
		


			While Occam’s razor is a useful tool in the physical sciences, it can be a very dangerous implement in biology. It is thus very rash to use simplicity and elegance as a guide in biological research. –Page 138

			Again the message to experimentalists is: Be sensible but don’t be impressed too much by negative arguments. If at all possible, try it and see what turns up. Theorists almost always dislike this sort of approach.–Page 113 

			Francis Crick, What Mad Pursuit: A Personal View of Scientific Discovery (1988) 
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			Chapter 1

			The uniformed sergeant pointed his flashlight at the corpse sprawled on its side in the snow. Lazy snowflakes drifted through the beam and melted on the victim’s still warm flesh like beads of sweat.

			Detective Lieutenant John Owen, the on-call investigator of the police department’s Special Crimes Unit, reached into his overcoat and removed the single cigar that his doctor allotted him each day. A blocky, placid man with somber gray eyes and reddish hair worn in an anachronistic pre-Seventies crew cut, he stripped the cellophane wrapper and clamped the unlit cigar between his jaws. He took the flashlight from the sergeant, hiked up the skirts of his overcoat and squatted beside the body for a closer look, unhurriedly noting every detail as the beam caressed the dead man’s body.

			He lay on his right side, his arm extended as if waving to a distant friend. He was light-skinned, about 15 or 16 years old, six feet tall, weighing close to 200 pounds. He wore cheap sneakers, white ankle-length socks, khaki slacks, a flannel shirt that might have come off the rack at the Salvation Army Thrift Store, and a grimy parka.

			His stocking cap was a sodden heap in a pool of blood and brain matter that stained the snow like spilled Burgundy. More blood, bone fragments, and gray matter were spattered against the back wall of a hardware store six feet away, leaving a squid-like stain on the bricks.

			One gallon of milk, a loaf of white bread, one pound of butter, and a plastic bag of white rice littered the alley where they spilled from the paper shopping bag when he fell. His undamaged eye stared unseeing at the broken pavement and the shoes of the police officers, crime lab technicians, and attendants from the Medical Examiner’s office who stood around him in a semicircle.

			The sergeant said, “He took one in the left eye. Judging from the damage, it looks like a big bore slug fired at close range. About par for a Friday night around here. I don’t know why our district homicide people called in SCU. They could have handled this themselves.”

			Owen knew the sergeant was wrong: This was no ordinary Friday night killing.

			Three weeks earlier officers had found the first young black male shot through the left eye sprawled on the sidewalk a block away from the group home where he lived in the Riverside neighborhood downtown. There were no witnesses, no spent bullet casings or other evidence. With nothing to go on, the case had been assigned to Central District homicide whose detectives added the report to the dozen or so other open cases that had come in during the month.

			Within 10 days three more bodies had turned up in various parts of the city, each victim a young black male whose left eye had been destroyed by a single large caliber bullet. When the district detectives eventually connected the dots they concluded that the shootings pointed to a killer who was operating across the city. They handed the investigation over to SCU, a unit that handled terrorism, threats against city officials, serial killings, and any other felony that ignored the neatly drawn boundaries of the city’s nine police districts.

			The sergeant consulted his notepad. “He was on his way back from the Ma and Pa grocery store across The Parkway. The owner of the place says his name is Milton Payne, a regular customer. He lives with his grandmother around the corner on 122nd Street, number 552. He says he’s a little slow, and has never been a problem at the store.”

			Owen grunted to his feet. “Has the grandmother been notified?” “One of my officers is with her now.”

			

			“Witnesses?”

			The sergeant pointed to a fenced-in plot of trash and frozen mud behind a row house on the opposite side of the alley where a shaggy, wolf-like German Shepherd strained and leapt against its chain, barking at the police officers. “The guy that lives there said he was eating supper in the kitchen when he heard a car drive past real slow and stop a little way up the alley. It started his dog off. After about 10 minutes he heard a shot. He didn’t check on it, thinking maybe it was none of business. When he took out the garbage about 15 minutes later the dog was still going crazy, so he looked around and found the body, then called 911.”

			“Does he know the victim?”

			“Not by name. He says he’s just some guy he sees around the neighborhood.

			He said he never bothers anyone.”

			Owen chewed his cigar, wondering. That was exactly how the other four victims were described: “Never bothered anyone,” which did not fit the profile of a typical gang banger murder victim.

			Owen spoke to a crime lab technician, “Did you find any brass?”

			The tech shook his head. “Nope. And the slug disintegrated when it hit that wall right there.” He aimed his flashlight at a gouge in the concrete blocks. “There’s nothing to recover.”

			No bullet casings had been found in the previous murders either, which pointed to the killer using a revolver rather than a semiautomatic which ejected its spent bullet casings. Judging from the damage to the back of the victim’s skull, Owen agreed with the sergeant that the killer probably used a 357 or some other large caliber round which would be sure to do the job.

			Owen looked around. On his left were the rear walls and loading docks of the shops and stores fronting on Green Meadow Parkway. On his right were the yards and garages behind the row houses on the next street over. The sound of tires sighing on wet pavement and the occasional bark of a horn carried over the rooftops from The Parkway, one of the city’s main arteries, heavily traveled by commuters going to and from their homes in the northern suburbs.

			The evening rush hour was now winding down, but two hours ago the killer could have turned off of the Parkway onto 122nd or 123rd Streets, entered the alley, done the deed, then merged into homeward bound traffic without arousing suspicion. Whoever he is, Owen thought, the shooter had selected a good spot to make the hit: private, but close to a main street so he could get away fast.

			The attendants from the Medical Examiner’s office stamped their feet impatiently, their breath blowing clouds of steam into the frigid air. They had more pickups elsewhere in the city, and wanted to be on their way.

			The tech packed up his kit and returned to his van. Owen stopped him, “Tire tracks?”

			“Nothing usable. Any tracks were snowed over before we got here.”

			Owen handed the flashlight back to the sergeant who switched it off. “So tell me, lieutenant. In the considered opinion of the Special Crimes Unit, was this drug-related, or a hold-up, or did our friend here just happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

			“None of the above,” Owen said, ruminating over his cigar. “I want your people to bang on every door along 122nd and 123rd Streets. Get statements from the store owners on The Parkway, as well as these houses here. Maybe someone else heard or saw something.”

			“That’s going to mean overtime. The bosses won’t like that.”

			“If you get any heat tell your shift commander to call me, and I’ll sign their slips. Forward the reports to me at SCU and I’ll take it from there. I’m going to talk to the grandmother.” Since the victim’s house was only half a block away, and his doctor never stopped nagging him to get more exercise, he decided to walk.

			

			Snowflakes wavered through the halos surrounding the streetlights, coating the cars parked at the curb and the sidewalks with a pale film that made walking treacherous. Twice, his leather-soled shoes slipped and he nearly fell. When he reached the Payne’s front door he was winded and sweating. He climbed the stoop and waited a moment for his heart to stop pounding before he rang the bell.

			In his younger days, John Owen had boxed a little during his four years in the Marines. Now nearing fifty, he was still a burly man, but years of neglect had taken their toll on his body. Too much bourbon, too many cigars, and bacon cheeseburgers with fries, and pizzas with everything. Too many hours sitting behind desks or in a police car had led to clogged arteries, high blood pressure, and a close call with Eternity.

			This was his first case since returning to work after sudden, crushing chest pains sent him to the emergency room in the middle of the night two weeks ago. He had been sitting on the sofa in his living room watching television and eating Chinese takeout when a sharp blow, like a punch, under his sternum took his breath away, and a hot flash of pain shot along his lower jaw. Astonished and disbelieving, he had held off dialing 911, because he could not bring himself to admit what was actually happening. Only after he vomited up his Kung Pao chicken did he reach for the phone.

			The ambulance ride to the ER at Presbyterian Hospital was the most harrowing experience of his life. While the ambo wailed through the dark suburban streets he lay flat on his back, staring at the chrome ventilator ducts set into the ceiling above the stretcher. Two EMTs, young enough to be his sons, stuck an IV into his left arm, wrapped a blood pressure cuff around his right arm, pasted EKG pads to his chest, and addressed him as “sir” in the tones paramedics reserved for those who have temporarily forfeited their standing as autonomous human beings.

			The doctor and nurses at the emergency room were no better. He had hoped for reassurance, for some word that it was all a mistake, just a touch of indigestion or heart burn, that his time had not suddenly run out. But they had other priorities. They poked him, and prodded him, and jabbed him, then wheeled him to the Intensive Care Unit for 24 hours of cardiac monitoring.

			From a man accustomed to being in charge at a crime scene, he had become just another patient wired to a machine, watching the contours of his life crawl across the face of a cathode tube. What he saw shocked him, but he could not ignore it.

			Each new spasm in his chest drove the truth home: His had been a life of mediocrity, and loneliness, and silent despair masquerading as commitment to the job.

			Then ICU nursing supervisor Linda Fallon breezed into the room, chiding him, “John Owen! You’re lucky I’m working tonight! I was just around the corner when they told me you were being admitted.” She poked him with a finger, but smiling, familiar. “I have told you again and again that you need to lose weight! But would you listen? Oh no. You wouldn’t listen.” And he grasped her hand with both desperation and gratitude for the gift of her presence.

			After three days of testing, and thousands of dollars of medical bills charged to his police department group health plan, his cardiologists decided that he had suffered a mild heart attack. They told Owen to change his diet, lose weight, give up the booze, and exercise more. They tried to make him swear off cigars, but he convinced them that that was asking too much from a man who began smoking as an 18-year-old Marine stationed at 8th and I in D. C., and that tobacco helped him cope with the death and decay that were a part of his job. The doctors compromised and rationed him to one cigar per day. They also prescribed the small brown bottle tucked away in his jacket pocket containing the tiny, bitter nitroglycerin tablets that he would place under his tongue if the pain flared up again.

			

			With his pulse back to normal, Owen rang the bell. A female uniformed officer opened the door. He nodded at her and showed his badge. She pointed to the living room, “The family is in there.”

			“What does the grandmother say?”

			The officer shrugged. “What they all say, ‘He was a good boy. He never hurt anyone.’ Apparently he was bit …” she tapped her temple. “She can’t figure out why someone would want to kill him.”

			The row house where Milton Payne lived was a homey, well-scrubbed oasis in the declining neighborhood, smelling pleasantly of fried food, boiled potatoes, coffee, floor wax, and soap. A cheap living room set vaguely traditional in style, purchased on the installment plan for “E-Z Monthly Payments,” was neatly arranged with doilies on the arms of the sofa and chairs. Magazines were precisely stacked on the glass-topped coffee table. The television set in the corner was turned to a game show, though the sound was turned down to a low murmur and no one was paying attention to the images on the screen.

			Women crowded the small living room: church ladies in formal Sunday dresses, white gloves, and hats. They stood in silent groups, speaking to one another in hushed tones, clucking their sympathy for Milton’s grandmother and their indignation at what the city had become. Owen dismissed the uniformed officer and entered the room, and they fell silent, turning their attention to him.

			Milton Payne’s grandmother sat on the sofa under the front window. She was a large woman wearing scuffed white shoes and the pale blue pantsuit uniform of the housekeeping staff at Our Lady of Mercy Hospital downtown. Her face was composed as she stared unseeing at the TV, but her eyes were red-rimmed and her cheeks were moist with tears. Her work-roughened fingers fluttered about on her lap like small birds worrying to shreds a ball of sodden tissue paper. She looked up as Owen approached her.

			

			Before the detective could introduce himself, a short, slender man with graying, Marcelled hair and a pencil-thin mustache rose from the sofa beside her. He looked natty in an expensive silk suit, crisp pink shirt, a paisley-patterned silk tie, gold cuff links, and an incongruous, oversize wooden pectoral cross suspended from his neck on a leather thong. The man extended his hand and said, “I’m Bishop Melvin Lamb, of the East Side Church of the Savior, sister Eunice’s pastor. And you are?” His voice was mellow and forceful, lacking the affected unction of so many clergymen in Owen’s experience.

			“Detective Lieutenant John Owen, Special Crimes Unit.” He took the minister’s hand which rested in his own without pressure for a brief moment and was quickly withdrawn.

			Lamb was an established spokesman for the local black community, and Owen had often seen his face on the evening news in recent months, leading marches in front of City Hall, haranguing the mayor at neighborhood meetings, demanding more money for drug treatment centers and hot lunch programs like those that operated out of the basement of his church, Most recently he had organized a march through a working-class white neighborhood after a black man was taunted there when he lost his way and stopped to ask for directions. With all of the press exposure he had begun to attract national attention.

			“Special Crimes Unit? Not district homicide?” Lamb studied Owen’s face for a moment, speculation flickering in his eyes. He shook his head sadly. “This is such a tragedy for Eunice. Milton was her only grandchild.”

			One of the church ladies sighed, “Lord yes, it is a tragedy!”

			Ignoring her, Lamb went on, “He was a quiet, gentle young man. Always helpful in his own way, and never a problem for his grandmamma.”

			Another woman agreed, “That’s right.”

			Another said to Owen, “How could anyone do this to a baby who never hurt no one? It’s wrong!”

			

			“Yes, ma’am, it sure is,” Owen said.

			Owen sat on the sofa beside Eunice. “I’m sorry about your loss, ma’am. I’ll only take a few minutes, or if you want I can come back later.”

			“It’s all right. Now or later won’t bring my baby back to me.”

			Owen opened his notebook and asked, “What can you tell me about Milton?”

			Eunice Payne heaved a sigh. Her voice was drained of emotion by shock, by fatigue, by the unending strain of raising a child by herself, at her age, and scrambling to pay the bills with too little money. “Milton’s mother, my daughter Clarice, died when he was born, and I had to raise him from a baby. It wasn’t easy, but I would do it again.

			“There’s too much trouble out there for a boy like Milton, so I don’t allow him to leave the house when I’m not here. But he likes to run errands for me,” she said. “So this evening I gave him some money and set him to Han Soong’s store over on The Parkway to buy a few things. It makes him feel important.

			“I worry about him when he goes out to the store. It’s only half a block away, but the bad boys out there like to bother him. They won’t leave him be, just torment him all the time. But,” she repeated, “he likes to run errands for me.”

			“After he left I started making us supper: Fried chicken, greens, mashed potatoes, all his favorites. He could eat fried chicken three meals a day and be happy.”

			The church ladies chuckled their agreement, a throaty chorus of affection for Milton.

			“When he didn’t come back I thought maybe he got lost, so I put my coat on and went to look for him. That was when I heard the sirens and saw the police cars turning into the alley.”

			“Did he ever get lost before?”

			

			“Not but once or twice since he was little. He could find his way around as long as he stayed in the neighborhood.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I never should have sent him out. I could’ve gone to the store myself in the morning when I got off from work. But I’m so tired all the time. So tired. And he did like to help me. It made him feel proud to do an errand for his grandmamma. And now he’s gone from me.”

			Her comment provoked head wagging and a chorus of agreement. “It’s the drugs.” “A person can’t go outside anymore without being afraid.” “Why, you don’t feel safe in your own house, with all the shooting that goes on.”

			Eunice looked at Owen with piercing eyes. “I’d like to know where the police was while Milton was being shot.”

			The room fell silent. Owen felt them looking at him, their expressions heavy with disapproval.

			Lamb said, “Now, Mrs. Payne, I’m sure the officers responded as quickly as they could when they got the call.”

			Eunice said, “But by then he was dead. You don’t ever see a police car around here, except after something happens, and by then it’s too late.”

			“Or else they’re rousting the boys when they’re not doing nothing but playing basketball at the playground.”

			“Uh huh.” “That’s right.”

			Lamb turned to Owen, “As you can hear lieutenant, there is some feeling that the police response in this neighborhood is … inadequate.” The Reverend remained cordial, but Owen understood what was not said: Lamb was prepared to use this homicide to further his own political ambitions. Owen knew that Lamb was well connected in certain segments of city government and the press, and was quite capable of making life unpleasant for him if he chose to do so.

			“I should never have let him go out tonight.” Eunice daubed her eyes with the tissue.

			

			Lamb took her hand and quietly intoned, “Now, you mustn’t blame yourself, sister. It’s the Lord’s doing …”

			“Yes, Jesus!” The women muttered.

			Lamb intoned, “The Good Lord blessed you with Milton …” “Amen!”

			“… and now the Good Lord took him …” “Praise the Lord!”

			“… and robed him in light …” “Thank you, Jesus!”

			“… and gave him a song to sing in the choirs of heaven.” “Oh, yes!”

			“So don’t blame yourself, sister …” “No … No …”

			“… but thank the Lord who giveth and who taketh away. Milton is free at last from the taint of evil and the sins of this world, bright shining as the sun in Glory.

			Blessed be the name of the Lord!”

			Eunice Payne nodded rapidly, her head bobbing in time to the minister’s words, her breast heaving with emotion. The church ladies gathered around the sofa, lifting their hands to the ceiling, rejoicing, weeping, and praising God.

			Owen clicked his pen shut, closed his notebook and rose. “If you don’t mind, I have just one more question. Can you think of any reason why someone would want to kill your grandson?”

			Eunice did not answer but shook her head, her face gleaming with tears mingled with ecstasy and grief.

			“No one would want to kill Milton, lieutenant Owen,” Reverend Lamb said. “He was a happy boy. He never hurt anyone in his life.”

			Just like all the others, Owen thought: All happy boys, who never hurt anyone in their lives.

			Owen placed one of his business cards on the coffee table. “Here’s my card, ma’am. Please call me if you remember anything that can help me find the person who did this. Anything at all.”

			

			He rose and on the way out stopped before the fake hearth where photographs of Milton at various ages shared the mantle with a collection of porcelain knickknacks and a sentimental framed print entitled, “Jesus and the Little Children.” In the pictures Milton’s face wore an eager, open, innocent smile, utterly guileless and trusting. There was none of the hooded aggression or anger that he had seen in so many young up-and-coming gangbangers.

			He turned away, then paused and looked more closely. Something about the most recent framed studio portrait of Milton caught his eye. He leaned in for closer look, but he could not identify what set off the itch deep in his brain.

			“He was a handsome young man,” Reverend Lamb said, standing beside him. “Such an innocent. This was no way to die.”

			“No. It wasn’t.” Lamb accompanied Owen to the door where he touched his sleeve. “Lieutenant, why is the Special Crimes Unit concerned about this young man’s death? I would think it was a matter for the district Homicide Unit.”

			Owen had his answer ready, “The district people are shorthanded. We’ve been told to help out with new cases while they work on their backlog.”

			The minister looked hard at Owen for a moment, and decided to accept his explanation. “Remember, lieutenant, the Lord requires that justice be done for Milton the same as for anyone else.” He raised one eyebrow. “I hope you will make an honest effort to find the person responsible for killing Eunice Payne’s only grandchild child and for bringing this sorrow on her house, whoever he may be.”

			Owen said, “Reverend Lamb, I always make an honest effort to find the people responsible for murder. That’s what I do for a living. I’ll leave the business of the Lord and his justice to you.”

			“Indeed.”

		


		
			

			Chapter 2

			Owen shook his overcoat to remove the snow melt and hung it on a rack by the door of the SCU office.

			“Linda Fallon called, boss. She wants you to get back to her at the hospital as soon as you come in. The number is on your desk.” Detective Sergeant Artie Steadman spooned coffee into a paper filter. A bristling, dapper little man, he favored green plaid sport coats, lime green slacks, and shirts open at the throat exposing slender gold chains. He enjoyed being known about the office as “The Silver Fox,” for his carefully coiffed mane of pewter gray hair.

			“She asked if you remembered to take your nitro with you when you went out. I told her it isn’t my night to watch you. If she wanted me to do a body cavity search on you when you left she should have told me.” He sounded aggrieved, “I don’t think she likes me.”

			Owen entered his cubicle, seated himself at his desk, punched the button for an outside line, and dialed the number scrawled on the pink telephone message slip. No one knew better than he that Linda Fallon, RN, BSN, CEN, could rub some people the wrong way until they got to know her.

			“Shock Trauma.” “Linda Fallon, please.” “Hold.”

			Eighteen months ago Owen went to University Hospital’s Shock Trauma Center to investigate a gang rape and partial dismemberment that left an 11-year-old victim near death. Time was critical. Uniformed officers had grabbed two suspects and were holding them at the Western District station house where they had twelve hours to either charge them or release them. Owen needed answers, and he needed them fast. He suspected that the girl knew her attacker so, against hospital policy, he decided to ask her a few questions before the orderlies took her to surgery.

			Linda Fallon intercepted him in the hallway outside of the ER. She was the Charge Nurse that evening, and was equally determined that, suspects or no suspects, he would not talk to the girl until after the doctors sewed her back together.

			Owen tried to reason with her, explaining that he was working against the clock. She refused to budge, and stood in front of him blocking his way, staring up at him, her eyes hard with defiance. When he tried to pass by her she pressed her hand against his chest. Owen blustered and displayed his badge, then threatened to arrest her for interfering with a police investigation, but Fallon stood her ground. Finally, sensing the minutes ticking away, he lost his temper in the crowded hallway and started yelling. She ignored him and he stomped off in search of someone who would overrule her. When he returned with an administrator in tow, the girl was dead.

			Later he conceded that she probably would have died anyway, even with surgery, but from his point of view the timing could not have been worse. He burst into the examining room where nurse Fallon stood beside the slight body which hardly disturbed the smooth surface of the sheet that covered it, and made a sarcastic comment, something along the lines of, “That’s just great. Now the people who did this can go out and kill someone else. Thank you for your cooperation nurse Fallon.”

			Then he saw the tears swimming in the nurse’s eyes, and instantly regretted his boorish behavior. Not for the first time in his life he silently hated himself for causing another person pain without even trying.

			He returned to the hospital the next evening to apologize for his stupid remark. He asked Fallon if he could buy her a cup of coffee in the employees’ cafeteria during her break. She surprised him by agreeing. During the conversation she explained that she did not want him to disturb Hanna, the 11-year-old rape and mutilation victim, because she thought his questions would only further traumatize her. She was wrong, she said, and she regretted it. By then Owen was no longer listening to her.

			It was not Hollywood good looks that attracted him to her. Linda Fallon was 38, of average height, with gray-flecked black hair, and intense dark eyes. She was 10 or 15 pounds over her ideal weight, and self-conscious about her full hips, though Owen found her mature body intensely appealing. Brash and direct in manner, she possessed the energy of a coiled spring. A reformed smoker, she ran/walked 12 laps around the school track across the street from her town house every morning before work. What struck Owen most about her was his sense that, under her professionalism and total loyalty to her patients, she was as lonely as he.

			After that they saw each other as often as their work schedules permitted, but both were edgy at the thought of deeper involvement, and their life together had not evolved much beyond dinner or an evening out once or twice a week. Both were divorced: he twice long ago; she more recently from a man she called “the sleaze prince of the Western world.” Owen’s son and daughter from his first marriage had been adopted by his ex’s new husband when they were young and went on about their lives and careers without him. Linda’s 15-year-old son, David, lived with her and from what Owen could determine, she was struggling to shepherd him through the drama and angst of a teenage boyhood.

			After they had been seeing each other for a year, Owen suggested, tentatively, that she and David move into his little Cape Cod bungalow at the end of a cul-de-sac in the unfashionable, close in suburb of Midland, but she put him off. David has problems in school, she said. She does not approve of his friends. His father ignores him. She felt it would only make things worse for him if he had to compete for her

			attention with, as she put it, “Mom’s boyfriend.” Owen guessed that the real reason was that she had not yet gotten over the pain of her husband’s betrayal, and was reluctant to open herself to intimacy again.

			

			“Owen!” Linda talked in exclamation marks. “Did you remember to take your nitro with you when you left the office? You know how important it is.”

			“I remember. It’s in my coat pocket.” “You’re sure?”

			“I’m sure.”

			“Okay. Oh, guess what! Congratulate us!”

			“Congratulations.” He smiled at the mouthpiece. “What am I congratulating us for?”

			“Smarty. I wanted to tell you that University Hospital finally made it to the big time. One of our research docs, Paul Koenig, heads up a team of geneticists and chemists that’s been doing work with DNA for the last few years. You know, trying to unravel genes and stuff.”

			“I can think of some jeans that I’d like to unravel … and stuff.”

			“You bad boy. Listen. Koenig’s people have come up with the big one. You know the disease that’s infecting the gay community, GRID: Gay-Related Immuno Deficiency?”

			“I’ve read about it.” Owen recalled a brief article from last fall that mentioned the work Koenig’s research team was conducting in the new field of DNA research at University Hospital Medical Center.

			“Well, Koenig’s team believed that GRID is caused by a damaged section of DNA. I don’t know all of the details, but apparently they came up with a procedure to repair it by snipping out the problem section and reconnecting the two unbroken parts, like a bowel resection to remove a cancer, but much more complex, way above an ER nurse’s head.

			“They kept it under wraps until recently because they didn’t want to raise the kind of false hopes we’ve seen with some of the drugs that didn’t work out. Anyway, it turns out that the early animal studies were fantastic, unbelievable, so they got provisional FDA approval to start testing it on human subjects.

			

			“Get this, the word around here is that it’s showing a cure rate of about 60% when administered in the early stages, before it evolves into full-blown GRID. That’s not remission or suppression, but cure! Gone! Kaput! It may be the most important medical discovery of this century. Think about it, Owen, a cure for GRID, and one of our docs found it!

			“Rumors have been flying around here for the last two months, but now it’s official. Doctor Koenig and his people have been nominated for the Schumaker-Hunnington Innovation in Technology prize! That’s big! The Schumaker-Hunnington Pharmaceutical Corporation has deep pockets, and will be funding a permanent microbiological research facility here. Think of the new jobs, and the prestige that goes with being a major research hospital!

			“The hospital administration will make the announcement at a press conference tomorrow afternoon, but a friend of a friend let me in on the secret ahead of time.”

			“That’s great.”

			“Great? It’s fantastic! The best thing that ever hit this place. Anyway, after the press conference they’re throwing a party to celebrate, nothing special, just a buffet and drinks for staff and employees. My friend of a friend got me two extra tickets, and I thought you and David might like to come.”

			“How does a nurse rate tickets to ‘the best thing that ever hit this place’”?

			“When I first started out I worked with Dr. Koenig providing free prenatal care at a women’s health clinic that he founded over on the East side. We got along great, even though I was intimidated by how smart he is. The man is a genius!

			“Anyway, David gets out of school at three. I left a message for him at the front office. If you can, pick him up and join me for a free feed. If you’re lucky you might even get a glimpse of Doctor Koenig himself. He supposed to say a few words to us peons.”

			“That sounds nice. I’ll look forward to it.”

			“Good! I’ll tell David that you’ll meet him by the flagpole after school. Your tickets will be at the information desk in the lobby here at the hospital. Just don’t forget, okay? This is important.”

			“I won’t forget.”

			“Thanks! We’re all so excited. Got to run.” She made kissing sounds and hung up.

			Owen leaned back in his chair and rested his heels on the narrow window ledge. Outside, the falling snow softened the rough edges of the city, giving the brightly lit office towers an illusory, festive appearance. On the streets below lines of cars moved along, looking like strands of white and red Christmas tree lights.

			“Coffee, boss?” Steadman set Owen’s personal cup, emblazoned with the fouled globe and anchor of the Marine Corps, on his desk.

			“Thanks, Artie.” The other man turned to leave. “Artie?” “Yes, boss.”

			“What would you think if I told you they just found a cure for GRID?”

			“I know. It read about it in The National Enquirer a few weeks ago. Some guy out in Utah, or North Dakota, one of those places, mixed together ground-up coconut shells, olive oil and some other stuff, and called it an organic GRID cure. He made 70,000 bucks selling it by mail order before someone complained to the FDA and they nabbed him.” He shook his head. “People will believe anything. If you ask me, what we really need is a drug that will keep the locals from killing each other.

			When someone comes up with that, then I’ll be impressed.”

			Owen agreed. He carried his cup into the squad room, and sat on a desk in front of a large cork board where crime scene photographs of the first four victims had been pinned. He sipped his coffee and examined the pictures, referring occasionally to a folder containing the initial reports on each killing which were written by uniformed officers in the districts.

			Victim number one: Lucius Holloway, a street person found shot through the left eye on his bed roll on the lower level of the parking garage beside the Harbor View Holiday Inn in the River District downtown. An only child with no living next of kin, he went on the street when his mother died two years ago, and divided his time between searching for food in the dumpsters behind the delicatessens along Corn Beef Row, and panhandling tourists on the sidewalks outside Veterans Memorial Convention Center.

			The uniforms who worked the River District, and the case workers at the Department of Social Services downtown homeless shelter, considered him to be one of the more harmless street people wandering the city, notable for his warm smile, gentle manner, and eagerness to please. So harmless was he, the report read, that in one year he had been robbed of his belongings seven times, and hospitalized twice, because he would not resist when he was attacked.

			Victim number two: Tyrone Washington Settles, found on the ground beneath the rear loading dock of the United Church Charities clothing distribution center and food pantry in South side, four miles from downtown, also shot in the left eye. Settles had worked at the center full-time for five years, unloading and sorting clothes, and stocking shelves with food donated by congregations throughout the metropolitan region. The youngest of five children born to Mamie and Henry Settles he lived at home with his parents and one brother.

			On the evening that he died, Tyrone was working late unloading a van full of canned goods that had arrived just before closing. Normally the work could have waited until the next day, but the driver of the rented van was behind schedule returning it and in a hurry, so while he drank a cup of coffee with the store manager, Tyrone labored patiently by himself, moving the boxes onto a dolly on the loading dock. No one heard or saw anything. When the driver and store manager returned to the dock 20 minutes later they found Settles on the ground under the van’s rear bumper. They started CPR, but it was too late. The back of his skull had been blown away by the bullet as it exited his head after passing through his left eye. When the ambulance arrived, the EMTs pronounced him dead on the scene.

			Tyrone, in his mother’s words, “Never caused me or his father a single minute of trouble in his life.” His employer said that he was always reliable, and could be easily taken advantage of because he believed whatever he was told, and would not stand up for himself.

			Despite the similarities between the two cases, no one immediately connected the Holloway and Settles killings. They occurred on opposite sides of the city, in different police districts, and were being investigated by two district homicide squads that were not only understaffed but swamped with unsolved murders. As a result, the investigations moved on parallel tracks, and the two deaths went unnoticed among the sheer numbers of young black males who died by violence every year in the city.

			Owen turned a page in the folder: Roland Meeks. One week after Tyrone Settles’ death, Mrs. Geraldine Meeks of the near North Side dialed 911 and asked for a police officer to come by her house to take a missing person report. A wet, slushy snowfall was snarling rush-hour traffic when the officer arrived and learned that Mrs. Meek’s son Roland had gone out for a walk more than an hour earlier, and had not come back. The officer prepared to deal with the report in the way most missing person reports were handled, by advising her to wait 24 hours and then call back.

			But Mrs. Meeks was a determined woman who had little patience for bureaucratic tap dancing. She demanded that the officer not only take the report, but immediately follow up on it by searching Stony Ledge Park, an expanse of dense oak and maple thickets, brushy ravines, baseball diamonds, football fields, tennis courts, and bridle paths that wound for more than 3 miles through the northern half of the city. Her son, she said, frequently walked to the petting zoo near the entrance to the park, and could probably be found somewhere along the way.

			The officer handling the complaint knew when she was beaten and promised to take a swing through the park to keep Mrs. Meeks happy. Just inside the ornate, wrought iron gate that framed the North Avenue entrance to the park, she picked up a set of footprints in the wet snow. Fifty yards further on another set of footprints angled out from under the overhang of a closed for the winter concession stand and intersected the first. Fifty yards past that, the officer found Roland Meeks spread-eagled in the middle of the drive, shot through the left eye. By the time the backup units and evidence techs arrived, both sets of footprints and been erased by the snow.

			Victim number four: John Doe. Twelve hours after Roland Meeks was killed an anonymous caller had sent police to an abandoned row house just three blocks from Milton Payne’s home on the east side. The John Doe’s body and his meagre belongings were found in what had once been the back kitchen of the house where he had apparently taken shelter from the weather. No positive identification on him had yet been made, nor had anyone come forward to report him missing.

			None of these killings alerted the police to the developing pattern until a sharp-eyed clerk in the Records Section who was skimming the “John Doe” report found his memory jogged by its similarity to the description of the Meeks killing which he had just filed. Acting on a sudden hunch, he pulled the Meeks report, ran a computer search for all homicides involving a gunshot in the eye that had occurred in the city during the last 30 days, and struck gold. Within two hours a departmental teletype went out to every district homicide squad instructing them to refer all murders of young black males shot through the eye to the Special Crimes Unit.

			

			Then victim number five, Milton Payne, turned up dead in the alley off of Green Meadow Parkway, the first killing to fit the profile since the order was published.

			On a city street map taped up beside the photographs push pins marked the location where each victim was found: One in the central River District, one in Southside, one near North, and now two on the east side. Owen stared at the pins, as if hard concentration would reveal a hidden pattern. He was ninety nine per cent certain that their deaths were not the result of robbery, or turf battles between rival drug dealers, or gang-related violence, the most common causes of murder in the city in those days. He was also certain that the killings were not random events. The victims were too much alike: fifteen or sixteen years old, harmless, shot in the left eye.

			What then?

			As usual when he came up blank, Owen ran his hand through his crewcut. He patted the breast pocket of his suit coat were he normally kept the cigars that he smoked to help him think, but the pocket was empty, courtesy of Doctors Duprey and Klein, cardiologists. For two weeks he had been denying Linda Fallon’s assertion that cutting back on his cigars made him cranky. At this moment he thought that she may have been right. He felt very cranky.

			Investigators Connie Myers and Mitch Gardner came in. They were the remainder of SCU’s understaffed evening shift, and had been out following up on an unrelated case involving bomb threats mailed to the homes of City Council members.

			Gardner hung his leather jacket beside Owen’s topcoat. “It’s lousy out there.”

			“I can’t wait to get home. I’m going to pour myself a tall drink and soak in a hot tub.” Connie Myers was average height, slender, in her late 20s, with brown hair, brown eyes, and pleasant features. A graduate of the first Police Academy class to include women, and one of the first female officers promoted to Investigator under the Mayor’s plan to increase the visibility of women in the Department, she had transferred into SCU six months earlier after less than a year in a radio car. Her advancement caused resentment among the male officers who had been passed over, and she worked hard to win the trust of her male colleagues in SCU. Due to her lack of street experience, Owen hoped that she had potential to become a capable detective.

			Her partner Gardner was a different story. “I could use a hot bath, too.” He was careful to use the bantering tone of one officer good-naturedly ribbing another, but Myers, who had been sitting in
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