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Epilogue


Prologue

The average age of the members of the Coney Island Polar Bear Club was sixty-two, and that was because the youngest member, Bobby Kelly, was only fifty-eight years old.

As the nine men spread out on the beach and discarded their clothing, Kelly looked over at eighty-four-year-old Walter Dunham, who was wearing the skimpiest bathing suit of all of them. There was entirely too much of his pale, slack skin in sight.

“What the hell is that?” Bobby asked.

Dennis Hasselbeck turned and looked over in Walter’s direction.

“Those are his French-cut trunks,” he said. “His wife got them for him.”

“His wife?” Bobby asked. “Ain’t she even older than him?”

“Yeah,” Dennis said. “Louise is eighty-six. She calls Walter her boy toy.”

“Yuck,” Bobby said. He was hopping around on one foot, trying to get his other pant leg off, and almost toppled over before recovering his balance.

“Whatsmatta?” Dennis asked. “He’s skinny enough to wear ’em.”

The man touched his bulging belly. “Wish I was.”

“How old are you, Walter?”

“Sixty.”

“Be happy you ain’t so old and senile enough to wear somethin’ like that.”

The rest of the Polar Bears got their pants off and began hopping from foot to foot, rubbing their arms to ward off the twenty-five-degree cold. Bobby shook his head. If these old geezers couldn’t take this, what were they gonna do when it got down to zero? Of course, they weren’t as young as he was, but it was kind of pathetic for a guy to come out here alone and swim in the cold water off Coney Island, and they were the only group of its kind on this beach. He could have joined a couple of clubs on Jones beach, but he hated Jones Beach. It reminded him too much of when he was a kid, having his parents drag him there in the summer when it was wall-to-wall people. This was the way to swim on the beach, when you had it all to yourself.

“Okay, Polar Bears,” Sammy Saperstein shouted. “Into the water!”

Saperstein was the president of the club, and he always called for them to get in the water like he was Napoleon at Waterloo ordering his troops to battle.

Bobby looked up and down the beach. As usual there was seaweed and driftwood in either direction, not to mention garbage. There was even an old mattress that had drifted in from somewhere. He remembered the days when this beach was spotless. Even when he hated being on Jones Beach at least it had been clean. These days if you wanted a clean beach you had to go to Jamaica, or Hawaii or someplace like that, and Bobby Kelly was not about to spend that kind of money.

Bobby headed for the water with the rest of the men. Experienced Polar Bears, they did not hesitate or stop when they stepped into the icy water. They kept on going until they were waist-high, then chest-high, and finally swimming in the Atlantic.

Bobby enjoyed the shock to his system as the cold made its way to his bones. What people didn’t realize was that once you were in the water it felt colder when getting out. The true bone-chill occurred when you made your way back to the beach, where the wind met the wet on your body.

Bobby looked over at Walter, wondering how many more years the older man could last before the cold gave him a heart attack. He also had to wonder if he’d still be doing this—or even be around—when he was the age of some of these other duffers, let alone Walter Dunham.

Bobby felt something swirling around his feet as he swam. He didn’t know if it was seaweed or fish or garbage, but it made him head back to shore before the others. He did not, however, exit the water at the same point where he had entered it. The waves had carried him farther down the beach, and as a result he came out near the water-soaked, garbage-covered, discarded old mattress.

Only there wasn’t just a mattress there. As he came out of the water he spotted something else lying on the beach. He squinted, wiped salt water away from his eyes and slowly approached the debris. He thought he knew what he was looking at, but he was hoping he was wrong.

“Hey, Kelly,” Sammy Saperstein shouted. “What are ya doin’?”

Bobby waved Saperstein away impatiently and continued to approach the mattress.

“Hey Bobby,” Dennis Hasselbeck called. “You lookin’ for a place ta lie down?”

Kelly ignored the others as they all joined in to toss catcalls at the youngest of their number for leaving the water first, but he didn’t hear them. As he got closer he realized that he was, indeed, seeing what he thought he was seeing, and the chill that he felt no longer came from the cold water or the icy wind.

When he reached his goal, he stopped and stared at the arm that was draped over the mattress. He was surprised that it looked so gray. In fact, he couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, black, white or Mexican, but it was definitely a person.

“Bobby, whataya got?” Hasselbeck asked, coming up behind him. He came up next to Bobby and stopped short. “Jesus! Who is it?”

“I dunno,” Bobby said.

They stared at it for a few moments, long enough for Saperstein and some of the others to join them. Before long they had formed a circle around the body.

“Somebody’s gotta take a look at it,” Hasselbeck said. “What if they ain’t dead?”

“Of course they’re dead,” Tony DeMarco said. “Lookit the color of the skin. Ain’t you ever seen a dead body before?”

“We gotta check, anyway,” Saperstein said. “Bobby, you found it. You check it.”

Bobby didn’t mind. Suddenly, he was the center of attention.

“Okay,” he agreed, “but you guys gotta move the mattress so I can take a look.”

They all looked at each other, and then Saperstein said, “Well, come on, grab the edges and let’s move it.”

“Wait, wait,” DeMarco said, “don’t touch nothin’. We should just call the police. They’re gonna be pissed if we move somethin’.”

“Tony,” Hasselbeck said, “this person could still be alive.”

“I’m tellin’ ya, they’re dead—” DeMarco replied. “Move the damn mattress so I can take a look!” Bobby yelled.

Four of the men—Saperstein, Hasselbeck, Eddie Delaney and old Walter Dunham—each grabbed a corner of the mattress and lifted. But it was so waterlogged it was too heavy and sagged in the middle. Two more Polar Bears stepped forward and grabbed hold and the six of them finally shifted the thing and uncovered the body.

“What is it?” somebody asked as Bobby leaned over it. “Man or woman?”

“Jesus,” Bobby said.

“What?” Saperstein asked.

“What is it, Bobby?” Hasselbeck asked.

“Can we put the mattress down?” Walter asked.

“It’s a man,” Bobby finally said, “a kid, from the looks of him.”

“How long you think he’s been in the water?” DeMarco asked.

“Not long,” Bobby said. “Except for the color of his skin he looks like he could be … sleeping. Except for one thing.”

“What?” Saperstein asked. “What thing?”

“Lookit him,” Bobby said, pointing. “He’s got ice on him. He’s frozen stiff.”
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The Observer watched from the boardwalk as the members of the Coney Island Polar Bear Club gathered around the body on the beach. This was his fourth morning in a row watching and waiting for the body to wash ashore, and for someone to find it.

His research of the tides here had told him the body would wash up somewhere along this stretch of beach.

“What’s going?” a young man asked, coming up next to him.

“Dunno.” He pulled the woolen cap farther down on his head. “Looks like they found somethin’.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

Before he could answer, a young woman came up next to the second man and asked, “What’s goin’ on?” She’d been running along the boardwalk, wearing a sweatshirt and shorts to show off her runner’s legs. She was also wearing headphones, which were hanging from her neck now. The Observer ignored her, because she disgusted him.

“We don’t know,” the second man said. “Looks like the old farts found somethin’.”

“I wonder what it is.”

The Observer remained silent, but not so his two companions, and before long he was standing in the center of a line of people who were watching and waiting … and were still doing it when the first police car arrived.


PART ONE


Chapter 1

Detective Sergeant Dennis McQueen stopped his car behind an EMS van on the Coney Island boardwalk. In addition to that vehicle he saw the medical examiner’s van, a Crime Scene Unit vehicle, an unmarked Precinct Detective Unit car and a 60 Precinct radio car, obviously the first car on the scene, since it was penned in by all the others.

He was driving his own car, a three-year-old Toyota, rather than an unmarked department car because there had been a shortage of cars recently—cars that would run, that is. Although he was a boss and entitled to first pick over other detectives, he preferred to use his own car and leave the department autos available to his men.

He got out of the car as his partner, Ramon Velez, exited the passenger side.

“Goddamn,” Velez said. He didn’t say another word but McQueen knew he was complaining about the cold. Winter was his partner’s least favorite season, and they were right in the middle of it. This was the coldest New York January in recent history. They were lucky there had been no rain or snow to go with it, but that didn’t cut much slack with Velez. He never really complained when it was wet, just when it was cold.

“Yeah,” McQueen replied. He pulled his cheap Burberry knockoff close around him and headed for the beach.

McQueen thought that the sand of Coney Island’s beach felt like concrete beneath his feet the closer they got to the water. That’s what below-freezing temperatures did, turned even the softest of things hard.

His partner was cursing about what the sand was doing to his expensive new shoes. McQueen didn’t care what happened to his shoes, because he had an identical pair at home. He’d bought them both when they were on sale at Payless Shoes. Ray Velez would never have been caught dead buying shoes on sale. That wasn’t the only difference between the two men, but they worked together remarkably well. That had been why McQueen had managed to take Velez with him when he was transferred from a precinct-level detective unit to the Brooklyn South Homicide Squad. At least that way, starting a new assignment didn’t mean breaking in a new partner.

McQueen stepped around a frozen puddle as he made his way toward the water’s edge, where the tide coming in and out had kept ice from forming. Here and there, however, there were patches of ice where the water had been trapped in a sandy depression.

“Well, step back, boys,” a man in a black trench coat announced. The coat was belted, but the wind had it flapping around his legs. “The Homicide Squad has arrived. This mess is all yours, Dennis.”

“Parker,” McQueen said, greeting the 60 Precinct detective. “Where’s your partner?”

Parker usually worked with a man named Franks. Both of them had better than twelve years in.

“I think he went to see if he could find somebody to fire up the Nathan’s grills early. Nothing like some hot dogs and fries for breakfast. Whataya say, Ray?”

“I say you don’t need any more hot dogs, Parker,” Velez replied. “That belt is about to pop.”

“Fuck you,” the other man responded good-naturedly. “We ain’t all got your Latin metabolism.”

“You got that right,” Velez said.

Parker looked at McQueen.

“You catch this?”

“It’s mine.”

“Then I’m handin’ it off to you,” Parker said, with a bow. He had caught the case originally on a precinct level, and it was he who had put out the call for Homicide.

“Don’t forget to copy me on your reports.”

“I’ll get to them as soon as I get back to the house.”

“What made you call us, Parker?” McQueen asked.

“Hell, Dennis,” the other detective said, “this boy’s dead, and he was murdered.”

“How do you know?”

“Instinct.”

If it had come from anyone else McQueen would have labeled the call for Homicide to the scene as premature, but Dan Parker was one of a handful of detectives in the department whose instincts he truly respected.

“Duty Captain get here?”

“Not yet.”

“Who is it?”

“Don’t know.”

“Okay,” McQueen said. “I’ve got it, Dan. You better go and find your partner before all the hot dogs are gone.”

“No chance of that,” Parker said. “Don’t worry. We’ll leave some for you boys.”

He moved past McQueen, touching him lightly on the arm, then waved to Velez and started across the beach to the boardwalk.


Chapter 2

When McQueen and Velez reached the body the M.E. was already crouched over it. The Crime Scene techs were standing around, waiting their turn impatiently. As far as McQueen was concerned, the advent of all the C.S.I. TV series had given them an exaggerated idea of their own importance. It made them arrogant, and more difficult to deal with. He didn’t watch TV cops shows himself, but colleagues who did preferred the Law & Order series to the CSIs. McQueen thought they were all crap, and that went for NYPD Blue, as well. When he watched TV he preferred sitcoms. He worked with cops all day, he certainly didn’t want to watch TV shows about them at night. Besides, he still felt that the best and most accurate cop show on TV had been Barney Miller. He’d seen nothing since that one went off the air to change his mind.

He looked back up at the boardwalk, which was not only clogged with vehicles but with rubbernecking observers, as well. The boardwalk was lined with them, but since they weren’t in the way he disregarded them. The killer—if there was one—could have been standing among them, but he left that sort of psychological mumbo jumbo to others.

Dr. Ethan Bannerjee looked up at McQueen and said, “Detective.”

“Got a cold one here,” Bannerjee said, “real cold.”

“What can you tell me?”

“Not much until I kept him some place warm,” the medical examiner said. He stood up to his full height, well over six feet. McQueen liked the man in spite of the fact that his thin physique always made the larger detective feel clumsy and even bigger than he was when in the medical man’s presence. In his late forties, the doctor was only four or five years younger than McQueen, but somehow the years had not managed to etch a single line onto the man’s face.

“The body is a young male in his twenties, naked and dead.”

“Wow,” McQueen said.

“I earn the big money,” Bannerjee said.

“You can’t tell me what killed him?”

“Like I said, not until I thaw him out. Can’t even guess at a time of death, not with this cold. Let the fancy boys here have a look and then we’ll move him.”

By “fancy boys” he meant the Crime Scene techs. There was no love lost between Crime Scene and medical examiner personnel, for obvious reasons. Still, McQueen remembered how arrogant a lot of the members of the M.E.’s department had gotten during the run of Quincy. The techs were just having their turn.

McQueen looked at the uniformed officer who was standing nearby.

“First on the scene?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” the man said. “Me and my partner. I’m Smith, he’s—”

“Jones?” Velez asked.

Smith frowned and said, “Uh, no, he’s Acosta. Why would you think—”

“Forget it,” McQueen said, as Velez shook his head sadly. “Who found him?”

“Polar Bears.”

“Come again?” Velez asked.

“The members of the Coney Island Polar Bear Club,” Smith said, pointing. Both detectives turned and looked down the beach where a group of men stood huddled with blankets around them and Officer Acosta standing nearby.

“All of them?” McQueen asked.

“Well, one man spotted the body, and then the others gathered around.”

“They move anything?”

“The mattress,” Smith said. “They wanted to see if the vic was still alive.”

McQueen knew a lot of the younger officers, like Smith, were using words like “perp” and “vic,” which they’d picked up from movies and television. McQueen didn’t think he’d ever said “vic” in his life.

“Ray,” McQueen said.

“I’ll go and talk to them.”

McQueen nodded and Velez walked off down the beach. McQueen turned and saw that the techs were at work. He hunkered down by the body, across from one of the techs, who gave him a dirty look.

“Who’re you?”

“McQueen, Detective Sergeant,” he replied. “It’s my call.”

The man looked annoyed that he wasn’t going to be able to tell McQueen to go away.

“I’m Cahill. Bad scene, here,” he said, instead. “Contaminated. Water coming in and out, it’s bound to have carried something away.”

McQueen looked down at the body’s legs, genitals, torso. There weren’t any clothes around anywhere, but as the tech had suggested, they could have been carried out by the tide.

“Think he was carried down here?” McQueen asked. “Or did he wash up onto shore?”

“Hard to tell. The sand is cold and hard, and where it did pick up tracks, those old geezers trampled it.”

McQueen watched as the tech took a small chunk of ice from the body and dropped it into a jar. He was glad to see that the man seemed to know his job.

“Can you get me a report on that ASAP?” he asked.

“Fast as I can,” the man said. “This is my third scene today.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

“You Homicide?”

“That’s right.”

The man nodded, packed up his kit.

“Soon as I can,” he said. He turned to the M.E.’s boys, who were waiting impatiently. “All yours.”

“Are you gonna take the mattress in?” McQueen asked the tech.

“Yup. Soon as these boys have removed the body, we’ll take the mattress. We know our job.”

“I’m sure you do,” McQueen said.

As the tech walked away McQueen said to the M.E.’s guys, “Okay, stop.”

“What?” one of them said.

“The duty captain hasn’t been here,” he told them. “You’ll have to wait.”

“Ah, shit.”

“Yeah.”

“When’s he gonna be here?”

“I don’t know,” McQueen said. “I don’t know who’s got the duty, so I can’t predict it. We’ll all just have to wait.”

“Can we still have the mattress?” one of the CSU techs asked.

“Sure, you can take it,” McQueen said.

The techs smirked at the M.E. workers. Where it had taken six Polar Bears it took only two of the techs to lift the mattress and remove it without dragging it on the beach. The M.E.’s boys gazed after them enviously.

“Cold as shit out here,” one of them said.

“Imagine how they feel,” McQueen said, jerking his head down the beach at the shivering Polar Bears.

“Yeah,” the man said, “but they came out here willingly.”

“Not to stay this long in their bathing suits,” McQueen said.

McQueen took out his cell phone, a new model Nokia with a digital camera, and started snapping shots of the body.

“Whataya doin’?” the other man asked. “Crime Scene took photos.”

“Might as well take advantage of the technology available to us,” McQueen said. “I like to get my own.”

He’d only started doing this recently. He hated cell phones, but when they started combining them with cameras he changed his mind about them. He could have also accessed the Internet if he wanted to, but he hadn’t carried his dependence on technology that far, yet.

He noticed some movement up by the boardwalk. Another car had joined the others on the boardwalk. “You might be in luck,” McQueen said. “Looks like the duty captain’s arrived.”

They watched as the driver got out, put on his hat, then went around to the other side to open the passenger door.

“Oh, no,” McQueen said.

“What?” the other man asked.

“Hartwell’s got the duty.”

“How do you know that? He didn’t even get out of the car yet.”

“Captain Hartwell is the only one who requires his driver to open the door for him.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.”

The man turned to watch.
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Captain Eugene Hartwell got out of the car and looked around. He paused long enough for someone—anyone—to see that his driver had opened his door for him. It was a status thing for him, and wasn’t any good unless somebody saw it.

Satisfied that he’d been noticed, the man put his hat on carefully and instructed two other arriving officers to disperse the crowd. He then followed his driver off the boardwalk and onto the beach. The officers made no move toward the collection of onlookers that had built up two or three deep on the boardwalk. It was an impressive turnout for that time of morning. Why deprive them of the entertainment? Besides which, they knew they’d be the ones stuck with canvassing the area later for information. They’d have a better chance of finding something out if they didn’t piss everyone off by making them move, right now.


Chapter 3

“We’ll get you out of here as soon as we can,” McQueen promised the M.E.’s man as the captain approached.

“Sergeant,” Hartwell said, when he reached the water’s edge.

“Sir.”

They’d been to enough crime scenes together that they knew each other on sight, and although they had spent very little time together in other venues, there was an innate dislike between the two men. For one thing, McQueen hated pretentious people, and Hartwell stood tall at the top of that list. Hartwell also did not appreciate the fact that McQueen was not awed by him.

“I saw the Crime Scene boys lugging a mattress to their van,” the captain said. “What’s that about?”

Briefly, McQueen explained what they had, giving his superior all the details he thought salient.

“You shouldn’t have allowed them to remove the mattress until I’d arrived, Sergeant,” Hartwell said, when McQueen was finished. “You know better than that.”

“Yes, sir.” McQueen could have offered several arguments for not needing the captain’s approval to remove the mattress, but decided to simply back off and let the man have his way. They’d all get off the cold beach quicker that way.

“The M.E. has examined the body?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any conclusions?”

“The state of the body and the cold weather precluded that, sir,” McQueen said. “He won’t be able to get us any more until he takes the body back to the morgue.”

“Statements?”

“My partner is taking them now, sir,” McQueen said, pointing down the beach.

“That’s the Polar Bear club?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Foolish old farts,” Hartwell said, shaking his head. “They’re all just begging for a heart attack.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hartwell took off his hat just long enough to run his hand lightly over his expensively cut gray hair, thereby bringing it to everyone’s attention. Satisfied that his haircut had been properly shown off, he put his hat back on.

“Stupid old men,” he continued, even though at his age he would have fit right in with them—or, perhaps, because of it.

“Sir, the M.E.’s office would like to get the body some place warmer as soon as they can.”

“Of course, of course,” Hartwell said. He looked down at the body, walked around it a bit, made a show of leaning over and examining it. “All right, you have my okay to move the body.”

McQueen looked at the impatient men from the M.E.’s office and said, “Go.”

“Who’s your superior, Sergeant?” Hartwell asked as the men moved forward and began to bag the body.

“Lieutenant Jessup runs my squad, sir.”

“All right,” the captain said, “carry on.”

Hartwell looked at his driver and nodded, and the man led his boss back up the beach to the boardwalk. The driver opened the car door for Captain Hartwell, then trotted around, got inside and backed out.

“Asshole,” one of the M.E.’s men said.

“No comment,” McQueen said.
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As they hauled the body up to their van, McQueen walked down the beach to where his partner was talking to the shivering members of the Polar Bear club.

“I’m about done, Dennis,” Velez said. “Can we let them go get dressed and go home?”

“I want to talk to the one who actually saw the body first,” McQueen said.

“That would be me,” Bobby Kelly said.

“Okay,” McQueen said to Velez. “Let the rest go and find their clothes and go home, as long as you have their addresses.”

“And phone numbers,” Velez said. “I learned that in detective school.”

“Sorry, Ray.”

“You were talkin’ to Captain Hartwell, weren’t you?”

“Then I forgive you.”

“Mr. Kelly,” McQueen said, “take a walk with me.”

“Sure.”

Kelly fell in next to McQueen, holding a towel tightly around him.

“You seem somewhat younger than the rest,” McQueen said.

“I am,” Kelly said, “but they were the nearest group.”

“What’s the kick?” McQueen asked. “I don’t understand the appeal of freezing.”

“Don’t think I could explain it to you,” Kelly said. “It’s just … invigorating.”

“Tell me about finding the body.”

“What’s to tell?” Kelly asked. “I came out of the water and there it was.”

“What do you do for a living, Mr. Kelly?”

“I’m a stockbroker.”

“And the others?”

“All different professions,” Kelly said. “Your partner took all that information.”

“No one noticed the mattress before you all went in the water?” the detective asked.

“I did,” the man said. “I mean, I saw something, but you always see things on the beach these days. Garbage just … washes up. Besides, it was farther down the beach from where we were going in. I just happened to come out … well, in the right place, I guess you’d say.”

“Or the wrong place,” McQueen said. “All right, sir. We’ll be in touch. You can go.”

As McQueen started to walk away Kelly said, “You didn’t ask me if I knew the dead guy.”

“I assumed if you did, you would have told me.”

Kelly stared at him for a moment, then turned and started off toward his fellow club members, who were donning their clothing with quick, jerky movements.
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McQueen found Ramon Velez sitting on the steps to the boardwalk, slapping his shoes together in an attempt to get all the sand out of them.

“Goddammit, I hate the beach.”

“Don’t you take your kids in the summer?”

“Only when Cookie makes me.”

He slammed the shoes down on the step, slapped them together again, then ran his hands over his socks before putting the shoes back on. Finally, he stood up.

“Ready to go?” McQueen asked.

“What about canvassing?”

“Let the uniforms do it,” McQueen said. “I’m hungry. Figured while we’re here we might as well hit Nathan’s.”

“I’m with you on that,” Velez said. “Let’s go.”

They climbed back up onto the boardwalk and back to McQueen’s car, which was blocking in the M.E.’s van. He waved his apology to the driver, backed his car out and drove around the corner to the original Nathan’s Famous.


[image: ]



When the two detectives got into their car and pulled away from the boardwalk, the Observer decided his job was done. Even before the rest of the crowd dispersed, he made his way through them, head low, hat pulled down, and left the area.

This assignment was finished. On to the next one …
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When they were standing at the Nathan’s counter, each armed with a couple of hot dogs and an order of fries, the detectives discussed their new case.

“What’d Dr. G say?” Velez asked.

“Not much,” McQueen said. He explained that the body had to be warmed—almost thawed—before the M.E. would be able to find anything.

“No obvious wounds?”

“None,” McQueen said.

“I hate tough cases.”

“We got no case at all, Ray, unless the M.E. tells us so,” McQueen said. “We’ve got no other cases, right?”

“Not right now,” Velez said. “We closed out that one last week, and this is the first one we’ve caught since.”

“Then all we’ve got to do right now is eat hot dogs and wait for the M.E.’s report.”

Velez ate the last bite of his second dog and said, “Then we need two more?”

“Absolutely.”


Chapter 4

“Dennis,” Lieutenant Alan Jessup said. “My office.”

McQueen finished out the day filing and answering phones at the Homicide office on Snyder Avenue, on the second floor of the 67 Precinct building. They shared the floor with the regular precinct squad, which was not a situation either squad enjoyed.

McQueen’s shift finished at six P.M., but at five forty-five Lieutenant Alan Jessup walked in and uttered those words.

Velez looked across the desk at McQueen and asked, “Want me to come in?”

“What for?” McQueen asked.

“Moral support.”

“Relax, Ray,” McQueen said. “Finish what you’re doing and go home.”

“Did we get anything from the M.E.’s office, or the lab?” Velez asked.

“Not yet,” McQueen said, standing up. “Maybe in the morning. Go home to Cookie and I’ll see you then.”

“Right.”

Velez stood up and grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair while McQueen went into the lieutenant’s office.

“What’s up, boss?” he asked.

“Shut the door and have a seat.”

McQueen did so, taking a chair across from the lieutenant. Jessup was ten years younger than McQueen, and on the fast track to making captain. It didn’t bother him to take orders from the man, though. He’d never wanted to be a boss, and only backed into becoming a sergeant when he was put in command of a task force several years before. He’d had plenty of chances to push for a promotion to lieutenant since then, but McQueen was happy with his present rank. In fact, he’d only accepted the move to the Homicide Squad on the condition he could still catch cases, and not just supervise.

“I had a call from Captain Hartwell today.”

“What’d he want?”

“Seems he doesn’t feel he got the proper respect from you at the Coney Island crime scene this morning.”

“I ‘yes, sirred’ him up the ass, boss.”

“Well, apparently he thought it was less than heartfelt,” Jessup said. “Thought you were being sarcastic.”

“I’ll try and watch it next time,” McQueen said, sarcastically.

“And there was somethin’ about a mattress?” McQueen closed his eyes.

“The lab was waiting to take the mattress that had been covering the body,” McQueen said. “It’s all in my report, Loo.”

“I read the report,” Jessup said. “Look, we have to deal with him, Dennis, so just deal with him, okay? In the future just wait for him to get to a scene before you let anybody or anything go.”

“Jesus Christ,” McQueen said. “Is he going to haul me up on charges?”

“No,” Jessup said, “he’s leaving it to my discretion.”

“That’s white of him.”

“Just watch your p’s and q’s when he’s around, okay?”

“Okay, sure,” McQueen said, “I got it, boss. Is that it?” He started to get up.

“No,” Jessup said. “Sit back down.”

McQueen dropped back into the chair. Jessup picked up a personnel folder and dropped it on his sergeant’s side of the table. He then pushed his chair back from his desk and slumped comfortably in his chair.

“We’re getting a replacement for Jackson tomorrow.”

“What are they doing with him?”

“Dropping him back in the bag.”

The “bag” was uniform.

“Good,” McQueen said, “he never should have been made a gold shield, anyway.”

“I agree,” Jessup said, “but it took a while to get others to see it, too.”

“Who are we getting?”

“There’s the file,” Jessup said.

McQueen picked it up and opened it.

“When is he getting here?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Detective Bailey Summers,” McQueen said, reading the file. “Ten years in, gold shield two years ago, worked in the sixth for a while, then Sex Crimes. Thirty-two. Five-six, kinda short, but that’s okay. At least he’s got some experience on him. Should be an improvement over Jackson.”

“You missed something.”

“What?”

“Keep reading,” Jessup said. “You’re a detective—detect.”

McQueen shrugged and went back to the folder. He scanned the pages again, and then saw it, the “F” under sex.

“A woman,” he said.

“Yes,” Jessup said. “She’ll be the first woman ever in this squad. Will you have a problem with that?”

McQueen closed the folder and kept it on his lap. “It’s the twenty-first century, Loo,” McQueen said.

“Does that mean yes or no?”

McQueen had twenty-five years on the job, which meant he’d worked with guys who had come into the department during the late 1950s and early 1960s, when the department was totally different. But women had been in the department a long time, and the first woman had made it into a homicide squad over twenty years ago. Still, there were men in the department who hung onto the belief that this was a man’s job, and women still had to put up with some crap.

“I won’t give any problems, boss.”

“But you think somebody will?”

“We’ve got good detectives in this squad, Loo,” McQueen said, “but a couple of them can be assholes. They’ll put her to the test.”

“Well,” Jessup said, “maybe she’ll win them over.”

“Any idea what she looks like?”

“You think that matters?”

McQueen looked at the personnel file again. Five-six, red hair, a hundred and thirty pounds.

“In a perfect world it wouldn’t matter, Loo,” he said, “but if this girl is hot it could add to the problem.”

“Well, right now there’s no problem to add to, Dennis,” Jessup said. “We’re gettin’ a new detective in the squad, and that’s that. Let’s just wait and see if a problem materializes, and not go lookin’ for one.”

“I agree.”

“Okay, then there’s one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I want you to work with her.”

“Right away?”

“Yep, put her on this case with you.”

“The Coney Island thing?”

“Yeah.”

“But she wasn’t there, Loo.”

“You were, and you’re the primary,” Jessup answered. “Just let her assist you.”

“What about Ray?”

“Put Velez with Cataldo,” Jessup said. “He needs a partner now that Jackson’s gone.”

“After she works this case with you, and gets some experience, you can put her with Frankie and take Velez back.”

“I’ll let her work with me,” McQueen said, “but I’m not sure Frank Cataldo is the right partner for her.”

“Frankie’s a good man.”

“He’s a good detective, that’s for sure,” McQueen said, “but—”

“Then it’s settled.” Jessup pulled his chair forward and sat up straight. His body language was unmistakably dismissive.

“Okay, then,” McQueen said. He stood up and maintained his hold on Detective Bailey Sommers’s personnel file. “I’ll just take this with me.”

“Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow, Dennis.”

“Yeah, boss. Good night.”

McQueen went right to his desk and dropped the folder on it so he could address it first thing in the morning. While his partner would arrive for his ten-to-six tour, McQueen, as a sergeant and second in command in the squad, would arrive earlier than that without seeking any overtime pay. It was one of the benefits, or alternate benefits, of being a “boss”—even a second-in-command one.

He wasn’t looking forward to the arrival of Detective Bailey Sommers, and it had nothing to do with the fact that she was a woman. He just never looked forward to breaking new people in, especially when he was starting work on a new case. He would have preferred to assign her to one of the other detectives in the squad and let them break her in. Now he was going to have to do both at the same time.

Seated at a corner desk were Detectives Diver and Dolan, the Double D boys of the squad. They had been working together for three years, and told anyone who would listen that this was the best partnership either had ever had in their years in the department—and both had been on the job for more than fifteen years. McQueen felt the same way about his partnership with Velez, but that was going to have to be put aside, at least for a short while.

He waved good night to the Double Ds, and left the building.
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