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THE TURNER JOURNALS




PROLOGUE

January 1990

Nicholas Turner
stared down at Gina’s face and swore he’d kill the first person in
the funeral home who said “She looks good.”

Gina Turner looked like what she was: dead.
At the age of thirty-two, Gina had died, just like that. One minute
they were sitting there playing couch potato, watching a rerun of
M*A*S*H, and the next minute she stood up, saying, “I’m
gonna get some ice cream,” and then she was falling, a blank look
on her face. Dead before she hit the floor, the doctors said she
hadn’t felt any pain. A little bubble in her head had burst, they
said, and then she was gone.

Her face, beneath the cosmetics, was pasty,
the skin cold and lifeless. Her eyes were closed. Did they sew them
closed? He wasn’t sure and wasn’t about to ask. Her mouth was
closed, though, and that was the giveaway that she was indeed dead.
Even in her sleep Gina’s mouth had always been open, just a bit.
That lovely mouth he had loved to kiss would never open again. His
heart felt as if it were in a grip of iron, and he fought back the
tears.

“Don’t fight it, Nick.” Gina’s mother stood
next to him now, holding onto his arm. A woman who had never liked
her son-in-law, Evelyn DeBartolo was nevertheless being supportive.
For his part, Nick didn’t feel any closer to Evelyn just because
her daughter—his wife—was dead. Nick hoped that Evelyn wouldn’t be
expecting him to come around a lot, now. With Gina gone, he saw
little reason to maintain contact with Evelyn, except for his
daughter, Lisa. He had no use for Gina’s parents, for Evelyn or her
husband, Anthony, but they were Lisa’s grandparents—the only
grandparents she had; his parents had died in a car accident when
he was eighteen. He’d make sure Lisa got to see them, but he wasn’t
going to wear a path to their door.

“Go ahead and cry, Nick,” Evelyn said,
squeezing her son-in-law’s arm.

Nick had no intention of crying—at least, not
in front of Evelyn and the others. He had always been a private
man. He would grieve in private, in his own way.

“I can’t believe she’s gone,” Evelyn
said.

This was the second of the two days that a
wake was being held for Gina at Giordano’s Funeral Parlor in the
Marine Park section of Brooklyn. During those two days Nick had
heard every cliché imaginable from Evelyn and Anthony and the rest
of Gina’s family. Nick had no family of his own, but Gina’s parents
were both Italian, and that made for a ton of aunts, uncles, and
cousins.

“She was such a good girl,” Evelyn said.

Sure, Nick thought, that was why
they treated her like shit when she said she was going to marry
Nicholas Edward Turner.

“He’s got no job,” Tony DeBartolo had told
his daughter.

“He’s a writer, Daddy!” Gina had argued.

“That ain’t no real job for a man,” DeBartolo
had replied with a sneer. Man’s work was when your hands got
dirty.

The more her family tore Nick down, the more
supportive Gina became. Nick couldn’t believe that someone as good
and loving as Gina had come from a union between Evelyn and Anthony
DeBartolo.

Nick and Gina Turner had been married for
eleven years, and for every one of them Gina’s parents never let
her forget that she could have married this fella, who had become a
doctor, or that fella, who was a lawyer. Instead she was married to
Nick, who was eking out a living writing paperbacks.

To Gina, every one of those books was a Nobel
Prize-winner. If it wasn’t for her, Nick Turner would have given up
on himself a long time ago. “You’re better than this, Nicky,” she
had told him time and again. “You’re better than most of those
best-sellers, and you’re gonna prove it.”

She almost had him believing it, believing in
himself.

What was he going to do now that she was
gone?

How could he live without her?

 



Part I

McQueen







Chapter 1

January 1993

Detective
first-grade Dennis McQueen knew he was a failure as a husband and a
father, but took solace in the fact that he was a good detective.
Not unusual for a career cop. Many cop marriages fell prey to the
job. At forty-four, with twenty years on the job, McQueen had long
ago admitted to himself that he was never meant to be a husband or
a parent. He was meant to be a cop. These days, five years after
his divorce, he put all his energies into his work.

“Your wife called,” Police Administrative
Aide Bobby Callan told him as he entered the 61 Precinct squad
room. Callan was a civilian aide who’d been hired years ago to
handle department paperwork, freeing up the police officers for the
street. He was in his early twenties, a thin young man with a head
of curly brown hair so unruly that combs and brushes must have fled
in terror at the sight of it.

“Ex-wife.”

“Yeah, well, she says you forgot your
ex-daughter’s birthday yesterday.”

McQueen closed his eyes and said, “Shit.” To
Callan he said, “Get a haircut.”

“Yeah, yeah, bite me.” Callan smiled and
shook his head. Of all the detectives in the squad, McQueen was his
favorite. He never worried about his hair, his shirt, his tie, or
his shoes. If he wasn’t the best-dressed man in the squad, he was
the most down-to-earth.

McQueen had forgotten Margaret’s birthday.
She was—what, sixteen? No, it was seventeen, because last year
she’d had her Sweet Sixteen party. He had missed that, too, for the
same reason he had forgotten her birthday yesterday: He’d been
working.

“Damn it,” he muttered as he walked to his
desk. He’d have to send Margaret a check—only, did he have any
money in his checking account?

“Fuck,” he said, sitting down.

“Life bitin’ you on the ass again, Dennis?”
Ramon Velez asked.

“Chewin’ a hole through my pants, Ray,”
McQueen told his partner. “I forgot Margie’s birthday.”

“Yesterday,” Velez said. “And she doesn’t
like being called Margie anymore, remember?”

McQueen’s desk butted up against his
partner’s, and he stared across the expanse at Ray Velez’s handsome
face. Velez was everything McQueen wasn’t. At thirty-two he was a
successful family man, a sharp dresser, and a cop with a future. He
was already a detective second-grade, and first-grade was right
around the corner. The two men had been partners for three years,
and Velez credited much of his success to McQueen. He told anyone
who’d listen that he had learned everything he knew about being a
detective from the older man. His superiors thought he was just
being modest. They praised him for wanting to share the credit for
his success with his partner.

McQueen begrudged his partner nothing. He
liked Ray, wanted only the best for him.

“You sonofabitch,” he said, “how come you
remember these things and I don’t?”

“You’re a self-centered bastard, McQueen,”
Velez said in his lightly accented English. Ray Velez knew this was
far from the truth. Dennis McQueen was the most unself-centered man
he knew. Unfortunately, he was also the least ambitious.

“That’s what my wife used to say.”

“Ex-wife, you mean,” Velez said.

“Fuck you.”

“She wouldn’t be an ex if you’d shown more
interest in taking the sergeant’s exam.”

McQueen put one elbow on his desk and pointed
a finger at his partner. “If you think a sergeant’s stripes would
have saved my marriage, you’ve got a lot to learn about people,
Ray—and about marriage.”

“My marriage is fine,” Ray Velez said. “You
need a new woman in your life now, Dennis.”

“I repeat,” McQueen said, “for anyone in the
room who didn’t hear me the first time . . . fuck you.”

Velez sat back in his chair. “I love
you, too, Dennis.”

First on the scene
was six-one Adam. They had responded to a report of a foul odor
coming from the downstairs apartment of a two-family home on
Stewart Street, in Marine Park. They both knew what that usually
meant, but they had to investigate before calling for help.

The street was lined on both sides with
attached two-family brick homes. The only thing differentiating one
from the other was the front doors. Some had entry foyers and some
didn’t, so some of them stood out farther than others. They were
like rows of crooked teeth.

As the officers drove down the street they
noticed the carcass of a large tree lying in the street near the
curb, as if someone had parked it there.

“Now, ain’t that just like this city?” Police
Officer Wilson Bennett said. “Cut the damned thing down and leave
it lying there.”

“They send one crew in to cut the fuckin’
thing down, and then they send another crew to cut it into sections
and take it away,” said his partner, Police Officer Ed Simon.

“Of course. Makes perfect sense,” Bennett
said. “What’s this city comin’ to?”

“Wonder how long it’s been there?”

“Wanna bet it’s been a couple of weeks,”
Simon said. “It’s already rotting away.”

The address was two doors up from the dead
tree. The cops found a parking spot right in front of the tree.

While Simon went upstairs to speak with the
apartment’s owner, Bennett approached the downstairs door. The
smell hit him even before he’d descended the three steps into the
entry well.

“Whew!” Bennett said as his partner
approached. “You know what we got here, don’t ya?”

“A ripe one,” Simon said, wrinkling his nose.
“Just like we figured. Can we call it in now?”

Bennett made a face and said, “You know we
gotta check it out. You got the key?”

“Got it from the landlady.”

“Open ‘er up.”

“I’ll open it,” Simon said, “and you go
in.”

“I ain’t goin’ in first,” Bennett said. “You
got the key.”

“I’m the Operator and you’re the Recorder.
You go in first. The paperwork’s yours.”

“Shit. All right, all right. The smell ain’t
gettin any better while we’re arguin’. Open the damn door.”

Simon inserted the key and turned it. The
door opened onto a small entry foyer. He allowed Bennett to precede
him. When they opened a second unlocked door, the smell hit them
full in the face.

“Christ!” Bennett said, rearing back.

“You know,” Simon said, “I know guys who can
sit on a ripe one waiting for the squad and the M.E. and have a
sandwich.”

“I ain’t one of ‘em,” Bennett said. He took
out his handkerchief, and, for all the good it would do, held it
over his mouth and nose.

“Okay,” Simon said, “let’s go in.”

“You get the front windows open. Let’s
go.”

Entering the small downstairs apartment,
Simon went immediately to the two front windows, one on either side
of the door, to let the stiff breeze in. It would take more than
that to combat the smell.

It was a railroad flat, three rooms one right
after the other. From where he stood Bennett could see that the
third room was the kitchen. He saw a TV in the second room, and he
could see the lower portion of a bed, but not the entire bed. He
could also see a bare foot—just one bare foot at the bottom of the
bed.

“It’s in there.”

“Let’s take a look,” Simon said. He was
hoping it wasn’t a young woman. He hated it when the stiffs were
young women.

They moved into the room together until the
entire bed was in view. On it was the body of a man. He appeared to
have been about twenty-five. He was naked, and there was some blood
splattered on his torso, but most of the blood was concentrated on
the area between his legs. The blood was so thick there that they
could not see his genitals.

They couldn’t see his genitals because they
were no longer there.

Bennett gagged and then vomited into his
handkerchief.

 



Chapter 2

McQueen and Velez
heard the call over the radio for the duty captain, the M.E. and
the squad. They arrived before anyone else.

Driving down Stewart Street, they noticed the
cut-down tree lying in the street, taking up at least one parking
spot.

“This city,” McQueen said, shaking his
head.

“That’ll be there forever,” Velez said.

They double-parked, blocking in the radio
car. A uniformed police officer sat on the front steps, shaken and
pale.

“Looks like a bad one,” Velez said. “This
guy’s no rookie, and he tossed his cookies.”

Neighbors who had gathered around observed a
mismatched pair as they walked up to the uniformed officer. McQueen
was a big man carrying, at two hundred and thirty pounds, about
thirty pounds too much weight, all of it in gut and love handles.
Well over six feet, he could carry the extra weight fairly well,
but he knew it was there every time he had to go up a flight of
stairs or chase a suspect. His hair, once raven black, was now
peppered with gray, and where he had worn it carefully cut as a
younger man, it was now shaggy, hanging over his ears and curling
up around the back of his collar.

Velez was about five ten, and always
impeccably dressed. He worked out three times a week and maintained
his weight at a fit one hundred and sixty-five pounds. His hair was
always neatly cut, his mustache carefully trimmed. More than once
he had been told by women that he looked like Lorenzo Lamas.

“Hey?” The voice came from a man on the next
porch, to their right. White-haired, in his fifties, he looked put
out.

“Yes?” McQueen asked.

“You cops?”

“That’s right.”

“You work for the city, right?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“Can’t you do something about that?” The man
pointed to the tree trunk in the street.

“We’ll get right on it, sir.”

“Been there for two fuckin’ weeks,” the man
said, shaking his head.

McQueen and Velez approached the cop seated
on the steps.

“He said the same thing to me,” the uniformed
cop said.

“Fuck ‘im if he can’t take a joke,” Velez
said. “You first on the scene?” The name tag above his badge said
BENNETT.

“That’s right.”

“Where’s your partner?”

“He’s inside.”

“You all right?” Velez asked.

“It’s pretty bad,” Bennett said. “In fact,
it’s about as bad as I ever saw, and I’ve been on the job eight
years.”

“Okay,” McQueen said. “Why don’t you just
stay out here and keep the people back?”

Velez tapped the man on the knee, and the two
detectives went downstairs.

“Shit,” McQueen said when he caught the
smell.

“Good thing it isn’t summer,” Velez said.

Inside, they found Bennett’s partner sitting
on a sofa.

“Simon?” McQueen said, reading the man’s name
tag. “Where’s the stiff?”

He led them into the second room. McQueen and
Velez stopped short. Simon, who had already seen it once, was again
taken aback.

“Go into the kitchen,” McQueen said. “Find
some coffee and toss it into a frying pan. Let’s see if we can’t
mask some of this smell, okay?”

“Sure,” Simon said, happy to have something
to do that would take him away from the body.

“Don’t touch anything you don’t have to,”
Velez called after him.

McQueen and Velez each took a pair of rubber
surgeon’s gloves from their pockets and pulled them on.

“Look around,” McQueen said. “I’ll do the
body.”

“Right.” Velez didn’t argue. Officially the
case was McQueen’s.

McQueen leaned over the body and examined it
without touching it. He guessed the man’s age at thirty or so. He
looked like he had been in good shape when alive, probably worked
out a couple of times a week. Middleweight, he guessed, one sixty
or so like Velez, except this guy had pumped some iron and had the
biceps to prove it.

The man’s head leaned to the left. McQueen
moved closer to examine the right side of the neck and thought he
could see some bruises. The flesh was dead white and it would take
special lighting in a lab to tell whether he was right. He couldn’t
tell for certain whether the man’s neck was broken.

Both of the stiff’s hands were visible and,
while there was dirt beneath the nails, none seemed to be chipped
or broken. Careful examination in the lab would tell what was under
the nails with the dirt.

The air began to fill with the scent of the
frying coffee.

There was a lot of blood on the man’s groin.
McQueen looked at the man’s legs and feet, then came back to the
crotch and took a good, close look.

“Ray, this guy’s cock is gone.”

“What?” Velez looked over his partner’s
shoulder.

“Looks like his balls are gone, too,” McQueen
said. “Jesus, somebody sure did a job on him.”

Behind his partner’s back, Velez made the
sign of the cross.

“You crossing yourself, you macho spic?”
McQueen asked without turning around.

“Fuck you, Dennis.” Velez went back to
looking around the apartment.

“Let me know if you find any cocks or balls
anyplace,” McQueen said.

McQueen had seen all he could without
touching the body, so now he started the second stage of his
investigation. He lifted the dead man’s head just enough to satisfy
himself that the neck was indeed broken. There were no ligature
marks there, so a wire or a rope hadn’t been used on him.

He carefully turned the man’s hands over,
examining the palms as well as the backs this time. More dirt.

“Got us a working man here,” McQueen said. He
turned around. “Simon, anybody talk to the landlady?”

“Only to get the key. Want me to question
her?”

McQueen looked at the man and figured he was
about thirty. “Nah, we’ll do it.”

Simon looked crestfallen, but didn’t say
anything.

McQueen continued his examination, touching
the body but not changing its position. He’d leave that for the
Medical Examiner. In his experience, though, rigor had come and
gone. That and the smell indicated that the body had been there at
least four or five days—maybe as few as three, depending on how
good the heating was.

“Find anything?” McQueen asked Velez.

“Place looks like it’s been burglarized,
though my guess is it always looks like this,” Velez said, coming
over to stand next to McQueen. “Whoever did him must have taken the
guy’s dick with him.”

They looked at the body. Velez said, “His
books and magazines indicate he was a plumber.”

“His hands have dirt in the palms and under
the nails, the kind regular soap can’t get out.”

They stared at the body for a few more
moments and then from behind them Simon asked, “Who would want his
cock and balls?”

When the duty
Captain walked in he looked at McQueen and said, “Did you touch
anything?”

“No, Cap”

Captain Leon Rademaker, the executive officer
of the 67 Precinct, looked suspiciously at the gloved hands of
McQueen and Velez, but said nothing. Rademaker had thirty years on
the job, and was bound and determined to make inspector someday.
Word in the department was that he didn’t have the brains—but then
a lot of inspectors didn’t have brains.

“Where’s the body?”

“In here, Cap,” Velez said.

“Let me take a—Mother of God!” The captain
held a hand up, palm outward, in front of his face. “Cover that up,
can’t you?”

“Uh, no, Cap,” McQueen said, “we can’t just
now.”

McQueen, Velez, and Simon waited to see if
the captain was going to throw up. For a minute it looked as if
they were in luck, but the man somehow managed to hold it in. His
normally ruddy complexion, however, had paled.

“We got this under control, Cap,” McQueen
said. “Why don’t you, uh, wait outside . . . um, for the press, or
something?”

“The press,” Rademaker said, backing away
from the gruesome sight. “Uh, yes, good idea. I’ll, uh, wait
outside . . .”

After the captain had left, Velez said, “The
press?”

“Magic word with his type.”

“Would the press have this already?” Simon
asked.

McQueen looked at him. “Not unless you called
‘em. Did you?”

“No, sir. Not me.”

“Then let him wait out there.” McQueen turned
to his partner and said, “Ray, you want to talk to the landlady?
I’ll hold the fort here.”

“Sure, Dennis.”

“Simon, why don’t you stay at the door? When
the M.E. and his boys get here, let them in, but nobody else.”

“Uh, sure.” Simon started for the door, then
stopped and asked, “What about the captain, what if he wants to
come back in?”

“Don’t worry,” McQueen said. “He won’t. He’s
seen enough.” McQueen felt that he, too, had seen enough. In all
his years on the job he had thought he’d seen it all.

He was wrong.

Dr. Ethan Bannerjee,
the M.E., arrived and examined the body, unofficially concurring
with McQueen’s estimate of the time of death.

“Damnedest thing I ever saw,” Bannerjee said,
shaking his head. “When can I get a report, Doc?”

“As soon as I can get to it, Detective
McQueen. Check with me in a couple of days.”

“Backed up, are you?”

“No room at the inn?” Velez added.

“Let’s just say you won’t be seeing a vacancy
sign out anytime soon. Good day, Detectives.”

After Bannerjee left and the corpse was
removed to the morgue, McQueen, Velez, and four uniformed policemen
canvassed the area, asking questions of the neighbors.

The man’s wallet had been discovered in the
pocket of a pair of jeans hanging on a closet doorknob, and
identification in the name of Paul Medco. His driver’s license
photo confirmed that the wallet belonged to the dead man. He was
also a member of the plumbers’ union. Canvassing confirmed that a
lot of people on the block knew Medco, but he had only done work
for a handful of them.

About half a block down, while McQueen was
questioning a man called Clayton, he saw a pretty teenaged girl
inside the house, listening. She looked about sixteen.

Clayton told McQueen that Medco had worked on
their toilet a few times, but that was it. “You’d think he’d give a
neighbor a break on the price, but he ripped me like any other
plumber.”

“I know what you mean,” McQueen sympathized.
“Did you know him at all?”

“My wife dealt with him, not me. I paid the
bill, though.”

“I see. Well, thank you for your help, Mr.
Clayton.” McQueen started down the steps. Before he reached the
bottom, the door opened again and the girl came out. She trotted
down the steps, but stopped two from the bottom. She leaned on the
railing with one hip jutting out, posing. She had long brown hair,
a ripe mouth, and the kind of knowing eyes no sixteen-year-old
should have, although many do. She did an admirable job of filling
out her T-shirt, as well. She was probably a popular girl in
school.

“Is it true what I heard?”

“Depends what you heard,” said McQueen.

“That Paul Medco was killed.”

“Yes, that’s true. What’s your name?”

“Amanda.”

“Amanda, did you know Paul Medco?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, her words heavy with
meaning.

“How well did you know him?”

“I knew him real well, mister.” Amanda
Clayton fixed those big brown eyes on him and repeated, “Real
well.”

“Amanda, are you telling me that you had sex
with Paul Medco?” She bit her lush lower lip, lowered her head a
bit, and looked up at him with her big brown eyes from beneath her
long eyelashes. “I can’t get arrested for that, can I?”

“No.”

For a moment he thought about his own
daughter, Margaret, and wondered if he’d notice that same knowing
look in her eyes the next time he saw her.

“Well,” she said, swinging her knee back and
forth now, “we did it, ya know, once or twice.”

“Would you happen to know anyone else he had
sex with on the block?”

“Well, I don’t know about on the block, but
he did it plenty. He was, ya know, good at it.”

“Your father would be real upset if he knew,
wouldn’t he?”

“Not as upset as he would be about my
mother. Paul was doin’ her, too.”

Across the street
and two houses down they found his van. On the side it used to say
MEDCO PLUMBING, but much of the lettering was faded.

“Who would want to do this to him?” the
landlady, Mrs. Stiller, asked Ray Velez.

Mrs. Stiller was a white-haired woman in her
sixties whose skin shone like it was oiled. All she knew was
someone had killed her tenant. She didn’t know about the
mutilation. McQueen and Velez had no reason to inform her of that
fact.

“We don’t know, ma’am,” Velez said. “Did you
hear any strange noises downstairs recently?”

“What kind of noises?”

“Well, sounds like someone was having a
fight: banging, yelling, screams?”

“Detective,” she said, her tone tired, “I
wouldn’t think nothin’ of screams comin’ from Paul’s place.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“He wasn’t the ideal tenant, you know. I
mean, he was a nice enough man, and he worked on my drains and
stuff, but he had a taste for women, ya know? And he brought some
of them home with him. Believe me, when I didn’t hear
screams comin’ from down there, then I would get worried.”

“And last night?”

She thought a moment and then said, “I
believe he was quiet.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Stiller,” Velez said. “If you
think of anything else, would you give me a call?” He handed her
one of his cards.

He started down the steps and she called out,
“Detective?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Could you do anything about that tree
trunk?” She pointed to the big wooden carcass in the street.

“I’ll see what I can do, ma’am.”

 



Chapter 3

After his shift the
next day, McQueen stopped at the morgue before going home.

He and Velez had worked their usual 8 x 4.
The day before, because of the murder, they had worked nearly
through the 4 x 12 as well, but today they finished their shift at
the regular time. Even after five years, McQueen wasn’t used to
going home to an empty apartment, so he often found an excuse to go
someplace else. Usually, it was some cop bar. Today it was the
morgue.

Being in a hospital was bad enough. The
morgue was in the basement of the Kings County Hospital on Clarkson
Avenue in Brooklyn, over in the confines of the 71 Precinct. The
hospital’s buildings, most of which had been built just after the
Second World War, sprawled over a two-block radius. The morgue was
in the basement of the main building. Office workers did their jobs
just one level above a bunch of people who would never work
again.

As he entered the morgue, an attendant looked
up from his desk and frowned. “McQueen, right?” the man asked.
McQueen had only been there a handful of times—and that was too
many for him.

“That’s right,” McQueen said. “Is the G-Man
around?”

The man cringed. “Jeez, don’t let him hear
you call him that. He hates that. I have to listen to him bitch and
moan about it all day.”

Some of the detectives found Bannerjee’s name
too difficult to pronounce, so they shortened it to “G-Man.” When
it was discovered the M.E. hated it, the nickname became
permanent.

“He’s inside,” the attendant said. “I think
he’s working on your cock and balls victim. Boy, he loved that
one.”

“What’s your name?”

“Jeffers,” he said without looking up from
his desk.

“Jeffers,” McQueen said, “listen up. If that
cock and ball reference shows up in any newspaper, I’ll know where
it came from. Do you understand?”

Jeffers looked up at McQueen, was about to
say something, and then thought better of it. “Uh, sure, Detective
. . .”

“You won’t only lose your job,” McQueen said,
“but I’ll walk out of here with your cock and balls in my pocket.
Do I make myself clear?”

The man wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed or
frightened. He nodded and said, “Crystal.”

McQueen was about to go looking for Bannerjee
when the doctor stepped out into the reception area.

“Why am I not surprised to see you here?”

“I was on my way home and thought I’d stop in
on the off chance that you, uh, had something for me.”

Bannerjee put a chart down on Jeffers’s desk.
“Come with me.”

McQueen followed the tall, good-looking East
Indian doctor down a hall with cracked and peeling bile-green and
tan walls until they reached his office. McQueen closed the door
behind him.

“Have a seat, Detective.”

McQueen sat in a chair opposite Bannerjee.
Out the high basement window behind the M.E. McQueen saw a man’s
legs from the knees down passing by.

“You are quite right in assuming I have
something for you,” Bannerjee said. “As it turned out, I could not
resist starting work on Mr. Medco.”

“Because of the missing genitals?”

Bannerjee waved a hand in a gesture of
dismissal. “I’ve seen that before.”

“You have?” McQueen asked, surprised.

“There was a case some years back of a murder
where the victim’s penis had been cut off and taken away, but that
was different.”

“The killer left the balls?”

“Well, yes,” Bannerjee said. “But beyond
that, the amputation of the penis was done in a surgically correct
manner. The killer turned out to be a man with some medical
training.”

“And this case?”

Bannerjee spread his hands. “Once I cleaned
up the body and took a closer look, it became obvious that this
killer had no surgical knowledge. The genitals of this poor young
gentleman were hacked away, or dug out with . . . with I’m not sure
what.”

“A knife?”

“Possibly,” Bannerjee said, “but I wouldn’t
be surprised if something less sharp had been used. The genitals
were ripped away, not cut off.”

“I see.”

“It’s entirely possible that the victim was
still alive when it was done. In the beginning, at least.”

“Jesus.” McQueen paused to catch his breath
and then said, “But, I thought the neck was broken.”

“It was,” Bannerjee said, “and it may have
been the cause of death, but the amount of blood indicates that the
heart may have still been pumping when the amateur surgeon
started.”

The men sat in silence, considering the
enormity of what they had inherited.

“And under the nails?” asked McQueen.

“Not yet done,” Bannerjee said. “You’ll get a
report. I simply wanted to satisfy my own curiosity as to what was
done to this young man.”

“And the neck?”

“Broken, as you say, probably by a powerful
man’s hands. There were no indications that the victim was struck
with any kind of object.” McQueen couldn’t recall the last time he
had seen the usually stoic M.E. so shaken.

“All right, Doc,” McQueen said, standing up.
“Thanks for the quick work.”

Bannerjee waved a hand, and McQueen left
the office, relieved that he hadn’t had to see Paul Medco’s corpse
again. He had seen enough of him to last a lifetime.

The case made the
papers, without any “cock and balls” references, which pleased
McQueen. However, the fact that the genitals had been removed was
prominently played up, specifically by the New York Post.
Articles and interviews appeared, usually containing what McQueen
considered to be psychobabble about what the missing genitals
represented. Every doctor and would-be crime columnist had an
opinion. McQueen thought he knew what they represented, and he
guessed it had more to do with sex than plumbing.

This kind of mutilation often carried
homosexual overtones, and the newspapers tried to play up that
angle. However, in McQueen and Velez’s investigation, Paul Medco
appeared to have been a raging heterosexual. In fact, they had
already discovered and talked with no less than half a dozen women
who had recently been involved with him sexually.

Velez wondered how a man could keep that many
women happy at one time. McQueen suggested that Medco’s current
condition might indicate that he couldn’t. However, it did seem
that he had his pipes cleaned out more than regularly.

There were no indications that Medco was
homosexual, or any proof that he swung both ways.

McQueen and Velez checked out the boyfriends,
fathers, and husbands of the women—and girls—connected with the
case. They all checked out with alibis. Most did not seem to
possess the strength it would have taken to break bodybuilder
Medco’s neck and then remove his genitals with a dull instrument.
Of course, a case might be made for rage and adrenaline, but for
the moment the detectives discounted these men as viable
suspects.

Which left them with nothing.

It’s an accepted fact that murders not
resolved within the first seventy-two hours—and that’s being
generous—usually go unsolved. Within a week, McQueen and Velez were
working on other cases, as well. Paul Medco was on the back
burner.

 



Chapter 4

March 1993

After a year of
living on a sofa bed in a one-room basement apartment, McQueen had
finally gotten himself a decent place to live. Since his divorce
five years ago, McQueen had lived in a variety of one-and two-room
apartments, none of which he had ever stayed in long enough to turn
into a home. He had found his most recent — on Nostrand Avenue
between Avenues S and T — while investigating the Paul Medco murder
two months earlier. Medco had been killed a couple of blocks away
from this apartment, and it was while widening the canvass of the
area that McQueen spotted the sign taped in the window of a
cleaner’s, advertising a four-room apartment on the second floor,
above the Italian restaurant next to the cleaner’s. McQueen wrote
the phone number down on his pad, and discovered it a week later.
Calling, he found that the apartment was still available, at a
reasonable price for the area. It was manageable for him, even
though he was still paying off the mortgage on the house his wife
and daughter lived in.

Even before McQueen looked at the apartment,
he knew he would take it. The location was good. It was above a
good Italian restaurant, with the cleaner’s on one side and a
luncheonette on the other.

Across the street from the cleaner’s, on the
corner of Nostrand and T, was a 7-Eleven. The old Brooklyn had
never had these, but now they were here and there, and McQueen
appreciated their convenience—especially since they were open
twenty-four hours a day. Often awake in the early hours, either
from insomnia or because he was coming home from work late, it was
handy to live across the street from some place that always had
coffee available. If he wanted to eat something more substantial,
there was a diner about two blocks away, on the other side of
Avenue U.

Five years since the divorce and he still
couldn’t afford a decent car. When he wasn’t using a department
car, he took the bus. It was no hardship, really. You could get
almost anywhere in Brooklyn by using a bus or the subway, and if
you were in a hurry, there were plenty of car services
available.

He had moved into his new apartment a month
earlier, long enough to become known to the Koreans running the
7-Eleven. As he crossed Avenue T for some morning coffee, McQueen
ran into another familiar face.

Joey Dante was a security guard for the
apartment houses on the block, one on McQueen’s side of the street
and the other across the street. He was swarthy, with a heavy
mustache and sleepy eyes. Dante patrolled both buildings and the
street outside all night long. He was a fixture on the block.

They had first met when McQueen moved in, and
their paths had since crossed often enough that they had taken to
exchanging a few words.

“Mornin’, Joe.”

“Hey, McQueen,” Dante said. “How goes the
fight against the bad guys?”

“Going slow, Joe,” McQueen said. “Real
slow.”

“Headin’ for Seven-Eleven?”

“Yup,” McQueen said. “Regular, no sugar?”

“You got it. Thanks.”

McQueen didn’t mind buying Dante coffee now
and then. Hell, while he was on the sidewalk watching his building,
he kept an eye on McQueen’s place, as well. For his part, Dante
liked being friends with a cop. It made him feel like he was “on
the job.”

The two Koreans behind the counter both
nodded to McQueen as he walked in. He went to the back where the
coffee machines were and poured himself and Dante twelve-ounce
cups. He put milk in Dante’s, his stayed black. He idly wondered if
Paul Medco had picked up coffee here, or a six-pack of beer, or a
newspaper. Odd to think they might have been neighbors if someone
hadn’t killed him.

He took the coffee to the register and paid
for it and a New York Post. He read the Post for its
sports section and little else. But today, the front page caught
his eye. The headline read “Woman Slain and Sexually Mutilated in
Brooklyn.” Underneath, in smaller print, it said “Body found by
motorist on Belt Parkway.”

“Excuse me,” one of the Koreans said.

McQueen looked up and saw the man holding out
his change. “Oh, thanks.”

Velez was picking him up today because
they both had to go to Manhattan to testify in court. He crossed
back to his side of the street, gave Dante his coffee, then waited
for Ray in front of the Italian restaurant. He opened the paper and
read the gruesome story.

“Why do you have to
pick him up all the time?” Cookie Velez complained. Complaining was
something she did well and often.

“He’s my partner.” Velez took his wallet,
change, and keys off the dresser in the bedroom and transferred
them to the pockets of his pants.

“Why can’t he buy his own car?”

Cookie was a beauty, no one could deny that.
She was model-thin, with a face highlighted by prominent cheekbones
and a wide mouth that declared her Spanish heritage. This month,
her hair was red. Velez preferred her natural black.

Behind Velez’s back his colleagues called her
a royal bitch. What they didn’t see, though, was the Cookie Velez
he saw now, as he turned. She lay naked in bed, where they had made
love upon awakening. Something always stirred inside Ray Velez when
he saw his wife like this. She had small, firm breasts, and he
loved the chocolate brown color of her nipples. The hair between
her legs was bushy and black—the natural black that the hair on her
head should have been. He felt his body again responding as he
stared at her. Her legs were spread carelessly, unconsciously.

He briefly entertained the thought of
crawling back into bed with her, but she opened her
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