them leaving behind every conflict that had threatened to undo them. Tonight, this coming morning, this new year, it would all change. For the better.

Jimmy stared up at the dark eyes of this man who had stolen his heart.

The nice thing was, the man who had stolen his heart stared back at him.

Eyes engaged, Jimmy then felt Frisano begin to slide inside him. He gasped, still. Sliding in, filling him, Jimmy clutched at Frisano, drawing him down, drawing him in. He felt that chest, that beard, digging his hands into Frank’s muscular back, itself not without its sexy tufts. Like being fucked by a bear, and hell, this was Chelsea after all, Jimmy imagined many men doing the same as they were doing. But no situation hotter, sexier, furrier, than what he felt now.

Jimmy felt the first thrust. Cried out.

“Shit, Frank...yeah, ohhh...”

He pushed and thrust with eager abandon at Jimmy. The wavy shadows on the wall from the moon outside catching each movement; heightening them. He felt Frisano grab at his legs and lift them up, going back in, back out, back in. A constant tease followed by satisfaction, feeling full then empty then full, not unlike how their relationship had gone. But just now, Frisano plunged in deep, like Jimmy had a couple months ago when Frisano had asked him to move in.

“Go, go, Frank...you beast...”

In the background, the television set blared. The cheers, the music, all were drowned out by their vocal desires. All Jimmy could hear in response were grunts. Passion, heat...and...shit, the sound of a phone. No...no...

Frisano had two cell phones. Personal and professional, each with their own ringtones.

This wasn’t the ring Jimmy wanted to hear.

“Fuck,” Frisano said aloud.

No kidding.

Frisano threw the blankets off him to grab his phone.

“Shit,” he said aloud.

“Not arguing,” Jimmy said, the blanket sliding off his torso as he sat up. He listened.

“Captain Frisano.”

It had been a long night, a lovely one. Living with a cop meant you had to expect late-night interruptions, though, or in this case, a midnight one. Reality set in with its own brand of chill. Jimmy wondered who was calling and why. Frisano moved further away, eventually taking the call into the small bathroom, closing the door behind him. Was it that bad or had Frisano realized he needed to pee. Maybe both.

At last, he emerged, speaking into the phone. “Ok, like I said, Ray, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Frisano set the phone down on the table in the middle of the room. Jimmy stared up at him from the comfort of the pillow. He was tempted to pat it, an invitation to pick up where they left off. Except Frisano seemed lost in thought. The mood in the room had changed.

“What’s going on?” Jimmy finally asked.

“I’ve got a floater.”

“A floater. On New Year’s Eve?”

“When did the dead ever pick a good time to die?”

His words carried a sting. No answer was expected here. It was rhetorical.

“You gotta go?”

Frisano moved closer to the corner of the room, where the bed was positioned. He stood over it, Jimmy gazing up at the sexy man now turned brooding man. Suddenly he leaned down, his hands drawing Jimmy up against him. Kissing him, stroking his cheek. Jimmy was unsure if this was a consolation prize.

At last, Frisano said, “I told them I was uptown, in the Bronx and it would take me an hour to get there.”

“Shirking your responsibility, Captain?”

“Some things are more important.” Jimmy received another kiss, deep, lingering.

Jimmy smiled. “Oh yeah, like what?”

“Like finishing what we started.” Again, a kiss, this one more tender. More inviting.

Frisano returned to the bed, his body clearly ready to jump back in, beneath the blankets and beside Jimmy. Jimmy felt him, his heat, his cock, felt as a hand reached out and caressed Jimmy’s chest, ruffling the mat of hair before teasing a nipple. Jimmy shifted, allowed Frisano to climb back on top. His eyes speaking the words he wanted to express. Yes, was the simplest word, fast, the most urgent. Frisano needed no further encouragement. Soon, he’d slipped back inside Jimmy, the power of their coupling growing with intensity.

They heard nothing of the celebration being broadcast over the television.

Didn’t hear the strings of “Old Lang Syne.” The countdown to the new year had occurred.

But they were only just building up to their own celebration.

Jimmy felt every motion of the man above him, the penetration, the huff, the puff of his breath, the rising of his chest. Running his hands across the furry blanket above him, Jimmy urged Frank on, speaking whatever words came to him, wanting words, dirty words, loving words, all of them mixed into a word salad of desire.

At last, Jimmy felt a rush pushing its way out of him. The friction of his own hard cock against Frisano’s flat, furred belly working its magic. A sensation rocked him, and he cried out with a release that minutes ago seemed all but lost. But as he climaxed, he knew Frisano hadn’t yet gotten there, and so he redoubled his clutches, tightening against Frisano. Encouraging him. Pulling him down. Wanting it, more, more, more...

Frisano let out a yelping sound of satisfaction, a sudden, violent eruption rocking him.

It was a moment that lingered, for both of them, the orgasms achieved but the glow only just now beginning to warm them. Frisano settled down, catching his breath. Jimmy running his hands across the man’s back, drawing aimlessly with his fingernails. Frisano shivered, like an aftershock had struck.

At last, Frisano rolled off, onto his back. Jimmy watched his chest rise. He stroked it.

Neither spoke. Because whichever one of them chose to speak, each knew it would change the tenor of the room. They’d just renewed their commitment, enjoyed the joy, the highs of life. Yet somewhere out there but close enough for the NYPD to have called Frisano, a body waited for its final steps in this world.

Retrieval. Identification. Cause of death.

Jimmy broke the quiet. “They’re waiting for you. Do you know what you’re dealing with?”

“A woman, washed up on Pier Fifty-Seven. Torn clothing found caught on one of the wood pilings. That’s all I know.”

“Go learn more.”

“I hate this.”

“We knew we had till midnight.”

“I was hoping we’d last till six A.M., at least.”

Jimmy smiled. “Yeah, and then we’d sleep.”

Frisano got up and threw himself into the shower, emerged quickly and tossed on his cop attire. As good as he looked in his blue uniform, his captain’s badge catching a glint of light, there was no contest that ten minutes ago he’d looked finer. Jimmy rose from the bed, walked toward him. Brushed imaginary dust from his shoulders, kissing him and getting one back.

“I like this,” Frisano said.

“What?”

“You. Being here. Living here.” Another kiss, a sweet one. “Us.”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. He hated that it sounded so non-committal. He still had his issues.

Frisano just nodded.

“Hey, Frank. Why’d you wait? Why’d you come back to bed?”

“You know that adage, Jimmy? About whatever you’re doing at midnight on New Year’s Eve, that’s what you’ll be doing all year. With you, it was an easy choice.”

Donning his cap, Frisano slipped out of the apartment and closed the door quietly behind him. Jimmy realized he was by himself, not what he’d expected on this night. But maybe it was a good thing. He needed a chance to get used to this idea. Did he really live here? His clothes were in two of the bureau drawers and a couple of jackets hung in the closet by the main door. In the bathroom, he had a toothbrush, a razor. In the fridge, there was a fresh six-pack of Bass Ale.

All the comforts of home.

Grabbing one of those chilled bottles, Jimmy cracked it open, then took a pull. On the edge of the sofa was a plush blue robe, which he’d shed a couple of hours ago. Now he put it back on, feeling its warmth and comfort. Taking his beer, he went over to the windowsill and looked out at the city. The view pointed south toward Lower Manhattan. The Freedom Tower rose up with its majestic spire, a symbol of all the world could overcome.

A siren broke the quiet. A red flashing light danced on the side of buildings.

An ambulance was rushing down Seventh Avenue. Frisano’s call? He doubted it. No, the siren meant an emergency, someone was alive but hurt. Just showed you that no matter the date, the hour, the delicate negotiation of life and death was always present, a deal being made with either singing angels or a devil with a cruel bite.

In Jimmy’s world, in Frisano’s, in their shared world, it was the devil that kept them busy.

The snow was still falling, a fresh new coating on the streets of a city that never sleeps, especially on this night. But a new year was here, snow-coated and not yet ready to reveal what might come their way.

* * * *
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Part 1: Look Homeward, Angel

Chapter 1
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Unless you counted taxes, too, and most do, death is life’s constant.

The expected and the unexpected. A ticking time bomb for some, a peaceful transition to a new phase, a new place, for others. A person’s end could be painful, the pain lingering for weeks or longer. It could be abrupt, one’s body suddenly shutting down. Or it could be inflicted by some random act, an accident, or when you live your life as a detective and your world is surrounded by cops and crime, it could turn violent on a dime. No one knows their final ending, even when self-inflicted. Those can be the result of an impulse. An unknown regret.

But of all the ways a person can die, is there such a thing as a perfect death?

Jimmy McSwain knew that not to be true. Not as he sat on the sofa in Jonathan Tolliver’s West Side apartment on Ninth Avenue and 55th Street. His mentor, his father’s former partner, the recent voice of reason in a complex series of cases that had occupied Jimmy for the past year, it was good to be here. Talking, sharing a bottle of wine, some Chinese take-out. It was also hard to be here, talking, sharing a bottle of wine, some Chinese take-out, the known creeping between them. Because Jonathan’s condition had begun to worsen, faster than even the doctors had predicted. Neither spoke of it but both knew. Yes, ALS had an end game. And it was far from perfect.

“Let’s talk about something uplifting,” Jonathan said, his voice stuttered, sounding raw.

The disease had advanced, and now, as January had begun, the question on their minds was whether this would be Jonathan’s final ball drop. Not exactly an uplifting thought.

“Frank says hi, he’s sorry he couldn’t join us. That floater case from New Year’s is priority number one on his caseload, and its kept his mind occupied all week. It took a few days to identify the woman, but even so, the NYPD is no closer to finding a next of kin. Weird, almost like she had a name but no life. And now it’s gone.”

“Which kind of puts a wrench in the entire investigation. The motive being a mystery.”

“Always the detective, Jonathan.”

“Till the end.”

There was a pause as the two men stared at each other. Both knew what they were thinking.

“Not exactly the uplifting shift I meant,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah. Hazards of the job.”

“Tell me about Frank. Something good. How’s living together?”

Jimmy allowed a rare smile. “Fine. You know, it’s not one hundred percent. I still have my room with Ma, at least until the big move, and sometimes when I’m working my own cases, I stay at the office above Paddy’s. It’s like using three toothbrushes. He uses Crest, I have Colgate, Ma uses Pepsodent. And still four out of five dentists approve. That last holdout is so difficult.”

Jonathan chuckled. Lame joke, old reference, but it was good to laugh. “As long as you’re happy, Jimmy.”

“Day at a time, Jonathan.”

“Stealing my motto, Jimmy?”

Smiles turned rueful. it was a telling remark given Jonathan’s prognosis. And indeed, right now, as they sat at the kitchen table with their take-out spread before them, the prognosis was rearing its ugly head. Handling a fork was enough of an issue. Jimmy had been careful to toss the chopsticks before he’d unpacked the food from the brown bag. Jonathan had just wanted shrimp fried rice, asking only for a spoon. Jimmy side eyed as he leaned close to the bowl and scooped it up. The Chinese might find that respectful; like slurping soup.

Jimmy forked a piece of broccoli, chewed it with relish. China Gourmet on Eighth and 53rd Street wasn’t fancy, but it was tasty. He’d stopped on his way over and picked up their order, going old school and skipping the delivery. The world may have gone high-tech. Didn’t mean every aspect of your day had to revolve around something your phone could do for you. Walking the streets of Chelsea, hopping on the subway for three stops, trekking up steep steps to Jonathan’s fourth floor apartment, all you had to do was move your legs.

Which was growing increasingly difficult for his friend.

It was Thursday afternoon, a mild early January and nearly a week since Frisano had been called away. A fake-out of a winter day. The cold would return and so would the snow, maybe; two inches had fallen on New Year’s Day but the slush had dried up with the unseasonably warmer and sunnier days. Jonathan was suddenly preoccupied, his eyes gazing out the window. Perhaps he was thinking of the weather, too, and getting some fresh air from the outside. Except he hadn’t been out all day, and only this past Monday because he’d had a doctor’s appointment.

“This tastes like heaven,” Jonathan said. “Doc says I shouldn’t eat this stuff.”

“Why not?”

“Says it’ll kill me.” Jonathan allowed himself a small laugh. But he was the only one in the room doing so.

Jimmy took a sip of the red wine. He supposed Jonathan shouldn’t have alcohol either.

“Ease up, Jimmy. Tell me something interesting. Got yourself a new case?”

“The phone’s been quiet,” he said. “That’s okay. Guess the bad guys are hibernating.”

“They’ll wake up soon enough.”

Jimmy looked at his phone. It remained quiet. The time was three-fifteen. He had two hours until he had to report for work and said so.

“Helping out Maggie?”

“All week. And I’m late-shift tonight. Though it’s a short play.”

Jimmy’s mother, Maggie, was the head usher at Broadway’s Harold Calloway Theatre, and sometimes she needed subs and sometimes she asked Jimmy and sometimes, though increasingly rarer, he even agreed. With the P.I. business slow at the start of the year, he’d accepted two weeks of shifts while one of the older ladies, Judy, was out with a knee injury. Might as well make some money, especially since Frisano was busy with the floater case.

“Well then, let’s just enjoy our afternoon before you gotta go and Maurice returns.”

Maurice was Jonathan’s new night aide. It had become increasingly necessary for someone to be around to ensure his safety. Not like Jimmy could move in and help; he was spread thin on the home front already.

Another bite of his chicken and broccoli, Jimmy waited for the reason he’d been invited to this indoor luncheon. Since he’d arrived it had been a small talk extravaganza, jumping from topic to topic with no continuity or through-line. Jonathan remained quiet, except for his eating, which he kept at with gusto. Like an inmate eating his last meal. At last, he pushed the bowl away, took a drink of wine through the plastic straw sticking out of his juice glass, then leaned back.

“You gonna talk now?” Jimmy asked.

“I can’t stay here anymore,” he said.

Jimmy felt a lump in his throat. It had been there all along, but now he tried to swallow it and couldn’t.

“Damn doctors. I’ve just got to wait for a room to open up and I’m outta here.”

“Where?”

“Upstate. Outside of Albany. A private care facility. Gentle Pastures, some bs name.”

“I’m sure it’s not called that. I’m guessing you’re not happy about that.”

“I’d have a room on the main floor, round-the-clock care. In the Spring I could sit outside under the elms, enjoying the sunshine and fresh air. In my wheelchair. It paints quite a picture, huh, Jimmy? Like a photo shoot for their brochure.”

“Did the doctor give you one? A brochure.”

“It’s here somewhere. Maybe the trash. You can look it up online.” Then added, quickly, “Later. On your dime.”

“You know I’ll visit.”

“I’m not looking for sympathy, Jimmy. Too resigned to look for anything.”

“You thinking this take-out meal is our goodbye?”

“Just wanted to sit and have a meal with a friend and not think about anything important.”

“Got it.”

“I wish you had a case. A real juicy one, like last year’s...what’d you call that one?”

“Jersey Score,” Jimmy said. “Yeah, sometimes I forget that one happened.”

He liked to write up his cases and file them away. Kept track of them by their names.

“Hit home, that case. Like every apartment and building in Hell’s Kitchen has a secret.”

“Yeah, the neighborhood could keep me in business for years. The past likes to resurface.”

“What can you tell me about Frank’s case then? Other than what I see in the news or paper. You said they’ve identified her but why haven’t they released it?”

“Her name was Hannah Tate,” Jimmy said. “No one seems to miss her. At least, so far.”

“How’d she die? Was it a drowning, as is being reported?”

“Why do you want to know all this?”

“My body’s failing me. My mind is still sharp. I’d like to keep it that way as long as I can.”

Jimmy got up from his chair, started to gather up their dirty dishes and take-out containers, all while talking, filling Jonathan in on all the details that he knew.

A young couple walking along Pier 57 decided to take a romantic stroll by the Hudson, open a bottle of champagne and ring in the New Year by themselves, far from the crazy millions that occupied Times Square. The guy even possessed a ring in his pocket though he confessed, later, that he wasn’t convinced he was brave enough to ask her, not that night. When he noticed something odd floating in the water beneath them, all thoughts of engagements were taken by the wind, replaced with a chill and a sudden scream from the woman. A call to 911 had followed, and not ten minutes later—at about eleven thirty-seven pm on December 31st—the first police cruiser had arrived and taken command of the situation. The decision to call Captain Frisano of the 10th Precinct came next, despite the fact he was on authorized paid time off.

“He was due to return to work on the first,” Jimmy said.

“They didn’t waste time. What time did they call him?”

“Three minutes till midnight.”

“Interrupting...”

“It was fine, Jonathan. Sometimes vacations go on too long.”

“Unlike the woman’s life. So, did she drown? Or did the forensics find another cause?”

“She was strangled. Then tossed into the river. Apparently.”

“Video footage? Security cameras working?”

“Still working on gathering all that. Got several people on it. Detectives. Frank’s trying to find her relatives. She was young, twenty-five. Blonde, pretty. Hadn’t been in the water too long, so the assumption is she was killed that night. She might not have even been found so quickly had not a piece of her clothing gotten snagged on a sharp piece of wood on one of the pier’s pilings.”

“Perp should have stripped her,” Jonathan said.

“Spoken like a jaded ex-detective.”

“Seems to me it means the killing wasn’t pre-meditated. Strangulations tend to be heat-of-the-moment crimes. Impulse. Anger. Probably already down by the water. Her landing in the river was more convenience than intentional.”

“That’s a good assessment, Jonathan. I’ll share that with Frank.”

“Probably already thought that. Don’t tell him you told me about the case.”

“You want me to keep secrets from the man I love? What kind of relationship is that?”

“I assume you’re being facetious,” Jonathan said. “Remember, cops live by a different code and so do you, even sketchier, as a private eye. Sometimes you share stuff and sometimes you don’t share stuff. You live in the shadows, Jimmy, so does Frank, but that doesn’t mean you’re both in the same alley.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“You deal in death. It’s rarely sunshine out there.”

It was still light outside but not for long. Night always found its way home.

* * * *
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Another home, another identity.

The 1,034-seat Harold Calloway Theatre was located on Forty-Seventh Street between Seventh and Eighth Avenues, one of several Broadway houses found along this stretch of the theatre district, a place Jimmy had known his entire life. Maggie McSwain had been the head usher for years, which means her children had grown up on the aisles, the stairs from the orchestra level to the mezzanine almost like an urban playground, the box seats ideal for a game of hide-and-seek.

Right now, Jimmy was drawing the curtain inside Box B on house left, indicating the two chairs and directing the patrons to them. He did so with panache, as though presenting their seats with an air of importance.

“It’s yours for the evening,” he said to the older couple.

“Are these good seats?”

“You’ll be fine.” Jimmy noticed they had paid half-price at the TKTS booth nearby.

Truth was, box seats often had too much of a side view of the show, and whether they were good or not depended upon the staging of the certain show. For the play currently occupying the Calloway, they were okay. Door Slam was a new production, a tongue-in-cheek comedy about an artist who wished to write a play in the tradition of Feydeau. “Low-brow high-brow meets zany,” said The New York Times. The show had been running since November, its limited run extended into May thanks in part to that needed review. It had no Hollywood names, so it was word-of-mouth that was filling the seats.

The house was sold-out on this Tuesday night, one reason the box seats were occupied.

Jimmy returned to his aisle, where his co-worker, Frances, was busy handling the next few people until he could refresh his stack of Playbills. Together, the two of them filled up the house right section they were responsible for, checked for any empties in anticipation of late-comers, and then watched as the house lights darkened and the curtain went up.

The show was only an hour-and-a-half, no intermission, which was like catnip to ushers.

Jimmy was on the late shift, which meant he was on duty until the crowd filed out to the street once the final curtain had come down. He settled into the usher chair placed along the side of the mezzanine level and concentrated on his tasks. In a trance-like state, he semi-watched the show while he semi-watched the audience, kind of the theatrical version of a stake-out. You knew what you were looking for, you just had to wait for it to happen. A half-hour in another usher, Armand, came to relieve him for his thirty-minute break.

He skipped the usher’s room down in the lower lounge and instead went outside.

It was a cool night on this early January night. Had he smoked, this would be ideal weather.

As it was, he had nothing to do but stand there and await his return inside the Calloway.

Jimmy thought about Jonathan Tolliver and how he’d said the criminals were on a break, too. The ushering life wasn’t glamorous, it was gritty, a down-in-the-trenches kind of job that had more in common with being a private eye than, say, being a banker or lawyer. You worked with the public, you helped them. Except rather than life and death, it was orchestra or mezz, good seats or bad. For some people, not having the best seats was akin to tragedy.

The block on 47th Street was fairly quiet at this hour, most of the foot traffic sucked up by the four theatres, all of which had shows currently running in them. Next door was the Barrymore and down the street the Friedman; the Lena Horne was across the street closer to Eighth. He noticed a few ushers doing the same as him; just waiting out their break, their show.

Soon enough, his break over, the show had just another twenty minutes to go, and it flew by thanks in part to the frenetic pacing of the last scene, which involved, with a show called Door Slam, quite a few of them. Laughter and applause flew to the rafters, and at last the final line was delivered. It was actually a door that got the last sound.

A very loud slam which shook the theatre.

Jimmy jolted out of his seat. The slam sounded more like a gunshot to him. It wasn’t.

But it was enough for him to want his two weeks of penance to be done.

Yeah, he needed a case.

But of course, that meant someone was courting trouble. You didn’t wish that on your own enemy, generally, but in his line of business, a phone call or email inquiring about his services didn’t start with a cheery hello. “I need your help,” was more likely.

The house cleared, Jimmy went down to the usher’s room with the half-dozen others and grabbed his street clothes and changed inside the restroom. Again, not glamorous. On his way out, he poked his head into the head usher’s office. Her door was literally open.

“Hey, Ma, I’m outta here.”

Maggie McSwain swung around in her chair, taking off her reading glasses. She hated them but time wore on and did its damage. Her hair, clipped in the back, was beginning to show more gray than any other color, and a few wrinkles had been added since her last birthday. Looking like her mother more and more, though Jimmy would never say such a thing. Maggie and Hester were two peas in a pod, one tongue more lashing than the next. Always wrapped with the sting of love, though. Like thorns that came with roses.

“Where you going in such a flash?” she asked.

“Uh, nowhere special. Just...” Where? Home? It wasn’t as clear cut as all that.

“I’m wrapping up. Fancy a drink with your old mother? I haven’t seen much of you.”

“Ma, I’ve been here every night for the past week and a half.”

“That’s work,” she said. “I want to talk to my son.”

“Tired of all the crying back home?”

“Joey can do anything he wants.”

“I was talking about Meaghan.”

“Be nice to your sister. She’s a single mom and thinks her life is over.”

Jimmy didn’t agree or disagree. “I’ll meet you at Paddy’s. Got one thing to do first.”

“Fine. If you’re not there by ten, you’re late shift again tomorrow night.”

She was joking, sort of, because it didn’t work that way, but he laughed and then said he’d see her later and suddenly was bounding up the stairs with a couple of the other staff members. As he exited through the stage door, waving a goodnight to Wally, the backstage doorperson, the usher Armand said to Jimmy, “Hey, uh, you want to grab a drink? I had the most dreadful people tonight. High and mighty and pissed they didn’t have an aisle seat. Like I told them what tickets to buy!”

Armand was cute, twenty-four, with nice dark hair and olive skin. He had a crush on Jimmy, and he made no bones about it. He was also a bit of a drama queen, with every exchange between himself and the patrons creating a story filled with woes and witticisms.

Not tonight, Jimmy thought.

“Sorry, not tonight,” Jimmy said. He didn’t think the sorry part.

“Hot date?”

“With my mother,” he said.

“Ah. The Boss Lady. Another time, I’m sure.”

Jimmy offered up a noncommittal, “uh, sure,” doubting it probably wouldn’t happen. Armand wasn’t a bad guy, and yeah, he was attractive, but there was no reason to encourage him. It was risky enough dating a cop; toss in a smitten usher slash wannabe actor then both your worlds threatened to implode into one hot mess. Yeah, Jimmy, thought again, I need a new case.

Heading down West 47th Street, he crossed the avenue and headed toward Ninth. Familiar sights all around, the stomping grounds of his youth now fixtures of his adult world. Walk ups and some taller buildings, residences and hotels, not unlike what was happening over on Tenth Avenue where he grew up. River West, the new condominium complex which his mother would move into eventually, was near completion. Another change. Lots of changes.

Such were Jimmy’s thoughts as he turned south onto Ninth, where he nodded a hello to a nice older couple whom he knew from St. Vincent’s, not to mention two beat cops in uniform who patrolled the area with eyes open, ready for anything. On this cool Thursday evening, a high moon held the obsidian sky, bringing illumination to a street already lit by streetlamps. The result? Didn’t feel much like night.

He got to 45th, crossed again, against the light but traffic was light. A moment later he had opened the door to Paddy’s Pub, the hole in the wall tavern owned by his uncle and that, on the second floor, housed the makeshift offices of McSwain Investigations. He hadn’t been inside that apartment in a couple of weeks, and it would have to wait again. Instead, he sidled up to the bar and called out to the bartender.

“Hey, Uncle Paddy, how’s it going?”

“Ah, Jimmy, might that be you?”

“Funny. I haven’t changed.”

“Cleaned your face,” he said. “Maggie’s always bitching about you not shaving.”

He rubbed his face, felt just a hint of five o’clock at ten o’clock. “The two of you, you need better things to talk about. And I need a beer. Ma’s coming soon.”

“She texted me to have her martini ready.”

Jimmy laughed. Maggie McSwain, mistress of modern technology. But then again, texting was how she mostly communicated with her staff; who was taking off a shift, who needed a sub, asking a sub if they were available. Nobody talked anymore.

A foamy pint of Smithwicks arrived. Jimmy took a grateful sip to get the stale laughter of the audience out of his mouth. Maybe a second; yup, that worked better. He sat down, gazed about the room, with regulars filling most of the bar stools. The crack of the pool table in the back and the sound of the post-game after another Knicks loss filled the air. The familiar was everywhere; pieces of his past ever present.

“Frisano busy?” Paddy asked, tossing his bar apron over his shoulder. Like the start of a last-night therapy session.

“He’s been working overtime with a new case,” Jimmy said.

“The floater, right? Been all over the news.”

“No one’s claimed her,” Jimmy said.

“Strange. No one’s missing a pretty young woman? No way to start a new year.”

“She didn’t even get to start it,” Jimmy noted. Drank down a decent gulp over such a fact and wiped his mouth. Maybe his thoughts, too.

“Facts can be cruel,” Paddy said, then excused himself to help another thirsty customer.

Jimmy just sat there, nursing the rest of his brew, content to just stare at the talking heads as they tried to solve the local teams’ problems. He’d wait for Maggie. Alone time was best done surrounded by white noise.

Like much in life, it didn’t last.

“Hey, Jimmy.”

It was like Jimmy’s complex thoughts about the past and the now what—who—suddenly appeared before him was a mist taking solid shape. He stared at a man who he knew to be his age, thirty. Jimmy knew his face, the tentative smile, the slight dip of his lower lip, done whenever he was uncertain about the next thing to say. Jimmy had seen it the first time that this man, younger then and now aged into his handsome looks, kissed him.

“Jake,” Jimmy said. He hadn’t had to search his mind for the name.

“Do you mind if I sit?”

He was looking at the stool Jimmy was saving for Maggie. “Go ahead.”

“Thanks.”

“Been a long time.”

“Yeah.”

“You look good, Jimmy.”

“Thanks. You, too, Jake. Prosperous.”

“I’ve done well.”

Except you’re here, he thought. Jimmy shifted in his stool, suddenly uncomfortable. “This can’t be a coincidence.”

“It’s not. I’m in trouble.”

And just like that, a day that started with Jimmy wondering when his next case would rear its deadly face had dropped down in front of him. What could he do but listen and see what kind of trouble this was. Least he could do for the first man he’d ever slept with, maybe even loved. If at that age such deep emotion had been possible. Jake had always lived in the clouds when in truth the world played out on the ground.

“Talk to me,” Jimmy said.

“I think I’m about to be arrested,” he said. Like he was going to get a cavity filled.

“More info, Jake. For what?”

“For murder.” Jake Sauter paused, wiping sweat from his brow, looking at Jimmy’s beer like he’d just discovered an oasis for his dry mouth. “Of my wife.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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What unknowing, naïve kids they’d been. Unaware of what they were doing. What it meant.

For Jimmy, it was an unleashing of something that had been hiding inside him.

For Jacob, Jake, it had been less revelatory, convinced what happened between them was more of an in-the-moment phase that would pass.

Jacob Sauter had been Jimmy’s best friend growing up on the streets of Hell’s Kitchen, as near inseparable during summer days and school days when the heat threatened to boil them, when dark nights set them off on mischievous adventures that befit teenage boys. No other boys allowed, and definitely no girls. No one thought anything of it. All of that changed when Joseph McSwain was shot and died, and a shift occurred in Jimmy. He shut down, even disallowing Jake access to his inner feelings. His rage and confusion, untapped, nowhere to go. Except one night, the summer Jimmy was fifteen but almost sixteen, he and Jake reunited, walking along the piers when they stopped in a shadowy corner. Jake had a couple cans of beer stashed in a bag. They sat on a bench and drank them down and stared at the flowing Hudson and talked of dreams they knew, at their ripe teenage years of wisdom, that none would come true.

That’s when they stared at each other. That’s when they moved closer, their noses touching. Then their lips did.

Jimmy blinked, thoughts dissipating like a puff of smoke. The past was gone. Now was here, as were they. Again.

“What did you say?”

Jimmy had heard Jake. But then the reverie captured him, and he needed to be urged back to the present. Here, Paddy’s Pub, his one-time best friend telling him that he’d been accused of murdering his wife. Right? That’s what he’d heard?

“Technically, it’s ex-wife,” Jacob said.

“Technically,” Jimmy said. “As in, technically I didn’t kill her, either?”

“Always sharp with your response, eh, Jim?”

Like he needed anymore reminders of yesterday, the shortening of his name didn’t help. It was an intimate name with Jake, rarely used outside unless said by his mother with a gentle tone, a sense of comfort. Raphie used it, too. Those closest to him, whether physically or emotionally. A quick look at Jake as Jimmy tried to assess his body language. It had only been eight years or so since they’d seen each other. Much had changed in him. He looked fit, his blond hair wavy and perfect. Good skin and teeth; had he had work done or was that just the prosperous good-life he’d spoken about? Tonight, though, those good looks wore worry lines. Weight of the world on his shoulders made him appear slumped.

“Sorry, Jake, but...you kind of caught me off guard. Just showing up unannounced, and after all this time. Saying...”

“Yeah, saying what I said.”

Jimmy didn’t know what to add so just asked if Jake wanted a beer and he said yes, and soon Paddy came over and poured Jimmy a fresh one while getting Jake his first. They took a drink because it continued to delay the inevitable conversation. The interruption wasn’t the fault of Paddy or the quick arrival of the beers. A fresh voice entered the frame, the unmistakable presence of Maggie McSwain filling the space between them. Before she could sit down, her martini arrived, like an old friend waiting for her.

“Well, as I live and breathe,” she said. “Is that you, Jacob Sauter?”

He attempted a smile while gazing over at Jimmy. “Yes, Mrs. McSwain. Good memory.”

“I watched Jimmy grow up and he still looks like that little boy I knew. I saw you enough often to be able to do the same.” She sized him up. “Handsome as ever.”

“Charming as ever, Mrs. McSwain.” He directed his next comment toward Jimmy. “Like mother, like son.”

“I know your family relocated to Florida—so many from the neighborhood do but not me. Snakes and gators and old people, they can keep ‘em. I’ll take my chances on these sidewalks. Did you move down there with them?”

“For a time. I settled a couple years ago in Pennsylvania, snooty place called New Hope.”

“Did you find it, hope?” Maggie asked. Her martini looked like it offered its own brand of mental health.

“For a time.”

“Well, I’ll let you boys have your visit down
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