
        
            
                
            
        

    



One


Spinning
red lights disrupted his thoughts. The more lights there were the faster Mick
Doran’s heart pounded as he prepared his mind to see death. Coffee hadn’t
helped. Nerves were shot. Could have been the lack of sleep; he’d only slept
about four hours since something he ate at The Zen Garden hadn’t dissolved in
his belly. His thoughts revolved around his aches and his lost sleep as well as
the nutrition he either lacked or had too much of. These thoughts were an
obsession. Maybe he was coming down with something? It was always something,
but he trudged on. 


Just
after 6:57 p.m. the silver and blue air-conditioned train pulled into the Port
Jefferson Railroad Station. Hovering cumulous clouds radiated golden orange on
that muggy July evening. The conductor had, as usual, announced over the
intercom, "Have a good weekend… No passengers beyond this point. Last
stop." The train was headed back to the yard. 


It
didn’t get there. Not just yet. 


Mick
felt a deep sense of isolation amid the other detectives and reporters who
milled around the station.  It was a dose of melancholy. A group of homeless
men stood back. Mick made a mental note-ask the homeless men some questions
later- after going inside the train. 


John
Stipe, the passenger who’d found the body, wore a soiled yellow polo shirt and
ripped blue jeans. With slumped shoulders and sad eyes cast to the ground, he
appeared like a man who’d given up on life. Stipe leaned against the brick wall
outside the ticket building. The windows were covered with rusty metal cages.
The stench of churning diesel fumes hung in the air, mixing with the smoke from
the cigarette projecting from the lips of Suffolk County PD Homicide Detective
Reginald Sanders. 


Sanders
was one of the few black detectives on the job.  He selected his words
carefully like a reformed stutterer.  He kept to himself most of the time, the
other detectives said you saw Reggie, but you never knew him. His gray hair
trapped the ashes of his cigarette. His dark yellowed eyes scanned the area. He
thrust his free hand into his long coat. His tall figure loomed over the other
men. Farther away, another officer was taking notes from a passenger. Mick
reluctantly walked over to Sanders and shook his head in disbelief. Sanders was
the last man Mick wanted to see on the job. He’d married Mick’s ex-wife.  The
divorce was amicable, but seeing Reggie Sanders brought back memories.


"Hey
Mick, what can I tell you? They called me," Sanders said. 


"It’s
bunch of bull shit.  Of all people, why did they call you in? You know this is
my district, Reggie," Mick said. 


"You
got the whole fuckin’ county, Batman? Listen, Mick, I guess someone thought
this was a homicide. I’m doing my job just like you. Relax a little. How are
you feeling?" 


Mick
looked up at him with confusion. Sanders had never asked how he was feeling.
Maybe he knew something was wrong with him. Maybe his eyes were blood shot.
Maybe he could tell he hadn’t slept the night before. "I’m beat, I don’t
know. I couldn’t sleep very well, must have been something I ate, or maybe I
caught something. I don’t know. But enough of me, what’ve you got?" 


"No
comment." Sanders darted his eyes at something over Mick’s shoulder as he
sucked in the last deep hit from his Newport. He smiled and nodded toward
someone approaching.


"I
heard you, Sanders," Hal Rossinotti said. Hal was the beat writer for
Newsday and always whined to get more details. His goal was to win the
Pulitzer, but at times his paranoia crept up, and he acted like there was a
conspiracy against him. "Tell me something.  Was it just a stiff on the
train?  Why’d they call you here? Stop the games.”


Sanders
just turned away and Mick quickly followed to avoid the reporter. 


The
silver train reflected red and blue lights. The doors stood open as if waiting
for passengers. They walked up the steps to the platform and stepped inside the
idling train. Closer to where Kevin Elwood spent his last moments alive, the
air was thick with industrial disinfectant. Mick’s stomach turned. With his
acute sense of smell, Mick theorizes there is a link between his nose, his
stomach and his bowels. All are acutely sensitive, especially in subways, on
trains, and in public restrooms. Blasting air conditioning has the same effect,
as well as certain flatulent aromas that generate heat. With the scents came
the rumblings in his nervous belly, and then he’d have to rush off to the
bathroom to release his bowels. He believed he had Irritable Bowel Syndrome. 


It
was quiet in the train, as if the scene was waiting for them. Sanders turned back
cleared his throat, and spit outside the door. "What the hell do you think
you’re doing?" He said, noticing Mick on his heels. 


"What
do you mean? I’m investigating the scene," Mick said. 


"We
have everything under control, Mick. We’re handling this. I’m taking it to the
DA. There’s nothing you need to report," Sanders said. 


Mick
smiled at him and shook his head slowly. "Listen, prick, give me a fuckin’
break. Take a look around. This is a train, asshole. This is mine. It might be
nothing. This guy could’ve had a heart attack or something. Let me find out
what happened.  If he was murdered, you can take it over." 


Reggie
sighed loudly. 


Mick
climbed the steps up to the second floor of the double-decker. He was feeling
lightheaded and thought he might pass out. The lack of sleep. The lack of food
in his belly. Maybe it was too much food. Could have been rancid oil they used
to cook at The Zen Garden. Sanders reluctantly followed. Mick carefully stepped
closer to the body, peered over the seats and inhaled slowly, trying not to
breathe in the death. He moved into the seat behind the body. He imagined Kevin
Elwood’s last thoughts. Did the guy know he was going to die? What images did
he see? Did he get a glimpse of the Nissaquoge River as the train slowly crossed
over the bridge into Smithtown? When was he killed? Had he been in pain? Mick
looked at the wedding band and hoped he didn’t have any kids.


Mick
tapped around in his sports coat, but couldn’t find his flashlight. Sanders lit
his and handed it to Mick who waved the beam over Elwood’s still body 


Elwood
was dressed for the weekend. Under a dark blue blazer he wore a white polo
shirt and khaki pants. Brown leather penny loafers held loosely on his pale
feet. A gold Rolex watch hung around his stiff wrist. A thick black leather
attaché case was lodged in the luggage rack above. His heavy head leaned into
the corner of the seat and onto the Prelco Inc. Plexiglass window. The word
Slut was carved into the window; the letter S looked like the number 5. Mick took
a moment imagining the slut or the one she’d hurt. Seeing Kevin Elwood’s thin
hair and the stiff white flesh of his cheek depressed Mick. It looked as if
he’d been ready to get home and forget about work. 


He
moved closer and noticed a faint maroon indentation around Elwood’s neck. Other
than the neck, there were no signs of a struggle. Death had been quick. The
killer had come behind him and wrapped a cord around his neck and pulled back
with all his weight. Oxygen was cut off from the brain, he blacked out and
died. There were light blotches of black dust that sunk into the grey surface
on the seat in front of Elwood where an investigator had brushed for
fingerprints. 


"Did
we lift any prints?" Mick asked. 


"Several.
We’ll take what we have back to the lab," Sanders said nonchalantly as he
leaned over Mick’s shoulder. "That line around his neck. It looks like he
was strangled… don’t you think?" He inhaled deeply. 


"That’s
the way it looks. And yet before you said it was nothing. How come?" Mick
wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. 


Sanders
bit his lower lip, looked behind him and checked to see if anyone else was
inside. "We’re not telling the press shit. Right? We can’t fuckin’
speculate. Am I right or not? Shit, Mick, I can remember your loose lips got
you in trouble when you were on our side. You know what I mean? What did you
say? ‘Suicide or we think’? Listen, why can’t a man—let’s say he—maybe had too
many at the bar, suddenly dies on the train? Right?  Maybe he drank something
funny at that bar. On the platform in Penn, maybe he popped some pills.
Overdosed. Who the fuck knows? But, I’m not saying shit until I have some
facts. Besides, you said it, this is your jurisdiction. Right?" He smiled
and patted Mick on the back. "It’s all yours."  


"This
time it’s different.  What happened was a long tie ago.  Shit Reggie, don’t be
a dick all the time. Just once try to control yourself. I know it’s difficult.”


Reggie
laughed. "Right, that’s exactly how I feel. What happened was a long time
ago. You were under a lot of stress back then. Let it rest, water under the
bridge and all that. Right? So, what do you say, let’s work together on this
case. Is that cool?" 


"Sure,
sure." 


Mick
didn’t care what Sanders thought; his main concern was convincing the DA that
he should lead the investigation. And yet Mick knew the reasons were purely
superficial. Sanders in his own manipulative way had stolen Mick’s wife—he
didn’t want the asshole leading the case. 


Mick’s
stomach was killing him. He stepped into the aisle and kneeled on the seat next
to Elwood, carefully leaned over to move the corpse’s head to check the other
side. He saw where the cord had cut off the air. There was a small maroon
bruise close to the Adam’s apple. 


Slowly,
Mick rolled the coat sleeve up the left arm and moved his hand over Elwood’s
cold flesh, carefully inspecting the veins. There was nothing. 


"What
are you doing?" Sanders asked. 


"Pay
attention and learn. I’m determining if he was injected with anything. I’m
looking for small punctures. Do you remember that unsolved case back in ’88? A
victim was found on a train with a needle-mark in his arm, but he wasn’t a drug
user. We couldn’t solve it, spent weeks chasing after false leads. Then another
victim showed up. Something like this. The train just pulled into the last
station and the victims were found DOA. That was a mess. Passengers were scared
of sitting next to one another. We had a letter from the killer. He wrote to
Newsday saying he wanted to wipe out anyone who looked at him the wrong way.
Turns out it was a hoax." 


"Don’t
remember. Guess that was before my time." Sanders moved his immense body
into the row of seats behind the body. He looked over Elwood’s neck, and made a
note in his book. "It looks like the killer came behind and reached down
with a cord or something and strangled him. He was an attorney, you know."


"No
shit. Anyone with a brain can tell he was an attorney from the case on the
rack. What else do you know about him? Married? Where did he work? Does he have
partners? Did we check for his cell phone? Hey, what’s that?" Mick shined
the light onto a piece of paper on the darkened floor. 


"What?"
Sanders asked. 


"It’s
a punched ticket. Why would that be on the ground?" Mick inspected the
one-way peak-time ticket and noticed the distinct diamond-shaped hole punch,
but did not pick it up. 


"What
do you mean?" Sanders asked. 


"If
it’s a one-way, most conductors keep the ticket. There’s no reason to give it
back. Unless it was used as a receipt or a marker on the seat and it fell down.
Mick carefully leaned over the victim and picked up the ticket. "This is
interesting, see the hole in the ticket? Every conductor has their own punch.
So there’s no confusion if you transfer from one train to another. Where’s the
conductor?" 


The ticket was to Port
Jefferson. Mick placed the ticket in one clear plastic bag and leaned over
Kevin Elwood’s stiff leg and picked up a crushed 16-ounce can of Bud and
dropped it in another clear plastic bag. 


Mick
sighed since Reggie hadn’t answered. "Sanders, is the conductor still
here?" 


An
MTA officer came on board. Mick recognized the young man’s face, but didn’t
know his name. They nodded to one another. The officer looked at Sanders and
then back to Mick. "Sir, the train has to pull into the yard. Ah, there’s
a hearse or whatever you call it. It’s waiting outside, but we need to move the
train real soon. Ah, we got a call from HQ, telling us we’re holding up the
other trains." He jerked his thumb backward over his shoulder to make a
point.


"Who
gave the authority to move the train?" Mick asked. 


"Sir?"



"Who
gave the authority? This is a homicide investigation. We need time. Listen, do
me a favor and find the conductor for this car. I want to see him. This train
is not moving until I’m finished." Mick blew his nose into a tissue. 


"Getting
a cold?" Sanders asked. 


"I
don’t know, maybe. You know I just can’t shake things off as easy as I used
to." 


"Tell
me about it," Sanders said. 


Mick
walked down the aisle, checking for more clues. Some seats were patched with
blue duct tape and others were ripped. Abandoned newspapers littered a few
other seats. He looked down at The Post and shook his head. He didn’t know why
anyone would read that paper since the stories were always sensationalized. The
cover showed some actor shielding his face. 


After
a few minutes the conductor jogged absentmindedly up the stairs. He stopped in
his tracks when Mick told him not to come closer. It was Don Kongelbeck, a
veteran from the first Gulf War. Years ago he’d played basketball with Mick in
a men’s league. 


"Some
shit, huh?" He said. 


"Yeah.
How’s the family, Don?" 


"We’re
all well, and yours?" He tilted his head back perhaps wishing he hadn’t
asked. Don was familiar with the Sanders/Mick situation. 


"Yeah,
well, the kids are doing fine. Listen, what can you tell me? Did you notice
anything strange?" 


"Other
than coming across a body? No, I didn’t see anything. I made my rounds after
Mineola and Huntington, but that was it. It was a quiet trip, no delays,
nothing out of the ordinary," he said, and then pursed his lips together
and hunched his shoulders. 


"When
was the last time you walked through here?" Sanders asked. 


"Huntington."



"And
you didn’t see anything? No more rounds after Huntington? Must be an easy job,
just clicking tickets and not doing a regular round." 


Don
cleared his throat and waved an index finger. "It’s Friday in the summer
detective. There’s not many passengers. It’s very different from the rest of
the week, though. Even the rest of the year. In the summer, it’s quiet on the
train. Everyone is sort of getting into the weekend spirit. Ya know? Some drink
beers, some play cards, some listen to their iPods or whatever. They do their
thing. I don’t bother them. But Friday afternoons are almost as quiet as a Sunday
morning. You can hear a pin fall. And this train, since it’s later in the day,
we sort of miss the mass exodus from the city. Technically this is a peak ride,
but most commuters either have off on Friday or work half days." 


"Thanks
for your time." Sanders pushed out of the row and started walking down the
aisle. 


"Hey,
Don? We found a punched ticket near his feet. Did you click this?" Mick
asked. 


Sanders
turned around and waited for Don’s answer. 


Mick
held up the bag . 


"Yeah,
it looks like I clicked it, but I would’ve kept it. Unless… I don’t know. Maybe
it fell out of my jacket. That’s strange." 


"It
is." Mick followed after Sanders. 


Mick’s
cell rang; it was HQ. 


"Doran?"
Chief Hall barked into the phone. 


"Yes
sir," he answered. 


"Release
the fuckin’ train. It needs to get back into the yard, there’s a fuckin’ log
jam in Huntington. I can’t get buses anytime soon. We’ve got to move this
along. I’m getting calls from the corporate office every fuckin’ second." 


"We’re
almost finished with the investigation…sir." 


"Find
anything?" Hall asked


"Yeah,
it looks as though he was strangled." 


"No shit?" 


"That’s
the way it looks. I’ll keep you posted," Mick said and hung up. 


As
the engineer stepped inside the train, Mick said he could take it in, but only
after the Medical Examiners unit removed the body. 


After
the train left for the yard, Mick walked over to Stipe, their only witness.
Long curly hair grew on the back of his head and thinned out closer to his
forehead.  His hair was his last trace of his misspent youth, to heavy metal,
to a life of searching. His brown eyes were bloodshot and his hands trembled
slightly, most likely a mixture of nerves and the alcohol that coated his
breath. A long Roman nose was scarred on one nostril. His cheeks were splotchy
from a day’s beard and some pimples. He wore a yellow polo shirt, but the
buttons were missing. His dark blue jeans were stained from paint drippings.
When Mick got closer he could smell the distinct scent of sweat and an odd
milky odor that hung over the guy. 


"What
did you see?" 


"Nothing
really. I was sleeping." 


"Didn’t
notice anyone getting close to the victim?" 


"No."



"Do
you take the train often?" 


"No."



"How
much did you drink tonight?" 


"What?
How do you… No one else asked me that question," Stipe huffed. 


"Well,
if you drank too much you might not remember all the critical details we’d need
to solve this. You seem a little fuzzy in the head. It’s just my gut, but I
feel I might be wasting time talking to you. So, when did you notice he was dead?"



"I’m
wasting time waiting here.  I was asked to wait.  Like I told the other cops, I
tried to wake him up when we was pulling in the station." 


"Very
well. Thank you." Mick started walking away. Mick knew if the guy called
out to him he’d feel compelled to tell him a lot more.  He knew what kind of
character Stipe was.  He had nowhere to go even if it was a Friday night in
July. Mick knew Stipe wanted to feel important. Maybe he had something
valuable. It was an old tactic Mick had learned from Frank Stewart, one of the
veteran detectives when he first joined the police force. Let the resource come
to you. 


"Wait,
that’s it? Where are you going?" He called out to Mick. 


Mick
reluctantly turned around and scratched the back of his head, as if thinking of
something to say. "I don’t have time for this. It’s obvious you drank on
the train, but you’re denying it. I’m not going to stand here and listen to
you. I don’t have any patience for a liar. I’m busy. Tell me something I need
to hear." 


"What?
Shit, who do you think you are? Why are you so rude? I saw that man before he
got on the train. He looked normal. I mean to say…he looked like anyone else.
And, I saw a woman sit down next to him, but she moved to another seat,"
Stipe said taking a deep breath. 


"How
long was she there? Did it look like they knew each other?" 


"Um,
I don’t know. Didn’t look like they knew each other," Stipe said and shook
his head. 


"Thank
you, Mr. Stipe. Did you see anyone else? Anything look suspicious?" 


"No.
I fell asleep on the train. I don’t think I saw anyone else, but hey, if you
need anything more, you should take down my number. Right? Hey, are you guys
hiring?" 


Mick
shook his head. "When did you notice he was dead?" 


"When
we pulled into Port, I got up and walked down the aisle and saw him leaning
there. I thought he was sleeping, but he wasn’t moving and I waited for a few
seconds and saw he wasn’t breathing and I knew…he was dead. You need my number,
right?" 


"Sure.
What is it?" Mick said. 


"555-0776."



Mick
scribbled on his notepad. "Is this beer can yours?" 


"I’m
not sure. I drank a few tall boys, but there were others drinking. Shit, I
heard those cans popping open all the way from Huntington. It was like a
fuckin' party in there, but no one was talking. You know? A silent party."
He smiled and shook his head. 


"I
thought you said you were sleeping. Where was your seat?" 


"Back
six or seven rows from him." 


"Six
or seven rows? Thanks, I’ll call you if I need anything else." Mick walked
back to his car and radioed into the first division’s headquarters that the
train was in the yard, and the victim had been taken by the ME. Most of the
evidence was collected. Sanders stood in a circle talking to other Suffolk
County detectives. He kept looking around him. Mick had a hunch Sanders was
looking for him, so he got out of the car, locked it and walked over. Sanders
broke out into a hearty laugh, but tried to hold back once he saw Mick
approaching. Mick nodded to them. 


"Hey
Doran, I didn’t know MTA had a homicide division," Art Koch, one of the
detectives said and laughed out loud. 


Mick
gave him the finger and couldn’t think of anything else to say. Sanders walked
towards Mick and slapped him on the arm. 


"Don’t
listen to him," Sanders said. "Koch is an asshole. Look, if and when
you find anything, you need to tell me. First things first, right? This sort of
thing…you know, if it’s a murder…it’s really in our league. No offense, Mick. I
mean, I wanted to tell you that before you headed out of here. I know you’d
want to handle the investigation but you’re no longer with the county and don’t
have our resources. We understand one another. Right?" 


"No.
You got it all wrong. Sanders, let me remind you, I was investigating murders
while you were sucking on your ma’s tits. Tell me what the lab finds from those
prints. I’ll meet you tomorrow at the ME’s office. I want to hear what they
find. Got it?" Mick glared at Koch and gave Sanders a curt nod. 


Mick
walked away listening to their rent-a-cop and crossing guard jokes. He sat in
his car, slighted by Sanders’ tone in front of the others. His mind kept
revolving around comebacks to their taunts. Maybe giving Koch a shove or an
upper cut to the gut would have knocked that prick down a few pegs. None of
them had a clue what the MTA did. But in the grand scheme of things, Mick knew
that didn’t really matter,  those detectives didn’t give two shits. He’d been
like them years ago—an arrogant motherfucker—when he was with SCPD. Anyone who
wasn’t on the job was a suspect or a fuck up or was not tough enough. That was
then, before the hard times, before the depression, before the divorce, before
the break from life.


Mick’s
first real job was the NYPD and after a couple of years he transferred to the
Suffolk County PD. His life and emotions revolved around his job, so much that
his marriage fell apart. His life was mess at the end of that period.
Depressed, divorced and fired from SCPD, he took a job with the MTA.  He
remembered feeling anxious, sitting on in the darkened kitchen listening to the
wind as she rested her warm hand on his shoulder, “Is everything all right?”
She asked.


            “Nothing is
alright, it’s all one big void that sucks me in.”


 He scratched his right
arm and was sure he was getting a rash. Maybe it was from some poison ivy he’d
seen growing on the station’s platform. 


~
* ~


Their
marriage was over in all but name even before Reggie Sanders came into her
life. Cheryl continued to work, and eventually found love. She packed for each
weekend until finally moving into a new house in Eaton’s Neck with Reggie. She
had custody of their girls. The last night he’d had his family in their home,
Mick slowly climbed the stairs to the girls’ room and wept quietly over their
beds. From their room he listened to Cheryl’s muffled voice speaking to Reggie
on the phone. He was sure she was telling him what Mick was doing. He felt sick
and numb and noticed one of the covers moving. Terri, the youngest leaned over
and played with Mick’s ear and said, "It’s all right, Daddy. It’s all
right. I love you. Don’t be scared." 


After
they’d gone, Mick didn’t want to walk into an empty house. The silence was like
death, like Mick’s ma, whom he imagined peering at him over a thick white cloud
and smiling down in bliss. After glorious years of hearing his girls run out
the front door and call out, "Daddy!" there was nothing. Those
moments were what he’d lived for. When he would feel their arms on his legs and
small hands rubbing his back, since they wanted to take care of their daddy. 


His
mother had watched the girls when they came home from school, and held the door
open and smiled at the scene in the front yard. Mick knew she was proud of him
for making an earnest effort to get home at a decent hour since Cheryl worked
nights at the precinct. Mick explained to his sergeant that he wanted to make
sure one of them was home to tuck the girls in, and listen to their stories
about school, their friends and their teachers. His sergeant called Mick a
pussy, but Mick felt deep down he was doing the right thing for his family.
During those nights he’d ask the girls a few questions. They answered in yawns,
before sleepy eyelids flickered and dreams eased into their minds. Without his
family to come home to, he was truly bereft. 


It
didn’t take long to sell the house. It didn’t take long to sign the divorce
papers, and it didn’t take long for Mick to wake up one morning and realize his
life had transformed dramatically. Eventually he became obsessed with the fear
of dying a lonely old man. 


 


 


 


 


 


Two


Later
that night, after stopping for a burger and a Coke at the Hi Lite diner in Port
Jefferson Station, Mick slumped down at his desk in his office. He felt sick.
He was certain it was the food. His stomach was growling and he thought the
meat might not have been cooked thoroughly, although he kept reminding himself
that he’d checked the meat before each bite. He contemplated the idea of
becoming a vegetarian. Maybe this was the first symptom to Mad Cow Disease?
Didn’t Mad Cow cause the brain to hemorrhage? He answered the thought with another
quiet suggestion—no, it attacks the brain tissue by disfiguring it with tiny
holes, as if worms were needling through the flesh. His brain would become a
sponge, the holes would become caves and his thoughts would gradually disappear
into oblivion. Maybe this was the reason he was lethargic. Maybe the Mad Cow
caused his rash, and he felt the sweat on his back as he stressed on the new
disease that cropped up from his crippled mind. Mick rubbed his temples and
imagined his fingers sinking through his skull and into soft, tunneled gray
matter. 


A
large black coffee and a pile of paperwork awaited. There were stains on the
paper, perfect thin brown circles from the coffee mug that caught his attention
each time he looked over his desk. He looked up and over the rows of sterile
cubicles and back down to the faded pictures of his daughters in pewter frames.
The caffeine made his eyelids twitch; he convinced himself it was not Mad Cow
Disease, but the eye twitching and the stomachaches were the first indications
he had MS. He imagined his body would slowly fade away. It was always
something. Mick shook his head and told himself not to be such a fool, but the
thoughts surfaced and he grabbed them, entertained their illogical beliefs and
let his mind play out the new obsession. 


Sanders
had left three messages on his cell telling Mick he called Elwood’s widow and
was giving a press briefing at his precinct. He apologized for not giving him a
head’s up earlier, but Mick’s nemesis Wendolowski invited Chief Hall to make a
statement to the press. Mick quickly turned on News 12, the local Long Island
cable station. He waited for the news to replay. 


Sanders
was on the small TV screen giving a press briefing from the second precinct on
Middle Country Road in Selden. Hall was there, with his short-cropped hair and
stone cold look.  He appeared stiff and nervous, his eyes darted back and forth
each time he saw himself on the monitor. Mick felt this was Sanders’s approach
to show he was taking over the investigation. He spoke very well. He even
mentioned the MTA. Sanders moved his hands with a grace Mick never noticed
before. Mick could see him running for some public office. He stood at the
podium with his shoulders back and smiled easily for the reporters, except when
Rossinotti stood up and asked why he presented no real facts. Sanders was
startled and blinked his eyes a few times. Mick reluctantly agreed; the details
Sanders gave were not clear. When the onslaught of follow-up questions erupted,
Sanders stammered and drew back from the microphones, raised his hands in front
of him and announced the briefing was finished. 


The
newscaster turned to the camera and said, "At this time there are no
leads, so if you or anyone you know saw anything please call the second precinct
at 555-2000." 


Mick tried to get
Sanders on the phone; he had to tell the ignorant switchboard operator three
times who he was. She must have been new. 


"Sanders…I
need to speak to Detective Sanders," Mick said. 


"I
can’t find him on our directory." 


Mick
hung up and tried Sanders’ cell. 


"Hey."



"You
spoke to Elwood’s wife?" Mick asked. 


            


"I
didn’t, but my partner did," Sanders said. Mick heard Reggie’s other cell
phone ringing. 


"Hey
Mick? I gotta go. Can I call you back?" 


"Wait
a sec, you mean to tell me Koch called her? What’s her number? I’m calling her
now." 


Heather
Elwood’s voice was faint.  She sounded refined with a single hushed word.


"Hello?"



"Mrs.
Elwood? This is Detective Mick Doran from the MTA. I’m very sorry about your
loss.  I’d like to meet with you. I know it’s kind of late, but I’d like to
stop by." 


Elwood
had left behind a young wife, twin girls, Elizabeth and Patricia, and an older
son, Kevin Junior. He wondered how their children could comprehend the thought
that they would never see their father again. 


"I
don’t know. There’ve been so many people here most of the day." She paused
a few moments, as if the sound of Mick’s voice reminded her of the reality of
her husband’s death. "None of them want to listen to me. Just
listen." 


Gently,
Mick said, "I’m listening, Mrs. Elwood." 


She
was silent for a beat or two. "The night before he died, Kevin unlocked
the front door and came in. We always lock it. The girls and I were watching
“That’s So Raven” on The Disney Channel. It must have been something like the
fourth night in a row we watched the show, and he made a comment, ‘Not again’
or something. They always watch Disney Channel. Anyway, that night the TV was
loud and he turned the volume down. The kids protested. And then he leaned over
and kissed them and came over and sat next to me on the sofa.  He would
normally go back to his study, but he sat down with us. Kevin Junior was
playing basketball at the gym up at Terryville. Kevin idolizes his dad. He
wants to be just like him when he grows up…" He heard her choking back
tears. 


Mick
listened, he wanted her to know he was following her request, it was a way to
build a bridge of trust. "I just wish he was home. I kept dinner warm. It
was waiting for them in the microwave. It was chicken and rice and a small
salad," she explained, her voice cracking. "At least that’s what I
think they had. I don’t know anything. I was thinking just now…he won’t make
breakfast for us this Sunday. He made pancakes for..." She broke down again.
"Why did this happen?  My husband was a good man, he was successful.  He
was a decent human being who always considered us.  Always.  Please.  Did you
find any leads?" 


"Two
departments are dedicated to this case. As you can imagine the attention to the
case is increasing. It’s very unusual. So I hope you can understand all we are
doing. Can I please stop by?" 


She
didn’t respond to that question so he asked, "Mrs. Elwood, was there
anyone who wanted to hurt Kevin?" 


"No.
Never. I mean, he had some disgruntled clients, but none who threatened to kill
him." 


"What
do you mean, disgruntled? No angry clients? He must have been a pretty good
lawyer. What kind of law did he practice?" Mick asked. 


"He
practices industrial law, negotiating contracts, really boring stuff. None of
his clients had to go to jail. Some paid fines to the SEC they weren’t happy
about. Never take money from a rich man. I think that’s a saying. Kevin’s
clients weren’t violent, mostly white collar. But he did lose some cases.
Hostile sessions from some hostile takeover, and that would get Kevin upset for
the whole weekend. A few times he was involved in some famous lawsuits. His
client would sue another party. Kevin…oh. He really was…the best at it. He was
truly the best at everything he put his heart into." She grew silent. The
pause was long enough for Mick to know she was crying. He waited a few seconds.



"Did
he normally take that specific train?" 


"No.
That’s what’s killing me. I keep asking myself why was he on that train? He
left the office as early as possible. My husband loved the train, and would
never consider driving. The lavish Madison Avenue attorney type wasn’t my
husband’s style, Detective Doran. The firm offered a private car to pick him up
and take him into the city, but Kevin said he wanted to protect the
environment. He cared about everything. He liked the train and relaxed on the
ride home and read over his papers, listened to his Ipod and called me. There
was always some cheesy paperback he was reading. Kevin was really a down-to-earth,
sort of regular guy. Not your typical attorney," she said. 


Mick
thought back to the image of Elwood’s body on the train, the Rolex watch and
his bare feet in the loose leather loafers.  Not many blue collar workers could
afford his style or would attempt it since it was pretentious. Before hanging
up, he asked if Elwood’s car was still at the station. Heather said it was and
told him the make and model, as well as the plate number. 


"Thank
you. I still would like to see you in person." 


"I’m
just getting the kids in bed." 


"Would
an hour be all right?" 


"That’d
be fine. You have my address?" 


"I
do." 


Mick
hung up the phone and took a sip from his cold coffee before he drove back to
the station to look at Elwood’s car. The interior of Mick’s black Charger was
cool compared to the suffocating humidity, even though it was late at night.
Mick turned the key, and the CD player popped on; The Doors, one of the songs
off LA Woman, “Hyacinth House”. 


The
Port Jefferson Railroad Station had three parking lots. The first was small and
close to the brick ticket booth building. White, ornate, Romanesque columns
hold the sloped tin roof, and a green copper weather vane of a schooner pointed
in the direction of the wind. The Suffolk County bus stop on Main Street took passengers
to Stony Brook University, The SmithHaven Mall and Gordon Heights. Across the
street was a Spanish American restaurant—where Mick bought a beef taco since he
was starving. 


Next
to the restaurant was a taxi dispatch; the dispatcher sat behind a small
window. The building next to the taxi held an Army & Navy Store. Heading
north the street had a deli, a couple of barber shops, and a pool hall. If he
went South there was a couple of Laundromats, some Chinese food, and a thrift
shop. There were a few bars—Tara’s was the best in the area for cheap Buffalo
wings and the special lottery game during happy hour. Pick the right number and
your drink would only cost a quarter. Mick drove slowly past the two rows in
the parking lot, but he couldn’t find Elwood’s car. The other lots were on
Railroad Avenue and Elm Street. 


Mick
turned around and eventually found the dark green, late model Volvo station
wagon in the dimly lit second lot, parked in the middle of the first row. He
deduced that Elwood must have been on one of the earlier trains that morning.
Mick walked over to the wagon and looked inside. A coffee cup from 7-11 and a
folded copy of New York Times, still in the blue plastic sleeve, lay on the
floor on the passenger side. Two identical safety seats for the twins with some
toys in between partly filled the back seat. 


Nearby,
a train’s horn blasted as it pulled into the station. He looked down at his
watch and suddenly realized he’d lost an hour somewhere. Mick got back in his
car and headed toward Stony Brook, where the Elwoods lived. 


Heather
Elwood came to the door. Her demure slender figure cast a shadow from the
hallway light onto the entry.  Her bare feet were a distraction, it was too
casual as if she was preparing for bed. Mick inhaled deeply. He thought his
breath probably reeked. He wished he had some mints. He stopped obsessing, and
quickly recalled a few questions he would ask. Strangely, the entry door was
open. She stood behind the screen door. He smiled uneasily not knowing what to
expect.


"Detective
Doran?" 


"Yes,
Mrs. Elwood." 


"Please
come in. Please call me Heather," she said and unlocked the storm door and
pushed it open. She stepped back into the dim den and crossed her arms in front
of her. 


"I
appreciate you seeing me." Mick tried not to speak too loud in case the
children were sleeping. 


"I
understand. You’re just doing your job. In all honesty my husband would
appreciate all the work you’re all doing. But I have to tell you, what I find
strange is that there are two different departments working on this case. So,
you’re with the MTA—right?" 


"Correct.
We are working together to solve this crime." 


"That
must be challenging. Do you feel Kevin was killed… randomly?" 


"I
can’t even speculate.  It’s too early in the investigation. We collected some
circumstansial evidence from the train, but nothing that would lead us.  What
do you think?" 


"It’s
not for me to determine. I can’t imagine someone wanting to kill Kevin
intentionally, but I don’t know. You’re the expert. What can I do to help?"



"Just
a few questions. How often did Kevin take the train?" 


"Every
day, but he took different trains. If he worked late the night before, he would
take a later train the next day." 


Mick
looked around the den and noticed some toys on the floor and a blanket and
pillow on the sofa. 


"Please
excuse the mess." 


"Not
at all." 


Heather
cleared her throat and said slowly, "You noticed the pillows. I just don’t
see myself sleeping in our bed." 


"I
understand." 


"How
can you?" She asked. 


"I
can’t imagine what you’re going through...But I know what it’s like to be alone
in your house. I went through a divorce and couldn’t sleep in the same bed
after my wife left me." He paused. "This place will feel empty. You
have to focus on your children. There’s nothing you can do about what
occurred.  I’m sorry, but I have to continue tell me what law firm did Kevin
work for?" 


"Sullivan
and Cromwell." 


"That’s
impressive. You said he dealt with corporate contracts and such. That no one
wanted to hurt him. Did you notice anything different in the last few weeks?
Did Kevin’s behavior change?" 


"No."



"Did
he act threatened in any way?" 


"Act? 
That’s an odd question detective." 


"I’m
sorry to be blunt, but how was your relationship with your husband?" 


"Very close. He
was my best friend." 


"I’m
sorry. So there was no animosity in any way? Oh, and where did you meet?" 


"There
were no changes in either of us. Each weekend we were busy, either sailing or
off to the yacht club or visit friends or family. Went to mass on Sunday. Typical.
We’re very ordinary. We met while in law school. We went to Fordham." 


"How
did he get along with his partners?" 


"Kevin
is not a partner. His life didn’t revolve around work as much as some others.
We had a friend who went to school with us and he’s a partner there, but he’s
different from us. Karl’s goal was becoming partner. He’s always thinking about
himself. Kevin’s goal was to be the best husband and father he could be." 


"That’s
nice. What is your friend’s last name?" 


"McCoy."



He
scribbled a note. "Got it. I’ll need to call him. Did Kevin mention anyone
getting upset with him? Neighbors? It could be inconsequential. Maybe he cut
someone off when he left the parking lot one day?  Did he mention any
altercations?" 


"No."



"Did
he mention a conflict with anyone on the train?" 


"No."



"Are
his parents still alive?" 


"They
live in Sarasota, but flew up here today. They’re taking this very badly. His
mother is in shock." 


"I’m
sure, it’s very difficult for..them. Brothers or sisters?" 


"He
has one older sister who lives in Baltimore. She’s up here with her family as
well." 


"It’s
been a long traumatic day.  Before I leave, do you have any questions for
me?" 


"After
the information I just gave you—do you think it was just a random act?" 


"Most
murders are not. It could be many factors, not to suggest this is the case, but
jealous rage is the most common. Lovers spat, some business transaction that
went sour. I’m curious about his clients and his cases. This may take some time
since there is nothing standing out to me  Your husband was a decent man. I
hate to ask, but I need to. Were you ever suspicious Kevin may have had an
affair?" 


"Never.
We’re both devout Catholics. We take our faith very seriously, and I told you
how important our family is.  I mean how important we were for my husband.  He
would not dare jeopardize that with an affair.  He loved us all very
deeply." 


"I’m
sure, but I had to ask. Thank you so much, Heather.  Please have a good
night." 


He
winced after he said that. She wouldn’t have a good night. Not for a long time.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Three


Mick
felt withdrawn and tired from another night of minimal sleep, a nervous belly,
and a rash that looked like the hives or chicken pox on his forearms. He
thought back to the tacos he’d eaten the night before. The Mad Cow meat; the
disease burrowed narrow, deep holes, drilling into his brain. He scratched his
arms and watched the early morning sun break through passing clouds. His right
eye was bloodshot. This time he was certain; he was coming down with something.
Mick thought about an article in Newsday about the lead in the water and how
some people reported getting a rash and losing their hair. Mick remembered
looking at his hairs on the floor in the tub, and wanted to get his water
tested. He shook away these thoughts. Even with the lack of humidity, it would
be hotter than the previous day. It was all in his mind he told himself. That’s
where the problems were. 


The
Suffolk County Medical Examiner’s office was located in the basement in Stony
Brook University Hospital. The hospital was a tall, brown modern building that
appeared like a looming obnoxious chocolate box. The windows were round, making
it look like a spaceship. It was the tallest building in the county and could
be seen from miles away. 


He
parked beside two Suffolk PD vehicles and went inside. He knew where to go, so
he didn’t ask the young black guard for directions nor did he show the man his
ID after receiving a nod of recognition. 


Mick
took the elevator down and was met by one of the members of the lab team. It
was her brown eyes that struck him, dark and narrow. She was tall, with long
wavy black hair, and red lipstick giving her curved lips a moist appearance. He
studied the angle of her bottom lip and sighed to himself. Her slender black
glasses sat just below her dark eyes. He imagined what it would be like to kiss
her, to feel the softness of her lips, to have the tip on her tongue penetrate
his mouth. Mick felt sort of bashful and hated himself for his natural reaction
to this beautiful woman. He felt vulnerable.


"Doran?"



"Yes,
thank you," Mick said. 


"We’ve
been expecting you. Detective Sanders is here and has been briefed. I can take
you into the examination room, if you’d like." 


"Sure,
and then I’d like to meet with the doctor." Mick looked past her and down
the hall. 


She
held up her index finger, stepped in front of Mick and pulled off her glasses.
"Hold on a minute, detective. I am the doctor." She tilted her head
and waited for Mick’s apology. 


Stunned
not only by her tone, but by her demeanor, he could say nothing. 


"Let
me break this to you lightly, Doran," she went on. "Since you’re a
senior citizen and all, I assume you’re stuck in the past. Women can become
doctors, and do. Maybe you haven’t heard that before... You know, when you were
kicking around with the other Neanderthals." 


"I
deserved that. I’m sorry, doctor. I didn’t mean to offend you. It was just that
I would never have expected a beautiful...I mean a woman… Shit, there I go
again. I mean someone like you working in an ME lab. Can we please proceed?
Doctor?" 


"Give
me a break. You’re with Suffolk PD or DA, or what?" 


"Neither,
I’m with the MTA," Mick said and they began walking toward a pair of metal
doors with two tinted windows and a sign, which read: Keep Out! She folded her
arms and cleared her throat. "MTA? I’m almost certain—you don’t think you
belong here?" 


"The
victim died on one of our trains and I’m investigating his death." 


She
pinched her nose, rubbed lightly under her eyes and put her glasses back on.
Mick waited for her to gather her thoughts as if she was debating if he was
wasting her time talking to him.


"Let’s
go. Ever see a cadaver before, Doran?" 


"Many.
I’m sorry I never got your name." 


“Dr.
Jones." 


"Yes,
Dr. Jones." Mick rolled his eyes. His stomach whined a little and he tried
to hide the distracting sound by coughing. He dreaded seeing the body again,
but took in a deep breath knowing the fumes in the room would be potent. 


Elwood
was on the examination table, covered by a thin white sheet. Dr. Jones pulled
it back slowly and turned around to pick up her notepad. She looked at Mick
over her glasses, coughed loudly and read over her notes. "Male, five-feet
ten inches tall, weighing one hundred eighty-seven pounds. Light scar on right
leg; probable surgical scar. Another scar on the right shoulder; surgical
repair of the rotator cuff, and a small scar on chin where he had stitches.
Cause of death; collapsed trachea. Death due to asphyxiation." 


"Thank
you, Dr. Jones." Mick glanced down at Elwood’s pale lips and white skin.
He felt lightheaded and distant all at once. The body, the dead mind seemed so
far away. "Do you think he was strangled?" Mick asked. 


"See
the thin line around the neck? The murderer wrapped a cord or a rope. Whatever
it was, it was thin, or it would have caused more tissue damage. I’ve seen
bodies that were almost decapitated with a garrote. Yet, in each of those
cases, the killing was out of rage. This was not rage. The murderer got it
done, and did not want to make a mess." 


"Thank
you." 


Dr.
Jones led Mick back into the main lobby and through another set of doors. Their
footsteps on the hard surface echoed in the silent hallway. When Mick walked
into the room, Sanders and Koch stayed seated around a small table. Mick noticed
Koch staring at the doctor’s breasts and biting the inside corner of his bottom
lip. He gave Koch a hard stare, but stole a quick glance from the corner of his
eye. From his angle Mick could see why Koch was impressed, but he didn’t want
to share anything in common.


"Why
look who it is, the rent-a-cop from the station," Koch said and laughed
aloud. He nodded to Jones who quickly rolled her eyes and looked away. Mick
wasn’t sure if it was the comment or his gaze that she was reacting to. 


Sanders
smiled slightly, stood up and reluctantly reached out and shook Mick’s hand.
Koch lazily reclined in his seat, tilting the chair on its hind legs; he looked
as if he was going to fall backward at any second. 


"So,
Dr. Jones, what do you think?" Mick asked. 


"I
told you.  You’re asking me to speculate?" 


"Yes,
please do." Sanders cleared his throat. He glanced at Mick, and winked.
Mick wasn’t sure what Reggie was after. When he turned around, Jones was
glaring at Mick making a sour face. 


She
proceeded to give a detailed report of the autopsy and the possible cause of
his death. 


"It
happened on a train in public," Mick said and scratched his right arm. 


"And,
what are you trying to suggest, Detective Doran? That’s my theory. Do you have
a different one?" Jones replied. 


"No.
I agree. He was strangled. You’re right about that, but on the train?"
Mick asked. 


"What’s
wrong with you? What, do you think, that he was killed someplace else and then
dragged onto the train? What an asshole." Koch rocked his chair back and
forth. Mick moved toward him, wanting to kick the legs out and send him flying,
but Koch quickly settled the seat back down. 


"What’s
your problem fuck face?  Sharing theories is one way to solve a crime,"
Mick said. 


Koch
shook his head in disbelief. 


Mick
sighed. "I can see this is going to take some time." He moved behind
Koch. "Last night I spoke to the victim’s wife. She couldn’t think of
anyone who would want to kill him." 


"Yeah,
great job, Doran. Thanks for all of those details. Now we have something,"
Koch said and moved the seat away from the table and balanced the chair again.
This time, Mick caught him, pressing down on his shoulders and dropping him to
the floor. 


Koch
quickly pushed himself off the floor. His eyes were wide from shock and embarrassment.
He got up and shoved Mick into a wall. Mick raced back at him, but Koch planted
his feet and swung a short hard right. The blow missed, but right off Koch
connected with a left uppercut to the gut. Mick hunched over in pain trying to
catch his breath. 


"Keep
your…shithole trap shut, dickhead." 


"Don’t
fuck with me, Doran. You’re too old for me. I will kick your fuckin ass." 


Mick
took in a deep breath. It was years since he’d boxed, but he was confident he
could take Koch. 


            “Let’s go. 
Kick my ass.”


Koch
lunged at Mick and punched him weakly in his right kidney. Mick ducked a
swinging left, then clenched his fists. With all his weight and momentum, he
released a hurtling left bomb. That did it, but Mick did not stop; he hit Koch
with a hard right shot into the shocked face. The punches sent Koch’s loose
limbs and flabby body stumbling backward, crashing into the table. Sanders
lunged after Koch and eventually helped him to his feet. 


It
was quiet in the room for a few seconds. 


"Enough!
This is not happening here. Not now!" Jones strode to Koch, who needed the
most care. 


Koch
wobbled from side to side, rubbing his jaw. A mouthful of blood spilled out
onto the floor. He stared at it and then back to Mick. "Big mistake, old
man. I’m not letting this one go, and once the others hear about it, they will
come…looking for you. Asshole. I think you…broke my…fuckin’ jaw!" 


"You
said you’d kick my ass," Mick said. 


"Get
out of here, Doran!" Sanders yelled.      


Mick
thought for sure his career was over, and that he would piss blood like the
time after he’d fought the drug dealer in Hicksville, who kept trying to grab
Mick’s gun by pounding on his kidneys. Mick clocked the fuck in the face and
knocked him out. 


Getting
back inside his car was a task. His ribs hurt. His hands shook. In a strange
way he wished there had been other fights since the drug dealer. His boxing
days were locked into history. 


He
called Elwood’s widow. 


"Hello?"
          


"Detective
Doran." 


"Yes?"


"I
hate to intrude, but I was thinking about you. How did the kids sleep—how are
you coping?" 


"What?
Why—are you all right, Detective?" 


"I
was just wondering," Mick said and hung up the phone. 


What
the fuck was he thinking? He had to pull it together. First the fight and then
calling Mrs. Elwood? What the fuck? The Elwood kids. Toys on the carpet. His
own daughters. The nightmares. The isolation. Taking in a deep breath, he
calmed down and promised himself he would think before making another call like
that. He needed a distraction. He was losing it. 


Mick
decided to become a passenger and see what Elwood’s ride was like. It would be
an escape. Hiding on the train—no one would know who he was. He had to go into
the city, to Sullivan and Cromwell’s offices and to interview Kevin Elwood’s
law school friend, Karl McCoy. He drove west on Jericho Turnpike to the
Huntington station and saw some patrolmen who’d been posted there the day
before. 


The
MTA wanted to assure the public that Elwood’s death was an isolated incident.
The last thing they wanted was panicked commuters thinking there could be a
killer on the train who could strike at any moment. Just when they least
expected it, someone wrapped a cord around an unsuspecting throat. The MTA
promoted in a press release, there were more cops on the platforms and in the
trains. Isolated incidents occur when you’re not prepared for risks. The PR
department for the Long Island Rail Road was spinning its version of the story
the same way they did when commuters started falling through the gaps between
the platforms and the entrance to the trains; they’d made it seem the commuter
was at fault. Elwood’s death was different. Mick had listened to 1010 AM radio
and heard the head of the PR department, Alice Eisenberg announce, "Mr.
Elwood’s death is a tragedy and we are thoroughly investigating this matter,
but we want to assure dedicated commuters and passengers that we are
considering this an isolated incident. There is no cause for panic. The trains
are safe. I should know; I take them to work every day and go back into the
city on the weekends to see Broadway plays. Life is…easier on the train."


At
the Huntington train station, Mick parked near the patrolman’s Ford Bronco and
got out. The air was cool. Two taxi cab drivers were pointing their fingers at
one another and getting close; they were arguing about a previous fare. Mick
got out and waited to see if they would settle down. He stood next to his car
for a couple of minutes. They started cursing. 


Mick
pulled out his badge and walked up to them. "Keep it down." 


Both
patrolmen were rookies and he noticed their names. Kendle was a young black man
with a thin moustache and Maniaci was a thin Italian kid with pimples on his
cheeks. 


"How’s
it going out here?" Mick asked. 


"It’s
quiet except for those two taxi drivers," Kendle said. 


"You
mean to tell me you weren’t going to say anything?" 


"Sir?"



"You
heard me." Mick moved closer to them. He lowered his voice and slowly
said, "You’re an officer. Make sure you keep the peace. It’s an easy job
if things are handled swiftly. Besides there are a lot of nervous people around
the station, you understand don’t you?  We all need to be more diligent." 


The
6:15 pulled into Huntington and he jogged across the green metal bridge to
catch it. Thoughts of his rash came back as he felt the surface of his shirt
rub against his skin. He pictured boils, puss bubbling to the surface, and
rolled up his sleeves. Could be an extremely contagious rash he’d caught; and
he clawed his nails into his skin, and glanced down at the red scratches. There
were no boils. There was no rash, but he told himself it was one of those
hidden rashes that rise up on rare occasions. He imagined his thin sharp rib
bones stabbing into the tender flesh of his lungs. It was internal bleeding. He
thought he would die on the train, so he slowed down and walked. 


The
train’s metal surface and blue striped sides made it appear like a high tech
super-charged racing machine, like a high speed train hovering over the
magnetic tracks and racing across flowered and country sides in France or Japan
at a million miles an hour, but this train had a diesel engine that labored
slowly.


Mick
remembered when the new GE manufactured double-deckers were introduced.
Compared to the battered passenger cars in operation for more than forty years,
these new streamlined diesels were impressive. The orange lights on the sides
of the doors changed to green when the doors slid open with a foreign
ding…ding. The automated but buoyant male announcer called,
"Huntington…this is the train to…Port Jefferson." He went up the
steps to the second deck and walked through the aisle. The conductor was an
older black woman who glanced at Mick and let him pass without asking for a
ticket. 


With
a sense of relief, Mick found the bathroom, slid open the door and walked to
the metal bowl in the corner of the room. He urinated for a long time,
inspecting the stream for any discoloration, and held onto to the post as the
train rocked back and forth. At a sink in the opposite corner he cleaned his
hands in the measured discharge of warm water, blew dry his hands in the
syncopated warm air and looked at his sweaty, bruised reflection in the long
mirror. His lip was swollen. How had Koch hit him? His tie was a little
crooked, but he left it alone and he thought back to the fight. There were a
few things he could have done better, maybe kicking Koch’s chair out from under
him the second after he made his first wise ass remark. Mick remembered his
fists swinging in the air and connecting with Koch’s exposed face. He took a
few steps back and watched his reflection wave back and forth as the train
rolled slowly on the tracks. He swung his fists in the reflection and imagined
hearing Grandda say, "That’s it, Mick! You’re the champ." 


And
then he put his fists down and loosened his hands. Mick took a deep breath and
thought about the years since he was that little boy in Dublin. He felt a bit
sick. 


The
potent fumes from the toilet’s disinfectant seemed to absorb into his skin. He
felt the annoying itch of the rash and suddenly went lightheaded. He wasn’t
sure what was ailing him, but it was serious.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Four


Kevin
Elwood’s body had been found in car 4036, which was the third car from the
locomotive 402. Mick walked through the train and glanced down at the commuters. 
They wisely avoided all eye contact and sought to remove themselves by staring
out of the window or reading the newspapers, paperback novels, typing on
laptops, working on Blackberries and one talked quietly on her cell phone. A
few watched the passing landscape. He took a seat next to a red-haired woman in
a black dress sitting across from where Elwood would have been. The actual car
that Elwood rode in was still in police custody, and possibly would not be
released for general transportation for a couple of weeks. 


Inside
the car was quiet. The long glass windows reflected solemn faces or the sides
of heads, appearing like ghosts, each rider lost in a different world. Thoughts
circulated in their minds, like Mick’s thoughts, which went from passenger to
passenger as he observed them to see if anyone could be a suspect. 


When
they pulled out of Kings Park, Mick noticed a young oriental woman, busy
reading a textbook and checking her notes; most likely a student at Stony Brook
University. Her head did not move up to look around the inside of the train.
She was completely focused on whatever she was studying. 


Passing
backyards was like exposing secrets hidden in closets. Mick could see who took
care of their property and who did not. The difference with the expensive
neighborhoods; their houses were hidden behind tall, thick, green shrubs. In
the poor neighborhoods, the houses looked battered, and the yards unkempt. The
train passed rusting cars covered by tarps, probably waiting perhaps years for
the time when the owners had the money and the motivation to work on them. Flat
tires sank into the soft earth. 


Just
before the St. James station, the train passed a winery. Once it had been a
vegetable farm, and now, the acres that used to sport rows of cabbages and
potatoes had been reduced to a hill with thin vines and a dilapidated barn. The
faint red paint faded away a little more after each passing harvest. 


For
the most part it was quiet inside the train, except for one rider, a man who
sounded like he was talking to his boss on his cell phone. Mick was struck by
the conversation. He was saying that he was the VP for business development,
not just his sales rep. He was an arrogant asshole who talked loudly and
ignored the few civil "Sssssshhh" sounds and polite requests to quiet
down. With a sense of relief Mick watched him get off in Smithtown, still
talking and becoming more animated as he strode down the platform. 


There
really was not much of anything else. There were fewer riders on the train.
Most got off in Smithtown. By Saint James and Stony Brook, there was no one
left on the train. It occurred to Mick how easily someone could sneak up behind
and pull a thin wire around his neck. He didn’t want to give in to his nerves,
but still slid his hand over the revolver inside his coat and kept it there
just in case the killer attacked. 


An
empty Bud can rolled down the aisle, with a hollow sound like bamboo wind
chimes, as the train pulled out of Stony Brook. The University stadium was lit
up; Mick wished he knew who was playing. The cars on 25A, which ran parallel to
the tracks, seemed to race the train but had to stop at the intersection of
Nichols Road. Passing the back of gourmet restaurants in Setauket, Mick noticed
a Bentley in a parking lot. Gliding by a house under construction, he looked at
the frame and imagined what the house would look like when it was completed.
The train rocked back and forth over a narrow bridge. He looked behind him to
see if anyone was there. He was alone. Mick got out and headed toward the
steps.


"Did
you read what happened?" Mick heard a voice ask and saw one of the senior
conductors, the morose Ray Walker. He waited for Mick at the bottom of the
steps. His shoulders slumped. Wrinkled uniform. The sides of his mouth twitched
since he was constantly sighing sardonic and pessimistic remarks. He looked and
told many he hated his job. His whiskered face was wrinkled, the veins on his
thin neck stuck out. Everything about Ray from his wrinkled shirt, to the pants
that were too tight on his thin legs, projected misery. He did not care how the
world perceived him; he was his own man who had a penchant for complaining. 
His wife couldn’t stand him and left him a year before. Mick tried to avoid
listening to Ray, but this time he was stuck. Ray took off his hat, unveiling a
balding head. Twirling the hat around his index finger, Ray waited for Mick
with a smirk on his lips. Before continuing down the steps, Mick looked back at
the empty train. The covered ceiling lights showed a barren cab with empty
luggage racks, empty seats.  There were no escapes and no distractions.  


"Hey,
Ray, how are you?" Mick asked when he got closer to him. 


"I’m
still here, Mick. Getting by one day at a time, but I heard something." 


"You
mean the body they found?" 


"Not
only that, but there’s a story going around that you’re retiring." 


"Not
me." Mick shook his head. 


"That’s
a relief. You do a good job, and if you retire, it means I’m the oldest worker
in the MTA." 


"Really?
How old are you?" 


"Sixty-four."
He twirled the cap a little faster. 


"I
hate to break it to you, but you are the oldest. What gave you the idea I was
older than you?" Mick asked. Mick thought Ray looked his age. When Mick
met people they were always surprised to learn his age. 


"Wait,
how old are you?" 


"Fifty-two."
Mick smiled and scratched his shoulder.


"Figures,
I’m always the oldest." Ray said disappointedly.


"Hey,
but you’re still the best looking sixty-four-year-old out here. Right? Look, I
need to ask if you were working on that train last night." 


"That’s
all right, Mick. I was kind of waiting for the question." He looked at
Mick with some compassion, their eyes met. He sighed. "I knew him, but to
be honest with you, I never knew his name. He seemed a decent sort. For years,
I took his ticket, but we never exchanged names. That really bothers me. I read
about him in the paper. What was his name…Kevin Elwood? It’s a shame, a young
lawyer, I bet he had the whole future to look forward to, and he was a married
man with children. That hurts, Mick. And then I got to thinking; we shouldn’t
be so private with our passengers. Here was a man who had twin daughters and a
son, sort of like me, but other than the normal, ‘how ya doing’—there was
nothing more. Sorry, I’m not answering your question. No, I wasn’t on that
train last night. You can check the records." 


"I
don’t need to check. Why would you say that, Ray? Did you ever see Elwood get
into a fight? Maybe on his cell phone?" 


Walker
rubbed his stubbled chin and bit down on his molars. The muscles in his jaws
flexed as he considered the question. "No, I never saw him lose his temper
with anyone. He was a quiet man. My prayers are with him and his young
family." 


Ray
sighed loudly and slapped Mick on the back as they pulled into the station. The
announcement was made over the intercom: Last stop! Port Jefferson Station. 


Nearby,
two homeless men sat on a metal girder behind the taxi depot. There was a tall
black man standing close to them, laughing. He sort of looked like Jimi Hendrix
with his afro. The other men were not laughing. Their bodies and soiled faces
seemed to make their heads sink into their clothes. One of the men, who
appeared close to Mick’s age, sucked on a cigarette and muttered, his legs
crossed and eyes stared at the ground in front of him. Mick assumed he was
talking to himself. Mick imagined he was a Deadhead when he was younger. Maybe
he lost control with drugs or booze or both and now his life was an endless
stream into oblivion. He seemed to sense Mick looking at him and raised his
head, but instead looked to Ray. Ray nodded to the man.


Mick
assumed they knew each other. "Who’s that?" he asked. 


"One
of the guys that hangs out at the station, he’s a good man, used to work for
the LIRR. He’s been through a lot." Ray looked to see if anyone else was
coming from the lower deck, but there was no one. The doors opened, and Ray got
out and lit up a cigarette. 


Mick
walked up to a white MTA Ford Bronco in the parking lot. Inside were
Christopher Burns and Nate Wong both were good cops. Nate rolled down his
window when he realized it was Mick approaching. 


"Hey
Nate, how’s it going out here?" 


"It’s
all clear, nothing but the bums and us," he said and looked back at Burns
as if for confirmation. Burns blew out a cloud of cigarette smoke and nodded. 


"I
left my car in Huntington. Can you guys give me a lift home?" 


"Chief
doesn’t want us leaving this place, especially for a favor. You know how it is,
Doran. Shit, with the murder that took place, he wants to make sure there is a
cop at each station. You know?" 


Mick
motioned to the back and raised his hands up. "Come on, guys. Don’t fuck
around. I’m


tired." 


Burns
reluctantly complied and unlocked the doors.


 


~
* ~


 


Mick
got out in front of his condo in Coram. There was a black Neon with the peeling
paint on the back fender. It belonged to Debbie. She’d intentionally parked it
in front of his condo.  It was her way of telling Mick she was home and he
should call her. 


The
first time Mick met her, it was by accident. They were taking trash out at the
same time. She tried to introduce herself, but her blonde hair and red
lipsticked beauty made him shy and insecure. He pretended his phone was ringing
and ran inside. He didn’t want to get to know any of his neighbors. It was best
for them to close their doors behind them and go in their own directions while
he did the same. But he hoped he’d have another chance to meet her when the
time was right.  The chance came when they were on line at the supermarket and
she asked if he was her neighbor.  Mick said little.  She took his timid nature
as a challenge.


Nate
sat in the car and watched Mick walk up to the condo and waited for Mick to
turn his front light on. What a gentleman, Mick thought. 


The
complex was full of condos. Like hamsters, people lived between thin walls.
Families and hearts absorbed love on the other side of the wall, and the local
strangers only recognized one another from the sounds they emanated. The condos
contained the same sized rooms, same sized windows and came through the same
sized doors, and used the same sized bathrooms that all looked the similar with
the generic marble tops and showers. Mick had been offered a choice when he
moved into this complex. One option was a unit with a deck. It had a view of
the man-made pond with a florescent orange waterspout that in the warm weather
spayed all night long. In the other units the deck was barely big enough to put
your shoes out to dry. Or, for an additional two hundred a month, he could have
had a garage. Not needing the garage, he chose the cheaper unit. No garage,
deck or florescent orange waterspout. That’s the way Mick liked it, since he
didn’t intend to live there for long. Not then. 


Now,
he’d lived in his unit for over a year he became friends with that beautiful divorcee
behind his—Debbie Bradley. Still, he maintained a distance, sort of like a
survival technique. He didn’t want to open his damaged heart, fall in love and
discover she felt nothing for him. Yet Debbie had a gentle approach, using
subtle inquiries about his job, and listening with interest.  She adapted over
the years after three serious relationships and a nine-year marriage to avoid
probing into a man’s emotional state.  Men repelled from exposing themselves. 
The men she was involved with for the most part were superficial.  One was an
alcoholic and another stole her money before leaving her. Mick was
introspective.  He was gentle and timid.  She liked taking control.  She felt
he appreciated her determination.  It was difficult to find a single man who
wanted to have a relationship than just sex.  Though she was hindered by Mick’s
hypochondriac episodes.  At first she’d get alarmed with his ailments and nurse
him.  Then like dealing with an addict, she felt it was best not to be an
enabler.  She noticed a difference in Mick as he avoided complaining about his
ailments or his lack of sleep or a new brewing disease.


In
the last five months she’d developed a disciplined work-out regimen, evidenced
by a toned body that she cared for like a religious ritual, but she still
welcomed his worn and tired body. 


It’s
coming to an end. She’ll get tired of me and I’ll lose myself in the walls of
the condo and may not remember how to escape. 


Recently
she’d claimed to be worried about him, and wanted him to have a thorough
medical check to determine what really ailed him. Mick’s stock answer was,
"I’m too busy to learn if I have anything serious. I’m not ready to die,
so don’t worry about me," but it would never reassure her.  She also knew
not to press the issue since the truth could be unsettling. 


The
visitation agreement was for Mick to have his daughters one week-night. Friday
nights, and every other holiday. If he wanted to take them out of state for a
vacation, he had to arrange an in-office visit with the lawyers. The itinerary
had to be detailed to include all meals and rest times. It was perused and
ripped apart until agreed upon by the attorneys. Most of the time they settled
their own terms. Still, the lawyers had a knack for earning their compensation.
After the third meeting, Cheryl asked Mick if they really needed to involve
their attorneys. Mick thought she wanted the arrangement, and she assumed he
did.  Both agreed it was a waste of money. 


So
Cheryl and Reggie had them more nights in the week, and now a young son—Reggie
Junior, to care for. Mick had his empty condo most nights. He’d kept his fridge
packed with daughters’ favorite frozen meals until recently when they’d gone on
a health food kick and the frozen meals weren’t organic enough. That made life
more difficult because Mick had long ago decided to avoid cooking. 


Awhile
back, Debbie and Mick had sat in his kitchen sharing some wine, and Mick was
only half listening. His stomach didn’t like the alcohol. Debbie told him about
her ex and the way he gambled away all their money and ran off with her best
friend. Mick was a good listener as long as the subject was fresh or had
something that was of interest to him, but he’d heard this one before. He
listened politely and knew it was the alcohol that opened up the old wounds. 


By
her third glass, Debbie turned amorous and asked Mick
if he ever thought about her while he was at work.


"What
do you mean?" 


"Ever
have any thoughts about me and you…taking a shower or something?  Maybe I can
meet you one night in a parking lot." She moved closer, quietly leaning
her lips into his ear and licked him. 


"Yeah,
sure…there are times when I have those thoughts.  Not a parking lot though. 
That one is pretty wild." 


"Let’s
do something about it. I can meet you anywhere while you’re on the job and we
can do it really soon." 


As
if summoned, one of his girls came in just then, catching Debbie about to sit
on his lap, and Mick blushed, standing quickly, not wanting his kids to hear
what they were talking about. 


Mick
and Debbie had not spent the night at her place, but in the past few weeks
they’d only made love twice, both times at his condo when she left her girls
home to do their homework, having told them she was going for a walk. The last
time, he sensed something different about her. She seemed appreciative of
having Mick to herself and even thanked him for giving her a break from her
house. On the bed, she’d drawn him close and buried her face in his shoulder,
and just held him. Mick thought it was odd. It was intimate and he could feel
her ease into his arms, her heart beating fast, her breath warm, and then she
regained some energy as she pushed herself out of the bed and got dressed and
went home.  She kissed his cheek before leaving and looked into his eyes.  Mick
thought she’d needed to tell him something.  The door closed and silence
returned. 


Mick
looked in the fridge and pulled out a white cardboard container of chicken Lo
Mein he’d picked up at his favorite Chinese restaurant A fortune cookie fell
out of the bag and onto the counter. He examined the yellow cookie, opened the
plastic wrapper and smelled the sweet aroma. He sneezed from the dust, coughed
and swore. I’m definitely coming down with
something. Most of his colds began with a
sneeze and a sore throat. He waited for another sneeze, but nothing happened.
Thought can bring it on, the cold that is, and he rubbed his eyes since his
vision was blurry. What if I have something serious? He couldn’t shake
the thought even as he bit the cookie and pulled out the fortune. These bits
of paper are amusing answers to life. If I could have a fortune a day for a
whole year, maybe I’d become more intelligent, thoughtful and perhaps more
spiritual like a Zen master. I could collect the fortunes and save them up and
at the end of year pick out my favorites and rattle them off when I’m looking
for something thoughtful to say. 


That’s what he would do: keep a record of which fortunes made
sense. He thought about starting this habit tomorrow. He would go back to the
Chinese restaurant and ask for a dozen, maybe two if he could get them. Maybe
there was a place he could order online? He read the words of wisdom: Many fall
down, but are stronger when they get back up. He looked at the brown noodles
and put the container in the microwave, and thought about the words for a few
seconds. Then he thought about this warm food, and what a great cook Cheryl
always was. 


 


~ * ~ 


 


Cheryl
and Mick first met on a Wednesday in October at the 40th Precinct in The Bronx.
He’d brought in a suspect, Manny Klecko, a punk Mick had been chasing for
weeks, and finally caught him when he was trying to score a deal on East 147th Street. This was back when
Mick was a beat cop for the NYPD, and Cheryl had just graduated from the
academy a few months before. They were opposites, their skin colors were like
day and night; but, when they met the first time, there was some heavy
flirting. She was a natural, with an easy smile and a seductive way of looking
at Mick that made him melt. He was taken by her dark eyes and the way her large
breasts surged under her dark blue uniform. Her face was small with a button
nose and lush, moist lips that reflected the florescent light from the
ceiling.  Mick thought she was being hit on by all the men and he had no chance
with her.  Besides he was white.  Black cops frowned when white men flirted
with any black cops.  It was an unspoken rule, dating the opposite race was not
an option, not that anyone needed to know what occurred outside of work.   


When he brought the
punk in, she took down Klecko’s information. Then, she slowly looked up at Mick
and they stared at each other for a few moments, not looking away, just gazing
at one another. She wrote down her number on a piece of scrap paper and
pleasantly demanded him to call her.


Having to accept the
fact that Cheryl fell out of love with him and in love with Reggie Sanders had
been devastating. Cheryl explained her relationship with Reggie slowly
developed, her feelings grew for Reggie till she realized she was in love with
him. She and Reggie grew up in the same neighborhood. He was a good friend of
her older brothers who’d never liked Mick.  Reggie was the threat Mick dealt
with when he was away on patrol, thinking any man in the office would take an
opportunity to persuade Cheryl to be with them.  It was a racial issue.  Her
brothers made every effort to tell Mick she was too good for him and his Irish
ass. Her older brother, Walter even threatened Mick on one occasion confronting
Mick when he was walking up to his apartment building.  Walter shoved Mick a
few times.


            “Listen,
don’t fuck with me. Once more and you’re going down Walter.”


            Mick was
shoved.  He bobbed and weaved and jabbed a left and swung a swift right hook
that caught her brother on the his left cheek. He was sent crashing into a pile
of garbage bags on the sidewalk.


            “Hope you
come to visit again.”


            “Fuck your
Irish skinny ass.”


There
are still those nights, now, when he lay in his bed and remembered Cheryl next
to him.  Certain sounds would trigger a memory, like the breeze blowing through
an open screened window next to his bed.  He remembered watching her sleep at
night and the way her eyelids twitched as her mind absorbed a dream. The way
the sheet rose and fell gently over her body. The way her mouth opened,
releasing a blissful sigh as they kissed while making love. 


Mick
put the television on and ate in the living room. He placed everything on a
tray with a cold bottle of Diet Coke, and watched the news. There was a short
piece on the Elwood death, and he watched Sanders again. His eyes still darted
up and down and back and forth as he took in the sight of the reporters. He was
clear, though. The investigation would continue. 


Mick’s
cell phone rang. The caller ID showed an unknown number, but he answered it.
"Doran," he said. 


"Doran,
you wanted me to call after I checked for prints on the ticket." 


"Who
is this?" Mick asked not recognizing the voice.


"This? 
This is Dr. Jones." 


"Dr.
Jones, you should’ve introduced yourself, don’t you think?" 


"Are
you lecturing me, Doran?" 


"Sorry.
What do you have?" 


"I
found two prints. I determined one is Elwood’s and the other is the
conductor’s." 


"How
did you get Kongelbeck’s prints?" 


"He
was arrested for a DWI a few years ago." 


"All
right, thank you. Where does this…" Mick said. 


She
hung up. 


There
was a knock on the door. It was Debbie, in her jogging shoes and a t-shirt over
her braless breasts. He watched her for a moment and then opened the door. She
walked inside and took his hand. "Did you eat?" 


"Yes."
Mick watched her eyes look around. There was no need for conversation, she was
back for one reason only, and led the way toward his bedroom.









Five


The next morning,
Mick took a cab to the Port Jeff station and rode the 6:57 train back to
Huntington to retrieve his car. He called into HQ to let them know he was on
duty, and to see if there was any update on Elwood. Rita, the dispatcher, an
Irish woman who’d just celebrated her 30th anniversary working for the MTA, answered the call.
Her brogue reminded him of his mother. 


"Commissioner
Connolly from Suffolk PD wants you to call," she said. 


"How does he
know I’m working?" 


"He said if you
phoned in, he wanted you to call him immediately." 


Maybe it was the late
night, the stale Chinese food, the Diet Coke, but all or one was a factor in
Mick’s foggy frame of mind. He thought he might be suffering from the first
signs of dementia; he wasn’t sure if being in a foggy state was an indication
of the disease, but felt it could be something serious, maybe even terminal,
and looked out the window and wanted to remember this morning. Mick didn’t know
why the Commissioner would call, but he didn’t want to focus on that. Instead,
he thought back to the fog. When any day sort of runs into the hours and the
images on the train intersect with memories or thoughts, the ride can beat you
down. That sounded like a message from a fortune cookie. Still he wasn’t sure
what Connolly wanted and the idea was a distraction from his obsession with his
failing health. 


Maybe it had
something to do with either Elwood or Koch. Instead of calling, he put it off
and just sat there on the train and watched the green trees merge by. A set of
rusting tracks lapsed into the soil, faded red and white beer cans lay crumpled
near a pile of gray ballast rocks. If Connolly really wanted him, he would call
back. It was that simple. 









By the time the train pulled into Huntington, a police sedan with
tinted windows sat blocking his car from getting out of the parking spot. As he
approached, the doors flew open. The thud of footsteps carried four men, all
taller than Mick, all wearing sunglasses. They surrounded and tackled him. He
tried to roll away and get to his feet, but he was kicked and then beaten down
with billy clubs. His head was numb. Wild sparks of yellow and blue burst in
front of his eyes with each blow. 


"Better kill me,
cause…if I get up, you’re dead," Mick yelled out. 


He was picked up and
thrown into the trunk of the car, and locked into the stifling heat and
darkness. With barely room for his legs he folded up in a fetal position. He
listened for any indications of who they were and where they were taking him.
Were they were professional hit men? 


The car sped through
the parking lot and made sharp turns left and right. Mick banged against the
interior and screamed out, in case anyone outside could hear him. 


Blood filled his
mouth. His tongue ran over the bottom lip and he felt the loose flesh peel away
with each flick. His swollen eyes were closing. He strained to bash on the
walls, but there was no use. After a few minutes, he gave up, accepted the ride
and closed his eyes until the car stopped and he was hauled out. 


"What the fuck
is going on here?" Mick asked and looked around. He realized they were
behind the second precinct. 


"Hey, tough guy,
we’re taking you in for beating up a cop," yelled a tall detective with a
dark blue t-shirt and cropped hair. 


"Do
you know who you’re fucking with?" Mick asked. 


"Doran…right?" One guy
said and punched Mick in the ribs. 









"Yeah. Shit…it’s me. That one hurt," he said, gasping. 


"You beat up one
of our guys. Not good, Doran. You’re a fuckin’ rent-a-cop, but once you mess
with any of us, you…" 


"Hold on. Hold
on… Wait…I was one of you. Don’t give me any of your shit. Koch is a dick. He’s
a fuckin’ wise ass." 


They ignored what he
said and dragged him toward the doors to the precinct. Before hauling him up
the steps, they kicked the back of Mick’s calves and stomped on his ankles.
Mick felt for sure they were broken, but didn’t want to test his weight on his
legs, so instead he gave in to their abuse, and waited for an opportunity to
fight back. 


They dragged Mick to
a door one of the detectives held open and shoved him head first into the wall.
A warm stream of blood poured down his forehead. He wasn’t taking their shit
any longer. 


The word fight kept
popping up in his mind. Fight back. He thought about his grandda who
used to boast about how tough men were back in the Depression. Boxers back then
didn’t take a beating; they didn’t quit fighting until the bell was rung, and
some fought even after the bell just to prove to the other fighter who was
tougher. 


Back then gangsters
didn’t come out with their hands up. They burst out, guns waving, and blasted
their way into immortality. Fight. He turned around and swung at the
first face he saw, and caught the unsuspecting man by surprise. The heavy head
cocked back with a crack and the cop fell back heavily onto his partner. There
was only one left standing in the hallway. With the blood pouring into Mick’s
eyes and spilling out of his mouth, he knew he must look like a crazed demon.
The detective Mick had hit came back and tried to give him a shot with his
right. Then he reached for the gun. 


"You’re in a
fight, mother fucker, you don’t need the piece!" Mick barked out and
managed a weak left that grazed the other guy’s cheek. His next swing, a right,
missed. But then he saw an opening. Iron knuckles crashed into brittle bone. The
other man’s blood flung onto the wall and splattered on the tiled floor. He
fell to his knees, holding his club as a brace and looked dazed and confused.
Mick backed up and waited for someone to come at him. 







"Doran!"



Mick turned around,
to see Sanders, who bellowed, "What the fuck is going on?" 


"You tell me!
Did you bring this on? Set these bastards on me?" 


"What are you
talking about?" Sanders looked down and checked to see if the others were
breathing. "Did you do all this?" He gestured at the men on the
floor. "Shit, you really took them out." 


"You know
I’m too old for this shit. They picked me up at Huntington, and threw me in a
fuckin’ trunk. What were they doing?" 


Sanders shook his
head. "Guess Koch called this, Mick. He was really pissed off, but I would
never have thought he’d sic these guys on you. Shit, I would never think they’d
do anything for him. No one likes him." Sanders stepped over the blood and
bodies. 


Hurried footsteps
turned the corner. Mick looked at the familiar face, and tried to take in a
deep breath but winced. His ribs ached. For a second he thought about the
effects of a fight on the body, especially a sick and tired body, and felt his
shoulders slouch. 


It was Chief Ron
Wendolowski, one of Mick’s former bosses from when he’d worked with SCPD.
They’d never liked each other. Contrasting Mick’s tall figure, Wendolowski was
a compact, menacing figure, whose neck was as thick as a tree trunk. He’d been
a champion wrestler in high school and college.  He wiped his mouth and put his
hands in his pockets.


  He was divorced
from two wives and married to a third though he had at least one mistress on
the side.  Not only was he physically threatened by Mick, but he was paranoid
Mick would take his job. He knew Mick was respected within the department. When
Wendolowski was promoted to be his supervisor, he made Mick’s work unmanageable
and threatened to fire him at every opportunity.  Wendolowski took his hands
out of his pockets and walked briskly without saying a word, stepped over the
men and stared at Sanders. "What the hell are you doing here?" 


"Sir?"
Sanders asked, clearly taken aback by his tone. 


"It’s Sunday
afternoon and you’re not on your boat with your wife and children? So, why are
you here and why are these men on the floor? Why is Doran here? Who’d, I heard
beat the shit out of Koch 









yesterday." 
He shot a glare at Mick. 


"Chief,"
Mick said. 


"Shut the fuck
up. You don’t work for me anymore you piece of shit.  I thought you retired
from boxing," Wendolowski snapped. "Sanders, what can you tell
me?" 


"I guess they
were trying to teach him a lesson," Sanders said, looking around at the
men sprawled on the floor. 


"How about the
truth? Tell Doran you knew about this.  Right?  Tell him, man up." 


Sanders looked at
Mick, bit his lip and reluctantly nodded. He slowly reached into his back
pocket and handed Mick a handkerchief. Mick took it and wiped the clean white
fabric over his bloodied face. 


"Let me make
this very clear. I’m not happy with what I heard; this partnership is not going
to continue. It stops here and now. Understand? The case you’re both working on
will go on, but with Sanders in charge. Doran, I’m getting you off this one. We
are handling it. Do I make myself clear?" 


"No, I don’t
think so. Remember, I don’t work for you," Mick said. He wanted to know
more about Sander’s involvement in the attack. He shook off the thought and
waited for Wendolowski to speak. 







"Let me get this straight, you beat up one of my men and you got
your ass kicked. Now, you took on more of them, but you still want to work with
them? Wake up Doran, they’d love the chance to beat the shit out of you. Come
on, where the fuck is your head?  It’s not going to happen.   But before all of
this, do you think you can work with Sanders? Honestly, do you really think so?
He’s fucking your old lady, Doran. All right, ex old lady, but don’t you
realize he just tried to fuck you up today? How does that make you feel?"
Wendolowski cocked his head to one side. He walked closer to Mick, folded his
arms in front of him and took in a deep breath. Mick felt venom oozing from
him. 


            “Keep my wife out of this,” Sanders
said.


Mick looked at
Sanders and nodded. "You’re right about one thing, we’re not friends, but we
can work on this together. The murder took place on the train. I have the
experience and jurisdiction. You know I’m not your typical MTA detective.
Sir." 









"Sir?  Thank you for showing me some respect for the first
time. You’re still stubborn as ever. I’m calling your chief, whoever he is and
getting you off this case. Do I make myself clear?" 


Mick nodded.
"Very clear. Go ahead. I don’t see a problem with it and neither does the
DA." 


"Take him out of
here and get him back to where he came from." Wendolowski turned back
around. The men were starting to get up and watched Mick closely. Sanders sort
of huffed like an ox and led Mick out of the building. 


"Let’s get this
straight. I didn’t come in here to kick your ass," Sanders said. 


"I didn’t think
so. The chief always had a skewed vision of the world.  Besides we know you
can’t kick my ass." 


"But, Koch is my
partner, and asked me and the others to put a scare into you. I guess the
instructions were not clear." 


"Well, you were
right about one thing, they wouldn’t have listened to Koch, but if you needed a
favor, you had the men to back you up." 


"What
are you saying?" Sanders asked. 


"I thought you said no one likes Koch." 


"Come on, Mick.
We protect our own, you know that. I wouldn’t have got involved if I’d known
they were going to do this. Really Mick, I thought you knew me better. Where am
I taking you?" 


"Back to the
train station in Huntington, to get my car." 


"When are you
going to stop? Look at you. You slip into these fuckin’ situations and get your
ass in trouble. You can take it easy Mick. Listen, we should stop at the
hospital to get you checked out. Your face looks pretty bad." 


Mick looked at him
and thought back to the fight. "Did you know they were going to do
that?" 


"No, I told you
I thought they were going to put a little fear in you. That’s all." 


"Take me back to
my car. My face is all right," Mick said. 


At Sander’s car, he
checked his reflection in the side mirror. It was a ghostly image. It was
difficult at first to see exactly where the bruises were since the sun
reflected in most of the features of his face. Sanders unlocked the doors and
Mick settled into the front seat. His back ached and he hissed in pain. 







"You all right, Mick?" 


"I’ll be
fine." 


Reggie stared at
Mick’s face for a few seconds and Mick knew he felt bad about what had
happened. 


"Thanks, Reggie.
Thanks." 


"I’m sorry this
got out hand. I really am. You’re a good man, Mick." 


"We’ll get over
this one, and put it behind us. Starting now." 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









Six


When Mick eased
himself into his car, the blazing sun sent throbbing stabs through his vision.
His head pounded in the choking humidity. His nose ran and he immediately
thought he had a sinus infection. He tried to find a napkin, but there was
none, so he wiped the bloodied snot in his hand and smeared it on his pants
leg. He wasn’t sure if he could drive home and debated taking the train back.
Instead, he went inside the police offices above the Huntington Train Station
to clean up. 


The expansive
building appeared much the same as the year it was built in 1867, with a
wide-open lobby, and the ticket booth on one side. Layers of thick oil pint
covered the wooden benches that lined the grimy walls. Decades of old graffiti,
remained sliced into the wood. The entrance for the MTA Police Department was a
non-descript wooden door facing the orange and white taxi booth. 


Mick hoped there’d be
no one in the offices. He didn’t want to explain what happened. He found his
key, shook the door a little to get the deadbolt moving and pushed on in. He
mounted the steep stairs, holding tight to the railing, his legs aching with
each step. His knee was bruised; it felt as if the kneecap could be cracked,
but Mick huffed on each step and made his way to his office on the second
floor. 


The cool blast of the
air conditioner felt refreshing against his sweaty skin. His nose began to run
again and he wiped it with his fingers and again rubbed the bloodied show on
his pants. The desk had neat piles of paper, but the wall calendar was still on
the month of April. These little things drove Mick nuts, like Christmas lights
hanging on a house in July. 









Mental fog settled into the crevices of his skull. He felt himself
drifting off as he pushed open the bathroom door. The light was off, but his
dark, hunched reflection moved into the room. For a second the light blinded
him.  His lip was split in dark blue hues. Streaks of dried blood had cracked
and sunk into the grains of his whiskers. Mick wanted to kill those assholes. 


His cell phone rang.
It was his chief calling. Chief Hall despised Wendolowski and his men. It had
taken some prodding for Mick to get into his division, and he’d had to go out
of his way to show Hall he was no nonsense, humbled hard workers and not one of
those arrogant SCPD officers. Hall needed someone who would work on his team,
and Mick made every effort to prove his capabilities and work ethic. After a year,
he got the call that there was an opening and Hall escorted Mick to his office
and closed the door behind them. Mick recalled the way the sunlight had fallen
in a long white triangle on Hall’s desk. The way his plants were dead and dusty
on the windowsill. His collection of awards and faded pictures on the wall, and
the drawing of what looked like a caged lion drawn in orange crayon. Hall’s
office was locked in a time when he stopped caring who came into it or what it
looked like. "You fuck up just once, Doran," he’d said, "and
your ass is out of here. Am I clear?" 


"Mick?" The
voice from his cell phone was like a distant memory. 


"Yeah." 


"Heard they gave
you a beating. Kind of getting old for that, don’t you think? I mean, what the
hell got into you?" 


"You didn’t hear
the whole story." 


"Yeah, I heard
you beat up this guy Koch. You broke his jaw, and he wants to sue, but we’re
not going to let that happen. And another thing, Wendolowski wants me to get
you off the investigation. He said you’ve been causing too much shit for him
and his men. Listen, and you listen to me really good. You hear me? I don’t
give two fucks what that fucking asshole wants or his pretentious flock of
primadonnas. He’s a jerk-off and we know it. Do me a huge one, stay away from Koch."










"Thanks, Chief." 


He was gone. 


Mick cleaned his face
in the dirty sink and watched the dried bits of blood and skin mix with the
cool water. The traces circled in the basin and sunk into the drain. The sink
was streaked with grease and dirt, and the soap was powdered sandy white. Mick
had to push up on a metal stem and a pile fell out in his palm. Most of it
plopped into the water when the stream of water hit it. He collected more piles
into his moist palm, and got more frustrated with the little effect the clumps
of soap had on his skin. He looked back into the mirror and saw where the bits
of sandy soap deposited into the crevices of his loose skin. The water was
getting colder. 


The light flickered
when a train pulled into the station. He dabbed his face with a brittle brown
paper towel, and looked at the filthy toilet. There was a green film covering
the inside of the surface. The seat was black and worn in the middle where soft
fleshy asses rested. 


For about an hour
Mick sat in the office and listened to the hum of the air conditioner. There
was a Newsday on the chair. He scanned the sports section and then the news and
comics. What was there to do? He had only one good choice, one bad. He battled
with the options trying to distract himself from the strong desire to get lost
in a bar and watch some TV, maybe eat peanuts and, after a few drinks begin
talking to the bartender. But, he knew the alcohol would make him sick. Peanuts
made him gassy. He sniffed in the blood and snot and called Debbie. 


"What’s going
on, Mick?" 


"I need someone
to talk to," Mick said and heard a silence on the other end. He wasn’t
sure how to take it. He felt vulnerable at that instant. 


"Where are
you?" Debbie asked. "You sound strange." 


"I’m in
Huntington. I was beaten up." 


"What? How? What
happened—do you need me to pick you up?" 









"It’s nothing. I’ve had worse beatings. Listen, Deb how about
we grab a bite to eat at my favorite Chinese restaurant?" 


"Are you sure?
Have you seen a doctor? Are you at the station in Huntington?" 


There were too many
questions for him to ponder, and he second-guessed his decision—calling
her—since this was the first time he’d done so with a problem. He looked out of
a dirty window and saw a train-pulling in. "I’ll drive home and see you in
a little while. All right?" 


 


~ * ~


 


When he picked her up
to go to the restaurant, she gasped loudly and brought her hand to her mouth,
obviously not sure what to say. She just stood there shaking her head. She wore
a light summer dress. Her hair fell over her shoulders and her face had a light
layer of makeup that shimmered under the dim lights. He was at a loss for words
too. 


"Mick, what
happened?" 


"It’s sort of a
long story, but the short version is I was attacked." 


"I can tell, but
who attacked you?" 


"That’s the part
I should leave out. It’s confusing and it’s being handled. Let’s leave it at
that." 


Framed pictures of
Confucius and The Buddha hung on the walls of the restaurant. The air was cold.
He shivered a little and noticed she could not take her eyes off him. 


Nancy, the owner,
came to their table and looked at Mick. "You have a fight with your
shaver?" 


"No…it’s a long
story. I’ll have the usual, with an iced tea." 


"Certainly. And
the usual for you?" she asked Debbie. 


"Yes please
Nancy." 


Mick
sat back in his seat and rubbed his fingers lightly over the tender areas of
his face. Debbie looked uneasy and fidgeted with the glass of water, her eyes
darting here and there as if for something to distract her from his face. Her
gaze kept returning. 


"Your
right cheek looks like hamburger," she finally blurted. Breaking the
silence had loosened something in her. She went on. "I think your nose
might be broken. For sure, you’re going to have at least one black eye. The
left. And your lips… They don’t look like any lips I’ve ever kissed." She
frowned. "Play-dough, that’s what your whole face looks like, as if you’re
made out of elastic.  It’s awful.  Are you in pain?" 


She
took a deep breath and changing the subject asked, "Have you ever
considered moving in with me? I can take care of you and you won’t need to eat
out as often as you do." 


Mick
rubbed his jaw and opened and closed his mouth. He sat back in his seat and
looked at her. He could tell this was a topic she’d prepared herself to discuss
at some point and tonight was the night, but Mick was not in the frame of mind
for it. The fog was rolling in. Dementia for sure he thought, and imagined
himself in bed in a senior citizens’ home. Isolated and waiting for death to
sweep over him. 


"I
don’t think that would be a good idea," Mick said. 


"Why?" 


It was the word he
dreaded and didn’t want to discuss the topic at the moment, but this was a good
time to put it to rest. "My daughters wouldn’t stand for it. They’re
jealous about our relationship and don’t want to lose me." 


"They won’t lose
you." 


"Not
really us. That’s not the issue. They would feel as if they lost me to your
daughters. I know how they feel, they talked to me about it." 


Deb
looked across the room at another couple eating a dinner. Nancy came back and
left two glasses of iced tea with red paper umbrellas 


"Pretty
soon, they’re all going to be older and will have boyfriends and couldn’t care
less about us. We’ll be left alone. I know it, Mick, and I know you have
feelings for me." 


"You’re
right I have feelings for you.  Deb, come on, please let’s not discuss this.  I
just want you here with me at this moment."


"Whatever
you say. Whatever you want. Let’s not discuss this or how you got beat up.
Let’s not discuss anything. What should we talk about?" 


"Anything
else. I’m not feeling very well." 


"I
can see that, but you never feel well. You’re always sick or suffering from
something or too tired. You should see a doctor, but you won’t see a doctor
since you’re afraid he may tell you something you don’t want to hear. I know
your deal. I think you’re a little sick in the head." 


"Shit,
do I need to hear this now? I just got my ass handed to me. Let’s enjoy a nice
meal and talk about… I don’t know, let’s talk about going away. I have a
vacation coming up and I want us to do something." 


"What
do you mean? Me, my daughters, and you? Wouldn’t your girls be jealous?" 


Mick
took a deep breath. "I need you. I need to talk to you." 


"What
is it?" 


"You’re
right about all of those things, and we will work it out. We will. I just need
you to listen to me." Mick moved closer to her. "I was beat up by
some cops. I got into a fight with Reggie’s partner yesterday, and they
retaliated. It’s that simple. Now my former chief wants me off the Elwood case,
but it won’t happen. I need to focus everything I have to solve this
case." 


"What
can I do?" 


"Eat
and smile and laugh and be there for me." 


"Where?"



"Wherever
I need you. I’ll make it up to you, I swear, but I need you just to be here. I
don’t want to be alone." 


"You
don’t need to be alone, Mick. Mostly, you choose to be.


~
* ~


When
he got back in his condo Mick walked up the stairs slowly, and went into the
bathroom. He urinated and checked for blood in the water, but it looked normal.
He brushed his teeth and cleaned up his wounds as best he could, dabbing them
with some hydrogen peroxide and antibiotic cream. 


In
his room, he thought about what Debbie had said, and remembered her in his bed
the night before. He pulled back the sheets and said a prayer. 


The
streetlight cast a yellow haze on his curtains; he looked away from the
windows. His body was sore and he had difficulty finding a good spot in the
bed, each turn made him wince.


He
finally slept, then woke up and moved stiffly out of his bed. His goal for the
morning was to drink a pot of coffee and have a couple of buttered English
muffins. Making the coffee was easy enough. He pulled out the toaster and
dropped the muffins in. 


It
hurt to chew, but he did it anyway, 


His legs were sore,
and he didn’t know why but the bones in his hands felt shattered.  He made a
solid fist, so there should have been no damage.  His fingers were swollen, his
face a glob of loose flesh. He panicked for a second and felt these were the
first signs of a heart attack and waited for the sharp pains in his chest. He
slumped down on a stool at the kitchen counter, then sat up slowly. He wasn’t
sure what to do except wait. Mick’s legs were black and blue and red, as if a
blood clot was expanding in his flesh. His knee was swollen and horrible to
look at. He rubbed his legs slowly, then stood unsteadily and climbed up the
steps to the bathroom. Each step was a struggle. In the medicine cabinet he
found a bottle of Advil and popped two pills. After applying more antibiotic
cream, he returned to the kitchen, drank a glass of water, and listened to the
radio. The Mets beat the Astros. The Yankees lost to the Royals, and Mick was
happy. 


By the time he got
into headquarters, there were few messages waiting. His head pounded as the
Advil wore off. Koch’s lawyer had called. Newsday wanted a quote. There
were three calls from Sanders, and Wendolowski wanted Mick to call him. His
message said: "The moment you get to your desk!  Pick up the phone and
call me." 


Dr. Jones called as
well, and there was a message from his daughter Terri, saying she’d missed him
this weekend. Mick wasn’t sure why she didn’t call his cell. He looked at the
pile of pink messages, and checked the time. It was close to 10 a.m. 


Hall knocked and
pushed open the door. "How was…" He trailed off. "Damn it, Mick
they really did a number on you." 


"It’s not as bad
as it looks. My knee took most of the beating." 









"Do you need any time?" 


Mick knew he didn’t
mean it and held up the messages. "Thanks, but we know there is no time to
rest. There’s a lot of work to do." 


"I spoke to
Wendolowski this morning and he made a good point. His best guy is on the case.
You know him, your ex’s husband. He said there is some animosity there. That’s
the real reason he wants you off this case. I told him I’d discuss it with you,
but you’re my best. So, tell me, is he blowing smoke up my ass?" 


"He’s blowing
smoke up your ass, and trying to push you around. Sanders and I are
professionals and there hasn’t been a time when I felt distracted by our past.
What’s done is done. You should know it wasn’t a messy divorce. I’m close to my
ex and I consider Sanders a colleague. We’re amicable. My ex-wife and I have
two beautiful daughters, and I’m still in their lives. Sanders and I know each
other very well. Like I said we’re amicable." 


"Have you worked
with him before?" 


"No." Mick
checked out Hall’s reaction—raised eyebrows. 


"Let me think
about it. Keep working on it for now, and if I have any doubts or hear of
another altercation, I may have to reconsider." 


"Sounds fair,
but for the record, I didn’t have any issues with Sanders; it was his partner.
Some wise ass named Koch.  Get this; he called the MTA a bunch of
rent-a-cops." 


Hall smiled and
looked at Mick’s face closely, shook his head and turned around. As he closed
the door, the phone rang. The receptionist had Cheryl on the phone; she wanted
to know if Mick wanted to take the call. He thought for a moment and told her
to pass the call over. 


"Mick, are you
all right?" 


"Yeah, I’m fine.
I’m sorry for not calling the girls this weekend. It was a little crazy." 


"Oh, that’s
fine. Reggie told me what happened. He feels awful, Mick, really he does. He
wanted me to call you. He said there was a fight. I hope it wasn’t between you
two." 


"Not at all. It
was his partner and…anyway, I’m fine. 









Tell him there’s no
hard feelings, this is the way it is when you’re on the job and your partner is
a… It’s difficult." 


"Everyone knows
Koch can be difficult. He’s a dick. But you should know, he’s going through a
divorce. He was cheating on her with the babysitter, isn’t that awful? I don’t
care what he’s going through, but he’s taking it out on everyone. Reggie said
he’s sort of happy to have the peace. You know they wired Koch’s mouth. Don’t
you?" 


"I didn’t get
all the details," Mick said. 


"You can still
throw a mean punch. Maybe you should think about fighting again." Cheryl
laughed. 


"Hey, listen,
I’ve got a lot of work to do. Thanks for calling." 


"Sure… Sure…
take care of yourself, Mick." 


"Give the girls
a kiss for me and tell them I’ll see them soon. I’ll make up for not taking
them out on Saturday. Maybe they can sleep over." 


"Sounds fine to
me, Mick." 


With his face in the
shape that it was, he didn’t want his daughters to see him before next
Saturday. Touching his cheeks gently he winced. He tried to remember when he
was hit in the face. Maybe they held his arms back. He always protected his
face in a fight, but this time it took a beating. It’s age, he thought, he was
slowing down and he was not the boxer he used to be. 


The secretary
interrupted his thoughts. "Mick, I have a Detective Sanders on the
phone." 


"Thanks, pass
him through. Doran," Mick said with a deep voice. 


"Mick? I wanted
to call you as soon as possible. Shit, I left messages for you. Did you get
them?" 


"Yeah, and I was
speaking to Cheryl and my Chief. What’s going on?" 


"Two
things. I want to take in the conductor for questioning. Jones said his prints
were all over the ticket and the beer can. The second thing, it’s not only Koch
that wants to beat the crap out of you. The others have been placed on
suspension and are out looking for you. Keep your eyes open. You didn’t hear it
from me. Right?   What did Cheryl have to say?" 


"She
said a few things that you could not tell me." 


"We’re
cool?" 


"Cool." 


"Be careful out
there, Mick. I can use your help." 


"Tell that to
Wendolowski. He called Hall a couple of times and told him we have some
issues." 


"No, we’re
cool." 


"That’s what I
thought. But tell him." 


"He’s an
asshole. Besides, you mentioned you two have a past." 


"It’s in the
past and he should focus on this case. Tell him." 


Mick asked the
receptionist to hold all calls for fifteen minutes. He finished the criminal
report and wrote, “Investigation continues” in the last comments. 


Elwood’s death was
distinct from the few others on the trains. He tried to get his mind back onto
the investigation instead of his battles. 


Mick called Jones.
She picked up the phone. "I’ve been waiting for your call, Doran." 


"That’s good.
What do you have?" 


"I have the
results. Can you guys come in? I spoke to Sanders, but he said to check with
you. How is this afternoon at one-thirty?" 


"I’ll see you
then." 


He called Wendolowski
and left a message. 


Mick called Koch’s
attorney and left a message: he was relieved since he didn’t want to deal with
a lawyer so early in the day. He called his lawyer, but he was on his cell
phone and the phone kept going in and out of service, they barely said two
words before Mick hung up the phone. 


The receptionist
apologized and said an insistent reporter from Newsday was on the phone and he
wanted to speak to him as soon as possible. Mick asked her to take a message. 


"He said he
won’t take no for an answer." 


"Ask if it’s
Rossinotti, and if it is, tell him I will call him back. And then hang up the
phone." 









"Thanks," she said and Mick sensed she appreciated the
opportunity to be rude. 


Hall knocked on
Mick’s door, and studied his face for a few seconds. 


"What’s
up?" Mick asked. 


"Someone was shoved
into a train. It just happened in Hicksville. I need you out there as soon as
possible." 


"I’ll go, but
that’s not our district." 


"Just see if
they need any help." 


"Is this a
homicide?" 


"I’m not sure.
Find out what you can. Listen, I read the internal investigation and want you
back here this afternoon. This fuckin’ guy Koch is a piece of work, he hired a
lawyer and he’s making a case out of this." 


"I got a call from his
lawyer, too. I’m in touch with mine." 


"All right, don’t call the
asshole. Let’s talk about this later today." 


 


~ * ~


 


The Hicksville
station was a main hub for the Long Island Rail Road. It’s where the trains
from all origins converged. Passengers lined up on the platforms in rush hour,
drinking coffee, sucking on cigarettes, listening to iPods and staring down the
line for their train to pull in. If there was any incident there, the trains could
not be diverted to the other tracks, and a death at the station could become a
major disruption. 


Mick
drove the Northern Parkway as fast as possible. The Charger had a Hemi and
could quickly jolt through the traffic. The power pushed Mick into his seat.
With the lights on, he could make an impression unlike the other sedans out
there in the field. 


He
passed an empty gas station in the center of the highway; the place had been
sealed for more than thirty years. The state had run the business and the station
had been essential in its time before the mass migration reached the eastern
end of Long Island. Northern State was Mick’s favorite highway on the Island
because it ran straighter than the Southern State, but both highways shared a
similarity; they’d been built to beautify and give access to suburbia. Actually
the Southern State used to be the private road for the Vanderbilts, or so Mick
heard. But both highways were limited, their two lanes not enough. The Long
Island Expressway cut through the center of the Island. With its tall walls and
lack of aesthetics Mick avoided the LIE as much as possible. He passed
Huntington and crossed the border into Nassau County, per capita the richest
county in the state. He reached one of the tallest peaks on Long Island—known
for its flat land—and could see the point of the Empire State Building in the
distance. 


Years
before, Mick had been able to see the Twin Towers south of the Empire State.
Mick remembered the intense emotion of the sites of tumbling bodies from great
heights, the devastation and powerless anxiety after the towers crashed. He was
called to go in on the 12th and
helped investigate the subway system around The World Trade Center.  The hot
air was unlike anything he breathed in before, smoke and dust and the thick
scent of jet fuel.


By
the time Mick parked his car and started up the stairs he could see the horde
of police and emergency vehicles. A dark blue helicopter from News 12 hovered
overhead, and then another white news copter crew circled the area. He could
make out a 7 in a circle—Eyewitness News. 


He jogged up the
concrete steps to the platform, flashed his badge and found stocky Tommy
Twitchell who gave Mick a surprised look and shook his head. "Shit, Doran,
what happened to your face? Forgot the door was closed or something?" 


Mick smirked.
"It’s a long story." 


"What the fuck
are you doing here? Who called you in?" 


"Hall.
Why?" 


"This is mine.
I’m taking care of it. What’s going on with the murder? What was his
name…Elwood?" 


"Yeah, Elwood.
I’m handling it." 









"Yeah, that’s right. You have your work cut out for you.
Don’t you think you should be fuckin investigating that? Now you can get your
beat up ass out and take a hike." 


"Oh, Tommy you
sexually frustrated transvestite dick wad. What happened here?" 


Mick ducked under the
police tape. A few feet away, the body lay under a yellow tarp. Twitchell
pushed him to one side, his objections getting loud. "Tell Hall he’s an
asshole. Here’s the scoop, some girl was trying to make the train, but slipped.
That’s about all we got." 


"Anyone see
her?" 


"I got their
names and numbers. It’s nothing out of the ordinary except one guy who said he
thinks it looked as though she may have been pushed." 


"Pushed? Who
said that? Did you talk to the conductor or the engineer? 


"Of course I
did. Hey, who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?" 


"Where are
they?" 


"Hey, Mick I
said this is mine. Get back out to the fuckin’ farms and find your killer."



Mick saw the
conductor; it was Don Kongelbeck, the same guy who was on Elwood’s train. He
walked over to him and smiled. "This is not your week." Mick motioned
to the body. 


"What are you
trying to say?" 


"I was just
thinking, it’s awfully coincidental that in one week you have two dead
passengers on your train." 


"Do you really
think I killed either of them?" 


"Nope, not yet.
But I’m going to keep my eye on you. And you can trust there will be others
doing the same." 


"Don’t threaten
me, Mick. Besides she was not on my train.  She slipped through the gap while
trying to board the train.  Felt I needed to set the record straight since
you’re accusing me." 


 Mick walked away. 


An
announcement came over the loud speaker advising the East bound passengers that
buses would come and take them to their next stations. The announcement was
intermingled with Al Roker telling people to be courteous to their fellow
passengers when talking on cell phones. "No one wants to hear what you
have to say!" 


After
twenty minutes or so, the buses came and took the passengers. Other trains
pulled in on the outer track. Soon, the platform was nearly empty. Mick looked
down at the body amid the Dunkin Donuts cups that blew in the wind. Pages from
a newspaper tumbled. There must have been a million cigarette butts scattered
amongst the brown rocks and her bloodied fingertips. 


He
checked his watch, knowing he had to meet Jones and Sanders. Twitchell was
getting some details from a witness with long, curly red hair, and faint lipstick.
Her clothes looked immaculate. She must have been a model. The way Tommy was
speaking to her, sort of flirtatious and arrogant as he kept his hand on his
belt showing off his gun, irritated Mick. He watched from a distance as the
woman’s expressions changed from willing to comply to being polite, and then
giving him every hint that she had to leave. Mick walked over and interrupted
them. 


"Are
you finished?" Mick asked. 


Tommy
looked at Mick, smiled, and then checked his notes the page was nearly blank.
He cleared his throat and looked at the young woman. "If I could get your
number?  You know, I may need to follow up with you." 


"Are
you his superior?" She asked Mick. 


"No."
Mick took in a deep breath, waiting to hear her complaint. 


"This
man should not be allowed to interview anyone. He is an unprofessional male pig
who can’t keep his eyes off my…can’t keep them where they should be." 


"I’m
sorry and thank you for your time," Mick said. 


"I
will call your superior and make a complaint," she said to Tommy and
stomped away. 


"Maybe
that’s why Hall wanted me here. Listen, I have to go. I have more work to
do." Mick thought Tommy sort of looked like Danny DeVito when he was on
Taxi. His shoulders were sunken and his head was hung low into his chest. Mick
patted him on the back. 


"She really
didn’t have anything to say," Tommy said and ripped the page from his
notebook and threw it on the rails. 


 


Seven


Mick parked the car
in a reserved spot and walked as briskly as possible to the front door. He was
late. Each late minute scratched into his nerves. Pulling the door open, he was
hit with the frigid air-conditioned blast. The empty hallway gave him the
creeps; the thought of ghosts swirling in the chilled air was unsettling.
Passing three office doors with nameplates on the sides, Mick glanced at the
names and titles, but he didn’t recognize anyone. He made his way around the
corner and found the elevator. Even this area was deserted. Maybe there was
a fire drill, or worse, the building was emptied after receiving a bomb threat,
and I’m the last one inside. Relax, take a deep breath and don’t be irrational.
He looked side to side and strained to hear some sign of life. 


The elevator door
opened. Jones stood there with a clipboard tucked up to her large chest. She
wore a cold expression on her face. He blushed and assumed she noticed what he
was looking at. 


"You’re late,
Doran." She sighed dramatically. 


"I’m sorry, Dr.
Jones. I was coming from the Hicksville train station. I don’t know if you
heard but a woman fell onto the tracks just a train was pulling in." 


"I heard. Get
in. I also heard she worked as a paralegal. Do you think there’s any connection
to Elwood?" 


She moved back,
letting Mick step into the elevator. He took a better look at her, wanting to
seize the opportunity to check her out.  Maybe late thirties. No wedding band.
She glanced down at her pad, and then lightly scratched the side of her mouth,
the way someone would do after lunch to make sure no food was left there. Since
she was so chilly he thought she could be a disgruntled divorcée. A cheesy song
was playing; he didn’t recognize it at first, but it was in instrumental
version of "I’m All Out of Love," by Air Supply. Mick was certain she
paid no attention to it. 









"Do you know this song?" He asked. He wanted to get to
know her better. What better way to start a conversation, but with music?
Standing off behind her and to her side, he was struck by the size of her
breasts. 


"What? No. I’m
not sure." 


Mick was at a loss
for words. He thought about Debbie and shook his head, knowing he shouldn’t
flirt. For a few seconds there was an awkward silence. Mick wanted to continue
with the questions, to take her mind off being pissed off at his lateness. This
could be one brief moment when they could connect with one another. "I
just love this song, don’t you?" 


"What
song?" 


"You don’t hear
the music?" Mick asked. 


"No, I don’t
listen to music, Doran." 


"Oh, that’s the
reason." Mick nodded, hoping she would want to know what he meant. 


"The reason for
what, Doran?" She turned to face him. He was sure she noticed the way his
gray hair stood up in the back, and how his shoulders drooped a little. She
probably thought he should retire, that he was too old for flirting. She wiped
the side of her mouth again. Was that because she thought Mick looked at her
lips too closely? 


"Oh,
nothing," he said and looked away. 


"It better be
nothing or I’ll have your ass reported in a second for sexual harassment."



Mick shook his head
and didn’t say anything else. He nodded his head to the music until they were
on the top floor. The elevator doors pulled back to an expansive room. In the
middle of it were two rows of cubicles, tops of heads looking at computers or
on the phone. Sunlight flooded 









through wide open
windows. 


Sanders and Wendolowski sat in large
brown leather seats, looking as if they were sharing a private conversation at
a long dark mahogany table in a conference room.


"Shit,"
Mick said. 


Jones stopped walking
and faced him. "Listen to me, Doran, I know about Wendolowski. I also know
he’s a real dirt bag, and he’s trying to make a name for himself. He’s a
self-centered asshole and will do anything to get his way. That being
said—don’t let him get you riled up. I don’t know all the details, but I know
there’s some bad blood between you. He wants to make you crack. Just nod your
head, so it looks like we’re talking about something else. I’m going to point
to the first page on the clipboard, keep nodding and look surprised at what I’m
showing you." She opened a page on her board, and tapped on it a few
times. Mick nodded. 


"Good," she
went on. "This will drive him crazy. You’ll do fine in there. I know you
will." She stopped short. "Now, don’t get any ideas, Doran. You’re
like all the rest of them, a creep who can’t keep his eyes off my tits." 


"What are you
talking about?" 


As Mick opened the
door, Sanders moved his seat back and stood up. Chief Wendolowski rose quickly
with his hands planted firmly on the table. He looked behind Mick towards Jones.
"What the fuck is he doing here?" 


"Excuse me? He’s
working on the case." 


"Doran, did Hall
speak to you?" He checked around the room and then quickly looked down at
a pile of papers on the table and avoided making eye contact with Mick. 


"Yes, he did,
Chief, and confirmed I’m still working on the case.  I think it’s time you got
over this." Mick waited for him to say something else. 


"Chief, I think
you should sit down," Sanders said as he walked over to Mick. 









"What the fuck did you say?" 


"Sit down.
Sir!" Sanders put his hands on Wendolowski’s shoulders. 


            “Doran
you are a piece of shit.  Why don’t you retire and open some bar somewhere?  Do
us a favor.  You’d make a good bartender.  Go ahead.  You can be the drunk you
really are.”


Jones approached Wendolowski.
She was significantly taller than him. "I agree with the detective,"
she said. "Chief, there is something you should be aware of—there are
cameras recording in this room. I’m sorry sir, if I did not mention this
before. It’s just my opinion but I’d bet IAD would be interested in seeing how
a superior conducts himself with another officer. Not just any officer, but a
veteran from your own precinct. So, can we please sit down and get
started?" 


There was a knock on
the door. Jones opened it to admit the District Attorney Michael Flannigan. He
stepped in, mumbling an apology for his tardiness. 


Mick almost grinned
seeing Wendolowski’s mouth open wide in shock. 


"What’s the
matter?" the DA said. "Surprised to see me, Chief? Let’s make this
brief. My wife and I are a flight down to Fort Lauderdale for a cruise."
Loosening his tie, he dropped into a chair. He pointed to Mick. "Mick
Doran, good to see you. I thought we lost you a few years back." 


Michael Flannigan had
been a young assistant DA when Mick first joined the SCPD. He was a no frills
sort of fellow, the type who kept his nose clean and knew all his details
before he spoke. He was married to his high school sweetheart. They had six
kids. 


"Good to see you
too," Mick said, assuming Dr. Jones wouldn’t accept anymore crap in her
office. There’d always be some internal squabbling between the two departments.



As if the DA hadn’t
interrupted the battle of wills, Wendolowski said, "Wait a minute, Jones,
you can’t pull this shit on me." 


"What
are you referring to, sir?" Jones asked. 


"What
the fuck is going on here?" The DA asked. 


"She
just threatened me with an internal investigation. A bunch of bullshit she’s
trying to pin on me. This meeting was a setup, just one big fuckin’ setup.
That’s what this is. Tell me the truth, this black motherfucker wants my job
and he’ll do anything to take it from me!" Wendolowski stomped back to his
seat to get his briefcase. "This is a crock of shit. The County Executive
won’t allow me to take a fall. No way. That old Irish fuck cannot be a burden
to my men. Do I make myself perfectly clear, Doctor Big-Tits?" 


Jones
strode to the door, and snatched it open. "You’re way out of line. Get out
and make sure you have your papers in order because this incident is on record.
And I don’t make threats. I state facts." 


Wendolowski got right
into Mick’s face again and poked his finger in his chest. "You were always
trying to get my job, too. I know it!" 


"I have a
question," Mick said. "How did you know I was in that Chinese
restaurant? Were your men watching me? Maybe you were trying to instigate
something back at HQ. You wanted me to snap off your fucking head off. Is that
what you wanted?" 


"Calm down,
Doran. It’s over." Sanders inserted himself between Mick and the chief. 


Wendolowski clenched
his teeth and stepped around Sanders, jutting his chin at Doran. "Hit me,
you motherfucker. You know you want to. Go ahead. How does it feel knowing this
man is fucking your wife? I heard she’s a whore, anyway. Most of them
are." Suddenly he stopped and hung his head as if he knew he’d gone too
far. 


Sanders stormed
toward Wendolowski. 


"Hold on
Reggie." Mick snatched his arm and spun him away. 


Sanders smacked his
fist into his hand and walked away. If he’d stayed any closer, Mick was sure
he’d have slugged the chief. Wendolowski raised his hands in the air as to say
he gave up. "I didn’t mean to say that. That…that was wrong. I’m very
sorry, Reggie," he said with a phony, patronizing smile. 


"I think I’ve
heard enough," Jones speared them each with one last look—a different one
for each man—and put a hand on the doorknob. As Mick took a seat at the table,
Jones held out her hand and waved it slowly, and mouthed the words that she would
be back. 









The door closed.
Sanders looked at Mick, reached out and shook his hand. "You’re a bigger
man than me, Mick. I would have killed him." 


"Scum-bags never
last long," Mick pulled the chair close to the table, wishing he hadn’t
been so outspoken in front of Flannigan. 


"Fuck you,
Doran," Chief said. 


Sanders returned to
Chief Wendolowski and lightly tapped him on his face. "No. Fuck you,
Chief. You arranged to have Mick beat up, didn’t you? Why don’t you tell him
the truth? You just needed some excuse and Koch was it." 


"Shit, fellas. I
just told you I had a plane to catch. What the fuck is going on here?"
Flannigan asked. 


Wendolowski shook his
head, sat down at the table and scribbled something on a piece of paper. Mick
assumed he must have considered the recorder. The door opened. Dr. Jones
entered with two officers. 


Wendolowski slid the
notepad to Mick. It read: "I wanted them to kick your ass. I wanted you
beaten so badly you would have to retire. Go fuck yourself." 


Mick shook his head
in disbelief and slid the paper to Flannigan who read it and looked at the
chief with confusion. Wendolowski got up, tightened his tie and smiled
arrogantly without looking at them. 


Flannigan raised his
hands. "What is wrong with you?  Chief, not only are you off this
case, Mick has the experience and is heading the investigation. I’ll make my
recommendations to the commissioner. Have a good day." 


Jones came back into
the room, cleared her throat and pointed to Wendolowski. She said to the two
uniformed cops, "Please escort him out of the building and off this
property." 


The chief waved his
hand dismissively at the cops and glared back into the room before slamming the
door behind him. 


Jones sat and cleared
her throat. "I guess it’s time we got down to business." 









Mick couldn’t believe it. Yesterday he’d feared being fired, now
he was leading the investigation. His stomach churned. Moisture accumulated in
his warm palms. His arms felt itchy and he scratched his elbow. Maybe he was
coming down with Legionnaires’ disease? He was certain he was breaking out in a
rash; it had to be the lead in the water. He had to focus on the case, and push
away the rash and the poisoned water. 


He cleared his
throat. "Attorney Kevin Elwood was strangled. The evidence we have
indicates the prints on the ticket belonged to Elwood and the conductor. Ah,
the ticket was punched by a conductor named Don Kongelbeck. You should be aware
that each conductor has their own punch. That way when a passenger transfers,
they can use the same ticket. The conductors would tell you their punch is like
a fingerprint. Anyway, I know Don. I just can’t find a motive for him. I don’t
think he’s a credible suspect. 


"I’m planning on
heading into the city, and paying a visit to the law firm where Elwood worked.
Maybe Sanders can join me. Oh, I need to add for the record, Don was also one
of the conductors on the train where the woman was killed earlier today in
Hicksville." 


"Are you
serious?" Sanders asked. 


"I am. But what
happened today is a lot different from Elwood’s death. The woman tripped. Only
one witness believes she may have been pushed into the oncoming train." 


"That must have
been awful," Jones said. 


"It was
quick," Mick said and looked at Sanders. 


"Why are you
guys looking at me? I don’t know what to say." Sanders said. 


"Weren’t you
going to take Don in?" Mick asked Sanders. 


"I was, but
Chief wanted to have this meeting first and then proceed with the
investigation." 


"Are you going
to share any details?" Flannigan asked. 


Sanders clasped his
hands together. "We were going to take over Mick’s investigation and bring
the conductor in. 









We felt he was the only credible suspect. At this time." 


"Do you think
Don pushed the woman this morning?" Mick asked. 


"Mick, I’m not saying he had
anything to do with the woman. You said it as well. But he was the only one on
the train when Elwood was murdered." Sanders hunched his shoulders. 


Mick smiled and shook
his head. "It’s not Don. I can assure of you of that. And it wasn’t that
passenger we interviewed…Stipe. No. The conductors stop making their rounds
after Huntington. Unless they see someone getting on at one of the stations
between there and Port Jefferson, there’s really no reason for them to walk
through a cabin after every stop to collect a ticket." 


"So, what do
they do?" 


"Lots of things.
They help run the train. They make sure everyone boards and departs safely;
they make sure the doors open and close properly. They make announcements.
They’re busy. Maybe not too busy, but they have work to do. I’ll say it again,
it’s not Don." 


"Mick, he’s the
only suspect we have so far. You have to bring him in. Either you or Detective
Sanders," Flannigan said and got up from his chair. "I’ve heard
enough and seen enough today. I have to catch that flight. Detective Doran, I
feel confident in your abilities. Let’s get this case wrapped up." 


Mick looked at Jones
and then at Sanders. He was pissed off that Don was to be brought in. Bringing
him in would delay catching the real killer. Or maybe it was someone else, and
they were setting Don up. But what really bothered him was that he knew Don. He
trusted Don. Mick could get more information from him by just meeting him on a
train and shooting the shit. But then again Don just might insist he needed a
lawyer, and that could delay things. He closed his eyes for a second to take it
all in. He had to be careful at what he told Don. 


And then he thought
about Don’s reaction in Hicksville. 


No, if Mick was
leading the investigation he had to follow Flannigan’s orders. It was time to
take the initiative. 









Put the friendship
aside and make a decision about the investigation. Mick had told Don he would
keep an eye on him. He should know sooner or later they were going to bring him
in. 


For second Mick
thought about why this meeting had been called. Was it to weed out Wendolowski?
Had it been planned by Flannigan and Jones, or simply to share information? 


"Mick, if you
bring him in, I’ll meet you at your precinct," Sanders said.
"Okay?" 


"So, that’s
it?" Mick asked. 


Flannagan spoke up,
"For now. Isn’t that all you have? Keep me advised, and call me if
necessary. I can be reached on my cell. Mick, once again, partner, it’s good to
see you. Oh yeah, one thing—let the Manhattan DA know when you’re coming in.
Let Frank know I’m involved. That piece of shit should be stepping up to the
plate. If not, I can handle him. He’s a hack on the course.  I want you to see
how Mick Doran catches this killer, Sanders. You can learn a lot from
him." He shook hands with Sanders, Mick, and nodded at Jones, who barely
acknowledged him. 


Mick stood up and
pushed his chair into the table. He and Sanders had been through some awkward
moments in the past and now, for the first time, they were officially working
together. There’d been occasions when Mick experienced emotional flashbacks,
and he knew he had to beware of that now if this new, temporary, partnership
was to work. 


Mick recalled the
time he’d followed Reggie into a supermarket and demanded to know what kind of
man would pursue a married woman. He remembered the rage, not sure if he was
going to hit Reggie, remembered watching his fingers tremble. 


Reggie had rubbed his
eyes nervously and looked at Mick, not cowering as Mick wanted. "Listen
Mick, I can’t apologize for what happened. Although I guess you think I should.
I understand you getting pissed off with me, but you should know Cheryl said
her falling out of love with you…was 









not my fault. Nor
yours. It wasn’t intentional. It just happened. It wasn’t me, Mick. I was there
when she needed someone to talk to. I wouldn’t go after a married woman. I’m
not that kind of guy." They’d faced each other in the dairy aisle and
Reggie said, "Man, if there’s anything I can do... Let me know, but I
assure you Mick…your girls will always consider you to be their dad. And Cheryl
will always want to be your friend. I accept the whole package." 


The following day
Mick called Reggie and let him know he had gained some respect for him.
"But I want you to know losing Cheryl and my girls is a wound that opens
up raw each morning. Our house is empty; the silence is…it’s killing me. There
is nothing you can ever say to change that." 


Now, Mick stood by
this big boardroom table in Dr. Jones’ office and meant what he said. "Bet
you’re the most likely candidate to take Wendolowski’s job." They smiled at
one another and shook hands before they left the building. Mick knew it could
have been him. He would have made the logical replacement. 


"Hey Mick, want
to come over later on for some dinner?" 


He thought about it
for a second or two. He preferred to be alone, but felt if he was alone he
might end up back in the office working. He needed to discipline himself.
Needed to learn to take time away from work, and perhaps spend a night with his
girls. "What time?" Mick asked. 


"You tell me.
Give me a call in an hour and we’ll have everything set up. How would you like
a steak?" 


"Sounds good.
Thanks, Reggie." 


"No, thank you
for keeping your head in there." 


 


~ * ~ 


 


Mick called Chief
Hall when he got in the car to let him know what had occurred with Wendolowski.
Hall said he wasn’t surprised, that it was just a matter of time. Mick wasn’t
sure if Hall really knew what kind of man Wendolowski was. 


"But, I’ll tell
you what. That man is very connected," Hall said giving Mick the
impression there might be more to Wendolowski than Mick even knew.
"Sanders could find himself with a shit load of problems." 









"What are you saying? Sanders didn’t do anything wrong.
Wenolowski doesn’t have anything on him." 


"Did you forget?
He put the order out to kick your ass. That’s a problem. Wendolowski is on some
kind of power trip, and will do whatever it takes to keep certain people down.
Mick, just be glad you made the right choice when you did. If you were still
working under Wendolowski, he’d have you crossing kids at the elementary
school. He didn’t give two shits about you. He’s one of those pricks, it’s all
about him. Just watch your back. I bet ya he’ll get a paid suspension, but he’s
not losing his title. That guy has too many connections with guys in high
places." 


"I think you’re
off on this one. He implicated himself in front of the DA." 


"You might be
right. So if Sanders wants you back over there—would you leave?" 


"Why Sanders?
You mean work under him?" 


"Yeah. He’s next
up." 


"Nah, listen,
there’s another thing. I have to bring in Don Kongelbeck. He’s a suspect.
That’s what the DA wants." 


"Yeah, sure, go
ahead, but we know he didn’t do it. Damn it, those fuckin’ guys love getting
their faces on the news." 


"Flannigan is
different." 


~ * ~


 


Mick called MTA
headquarters to find out when Don’s shift ended and was told he wouldn’t be
back until the morning. Don was working the Port Jefferson line. It figured.
The conductors aren’t supposed to switch their shifts and their routes unless
there is a health concern or other valid explanation. His first train was the
6:57 out of Port Jefferson. Mick had some time to kill for the rest of the day.



Before phoning Cheryl
and Reggie, he stopped in the office to check his messages. There was a call
from Don who said he resented being asked any questions this morning and the
next time Mick needed to speak to him, he should call Don’s attorney. So, Mick
called the attorney and left a message. 









There was a message from Sanders, who wanted to know when he
planned on bringing Don in, and one from Heather Elwood. Her voice sounded
faint, but she wanted to know if Mick had any leads and said he could call any
time. 


Then there was the
silence in the room. It went on so long he couldn’t stop the intrusion of the
image of the body on the train and then on the gurney He looked at the clock
and watched the second hand move. He felt alive in the moment, glad to be able
to share those seconds with a billion others on the earth. Just for a second.
It was after 6 p.m., and he was going on his twelfth hour. When Mick was
younger, there was no problem putting in an all-nighter but at that hour—time
was catching up to his emotions. He contemplated retirement…again. His eyes
twitched and he was certain a tumor was festering behind his eyeball. It was that
or MS or perhaps he was slipping into insanity. These were all distractions
from what he should do. So he called her. "Mrs. Elwood?" 


"Detective
Doran?" 


"It’s me." 


"Listen, my son
is petrified and cannot sleep. He thinks someone will break into the house and
hurt us. Can we get some police protection?" 


Mick was surprised by
her bluntness. "I’m sorry to hear that. I have two daughters. I know
what’s it like when they’re scared. You almost feel like you want to get inside
their heads and take away their fears. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can get
an order of protection. There’s no immediate threat to you and your family. If
there was I’d request one from my chief. Until that time, I cannot. Your
husband was murdered on the train, but we don’t have any direct motives, unless
there’s something I need to know. Listen, it may be best for you and your kids
to go away for a little while." 


"I don’t run
away from anything. I’m going to deal with Kevin’s death. That’s my business.
Besides, you’re a train cop right? You have no authority to obtain an order of
protection. Right?" 


"That’s not true, but I’d need evidence to persuade a judge
that there is a reasonable threat from someone."









“More red tape. How come it took you so long to call me? I felt
like you ignored me. Maybe you don’t understand what I’m going through! I can’t
get over it. Detective, our house is so different without Kevin. I know this
sounds crazy, but it’s like the energy has been drained from the rooms. I can’t
tell you how much I miss him. My friends have no idea what we’re going through,
and they’re keeping a safe distance. Their silence is deafening. I guess
they’re struggling to find the words and can’t. They don’t know they don’t have
to say anything. Just maybe be here for us but…" 


Mick sensed she
needed someone to keep her company to distract from the pain. He took a deep
breath. Each muscle in his hands ached. "I know what an empty house is
like, Mrs. Elwood. We’re working hard on this case. I’m working with the
Suffolk County homicide squad. We had a thorough meeting today, and we’re
making progress." 


"Can you please
have someone, even yourself, come over here to keep me…updated? I haven’t seen
a cop for a long time. It was nice to have that sense of protection." 


                                   


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









Eight 


Later that evening as
he drove to Sander’s home, Mrs. Elwood’s voice and words pulsated in his
memory, tugging at his emotions. He imagined her sitting in the kitchen alone
and staring off into space but he shook off the image. It was time to focus on
the moment. Certain memories must be kept stored in their distinct
compartments. 


At Cheryl and
Reggie’s place Mick pulled into the recently sealed driveway, which was lined
with solar lights and led to newly installed brick walkway. The house was
pristine and perfect, as if  manufactured from a catalog. 


Mick never could
understand why people labored so intensely in a yard when winter would arrive
in a few months and the plants would die. Yard work wasn’t permanent. If it
wasn’t permanent it wasn’t worth his time. He smiled to himself and stepped out
of the car, the scent of dried tar tasting like black licorice in his mouth.
His eyes watered. He imagined the tar settling into his lungs, little black
bits trapped in the absorbent tissue. He coughed a few time and felt he might
be allergic to tar. 


Mick expected the
same routine. When it was warm outside and he arrived to pick up his girls,
Reggie always wanted to show off a newly completed project. Mick would listen
to him boast. He looked around and knew Reggie was going to make a point about
his driveway. Mick sighed as he walked up to the steps to the front door and
pressed the bell. Listened to the melodic chimes and wished he had a door bell.
He heard his daughter Terri’s voice calling out, "He’s here!" 









Terri pulled open the
door and smiled up at Mick. "Hey, Dad, look, I have braces," she
said, spitting and pointing to her teeth. 


"Wow, when did
you get those?" 


Cheryl appeared,
wiping her hands in an orange dishtowel. She smiled and scrutinized Mick’s face.
"It’s not that bad," she said. 


"Your punches
were far worse.  Kidding. The swelling has gone down. When did Terri get
braces?" Mick asked as he walked in the living room where Reggie was
playing a game with Mary Beth. It was one of those X-box or Nintendo things,
which Mick refused to buy, although the girls begged. He always felt their
visits together were too scarce and should be without distractions. Having
anything more than a TV was too much. And here’s Reggie shooting my daughter
out of the sky with his ME-109. 


Cheryl’s voice broke
his thoughts. "This past week. I guess you didn’t notice the one tooth was
very crooked?" 


"No. I mean I
did notice, but I thought it was a baby tooth and would fall out." 


"That happened
years ago, Mick." 


"Hey, Dad,"
Mary Beth said not taking her eyes off the screen. 


"Hey, Mary Beth.
Yeah, take him!" 


"Mick? Want to
learn how to play?" Reggie said and Mick shook his head and waved back to
him. 


"Hiya,
Mick," Reggie Junior said and ran up to Mick. He gave the little boy
wearing a Bat Man T-shirt and Nike shorts a high five. "You wanna go
outside to play?" 


"Not right now,
buddy, but maybe after we eat? I mean, if that’s all right with your ma and
dad." 


"Okay. Um, what
happened to ya face?" 


"I hurt
it." 


"Okay. Um, I got
a boo boo on my knees once and I said ‘Owwwww!’" 


"That’s what I
said when I hurt my face." 


He closely inspected
Mick by leaning closer and twitching his nose. He looked at the colors of the
bruises, and then leaned closer to Mick, and whispered, "Did 









you go
to a doctor?" 


"Yeah." 


"Did ya get a
shot?" 


"Nope, not this
time." 


"Um, I got a
shot once and it hurted and I said, ‘That hurted.’" 


"They do hurt,
but it’s only for a second and then it doesn’t hurt anymore." 


"All gone?"



"Yep, all
gone." Mick smiled down him, and rubbed the top of his head. 


A little later,
Reggie cooked some thick steaks that flared on the gas grill. The sweet,
charbroiled beef scent hung in the warm air. The kids had hamburgers and hot
dogs. Mick was given a choice of lemonade or beer; he chose the lemonade. He
always felt that the carbonation in beer or soda weakened the walls in his
stomach. That’s how ulcers are formed. It was just one of his theories.
When they were married Cheryl had been cautious about having a drink in front
of Mick, because she assumed the Irish couldn’t handle alcohol. She let him
know when they first started dating she was nervous that he may go off on a
binge and never come back. He assured her she had nothing to worry about. He
didn’t like drugs or drinking. Mick enjoyed the powdered, watered-down iced
lemonade. Reggie didn’t care and came out with a beer. 


Reggie Junior and
Mick played Wiffle ball in the back yard. Reggie and Cheryl sat at the table by
themselves. A few times Mick turned to look at them when Junior hit the ball,
which was an extremely rare event during the long pitching session. Tossing
slow and low pitches to the boy was a challenge. He kept calling Mick’s throws
errors, so Mick smiled and tried to move closer.  The short Sanders demanded he
step back while his father called out, "Wait for your pitch. Eye on the
ball. Wait for your pitch, son." Junior had one good hit after ten
minutes, and then he said that he was tired. 


"I heard a young
woman was killed today," Cheryl said. "What station was that?" 









"Hicksville," Mick said. 


"Any
connection?" 


"What happened
today was an accident. No connection at all. She slipped trying to make the
train. Elwood was killed on the train." Mick cut the last section of
steak. There was a small pile of beans and some coleslaw on his plate, but he
didn’t eat much of them. In the center of the table stood a bowl of corn on the
cob. He reached for one and took a bite. Normally there’d be no reason to
butter or salt Long Island corn, but this didn’t taste right. He set the cob
down and made a sour face. 


"What’s
wrong?" Cheryl asked. 


"I guess it’s
not cooked all the way," he said and spit it out into a napkin. 


"Sorry about
that, Mick." 


After dessert—ice
cream on pound cake with fresh strawberries—the girls went back inside to take
care of homework. Reggie Junior was fast asleep on his mother’s lap. His mouth
was open and his heavy head was pushed onto Cheryl’s chest, making her breath
raspy. 


"If you
gentlemen would excuse me," she huffed. "I have to take the little
man up to bed." 


"I’m sorry he
didn’t get to pitch to me." 


"There will be
more opportunities this summer," she said with a smile. 


Mick watched Cheryl
get up slowly so as to not wake up 'the little man', and remembered the few
nights when on vacation she carried one of the girls up to bed the same way.
She would sit on their beds to make sure they were sleeping, and then come back
to join him, and they would have the rest of the night alone. Mick was sure it
was the same with Reggie. 


"So, you’re
taking in the conductor tomorrow morning?" Reggie asked. 


"That’s the
plan." 


Sanders sighed loudly
and pulled in close to the table. "That was fucking weird what happened
today. But I had a funny feeling something was going on with Wendolowski. 









You’re not the only
one he’s been accused of beating up. There was a cop from the city who lived in
Commack and he got pulled over for speeding. You know the way it is, most of
the time, when you find out the guy is on the job you let him go. Courtesy. But
our guy told him he was giving him a ticket. The other cop got out of his car
and tried to make a point, ‘we’re on the same team,’ you know, all that sort of
shit, and our guy calls in a back-up unit, and the city cop is pinned and tasered.
He tried to sue. Wendolowski sends four guys to his house. They knock on his
door on a Sunday morning, and tell him in front of his wife and little ones
that’s it’s a long commute from the city. Maybe they need to move. Life will be
less of a burden for them. You know? Do they like living in the suburbs? And
other shit like that. Then he says to the wife, ‘There will be others looking
for your husband’s car and your minivan. They have the power to make your life
unbearable.’ 


"The case was
dropped. And there are other stories about him. There are people serving time
who shouldn’t be there. I know a lot of things have gone down. And, I think you
know of some too. When the commish got word of the way Wendolowski mistreated
that cop, he told the DA and issued Wendolowski a warning. But no one could
prove the story about that Sunday morning. Then you got attacked." 


"Wait a sec. How
did the commissioner know about it?" 


"I told
him." Sanders said.


"Why?" 


"I want you
back." 


"Yeah, right,
besides it’s not happening. Don’t be a fuckin’ nut." 


"Think about
it." 


"Let me tell you
something. I like you. I think we both know that. You’re a very good cop. But I
like working for the MTA. I made the switch and haven’t regretted it for a
minute." Mick looked into the darkened back yard for a few moments, then
closed his eyes. "There’s a lot of work that we need to do on this case.
We’re working together, but that doesn’t mean I have any intention of rejoining
the department. I took the pension. Remember? Not too many old farts like me go
back." 









"Just think about it." Sanders reached into his breast
pocket for a cigar. He waved it in front of Mick to see if he would take it.
Mick shook his head and Reggie cut the tip and lit a match, took some short
puffs and sat back in his seat. He looked up at the night sky. "That’s all
I’m saying. Think about it." 


It looked like he was
smoking a Cuban, the yellow label gave it away. "Does the commish want me
back?" Mick asked. 


"He mentioned
it. Wanted me to find out how you would feel." 


Mick scratched his
forehead and rubbed his hands together. Then he pulled in his chair and rested
his elbows on the table. The smoke from the cigar made him cough, and he sat
back in his seat. "Did you ever think he may want me to replace Wendolowski
and not you?" 


Sanders shook his
head. "Not happening, Mick. I asked him if that’s what he wanted, but he
said I’m ready." 


"Did he?" 


"Yes. Why are
you surprised?" 


Mick shrugged and
smiled. 


The girls came
outside with Cheryl to kiss Mick good night. He was always amazed how quickly
they’d grown. He remembered holding Mary Beth like a little football, and he
how he’d held her up to the mirror in their bathroom and told her she was God’s
gift. He wanted to spend more time with them and looked at Terri’s braces
again. 


Mary Beth sauntered
back over to Mick and kissed him on the cheek. "See you later, Dad."
She put her iPod ear buds back in and went inside. 


Terri touched Mick’s
face and kissed him gently on the forehead. "I hope you didn’t hurt the
other guys." 


"Only a little
bit." 


Cheryl waved to Mick
from the kitchen doorway and told him she had to be up early, and to drive home
carefully. Mick waved at her and stood, ready to go. 


"Mick,
seriously, think about it." 









"Shut up. Have a good night." 


He drove home. His
car was quiet. The moon was not out. Streetlights sunken in the thick trees
made the leaves glow green, and cast shadows on the pavement. He thought about
his daughters and his ex-wife and Reggie checking to see if the doors were locked
in their house and shutting off the lights. Imagined him getting into the bed
next to his ex-wife and knew in the brief minutes that passed he was a distant
memory in all of their lives. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









Nine 


The next morning,
Mick parked his car in the lot on Elm, next to the gray fenced-in electric
units. He didn’t want Don to see him coming. He stood for a moment at the end
of the platform with a newspaper tucked under his arm. His lower back was
bothering him; he suspected an infection in his kidneys. Perhaps whatever he’d
eaten was stuck in there and the clump was a mass waiting for other festering
cells to congregate and develop into a tumor. The weather helped distract him.
The air was cool and the sky clear except for the pale, translucent moon
hovering in the east. 


Idling close to him
was the 411 yellow and blue diesel locomotive. "We Serve With Pride"
was painted above an American flag with a circle of four stars. The yellow
painted tip gave the appearance of the cockpit of a jet—ready to pounce on the
tracks the second the gates closed. But the machines did not pounce, they moved
slowly over the tracks. They were manufactured by GM. The division that
produced the trains for the Long Island Rail Road had been shut down. Mick knew
the statistics: the new trains broke down twice as much as anyone planned. The
warranty for most parts had expired, and that left frustrated commuters who
encountered significant delays. For the most part, however, the trains were
reliable. Heading east past Huntington there were no other options for mass
transit, except bus systems in the townships. 


A woman jogged past
in high heels as she rushed to catch the train. A man with a briefcase took up
a jog too, although both of them had enough time. Mick recognized the panic in
their eyes. An Asian gentleman held a Styrofoam cup of steaming coffee and
smoked a cigarette. His hands were exchanging vices with his mouth. He looked
like a robot, getting his fixes before boarding the train. His laptop bag stood
tucked snug between his legs. He looked from side to side to see if anyone else
was coming. Mick assumed he was waiting for a colleague. 









The clock outside the brick terminal was broken. For a train
station, this was sacrilegious. The building, designed by Stanton White, had
been in use since 1903. White Romanesque columns supported the metal roof.
Large windows let the light into the waiting room. The conductors waited by the
side door. The engineer walked toward the building as he did each day after
checking the engine. They were set. 


Don Kongelbeck
stepped outside the building with a coffee in one hand and a newspaper tucked
under his other arm. He smiled at what Mick guessed was a joke. Then his eyes
caught Mick coming from the other end of the platform. Don’s pained expression
told Mick he knew why he was there. 


Christopher Burns and
Nate Wong stood at the other end of the platform and walked toward Don, but he
didn’t seem to notice. 


When Mick neared him,
his face paled and he shook his head a couple of times. "You’re doing the
wrong thing, Mick. You got the wrong guy." 


"I really hope
so, Don, but I need to take you in for questioning. To be clear—you’re not
under arrest, so if there is nothing, you’re free to go. You have a choice—you
can ride with them." He pointed to Chris and Nate who were getting closer.
"Or come with me." 


"I’ll ride with
you," he said and took a sip from his coffee. "I don’t know if I’m
allowed. Can I bring this and the paper?" 


"Drink up, and
take the paper," Mick said.                         


"Do you have to
put cuffs on me? In front of everyone?" 









Mick scratched the side of his head. "Nope, not for
questioning." 


"Thanks,
Mick." He took another sip, the cup shook in his hand. 


The 6:57 pulled out
at 7:01 by Mick’s watch, which may have been fast. Before the doors closed, the
other conductors said not a word to them. The railroad crossing closed on Main
Street. The two conductors wearing their dark blue uniforms and caps moved out of
the way and took up their posts, standing and waving to signal to one another.
The platform was clear. 


"Andy, take the
brakeman position to Huntington," Don called out to one of the conductors.
"Tell 'em Mick needs to talk to me." 


The horn blasted
three times. The train lumbered out slowly from the station toward Stony Brook.
Don turned around and walked ahead of Mick. He opened the door to the ticket
booth. Mick knew what he was doing; Don had to sign out of his shift and make
sure there was a replacement waiting for him in Huntington. Mick stepped inside
and waved to Ted whatever-his-last-name-was, who worked behind the counter. He
said into the mike, "Howya doing, Mick?" 


"I’m fine, Ted,
and you?" 


"All is well,
but what the heck are you doing with Don?" 


"None of your
fuckin’ business, Ted," Mick said, but smiled trying to lighten the
atmosphere.  


Don looked Mick in
the eyes. "Do you really think I had anything to do with it?" 


"Don, I don’t
know. My job is to investigate. I need to look at all the angles and you, my
friend, are an angle. Sign out and let’s get out of here." 


Don cleared his
throat. At the ticket window he whispered something to Ted and then walked
slowly toward Mick. It seemed to Mick that Don was thinking of something else
to say other than he hadn’t killed anyone. Burns and Wong checked in to see if
Mick needed any help, but he waved them off. Mick saw Ted with his mouth open,
talking to someone on the phone, most likely giving their union boss the heads
up that Mick was taking Don in. The sun fell in through the metal grates
covering the windows making thin diamond shadows on the floor. It seemed a
contrast to the mood of the building. 









He and Don walked down the steps and crossed the street, Mick
distracted by empty beer cans, white plastic bags, and broken glass. Discarded
tires lay heaped in the middle of the parking lot. The black columns of lights
looked sort of antique, with their necks bent. Most didn’t work. 


"Some mess
here," he said. 


"Yeah." 


Mick could tell Don
didn’t want conversation. He opened the back door and helped Don in, glancing
at the other man’s American flag pin on his lapel and along with a small maroon
and yellow Marines insignia. His legs were shaking, and he bit his bottom lip. 


"I swear, Mick,
I didn’t do it." 


Mick closed the door.
He got in and called into HQ that he was bringing Don in for questioning. He
looked into the rear view mirror to check him. Mick didn’t want to say too
much. Instead, he adjusted the rear view mirror and looked back at his passenger’s
trembling lips. Don breathed deeply and looked out the window. Mick thought
back to when they played basketball, and how they could always find one another
open to get off a pass and a quick shot. 


"Mick, you
believe me…don’t you?" 


"Let’s not talk
about it, Don." 


"The other night
when I was in Tara’s, I ran into Pete Engers. What a nut. Remember when we had
that game at Rocky Point High? Shit, he was passing the ball between his legs
and dunking it on us!" 


"He was a ball
hog. It’s a shame what happened." 


"Yeah,
right." Don laughed. "And now, look at us. What are we doing? Did you
ever think we would still be friends after all this time? Now, look at me in
the back seat of your car. Look at me. How did I get here?" 


"Don’t think
about it. Just answer the fuckin’ questions and don’t be a dick." 









"I punched that ticket you found near the guy. I know what’s
going on." 


Mick drove up Route
112 past the old train on the corner of Route 347, and a sign that read Thrift
Sale June 14th at
the Congregational Church in Mount Sinai. The large American flag caught a
slight breeze and the colors billowed. A movie theatre and a supermarket on the
right side and a Dodge dealership on the left with a Chevy dealership further
up marked the way. Beyond that, another dealership showcasing Corvettes and
other sports. Mick always wanted an orange Corvette, something that would stand
out as he made his way through the Long Island streets. Still, the Charger was
powerful enough, he believed, and revved up the engine, feeling the power. 


Don sat back with his
head hanging low. "What a shitty life." 


"What do you
mean?" 


"I mean a friend
shouldn’t have to arrest another friend," he said and hunched his
shoulders. 


"Why don’t you
stop feeling sorry for yourself? I’m getting a little sick and tired of hearing
it. I have a job to do and you know it. Besides I’m not arresting you. You need
to relax a little and just answer some questions. If you act nervous, cops get
suspicious." 


"Fuck you, Mick.
You know this is a big waste of our time." 


Mick glanced back at
him and could see the muscles in Don’s jaw flex as he bit down on his molars.
He sniffed in some mucus and made a choking sound as if he wanted to spit. 


Traffic was heavy
that time in the morning. Camp buses were on the road, and parents dropping off
their kids who missed the bus, and the rest of the rush who had to make it to
work on time. The parking lot at the 7-11 was packed. The gas stations were
jammed as well. It was Monday, Mick thought, and the rest of the world was
awake and needed their gasoline and coffee to start their day. 


The MTA office was on
the first floor of a building in a commercial zone in Ronkonkoma. It was a
short walk to the station. Mick parked the Charger in his spot, got out quickly
and went around back to open the door and help Don out. 









Don grimaced, and shook his head. Mick figured that was better
than being nervous. He grabbed the back of Don’s arm and pulled him up gently.
He stepped out and stood up. 


"This is a big
waste of our time," Don said again as they walked to the building. 


Hall opened the door.
Mick noticed a light stain near his breast pocket and watched how Hall’s eyes
carefully inspected Don. He shook Mick’s hand. "Good job." 


There was something
artificial in his appearance; he seemed completely different from the man Mick
knew. He wore a suit and tie with a gold MTA clip and had his hair slicked
back. He looked stiff. From his plastic appearance Mick assumed he hoped the
investigation was over, that they’d caught their man and could call it a good
day, maybe get in front of the press, but that was ludicrous. There were too
many holes in the case and Mick knew the investigation was just beginning. Mick
gave him a quick nod and smiled. 


Don went back to his
shaking. Mick opened the door to the processing and interviewing room. There
was a cage in the corner and a fingerprint station. The walls were dirty, where
some criminals streaked their inked fingers across the concrete wall. Thin,
dehydrated lines of orange rusty water streaked down from the leaking roof,
giving the walls an appearance of tree roots reaching deep into the soil. Hall
knew about the leaks, but liked the colored effect on the cinder block walls. 


Instead of getting
prints, they walked through the area. Mick explained to Don what they did
there, as if giving him a tour. He hoped the distractions would settle Don's
nerves. On both walls were pictures of officers recognized for their service
and achievements. Hall was in a few of them. 


Hall stood outside
when Mick took Don into the interview room and closed the door behind them. 


"Two way mirror,
huh?" Don swallowed a few times, gesturing to the wall to his right. 









"Are you thirsty?" Mick asked. "Do you need
anything to drink?" He wondered where Sanders was. Maybe in the dark room
on the far side of that mirror. 


"Yeah, Mick.
I’ll take a cup of water." 


Mick pointed to a
chair and Don sat down. 


"Do me a favor
Don, take a deep breath and calm down." 


"Do I still look
nervous?" 


"Yes," Mick
said. "I’ll get that water," and stepped out the room, closing the
door behind him. 


Reggie Sanders,
dressed in a brown sports jacket, dark blue tie and black pants, walked briskly
through the front doors. His colors seemed to merge into an odd coordination.
He looked out of place, not sure where he was going as he scanned the area side
to side as if seeking either a receptionist or someone he recognized. 


"Reggie, we’re
down here," Mick called from the other end of the corridor. 


He smiled and nodded
with a casual arrogance at Hall and Mick and headed their way. He looked out of
breath and there was some sweat on his forehead that he wiped away with his
fingertips. 


"Where’s the
suspect?" 


"Hold on a
second." Hall held up his hand as if to stop Sanders from getting any
closer. "This is our man." Sanders stared at Hall’s hand and
then slowly looked toward Mick and smiled. 


"The DA felt
Sanders and I should work on this together, Chief," Mick said. "I’m
sorry if I didn’t remind you earlier. You knew he’d be joining us today, didn’t
you?" 


"No, I didn’t.
How are we going to conduct the interview?" Hall folded his arms, his face
sour, as if he’d just realized he wasn’t going to participate. 


"Sanders is a
fine detective. He can handle the initial interview—if that’s all right with
you. I think we should let Sanders start, and then I can join them… to clarify
anything. Is that all right with you?" Mick asked and it felt awkward
giving directions in front of Hall. 


Hall should be taking
the initiative and managing the situation, but the man just stood there looking
out of place. Hall had less interviewing experience than either of them. He 









fidgeted
for a few seconds until Sanders started for the door. 


"No. Wait. Let
me go in first," Hall said. 


Reggie stood still. 


"Can I join
you?" Mick asked. "Reggie can monitor the interview from the control
room." 


"That’s
fine," Hall said. 


"Don asked for
some water. Give me a couple of minutes and let him settle down. He’s really
nervous." 


The place looked too
familiar. He’d been in the room too many times, Mick thought as he walked into
the small kitchen fitted out with a coffeemaker and a canister of dried milk,
as well as sugar cubes, and thin wooden stirring sticks. He took a Styrofoam
cup from the pile, turned on the faucet and waited a few seconds until the
water ran cold. His walk back to the room was slow since he didn’t want to
spill anything. Knocking twice, he let himself into the room and placed the wet
cup on the table. 


Instead of waiting
for Hall, Mick murmured, "I won’t be long.”  He left the room and walked
into the monitoring room. 


Hall stood still in
the monitor room alongside Sanders, Wong, Burns, and another detective, Oliver
Perez, a twenty-five year veteran on the MTA force. They quietly watched each
move the suspect made through a two-way mirror. 


"We’d better get
in there." Mick beckoned to his boss. 


"Whatever you
want to do is fine with me." Sanders pushed his hands in his pants
pockets. 


Hall and Mick stepped
into the small interview room and took their seats across the table from Don.
Don nodded to Hall and reached out his hand, and introduced himself. Hall shook
his hand and looked down at some notes. 


"Please state
your name, age, address and occupation," he asked. His monotone voice had
little emotion. He didn’t look at Don. 


"I’m sorry, I
didn’t get your name," Don said with a slight nervous smile. 


"This is Chief
Hall," Mick said.









"I was thinking about this a lot and I think I should get an
attorney in here." 


Hall stood up and walked around the end
of the table. He patted him on the back. "Why would you need an
attorney—are you guilty of something? If you have nothing to hide you can speak
to us…right? We just want some clarity." 


Don stood abruptly
and moved away from Hall. "I should not be questioned without an attorney
present." 


"You want an
attorney? Mick here thinks you’re innocent, but I wanted you in here. I don’t
know why. I just have a hunch. Just little feelings, based on the physical
evidence. In fact, a witness has come forward and is ready to give us a
statement. Don, the word is that you were the only person on the train with the
victim. We can make this easy for you. Come on, sit down again and talk to us.
That’s all we’re asking you to do. What do you say? Clarity?" 


"Mick, do I have
a choice or not? Can I call an attorney?" Don asked and looked at him with
some desperation. 


"You can do
whatever you want.  The door is open.  I did not arrest you. But getting an
attorney it means we’re all going to be here all day. I was hoping we could get
this over with and I could go back out and do some real work. What do you say?
Chief Hall just explained how he feels. I told them you may not have been
around after Huntington, so whatever happened could have taken place between
there and Port Jeff. What do you say?" 


Don rubbed his
temples slowly and closed his eyes. The way he was breathing gave Mick every
indication he wanted to get out as soon as possible. 


"How about we
keep to the questions we know the answers to. Okay? How about that?" Hall
asked. 


Don
nodded and sat back in his chair. Mick thought he looked like a different man.
Don’s normally pale face was many shades of red. His voice became deeper.
"What questions do you have?" 


"Let
me ask you, can we continue without an attorney present?" Hall asked. 


"It
depends on the questions." 


"Tell
me your name and address and occupation." 


"My
name is Donald Kongelbeck. I live a seventy-three Maple, Miller Place. I’m a
senior conductor for the Long Island Rail Road." 


"That
was easy…right? Where were you on July thirteenth? Around six p.m.?" 


"I
was working. I was working on the six-fifty-seven into Port Jefferson." 


"Did
you notice anything different that night?" 


"When we pulled
into Port Jefferson, we found a dead man on the train." 


"Where on the
train?" 


"He was close to
the Emergency Exit row, on the…he was sitting in the Emergency exit row and he
was dead. He was sitting on the second deck. Third car from the last." 


"How many cars
were you working on?" 


"I was the
breakman,  handled the last three cars." 


"Alone?" 


"For the most
part yes, except when we pulled into Minneola and the doors were stuck. Another
conductor came to help me. That was Ray. Mick, you know Ray. I’m not sure if
you do, Chief Hall, but he helped me get the doors unjammed." 


"You said ‘we’
found him?" 


"There was a
passenger who found him and reported it to me, and I went over to check on the
body. That’s what I meant to say—a passenger and me." 


Hall
sat down and scribbled something on the pad. Mick tried to see what he wrote,
but he covered it up with his hand and then looked at Mick, told him to go
ahead. 


"I
don’t have any questions at this time." 


"Are
you sure?" 


"Maybe
one or two. Don, I’ve noticed when I take the train that each conductor has his
own ticket punch, is this correct?" 


"That’s
true." 


"And
no one has your puncher? Ever lend it out to anyone?" 


"No,"
Don said, and for some reason, smiled. 


"What’s
so funny, hot shot?" Hall asked. 


"Nothing,
but my guess is that you found a ticket with my hole puncher near the body and
that’s why you’re trying to pin it on me. It’s not happening."


Rubbing
the side of his nose and sniffing a few times, Mick counted a few seconds to
make a dramatic pause, and to let Don contemplate the situation for a minute.
"Don’t you normally collect the tickets? Is it likely would you
absentmindedly punched one and dropped it on the floor?" 


"No,"
Don said again, his smile fading. 


Mick
could see Don was thinking about what the next question would be. He wanted to
end this once and for all, he quickly stood up. And left the room. In the
monitoring room Sanders asked Mick, "Want me to go in there?"


"No. There’s no
reason to. He didn’t kill Elwood. I know it. But, what do you think?" 


"Mick, the
physical evidence is there and he looks nervous. I think you need to be harder
on him." 


"I say we leave
it alone for the time being." 


Sanders smiled and
scratched the side of his face and looked at Mick with a confused expression.
"Listen, I know you don’t want to hear it, but your friend could be the
killer." 


"Don is not the
killer," Mick said and went back to the room and sat down. 


"Tell me. Did
you kill Elwood?" 


"No." Don
shook his head. 


"There, we’re
done for now." 


"Wait, Mick.
Shit, I just thought of something. I can’t believe it, but I think… I think I
know who did this." 


Hall looked up from
his pad and leaned over the table. "Let’s hear it." 


"It’s just a
thought. Tell me what evidence you have. You asked about my punch. Why?" 


Mick looked at Hall and
then at Don. "You know we have a ticket that appears to be punched by
you." 


"Okay.
How do you know? How do you know it was me?" 


"There
was a ticket found near Elwood, and a beer can. Both have your fingerprints on them."



"I
can’t explain the beer can. Maybe I picked it up to put in the trash and it
rolled out. That happens a lot, you know, Mick. And the ticket? Well, I was the
conductor on the train, sure, but…" He frowned and shrugged. 


"Tell
us what you’re thinking."


"I was trained
by Mitch R. Richards. We called him Mister Richards. Mitch had the same punch
as me. My first day, he gave me one, and said it had the same character as his.
I think he mentioned it was a tradition, like passing the baton. I remember he
said it wouldn’t be a problem since I was in training. I think Mitch worked the
trains before you started with the MTA. One day, he was there. We worked the
same train. I was clicking down one end and he came up the other side and then
he went nuts. Just like…snapped and started screaming at a passenger and was
telling this guy he was killing the world and demanded he get off the train at
the next stop. Mitch said he was protecting the environment from the passenger.
Anyway, we had to call you guys in to take him. We were met at the Cold Spring
Harbor station, and he was escorted off. He went quietly." 


"What happened
to him?" 


"The last I
heard, Mitch Richards was in a sanitarium. I think he’s at Pilgrim State or one
those places. We never saw him again, but…he had the same ticket punch." 


Hall
looked at Mick and they nodded to one another. They had another plausible lead.
Mick wanted to find out more details about Richards and thought he could get
some information from MTA’s human resources. 


"Can I
leave?" Don asked. 


Hall hesitated.
"Yeah, but don’t leave town. We’ll be watching you." 


Ten


After lunch, Mick
called Human Resources for Mitch Richard’s records. The secretary asked Mick
why he needed the information, but once he mentioned he was with the police, he
was put on hold and a supervisor came on. "Supervisor Marsha Iaccui, how
can I help you, Detective?" She sounded friendly, a native Long Islander,
someone he could joke with. 


"I’m Mick Doran,
a detective for the MTA, and I’m looking for Mitch Richards’ records." 


"May I ask
why?" 


"Why, yes, you
can. It’s for official use. How can I get them?" 


"A please would
be enough. But I don’t think we’ve met, Detective Doran. Do you come into the
corporate office?" She sounded flirtatious. 


"Not often. I work
out of Ronkonkoma. Can I, please, get those records?" Mick asked,
to forestall the flirtation. He didn’t have time for that. 


Suddenly, she was all
business. "Where can I fax this?" 


Mick gave her the
number and said good-bye. He heard the phone hang up and imagined what she
looked like. She had a warm voice, it might have been the first and last time
they spoke. 


Richards, had worked
for the Long Island Rail Road for twelve years. Mick made another call to human
resources and spoke to, Kathleen Foley, who helped him process his W2 taxes
and pension. Kathleen’s voice was a little scratched, "Just my
allergies." From what she told him, Mitch’s father had been an engineer
and his brother, Maurice Richards, had worked in the maintenance yard in Queens
until he took early retirement. 


"The
last anyone heard from Maurice he was living in Stuart, Florida. Like Mitch, he
was single. Neither had any children. They’d been raised in Garden City. The
last time I saw Mitch was at mass. He attended every Sunday until his
breakdown." 


"How
do you know he had a breakdown?" 


"Everyone heard
about his breakdown. It was in the paper. He was shouting at a passenger on the
train and, yes, that’s what it says here. It’s recorded in his files," she
said. "Occasionally, Maurice and I waved to one another, but in all the
years I never really knew him, since we rarely spoke. He was very private, but
a hard worker and also a devout Roman Catholic." 


"That’s nice.
Thank you for your time, Kathleen." 


Mick called Sanders
to let him know what he’d learned, but had to leave a message. He called again
an hour later, but Sanders didn’t return the calls. Next, Mick reached Pilgrim
State by phone to check their records, and was told it was policy not to give
patient information over the phone. He’d have to go in and speak to someone in
their records department. The woman wouldn’t give her name or even confirm if
Mitch was a patient there. He let it go and moved on to the phone directory, to
see if Maurice Richards was listed. There was a Maurice R. Richards on Willow
Creek Lane in Smithtown. Maybe the brother had come back from Florida? He
jotted down the number as Hall came up to his desk, arms crossed on his chest. 


"How ya making
out?" Hall asked. 


"Getting
there," Mick said, "but I need to drive out to Pilgrim State to check
their records." 


"Patient
confidentiality?" 


"Yeah, something
like that." 


"Did
you talk to Sanders?" 


"I
left messages." 


"Word
is he’s going to be promoted to chief over there. That’s my feeling. Hey, Mick,
Connolly called; he was asking how you were doing. He wanted to find out if you
had any regrets about leaving them. You’re happy here…right?" 


Mick
felt a slight pain in his head and for a moment thought he might be coming down
with something. His palms went clammy and he felt nauseous. He didn’t want to
think about the Suffolk County Police Department. He was having an anxiety
attack. He got up to get himself a cup of coffee, looked at Hall, and smiled.
He didn’t want him to know what was occurring in his mind and body. 


"You
all right?" Hall asked. 


"I
feel a little sick." 


"Are
you going to answer me?" 


"I’m
not going back to them." 


Hall
was indecisive, not assertive enough. Mick knew the other MTA detectives
respected and relied on his experience. They made a good team as long as Mick
called the shots. In many ways, he respected Chief Hall—if he had a question
about an MTA policy, Hall’s seventeen years’ experience made him the man to
ask, though now, with retirement in his near future, he’d begun to slow down. 


He followed Mick to the
coffeemaker and stood there as if waiting for him to say something. 


"Mick,
you’re happy here, aren’t you?" He sounded worried. Was he looking at Mick
as a possible replacement for himself?”


"Shit, what do
you want me to say? I’m happy here. You know that. Do I have to remind you? I
got burnt out over there. I’m never going back. There’s a lot of bullshit and
politics inside that place. The job nearly did me in. I like the pace here. I
like my position, and I like working under you." 


Hall smiled and hit
Mick lightly on his shoulder. "I guess I’d better let you go. You need to
be heading out to Pilgrim State. One more thing, though, if and only if
Connolly calls you, let me know what he wants. Before you make any decisions,
please keep me advised. It will be confidential, but if you ever want to leave,
let me know about it. I don’t want to come in here one morning, surprised to
find you left." 


Mick
scratched the back of his head and took a sip of his black coffee. It was
strong and hot. He explained again his reasons for staying. "I don’t like
to go back into my past. I like to move forward. Try a new road. Learn
something new. That’s just me, so don’t stress yourself out. You don’t have
anything to worry about. We have a case we’re working on and we need to keep
our focus. Don’t get into their petty bullshit. It’s all a game and if you get
immersed in it, you’ll get burnt." 


"Connolly said a
lot of good things about you. He thinks you weren’t given a chance to move up
over there." 


"Don’t forget he
had a chance to intervene, cut me a bit of slack. He knew what I was going
through. That’s politics working. You know what I mean? Sanders will do a great
job for them. He’s a fine cop." 


"Didn’t you get
him in over there?" 


"No." 


Mick’s cell phone
rang. It was Sanders. He sounded a little frazzled; Mick asked what was going
on. 


"It’s
Wendolowski, he may be coming back. I thought I had the fuckin’ job in the
bag." 


"Alright, calm
down. Let’s get back to the investigation," Mick said and heard him sigh. 


"What do you
have?" 


"I have to go to
Pilgrim State to research Mitch Richards. From what I learned he worked for the
railroad for twelve years. No wife or kids, and kept to himself. He was a
devout Catholic." 


"Why is
everything in past tense? Is he dead?" 


"I’m not
sure." 


"You’re making
it sound as if he’s dead. Do you think this could be our guy?" 


"What the fuck?
It’s too early. What’s gotten into you, Sanders?" 


"Meaning?" 


"You’re giving
me the third degree." 


"Sorry, Mick,
it’s just that I’m hearing things over here and I don’t like what I’m
hearing." 









"Now what?" Mick asked and regretted it. 


"Nothing. Don’t
worry about it. When are you heading over to Pilgrim?" 


"In a few
minutes. How about I meet you over there at two?" 


"Yeah, see you
then." 


Mick felt sorry for
Reggie. He was the man to replace Wendolowski, but the politics were creeping
into it. The swirling rumors in that place could make a group of teenage girls
easily get into a tizzy. He didn’t want any part of it. He wished Sanders would
come right out and tell him. 


Mick looked at his
notes and checked Mitch’s information. He had the same birthday as Cheryl, May
eleventh, but he was two years older. Kathleen’s fax showed Richards’ complete
employee file, including an old and faded picture from when he’d been named
conductor of the month in his second year. Under his reviews and his
termination papers there was an article from the Daily News. On weekends, he
volunteered his time at a homeless shelter. There was a picture of him standing
next to Mayor Dinkins and holding a medal. Mitch’s black and white face had a
slight smile, his left hand was holding the medal and the other was shaking the
mayor’s hand. Mick imagined the applause in the room. He tried to imagine what
Mitch looked like today. 


He shook his head and
wondered if dementia was settling into his brain. It was either that or perhaps
the Mad Cow Disease, and then his stomach turned and he tried to remember when
he ate last. He put down the papers. 


Mitch had been a good
man, so what happened to him? How did he lose his mind? Is there a possibility
anyone could snap in an instant and pop into insanity? He wasn’t sure. But, he
was curious to learn more about him. For all he knew Mitch might be dead and he
was following a false lead. Maybe Don threw him off the track just to escape.
He remembered Hall telling Don about not leaving town.  He called Sanders’ 
phone leaving a voice mail asking he  keep a close eye on Don, too, for the
time being. 


He dialed the number for
Maurice Richards and learned the number was disconnected. The leads were fading
away. Mick tried to put the pieces together, but all the leads led back to Don.
He thought about OJ Simpson driving down the LA Freeway, trying to escape. If
there was an opportunity to escape, the guilty would run. 









Mick let his car warm up for a while. The Charger liked high
octane, but with the price of gas, he limited her tastes to regular. He put in
a CD, The Clash’s Sandinista and skipped to the song, “Broadway.” 


Heather Elwood
called. The cell cut in and out and there was a second or two before Mick heard
her. He was frustrated and he imagined her impatience on the other end. It was
a reminder how much he hated cell phones; from finding the tiny numbers to dial
with his big fingers to locating the vanishing green button to place a call,
they were a pain in the ass. Besides that, he was worried the fuckin' things
planted tumors in his brain. 


"Detective, this
is Heather Elwood again. I just wanted to see if you planned on coming here.
Can you hear me— Detective? Also, did you check on some protection? How is… do
you have any leads? Who killed Kevin?" 


"Ah, we
interviewed a suspect, a conductor, earlier." 


"And?" 


"And? I don’t
think he did it." 


"Is this some
kind of joke to you?" 


"Mrs. Elwood, I
know you’re upset, but you have to give these things some time." 


"When will you
be here?" 


"Tonight, if
that’s all right?" 


"What
time?" 


"I will see you
at seven thirty," Mick said and heard the phone click. 


Once
he hit flat road, he opened up the Charger, and was cruising at eighty-five
till he approached a congestion of slow moving cars. He darted in and out of
the HOV lane. In the distance, the tall, dark brick buildings that contained
the insane loomed against the blue sky. He considered the possibilities of the
terror behind steel cages and filthy windows; faces pressed against the
windowpanes while voices circulated in stormy minds. 


Mick took in a deep
breath and thought back to when he smoked. There was always a connection with
nerves and smoking, and he sped up to get off at the Deer Park exit. A
cigarette would be perfect; not a harsh Marlboro red, but a Camel light would
hit the spot. The sides of the winding road were littered with abandoned cars,
refrigerators and dryers; all of them were spray painted, rusting, decrepit,
and dented. White plastic bags clung to thin, dead tree limbs. A cluster of
miniature pines with their long needles interrupted the pollution. At a stop
light, he looked over a dirt baseball field with a few patches of grass and saw
some kids playing little league baseball. Some of the parents were sitting on
camping chairs; others leaned against the fence. The adults looked overweight
and out of shape, and he imagined what they were saying to one another. Talking
about their lousy jobs and the price of gas, or finding something else to
complain about. He slowed down to watch a small batter hit a ball. Clink. Aluminum
bats were a reminder he was watching kids. The short body and thin running legs
made his way toward third base, till told to run the other way. Run! And
then he ran toward the pitcher. 


Farther down the road
on the left side was the entrance to Pilgrim State. The entrance sign was made
of brick with a wooden board painted brown in the center, bearing faded,
hard-to-read letters. The state was considering closing the whole facility due
to budget cuts; there were rumors flying around Long Island that only the
criminally insane were locked inside. They’d been abandoned by the mental
health system over the years.  The massive buildings had mostly been emptied,
and only one remained. The patients had been transferred to other locations or
placed in half-way homes on the Pilgrim State campus or ended up in homeless
shelters, since many were dropped off in New York City and became tangled in
their psychiatric system. The tall and broad buildings blocked the sunlight,
appearing out of place on Long Island. Mick thought something like this place
should be smack in the middle of Brooklyn. Most buildings on Long Island—a
hot-bed for developers—topped out at three stories, except for the tallest,
which must have a magnificent view of the Long Island Sound. Other tall
buildings on Long Island were Stony Brook Hospital and the Supreme Court
building in Islip. Mick felt none of the buildings belonged in the suburbs. 









He found the administration building and parked in the near empty
lot. There were potholes throughout. The faded and cracked blacktop had grass
and other shrubs growing in the middle of it. He wasn’t sure if anyone was
there. He got out of the car slowly and checked if his gun was in its holster.
A gust of wind picked up some dust. The silence under the shade of the building
was overwhelming. 


Next to it, a smaller
white colonial looked too ornate and out of place in contrast to the industrial
brick. It was the only building of its kind; he assumed it was meant to impress
visitors or those who worked inside years before. Some of the large windows
were broken. Thick layers of paint were chipped into small squares exposing
wood. Plump pigeons perched on the slate roof’s edge, peered down at him with
an odd curiosity. 


His steps crunched
sand, and made an echoing effect. He walked up a flight of stairs. Grass grew
in cracks. Chipped black paint flaked off the metal banister. He pulled the
door open. Metallic hinges squeaked as he stepped into the dark empty hallway.
This was one of those moments when a lunatic could have mauled him. He thought
about the lines from that Pink Floyd song, "The lunatic is…in my
head." Not that he was ever a Floyd fan, but the laughing in that song was
unsettling. He thought he heard the same laughter emanating from the doors
lining the other side of the hallway. He put his hand on the gun and felt a
sense of relief. The silence in those halls reminded him of the forensic
building at Stony Brook. The air was cold, not from an air conditioner, but
from the darkness. It was extremely quiet. He walked slowly hearing his deep
breaths echo in the chamber. 


The first door on his
right was locked, but across from it light filtered onto the cool floor under
the door. Music was playing. As he knocked, he heard some rustling inside and
someone approaching, sniffling. 









The door opened
slowly, Mick jumped back. "What the fuck?" he muttered. He’d been
expecting a woman. 


It was as if he looked into another
world. The office was newly carpeted, the black leather furniture appeared
modern. Large potted plants flourished in the corners. He tried to enter, but
the man stepped in front of him, looking threatening. The skin around his eyes
was wrinkled and dark, but he peered suspiciously at Mick through thick,
black-framed glasses, like the black, military issue they gave to soldiers. He
wore a white security guard uniform with a billy club dangling in his right
hand, ready to take a swipe at Mick. A set of keys hung heavily off a thick
black service belt. 


"Who are you?" 


"Detective Mick Doran." He
flashed his badge. "I called earlier and spoke to someone. She said I
needed to come in to check a patient’s records. Is this the right place?" 


He stepped away to let Mick inside. 


"This is the right place. I need
you to sign in," he said with a sigh and moved behind the desk. A
newspaper was open to the cartoon section. He was completing the crossword. The
guard moaned a few times as if in pain. Maybe it was his back, Mick assumed
whatever he asked the guard for, he was going to complain. Everything was a
strain for the man. Mick signed the logbook. The last entry was from last year,
the scribble was hard to decipher. He wrote his name and badge number and
placed the pen down. 


"Does this place give you the
creeps or what?" Mick asked. 


The old guard snapped his head up and
shook it quickly. "It’s quiet in here. It used to be very loud with a lot
of activity, but you wouldn’t believe it. This was the center for all of Long
Island." 


"The center?" 


"The center of the universe. What
the hell do you think I was talking about? You saw the sign when you pulled in,
right, smarty pants?" 


This was going to be a long and
difficult time. He smiled at the guard. "I need the records for Mitch
Richards." 


"You don’t say? Did you complete
the request application?" 









"Where do I find one of those?" 


"Online." 


"Online? Well, I
don’t have a computer in my pocket, so do you have any applications here?"



The guard looked down
at the crossword as if trying to figure out a word he needed. He pretended not
to hear. 


"Sir? Sir? Do
you have any application forms here?" 


"It will cost
you." 


"It will?"
Mick laughed a little. 


"Each
application costs five dollars. There is a twenty five dollar processing fee,
and then there is the file retrieval fee, and of course the records fee. It
will run you about a fifty spot to get the details you need, but I’m really
hungry and will need to take my lunch break shortly. I can help you when I get
back, unless you…want to go out and buy me a lunch? You know, while you’re out
I can get started." 


"You’re a piece
of work, fella." Mick pulled out his wallet and handed over the money. 


"Lunch?"
The guard asked. 


"It’s only a few
minutes after eleven o’clock in the morning. How long will this take?" 


"Why don’t you
run out and get us some lunch? I’m starving and my doctor told me I needed to
eat at regular intervals. If not, I could die." 


"Die?" 


"Yeah. I’m
feeling weak. I don’t know but it’s something about my sugar level or
something. Man my age can catch anything and I’ve been feeling run down
lately." 


"What do you
want?" Mick asked and knew the guard was basking in the unaccustomed
attention. 


"I’ll tell you
what, I would love a Reuben sandwich, there’s a deli just down on Commack Road.
If you let them know Sal sent you—they’ll pile on the meat. I’m a regular
customer. They take really good care of me. Tell them Sal. That’s me. Sal sent
you and they may throw in some salads as well. Oh, yeah get me a macaroni salad
and a pickle. And I want a Dr. Pepper and regular Wise potato chips. Not the
Ruffles or flavored, just good old regular potato chips. Want me to write it
down for you? Got all that?" 









"I don’t need to write it down. What’s your name?" Mick
asked just to rile him up. Sal’s ego was swelling. Mick was the audience to a
one man show. 


"I told you my
name and tell them at the deli. Sal. What else do you need?" 


"Got the rest, I
just forgot your name. You said Wise regular potato chips and a Reuben and a
Dr. Pepper." 


"And the pickle
and macaroni salad. I thought you said you got it. Want me to write it
down?" 


"Nope. Do me a
favor, find Mitch Richards’ records before I get back," Mick said. 


Sal sighed out loud
and closed the newspaper as Mick walked toward the door and turned to add,
"Sal, do you think you can have what I need before I get back? I will fill
out the application and pay for those things. That’s fair…right?" 


"Are you sure you don’t want
me to write down my order?" "Got it all here, Sal. Got it all
here." Mick tapped his head. 


 By the time Mick returned, the
silence in the hall had lost its haunting aspect. In its place was the asshole
who worked behind the door on the left. Mick knocked and went in. He heard the
keys jingling on the chain, and Sal got up from his chair. The door opened and
he looked at the small bag with his food. 


"Where’s
yours?" Sal asked. 


"I’m not hungry.
Where are the files?" 


"They’re here.
You shouldn’t work so hard, Detective. The body needs to rest and eat and
screw. That’s my motto. The application is there on the counter. I wrote down
the fees you need to pay. Do you need a receipt?" 


"Of
course," Mick said. 


"It’s ten
dollars for that, but I’m not putting it on the invoice. Got me?" 


"Here’s your
sandwich." Mick bit his lower lip. He was getting fed up with the fees and
the requests. 


"Give me the
money and the application, and I’ll get the file for you." 









"You didn’t
get it when I was out?" 


"It will only take five
minutes." 


Mick completed the application and gave
Sal cash. He pulled out a receipt book that looked like it was from 1965— the
paper was yellowed and the print faded in the rough surface. He took a sheet of
carbon paper and placed it between the pages, fixed his glasses on his face,
leaned closer to his left wrist, and double-checked the date on his watch and
wrote down the date and the time. He stood up and put the cash into his pocket
and was about to leave with the sandwich. 


"Hey Sal, wait a sec, you’re not
leaving without giving the files to me…right?" 


"You know, Detective, I thought I
would, but you bought the sandwich for me and paid the fees. Besides, like I
said, it will only take a few minutes to get it. Stay put." 


"My friend, I don’t trust you.
Leave your sandwich here." Mick thumped the counter. 


"Don’t tell me what to do,
Detective. I work for the state and can do what I want." 


"You better listen to me before I
rip your fuckin’ head off. This is police business and you’ve committed more,
let me say…questionable transactions this morning than I could count. There’s
been enough bullshit here to get your ass not only fired, but also thrown in
jail. Now, get the fuckin’ file. I’m sorry to curse at you, but you’re really
pissing me off." 


The old man’s eyes welled up, "I’m
sorry. I’ll be right back." 


Mick felt horrible, but Sal brought out
the worst in him. 


Sal came back after a few minutes and
did not say a word. He placed the file on an empty desk, and pointed to it.
"Sit here," he said, and went back to his desk. He left the food in
the bag. Mick suspected the old guy wouldn’t eat it— even after he left. 


 


 


 


 


 


Eleven


Mitch Richards had
been arrested on a charge of public disturbance in Islip on January 29th, 2001. It was a bitter
cold and windy winter night. The report included witnesses describing Mitch
talking to himself outside the supermarket where he worked collecting carts
from the parking lot. It was a part-time job. The reports indicated he first acted
belligerent. A little later the witnesses claim he ran into the supermarket and
started screaming at the customers. He called all the women prostitutes,
whores, and vermin and chased after two children, calling them toxic monsters.
After picking up a can of BBQ lighter fluid, he threw his winter coat and shirt
into a cart and tossed a lit match on them. He pushed the cart through an aisle
and let it roll into the meat section on the back wall. The butcher came out
and tackled Mitch, and held him down till the police came. 


When the police took
him in for questioning, he was not making sense and was taken to Pilgrim State.
The files included the doctor’s report, which diagnosed him as a paranoid
schizophrenic. The report included a drawing Mitch made, a self-portrait he
insisted they keep in his files. It was a picture made from crayons. The eyes
were yellow, his hair was orange and his jagged teeth were green. He looked
like a monster. The doctor’s notes indicated he thought Mitch needed a heavy
dose of Lithium and rest. After a week he would check his progress. If that
didn’t work, electroshock therapy was scribbled in as an option. 


The second entry was
made more than three months later, ninety four days after admission. This time
Mitch had tried to hang himself in the shower with a sheet. The head nurse on
the floor heard his feet thumping against the tiles and kicked in the door,
which he’d blocked with a heavy wooden bench. She reported that Mitch begged
her to let him die, that he was tired of waking up in misery. When she asked
him what brought him to the hospital, he said he didn’t know the exact details,
but he knew his time there was part of a government conspiracy against him. He
had been given secrets through divine grace and the president had to keep him
in the hospital to avoid a nuclear holocaust or worse. "We’ve begun to
bridge the schism. Worse things will come to all of us when I’m released."
The report was signed: 









TQ, RN 4/3/01 


The doctor had added
to the nurse’s comments: "Patient will not be released until a full
evaluation is completed." Notes included his height, five-foot-ten and
weight, one-ninety-eight. At the time of admission, he’d weighed a
hundred-forty-nine. Mick looked at the notes again to make sure they were
correct. In the middle of the file was another self-portrait. He wanted to see
the progression of his artistic abilities. Richards told the doctor that Van
Gogh was his great grandfather, and he sometimes received visits from 'Papa
Vincent'. The doctor noted that he’d made an incision on his left ear with his
BIC shaver, and said, "Vincent regretted cutting off his ear, and has
requested my ear a number of times, but I don’t have the necessary means to
complete the act." 4/29/01 MS 


Mitch was deemed a
danger to himself and society. The medication and treatment, including the
suggested shock therapy had little effect on his psychoses, which, according to
Dr. Schram, became more severe. Mick scanned the other notes to check if he’d
made the other entries. The last one stated in bold red letters: RELEASED, but
it was not signed. He got up from the desk and asked Sal if he knew where Dr.
Schram was. 


"What’s
up, Detective?" He asked. 


"I
read the notes in the file and want to know if Dr. Schram is still employed
here." 


"They
closed the main building, but at the other end of the parking lot is a road.
Take that, going east, turn left and keep going and you’ll come across a
residential area. He has an office in one of the houses. He’s a strange man.
It’s the last place I know where he might be. You also might be able to meet
the patient you’re looking for. Richards. After they closed this building they
moved the patients who were left into those homes." He stopped for a
breath, then added, "Did you find what you were looking for? You never
told me why you’re looking up his file?" 


Mick ignored his last
comment. "This says he was released, but I appreciate all you’ve done.
Thank you." 


"Detective, keep
in mind, it may mean he was released but I bet he was moved to the homes.
They’re sort of like safe houses, where the patients live and learn to take
care of themselves, you know before getting back into society." 


"Thank
you." Mick left the office. 


His cell phone rang.
He pressed the small button. It was Sanders. Mick missed the call, but Sanders
left a message. Mick didn’t want to talk to him anytime soon. Right after that
there was a call from an unlisted number. He debated if he should answer it,
but did. "Doran." 


"Just the man I
want to speak to," a stern voice said from the other end. 


"Is there
something I can help you with?" 


"Do you know who
this is?" 


"Why don’t you
tell me before I hang up?" 


"This is
Commissioner Connolly. How are you, Mick?" 


"I’m fine,
Commissioner. Thank you for asking." 


"I won’t keep
you long, but if you have some time later today, I would like to speak to you
about an opportunity with the county." 


"Not interested,
sir. I have a job." 


"Why don’t you
come in for a few minutes; I can use someone like you with your years of experience."



"Thank
you, sir, but I’m very happy with the MTA. Thank you for considering me,"
Mick said and heard a silence on the other end. 


"C’mon
Mick, are you really happy? I mean what kind of real work are they doing over
there? At least show me some respect, we go back a long time. Just do me a
favor and come in and sit down with me. I think you will be very impressed with
the offer." 


"Don’t you have
anyone else who can replace Wendolowski?" 


"Who said I
needed to replace him? He’s a decorated veteran. It was unfortunate what
occurred in the office…you know with Jones and Sanders." 


"You just
mentioned your next chief." 


"Sanders? Sure,
he’s a great cop. In fact, I’m meeting him in a little while." 


"Wait a minute,
let me take a guess, it’s because he’s black? You always had this thing. Right?
I can vouch for him—he’s an excellent cop." 


"Shit, you know
that’s not the case, Mick. Really, if I didn’t know you, I wouldn’t consider
you for this outstanding offer. You owe it to yourself to at least come in and
hear what we have for you. How does three work?" 


"I’m really not
interested, but since we go way back, I’ll try to be there at four. Three isn’t
possible. But let me think about it. I’ll call you back. I’m really sorry, but
I have a lot of work to do, Commissioner. Thank you for the call and
consideration." He hung up the phone and made the decision at that moment
that he would at least extend the courtesy and listen to the offer. The new
position didn’t really mean he was back at the old precinct and dealing with
the bullshit and the office politics. But, if Connolly was avoiding Sanders
based on his race, if there was any truth to his suspicions, he wouldn’t take
the job. 


Mick called Sanders
back and asked where he was. 


"I’m on my way.
Do you need me there?" 


"I could use the
help. I have more details about Richards. He might be at another section on
these grounds. At Pilgrim. It’s where some patients live; I was told he might
be there." 


"I’ll
be over. Hey, the commish called you. Right?" 


"Yeah.
I’m going in there this afternoon to hear what he’s offering." 


"Good
luck, Mick. Where are you? I’m pulling into the…this is a real shit show. Did
you see the sign?" 


"Yeah. Go to the
main building and you’ll see my car." 


"If you take the
job, do you think you will hold any grudges?" 


"With you? What
are you talking about?" 


"Not with me.
It’s bad enough between us.  No. I meant with Koch."


"Good point. I
don’t know. I can’t answer that until I’m faced with it. I’m not thinking about
that right now. I’m more concerned about finding Mitch Richards. See you in a
minute." 


Mick hung up when he
saw Sanders’ car. He flashed him and Sanders flashed back. Sanders followed
Mick down to the residential area, the guard said he could find Dr. Schram and
maybe Richards. Broad elm leaves casted shadows and sunlight on the rough road.
Mick slowed a few times to cross over some speed bumps. The radio was on WFUV,
and he listened to REM’s “Cuyahoga.” He was thinking of Sanders as he led him
down the road and tried to put himself in his colleague’s shoes. 


Mick found the
residential area. Two homes, with sheets and towels in the windows, were built
in the middle of a large field. The grass was overgrown in some areas. In
others were large bald patches. Two black men, who Mick guessed were patients,
sat at a wooden table and bench. A woman with jet-black hair, a pale white
face, and a red blotch of blush on each cheek was leaning toward them. The
three smoked cigarettes slowly, moving their heads up and down like meditative
camels. Their eyes absorbed the sight of the cars into their medicated minds.
Mick could tell by the confused expressions and the silence between the three
that the drugs were too potent for them to comprehend why anyone was there.
Their clothes looked battered and their hair was wild and unkempt. 


Mick
parked the car and waited for to Sanders to get out and join him. 


"What
have you learned about Richards?" he asked. 


"He
is definitely a threat to society. He was labeled paranoid schizophrenic. He’s
had one severe episode during which he burned some clothes in a supermarket
cart and pushed it down an aisle and threatened women and children. Not sure
how it happened though, there was nothing in the report to explain, you know,
if it was stress or drugs. Just snapped. 


"The reason
we’re here…the state shut down the main facility, but the patients were moved
to these homes to prepare them for life on the outside. One thing that bothers
me, his file has the word RELEASED in red letters, but it wasn’t signed." 


"What do you
make of it?" 


"He could be
free. I don’t know. The person who gave me the files said Richards might be
here. Either way, we’re here to find the doctor who signed off on his file. A
Dr. Schram." 


They walked up to the
first house and knocked on the door. An obese woman with a beard and moustache,
wearing a flowered sheet for a dress, opened the door. Her eyes flicked back
and forth between Sanders and Mick. "Where are we going?" 


"We’re not going
anywhere, sweetheart. Is there a Dr. Schram here?" 


She thought for a
second, a pained expression on her face. She closed the door. Sanders and Mick
looked at one another. 


"What should we
do?" Sanders asked. 


"Wait here for a
couple of seconds and see if anyone else comes to the door." 


"Should we knock?’



"Just give it a
minute.”


The
door opened. A nurse stood there and smiled at first, and raised her eyebrows,
curious. "Can I help you, gentlemen?" 


"My
name is Detective Doran. This is Detective Sanders. We’re looking for Mitch
Richards and Dr. Schram. Are either of them here?" 


"Um…yeah,
the doctor is, but you’ll need to drive to the other set of homes. They are
farther down the road. Go past the fire station on your right hand side. Then
you will see four houses. They are new, you can’t miss them. Now, I think he’s
working in the third house, so walk into the back of the first house on your
right. He should be there. If you like I can call over there and check to see
if he’s there." 


"We’ll
head over. I would appreciate it if you don’t call. Some people get nervous
when they know the police are coming. You understand, don’t you?" Mick
said. 


She nodded and looked
at Sanders for a few moments, and then looked away, closed the door and was
gone. 


"Why
don’t we head over in my car?" Mick asked. 


"We
can take mine." 


"Have
you been in a Charger before?" 


"Come
to think of it, I don’t think so. I would like that. Thank you, Mick,"
Sanders said and whistled a little. 


Mick
glanced at him, as Sanders looked down and watched his step. He seemed lost own
thoughts. 


"Don’t
worry about this afternoon and the commish," Mick said, trying to get
Sanders to look up. "I don’t want to go back into my past." 


"I’m
not worried about any one thing. There’s a lot going on. Koch is due back next
week. The last time I spoke to him, he said he wanted to kick the shit out of
you. The last I heard, Wendolowski wanted to kick the shit out of me. He might
be coming back. That’s a shit show. I don’t know, but maybe my time with the
Suffolk PD is coming to an end. Let them keep those guys and I might go back to
the city or…the MTA? I don’t know. I spoke to Cheryl. She always has a
level-headed approach. She said it really doesn’t matter what I do at this
stage in my life. We can live off each other’s pensions. How would you feel if
we moved to North Carolina?" 


"How
would you feel if your son moved to North Carolina and you stayed here?" 


"It’s
just a thought, Mick. We’re getting fucked with taxes on the Island. Traffic is
horrible, the gangs are out of hand, and the price for home fuel and gas is
killing me. It seems we’re not getting a break. Everywhere I look, there’s
another bill to pay. It doesn’t stop." 


"It’s
not going to stop. That’s life. Get used to it. The answer is no, you’re not
taking my girls to North Carolina." 


In
silence they drove over to the set of houses. The radio was low. Mick was
pissed off either of them would consider moving. He knew he had to focus, but
it was always something, some sort of distraction, and he smiled. Like Reggie’s
bills, there was always something to get him riled up. 


 


Twelve


Mick was hungry. The
last time he ate was a faint memory. He wanted to drive back to the deli and
try one of those Reubens he’d bought for the security guard. It was one of
those moments when he regretted letting an opportunity slip by. He’d known he
was hungry when he was ordering the sandwich, but he hadn’t wanted to get stuck
in the office with Sal. The plan was to get the information as quickly as
possible and run for the door. Now he was paying for it. He felt lightheaded
and sort of in a daze. Maybe he was diabetic? He swallowed slowly, checked his
rear view mirror, and looked at the empty parking lot. 


He pulled to the curb
closest to one of the homes. An idling Suffolk County PD sedan was parked in
front. Mick nodded to the officer, who didn’t react at all. He was talking on a
cell phone. He wore shades and had a thick black moustache. Mick was curious
why he was there and waited for a few seconds for him to get off the phone.
Being more impatient with the empty belly and feeling there was a substantial
lead they could follow up on, Mick watched Sanders walk up to the cop. Sanders
didn’t give a shit if he was on the phone. The cop reluctantly put down his
phone. Sanders flashed his badge, the phone was put away and the cop got of the
sedan. Mick joined them. He nodded again to the cop who smirked at Mick. 


"He
says there have been some drug dealings and internal disturbances here. He’s
here often." Sanders turned back to the cop. "Hey, do you know Mitch
Richards?" 


"No,"
he said.


"Did
you ever have to take one these guys in?" 


"Shit.
We’re out here at least every other day because some nut-case has taken a hike
and we have to find him and drag him back. And yet the state feels they should
be released into our communities? Fuck that. These are crazy
motherfuckers." 


Mick
moved closer. "Which house is Dr. Schram's?" 


"That
one. He’s in there. Just knock on the door." 


There was a new dark blue Volkswagen
Pasada station wagon parked in front, which Mick assumed was the doctor’s. The
nurse’s directions were simple enough and he was surprised there was no one
outside. 


The house had white vinyl siding.
Someone had thrown stones that cracked the white brittle surface, making small
crooked holes. The windows were open and crimped. Stained paper blinds were
unfurled. Loud music—sounded like Ted Nugent—shook the walls. All at once there
came an angry scream. He pounded on the door. 


It opened quickly. A short man with dark
Indian features sttod there, he had dyed black hair and small red rectangular
glasses— the sort he saw on the young executives who read the Wall Street Journal
as they rode the train into the city. A white sports jacket hung loosely over
his narrow shoulders. He looked at them and took in a deep breath. "How
can I help you gentlemen?" 


"We’re looking for Dr.
Schram." 


"Who are you?" His nervous
dark eyes darted back and forth between the men. 


"Detective Doran and Detective
Sanders. We’re here to ask you some questions about one of your patients."



"Oh,
Pat is harmless. Yes, he is. Ah, one of your officers just brought him back. I
called in the escape and yeah, ah, one of your officers just dropped him off.
Didn’t you see the car when you walked up here? We have a great program here,
detectives. Now, thank you for your time." He was about to close the door.
He looked relieved and ready to get back to work.


"That’s not why
we’re here. We’re looking for Mitchell R. Richards." Sanders held the door
open and leaned inside. 


The
doctor’s stance grew rigid. His gaze dropped down for a moment then slowly
lifted. "Richards? Why are you looking for him?" 


"Is
he here?" Mick asked. 


"Well,
no. No. Why don’t you come in.  We can discuss this in my office?" A
nervous tongue flicked over his lips, reminding Mick of a lizard. 


"Thank
you." 


Sanders took a step
inside. 


Mick sensed this
could be the break they were looking for. As they followed the short doctor, he
felt his expectations increase. He was raw from the lack of food and had to
settle down. He wanted to pounce on the doctor, get answers, because he was
confident Mitch Richards was the man they were looking for. The doctor didn’t
want to discuss Richards in the doorway. He may have had something disturbing
to tell them. 


The music was getting
louder as they walked through a hallway. The doctor looked into the living room
and shrieked, "Turn off that radio!" His tone suggested he was afraid
and his scream was an attempt to release tension. 


A man with a gray
Giants sweatshirt jumped up and cowered a little, and then walked slowly to the
receiver and turned the volume control. 


Dr. Schram looked
back at Mick and Sanders with a smile. Mick thought he was trying, in his own
way, to prove he was in control of the situation. He unlocked the door and
pushed it open. His face was solemn, and he walked carefully, like man about to
encounter his worse fears.


Sanders stood still and
silent just inside the door. Mick cleared his throat a few times, a reaction to
the fumes from the industrial disinfectant tickling the back of his throat.
Instead of sitting, the doctor stood next to his chair and pointed to a black
leather sofa against the wall. "Please, take a seat." 


"Thank
you," Mick and Sanders said together.


Several
diplomas hung on the wall. Most were from medical schools but there were also
certificates for presenting at conferences in Brussels, San Diego, Buenos
Aires, and Tokyo. And black framed photographs of him with the governor and the
Islip Supervisor. In each picture, he was by himself, no wife or significant
other—his solemn face, the glasses even his hair looked exactly the same.
Doctor Schram seemed devoid of a personality, as if he’d abandoned it years ago
and was now a robot trained for analyzing and medicating the psychotics. 


These straight laced
types freaked Mick out. They were like accountants, just the facts, nothing
personal about them; their minds revolved around numbers and stats, and they
were quiet, too quiet for Mick. Besides that, Mick was paranoid to begin with
when it came to psychiatrists, afraid they’d be able to analyze his faults and
learn his dark secrets by watching him scratch his nose;  could detect a
propensity for being a compulsive liar; or a little twitch in his neck could be
interpreted as being obsessive compulsive, they were trained to analyze and
scrutinize. 


Mick sat there,
knowing that as the lead detective he should say something. He thought back to
the expectations he’d had when he drove there, and tried to think of himself as
a rock. A speaking rock. His movements would be slow and stiff. 


"What can I help
you with?" The doctor tilted his head, ready to hear what the detectives
would say. 


"We’re here to
find more information about Mitch Richards." Mick pulled out a picture he
had of him in his file. 


The doctor sat back
and brought his hands together as if in a prayer and pressed his fingers to his
lips. "Can I ask why you’re looking for him?" 


"You can ask,
but right now we’re the ones looking for information. Can you tell us which
room he lives in? Is he still here...still alive?" Sanders looked at Mick
who nodded approvingly, saying a silent good job. 


"As
his doctor, I may not be able to help you. Patient confidentiality, you
understand. But I can say that Mitch Richards was doing very well and liked to
walk through the woods around the campus." 


"Was?
Liked?" Mick picked up quickly on the past tense. 


"I’m
sure he still likes to walk in the woods." 


"So, where the
fuck is he?" Sanders demanded. "We’re conducting a murder
investigation and his name came up. What the fuck kind of place is this that
lets the inmates wander around in the woods?" 


The doctor moved his
index finger to his lips, and then shook his head reprovingly. "This is
not a place to use vulgar language. This is a housing complex for citizens who
were patients in the state’s mental health community and now live here. These
homes are temporary quarters. It’s all very conducive to reintegrating the
former patients into society. In time, they are allowed off the grounds to go
shopping, see movies, visit friends. Some hold down part time jobs. It’s a very
practical and special place, and it’s been extremely successful. I’ve been able
to share our progress with other facilities around the globe." 


Mick looked at the
degrees and photographs and realized the doctor wanted this place to be known
as a success. 


"Do any of the
patients live out in the general community?" 


"Not at this
time." 


"Look at this
Reggie. That’s the doc with the governor…right?" Mick asked. He stood near
the pictures and seemed impressed. 


"That’s right.
I’d just given a presentation to her and the state’s mental health committee. I
received an award. Very soon, I expect to be named the state commissioner for
mental health. See those books? I wrote them all. All of them," he
emphasized. 


Mick
fixed him with a steady stare. "That’s impressive. Right Reggie? Doc, you
mentioned some of the patients are allowed off the grounds. Like Richards? To
walk in the woods?" 


"That’s
correct. We encourage independence," Schram said with a self-important
nod. 


"So,
if a patient had a history of, say, violent activity would this independence be
considered?" Sanders asked and leaned forward, resting his hands on his
legs, looking as he was about to get up. 


"No."
The doctor swallowed deeply. He rubbed his temples as if to relax the thoughts
that tormented him in that moment. He drew in a deep breath, loosened his shirt
collar. Mick saw the color fade from his face. It was good to watch him sweat. 


"That’s nice to
hear," Sanders said. "You had me worried there for a bit, Doctor.
Now, we still don’t where Richards is. You don’t want us feeling like you’re
avoiding telling Detective Doran and me where Mitch is. Right? I’m different
from Mick. You see I don’t give two fucks if I offend you or about the shit in
this office or those books, and how you’re buddies with the big-shots. It’s all
a bunch of shit. Really.  He Paused.  “Then again…maybe you don’t know
where Mitch is? You might be avoiding the truth. We sure as shit respect your
fucking position, and knowing how you give a lot more than a rat’s ass about
your reputation and future. I can see how you’d want to be careful of what you
say, especially if Richards, well let me say the word, escaped. If he has, what
if Newsday got word that a psychotic patient is out on the loose? And we
can say he escaped from your facility? But, doc—no, let’s not go there. How
about you tell us where the fuck he is? I gotta tell you, I really don’t like
to arrest doctors. Most serve a purpose for society."  Sanders smiled at
the doctor and, despite that, gave the impression he might just get up and
start throwing things around the room. "If any of that information got
out, you could kiss all of this shit good bye, couldn’t you?” 


"You’re right,
Detective. I don’t know where Mr. Richards is." 


"You mean right
this minute you don’t know where he is or  he’s missing?" Mick asked. 


Schram swallowed hard
as his eyes flickered back and forth between the two detectives. "He…he
left the institute." 









"When was the last time you saw him?" 


"A couple of
weeks ago, maybe, about that, anyway. I-I’m not sure." 


"Not sure—why
the fuck not? Did you file a missing persons report? 


"No. He was
picked up, acting confused and taken to the VA hospital in Northport. On
Middleville Road. The property has hundreds of acres of wooded land. While out
walking one day, he told one of the other patients he was going back inside.
When he failed to return to the VA hospital, they contacted me. I thought he
might make his way back here, but when he didn’t, I assumed he’d been taken
back to Northport and was under treatment there." 


"But you didn’t
follow up." 


"No. I guess I
should have, but… There are other patients, other duties." 


Mick clenched his
fists. "When, exactly, was that?" 


Schram got up from
his desk, grabbed a folder from a filing cabinet, and opened it, riffling
through the pages. "Um…" After some searching, he gave them the date.



"The day before
the murder," Mick said. 


"You’re right, I
should have filed a missing persons report. I was very negligent." 


"Was he a
vet?" Sanders asked. 


"He was in the
Navy. I have a copy of his discharge papers. Here, somewhere… I can dig them
out for you." 


Sanders stood up and
pointed his finger at the doctor. "No. Right now, this minute, you call
that VA hospital and see if he’s there." 


"But…" 


Mick leaned into the
doctor’s face. "Do it!  Now!" 


The call was short
and fruitless and as Schram hung up what little color he had in his face
drained completely away. "They said they sent him back here. I didn’t
know. I didn’t see him again. You think he…" He sank down onto his chair,
eyes wide. 


"You’re fucked
doc," Sanders said. "I want you to file a missing person’s report not
later, right now. “









 


Mick said slowly,
"And in the meantime, Detective Sanders, let’s give Newsday a heads
up on this. The community has a right to know if there’s a psychopath loose.
What do you think?" 


"No. Please
don’t." Dr. Schram waved his hands and his eyes grew moist. "Please,
I’m begging you. This could ruin my reputation. I honestly believed he was in
that VA hospital. My career is at stake here. I have a family to take care of."



"Yeah, I noticed
them in your pictures.  Kevin Elwood had a family, too," he added, jabbing
a finger at him. "You let a violent lunatic escape, and he may have killed
an innocent man. How do you feel about that?" 


Sanders stared at
Schram and shook his head in obvious disgust. "You’re right, Detective
Doran. The public needs to know." 


The distraught doctor
tried to rise but fell back into his chair, whispering "No!" hoarsely
as Mick opened the door. "You have no right to barge in here and accuse me
of something I had no control of. Consider what you’re doing.  Detectives,
please! Can’t we do something t-to delay this process. Please?" 


"I’d like to see
you put away. That’s what I would really like, and if Mitch Richards had
anything to do with the murder, I will pin the responsibility on you.  Where’s
your head? Say Richard’s strikes again?  It can happen.  When were you going to
file a missing person’s report? What were you thinking?" Sanders said. 


The doctor wiped his
eyes and nodded. "You don’t know if it was him. You came here looking for
information.  He escaped from the VA hospital, not here. Richards never
committed a violent act that I knew ab—" 


Mick slammed the door
before Schram finished. 


Three
malnourished- looking patients glanced up briefly from where they sat on
plastic chairs in the shabby living room. They wore faded, wrinkled clothes
that barely fit them. Wheel of Fortune played on the TV, but there was no sound
from the patients, just the clatter of the spinning wheel. At times one of
their heads moved from left to right, and then back to the center of the
television screen. 


What kind of a hell-hole
was this? There was no attempt being made to rehabilitate these patients, to
'reintegrate them in to the ‘community'. Was Schram skimming off of the top off
state funding? He must have enough clout to keep any investigators from coming
into his facility. 


Mick sat in the
Charger with Sanders. He shook his head before he started the engine. "Do
you really think Richards is the man?" 


"How the fuck do
I know? He’s a credible lead. That’s all we know and we need to find him. I
don’t like the feeling I’m getting about this.  There is nothing directly
linking him to Elwood. We don’t even know if he’s out there?  There are too
many variables." 


"He is the one.
So what do you want to do?" Mick looked at Sanders who pulled out his cell
and handed it over. He called the story into Jim Condon, one of the reporters
he knew at Newsday. Jim had always said he’d take care of Mick whenever he
wanted to see an Islanders’ game. The only thing he asked in return was for
Mick to call him first if he knew of a breaking story. After hanging up, Mick
rubbed his chin and thought about what had occurred. 


"We need to get
an aerial view of those woods in Northport. I think we should have a team of
your uniforms search the woods one acre at a time. Maybe you can post a car in
one of the parking lots at the VA. And later today we’ll go around asking some
of the vets if they saw anything. That’s a good start, don’t you think?" 


"Sounds like a
plan, Mick.  What else do we have?” 


"Not much, but
it will all fall into place.  You know it will.  I need to go see Elwood’s
widow later. She’s pretty shaken up. Her children think someone will try to
break in to their house," Mick said and looked at Sanders, whose expectant
expression indicated he was waiting for more, so Mick gave it to him.
"Want to come with me?" 


"Do you think it
will help the investigation?" 


"I think if she
met you, you might be able to suggest some things to ease her mind." 


"Like
what, Mick?" 


"Maybe
having a patrol car pass by once or twice a night for a few days would help.
The idea should be reassuring. It’s helped me in the past when I could offer
it. They appreciate it." 


"I’ll
go with you." 


"Shit,
I need to visit Connolly. Give you a call later." 


First he needed food,
and Mick measured the options where he could eat. It had to be something fast.
There was a small Chinese restaurant on the corner of 347 and 112. The owners
knew Mick when he worked the night shift for the SCPD. The wife always asked
him if he shot his gun, all the while as the husband cooked up his Lo Mein. She
always would always offer an egg roll or a can of Coke - on the house. 


Mick would sit at one
of the tables with a Chinese newspaper spread out. He couldn’t imagine anyone
being able to read the print, but someone had to. He looked at the corny ads
and how the women always appeared to have more clothes on than the American
models. 


He put on a CD of
Elton John playing “Benny & The Jets,” and sang out the first two words, Hey!
Kids! and made up the words for the rest of the lyrics till he and Elton
finished…"Stick around..."


 


~ * ~ 


 


The
meal swelled his belly. There’d been something different about the
chicken—maybe it had some soap in it. Sitting in the commissioner’s office, he
tasted the tacky bubbles in the corners of his mouth. He drew in a breath and
furtively looked around. It was years since he’d been here and Mick felt it was
like stepping back in time. It was good to be alone. He could sink into himself
and contemplate all of the shit he’d gone through while on the job with the PD.
He remembered the first time he was asked to come to Connolly’s office,
wondering what it would be like. Small, a cubbyhole tucked in the corner of a
hallway? Wrong. It had been planned and built to impress and isolate the
visitor from the man behind the desk. 


Large
windows rose from floor to ceiling, with an expansive view of potato fields.
The air conditioning, set on high, brought goose bumps prickling on his arms.
Sitting on the maroon leather sofa with its brass buttons, Mick felt lost in
the large room. It wasn’t long before the silence got to him and he cleared his
throat. A cup of coffee steamed on the long table in front of him beside a
fanned group of magazines about police activities and sports. He doubted anyone
ever read any of them; like the office itself, they were there to impress
anyone waiting for Connolly. Overall, Mick found the decor bland, like
something out of the seventies; the seal of Suffolk County PD was embossed on
the carpet. There were two flags—the US flag and the county’s—on either side of
the room. Classical music played softly from a radio tuned to WSHU. The music,
maybe Mozart, calmed his nerves, and he sat there and tried to think of what
Connolly would say to him. He tried to prepare for certain questions; either
way it was a win-win situation. Mick was comfortable in his job. Overall there
was less stress, and he wasn’t anxious on the weekends, worrying about what he
would encounter the following week. 


Mick looked up as the
commissioner’s secretary, Rita, a tall, attractive woman of about fifty with
dyed red hair, came in and placed a report on the desk, clearly having
forgotten Mick was there. As she turned to leave, she saw him and let out a
brief "Oh!" and then smiled, looking embarrassed. "Sorry. I’m
sure he’ll be right back." 


He sat down with his
coffee and drank some more before he heard Connolly’s booming baritone in the
outer office, talking to Rita. 


He and Mick shared
some similarities, though. Both had joined the county a couple of years after
high school. Connolly had been a Narc; they’d worked together a few times, but
the strongest link was their heritage. Connolly took great pride in the fact he
was born in Ireland, while Mick tried to forget; but, when they were together,
their brogues were more noticeable as they slipped back to the expressions of
their beginnings, like a lost language that can only be shared by those who
lived it. 


Mick knew that in a few
minutes they’d discuss 'Home.' Connolly would go on about his last trip, the
ancient villages, and the way Dublin changed so much in the past ten years. Had
Mick heard there were more foreigner tongues being spoken on O’Connell Street
than ever before? The Celtic Tiger was alive. 


Eventually
Connolly would bring up Mick’s past and how he regretted what had occurred.
Connolly would say, "But these days are different. It’s a new regime. It’s
not the same." Mick would want to argue the point, say that it would always
be the same, that it was like the culture of the big blue in the Suffolk County
PD, and you’re either swimming with the current or you’re drowning. 


That
was the moment when Mick asked himself, Why am I he really here?  He started regretting he was in the office, when Connolly
flung open the door and strode through. "Mick Doran, how are ya
doin?" The grand voice vibrated in the room. Mick stood to shake the
strong hand, looking directly into his steel blue eyes, and saw the aged face
he’d known for years as that of a straight shooter who didn’t play any games.
His black hair was thinner and showed a few gray streaks above his small ears.
He stood tall and kept his shoulders back. 


He grabbed Mick’s
shoulder and squeezed. "Now, sit down there and let’s have a little chat.
Let’s catch up first. How does that sound?" 


Connolly wore a
striped dark blue suit with a bold red tie that carried the scent of cigarette
smoke. His black shoes gleamed, his Seiko watch weighed heavily on his hairy
wrist. Loosening his tie, and wiping his dry nose with his hand, he coughed
slightly as he sat down. 


Mick waited for him
to get comfortable in the maroon leather chair across from him.
"Commissioner, thank you for inviting me in." 


"Jaysus, Mick,
thank you for coming in. How are you? I have to ask, the very first question,
and you know Eileen is just as curious—have you been back home?" 


Eileen was his wife,
the woman to whom Mick had introduced him at a party twenty years ago. Now they
had at least four children. The last time Mick had seen her, she still looked
the same as twenty years ago—long brown hair, a small nose, and thin as a rail.
She had been born in Inchicore, the same town as Mick’s Grandda. 


"I
haven’t been back in years," Mick said, "but I’d love to. Maybe take
my daughters." 


"Grand.
Grand. Well, truthfully, I was there last fall and we went on a tour. First
time for that, Mick. Touring Home. It was well worth the loads of money they
bled out of me. I learned so much. I’m taking a class in Gaelic. Remember when
it was a chore in school? Jaysus, Mick, who wanted to go to those classes? I
remember one of the nuns, Sister Kathleen Mary Immaculate, whipping the rod at
us, lashing us if we made mistakes. Remember that poor lad, Mick, the little
rasher that got a lashing each time he stuttered? Couldn’t say a clear word in
English, God bless him, and…oh…it was awful when she called on him. She’d turn
back around to the chalkboard and pick up the rod, and tap the weapon in her
palm, waiting for him to attempt to speak. You know what I mean, Mick, just
standing there, after asking him to pronounce the word. Jaysus, she was cruel
to him, but let me remind you, very fair to the rest of us. God bless her soul.
Never forget hearing the whipping sound of that rod as she thrashed him from
the back of the room, though. Well, enough of that, Mick. Enough. Did you get a
tea?" 


"Coffee. Rita
took very good care of me." 


"Ah yes, she’s
grand, isn’t she? Don’t know what I would do without my lovely Rita. Now, Mick,
how are they treating you at the MTA? Let me be the first to tell you I’m sorry
you’re not still with us. Now, tell me how they’re treating you there." 


"Very well. I
love my job." 


"Very well?
Mick, can I ask, do they have a pension?" 


"Commissioner, I
really don’t need one, I have mine from county stored away. When I’m ready to
retire, I’ll be comfortable." 


"How is that
Hall fellow treating you?" 


"Very
well, he’s a very good chief, not the sort who micromanages. You know what I
like about him? He trusts my opinion. I can go to him and let him know how we
should pursue an investigation. I don’t think there’s been a one when he’s
disagreed with me."


"Well,
come on, Mick. He shouldn’t. You have more experience than him. I’m sure he’s
the one learning from you. Can I ask you, how’s the pay?" 


Mick reached over, took
a sip from the coffee and put it back down. He waited a couple of seconds to
think of the answer. "The pay is very reasonable. I’m not complaining
about it. I’m comfortable." 


"That’s all very
good, Mick. Sounds like you’re doing well. Part of the reason I wanted you in
here was to ask if you would be interested in the Chief’s position. Between us,
I never liked Wendolowski; I couldn’t trust him. I found out things that can
make your head spin, and I know you two have a, let me say, rocky past. Let me
put it that way and put it behind us." 


"Wendolowski’s
an asshole," Mick said. 


Connolly sat back in
his seat and nodded. "Sure Mick, if you want to be crude. You have every
right to voice your opinion, but try to refrain from such language in front of
me. I’ve spent years trying to clean this place up and I believe first it
begins with the character. The departments have to abide by my rules, and one
of them is the language we use and how we treat one another. Do I make myself
clear?" 


Mick
shook his head. He didn’t need a lecture and started to get up, but Connolly
waved him back down. Mick sat. "You're telling me this stuff
because…" 


"I
want to offer you the job, being chief. Mick, I know our pay is a lot better
than what you’re making. But I’ll make it even better and offer a very enticing
package. You tell me you’d come back and I’ll give you two hundred thousand.
Just for signing and that could be your annual pay. Besides, being a county
cop, I don’t need to say it, but it’s more prestigious that being a cop on the
trains, and I think it would be a great way to finish your career. You can live
the rest of your life in luxury. Your experience will be invaluable, but if you
take the position there’s a couple of things I want you to know. I mentioned
character, and there are some concerns I have about you. To be honest,
behavioral concerns." 


"Tell me. I’m
curious about what you have to say." 


"All right then,
the drugs, Mick. I understand you went through a spell with some painkillers.
Then there’s the ethics with your past. I know there were some incidents when
you used physical threats and beat up a few suspects while they were in your
custody." 


"I’ve never had
a problem with drugs. That was a rumor that just wouldn’t go away. Check my
records. About the threats, I don’t know what you’re talking about." 


"It’s in your
records." 


"There are claims
in my records, but as we both know they were never proven." 


"I understand.
I’m just letting you know straight off where I’m coming from." 


"You have a very
good cop who is capable of being your chief. Why not Sanders?" 


Connolly leaned over
and wiped his forehead, his face turned beet red as he squinted.
"What—you’re suggesting the man who stood back and watched you get beat up?"



"Please.  I
kicked some ass.  Let me get back to the reason why I’m here. It’s too late for
me to consider the position. Sanders is available and is a great cop. You
should give him the opportunity. I truly appreciate this impressive offer and I
value this time. Why don’t you want to offer the job to Sanders?" 


"Mick, I offered
it to him. He said you would be the perfect candidate. Is this some kind of
joke between the two of you?" 


Mick sat back in his
seat and shook his head. "Not at all." 


"Think about it. I
have another interview later today and three tomorrow, but none of the
candidates match your records. I can use you. Eileen will be happy to hear
you’re back. She’s been worried about you." 


Mick
nodded, "Thank you for the offer, but I really can’t see myself coming
back. I was here before and if I was so valuable, why did you let me go? You
could have made an offer before." 


"Let’s
not fool ourselves. No, I couldn’t. Mick, if you remember, I offered to
transfer you to another station. We both know Wendolowski would’ve made your
life miserable wherever you went. I had to listen to him and he was concerned
about your impaired abilities, he said you were emotionally drained and he was
concerned you might be on the bottle or dabbling in drugs. That was then. I
know you were going through a tough time. It was soon after Cheryl left. But I
made a mistake and let a good man go, and did not stand up for you. I’m very
sorry for that. I hope whatever you decide, you will forgive me for that. Back
then the MTA was a good choice for you. I know Hall doesn’t want to lose you,
and will make a counteroffer. This is what I’m offering you. And only you. Base
salary plus. I know it’s a lot more than what you’re making, a two-week
vacation, all expenses paid and you better end up in Ireland with your
daughters. That’s in addition to the usual four weeks of vacation, but I’ll pay
for two weeks. And, another thing I’m offering only to you—the signing bonus.
This stays between us. Hall can’t match all of those things. I don’t need to
offer the signing bonus to anyone else, since they’re already on the job.
There’s one other candidate flying in from Cleveland. He has a great record,
but I know you and like you and it would be an honor to have you back." 


Connolly stood up and
reached out his hand. The interview was over. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Thirteen


It seemed as if the
world passed by Sander’s window, but nothing caught his attention. He barely
said a word, appeared lost in his thoughts. Mick was quiet as well, he kept
thinking back to what Connolly said. It wasn’t a good time to discuss it with
Sanders. They would approach the subject in due time. His back was tightening
up. He stretched from side to side. 


"What the fuck
are you doing?" 


"I’ve been
driving too much, my back is giving out." 


"What the fuck?
It’s always something with you." 


"So what? That’s
me. It’s always something. Get used to it, fuck face." 


"You’re too
much, Mick." 


"Shut up and go
back to looking at nothing." 


The Elwood’s lived on
a pristine block in the Belle Terre hamlet. The tress were cared for, the lawns
did not have a single blade of grass out of place. The neighborhood was like a
Hollywood set, there was an underlying artificial aspect. There was an absence
of life. No children were on the streets, neighbors were not conversing it was
a sterile place. This was a neighborhood that anyone would be proud to have
friends and relatives drive through when coming for a visit. 


Elwood’s house was
distinct from the rest; it was more modern with slanted red tiled roof and long
windows in the front. The mailbox was a replica of the house right up to the
red roof tiles. Behind the white PVC fence was a swing set and a plastic
playhouse with a green plastic roof. 









Large locust trees dangled their heavy limbs, their robust green
leaves swayed in a slight breeze.


"I guess it pays
to be a lawyer, right, Mick?" 


"I wouldn’t
complain if I were you." 


"I’m not
complaining, but look at this." 


"I can see
it." 


Mick pulled into the
driveway. Elwood’s Volvo was parked in front of a Grand Caravan minivan. He
didn’t want to face the children’s sad faces. Maybe they held some hope their
dad just pulled into the driveway. 


He left the engine of
the Charger running, just sitting there, gripping the steering wheel. 


"What’s up,
Mick?" 


"I don’t know.
Maybe we should leave." 


"What’s bugging
you, man?" 


"I hope his kids
aren’t home." 


"Why?" 


Mick shook my head.
"I can’t deal with kids right now. I just can’t." 


"What the hell
is your problem? Ha? Your back? No, now it’s the kids. Always something with
Mick Doran. Is everything all right?" 


He wanted to tell him
to fuck off, instead he said, "Elwood left three children. When we go in
there, I hope none of them  ask when can we bring their daddy home. They’ll
look to us like we can. We’re the police and we can do anything. I don’t want
to go in there and face that." 


"Mick, I think
you’re nuts. I don’t know, man, maybe you need a break or something. It’s been
a long day. Do you want to go get something to eat? We can come back." 


"After this we
can go get something. I ate a little before. I think there was some soap in the
chicken. I had the Lo Mein and my belly is rumbling." 


Sanders shook his
head and opened the door. "That belly has a life of its own," he said
and waited at the side of the car for Mick to get out. 


Mick counted
backwards from ten, turned off the ignition, opened the door and sighed. The
sharp odor of chemical fertilizer and heavy humidity hung in the air. Tire
tracks were in the water the sprinklers caused earlier. He cleared his throat. 









"What are you doing?" 


"Counting the
leaves in this tree." 


"Let’s go,
Mick." 


The glass entry door
opened before they stepped onto the gray stone steps. He made a quick
assessment of Heather Elwood. She wore a thin black dress. Her light blonde
hair was pulled back and her face had traces of makeup and color. Although her
lips were dry and her eyes were moist and sad, she looked fit and tan, as if
she kept the routine of the morning tennis lesson and perhaps a few laps in
their pool as a way to escape the death of her husband. Her long legs were
toned, and bronzed and smooth. Her breasts were small, the type that can go
without a bra. Mick felt ashamed for looking at her, but her beauty was
distracting. 


"I’m Heather
Elwood," she said to Sanders. "I recognize you from the press
conference. It’s nice to see you, Detective Doran," she added and reached
to take Mick’s hands in a firm grip. Her green eyes looked them over slowly, as
if she was making a mental picture of them. 


"Can we come
in?" Mick asked. 


"Oh, yes, please
do," she said and stepped back into the foyer. A large antique clock with
a moon face and a large pendulum clicked loudly. 


Mick guessed how old
it was as they stood there in a moment of silence. He glanced into the living
room. No more pillow and blanket on the sofa. The toys had been picked up and
put away. 


She escorted them
through another doorway and into the den. "Can I get you anything to
drink? Perhaps some lemonade since I guess you’re both on duty? Oh, please sit
down and make yourselves comfortable. I need to fix myself a drink." 


"You need to or
want to?" Mick asked. 


"What do you
mean, Detective?" 


"Do you need a
drink or do you want a drink?" 









"I’ll take lemonade." Sanders glared at Mick as if to
say what the fuck are you doing dick-head? 


"Detective…anything?"



"Water is
fine," Mick said. 


She walked down the
hall and Sanders pushed Mick. "What the hell was that all about?" 


"I don’t know. I
feel out of it. Shit, she’s beautiful, isn’t she?" 


"Let it
go." Sanders leaned forward, but Mick sat back on the sofa. The fabric was
a light yellow and spotless, as was the room. Above the fireplace was a long
mantel with large brass candlesticks and leatherbound books;  he could not read
the title on the spines. Above the books was a large, gold-plated, framed oil
painting of Kevin and Heather with the children sitting in front of them. All
of their eyes were similar pleasant and attractive, the sort you would see in a
J Crew advertisement. Mick gasped in a deep breath when he heard a child’s
voice. 


"Mom?" 


"Be there in a
moment, Kevin. We’ve got company." 


"Can I come
downstairs?" 


"Not now. I’ll
be up." 


She came back into
the room with a tray and the drinks and Mick said, "It sounds like you
have your hands full." 


"You
think?" She said, rolling her eyes. She handed Sanders his drink, Mick his
water, and then jogged up the staircase. Sanders slurped his lemonade
intentionally, making it impossible for Mick to hear what was taking place
upstairs. 


"Shut up,"
Mick muttered. "I want to hear what they’re saying." He could hear
her speaking to her son, but could not tell what she was saying. 


"Mick, I think
you’re losing it man. Relax a little. The woman just lost her husband and is
trying to take care of her children. What the fuck has gotten into you?" 


"I don’t know. 
Maybe the fact she is vulnerable? But she is sexy.  And there’s something…she
reminds me of an old girlfriend. Something is a bit off.  You’re right."









 "Mick, you’re fucked in the head. Get hold of yourself. We’re
here because you said she needs some assurance." 


She walked slowly
down the stairs and came back into the den. The late afternoon sun glowed as it
filtered through the thin curtains, highlighting sparkles of dust drifting in
the air. Then it dawned on Mick—for such a modern house there were too many
antiques in it. The surroundings didn’t quite make sense. 


"Thank you both
for coming. It means a great deal to me and my children. You can’t imagine what
we’re—" She stopped for a moment, took in a deep breath and wiped the
corners of her eyes. "You cannot imagine what we are going through. This
is a shock, not only to my children, but our parents, and the community. Kevin
was respected and well liked. He never had a bad word to say about anyone, so I
don’t know why God would take him like this. What kind of psychotic would
strangle another man?  Was it a ignition thing into a gang?  I have all of
these thoughts.  Kevin has…he had no enemies. This must have been a random act
and my husband just happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. I’ve
been thinking about other families who’ve faced the same thing. Remember when
that madman Collin Fergusson shot up all those people on the train? They were
like Kevin, just coming home to be with their families." 


"Yes, you’re
right," Sanders said with genuine sympathy. "A few questions, if you
don’t mind, Mrs. Elwood." She nodded and he went on. "Have you ever
heard of the name, Mitch Richards?" 


"It sounds
familiar." 


"I want you to
think about that name.  He was a conductor for the LIRR.  There might be a
connection between him and your husband."


“Where is this man?”


“We are searching for
him.”


“Are we threatened?”


Mick leaned forward,
“It doesn’t appear that way, but we will have an officer on patrol.”


“We want to speak to
someone at your husband’s office, who can we ask for?”  Sanders asked. 


"Ask for?  She’s
new. Kevin’s secretary can help, her name is Sarah Hopkins. She’s been very
helpful to me." 


"Was there
anyone there who…wanted to harm Kevin?" 


She glanced at Mick.
"I already told Detective Doran. No one I can think of." 


"Where did he go
to school?" Sanders asked. 


"That
too, I also told Detective Doran.  Don’t you share this information? He
graduated from St. Johns and received his law degree from Fordham." 


"A
good Catholic education," Mick said. 


"Any
enemies from school?" Sanders asked. 


"Not
that he told me about.  I don’t like what you’re telling me about Mr.
Richards." 


Mick
heard footsteps coming down the stair, and saw Kevin Junior, holding his
sisters’ hands. They stood in the foyer and looked at him. Mick smiled but the
children didn’t smile back. Mick waved and Mrs. Elwood stopped speaking to look
over her shoulder. She sucked in a sharp breath as if she was about to raise
her voice. She stopped herself, stood up and hurried into the foyer to gather
them into a hug. Mick heard the boy say, "Don’t cry, Mommy… Don’t
cry." 


Heather Elwood wiped
her nose in a tissue and came back into the den and sat down. The girls moved
up onto her lap; Kevin sat on the footstool in front of her, looking at neither
Mick nor Sanders. 


"They’re all I
have," Heather Elwood said. "If you can please have an officer stop
over here, just once a night, we will all feel safer."


"I’ll take care
of it." Sanders stood up. 


Mick rose slowly and
straightened the little boy’s hair, but still he didn’t look up. "We’ll
see ourselves out," he said. "Goodnight, Heather."


 


~ * ~ 


 


Later, he and Sanders
stopped at a bright metallic-looking diner on Veterans Highway close to the
Smith Haven Mall. The counter was empty. Sanders looked over the place and
commented on how empty it was. "My mother always told me not to eat in an
empty place. She claimed it said something about the food and what the locals
thought of it." 


Mick just shrugged.
It didn’t matter where he ate. Something was sure to upset his stomach anyway.


They
sat in silence for a couple of minutes till the waitress came over and took
their orders. Mick had a burger special with a vanilla milk shake and Sanders
had a gyro and fries with a Pepsi.


“I
wish we had more to tell her about Richards.  She’s already a nervous wreck.” 


"All
in time.  What are you going to say to Connolly?" 


"What
do you mean?" Mick asked. 


"I
guess I want to know if you want the job." 


"Let
me think about it." 


"When
time do you want to head to the city?" 


"Tomorrow
is Monday, right? I think we need to get in there  real early. I’ll meet you at
the train station." 


"No
Mick, we’re driving. If we take the train it will take hours to get back."



Mick
hunched his shoulders. "As long as you drive


 


 


 


 


 


 


Fourteen


On
the way back to his condo, Mick called Debbie to ask if she wanted to come
over. "It’s late. I’ve been thinking about my bed." 


"How about my bed?" 


"What’s gotten into you? You sound different." 


"It’s been a long day, but I want to see you," Mick
said. 


"Would you mind coming here?" 


"We won’t have any privacy." 


"Ah, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but we don’t need any.  Do
you still want to come over?" 


He bit his bottom lip and nodded aware it was her time of the
month. "Yeah. Sure. Sure. I’ll be there in a few minutes." He didn’t
want to come across as a shallow man. 


He drove to Debbie’s unit; it was the same as the cookie cutter
houses on his side of the complex. Parked his car in her driveway and walked up
the driveway.


The entry door opened before Mick got to it. Debbie stood there
with the hallway light behind outlining the shape of her body, but he could
tell she was smiling. 


"I didn’t even have to knock." 


"That’s service for you. I’m glad you came over. Honestly, I
was sure you were going to say forget about it.” "Don’t mention it. I
wanted to see you." 


"I want to see you, too."


Her daughters were watching “American Idol” on Fox. They looked up
at Mick only when Debbie told them to say hello. It was a passive hello in
unison and they looked back to the TV. He meant nothing to them; he accepted
this with grace. "Girls, you can go upstairs and watch that. Mick and I
would like some time. Alone." 


"But Ma!" the older one whined. "Why do we always
have to leave when Mick gets here?" 


Mick wanted to say something about the way she spoke to her
mother, but it wasn’t his place. Instead, he just shot her one of those I’m
on to you smiles. She got the message, though Debbie didn’t notice. Before
going upstairs the kid puffed up her chest and pouted. She glanced at her
mother and back to Mick, cocking her head to show him how easily she could win.
In a sweet and gentle voice she said, "But Ma, the show is almost over.
Would you mind just a few more minutes? Please?" 


Mick hoped Debbie wouldn’t give in so easily and inhaled deeply,
waiting for her to stand her ground, but instead heard her say, "Well, all
right, honey. We’ll sit in the kitchen, but call us when it’s over. That’s
fair." 


"I’ll be wrapped
around your finger," Mick sang The Police song softly as they walked into
the kitchen. 


"I haven’t heard
that song in a long time." 


"I was trying to
tell you something. But it’s not really my place." 


Debbie smiled.
"Go ahead. Tell me how I spoil my daughters." 


He waved his hands in
defense, "I’m not saying that. You don’t spoil them, but maybe you don’t
discipline them." 


Suddenly, she flared
up. "Wait a minute. You mean to tell me you come in here and tell me how
to raise my girls? Who the hell do you think you are?" 


Mick was startled,
surprised she was cursing. He held up his hands to block her. "Deb, calm
down. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m sorry."         









"Wrapped around your finger. I should wrap my fist around
your face, how can you come in here and tell me what it’s like to be a parent? 
You have no idea.  Where are your daughters?  Mine choose to live with me.  I
really should hit you, but it looks like your mouth may have already gotten you
into trouble again. Am I right? Can’t seem to find the right thing to say,
ever! The world revolves around Mick Doran’s universe, but maybe we’ve reached
the end of this shit. I didn’t tell you, but some younger guy at the gym keeps
asking me for a date. ‘How about a coffee?’ he says. ‘No,’ I tell him, but
maybe I won’t do that anymore. They tell me I’m something else. I hear the guys
at the office, too, Mick. They think I’m pretty hot. I don’t think you really
know what you have." 


"No, you’re
wrong." 


"That’s all you
have to say?" 


"That’s all I
should have to say. I know how lucky I am to have you. If you want to see other
people, go ahead. That’s your choice. But you’re the only one in my life and
you’re more than just a piece of ass, Debbie. You’re my friend. What’s going
on? What got into you? Would you like me to leave?" Mick asked.  


"Yeah, I think
it’s best we call it a night. Before we get into a real fight. Good night,
Mick." 


He closed the kitchen
door behind him and looked back as she slowly sat down on a chair at the table
and folded her arms in front of her. What the hell was that all about?


 


~ * ~ 


 


The sun glinted off
the US Steel globe at Flushing Meadows Park. Jets landed just a mile away at La
Guardia Airport. In the distance, the Empire State Building, Chrysler Building
and the rest of the steel rectangles reflected the brilliance of Manhattan.
Mick sat in the passenger seat as Sanders drove.  He glanced at Shea Stadium in
the distance. 


"Been to any
games this year?" Sanders asked. 









"No time." 


"Bullshit, no
time, Mick. You’ve got all the time you want." 


"I don’t know, I
really don’t follow baseball as well as I used to. I’m sort of a fair weather
fan I guess. I follow The Mets one season and I’m gung ho, but not the next. I
guess I’m only interested whenever the mood strikes me. I lose interest when
they trade one of my favorite players, like Piazza. It’s just not the same as
when I was a kid. Most of them are hired guns. Professional sports is all about
the money. The owners couldn’t give two shits about the fans or calling a kid
up from the minors to fill in a spot. No, they need to trade for another idol.
So I watch when I’m in the mood." 


"The mood?
That’s because the mood at Shea is…it sucks and The Mets know it." 


"I keep forgetting
you’re a Yankees fan." 


"Born and bred
in the Bronx, bitch," Sanders said with a grin. "You know it. Yankee
blood, and guess who is in first?" 


"The Red
Sox!" 


"They are?"
Sanders asked, sounding surprised. 


"I don’t
know," Mick said. "I’m not following them. Remember, I’m not from the
Bronx." 


There was less
traffic on the road, but neither of them mentioned it in case they insulted the
traffic gods. Instead, they drove on in silence for a while. Mick drifted into
thoughts about Debbie and what occurred the night before. Right out of the
blue, she’d come out with that bullshit, and all because he’d teased her about
how she let her girls walk all over her. He sighed. 


"What are you
thinking about?" Sanders asked. 


"Nothing." 


"Don’t tell me
nothing, I can tell it’s something. You’re sitting over there waving your hands
like you’re talking to someone and trying to make a point. What’s up?" 


"You ever meet my neighbor, Debbie?" 


"No, I don’t think so. You
banging her?" 


Mick frowned at
Sanders. He didn’t like the word banging. Sanders chuckled. 


"What’s so
funny?" Mick asked, huffy. 









"Banging your neighbor and Cheryl’s always worried about you.
Thinking how hard must be for you to be alone, but now there’s good news.
You’re getting a piece of ass." 


"She’s more than that." 


"They’re all more. They start out
as friends and you end up banging them." 


"Is that what
you felt about Cheryl?" 


"Are you an
asshole?  She was your wife, not some slut. No. Of course not. This isn’t about
her. It’s about a woman you call your neighbor. You don’t say girlfriend or
anything like that. Just neighbor, like she isn’t really important.”


"I can’t. She
may be my ex-girlfriend after last night." 


"Tell me
more." 


"We had a fight
last night so I don’t know what’s up." Abruptly, he changed the subject,
getting down to business. "Do you know who we’re meeting with?" 


"Deflection,"
Sanders accused, but allowed the new topic. 


"We’re meeting
with Elwood’s partner. Karl McCoy. The only reason he’s there is to meet with
us, and then he’s taking the rest of the week off." 


"That’s
odd. You’d think there’d be more work piled on the others without Elwood."



"Well,
maybe it’s grief leave or something. Karl said he loved Kevin more than he
should have." 


"What
the fuck?  You’re telling me Karl is gay?" 


"Nope,
he told me he’s married to a lovely woman and they are trying for their
first." 


"Good
to know, but what did he tell you about Kevin?" 


"They
went to college and law school together. They grew up in the same town, went to
the same church. Karl went to parochial school, they played on the same teams
in little league and their parents were very close. He told me Kevin was a
wonderful man and anyone who had the pleasure to be in his company knew they
were in the presence of someone very special." 


"And
he’s not gay? Did he have any leads?”


"No,"
Sanders said and pulled out a cigarette from his pack of Newports and pushed in
the lighter. They passed through the toll for the Holland Tunnel, and Mick held
his breath till the car was out of the yellow lit tube with white tiled walls. 


"I
hate tunnels," he said. 


"You
hate everything." 


~
* ~


Standing
in front of a black leather sofa and looking at an office building through the
plate glass wall behind McCoy’s head, Mick’s palms sweated profusely,
convincing him there was something wrong with his sweat glands since most men’s
hands just have a little moisture. This was too much, and he began to sweat
more, nervous because he hadn’t even shaken hands with Mr. McCoy as yet. McCoy
would feel the moisture, would probably want to wipe the slime off on his
pants. Mick thought about those poisonous frogs in the Amazon—those little
bright green buggers with the red bulging eyes whose skin is so toxic it can
kill a man. Maybe, somehow, he’d been bitten by an Amazon mosquito that had
bitten a frog first. Stranger things have happened in New York City, but
probably it was just leftover anxiety from the tunnel. 


McCoy
wore a red polo shirt and blue jeans. With his perfect hair, he appeared to be
conservative, maybe a member of Westchester’s GOP. McCoy approached and held
out his hand, but Mick shook his head, saying, "I’ve got a cold."
McCoy and Sanders shook hands. He invited them to be seated on the leather
couch and perched on the corner of his desk. 


"What
can I do for you, Detective?" He left it up in the air and Mick realized
he hadn’t introduced himself. 


"My
name is Mick Doran. There’s no need to repeat your past relationship with Mr.
Elwood. Detective Sanders filled me in on some details, said how much you loved
him, but I’m curious to know if you ever heard of Mitchell Richards." It
was a long shot, but Mick wanted to get right to the point. 









McCoy sat straighter. "I don’t like the way you’re looking at
me, Detective Doran." 


"Excuse
me?" 


"You’re
insinuating something about Kevin and me and looking at me with an odd
expression." 


"I’m sorry, but
I have no idea of what you’re referring to. What’s odd about my
expression?" 


"He always has
that expression," Sanders said and smirked. 


"Detective, I
don’t appreciate your gesture—refusing to shake my hand—or the way you’re
looking at me, your eyes boring into mine as if you want to get inside my head."



"Mr. McCoy, can
you please answer my question?" 


"What was the
question?" 


"Have you ever
heard of Mitchell Richards?" 


"Yes, I remember
the name. It was years ago. We were his adjunct council for a workman’s comp
case." 


"We?" 


"Kevin and I.
While we were in law school. It was a part time job. I don’t have all the
details." 


"Can we look
through the files?" Sanders asked. 


Mick turned and gave
him a look to remind him that he was asking the questions today. 


"Not without a
search warrant." 


"Excuse me?"
Mick asked. 


"Detectives,
I came in here thinking I can help close Kevin’s case.  What does Richards have
anything to do with it?" 


"Kevin was killed on the train,” Reggie said getting up and
looking down at traffic. 


"What are you
implying?  You’re both very confusing and I’m trying to put it all together.”


            “What
happened to that comp case?”


            McCoy
looked pale, “We lost. He was furious.  He hit the table in the judges quarters
and stormed out.”


“You told me enough.
Get the files and stop fucking around,” Mick said.









"Detective, you just didn’t order me did you? I’ll have our
secretary go through the files to see if there is anything there regarding
Richards. All right? You’re only interested in Mitchell Richards?" 


"That’s right.
Were there any other attorneys working with you and Mr. Elwood at that
time?" Mick asked. 


"You
mean students? We were all students at the time. There was one, Nancy and she
had a big crush on Kevin. Wouldn’t leave him alone even for a second. Was
always up his ass and followed him like a puppy dog. She’s married now, to a
baseball player who played for the Mets or Yankees…one of them." 


"Any
chance you know where Richards is?"


“No
idea, that case was a very long ago.  I see the link now, he was a conductor. 
We were all kids then.  Kevin met Heather and they moved out to the Island,
began raising a family together, and then..." 


"Then
what?" 


McCoy
swallowed visibly. "He was killed." 


"Who
notified you?" 


"We
share the same secretary." 


"Kevin’s
wife didn’t call you?" 


He
shook his head. "Heather doesn’t think highly of me. She said I was a pain
in the ass. Can you believe it? Said I couldn’t let him go.  I was always
trying to get him to go out with me for a few drinks before he caught the
train.  She hated me for that since he’d get home late.  She’s a hypocrite, she
wild a one.  Wanted the three of us to get it on.  That was also a very long
time ago.”


"What does that
have to do with Richards?" Mick got up from the sofa and this time offered
his hand to McCoy, who took it automatically, then let it go in a hurry as if
remembering the cold germs. 


"I
always found Heather’s attitude insulting." Karl McCoy said, holding his
hand away from his body as if it was infected. 


"Something
tells me you’ll get over it. Any idea what that attorney’s name was? The one
who had a crush on him?" 


"Nancy
Oldenberg. Now if you wait in the lobby, I’ll have our secretary get more
information for you." 


After
a few minutes, a woman in sneakers walked over to them and handed Sanders a
file titles Notice of Retainer Mitchell R. Richards, VS. MTA. 


Mick
looked over Reggie’s shoulder as they scanned the documents and briefed
themselves as quickly as possible. 


"We’ll
need to take this." 


"Over
his dead body. Read through it, but if you want it, you would need to put the
request in writing," the secretary said as if she knew they would ask. 


Mick
read some remarks quickly, noticed Kevin Elwood’s name as team leader, and
Nancy Oldenberg, and Karl McCoy. He read the brief out loud. "Licensed
representatives failed to serve the claimant in the required time and thus case
is dismissed. 


"They
lost his case?" Sanders asked. 


Mick
nodded. Sanders handed the file back and said, "Now we know why Richards
would want revenge." 


"They
were late filing some papers. Richards lost his compensation and was left with
nothing, and these kids go on to become corporate attorneys."


 


 


~
* ~


They
stood on the sidewalk and watched bodies and faces flow up and down busy
street. Sunlight, reflected off of the brownish waves of the East River. A
woman, wearing jogging sneakers wove her way through the crowds.  Mick was
impressed with the way she twisted and turned her body like a running back, she
passed through an opening and jogged for a few steps until she was blocked
again.  She slipped into a hole in the crowd and out of sight. A tanker floated
past. A water taxi and a NYPD boat cruised by. 


Mick
looked up the building that they’d come out of and tried to imagine Mitch
Richards standing there and perhaps even lurking in the shadows as the
afternoon passed, to study Elwood and his routines. 


He
called Heather Elwood. She picked up right away. "Mrs. Elwood, Detective
Doran. Listen, we just came from Karl McCoy’s office. He mentioned there was a
woman your husband went to law school with. Her name was Nancy?" 


"Nancy?
Oh, he means Nancy Oldenberg. She’s married to Peter Buck, the baseball player.
Last time I heard she was out of law and was a stay-at-home-mother. Kevin dated
Nancy back then, but that was a long time ago." 


"Do
you know where she lives?" 


"Why?"



"Well,
we’d like to speak to her." 


"What
does she have to do with Kevin’s death?" 


"I
don’t think she has anything to do with it, but they worked together on a
certain case. A workman’s comp case and they represented our suspect when they
were in law school." 


"You
don’t say?" 


"That’s
what we’re following," Mick said to Heather and waved his hand to get
Sander’s attention. He pulled out a pen and wrote, Check Nancy Oldenberg. 


"Do
you think she’s in danger?" 


"No,
no, nothing like that." Heather Elwood had enough to worry about already.
"Do you know where she lives?" 


"Wait,
I remember Kevin mentioned they moved into a new house in Stony Brook. We were
invited to their house for a pool party or something." 


"So,
you can find their number and address?" 


"I’ll
need to look it up. I’ll call you back." 


"Okay."
          


Sanders
called HQ to ask for more details about Nancy Oldenberg and waited a few
minutes. He looked at Mick and shook his head. "She’s a practicing lawyer,
but there’s not much to go on except files that show she’s working for a law
firm in the city. You think she’s in danger?" 


"She
might be. Do me a favor and find out which law firm she works for and let’s try
to reach her." 


Sanders
called again and the secretary said the computers were down, but she’d call him
back as soon as she could. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Fifteen


Inside
the tunnel once more, with the faint yellow lights and the walls closing in,
Mick thought that at any moment the ceiling tiles would shake loose and crush
the cars under them. Water from the East River would surge from cracks as if a
bomb had exploded. Cars would begin to race to the exit, trying to escape and
Mick imagined their car bobbing under the salt water waves, gradually filling.
He would feel his chest heave and his breath escape, and then nothing. He
fought back the induced terror and won. He prayed for a moment. Peace returned,
and with it, Sander’s voice. 


"Guess
we should head to Northport? That doctor said Mitch might be at the VA
hospital." 


Mick
inhaled deeply and sighed. "Yeah, let’s go to the woods. Oh, I didn’t tell
you about my friend who works for Newsday. Remember I called him up and told
him about what we learned? Now get this…Schram denied the whole thing.  Not
smart. The press will rip him a new one for daring to lie to them. His ass is
fucked." 


It
was after six PM when they arrived at the VA hospital in Northport. The sun was
still shining and Mick could feel his skin burning. He worried about sunstroke
though he was only in the sun for a couple of minutes. It was still stifling
hot. He tried to adjust his eyes and peered into the shaded woods, feeling a
looming presence of evil. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he wanted to
keep back thoughts of finding skeletons, being attacked by bears, or hunted by
a mad man. 


He
dragged his feet as Sanders strode forward and then looked back at him.
"What the fuck is wrong now?" 


Mick
took a deep breath. "Nothing. Let’s go." 


The
air was cooler the deeper they walked along the shaded trail. Mosquitoes buzzed
around their faces and Mick could hear their nagging, whiny sounds around his
ear and swatted at them. In spots the sunlight penetrated through the large
leaves and he lifted his head to see the trees sway from a passing gust of
wind. Still, he felt as if something bad lurked just out of sight. 


"Hey,
did you hear anything from HQ?" 


"Nope,
they didn’t call me yet, they’re good, though. Once the computer is back up
they will call." 


Then
Mick knew what was bothering him. The woods reminded him of a murder that had
taken place less than five miles from where he stood. He’d been working under
Wendolowski at the time, and was called to report to the scene of a body in the
woods, a teenager who was reportedly sacrificed to the devil. When he’d come
across the body in a shallow grave, he’d stared at the back of the head, the
messy blond hair, but he didn’t want to look at the face. He did everything he
could to avoid looking at that kid’s face, since they were told his eyes were
gouged out with a knife, and it was disgusting. He remembered hearing the
description and immediately thought of the boy’s mother and wanted to know if
she would dare look at his face once again. 


He
stopped walking, took a deep breath and tried to shake those thoughts from his
mind. There was nothing to fear. This was different. A lot different. They
weren’t looking for a dead body. They were looking for evidence Mitch was
there. There was nothing, just the sound of the birds, a train’s whistle from
miles away, and a distant lawn mower starting up.  The police helicopter flew
over, also trying to spot signs that Richards was in the woods. 


"If
he’s in these woods," Sanders said, "and knows there’s a search going
on, copter guys will spot him if he tries to break out.”


            Sanders radioed the pilot and reported some kids on dirt
bikes about a hundred yards away into the woods. 


"So, I waited. How did it go at the commish’s office?"
he asked. 


"It went all right. You didn’t tell me you spoke to
him." 


"Did he tell you what I said?"


They stopped walking and Mick looked at Sanders and smiled.
"You’re a piece of shit. I was trying to get you in there and you mention
I would be a better candidate? Don’t you want the job?" 


"I figured you were the best. Timing is everything, and you
should have been promoted before Wendolowski weaseled his way in there. Fair is
fair, Mick. You also told me you wouldn’t go back to your past, but I wanted
you to think about it. If I’m offered the job, then I know I was the right man
at the right time." 


"It sounds like Cheryl might have something to do with
this," Mick said and walked away. 


Sanders didn’t say anything, and Mick figured he wouldn’t. Mick
knew she still cared about him. Most men don’t recommend anyone else when
they’re offered a job unless they didn’t want to take it. That could be a
possibility, Mick thought and spat into the leaves. Sanders didn’t say anything
else. There was a long silence between them and physical distance until Sanders
called out to him, his voice echoing. "One of the officers learned from a
veteran there’s a few guys living in these woods. They get released from the
hospital, and if they don’t have any place to go, they end up out here." 


Mick shortened the distance between them. "Did your man show
the vet the picture of Richards?" 


"Not that I’m aware of. Come to think of it, there was a
problem with the computers earlier, so I doubt they have a picture of him, but
it should be fixed by now. We need those fuckin’ details about the other
lawyer. Wonder what’s taking them so long?" He paused only briefly then
asked, "Hey, Mick, do you think you’ll take the job?" 









"I’m not even considering it. I’m too busy working on this
case. That’s too much for me right now. A part of me wants to, but another part
wants to let it rest in the past. It sounds like a great opportunity, but there
are a few things I would need to iron out before. If I take it. Besides, Hall
is not going to let me go easily. And I understand Connolly has you assholes
watching your language? What the fu"Anyway, let’s forget about it for now.
What’s that in that little clearing over there? In the middle of those
trees?" 


They found a small
campfire that had been lit between a couple of tall pine trees. The rush of the
wind racing through the long needles sounded like waves washing up to the
shore. They walked slowly up to the remnants of the fire. Crushed beer cans,
their labels faded from the weather, lay strewn around. It appeared the party
in that spot happened years before. 


"This is
nothing," Mick said and walked on. 


A group of kids on
BMX bikes spotted them and rode closer to check them out, but quickly wheeled
off. Mick thought about shouting, "Police!" and questioning them
about anyone they might have seen camped or just hiding out in the woods, but
he doubted they’d have stopped and there was no way he could have caught up on
foot. A dust cloud from their wheels rose off the path, mixing with the wind
and sparkled in the sunlight before it settled back to earth. 


"Shit, I’m beat.
Do you think we’ll really find anything?" Sanders asked after nearly an
hour on the trails. He stopped to wipe the sweat off his forehead. 


"I
think we should split up and see if we can find anything in opposite
directions. Besides, your attitude is pissing me off." 


"What
are you talking about?" 


"We
need to stay in here till we’ve checked every inch of this place. Richards is
the only lead we have. Face it. You wanted to take Don the second after your
first interview with him. You just wanted to get it over with. Got the suspect,
he’s the man, get on TV. Am I right?" 


"Relax,
Mick. Relax." Sanders waved his hands in front of him. 


"I’m
heading this way," Mick pointed to the East. 


"All
right, I’ll go over here. But first I’m calling to check on that Oldenberg
woman." He walked off the path and dialed HQ.


Mick
watched as he walked and spoke into his cell phone. Mick heard him say,
"Call me once they’re back up." 


Mick’s
cell phone rang after he walked for about twenty minutes more on the wide dirt
paths. The call came from headquarters. "Mick, I need you," Hall
said. 


"What’s
up?" 


"They
found another body. You have to get over to the St. James station right
away." 


"What?
Where?" 


"They
found another body on the same train. I mean the very same one. Elwood was on
the six fifty-seven into Port Jefferson—right? This one pulled into St. James
and one of the passengers found the victim. It’s a woman." 


"Shit,
I’ll be right there." 


Mick
hung up and could see Sanders about a hundred years away, checking out what
looked like an entrance to a tunnel. He was on the phone when Mick rushed up.
Sanders nodded and held up a hand to show he was getting some important
information. 


He
hung up, but before he could speak, Mick said, "We have to go. Another
body was found on a train. This time in St. James." 


They
peered for a moment into the dark tunnel, where a narrow rusted ladder led down
into the moist darkness. Mick imagined an underground cave where Mitch Richards
hid from the world. He wanted to go inside for a quick peek, but knew they had
to leave. 


"Shit,"
Sanders said. "What do you think this is?" 


"I
don’t know. We’ll come back, but we have to go." 


"I’m
coming. This place gives me the creeps," Sanders said. 


Mick’s
mind raced from one thought to another. Was Nancy the victim? Was Don the
conductor? He called Hall back and asked about Don. 


"Yeah.
He’s sitting in a patrol car, refusing to speak to anyone. He’s waiting to talk
to his lawyer. Listen, the news is on. They’re trying to put together a story
that this might be a serial killer. Did you find anything in the woods? Shit,
I’m watching live coverage on News Twelve, but it’s… Hell, it’s on channel
seven too. This is big. One woman is telling the reporter she thinks the
subways are safer than the LIRR. What the fuck?”


"We’ll get to the bottom of it. I’ll be in St. James in
twenty minutes. Are you going to be there?"  


"Of course." 


Sanders switched on the siren and the lights on the car. Mick
looked inside the glove compartment for the roof light. He handed it to Sanders
who didn’t take it; he told Mick he had lights in the grill. The tires squealed
as he hauled out of the parking lot and made his way down Middleville Avenue,
passing the school on the right, blowing through a light, and then took a right
onto 25A. 


"Can you call in to HQ?" Sanders asked. 


Mick dialed the
number and was transferred to the dispatcher, Buddy, who recognized Mick from
years before. 


"Can’t talk, but
it’s good to hear your voice," Mick said. 


"Ten-four,"
Buddy said. 


Mick shook his head
and smiled. They had a clown on the radio. 


Driving through Kings
Park and then Smithtown, they turned onto Landing Avenue, avoiding Main Street.
Mick was relieved that school was out and the normal crawling rush hour traffic
had vanished for the summer.  With the lights and the siren, there was no
problem and they made it to the train station in less time than he’d expected.


A Suffolk County
forensic van was parked next to the platform. The train was still in the
station. Buses were pulling into the parking lot to take the passengers to
Stony Brook and Port Jefferson. A tall, well-dressed man wearing a tie, a
sports coat, and pressed slacks stood on the platform. It appeared he was
looking for another train to come down the track. 


Mick
asked if he could help him with anything. "No" he said, "my wife
is on her way to pick me up." 


"That
is nice. Then I’ll have to ask you to leave the platform, sir, and wait on the
street." 


"I
can’t see what’s going on if I go down to the street," the man complained.



"Get
off the platform." 


"Why
should I? I paid for a ticket and it’s a free world." 


"Get
off the fuckin’ platform before I kick you in the ass! Get!" 


The man’s arrogant
face transformed from confidence to shock. His mouth dropped open. He didn’t
say a word for several breaths, merely pointed, and then finally asked,
"Who are you?" 


"Detective Mick
Doran and you’re interfering with police activity. Get off this platform before
I kick you in the ass. That’s the second and last warning. What didn’t you
understand?" 


"I want your
badge number!" 


"Kick your ass!
That’s the number!" Mick pushed him. 


The man looked around
quickly to see if any of the TV cameras were on them. None were, but
helicopters hovered overhead.


The man glared,
appeared to make a mental note of Mick’s face. Mick glared back at him and
thought of what his response would be just in case he was accused of
harassment. 


Sanders went to find
the witnesses. Mick watched him step into the ticket building. The train sat
idling in the station, the fumes and heat from it swayed in the wind. The whole
car looked dejected. 


Hall met Mick when he
stepped inside. They shook hands and Chief Hall introduced Mick to Amy Volpe a
forensic investigator he’d never met. She was young, with black-rimmed glasses,
short hair, and a tattoo of a dove and a heart on her right wrist. 


"Where’s
Jones?" Mick asked. 


"Oh,
she moved to North Carolina. I’m her replacement. I’ve heard a lot about
you." She smiled casually. Her eyes wrinkled in the corners. Her gapped
teeth were white, bleached white, and Mick tried not to stare. She looked too
young to be a medical examiner, more like a college kid. Volpe shook her head a
little when she noticed he was staring. "Are you all right,
Detective?" 


"Yeah.
Just fine. Where’s the victim?" 


Mick
and Hall followed Volpe as she climbed the steps to the second deck. Mick
looked down the cabin, empty, except for strands of blonde hair showing over a
seat arm in the emergency row. With each step, he prepared himself to look at
another dead body. A folded New York Post newspaper flopped open on an empty
seat. The scent of spilled beer grew stronger as they moved closer to where an
overturned can lay. The victim: a young woman, probably in her thirties. Her
dark blue striped dress was wrinkled where her body rested. Black high heeled
shoes were snug on her feet.  She appeared to be have been kicking at the time
of the attack. Her body was slumped across the seat, her head leaning on the
armrest. Her glazed, sky-blue eyes stared out into nothing. A thick dark line
marred the soft skin on her neck.


This was a spot where
she’d been kissed, a spot she’d misted with perfume, Mick thought as he leaned
in and smelled the scent of her cold skin. The sharp scent of panic must have
risen when she realized what was happening. As he looked closer, he noticed her
skirt was stained where she’d released the contents of a full bladder. Yellow
and bluish marks pooled into the blood vessels on her neck. There was a slight
line from where the cord cut off her circulation and air. It had happed very
fast. 


"Do we have an
I.D.?" Volpe asked as Hall returned. 


"Her
name was Nancy Oldenberg," Hall said. "A lawyer and a mother. I
called her husband and he’s sitting in the crime unit van. You know who her
husband is? Peter Buck. He pitched for the Mets. He’s taking it really hard.
His three children are with him. Just little ones. He said they just moved into
their new house a few months ago. They came from Valley Stream. He keeps
repeating, ‘This is not supposed to happen.’ He told me he wanted a house with
a bigger yard. He’s blaming himself." 


Mick
managed to catch his breath, which had nearly been snatched away. “Shit, we’ve
been looking for her. She went to school with Elwood. Shit." 


"Mick,
watch it," Hall said with a swift glance at the young ME. He didn’t want
Mick to say anything confidential in front of Volpe. Mick nodded. Hall was
right. 


Sanders
came into the train and walked down the aisle. Hall turned around and they
shook hands while Mick examined the floor for clues. A Sports Illustrated
magazine lay close to her feet, as well as a Poland Springs bottle. The gray
linoleum floor was clean, for the most part. He bent down and found what he was
looking for—a used ticket, punched, as Elwood’s had been, with a diamond shape—
Don’s conductor’s signature mark. He pulled out his hanky and picked it up.


"I saw that
there," Volpe said. 


"And you didn’t
pick it up?" 


"I thought it
was trash." She smiled. 


"It’s not trash,
it’s a clue. The last victim had a used ticket on the floor in front of him.
There was also a beer can. We took some prints and matched them to the conductor."



"So, you think
it’s him, right?" Volpe asked. "The conductor?" 


He said nothing. 


"What was her
name?" Sanders asked. 


Mick looked at
Sanders. "Nancy Oldenberg." 


Sanders’s shook his
head. "Shit." 


"Looks like we
have something here. Do me a favor and call McCoy. I think we have his cell
phone number. Right?" 


"Yeah,"
Sanders said. 


"We need to find
out if Elwood and Oldenberg worked with anyone else on the Richards case back
in law school." 


Sanders
looked down at the victim, up at Mick and he nodded. "I’ll be back,"
he said left the train. Mick knew he understood. There could be other potential
victims who had no clue they were in danger. 


The
oscillating red lights from the squad cars spotted the walls of the train. Mick
glanced at the victim’s fingers for any sign that she’d tried to fight off the
attacker. He wasn’t sure how she could have. Like Elwood, her back had been to
the murderer, who had only to flip a cord swiftly over her head, in front of
her face and under her chin, leaving her little time to react.


He glanced outside
and recognized her husband, Peter Buck, who’d come onto the platform. He wore a
YALE sweatshirt and carried one of his children. Buck had a square face and
thin lips. His hair was buzzed on the sides; he looked stunned. His eyes were
red from crying.  Pressing his cheek against the top of his daughter’s head who
had long hair like her mother. 


Sanders returned,
coughed and said, "I think we should let the crime lab take over. Let’s
take it outside, Mick." 


"In a minute. Is
Don still here?" 


"He’s in one of
our cars. I asked one of the guys to keep him there until we spoke to
him," Sanders said. 


"Tell them to
bring him in here. I want to see his reaction when he sees her." 


Don was brought to
the train. As he approached, flanked by two cops, Mick heard him insisting
loudly and indignantly that he was the one who’d found the body, but he had
nothing to do the killing. Then he added, "I’m not saying shit till I
speak to my lawyer." 


Hall brought Don in.
Don looked Mick in the eyes. "I didn’t do this, Mick. I don’t know what
kind of shit is going on, but you need to believe me. Did you find Mitch?"



"I’ve heard it
all before, Don. Listen, we found another ticket. It looks like yours. We can’t
find Mitch and I’m not sure we will. So tell me, what did you see when you
found her?" 


"This
was different, she was still alive and staring at me with her wide eyes, trying
to breathe, then she stopped." 


"So,
you came just after someone choked her? Was she trying to say anything?"
Mick asked, though he doubted a person who’d just been garroted could have
squeezed out anything resembling a word. Don shook his head, still looking
angry and defiant.


"Did you see
anyone else?" Sanders asked. 


"No, just a
couple of passengers on the first floor." 


"Don, did you
know her?" Hall asked. 


"Mick, wait a
sec, come on, I told you. I’m not answering these things without my lawyer. You
guys may be trying to trap me. Please, all of you, back off." 


"I don’t give
two shits what you think, answer the question or I’ll make sure you never work
on another train." Hall shoved Don against a seat. "Got me? Answer
the question." 


Sanders pushed Don
back further. "There are a lot of things we could do on the train, best of
all, no one will know. We can take this train and park it between here and
Stony Brook. It’s a wooded area and no one would see or hear a thing." 


"Hold on a sec,
Sanders. Chief." Mick played good cop. "Wait. Let’s give Don a chance
here. Don, did Mitch have anything against attorneys?" 


Don thought about it
for a second. "Mitch hated everyone. Just a miserable man. He once said
the best lawyer was dead lawyer. But he was always saying shit like that. But
now that you mention it, he did have a real thing against lawyers. He thought
they were too powerful. Could do more harm than good. Why?" 


Mick crossed his arms
and remembered what had been in Mitch’s arrest report. He’d been running
through the supermarket yelling something about ruling the world. 


Yeah, it could have
been Mitch—but it was by no means a closed case. 


Leaning down, he got
right in Don’s face, looked him straight in the eye and asked, "Don, did
you kill her?" 


"No! And now I’m
not talking without my attorney!" 


Sanders clocked him
on the back of his head with his heel of his hand, the fleshy area that
wouldn’t leave a bruise. Don staggered forward and grabbed onto the handles on
the seats. 


"You shouldn’t
have done that," he howled. "That was police brutality. I will make a
formal complaint to both the MTA and Suffolk County PD." 









Mick grabbed the back of his shirt and swung him around. "If
I find out you did these things, I’m going to make sure you never see the light
of day again. Don’t make a fool of me, Don. Where’s Richards?" 


Don’s eyes welled up.
He sniffled. Disgusted, Mick slapped him, withholding most of his force, but
Don went reeling into a seat.  He tried to get up, but his legs wobbled. Mick
grabbed him by the lapels. At the sound of tearing fabric, Don cried out,
"Don’t fuck up the uniform, Mick, it costs a lot of money. Please believe
me, I didn’t do this! And besides, I don’t know where he is!" His bottom
lip was trembling. He was out of breath and held up his hands. 


"That’s enough!
Leave him!" Hall said. 


"You’re all going
to hear from my attorney." Don shook his fist at them. 


"Bring it on,
asshole," Sanders said. "You’re going to hear clang of an iron door
as they lock you inside a jail cell soon. Guess your wife will miss you. Not
sure how she’s going to cope. But, we can make this easy for you if you
cooperate." 


"I don’t give a
shit what happens to her." 


"You guys going
through a rough time?" Sanders asked. "Maybe a divorce? Maybe her
lawyer was giving you the works and yours wasn’t helping you enough? So you
have a hate on for attorneys?" 


"Yeah, we were
going through a bad time, not that it’s any of your business or has anything to
do with this." He glanced at the dead body. "I was seeing another
woman. When my wife found out, she kicked my ass out. The other woman was
married too, and that ended the same night. So, yeah I have a lawyer, but I
don’t have any hard feelings for them, except for the scumbag she hired." 


"I’m sorry to
hear about that. Really, Don." Mick motioned that he should get off the
train. 


They followed Don and
his escorts out, making room for the impatient crime scene investigators. 


The parking lot was
packd with different cop cars and an ambulance. The helicopters were gone, and
the air was cooler outside. Mick thought about autumn. In just a few weeks, the
leaves on the trees would turn. 









Oldenberg’s husband was sitting in the station. The lights were
on, a female patrol officer helped him take care of his children. His eyes were
red from crying. An older woman with a long white coat and gray hair walked
slowly into the room, broke down and cried. Buck put his daughter on the seat,
stood up and drew her in to an embrace, holding her while she sobbed aloud. The
children cried. One asked, "What’s wrong with Grandma?" 


After
a few moments, the woman managed to control her weeping and went to the
children."Grandma is going to take you home for a little while." She
hugged the small group, then ushered them outside. 


A
female officer escorted them. When they were out of range, Mick said, "I’m
very sorry for your loss, Mr. Buck."


"My wife was
murdered on that train. It happened in broad day light and all you can say is
you’re sorry? How could this happen?" He balled a fist and smacked the
wall closest to him. "How—how did this happen? Who is responsible for her
death? You had one victim and now my wife? How many more?" 


"I’m detective
Mick Doran from the MTA. I’m investigating this matter." 


"I want the
best. Is that you?" 


"I’m the
best." 


"Then why hasn’t
this killer been caught? Can you tell me? This is the second time! On the same
fuckin’ train! My wife is dead. She’s dead.  You have some fuckin killer on our
trains and her blood is on your hands.  Got me?  You better catch him because
if I get my fuckin’ hands on him, there won’t be anything left. I’ll rip him
apart for doing this to her. To our babies. She didn’t want to work in the
city. I told her the pay was better. I could take care of the kids, I’m
retired. I can do it. We could do it." 


"What kind of
law did she handle?" 


"Corporate,
why? What difference does it make? Hey, is that fuckin’ conductor
involved?" he demanded. 


Walking
up to Mick, Reggie cleared his throat and said, "No,he is not involved.
Listen, I’m sorry. You know, I was a big fan of yours."


            “Are you
serious?  You’re telling me this at this time?  Really?  Now?”


            Mick shot him a look.


"Please accept my condolences.  I’m very sorry.”


"With all due respect, officer, I don’t want to discuss
baseball with you. My wife was murdered on that train.  Excuse me, but there
are more important things I have to deal with." He walked slowly toward
the station door before stopping and looking back at them. "Nothing can
prepare you for this. I wish I’d been there. I wish it had been me
instead." His voice broke and he took a moment to control it. "This
is something that happens to other people. Someone you don’t know. Over on the
other side of town. Where it’s violent, but not here. Not in Saint James, Long
Island. Find her killer and bring this man to justice. That’s all I want to say
to you for now." 


The door closed. He crossed 25A and walked down the side street
just past the Stony Brook Prep School wiping his nose in his sleeve and rubbing
his eyes. Mick noticed him pull back his head a little to regain some of the
strength he would need before he went to see his children and try to explain
why their mother was never coming home.


 


 


 


 


 


 


Sixteen


Two crime unit
members took pictures and recorded a video of the deceased and the stillness
inside the train. Mick felt a little lost, unsure of what to do for a minute or
so and reminded himself these were definite indicators of dementia or Mad Cow’s
Disease that afflicted him. He stood on the platform, and looked up and down at
the passenger cars. He slowly walked up to car 117 and stepped inside. 


Sanders went to join
a circle of Suffolk cops near the ticket counter. Mick looked out the window,
but he didn’t recognize the officers Sanders was speaking to, except for one—a
buddy of Koch’s who’d been in on the fight. Mick looked at his ghostly image
reflected in the dirty glass. There were no bruises visible now. His hair
covered the ones on his forehead. He licked his lips feeling the sting from the
still-swollen cut. 


The
four detectives stood in a circle; two smoking, the others sipping coffee. If
their body language was anything to go by, they were telling Sanders to fuck
off. That didn’t stop him. He went up to the tallest one, with the butt in his
mouth, and shoved him hard on the shoulder. Sanders smiled and pulled out his
pack, appeared to be asking for a light.


Inside
the train, the crime scene unit worked in virtual silence, wearing their white
jumpsuits, picking up bits of evidence, moving around the seats and looking for
clues. They were like scavengers grabbing up any inanimate object: the garbage
on the floor, coffee cups, empty plastic Poland Spring Water bottles, Miller
Lite beer cans, paper bags, Dunkin Donuts wax paper, and various fingerprint
smears on the window near the victim’s head. All of it could be clues leading
them to the killer. There was an oily residue left over from a greasy meal on
the seat next to the body. Mick was impressed at how the technicians conducted
themselves, like a commando unit. They pointed to bits of evidence that should
be picked up, instead of speaking, they pointed their fingers to their eyes and
then down at the piece of trash, which may have been overlooked. By the time
they removed the body, Mick had drawn closer to see if anything looked out of
the ordinary. The experienced technicians were used to removing scattered
bodies that were mauled under a train. They had a sort of transcendental
appearance, like silent monks in a solemn procession. Each took up their spots,
and moved her out of the seat with one motion and onto the dark green plastic
gurney. A white body bag was open and waiting for her. As one of them zippered
the bag, Mick noticed her eyes.  They continued to watch the world as if in
awe.


His stomach churned.
He wasn’t sure if it was the lack of food or nerves. Something wasn’t right. He
nose began to run. He wondered if he may be allergic to some of the cleaning
solution they were using inside the train. His eyes teared and he wiped them.
One of the faceless technicians stopped and looked at Mick, cocking her head. 


"I’m not
crying," Mick said. 


"I didn’t think
you were," she said with gentle sympathy. 


On the green and blue
seat where Nancy had sat in her last moments on earth, flakes of brown leaves
as thin as tissue paper were flattened from her body. One of the crime unit
members, a woman with glasses, pulled up the leaves with tweezers, carefully
placing them in a clear plastic bag and looked at Mick. "It’s not too
common to see brown leaves, especially in the middle of the summer. Don’t you
think, detective?" 


Mick watched her seal
the bag. "It’s not common for leaves to be in the train, never mind if
they are green or brown. Are you taking those to Volpe’s lab?" Mick asked.



"Volpe?" 









"Yeah, isn’t she the new lead at forensics?" 


"Jones is the
head of forensics. I don’t know who you’re talking about. Hey, are you talking
about the new kid? The intern? Don’t listen to her, she’s nuts," she said.



"I don’t
understand. You think she’s nuts and have her working on a crime scene? She
told me Jones moved down to North Carolina." 


The technician
hunched her shoulders. "Like I said, she’s nuts." 


Traces of fibers
stuck on the back of the seat. It struck Mick that the murderer must have been
shedding skin cells as well as leaves and bits of fabric as he choked
Oldenberg. He felt reassured hearing Jones hadn’t gone away and would be
handling the case. Perhaps they were closing in on the killer, catching
Richards, although a part of him didn’t want to accuse anyone of the crimes
just yet. 


He remembered the
walk in the woods and how it had been so creepy.  He’d felt daunted. He wished
they’d had Oldenberg’s name in time to warn her. Tonight her children were
going to bed without their mother to tuck them in. He didn’t want to dwell on
it, but somehow the thought brought back memories of his own mother, and then
Cheryl, and Debbie. He had to fight to shake off the emotions. So, where was
the killer? If it was Richards he could be anywhere, down some trail or tunnel
in the woods. They had to go back to the VA woods. They hadn’t finished what
they started. 


Sanders came into the
train, his steps now familiar to Mick. As Sanders called out, he stood up and
watched him make his way down the aisle like a large, intimidating ox. If Mick
hadn’t known him, he’d have averted his eyes in the hope Sanders wouldn’t
notice him. 


"I’m heading to
the lab," Mick said. "Those guys picked up a lot we can work
with." 


"We find
anything?" 


"Yeah."
Mick stared at Sanders for a moment.  


"I’ll meet you
at the lab. It’s been a long day. Want me to pick you up anything?" 









Mick sighed. "That’s great, yeah. You’re the man. Can you get
me a couple of burgers and fries? I don’t care where you get them." 


"What do you
want to drink?" he asked. 


"A large coffee."



"Black?" 


"You know
it," Mick said and walked down the aisle to Sanders’ side. 


Sanders spoke
quietly. "Listen, one of the guys I was talking to told me your ass is due
for another beating. With Wendolowski out of the way and no chief to speak of,
your ass is going to get it—really bad. They said no one can stop them. Koch is
pissed off and wants to get back to work. He’s been trying to reach me, but I’m
not returning his calls. He’s been talking to those guys. Mick, you got to
watch your back." 


"Consider me
warned me. Did you tell them about the interview?" 


"I didn’t, but
they know about it. I think it’s made things worse. They want to take care of
business before anything official takes place. And there’s something else to
add to this— Wendolowski is in the picture. He wants to make sure you won’t
consider the position. He thinks he has a real shot of coming back." 


"Tell him to
bring it on. I was never scared of any man. Tell them for me. I’m not changing
for anyone. Got it? I go about my business and will never look over my
shoulder. I’ll take them all on if I have to, and they better bring an army
since they’ll need more than just one or two or even three. They must be a
group of idiots who know I may end up their boss.  What the fuck are they
thinking?”


"Shit,
Mick you got me scared."


"We
have enough work to do.  I want to catch this guy and not have to deal with
these distractions.  I’ll see you later.”


----**---


The sky was black.
Mick watched a faint satellite slink through space. Sanders pulled into the
parking lot at the forensic building and Mick flashed his high beams at him.
Sanders parked in the next slot and came over with two bags from Wendy’s and a
tray of drinks. He handed Mick the bags through the open window and got in the
passenger side. His forehead was sweaty. Mick handed a bag to Sanders who
peered into it and took out a napkin, wiped it across his wrinkled skin. He
looked at Mick and smiled, and shaking his head. 


"Shit, Mick, why
do you get yourself in these situations?" 


"What the fuck
are you talking about?" 


"I’ve been
meaning to say something to you for awhile,  especially after the fight. This
is a good time as ever. I just learned about Debbie. You’re not getting along
with her? Even with Cheryl. I mean you get yourself into things you have no
business getting into. What’s an Irishman doing with an African American woman
from the Bronx? You nuts or something? Her brothers wanted to kill you. Mick, I
just don’t think you rationalize anything. You don’t look at the full picture.
Like a little kid, you just jump into things. Let’s consider the whole picture.
You could take it easy, Mick, retire from all of this shit and move down to
Florida or something. Besides, you say it all the time, you’re sick, so what
are you doing this for?" 


"Fuck you,
Reggie. I don’t need to listen to this shit. You don’t know what you’re talking
about." 


"Your life. I’m
talking about your life. Have you even thought about retiring?" 


"Not while this
case is still open. And let’s not forget the interview. Another opportunity.
Why would I give that up?" Mick chewed a bite of his burger and thought
heart disease and colon cancer are attributed to red meat, and  reluctantly
swallowed. He felt a twinge in his chest. 









"Life is too short." Sanders bit into his burger. After
a moment he went on. "You don’t need to put up with this bullshit. That’s
what all this is. It’s all bullshit." 


The coffee was warm.
The fries were cold from the air conditioning. 


"Thanks, Reggie.
I’ll think about what you said, but don’t ever bring Cheryl up again. I didn’t
jump into anything with her. You say that again and you won’t know what the
fuck hit you. What we had was special. It was a long time ago, but nothing can
take that away.  We went through a lot of shit, not only her parents, but at
work.  Holding hands caused a big sensation, the looks we’d get.  It wasn’t
easy." 


"Relax, old man,
you’re right, I was out of line and I’m sorry," Reggie said and waved Mick
off. "There’s a lot more I want to tell you. There’s a lot of things that
I can’t say since we really don’t know each other." 


"What are you
talking about? No, wait, I know. I know. I’ve heard it before; I keep to
myself, I never express myself, I hide my emotions. What are you, a woman,
Reggie Sanders?" 


"No that’s not
it.  That sounds like me though.  My father worked on the trains and I asked
him what he thought about this case. Did you know my father worked on the
LIRR?" 


"No I didn’t. 
We really don’t know much about one another.  We’ve seen each other over the
years, but we never sat down and had a man to man talk. How many men have a man
to man talk anyway?"


“Not many.  Pops said
he remembered seeing a woman fall in front of the train as it pulled into New
Hyde Park.  He said one moment she was there and then she was gone.  He is a
lot like you Mick.  He tells me what’s on his mind and can be one tough man. 
He had a lot of pride in all the jobs he did.  He told me if I kept quiet, kept
to myself and don’t cause any trouble, I will make it.  You know what he told
me when we discussed this case?”


“No, what did he
say?”


“He was proud of me,
seeing me on TV, he said he was proud and told his friends at church, that I
was his son.  We all want our fathers to be proud of us. I’m not sure if your
dad is still alive?  Listen, Mick, I think you need to consider your girls and
I think you need to take care of yourself. Let another detective step up.
You’ve been through a lot, yet there’s this lack of luck, like a dark cloud
hangs over you." 


"Lack of luck?
How about I kick your ass and show you what it feels like to be beaten by a lot
of bad luck." He swallowed another bite of burger.


"Reggie,
thanks for sharing the story about your Da.  I never met mine.  My grandda
raised me in Dublin where I was born. Have to say I’m very lucky to be raised
by such a gentleman.  Even though he was poor he was a positive influence. 
Never begged or tried to take an easy way out, worked hard as a manual
laborer.  His life was moderation. He was a boxing champion in his weight class
in the British Navy. When he was out walking, it was common to hear, “Hey
Champ!”  He was in my corner when I boxed.  Grandda was the man I’d go to when
I needed advise;, he was the smartest man I met.  I loved him and miss him
after all this time; before he died, he tapped me on my face like he used to
when I was a kid.  His voice was barely a whisper, told me. “Reputations are
eternal.” Reggie we know there is nothing like the love we have for our
children. Hey I made mistakes. But most of the time my life has been blessed.
I’d follow my heart and put all of it in God’s hands, but I won’t say there is
a cloud hanging over me.  Not at all.  


“You’re
not a failure Mick.” 


"I
know I am not asshole," Mick said and grinned to break the mood, which had
been getting too serious. "But you’re still a dick." His phone rang.
It was Hall. He didn’t answer it. If it were anything really important Hall
would leave a message. He’d check later.


"Hey, I forgot
to tell you we got the VA woods report back from the copter. They didn’t see
anything," Sanders said and wiped his mouth with his napkin. 


"Figures, they
can’t see a lot when they’re above the trees. We need to send some teams in there
and spread out. Maybe I should call the commish and ask if he can do me a
favor." Mick sipped from the coffee, waiting to see if Sanders reacted to
the suggestion. 


"I can call him myself, you know." 


"Yeah, but I’ve known him
longer." 


"I work for the county
and you don’t." 


"So there.
You’re a fuckin’ dick. Let’s go inside before this gets really ugly." He
wrapped the rest of his burger in the wrapper and threw it in the bag. 


Once out of the car,
he dumped the last of his coffee on the ground and tilted his head back as he
shut the car door. He was amazed how clear the sky was and how the stars
radiated from thousands of light years away. For a moment, Mick thought of
those who’d walked the earth thousands of years before when the light pulsated
into the darkness. A crescent moon hung above the trees. 


Reggie lit a
cigarette. "You’re like a little kid," he said. "Star-gazing.
Think you’ll ever grow up?" 


As
they ascended the steps into the building, they  sauntered, a cool bob, cocked
heads, in step with each other, like two punks bloated from the fast food and
suffering from an incredible angst. Mick tried his best to make Sanders laugh,
but couldn’t crack his sense of humor. 


The
thick stench of Lysol inside set Mick’s stomach to bubbling. "Gotta go to
the can," he said. Sanders sighed loudly and closed his eyes for a second.



In
the stall, Mick pictured the scene awaiting him a few floors below where the
body of Nancy Oldenberg was stored in a drawer, or maybe on the table. A knife
would slide through her cold elastic skin and those eyes would be staring
blindly up at the ceiling.


He washed his hands,
thinking about Oldenberg’s husband holding his youngest at the train station.
Mick used to hold both his girls when they were really small, feeling their
tiny hands clinging to his as he repeated the promise, "Mommy will be back
in the morning." Cheryl was out on her beat. He’d carry them to bed, then
watch the news with the familiar paranoia that at any moment there could be a
Special Report about a cop getting shot. Fears don’t sleep. He would get up and
stand outside the girls’ door and think of the song John Lennon sang to his son
Sean about the monster being on the run and Daddy being there. 


They took the
elevator down. Jones stood outside the doors to the autopsy room. She appeared
serene in her white smock. The white was a sharp contrast to the metal door and
frosted window with Employees Only! For official use! Do not Enter! painted on
it. 


Mick
didn’t want to go inside, but he had to.  Maybe Reggie was right; it was time
to consider retirement. Mick was tired, but smiled when he and Jones made eye
contact. He followed her through the open doors, and saw the body draped in a
white sheet. Everything happened so fast, he thought. One moment this young
woman was sitting on the Long Island Rail Road. Just sitting there, and not
really doing anything, maybe daydreaming about her vacation or thinking how
nice the view was and watching the houses and the baseball fields at Kings Park
High School, the tranquil Nissequoque River with a fly fisherman. She might
have been thinking that this was a place she’d want to come back to visit, or
that she’d like to own that house close to the waterfall. She could have
pondered about the rusted old car with that large steering wheel, abandoned in
the woods. Perhaps she thought about who might have driven it, perhaps it had
once belonged to some famous person, like Marilyn Monroe. 


"She
looks like she in shock," Mick said and tried to avoid looking at the
body. 


"You’d
might look the same way if you were strangled." 


"How
long do you think she was dead?" Sanders asked Jones, thrusting his chin
toward the victim as Jones pulled back the sheet. 


"She’s
been dead for three hours if that’s what you’re asking." 


"So what
similarities are there between her death and Elwood’s?" Sanders crossed
his arms. 


"Very similar.
Look at the neck. I took out some photos from Elwood’s file and compared them
to her. This is what I found." She pointed to the victim’s neck. The thin
cord had cut into both of their necks, as if the killer pulled up on the
garotte and gave it a sudden tug. The killer was strong. 


"What about the
evidence?"


"The techs
haven’t had time to look into the fibers. They’re closing on another case—that
kidnapping you may have heard about, the millionaire’s wife?" 


Sanders nodded, but
Mick didn’t say anything. He looked at Nancy Oldenberg and imagined her
smiling. Her frozen expression conveyed terror. Mick closed his eyes and tried
to hear her faint voice, a sound, a tone that expressed desperation. 


"What did you
find out about her?" Jones asked. 


"She was an
attorney. She worked in Manhattan and was married to a retired ball player. She
went to St. John’s and Fordhan Law School.  She was a classmate of Elwood’s. 
What can you tell me?"


Mick said, “We found
out while they were students they worked on a workman’s comp case for a
conductor.  Problem was they didn’t file some papers in time with the courts,
and the bastard lost his pension.”


“You don’t say.”


“I did and I will
tell you we’re looking for the conductor.”


“What’s that clown’s
name?”


“Mr. Richards.” 


 


 


 









Seventeen 


Later that night,
Mick sat alone at a table in The Zen Garden. His face was numb and his muscles
felt drained of all their blood. He looked at the veins on the back of his
hands. What had happened to them? Why did they appear old and pale? He looked
up and saw a woman standing near the front of the restaurant. Mick watched as
Jodi, the waitress walked up to her and tried to tell her they were closed, but
the woman pointed to Mick.  


"He came before
we closed." 


"He’s still
here. Why can’t I get a bite? Please, I just need a place to sit down and rest.
I’ve had a crazy day." 


Jodi looked back at
Mick who nodded as if he had any say in the matter. 


"Sit with him.
The rest of the tables are prepped." 


She was around
thirty, Mick thought, a little over weight. The type who thinks about going on
a diet and tries, but then gives up after three days. She smiled at Mick.
"Is the food any good?" 


"It’s very
good." 


"What are you
having?" 


"General Tsao
chicken and wonton soup. It’s my favorite. The owner keeps a pot ready for me
in case I’m late." 


"It’s been a
crazy day for you, too?" 


"You could say
that." 









Jodi brought her a bowl of soup and a plate of the chicken dish,
placed them on the table, bowed slightly and walked away. Mick got up and excused
himself. He went to the bathroom, but before he did he looked back into the
kitchen to see Jodi. She was cleaning a counter and talking to one of the
dishwashers who did not speak any English. 


"That was very
nice of you," Mick said. 


"She better leave
a big tip!" she said and smiled. 


In the restroom, he
urinated and waited longer for the dribbling to stop. He washed his hands in
the sink. His reflection over the sink showed a paler and older looking man.
For a few seconds he forgot about Oldenberg and thought about the woman sitting
at his table. Who was she? What was she doing there so late? 


Mick sat at the
table. The woman’s plate was clean. 


"Guess you were
hungry." 


"I was. My
boyfriend threatened to beat me up and I’ve been walking, trying to stay out of
sight. He thinks I’m messing around." 


"Why would he
think that?" 


"Maybe I
am." 


Mick wiped his mouth
and got up. "Are you going to be all right?" 


She shrugged. 


"I’m a
detective," he added to reassure her. "Can I give you a ride to
someplace safe? How about a friend’s house or your parents?" 


"They live
upstate." 


"What’s your
name?" 


"Stacy
Morrison." 


"I’m Mick
Doran." 


"Mick. Right.
You know, I could tell you were a cop." 


"How?" 


"Cops have a way
about them. Confident." 









As they walked to the front Mick was distracted by the television
behind the cash register. He wanted to know if the Mets had won, but instead it
was the news. The first story was about Nancy Oldenberg. There was a picture of
her with her family, and then a brief side story of Buck’s records and a video
of him pitching for the Mets. He looked younger, thinner with a moustache. The
next shot was from a helicopter at the station in Saint James. Mick caught a
glimpse of himself walking out of the train.


His cell rang. It was
Hall. 


"Did you get my
message?" Hall asked. 


"No." 


"There’s a news
conference tomorrow. I need you to be there. Where are you?" 


"I’m about to
leave The Zen Garden." 


"Don’t you get
tired of that place? Go home, get some sleep. Hey, don’t stress out. I don’t
know if you heard, but the press is saying a madman is on the loose on the
trains." 


"Great. What
time is the conference and where is it?" 


"It will be at
headquarters. Ten a.m. Get in here early, though, since we need to go over what
progress you’re making." 


"Yes, sir."
Mick hung up. 


Jodi escorted Mick
and Stacy to the door, smiled and bid them good night, "Get home
safely." The door locked behind them. 


According to the
Chemical Bank clock it was a little after midnight. The road was silent.  The
cobblestone street was imbedded with ancient metal trolley tracks.  A group of
men huddled together by a bench. Mick blinked to see better and to tell if they
were up to anything. He thought they were drunk and figuring out who was sober
enough to drive home. One of them pointed.  He got thought the guy  may have
been Stacy’s boyfriend and he was out looking for her. 


"Do you know
them?" he asked. 


"I think
so," she said. 


A tall shadow moved
out from the faint streetlight and rushed toward them. Mick slipped
protectively in front of her. Panic shot through his gut as the guy from the
shadows said, "What the fuck are you doing with my wife?" 


He glanced down at
Stacy, who hurried to the man and said something Mick couldn’t hear. Mick
raised his hands. "Hold a sec. You got this all wrong." 


The other men across
the street stood watching.  Even in the dim light Mick recognized Koch, but not
any other faces. The one who claimed to be the woman’s husband moved closer.
Mick glanced at the light glowing through translucent leaves and casting
erratic shadows on the sidewalk.  He thought of turning back to the Zen Garden,
but the woman’s husband grabbed him by the arm. Mick twisted away, slipped on
the slick sidewalk and went down. The woman dropped to her knees, begging Mick
to get up, but before he could, the sound of shoes pounded on the pavement
towards them.


"Stop!" he roared. "I’m a
cop!" He reached for his badge as he scrambled to his feet.


"He’s getting a gun!" someone
shouted. 


"What
the fuck? You’re dead, motherfucker!"


A knife reflected the dim light like a fading star, as its wielder
quickly jabbed. Mick went down again and felt a dozen or so kicks connect with
his body. He protected his head with one arm and forgot about his badge.


"Mutha fucka,
trying to pick up my woman. What the hell’s wrong with you? Let’s kill
him!" 


"Stop right
there! I’m a cop," Mick screamed again and braced to feel the blade dig
into his flesh.


"Get the fuck
away from him!" another voice bellowed. 


Reggie Sanders
arrived like a super hero, his hands out in front of him. 


"What? What the
fuck? Get out of here, nigga, before we kill ya!" 


"Nigga? Who the
fuck are you?   Are you serious?  Now you want me?  Fuck you! Leave him
alone!" Sanders yelled. "Mick meant no harm. C’mon…guys let’s give it
a rest.  You kicked his ass enough." 


For a few seconds
there was peace, but the moment was disrupted by two of the attackers who moved
off Mick and headed towards Reggie.  One stabbed Reggie and another swung a
pipe. Whooshes of air and a cracks from the weapon made contact with bone.
Blood splattered near him. Reggie’s thick heavy body crashed to the ground
without a cry, just dead weight. Mick saw blood dripping out the corner of his
mouth. 


"What
the fuck did you do?" Mick crawled toward Reggie. "He’s a cop,
too!" 


"We’re
all cops asshole," said a punk with short hair.  “Don’t fuck with us or we
will kill you.” Then he faded away into the shadows. The woman disappeared,
too. 


As
Mick knelt beside him, Sanders sucked in a shallow breath and said, "Tried
to get here in time. It… it was a setup, Mick. It was Koch.” 


"Why?
Why did you come?" 


"You’re
a friend… good… man." 


"Hang
in there, Reggie." 


"The
fuck gut-stabbed me," he moaned and began to cry. 


Mick
dialed headquarters. "I’m getting an ambulance." 


"No. They’ll
think it’s…you. No one will come. Wendol…owski’s ord…ers." He closed his
eyes. 


Reggie lay close to
him. A thin stream of blood dripped out of the corner of his mouth; the silence
roared in Mick’s ears. He didn’t give two shits about Mitch Richards at that
moment. "Come on, Reggie. Keep your eyes open, man," he said as the
phone rang and rang at the other end and was finally answered. 


Mick gave the
"officer down" report and sat there waiting. 


A second later, a car
raced down Main Street. Mick saw Koch in the passenger seat, noticing that one
of them was still down. Mick stood up to run after the car but stopped, afraid
Reggie was dying. Panic rose up in him till he wanted to scream. He reached for
his gun, but the car was too far away and accelerating. He’d never hit it. He
felt helpless. His chest was killing him from where he’d been hit. Maybe he was
having a heart attack. Shit, Reggie was right. He didn’t need this shit. He
took a deep breath and stopped moving. He scratched the back of his neck. Sweat
slid down his spine. The distant siren of an ambulance broke the silence in the
night. A cop car raced down Main, followed closely by another. Mick ran back
and pushed his way closer to Reggie. 


The medics jammed a
thick needle into Reggie’s chest and  he blinked, looking at Mick. "What
the fuck? What are you doing here?" 


"I was here
before you came," he said. 


The
medics wrapped the wound, checked Reggie’s pulse, then picked him up and placed
him on the gurney. 


Sanders
muttered, "I thought I was dead." 


"Cheryl
would have killed me." 


Mick
helped them get Reggie into the ambulance. 


"Wait,"
Sanders said before the doors were closed on him. "I meant what I
said." He lay back down and closed his eyes. 


Other
cops waited to speak to Mick, but he felt numb, as if everything was happening
in a nightmare. He wanted to stay with Reggie, but he had to be strong and was
better off  answering the questions.


The
ambulance doors closed. Red lights reflected off the windows in Northport as
the ambulance raced down Woodbine and onto 25A toward Huntington Hospital. EMTs
worked on Reggie in the back of the rig. 


 


 


 


 


 


Eighteen


Under the bright
lights, the bruises from two consecutive fights, colors both fading and fresh,
showed on Mick’s bloated face. His lower lip was chapped and swollen. His
tongue kept sliding in and out of the newest cut, tasting the stinging flesh
and even pushing a loose tooth. His neck itched and he scratched it a few
times, knowing it made him look agitated to everyone in the room. His nervous
system was shot from all the coffee he’d consumed it was becoming like paint
thinner, burning away the lining of his belly. 


Speaking to the press
was painful enough as a rule, but this was about Sanders, about Cheryl and the
girls, and Reggie Junior. Mick’s name was called out as well as his title; his
name was spelled out for the reporters. He looked out at the crowd and
photographers. He stood behind a small podium in the confined room. A dark blue
curtain with the MTA symbol and the words MTA Police hung from a banner behind
him. Blazing lights blinded his eyes. 


"The public’s
got opinions," Mick said very quietly, "pay attention." 


Hall, who still
didn’t know all the details about the case or what occurred a few hours before,
stood next to Mick and frowned at him with some confusion. 


"Do you have any
suspects?" One of the reporters called from the back of the room. 


"Yes," Mick
said. 


"Detective
Doran, have you arrested anyone yet?" 









"No." "Then having a killer on the trains is all
right with you." 


Mick stared at the
reporter. "Do you have a question?" 


Another voice called
out: "What can you tell us about the suspect?" 


Mick rubbed his
eyebrows and bit softly onto his bottom lip. "The suspect is being pursued
at this very moment." 


"You have only
one?" 


"That is
correct." 


"What’s his
name?" 


"Mitchell Richards.
Before you leave you will be given a composite sketch for publication."
Mick suddenly felt more comfortable up there. The day before, at his
suggestion, Hall had sent the artist to meet with Dr. Schram at Pilgrim State.
Eager to assist in the investigation, Schram also pulled some of Richard’s
drawings from his files for the artist. 


"Richards? Isn’t
that the same man who escaped from the psychiatric facility?" Rossinotti
asked. 


Mick should have
known he’d be there. "Yes, that’s who we’re looking for. Richards is same
man who is missing from that facility. So, if anyone has any information on
him, please call this number: 6-3-1, 5-5-5, 9-9-9-1," he added, though he
knew it would be flashing on TV screens throughout the area. "There’s a reward
for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the suspect." 


"When was the
last time anyone saw this man?" 


"I’m not at
liberty to discuss those details." Mick smiled because the reporter was
attractive. She had long blonde hair, and blue eyes and high cheekbones. She
smiled back and Mick was almost ready to tell her whatever she wanted to know. 


"Is this case
related to the woman who was pushed in Hicksville?" Another reporter
asked. 









"I’m not aware that anyone was pushed in Hicksville. There
was a horrible incident at that station, but you need to speak to the detective
handling that case for more information."  Hall came up from behind Mick.
"Time to call it quits," he said quietly. "That’s enough for
now." He elbowed Mick aside. "Ladies and gentlemen," he said
into the microphones, "thank you for coming. No more questions." 


The blonde reporter
sidled up to Mick. Speaking softly, she asked, "Is there anything
Detective Koch can do to make it all go away?" 


Startled, Mick huffed
out, "Who are you?" 


"I can make a
lot of things disappear.  I would like to show you how." 


"That’s not
necessary." Mick turned around to accompany Hall out of the room. 


"Who was
that?" Hall asked. 


"That was a
bribe and desperation all rolled into one beautiful body," Mick said. 


"I don’t
understand," Hall said. 


"You don’t need
to." 


~ * ~ 


Don Kongelbeck sat in
the small interview room, with its one mirrored wall. Cameras recorded his
every move and facial expression. He sat still, his hands resting on the table.
His lawyer sat across from him and whispered things about being quiet, letting
him do all the talking, and how much longer did they have to wait. Hall and
Mick watched over them from inside the dark recording room. Mick didn’t
recognize Kongelbeck’s lawyer . He’d heard the man was a relative, was not
familiar with criminal law. The lawyer’s hair was slicked back like NBA coach
Pat Riley’s; he was dressed in a three-piece suit with a tie bar. He opened his
brief case, pulled out a calculator and tapped the keys.  Then he looked at his
watch and smirked. 


Mick had to force
himself to keep Sanders tucked away in the back of his mind. He wanted to call
the hospital, but maintaining his focus was important now.  He left the
recording room to go down the hall to the interview room. He knocked on the
thick door, then pushed it open. 


"Hello."
The attorney jumped up and shook his hand. "Bert Kongelbeck." 









Mick smiled in an attempt to put the man at ease. He didn’t want
him too scared to talk. As he sat down at the end of the table, he motioned
Bert to do the same. "I’m Detective Mick Doran. I’ve known your brother
for a long time.  We used to play basketball together. Bert, I vaguely remember
Don mentioning a brother. Come to think of it, I thought said the guy was an
electrician.  You have two brothers?" 


Bert smiled and
rubbed the tip of his nose. "That must have been a long time ago. I’m
surprised you remember. I went back to school. You see, Don is my younger
brother." He looked at Don and smiled. "My brother is—" 


"Stop,"
Mick said to interrupt him. Most lawyers liked to take control of a meeting and
to keep to their own agenda. After years of dealing with them, Mick knew what
worked best. "What’s your background?" 


"I practice
mostly small claims, insurance fraud, sometimes a divorce if one comes my way.
Not too many of our friends are going through rocky times, but you know, I keep
myself busy." 


"Good for you.
How long have you been an attorney?" 


"What’s this?
You’re questioning me?" Bert pointed to himself. 


"That’s why
we’re here. I’m here to ask questions and to listen. Learn a few things. That’s
all. Bert, really you seem like a nice man, a hard worker, but I want us on the
same page. I don’t think you’re doing your brother any favors being here.
You’re not a criminal attorney. If I wanted to, I could arrest your brother. I
have a reason to believe he may be the murderer…or know who is. Are you
prepared to represent him if the charge is murder or even an accessory?" 


Don looked at Bert’s
blank expression. He swallowed a couple of times, uncurled his hands, leaned
into his brother and whispered something. 


"Detective,"
Bert said, "how can we help you today and avoid getting him locked
up?" 


"I need to know
when Don saw Mitch Richards last." 


Don sat up in his seat,
and scratched the back of his neck as he looked around the room and thought
about the question. "I don’t know." 


Mick nodded. "Do
you remember taking Kevin Elwood’s ticket?"









"I can’t say I do." 


"Do you remember
taking Nancy Oldenberg’s ticket?" 


"No, I don’t
remember." 


"Don, three
people have died in a matter of days. You’re not helping your case if you can’t
give me details. I need more information than this. You gave me Mitch Richards’
name. You said he was the only one who had the same ticket punch as you, and
it’s very feasible he may be the man we need. Think about it. The man may be a
two-time murderer—or more. You can’t protect him by claiming you don’t remember
the last time you saw him." 


"I thought he
was getting help at the VA in Northport." 


"Who told you
this?" 


"It was in the
article in Newsday. That doctor should be arrested, Mick," Don said waving
his hands in the air. "You know it. He let the man escape and did not
report it to the authorities." 


"Yeah, I know.
We’re working on that, but this is not about the doctor. When was the last time
you saw Mitch Richards?" 


"The last time I
saw Mitch Richards was on his last day on the trains. We shook hands and said
so long. I remember thinking I may never see him again." 


"Kevin Elwood
and Nancy Oldenberg died on your trains. Not only that, but on the same trains
on the same run. Isn’t this a coincidence, and aren’t you guys suppose to
switch week to week? I mean, what are you doing on the same train?" 


"We have the
same schedule for six months, most of the time it goes by seniority, and that’s
the way the chips fall." 


"Do you ever
drink on the job?" 


"Detective, what
kind of question is that?" Bert asked. 


"I need to
know." 


"Go ahead and
answer the question. Go ahead, Donny." Bert rubbed his mouth as if to stop
a smile. 


"There
are times when a certain passenger passes me a beer. Yeah, if it’s a slow ride,
I’ll have one with him. He’s a real good guy, a postman who gets off in Northport." 



"Is
it a Budweiser? One of the tall cans?" 


"Yeah," he
said. 


"And you haven’t
seen Mitch Richards since the last day on the job?" 


"Correct,"
Don said and looked at his brother. 


"Detective, my
brother has a doctor’s appointment. We’re going to need to cut this short. He’s
under immense stress and scrutiny. Is there anything else?" 


"Don, who are
the other conductors you normally work with?” 


"Most of the
time we stay in our designated cars." 


"Who were the
other conductors, I mean, I checked this out, but they’re different week to
week. When Elwood was killed, I think Ray Walker was working. Am I right?"



"You’re
right." 


"Was Ray on the
train when Oldenberg was killed? 


"Yes, I think
so." 


"So, if anything
happened, it’s your responsibility? It wouldn’t be Walkers?" 


"You can say
that, Mick.  I was the breakman." 


"That’s
all." 


As they were walking
out, he asked Don a couple more questions. "Why are you going to the
doctor?" 


"Ah, it’s stress
related and for my allergies." He looked at Mick and nodded. 


"You’re still
living in Smithtown. Right?" 


Don stopped walking,
but his brother continued since he was listening to the messages on his cell
phone. "You’re not going to ask my neighbors anything, are you? That’s
going too far. They have nothing to do with it. I’m not the guy you’re looking
for." 


His brother came back
then, smiling. "We’re going to the Mets game tonight. Richie said he can’t
go and we can have his tickets. Do you want to go, Donny?" 


Don winced. Bert’s
smile snapped off. "What’s wrong, Don?









"Mick is going to talk to my neighbors." 


Bert shrugged, gave
Mick a long, steady look, and then shrugged belligerently. "Well," he
said, draping an arm over Don’s shoulder. "He has to do his job, bro, and
you have nothing to worry about. Now, come on." 


Mick returned to his
desk and sat down. As he rubbed tiredly at his temples, he saw a yellow memo
that Debbie had called. Mick assumed she’d seen him on the television. He
imagined he’d looked tired and she wanted to take care of him. Mick wouldn’t
mind her taking care of him.  He closed his eyes and thought about sitting in
her living room and watching The Mets together. He checked the messages on his
cell. Debbie again. She sounded a little weary and lonely. He called her back
and left a message: "I’ll try to come home at a decent hour and we’ll do
something. I can stop over." 


Hall stopped outside
Mick’s office. "Got a sec?" 


"Sure." 


"Let’s talk in
my office." 


Mick looked at the
same dead and dusty light green plants on Hall’s windowsill. He motioned for
Mick to take one of the seats in front of his desk. Mick’s heart was pounding.
He wasn’t sure what Hall was going to say. 


Hall spoke quietly,
as if he was confiding a secret. "Mick, I have some bad news." 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Nineteen


Mick scratched his
eyebrows. He thought it could be a fleabite or something; the itch was
incredible. He imagined his scratching was ripping away the thin hairs on his
eyebrows. He took a deep breath and tried to get his mind onto something else.
He didn’t want to hear bad news. Hall’s expression held a sense of hopelessness.
Mick felt his stomach drop. Hall eyes were avoiding his; Mick could tell he was
trying to find the right words. And he couldn’t stop the itch. 


"Just say
it," Mick said, still rubbing. 


"It’s Sanders.
The doctors said there might be brain damage. It may be too early for them to
determine. Mick, I found out what occurred. I’m surprised you didn’t say
anything. You know I may have been able to help. Listen, if you need to take
the afternoon off..." It was a tentative offer, and then Hall added, "You
know we’re getting a lot of heat from the office in the city. We need to get
this case solved." 


Mick shook his head.
"I don’t give two shits about that office. How bad is it?" 


"The doctors
said he’d pull out of it. They induced a coma since there was so much swelling
around his brain." 


"I need to go to
the hospital." 


"One thing you
should know: they’re conducting an internal investigation. They need a
statement from you." 









"I’ll be at the hospital. They can meet me there. Is he still
at Huntington?" "If that’s where they took him, he hasn’t been moved
anywhere," Hall said and stood up. He reached out his hand. Mick was taken
aback by the gesture since they didn’t normally shake hands. Mick shook his
hand and looked at Hall’s face. His hair was thinner, and Mick noticed more
lines etched in his pale face; the light in the room showed his age. "Be
careful out there."


"Always."
Mick reached for the door. The itch was gone. 


Mick took his time
driving the black Charger to Huntington Hospital. He called Cheryl, but it went
directly to her voice mail. He thought back to the last time he was at their
house. Playing Wiffleball with Junior. The way Reggie sat in his seat with his
hands resting on his belly after eating. He was content. Reggie had showed Mick
around the yard and all the weekend projects he planned out. Each weekend there
was a new project and each weekend he would be out in the yard sweating away
like a mad man; but, at night he would eat, smoke a cigar, have a drink, and
look across to Cheryl and smile, satisfied. 


Mick respected him,
and yet there was still a bit of resentment. As the years passed most of it had
subsided, and he’d grown to like Reggie. 


In fact he’d been
surprised how easy it was to work on the investigation with Sanders and had
begun to feel he and Reggie might become good friends over time. Maybe he was
feeling this way since there was a possibility Reggie would die? He bowed his
head and said a prayer, and then thought back to the night before and hearing
his voice. He’d come to help Mick. He prayed as he drove, and thought about how
the threat of death transforms the way we consider the time we spend with
others.


Cheryl and the kids
would need his help. He thought about the girls. He had to be there for them.
He could take care of the kids so Cheryl could stay at the hospital. He thought
about when Reggie and Cheryl had moved in together and how obsessed he’d been
at the thought of Reggie Sanders was sleeping with his wife. No. His ex-wife.
He’d repeated the reminder like a mantra. Ex-wife. I am not married to her any
longer. 









His nose began to run and he felt as though he had been struck
with the flu, but Mick knew it was his emotions. 


He felt drained. 


A highway crew was
cleaning the HOV lane, and traffic slowed down to see the lights. Curious,
fuckwad drivers, Mick called them, slowing to see what all the commotion was
all about. He wanted to put on his lights, but he didn’t want to get to the
hospital to learn the truth. Reggie’s brain-dead. His skin could be cold. Mick
thought back to watching him trying to get his big body out of the seat. His
phone rang; it was Cheryl. 


"How is
he?" 


"It’s not good,
Mick." 


"Is there
anything I can help you with?" 


"The kids are
with my parents. His parents are here. Are you on your way?" 


"I’m on the
expressway. Do you want me there?" 


"I think Reggie
would like to know you’re all right. You can speak to him. The doctors said he
can hear and understand, but he’s not responsive." 


"How are
you?" Mick asked. 


"Scared. I don’t want to
lose him." 


"You won’t. He’s a fighter, Cheryl." 


The sun was covered
by passing grey clouds. A funeral procession headed East on the Expressway
toward Calverton, probably to bury a veteran. 


Mick listened to news
radio, keeping it low enough in case he received a call from HQ. 1010 News
reported the murders and said there was an escaped mental patient who’d been
named as the suspect. The reporter’s shaky voice and creepy descriptions were
enough to make anyone avoid the trains. There was a killer on the trains and he
was still free. 


Mick closed his eyes and
imagined of places where Richards may be. His phone rang, interrupting the news
and the traffic report. 


He checked the
display. Connolly. He picked it up and said, "Doran." 









"It’s me. It’s a damn shame about Sanders.  I just wanted to
let you know we’re investigating what took place in Northport. My first
concern: you picked up a woman? Not like you, Mick," he said in his thick
Irish brogue. 


"Give me a
break. You know that’s not my style. Sir, Sanders is in the hospital. That’s
where I’m headed." 


"Doran, I need
to know I made an offer to a stand-up kind of guy. Don’t tell me you’re out
there picking up women. Mick, don’t make me take it back." 


"I’m not making
you do anything. It’s a long story. I didn’t pick her up. She came to my table
after begging the waitress of the Zen Garden to let her in." He explained
the way it had been. "I offered to drive her home because she said she was
scared, that her boyfriend wanted to beat her up." 


The muscles in his
arms tightened up, his neck was getting stiff from the stress. He wanted to
tell Connolly to forget the offer. "I’m not picking up women at the Zen
Garden or anywhere else. I’m too old for that shit." Should he tell the
commissioner it had all been a setup? That Koch and Wendoloski had been behind
it? 


"Yeah, anyway I
need you to come back in here. We need a statement and another interview.
Sanders is a strong man and he will be fine. The doctors told me so." 


"Good to know.
I’ll give the statement, but I’m not going to consider the job. Not at this
time. I need to catch this guy first," Mick said. 


"I think you’re
making the wrong decision. I really do," he said. Mick took a deep breath
and scratched the back of his head. There was a few seconds of silence. Mick
was trying to find the right words to say, but “fuck off” wouldn’t do.
"Mick are you there?" 


"Thank you for
your consideration. I will be in later to give a statement. I don’t have time
to sit down for an interview." Mick hung up the phone. That could be the
end of it. Hanging up on Connolly could be the last nail in the coffin and the
decision he needed. 









Mick double parked his car behind a hospital security cart and
walked into the lobby of Huntington Hospital. Three reporters quickly
recognized him and ran to him. His first reaction was to raise his hands. Mick
wasn’t sure what to say and thought back to Sanders reminding him that he had
to be careful when he spoke to reporters. "Detective, can you please
explain what occurred?" 


"Tell me what
you know." 


"Detective
Sanders was beaten up and is now in a coma. He may have been beaten up by other
cops because he is black and was having an affair with one of their
wives?" 


Mick shook his head
in disbelief. "That’s not true. None of it! No comment at this time. I’m
sorry." Mick saw Rossinotti. The reporter smiled at Mick as if they were
old friends and sauntered up, about to put his hand on Mick’s shoulder. Mick
spun away and hurried on.


"Mick? Mick?
What are you doing here?" 


Mick kept walking and
didn’t look back.


"We know what’s
going on. You know it, so why don’t you talk to me?" 


Rossinotti ran up as
Mick reached the elevators. Mick wanted to belt him, but took a deep breath and
counted to ten, scratching his eyebrow. The pest was too close. Just one shot
to his gut would take him down, but there were too many people around. 


"No
comment," Mick said and smiled as the doors opened. There were some people
getting out. Rossinotti tried to get in, but Mick shoved him back in the lobby.
The reporter lost his balance and almost fell, quickly looking around to see if
anyone had seen. Mick knew he was looking for any excuse to press charges. 


"Hey, there was
no need to hit me." 


The alarm bells rang
as someone else called for the elevator and Mick quietly said, "You’ll
know when I hit you. Understand?" 


"What happened
was a long time ago. I was just doing my job. Can’t you let it go?" 


Mick let go
of the doors. The elevator shot up. He closed his eyes and remembered the
article in Newsday years before where Rossinotti had quoted him as saying,
"There are times when I don’t know how we ever catch criminals. Some of us
are too busy trying to move up the ladder to do a lot of investigating." Taken
out of context, which Rossinotti had done to sensationalize the story, it had
sounded as if Mick was badmouthing all detectives instead of making the joke
he’d intended. It had caused him a shitload of trouble. 


Taking the elevator down with a group of doctors and nurses, who
talked and laughed at some inside-joke, Mick tightened his tie and scratched
his arms. Concerned that may suggest to them he had a disease, he stopped and
sighed out loud. A thin nurse who appeared younger than the others looked at
Mick and smiled, one of those reassuring smiles that told him things were going
to be all right. 


Mick smiled back, but he felt empty inside. There was a lot of
work to do. He was hungry and thirsty. Lemonade, that’s what he wanted, but
when the doors pulled apart, he was confronted by a television reporter and
cameraman along with the ever-present Rossinotti and some other reporters.


"Detective, what
brings you here?" 


"You know what
brings me here. I was visiting a friend." 


"Do you have any
new leads on the serial? I mean you can’t be visiting friends and let that guy
go free. Right?" 


Mick shook his head.
He scratched the side of his face and tilted his head. "We know what’s
going on," Mick mumbled to the reporter, who wore a thin tie and a short
haircut. He looked like one of the kids Mick had gone to parochial school with.
Maybe it was his son? 


"The cameras are
on." 


Mick straightened his
shoulders and spoke in an official tone. "We are still investigating this
matter. I have nothing to add at this time." 


Rossinotti stepped
close to Mick and spoke quietly so as not to be picked up by the mics. "I
can get lots more assholes to give me a soundbyte. You’re not going to be able
to get away from us. Why don’t you tell me what happened to Sanders? You need
to." 









"I need to?" Mick said and stared at him, nodding.
"I don’t need to do anything for you. You know that. You nearly destroyed
me, fuck face. I won’t ever forget that. Now, go ahead and tell your friends to
harass me all they want, but soon they’re going to realize going after me is a
waste of their time. Don’t threaten me. You should know better."


Mick strode through the
lobby and made his way out to the car. It was hot outside, the humidity made
his clothes stick to his sweating body. His tie felt like a noose. He wished he
were at the beach relaxing with a cold beer. But then, he reasoned, the sun
would give him hives and his pale Irish skin would burn and he’d have to worry
about skin cancer. 


The sun was scorching
down; he put his sunglasses on, something he rarely did, since he didn’t want
to appear like the typical undercover cop. In the past he’d liked dressing up
for the part, but he was too old for that bullshit. 


Mick’s Charger
expelled the sun’s heat in a rippling wall when he opened the door. He stood
for a few seconds before sitting inside where the inferno sucked all the life
out of him. When he started the car, the air conditioning blasted out hot air.
Mick felt the pores in his cheeks open up and take in all the filthy,
circulating dust. He felt his hands melt into the steering wheel. He called
Hall to let him know where he was and to let him know he was heading out to see
the commish. 


"How is
Sanders?" Hall asked. 


"I’m not too
sure. But I think he’s going to make it." 


"That’s good to
hear. Hey, listen Mick, do you need me to get Wong to help with the
investigation?" 


"No," Mick
said. There was a pause and Mick could tell Hall wanted to say something else.
He’d told Mick many times what a great job he was doing and how much it meant
to him to have him on board, but there was something else. Mick could sense it.



"Alright
then," Hall said. 


"Is there anything
else?" 


"I’ve been
trying to avoid this. I need to tell you. I received a call from the big guys
in the city. They’re thinking about imposing a new mandatory retirement age,
and they were asking me how old you were."









"You’re kidding me. Right? They want to start with me? What
kind of bullshit is that?" 


"That’s not all.
There’s more. Listen Mick, I don’t think they’re trying to get you out. They’re
just real nervous with everything that’s going on. I don’t think they’re
comfortable with how the investigation is going. They want this guy caught.
Mick they…they might feel you’re not doing a great job on this case. You know?
There’s a lot of media coverage, which puts a lot of pressure on them. Last
week was the worst record in ridership. A massive decline. People are nervous
about taking the train. And, it’s not just MTA. It’s affecting other commuter
lines across the country. I shit you not. Let’s make some headway here. We need
some real leads to get this Richards guy. Listen to me, I know you’re doing a great
job and all, but I think you may be getting distracted by this other
shit." 


"What are you
telling them?" Mick asked.


“You’re handling
this, but there have been distractions.  If you want my opinion it may have
been better to let SCPD handle the investigation.”


“That’s bull shit. 
But I can understand if they feel I’m incompetent.” 


"Hate to break
this to you, but this case is not about you.  Got it? We need to wrap it up,
Mick." 


"It’s under
control. You know it. I’m on the case." 


 Hall hung up. 


The air conditioner
was kicking in, and he was beginning to feel comfortable. His cell phone rang;
it was Debbie. "You all right? I haven’t heard from you. Can you come
over?" 


"Sorry. It’s
been crazy. Ah, yeah, I’ll be there tonight, Deb. I’ll call you later." 


"I miss
you." 


"Miss you,
too." 


Mick dialed in to
check the messages at his office. There were four of them. One was from Debbie
and one was from Dr. Schram, who said he may know where Richards was. Sure,
Mick thought. Another was Peter Buck, saying he’d hired a private investigator
to solve his wife’s murder; Nancy’s mother wanted Buck to hire a psychic; he
wanted Mick to call. The last message was from Heather Elwood. She sounded very
upset and demanded Mick call her back as soon as possible. 









His stomach was bothering him. Sharp pains hit him in his sides,
and he closed his eyes for a second as he drove. It was the lack of food.  It
was the lack of sleep. It was getting old; his body was giving up. Maybe Reggie
and the stiffs from the corporate office were right. Maybe it was time to hang
it up. He looked at his reflection in the mirror and rubbed his eyes gently. He
was older and beat up. When did that happen? 


Without work, he
wouldn’t know what to do. His abdomen ached. He could have some virus attacking
his lower intestines. He’d read about an airborne African virus where the bug
planted itself deep in the intestines and gradually fed on the flesh eating it
away.  A long hairy worm. He thought about the worms in his brain from the Mad
Cow Disease and smiled. 


Mick scratched his
left cheek and called Dr. Schram, who picked up at once, sounding out of
breath. "I have to hand it to you, detective—you really have me cornered.
I keep defending myself to everyone, even my wife, and I should never have to
defend myself to her. This week, we’re being audited by the state. This would
have never happened if you hadn’t come nosing around here." 


"You said you
had some information for me." 


"I do. Yes. I’ve
been preoccupied with myself for too long. It’s one of my major faults.
Detective Doran, one of the patients said he believes he saw Mr. Richards in
Brooklyn. I don’t know how reliable it is, but it may be worth some looking
into." 


"Where in
Brooklyn?" 


"Just…Brooklyn."










"One of your patients? I’ll put it on my list and try to get
out there to interview him," Mick said, suspecting the doctor was full of
shit.


"I also wanted
to let you know something else. A conductor came in here and visited Mr.
Richards on a few occasions. He was an older gentleman with gray hair and dark
glasses. He said to me, ‘The fires are still raging on…you’re forgiven. Pay
Attention. Pay attention! The public got its opinions. But you’re mistaken if
you’d think they’d forget.’ That’s what I told Mr. Richards. You know we worked
together, doc." He wanted to check in on his old friend. It’s funny I just
remembered how he said that. Just when I was thinking back to Mr. Richards. I
would watch them sitting outside, smoking and laughing, and Richards was always
gloomy and despondent when his friend left. They were very close. The last
thing Richards said to me was, ‘the jury is eating pie.’" 


"Do you remember
the conductor’s name?" Mick asked. 


"Walker. That
was his last name. Walker." 


"Ray?" 


"Yes, that’s the
man. Ray Walker. You know him?" 


"Thank you,
Doctor. Have a good day." Mick hung up the phone. 


Ray Walker. The
conductor who believed Mick was older.  The man who, come to think of it, had
been out of the picture for most of this investigation. He sniffed a few
times,  pissed with himself for not having interviewed all the conductors. What
had he been thinking? Another reason why he should call it quits.  


Mick called the dispatcher’s
office and learned Ray was working the Babylon branch.


 


~ * ~


Back in Connolly’s
office, while waiting for the commissioner to finish his press conference about
Sanders and Wendolowski, Mick called Buck. He got the answering machine and
left a message for him to please call back the cell phone. Mick explained he
was rarely in the office these days but wanted to speak to him. 


Connolly walked in and shook Mick’s
hand. Something was different. There was something hanging off him that Mick
sensed, and he was sure it had to do with Wendolowski and Sanders.









"Mick, you need
anything—coffee or soda?" he asked, looking down at the carpet and back to
his secretary, who waited at the doorway with her hands folded in front of her
stomach like an obedient angel waiting to serve. 


"I would like a glass of
water," Mick said. She smiled at him and went on her way to get it. 


"It’s really a horror show out
there," Connolly hooked a finger in the knot and loosened up his tie.
"The county executive wants me to get to the bottom of this mess. That’s
why I asked you to come in here and also to find out if you made any
decisions." 


"What
do you want to know? Sir, I told you I’m not making any decisions to rejoin the
department while I’m working on the case." 


Connolly
sat up in his seat and took a deep breath.  The leather stretched under his
weight. He leaned forward, his light blue eyes clear and penetrating as he
fixed a steady gaze on Mick. "Okay, I want to know what the fuck happened
last night, Doran!"


Mick,
startled Connolly cussed, leaned forward in his seat. "You really don’t
know? I’m surprised. I’ll tell you, then. I was having a late dinner alone when
a woman came into the restaurant. She mentioned a boyfriend who’d threatened to
beat her up and said she wanted to get away. I asked her if I could take her to
her parent’s or a friend’s house. We had just left the restaurant when a guy
rushed me, claiming he was the woman’s husband. He grabbed my arm and asked
what the hell I was doing with his wife, saying he was going to kill me. I
tried to twist away from the guy, he threatened me and we both went down."



"Stop! There was no provocation? He
simply asked a question and you hit him?" 









"No sir. He grabbed me. I twisted and we both went down. The
woman helped him up. He had a knife and jabbed it at me as I was going for my
badge. I fought back. I didn’t have a choice. The group this guy was with came
after me and started kicking me while I was on the ground. My life was being
threatened, and when I saw Koch I knew why. I saw him seconds before the
husband grabbed me. I told them I was a cop. They didn’t give two shits what I
had to say. They were there to beat me up. It was a set up." "Wait a
sec, did you tell Sanders you would be there?" 


"No." 


"Then how did he
know what was going down?" 


"I don’t know.
Did you speak to Koch?" Mick asked. 


"No."
Connolly looked away and sat back in his seat. The leather stretched and
groaned. 


"This was the
first time you’ve heard about Koch and me going at it?" 


"Yes. What’s the
deal there?" 


"I didn’t like
the man the first time we met. He’s an asshole." 


"Watch the
language! I know he is, and I know how you feel about Wendolowski." 


Rita brought his
glass of water, and Mick drank it all. She asked if he needed more. He handed
her the empty glass with a shake of his head. Connolly waited for her to leave
the office, and then said, "Finish your story." 


"Well, then I
heard Sanders yell at them to stop. I think he said he was a cop. There was a
whoosh sound like a rod, or a pipe and a clunk, like something hard on bone,
and Sanders fell to the ground, too.  I saw the blood and the blank look on his
face. When I got to him, he said Wendolowski ordered it." 


"Wendolowski?
Did you see the weapon?" 


"Not the pipe.  I
saw a knife. That’s what he said, and like I said, I saw Koch there. It was a
setup, sir. A while ago Koch and I had a fight and I broke his jaw. This was
his way to retaliate, but he needed to do it with a group. It’s not the first
time I was beaten up by this gang. They got me a few days after the first fight
with him. I know my face looks like shit, but there are some old bruises under
the new ones. Listen, the woman, her story, all of it had to be a setup.
Wendolowski knew about the fight and the beating I took. These guys were
waiting for me, but Reggie found out. I’m not sure how he did. There might be
someone in the department feeding Reggie information. He was there to protect
me. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here." 


The
radio was playing classical music and Mick stared down at the magazines he’d
seen the previous day. It looked as if nothing had moved. 


"Mick,
these are serious accusations you’re making. I know you’ve had some bad blood
with Wendolowski.  This Koch thing is new to me.  He’s a decorated cop who is
going through a difficult time at home.  Maybe you brought some of this on?  There
have been complaints about you when you worked under me, your attitude rubbed a
lot of us the wrong way.  I also know those two can be idiots and have their
own conflicts with some others.  So are you sure Sanders told you these
things?" 


"Yes, sir. Yes.
What are the doctors telling you about Reggie?" 


"He’ll be grand,
but he’s going to out for awhile. Is there anything I can help you with?" 


"I need to
finish the case.  You can help by keeping them away from me." 


"You have my
word." Connolly stood up and held out his hand. 


Mick shook it. He
felt at that moment he would never work for him. Connolly had allowed
Wendolowski and Koch to get away with their shit for too long. It was just a
matter of time before they attacked him again. 









Twenty 


Mick had lunch at Hi
Lite Diner in Port Jefferson Station. He ate a chicken salad sandwich on
toasted rye with extra mayo and wrote some thoughts in his notebook. The
lemonade tasted like crap. It was an instant blend of powdered sugar mixed with
tepid water, although the menu said it was freshly squeezed. He wrote: 


Reggie—how is he? 


Contact Ray Walker
ASAP. When was the last time he saw Mitch? 


Does Don Kongelback
know more than he’s telling about Mitch Richards? 


Mick still had
serious doubts about Don’s involvement since there was no motive. He wrote: 


Visit Schram. 


Was there really a
patient who thought he’d seen Mitch in Brooklyn? 


The
waitress wore an extra layer of mascara and appeared sedated and withdrawn. She
dragged her shoes as she walked slowly over to Mick and asked if he wanted
anything else. "No, thank you," he said. 


Mick
looked up from his notebook. The diner was quiet and slow. His waitress only
had two tables. A waiter wearing a black vest and a white shirt, yellowed with
age, sat at the counter. His sleeves were rolled up: a toothpick dangled from
his mouth as he read the paper. He stared at the waitress and held the gaze
until she looked at up at him and smiled. Her black dress fit snuggly over her
portly body. She had small breasts. Curly brown hair. Thick lips. Sort of Greek
looking with a flat Roman nose. Faint acne scars dotted her high cheek bones.
She sat down next to the waiter, her back leaning on the counter and her legs
hanging in front of her. They probably worked together for too long to care
about impressing one anothe Mick was finished with his food, but watched the
waitress and waiter flirt a bit. Their heads drew close. They kissed softly,
one of those puckered kisses. He tried to get her attention. He wanted the
check, but they ignored him. Mick was getting pissed off, but he went back to
his notes. "The meaning of life can be found in a glass of iced lemonade.
Not too sweet and not too sour." 


While he waited, Mick
called the Long Island Rail Road dispatch. "It’s Mick Doran. I need to
know when Ray Walker is getting off his shift." 


"Ray Walker? Ray
Walker," the operator repeated the name and Mick could tell she wanted to
know why he was asking, but Mick wasn’t telling her anything. 


"Ray is off for
the rest of the day, but he is working the late shift tonight. He’s on the
Ronkonkoma line. Let me see. Oh yes, he’s starting on the 3:12 from
Ronkonkoma." She waited, apparently for Mick to say something. 


"Thank you. Have
a good day." Mick hung up. 


He waved at the
waitress. She noticed him and rolled her eyes, then reluctantly got up and slid
back to his table. All of a sudden Mick was a nuisance; the minimal
pleasantries she displayed had disappeared. 


"Check,
please?" 


"That’s it? No
dessert?" 


"Not
today." Mick waited for her to do the math. 


She shook her head
and crossed something out, telling him she needed a calculator. Mick found it
strange since he only had a sandwich and lemonade. She walked back over and
handed the check to him. 


"Have a good
one." Good one, what? Mick thought. A good day? He got up, smiled, and
went to pay the bill. 


The owner behind the
register looked the same. This was a regular spot he used to frequent. The
owner seemed to recognize him and smiled. 









"How are you?" 


"Fine,"
Mick said.


"How was
everything?" 


"Horrible,"
Mick said. 


"I’m
sorry?" 


"I was thinking
of something else. I’m sorry." 


The owner smiled and
punched the register, the same old silver machine that had the numbers that
popped up like a Jack-in-the-box. Mick handed him a ten. The guy placed it on
the ledge of the register. He licked the tips of his fingers, pulling the bills
from the drawer and shaking each one to make sure none stuck together. 


~ * ~ 


 


Mick headed to the
South Shore towards Ronkonkoma.  There was a distinct difference between the
South Shore of Long Island and the North Shore. For the most part, those who
live on the North Shore thought they were a little better than their Southern
brothers and sisters. The land was flatter on the South side, there were more
industrial complexes, more malls and flea markets. In Coram for instance, most
of the residents rented their homes, were section eights, lived on food stamps
and welfare, had a higher crime rate, and the high school dropout percentages
was higher. This was the region on Long Island where used cars were considered
a luxury, taking the bus was a necessity as well as the run down Laundromats
where mothers and children would congregate on the weekends.   The Laundromat
was the place for the women, the men had the seedy bars. There were PAL boxing
clubs and OTB’s. Most barbershops had a pool table in the back. Domestic abuse
was prevalent as well as public intoxication. 


Ronkonkoma Station
was like driving back to his past, reminding Mick when he and Wendolowski
worked the same shift. They didn’t drive together, but Mick backed him up and
at times he would be there when Mick called. Wendolowski was a lot differen
then. He was a clean freak who went by the book, except the night Mick caught
him with the teenaged girl. Mick had his suspicions about Wendolowski and found
him parked behind a 7-11 with his lights off. Mick pulled in, quickly turning
off his lights when he noticed the other cruiser. A second later Mick knew what
was going on. Wendolowski had a woman in this car. His head was tilted back.
Mick could see the top of her head in his lap. She looked up quickly as Mick
cruised up close. Wendowlowski shoved her down and glared at Mick. "What
the fuck are you doing here?" 


"We got a call.
Guess you didn’t hear it. It was a report of a car parked back here for a long
time. The store manager got nervous." 


"Bullshit,
Doran." 


The woman sat up. She
was wearing an orange and white 7-11 smock. Judging by the acne on her cheeks,
she couldn’t have been more than sixteen or so, and she looked petrified. 


"So, what’s
going on?" Mick asked. 


"She
said she needed to tell me about some punks. They were going to fuck her
up." 


"And
you needed to get her story while you got a blow job? I mean the headlights are
out. Looks like you didn’t want anyone to know you were here. I bet you can’t
get out of the car without your pants falling down.” 


“What
the fuck?"


Wendolowski
rubbed his chin, took a deep breath and growled deeply. He told the girl,
"Get the fuck out of my car." 


The
girl had thin arms, and a flat chest took deep breaths, and looked like she was
about to cry. She reached over and opened her door, got out of the car and
stood there.  She looked at Mick. 


"I’m
sorry," she said back to Wendolowski and Mick.  She pointed to
Wendolowski’s car and said,"He said if anyone finds out…" she said to
Mick. 


"Shut
the fuck up!" Wendolowski screamed at the girl. "He doesn’t care
about you!" 


"Don’t listen to
him," Mick said. "You’re going to be all right. I’ll make sure of it.
No one’s going to bother you." 


"He said he’d
kill me." She pointed at Wendolowski, to stress her point and then she ran
to the back of the store and pulled open the door. The store’s light flashed
into the dark parking lot and vanished as she went inside and slammed the door.



"Mick, it’s not
the way it looks. I swear." 


"I saw you.
Listen, if anything happens to her, I’ll fuck you up. Trust me on this. I’ll
make sure you’re fucked for good." 


"Whose side you
on—huh? Theirs? Who do you think you are? Fuck you! She’s a slut; she came onto
me. You should have seen her!" 


Mick pointed his
finger at him. "Keep your dick in your pants. That’s all I’m saying. How
the fuck would your wife feel if she found out?" 


"She’s not going
to find out…right? Right Mick?" 


"Not this
time." 


~ * ~ 


The Ronkonkoma line
was electric like the Huntington train. Mick parked the car at the MTA booth
and jogged across the street to the shopping mall, then to the waiting room for
the trains. He checked to see if there was anyone in the ticket booth and waved
when the agent came up. 


"Just going to
wait here for a little while." He sat on the bench and waited for the
conductors to converge and meet before their shift. The first to step inside
was Ray. His hair was messed up, his uniformed shirt was wrinkled and his tie
was crooked. He looked like he’d been sleeping in his car. They looked at one
another and smiled, as if there was a hidden joke or a secret they shared. Mick
walked over to Ray and held out his hand. 









"I’m really happy to see you, Ray." Mick sighed and
rubbed his hands together. 


"Why—what’s up,
Mick?" Ray looked a little confused and searched Mick’s face for a clue. 


"When was the
last time you saw Mitch Richards?" 


Ray’s mouth dropped
open. He scratched the back of his head. "Who?" 


"Don’t fuck with
me, Ray." 


"Mitch? I don’t
know, I can’t remember." 


"You remember
visiting him at Pilgrim State, right?" 


"Sort of. I
thought he’d never listen. Narrow lack of vision," he said quietly and
looked down at his shoes. 


Mick moved closer to
him and said slowly, "You were the only friend he had. The only person who
came to visit him…right? I know I’m right, Ray. Tell me where he went." 


Ray looked up at
Mick. He could see the sadness Ray carried. His eyes were moist, as if Mick had
struck a nerve. "I’d visit and ask how was prison. Then he showed up and I
let him stay with me. That was until the meds wore off." 


"And where do
you live?" 


"I live in
Smithtown." 


"Where did he
go?" 


"Somewhere in
the woods.  He told me the voices were calling him. I walked with him one
night. We went to the edge of the woods, but I wouldn’t go inside. I stood
there and watched him go. He thumped his chest and he was gone." 


"Where was
this?’ 


"Caleb Smith
Park. Smithtown." 


"When?" 


"Maybe last
year? It’s hard to say." Ray sniffled a few times. 









"Do you think he’s still in there?" 


"Pay attention.
Mr. Richard’s position is a messenger pigeon. I thought you’d listen but the
words never crystallized. I don’t know. The public’s got opinions. Mick, I’m
really sorry for not saying anything before. Please understand. You know,
what’s going on. Don’t you? Richards has a narrow lack of opinion." 


"I don’t know
what’s going on, but you’re mistaken if you’d think we’d forget about anything.
Can’t tell me the last time you saw him?" 


"Please, don’t
arrest me." 


"When, Ray? I
need to know! In prison they’ll teach you how to listen." 


"A few weeks
ago. I saw him walking in Stony Brook, on 25A, and it looked like he was headed
toward St. James," he said. 


"So, let me get
this straight. This was before Elwood and Oldenberg. Right?" 


"Oh yeah, Mick.
Jesus, yes…way before. You have to believe me.  The fires still rage on." 


"You think he
may have had something to do with it…right? That’s why you didn’t tell me
anything about you and him being friends, even when you knew I was
investigating? Did you know Mitch wanted to kill them?" 


"We’re the
children of the choir. Sign the paper and stamp the ribbon right? No Mick. I
wouldn’t say that. He’s not a killer. He’s just a little odd, that’s all."



"Thanks, Ray.
I’m going to need to take you in for some questioning." 


"Wherever you
take me, I’m not saying anything till I speak to my lawyer." 


"I know what’s
going on. And when we track down your attorney I strongly recommend you talk
more." 


He parked his car in
front of the MTA headquarters and got out. He hadn’t handcuffed Ray, and when
he opened the back door Ray stepped out and stretched a little. 


"Think about the
victims when you’re in there.  They were defenseless.  On their way home to see
their families, have dinner with their children.  Now these kids and a mother
and father are also victims.  Only a fucking coward attacks someone back."
Mick said and smirked. He felt he was breaking the case. 









"You think you have something the others missed out on."



"I know
so." 


Mick opened the door
to the building and held it open for Ray, who had a slight limp. The man winced
with each step. 


"What happened
to your leg?" 


"Oh, I twisted
my knee when I was working in the yard a couple of weeks ago." 


Mick brought him into
his office and found a chair. Ray sat down rubbing, his knee. Mick sat back and
wiped his forehead. His lungs ached and he thought this was the first sign of
cancer. He remembered when he smoked, and knew eventually the cancer sticks
would catch up. He shook the thought. 


"What’s your
attorney’s name?" Mick asked. 


"I don’t have
one. Doesn’t the state grant me an attorney?" 


"That’s if
you’re under arrest. I’m not arresting you. I wanted to bring you in to find
out a few things. That’s all.  Let’s sit down in another room and talk." 


"You mean you
want to interrogate me?" 


"I mean, I want
to ask you some questions. Where it’s more private. Ray, don’t be an asshole.
You know me. I’m not going to fuck you up if that’s what you’re worried about."



"I didn’t say
that, but I have my rights." 


Mick helped him up
and they walked slowly down the hall. Mick unlocked the door and held it open
for Ray. "Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back with the chief." 


"Mick, I told
you—I’m not talking to you or anyone else without an attorney present." 


"Sit
tight." 


Mick found Hall
speaking to one of the MTA officers in his office. "Mick, this is Joe
Cerbini," Hall said. "He was the first to the Oldenberg scene." 


"I was telling
Chief Hall that she was still breathing, and was trying to say something."



"And?" Mick
asked. 









"I couldn’t make it out. She could barely breathe, forget
about speaking, but she was pointing to her neck." 


"Thanks,"
Mick said and nodded. 


"Cerbini, give
me a minute with Mick." 


Cerbini walked away.
Mick looked at Hall. "What the fuck was that about?" 


"The kid wants
to go into investigations. He was going for his masters in criminal justice,
but had to drop out. He’s a good kid." 


"The conductor,
Kongelbeck, he described the same thing and it was in the paper. Listen, I have
Ray Walker in the interview room. He says he’s not talking without an
attorney." 


"Did you call
his attorney?" 


"He doesn’t have
one." 


Hall scratched his
chin and sighed. "We either get an attorney for him or we coax him to
speak anyway." 


"He mentioned
two things which may be enough—he last saw Mitch on 25A in Stony Brook, and the
last real contact he had was when he followed Mitch to the edge of Caleb Smith
woods. Ray said he didn’t go but Mitch did." 


"Where the fuck
is that?" 


"Smithtown."



"If you want,
you can go there and I’ll try to coax Ray to talk to me. At least I can get an
attorney on the horn and keep him here for a few hours. Will that be enough
time?" 


"It might. 
Let’s see what we can get out of him," Mick said. 


They walked down to
the room. Mick knocked and then unlocked the door. 


Ray sat still with
his arms folded in front of him.  He looked up and blurted, "The public’s
got opinions and these consequences border on the compound that you raised.
We’re all the children of the choir from the compound fire."


“What?” Mick asked.


“Do you have to lock
the door?” 


"I’m sorry about
that Ray, but that’s policy. We can’t have an ordinary citizen just roam
through the place, you know? This is Chief Hall; he’s here to see if he can
help you." 









"Hi Ray, is there anything I can get for you—coffee, water?
How about a soda?" 


"How long am I
going to be here?" 


"You don’t seem
right. How are you feeling? Listen, I’m sure you want to clear this Richards
story up for us, right? Mick said you don’t want to speak without an attorney
present. I respect that. What is your attorney’s name?" 


"I don’t have
one. Can’t you find someone for me?" 


"You’re not
under arrest." 


"So, I can
leave?" Ray began to get up. 


"From what Mick
told me, you were the last one to see Mitch. You took him to the woods in
Smithtown. Is that right? Do you know he’s our prime suspect?" 


"What?" 


"You’re mistaken
if you think we’ll just forget. We all know what’s going on." 


"Really? I don’t
think you do. Can I leave?" 


"Ray, did you
know he wanted to kill Kevin Elwood and Nancy Oldenberg? You did…didn’t you? 
Listen, it’s going to take a very long time to find an attorney." 


"We’re the
children of the choir? Heh? I’m sorry, but before I say another thing, I want
an attorney." 


"Ray, I will get
an attorney for you. It’s just going to take,  hours.  A long time for both of
us.  You’re here with us, it’s time to tell us a few things.  But  I want to
make sure you’re comfortable. Are you sure you don’t need anything? How about
hitting the john?" 


"I’m good."
Ray sat back down. 


"Ray," Mick
said, "I’ll be back later. I’m going to check out the woods. You said
Caleb Smith…right?" 


"If that’s what
I said. My attorney is not here." 


Mick looked at Hall
and nodded, and they left the room. Mick closed the door and started walking
down the hallway. 


"Well?"
Hall asked. 


"I think I need
to go to the park and see what I can find. Shit, it’s obvious he knows a lot more
than what he’s saying. What the fuck was that about preaching to the
choir?" 









"I think he going to plead insanity if we end up pulling him
in. He probably knows something, but I can’t hold him for too long." 


~ * ~ 


 


Green trees rushed by
his car. The radio was blasting Steve Miller Band’s “Fly like an Eagle.” It was
always a trippy song, and Mick thought back to hanging out in Astoria with this
Greek girl, remembering she had hair on her nipples and he was turned off by
it. Her skin was dark. She liked to dance and smiled easily, but he could not
remember her name. The air conditioner was on, although it looked as if the
rain was coming in. Mick sat back in his seat and looked at his reflection in
the rear view mirror, he was too old for this shit. 


Ray’s face popped
into Mick’s mind.  He wanted to go back to the station and rough him up a
little, just to scare him a bit. It’s odd, Mick thought how people transform
themselves and say things out of character.  Mick had assumed Ray would talk
the minute they sat down, but his reluctance to share too many details
suggested guilt, although that could be a survival mechanism. 


The drive to Caleb
Smith Park did not take long as traffic was light. He pulled into the parking
lot and looked at the old mansion up on the hill where Theodore Roosevelt
visited and hunted with his friends. He flashed the parking attendant his ID.
The kid took a step back and waved Mick in. 


"Hey, where’s
the main office?" 


"Up at the
house, just follow the path." 


He parked the car on
the odd patterned driveway. He’d never seen a driveway like this before—small
triangles with grass growing between thin the slates in the surface. 


Mick walked up to the
old house. On the left side of the driveway was the open pond, with thick green
algae growing steadily in the summer heat. The humidity and the still air kept
the shallow water warm. Dragonflies hovered over it. Mick moved closer. A
bullfrog jumped and splashed into the slime. It was quiet, no one around. 









Up on the second floor, a painter stretched out on a ladder and,
balancing on his toes, touched up some of the bare spots near the roof. He
didn’t look down at Mick. Bare wood and fresh coats of paint.  Streaks of white
paint running down his tan muscular arms the radio played U2’s “Sunday Bloody
Sunday.” Mick studied the painters slow and even strokes; he felt sorry for the
guy stuck outside in the middle of the day, so close to the tar roof. It must
have been close to 120 degrees. The clouds seemed to reflect humidity back down
from the sky. 


Inside, the office
was cool and a black man behind a desk stood up slowly. His stomach bulged
inside the tight khaki short- sleeved shirt. The uniform was stained. The half
eaten sandwich was waiting for the guy to polish it off. 


"I’m Detective
Doran," Mick said. 


"My name is
Clarence. Hey, wait a minute, yeah, I recognize you from the paper." 


"I’m looking for
a white man around five foot ten, medium build. He may be hiding in the woods.
His name is Mitchell Richards." Mick pulled out the photo ID as well as
the artist’s sketch he kept in his pocket. 


Clarence studied the
picture, and rubbed his nose with the back of his index finger and nodded. 


"You’ve seen him
before?" 


"Not that I
remember." 


"You’re looking
at the picture like you’ve seen him," Mick said and watched as Clarence
took in a deep dismissive breath and sighed. 









"Shit, yeah, I know this guy. I think I’ve seen him before,
but not around here. I think I saw him in town. He looks like a vagrant I used
to see around. He hung around the topless place—you know the one on 25A near
the bull? That little place? Yeah, I saw him there a few times, just walking on
the sidewalk. He couldn’t get in and he yelled at us, saying we were evil and
anyone who worked in there was evil. Evil! If the bouncers went after his ass,
he sort of ran and turned around after like ten steps and shouted back,
"You’re all sons of the devil, all of you!" That was the last time I
saw him. It was really funny," he said and stopped talking.  Clarence
swallowed and took a deep breath as if he was looking at a ghost. 


"What is it,
Clarence?" 


"Is he the
killer on the train? This Richards? I mean, did I really see him? I feel like
I’m asking the question but knowing the answer." He looked searchingly at
Mick. 


"I don’t know,
but he’s someone we’re very interested in." 


"God, and just
think I saw him. I saw him and heard his screams and thought nothing of it. You
can never tell. Detective, if you told me he could kill, I would have told you
this guy couldn’t hurt a fly, and wouldn’t have thought nothing of it. He called
me evil. and I walked into that bar and didn’t think twice about it. Just like
any man would.  And now I’m face to face with this?" 


"When was the
last time you saw him?" 


"Months. It’s
been a long time," he said and went back to his chair. The seat creaked
under his weight. Mick looked around at the cracked plaster walls.  The
posters  on them warn about deer ticks and how to identify what were the
symptoms of Lyme Disease.  He made a note to check for ticks.  Clarence lifted
his sandwich and took a bite. Mick thought it was strange, taking a bite,
looking sort of distracted and lost in his own thoughts; it was as if he’d
forgotten Mick was still in the room.  Mick thought he felt a tick scramble up
the back of his knee.  A bite can paralyze.


Clarence asked,
"Do you need anything else?" 


"Not at this
time." Mick left. 


He was looking
forward to seeing Debbie and getting his mind off the job. As he walked back to
his car he called Cheryl and left a message. 


He walked back to his
car and he called Hall to check to see if Ray was talking yet. 


"I had to let
him go," Hall said. 


"I don’t
understand. Why?" 


"One of the
local legal reps called and asked why I was detaining him." 


"And?" 


"I said I would
release him." 


"Do
you know where he went?" 


"No,
but we’re trailing him.” 


"What
are you talking about?" 


"Walker
was driven back to the station to pick up his car, but we are following him.”


"Thank
you. I guess." Mick hung up the phone. Back when he’d been with SCPD or
even back in the city, Walker would have been smacked on the side of the head
to get him to talk. 


            Mick walked
to the edge of the woods and picked up some leaves to compare them to the few
they found on Oldenberg.  They looked the same, but all leaves look the same
when they’ve dried and turned brown.  He placed some in an evidence bag.  He
followed a path that led him to a pond.  He watched a fisherman casting from
the edge.  The man was oblivious as Mick walked up to him.


“Excuse
me?”  Mick asked.


“Sure?”


Mick pulled out a picture
of Richards and asked if he recognized him.


The man studied
Richard’s face and shook his head.  His line pulled and he went back to it.


“Do me a favor, take my
card and call me if you see this guy.  Thank you.”


 


 


 


 


Twenty One


Mick parked the car
in front of his condo. Landscapers had come there earlier in the day; grass
clippings and puddles were left from the sprinkler they’d switched on after
cutting their way through the condensed and chemical-filtered lawns. The dark
toxic blades of grass were too green, like the thin strands of plastic Cheryl
put in the girls’ Easter baskets. There was nothing unique about the other
homes on his block. Their exteriors were all yellow vinyl siding and each condo
had the same windows. They shared similar- looking driveways and walkways and
front doors. Residents were forbidden to hold a BBQ  in their backyards because
they would violate the town’s fire codes. And yet this was the place he came
back to, a McPlace he called this cookie cutter abode his home. 


Mick called Debbie to
let her know he was back. 


"Mick—stranger?
Is that you? You want to have dinner?" Debbie asked. 


Mick heard the TV in
the background, some Taco Bell commercial. Her tone expressed the feelings she
was trying to say. She wanted to have as much time alone with him as possible.
Mick thought about sitting with her in the kitchen, lighting a candle on the
small circular table. Two plates with whatever meal she prepared.  Waiting for
the right moment to lean across and hold her hand. 


He closed his eyes
and thought about kissing her. "Yeah, it’s me. I can’t wait to see
you," Mick said. 


"Mick,
the girls are visiting their father this weekend. I thought we could get away
somewhere." 


"I
don’t know, Deb, I’m really beat. How about we talk about it some more when I
get over there?" 


"I
don’t understand." 


"There’s
a lot going on, you know that. I’ve been busy at work, really busy and I can’t
think about doing anything more than just seeing you tonight." 


"Oh,
come on. You don’t think I’ve been busy, too? It’s just a couple of days since
we saw one another. Hon, I know you’ve got a lot on your plate. All I’m asking
is you keep an open mind." 


Mick
thought back to when they were last together, she was pissed and now made a
drastic shift.  "I’ll think about it, so do you want to go out for
dinner?" 


"Thanks, but
it’s too early for dinner. The girls are going to eat here and I’ll stop over
at your place later. How does that sound?" 


Mick didn’t know what
she meant. She could mean she would visit for a little while, and he was all
right with that.  She might be planning on staying the night. Mick hoped that
was what she was trying to tell him, but he didn’t want to speculate and have
any expectations.


"That sounds
fine. Deb, do you want me to pick up a bottle of wine?" 


"I’m not
drinking anymore, Mick. I want to take a break. I just want you. All of you.
I’ll see you later, tiger." 


"Tiger?" 


"That’s my
nickname for you. Adios," she said and hung up the phone. 


Mick stood in the
kitchen, his hands on the counter, seeming to support most of his weight. His
ears rang and he thought they were clogged, maybe from allergies. That’s what
he was suffering from, but allergies was too vague a word, and too weak. If he
was suffering, it was something serious. Something that could grab someone’s
attention, make them listen to him describe the symptoms. This ringing was
something new. Maybe it was brain cancer? He shook at the thought and didn’t
want to consider such a thing. Silence loomed and the ringing faded till he was
left with the absence of thoughts and only his breath. 









A pile of dirty plates were in the sink. He remembered taking care
of his daughters and how he felt the house was never clean enough. The minute
he cleaned up, there would be another mess, and he’d sort of given up the
battle and played with them as much as possible. Maybe he’d somehow sensed
their time together was short and he wanted to experience their lives together.
There was always a time to clean, but sitting on the floor with water color
paints and crayons made their time special. He’d read an Eric Carle book and
they’d ask him to read another book and another. He thought about the girls,
how much older and distant they were from him now, as if the girls grew up to
become far away relatives. 


Reggie referred to
them as his daughters. Mick thought about Reggie in the dark room. He closed
his eyes and said a prayer for him. 


The doorbell rang. He
peered through the glass at Debbie, who glanced side to side to see if any of
the neighbors were looking. Her blue jeans rode a little tight on her hips. Her
bra pushed up her breasts so they were perkier than usual. Mick smiled and
thought she looked beautiful. He opened the door, his smile widening. Debbie
smiled back and walked in. 


"It occurred to
me that you were alone and you might need some company," she said. 


"I was about to
clean up a little." 


"There’s always
time to clean up." 


She walked into the
dark den and sat on the sofa. The light was off, the curtains pulled closed.
The only light filtered in from the kitchen. She appeared like a figure in a black
and white movie, he thought; a shadow or some mysterious woman sitting and
waiting for him to cross into the darkness. 


"How’s it goin’,
tiger?" 


Mick felt bashful and
scratched the side of his head and smiled. 


"Why don’t you
come over here and get comfortable?" she asked. 


He did and laid his
heavy head on her lap. She rubbed his neck and scratched his scalp. 









"Talk to me, Mick." 


"There’s a
lot." 


"Go ahead, close
your eyes and talk to me." She leaned down, tried to kiss him, but he was
too far away. 


He didn’t say it, but
laying there reminded him of when Cheryl used to sit next to him at the beach
in Atlantic City. It was the only place they could afford to escape to. The
cries of the large white sea gulls and the surf crashing, and her voice whispering
settled all of his fears. Cheryl had the subtle way to distract him from
obsessing. He thought about the summer wind, how it came in and passed and felt
perfect. And here was Debbie. She had amazing fingers that pulled the tension
away and made him open up like a babbling drunk. 


"I’m getting too
old for this shit," Mick said. 


"What makes you
think so?" 


"I don’t have
the stamina. I used to be able to go seventy-two hours without any sleep. If
there was someone I needed to stake out, I just did it and didn’t complain.
That was it. When I felt foggy or light headed, I ate and drank coffee. Life
was easier back then, Deb. Shit, we had a solid witness today, but had to let
him go.  Richards is an enigma. I’m not as sharp.  I should’ve had this wrapped
up." 


"Stop feeling
sorry for yourself. How’s Reggie Sanders?" 


"He’ll make it.
He’s a strong man," Mick watched the corners of her mouth curl as she
smiled. He watched her breasts rise and fall above him as he lay there. 


"Am I too
heavy?" 


"No. What
happened?  How were you two attacked?" 


Mick didn’t know what
to tell her. He wanted to leave out the part where he’d left the restaurant
with another woman however innocent it might have been. He looked away.
"It’s confidential. There’re a few things I can share with you, but this
is not one of them. I’m sorry." 


"Why not—is it
because there was another woman?" 


"What are you
talking about?"


“I
heard what happened, Tiger. You were trying to take another woman home and you
found out she was married. Her husband and his friends jumped you, but Reggie
was there to save you. I heard something like that."


Mick sat up and looked at her. "What! Who told you such
bullshit?" 


"If you don’t tell me the truth, I can find it on the radio.
It’s on 1010 Radio. You were trying to pick up one of their wives. What’s
wrong, I’m not good enough? You can always call me and I’ll be here. You don’t
need anyone else, do you?" 


Mick thought quickly and shook his head. "I didn’t want you
to get the wrong impression. It wasn’t like that at all. I was just trying to
take this woman back to a friend’s house, or her folks. She said she was in
trouble, her boyfriend was beating on her and she wanted to escape. I was
jumped. It was a setup. I’ve got a bunch of asshole cops who want to kick my ass."



"Why?" 


"The prick I had that fight with." 


"Is it over, Mick? Between us?" 


"Between us—what makes you ask me that?" 


"I’m not sure what’s going on." 


"Debbie, I am not sure myself, the other night you  kicked me
out and tonight you’re calling me Tiger? I always thought we had something
special. Listen, there’s been a lot of shit going on. The drama is getting to
me, and I want it all to stop. Maybe it’s best I’m by myself." 


"No, then, we’re going to get through this. I’m not losing
you. You said it, this is special. I’ve been through a lot worse. I had a good
husband and a whore broke it up. You said the same thing about Reggie, that he
broke up a good family. We can’t let these people destroy good lives." 


Mick shook his head and yawned deeply. "Reggie came at the
right time. He’s a good man. I don’t want to rehash the past, but Cheryl and I
were pretty much over when Reggie came into her life. It sounds like your
situation was a lot different." 


"Is that so? I didn’t realize you felt that way." 


"We can’t share
our misery. That’s the way I’m remembering my break up. Reggie saved my ass,
Deb. He took the beating those guys were going to give me. I owe him. It’s
taken a long time to realize the divorce was the best thing that could have
happened. My children may be better off for having him as their stepfather, but
I will always be their dad. I have some wonderful memories. Reggie is a very
responsible man; he’ll always do the right thing. He may be a little cocky
sometimes, but he will be there for me, or anyone who needs help. It’s taken a
long time for me to accept that. I’ll always have moments when I’d rather not
have to deal with him, but since we’ve been working together on the case, I
respect him and would do anything I can for him. He saved my life,
Debbie." 


"This
is all new to me, I guess I was confused about your marriage.  I don’t know
why, you never complained about either of them.  So, Reggie will make it?"



"Yeah,
I think so." 


"So
how about you and me getting away this weekend?" 


"What
about it? 


"Can
we get away?" 


"I’m
sorry, Deb. I’m close to wrapping up this case. Then there are the internal
investigations with SCPD. I need to find this guy first." 


"How close are
you?" 


"He’s at my
fingertips." 


"So, tiger, how
about you and I take a short trip upstairs?" 


"Now, that’s
something we can do." 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Twenty Two


The next morning Mick
got up and made a mug of coffee and had an urge for a cigarette. This was an
old craving that would suddenly strike when he least expected it. He took a
deep breath and considered the cost of a pack of Marlboros, and that was enough
to make him stop thinking of the smoke, the taste in his mouth, the way it slid
down the back of his throat and down to his lungs, and the burning sensation
his nicotine stained finger tips felt as he tried to get the last hit. That
first cigarette in the morning with a coffee was the best, maybe even better
than the after dinner cigarette or the after sex. Cheryl never liked it when he
lit up in bed. 


He thought about
Reggie and hoped he wasn’t craving a cigarette, then again it might be best for
him if he was. It would be a sign he was getting better. 


Debbie came silently
into the kitchen, wearing his robe. 


"How did you
sleep?" he asked. 


"Just
fine." She paused a moment. "Mick, thank you." 


"For what?"



"For being you.
You are beautiful and considerate." 


Mick looked at her eyes
and watched her breathe in his soul, and she bounced slightly to get to her
tippy toes and kissed him. 


"I mean it, Mick." 


"I know you do. Thank you
for staying."


“I was thinking about you this
morning and the way you’re always sick.  Have you ever thought that you may be
trying to hide behind your illness?  I think what you have is a form of
obsessive compulsive behavior.”


“What?”


Debbie rubbed his back, “Most
obsession s are irrational.”


“I’m irrational?”


“You’re obsession with being sick
is.  I think you’re running away from something from your past.  Maybe your ex
wife had more control of your emotions and without her you were lost… till we
met.”


“It’s too early for this.  Have
some coffee and sit with me for a few minutes.”


 


The
sky was cloudy. He took a shower and got dressed. His skin felt raw and he
scratched till he left marks on his skin. He looked at his reflection. The tie
was not too bright, maroon with gold stripes. The tag on the back said Brooks
Brothers, and he smiled. Most of the ties he bought were cheap ones from
Marshall’s. There had been a few mornings waiting on the platform for a train
when he’d noticed a couple of men wearing the same tie. Marshall’s must buy in
bulk. He pulled on his brown trenchcoat in case it rained and he got stuck in
the woods looking for Richards. 


As he started the car
he took a moment to think about Debbie and watching her sleeping in his bed,
feeling her legs tremble as she fell asleep. A weekend away would have been
perfect. If only he could wrap up the case and give her all of his attention.
He backed out of the driveway and started down the road. 


Since he’d spent
little time in the office the day before, he stopped in to check the voice
mails and emails. He hated emails. Most of them were crude jokes forwarded
around the department. He called the hospital and was transferred to Reggie’s
room. 


Cheryl answered.
"Hey, Mick. He’s going to be all right. First thing he asked was if you
made it." 


"Did he say
anything?" 


"Not too much,
but he was happy to know you were alive." 


"I told you it
wasn’t me." 


"I’m sorry,
Mick. I snapped. I was upset. I’m sorry. You’re a good man. Sometimes we all
say the wrong things now and then." 


"No problem.
Tell him I need him back out here. I can’t do it by myself." 


"I will. Be
well, Mick." 


"You too,
Cheryl." 









Mick poured a mug of coffee and listened to the morning report. He
checked his notes to see if there was anything missing. Richard’s brother. The
one in Florida. He should call to see if he heard from Mitch. He also needed to
call the commish. A helicopter patrolling the Caleb Smith Park would be
helpful. Come to think of it, there might be hikers and campers who’d seen
something. He also needed to get Ray Walker back in for an interview. That was
first. He sat back in his seat and listened to the sounds in the office. The
voices all seemed distant, and then faded. He realized he was alone, took a
deep breath and thought back to the urge for a cigarette. His arms began to
itch. There was a lot to accomplish, but he didn’t want to do anything at the
moment. He wanted to find a distraction. He thought about going back to woods
with a K-9 unit: trudging through the trees with the dogs, wearing his trench
coat like the scene from Cool Hand Luke; but it was Mitch who was running. Mick
closed his eyes and thought of howling Basset Hounds and German shepherds
running through the trees, catching squirrels and raccoons and opossums, and
all the cops wearing mirrored sunglasses like county sheriffs from Alabama.
Come to think of it, SCPD had a canine unit. He wrote this down. Another option
would be to pass out flyers at the stations and on the trains to see if anyone
had seen Richards. Of course there would be a reward. 


Desperation over his
lack of success in solving the case ate at Mick. He sat back in the silent
office and sipped his coffee. Then he got up and went to the bathroom. 


Hall stood at a sink,
washing his hands and inspecting his face in the mirror. "What brings you
in?" He said, his voice echoing in the damp tiled chamber. 


"I stopped in to
check my messages and get my thoughts down." 


"How’s
Sanders?" 


"Sanders is very
well." 


"How are
you?" 


"I have some
ideas. Maybe if you have a few minutes I’ll go over them with you." 


"Sounds like a
plan. I’ve got to speak to the corporate office this afternoon, so why don’t
you come around before noon? Does that work for you?" 


"Sounds good, I’ll
see you then." 


"Mick, they’re
seriously considering offering you a pension" Hall said.


“It may be time,” Mick
said studying his blank expression in the mirror; the image appeared
ambivalent.


            “What should I tell them about the
case?”


"You
know what to say, tell them we’re getting closer to solving the case. I’m
narrowing in on Richards’ location. I thought about one other thing, and I
wanted to ask if it’s feasible; what do you think about a public message, you
know, maybe posting on the trains and handing out leaflets to the commuters? It
will let everyone know who we’re looking for. What do you think?" 


"Are you
shitting me? It’s been in the papers and the news, Mick. Corporate is nervous
as it is. You know about the decline in ridership." 


"We can’t hide
this, but we need all the help we can get. I think involving the passengers
would be beneficial.” 


"You
said we’re narrowing in on Richards! What the fuck? I know we can’t hide it.
That’s not what I’m talking about. If we pass out leaflets- it’s sending the
wrong message. That’s like saying we’re helpless and we need the public’s
assistance solving this case. Is that what you want? This is telling corporate
and Connolly what they assume: Mick Doran can’t solve this fuckin’ case. We’re
the professionals here. We’re the ones doing our fuckin’ job, and sure as shit,
I’m not asking Joe Schmo if he can help one of my… wait… the best detective I
have. I don’t know how the fuck you did things when you were with Suffolk, but
here, you’re playing by my rules. Understand? It’s in your best interest."



"Say
one of them saw something, perhaps a sketch would trigger something." 


Hall
crossed his arms and sighed loudly, and then said very quietly and slowly—each
word pronounced with a pause, "Let. Me. Think. About. It. Stop in and see
me later." 


Mick
watched as he left the bathroom. He faced his reflection and was surprised to
see the bruises were almost completely faded. It seemed the fights were ancient
history. 


 


Mick’s
office phone rang. "Doran." 


"You
have any details?" 


Mick
didn’t recognize the voice. "Who’s this?" 


"It’s
your old pal." 


“You’re
not my pal, Wendolowski?” Mick shook his head in disbelief. "What do you
want?" 


"I’m
working for Mr. Buck. He hired me privately to investigate his wife’s death.
So, you have anything for me?" 


The
sound of his voice triggered hatred, but Mick remained professional and
regained some composure. He told him flat out, "You’ll never get any of my
information. I won’t give you  shit. But you can call the public affairs
department for the MTA. Have a good day." He hung up before Wendolowski
could respond with a wise-ass remark. Mick couldn’t believe the man’s arrogance
and went back to his notes. 


There must have been
more employees who’d worked with Mitch. It wasn’t that long ago, maybe they
could give him some new details that would help. Mick knew Richards was
somewhere between Kings Park and Port Jefferson, about a twenty mile stretch.
He also knew someone between these two towns knew where Richards was. 


Connolly called Mick.
"How are you?" 


"I’m fine."



"Did you make a
decision?" 


"Not yet.
Wendolowski just called. What’s going on with you guys?" 


"What do you
mean?" the commissioner asked. 


"Both of you
calling within in a matter of minutes? Strange, I think. Are you working with
him?" 


"Mick—what the…?
What are you talking about? Don’t go paranoid on me. You need to relax,
Detective." He lowered his voice. "I know you have a lot on your
plate. Sometimes, I think you forget who you’re talking to." 


"No. You’re
wrong. Sometimes I think you forget, and once again I’m reminding you: I don’t
work for you. You didn’t answer my question. Are you working with
Wendolowski?" 


"Mick, the
reason I called is I need to investigate this matter with Sanders a lot more.
IA wants to make damn sure race is not a factor." 


"It’s not about
race. Don’t tell me they’re listening to some shithead like that reporter
Rossinotti. You know the press is always making up bullshit. Let me tell you
what I know: Wendolowski is corrupt, he’s got half of the department catering
to his every whim. IA needs to look into this all right, but the race card is a
smokescreen."


Connolly
stammered with angst, “Call me when you have your head on straight Mick.”


             "Have
a nice day, sir," Mick said but Connolly had hung up. 


He
got up slowly from his chair and felt the muscles on his back strain. The itch
in his arms was back, his stomach felt as if it was twisting in knots. Could be
the coffee, he told himself. Maybe they cleaned the pot with bleach and the
chemicals were causing  neurological damage . He closed his eyes and winced and
wasn’t sure if he needed to get onto a toilet. 


Hall
was on the phone when Mick walked past his office; he waved at him, giving Mick
the impression they could talk later. He mouthed the words, "Call you
later." Hall nodded back. 


Mick
went into the bathroom and found a stall. The pain was intense. He imagined the
acidic fluid draining out. He bent over and tried not to make a sound. He
thought about what he needed to do. Take a drive to the stations between
Smithtown and Port Jefferson. 


~ * ~ 


It rained lightly.
The streets were slick and black. Leaves dotted the road and Mick swerved to
avoid a cat that ran blindly across the street. He drove slower than usual. 


The parking lot in
Smithtown was fairly empty. It was summer, the hordes of commuters were off on
their summer vacations. Mick liked it that way. He wanted to spend the rest of
the afternoon on the platforms watching the reduced activity as commuters
disembarked from the trains and walked—sometimes fast, sometimes actually
trotting—to their cars in an attempt to escape the rain. It was amusing to
watch. Most of them were in a rush, some talking on their cells, smoking
cigarettes, tossing the trash into the brown plastic cans on the platforms;
some women carried bags after a day’s shopping in New York City. Some were
poor, like the landscapers and the nannies, who hauled plastic bags and
appeared meek. Like solemn angels, they rode close to all of the commuters, but
they barely uttered a word. Mick felt sorry for the older men and women who had
difficulty walking. A few wore a formal dignity in their wardrobe. 


Mick
parked in the MTA spot close to the platform. His back was still tight and he
winced as he stepped out of the car. The silver tracks were dotted with rusting
metal spikes that held them in place. The tracks reflected faded streaks of
sunlight creeping through the overcast sky. His cell rang. 


It was Hall. 


"Where
the fuck are you?" 


"I’m
at the train station?  What’s up?" 


"You
forgot to come into my office, asshole."


"Excuse me? You
told me we’ll talk. You were on the phone. What’s going on?" 


"Hey Mick, what
the fuck is going on with you? Can you tell me ’cause I can’t tell. You’re not
listening to me. Connolly is pissed off at you. He just called to complain
about your unprofessional attitude towards him and a fellow detective." 


"Do me a favor
and stop believing everything you hear. It’s politics. Remember?" 


"What? Hey,
what’s your fuckin’ problem, Mick? Why is it always politics? It’s never you.
Can you tell me?" 


"Nothing, it’s
nothing." Mick sighed out loud. 


"Maybe this case
is too much for you to handle by yourself. It’s not a big deal. I can get
someone from SCPD if you prefer." 


Mick
pulled the phone away as the muscles in the back of his neck tightened. He
brought the phone back to his face. "Tell whoever it is at corporate that
I’m not coming back until I get Richards. Understand? Here’s another thing I’ll
tell you right now: I’m giving my notice. After we catch Richards, it’s over
for me. This is bullshit. I want to know I’m working as part of a fuckin’
team." 


"Mick,
get a hold of yourself and stop this drama. We’re both under a lot of stress.
We’ll talk when both of our heads are clearer. Have a good day and be safe out
there."


"You
too." Mick heard the phone click. 


Nothing
was happening in Smithtown. No one was around. It began to rain. One by one,
the lights in the parking lot flickered on. 


He
drove down 25A to the St. James station, parked in the MTA spot and watched
some kids playing baseball in the field next door. Even in the rain they
played. The air was warm enough that the rain cooled their bodies. The town
seemed almost empty, except for the odd car crossing the tracks now and then.
Tire treads left white bubbles on the road’s surface. Maybe someone saw Richards?
He would ask the passengers. He heard the train in the distance; three
blasts—they were coming in.


The heavy rumbling of
the diesel grew louder. The faint, filtered black smoke rose slowly into the
darkened moist sky. The train pulled into the station and stopped. The silver
doors opened amidst the sound of electronic bells. A man wearing construction
boots and filthy jeans hurried off the platform and jogged to his truck,
squealed his tires and was gone. A young couple held hands and kissed in the rain
before they got into a BMW. They kissed again before pulling out of the parking
spot. The rest of the commuters piled off, lighting cigarettes, carrying laptop
cases, legal briefs and other luggage. A family, Mick assumed, had arrived
earlier from JFK e, pulled their luggage behind them. They were almost home
after being away and it was raining. The husband wore a t-shirt with Hemingway
on it. He carried a newspaper to cover his head. 


On the seat next to
Mick was the artist sketch. He turned it over to compare it to colored pictures
of Richards. Mick got out of the car and popped his umbrella, approaching
commuters to ask some of them if they’d ever seen the man in the sketch or
pictures. It wouldn’t be easy in the rain. No one would want to stop. Mick walked
up to a gentleman wearing a long raincoat, holding a briefcase in one hand and
umbrella in the other. Rain water beaded on his polished black shoes. 


"Excuse
me, sir. I need to ask you a question," Mick said. 


            The man
raised his eyebrows. "I know you from somewhere." 


"You
might have seen me. I’m Detective Mick Doran. I was on TV recently." 


"No.
Wait. I got it. Mick Doran…the fighter?’ 


"Yes,
sir. That was me, a long time ago." 


"Oh,
let me tell you something, kid, you were something else!B I saw you fight at
the Long Island Arena, when you took out that big kid from Philly! oy he was a
gorilla." 


"You
mean, Mike Mills? I forgot he was from Philly. That was a long time ago,"
Mick said again and showed the commuter the picture. "Have you seen this
man?" 


The
man placed the briefcase on top of his shoes and took the picture. He pulled
out reading glasses that were hanging on his neck. "Sure, I know him.
That’s Richards. Used to be a conductor. Then something happened and he went to
work at the A & P in town, taking back the carts. He was a good guy and a
great conductor. I used to see him all the time on the train. I heard what
happened to him. But, wait… you’re an officer now?" 


"That’s
right." 


"Yes, come to
think of it, you’re right. I saw you on the news and I saw this sketch in the
paper. Let’s see. Richards. What can I tell you? My church feeds a lot of local
homeless and he’s been there." 


"What church is
that? Mr…" 


"My name is Hal.
Hal Treacher. I’m the sales manager at a clothing store in Jamaica. I belong to
St. Paul’s in Port Jefferson Station." 


"When was the
last time you saw him?" 


"Oh, I think it
was last week." 


"You said you
saw the sketch in the paper. Why didn’t you call?" 


"I
didn’t think it was my business, Detective Doran." 


Mick
shook his head slowly. How many other good citizens didn’t reporting a sighting
of a suspected murderer was ‘their business?’ Aloud, he said, "Port
Jefferson seems far away to attend church."


"There
aren’t many Lutheran churches around here. Besides, it’s not that far, it’s a
good church and they do good things for the community." 


"Thank
you. I’ll need your address and phone number in case I need to get in touch
with you.  Also, take my card and please call me if you see anything." Mick
shivered as the rain slid down his back. 


The
man offered an envelope from an inside breast pocket. "Mick, can I get an
autograph?" 


"Sure,"
he said and took out a pen. He wrote, To Hal, Best of luck in Queens, Mick
Doran. 


Hal beamed.
"Call me if you need a new sports coat or to rent a tux. We have great
rates. I can get you a fair deal." They shook hands. He walked away. 


The guy probably said
the same thing he said to everyone he met, but Mick felt if his store was still
open in Jamaica, he must be a success. He looked down at his coat and noticed
some light stains on the sleeve, as well as some loose strands. It was time for
a new jacket.


Mick drove to Port
Jefferson Station, certain he was getting closer to Richards. If he staked out
the church’s soup kitchen, would he get him? Could it be that easy? His cell
rang; it was Cheryl. 


"How are you
doing, Mick?" 


Her voice stirred up
old emotions and he hesitated before replying, "I’m fine. What’s up?"



"Reggie is a lot
better and one of the first things he wanted me to do was to call you. He wants
to speak to you, but I need to let you know the doctors said he shouldn’t get
too excited. Understand? Nothing that could get him riled, Mick. He could have
a seizure." 


"Sure. I’ll keep
it simple." 


Mick heard muffled
sounds. Reggie’s faint voice became louder as she brought the phone over to
him. 


"Say, how goes
it out there?" Reggie said, and Mick pictured him speaking with the
bandages around his face, like a mummy. 


"It’s
all right. I could use your help, though."


"I’m
just glad you made it. There are a lot of things I want to tell you. It’s not a
good time. I have to rest. I heard what Cheryl said and it’s true. I got to
stay relaxed, but you should know one thing, I respect you so much. I can learn
a lot from you, and it would be an honor to work with you." 


Mick
resisted telling him he was leaving the job for good. He wasn’t sure how Reggie
would take it. He said, "You’re a good man, too, Reggie Sanders; Cheryl
and the kids are blessed to have you. You saved my life, man. I will always be
grateful. You came through for me. Not just that night, but at the precinct. If
it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be here. Thank you." 


Mick
heard silence on the other end. He thought maybe that Reggie was crying. Cheryl
spoke next, "These meds are doing a number on him, but he meant everything
he said, Mick. He just feels like you never really had a decent break. Am I
right, honey?" 


Mick
wanted to say, "Yeah," but he heard Reggie say, "Right…that’s
right. Everything she’s saying is…true."


"Thanks, Cheryl,
you take care of him. I’ll talk to you later." 


"One other
thing. The girls have a recital tomorrow night. It would be nice if you could
make it. It’s at seven at the high school. You’ve been there before. It’s the
big school past that little mall, the one with the Carvel… Give me a call if
you need directions." 


Mick listened to that
voice and drove. He attempted an excuse, but there were none. She picked up on
his thoughts. "Mick, the girls really want to see you there." 


"Tell them I’ll
be there." 


Mick
rolled down the steep hill into Port Jefferson. He turned right onto Main,
driving slowly. The village sidewalks were narrow. He remembered times someone
would dart across the street to or from a McDonald’s, a pharmacy, a pizza joint
or a Starbucks. There were no places to park. Some things never change, he
thought and started humming that Bruce Hornsby song. He felt frustrated. A
coffee would hit the spot and maybe wake him up a little. Then he thought about
the pain he had earlier. Enough with the coffee. He shook his head and drove up
to the train station, past the churches and the gas station and waited for
traffic to let him turn into the station’s parking lot. 


His
cell rang and it was Hall, "Mick, Walker is about to wrap up his shift. Are
you close to Port Jefferson?” 


"Heading
there." 


"Bring
him in."


            “Will do,
but have a lawyer prepared.”


Some men sat under
the canopy at the station. There was no Starbucks on this side of the town.
This is where Hispanic men play billiards after working in the fields and
construction sites. This is where you need to be careful hanging around. There
were empty stores with For Rent signs and a couple of bars. The rain made the
whole place appear duller. Mick looked up at the weathervane on top of the
ticket building at the train station, and checked the clock. The time was
correct. He stepped out of the car slowly, reached inside and grabbed the
pictures and his notepad. He walked over to where the men stood. They glanced
at him and stiffened as he got closer. 


The scent of beer
lingered in the air. One of the men wore a tan Nike baseball cap turned around
backwards. He held a 40 ounce bottle in a white 7-11 plastic bag, but placed it
on the ground near his feet. The sound of the glass meeting the concrete made a
hollow tink. Another man, who wore an Army fatigue jacket, had a swollen face
and scratched hands and appeared intoxicated. His face had been beaten badly.
He watched Mick warily with one puffed eye. The third was a tall black man with
a long black winter coat that must have felt like a furnace on his skin, but he
barely broke a sweat. 


Mick walked up to
them. "My name is Detective Doran." 


The black man said,
"Yeah, I know who you are." 


"You do?" 


"Saw you on the
news. You’re the cop who’s looking for Mitch. What the fuck took you so long to
come here?" He waved his hand around the other men who were standing
there. 









"What do you mean?" Mick asked and thought this was
another sign that it was time to retire. 


"Richards.
You’re looking for that crazy mutha fucka Richards. Am I right?" 


"Yeah, you’re
right. Where is he?" 


"There’s an
award for his ass... right?" 


"You’re right.
What’s your name?" 


"My name is
Jerry. My birth name is Jeremiah. Jerry Brown…not that crazy governor from California.
He was a nut, but it’s me in front of you. All of me. You can call me
Jerry." 


"Tell me what
you know, Jerry," Mick asked. 


"Show me the
money." 


Mick smiled and
scratched his arm. The itch was back. "Can I buy you a coffee?" 


Jerry’s mouth twisted
up. Mick looked around to see what the others were drinking and amended his
offer. "Can I buy you a beer?" 


"I’ll tell you
what I need, detective. Something a little stronger. Ah, something sweet…
Little more potent than beer. You know what I mean? Tell you what, there’s a
liquor store across the street, let’s go over and I’ll point out a nice bottle
of something good, not too expensive and you can get that for me. We could talk
about whatever it is. Deal?" 


Mick smiled and
thought Jerry was trying to con him. "First, you need to tell me a few
things." 


"Wait, I got
it!" Jerry Brown raised an index finger. "Mitch Richards has been
around this past week. A few of his friends told him to split ‘cause you guys
are on his ass. He’s nuts, man. Really insane, and they’re not sure where he
went. He may be here." 


"Around here?
Maybe you can take me to these friends?" 


"If I take you
to them, they might just cut my ass. Let’s get that bottle. My brain needs some
refreshment." 


He motioned to his friends
that they should leave.


He
and Jerry walked to the street and waited for some time to cross. Traffic was
heavy. The summer parade of tourists and drivers that led from Routes 347, 112,
and Route 83 all converged into the village. Traffic was at its peak at that
time of the night. Passing car stereos blasted loud rap or rock, the drivers
yapping on cell phones, smoking cigarettes and looking at the two freaks in the
middle of the road, but not letting them get across.


"This shit will take all night. Follow me," Jerry said
and stepped in front of a car. The brakes squealed for a second and then the
curses were hurled at him. Mick jogged after him. 


Mick stood in the liquor store, not sure what Jerry wanted to
drink. Why would someone drink the hard stuff in the summer? Maybe he wanted
wine. Jerry went to the back and brought back a bottle of rum.


"That’s what you
want?" Mick asked. 


"This will get
me through a couple of days as long as I don’t lose it when I’m sleeping. Those
fucks, I mean my soul brothers will take the shoes off my feet if I let ‘em. I
need to hide my shit. Know what I mean? Ever get the feeling—like you’re being
watched?" he asked. 


Mick wasn’t sure what
Jerry was thinking. This could be a waste of his time. He studied Jerry, trying
to get some sense of the man. 


"Why you looking
at me like that? We’re being watched. Take my word for it. There’s a couple of
guys I saw watching you at the train station." 


The man behind the
counter had a pen stuck in his front pocket. He looked at Jerry and Mick. He
clicked his tongue to tell them he was there and he wanted to get paid. 


"How much?"
Mick asked. 


"You’re buying
this for him?" 


"Yes," Mick
said to the clerk, who had a red face with gray eyebrows, but his hair had been
dyed a sickly orange and brown. 


"That bottle is
fifteen bucks. Let me tell you something. Our friend here is a crook and a
liar! Don’t listen to him." He grabbed a bag from under the counter. 


"Is there a
problem?" Mick asked. 









"Your friend is a problem. Guess he suckered you into buying
this bottle for him. What did he say to deserve this?" 


"He’s my
brother." Mick smiled. 


"Listen here,
brother, this guy is a drunken bum who swindles people out of their hard earned
cash. I’ve seen this guy beat up on old ladies at the station. One time he told
the cops she wouldn’t give him a buck." 


Mick pulled out his
badge and tapped the gun in his shoulder holster, and looked back at Jerry.
"If he knows what’s best he will finish the conversation we started before
we walked in here. Isn’t that right?" 


"Ah-ha,"
Jerry said and took a step back. 


"There, that
takes care of that." Mick handed the clerk a twenty. 


The bottle was placed
in a bag and Mick handed it to Jerry who said, "Thank you," to Mick
and the clerk. He cleared his throat and said solemnly, "Detective, just
for the record, he’s got his story messed up. I never hit an old lady, that was
another black man, but I guess for some white folks, we all look the
same." 


"Thank you,
brother," Mick said. 


They walked down the
street past Tara’s Bar and down a sloped alley. Jerry sat on a concrete block.
He smiled up to Mick as he twisted the bottle cap. He raised the bottle to him,
but Mick waved it off. He nodded before bringing the bottle to his lips, smiled
with the anticipation of the jolt of alcohol and guzzled a good amount of warm
rum into his body, and then rested the bottle between his legs. 


"You sure you
don’t want some?" he asked. 


"Sure as shit.
My belly can’t take it. Tell me what you were trying to say before, when we
were at the station?" Mick asked. 


"We protect our
own. Like you cops, we’ll stab each other in the back and beat the shit out of
one another, but it’s between us. When someone snoops around, we shut up. I’ll
tell you this, Detective, Mitch is alive and he’s living in Smithtown. I know
for a fact. He hops on the trains and comes over here to get a meal. But he’s
insane, man. You can’t let him know we talked." 









"I won’t." Mick crossed his arms. 


Jerry picked up the
bottle and took another swig. Close to half the rum was drained in minutes.
Again, he passed the bottle to Mick, forgetting he wasn’t drinking. Mick shook
his head. 


"We can be
drinking brothers, but you need to drink. Nothing a white man wants more than
to have a black bum as his brother. Can we talk? My life is tired. You would
never know what it’s like to wake up with that feeling. The bottle is the only
thing I got left to get me through each and every day." 


Mick nodded. "I
know what it’s like to be tired, Jerry. I know what it’s like to feel like
you’re getting old and disease is on the agenda. Enough of that bullshit. Why
did he kill them?” 


"Why? Shit, do I
know? But he bragged that he did it. Had it coming to them, he said. Then he
told us how he carried a nylon thing…a rope thing a jig… with wood on either
end to hold it better. He would sit behind them and wait and wait, and then
jump up and wrap it around their necks and fall back in his seat. Said it
didn’t take long, but the woman put up a good fight. I can tell you this, he’s
going to strike again. Thinks that would throw you mutha fuckas off his ass. He
would kill me for talking to you." 


"Wait, what do
you mean they had it coming?" 


"They were
lawyers. They fucked him up on his benefits. He said they had it against him
and he was going to pay them back." 


"Did he do it
alone?" 


Jerry took a swallow
from the bottle and wiped his mouth. "Mitch told us he has a conductor
friend who was his lookout." 


"Did he mention
his name?" 


"No. Shit,
Detective, you got a lot of questions for one bottle. I know this, Mitch lives
in a blue and white tent just off the tracks in Smithtown. You know that river.
That Indian river name? Yeah, well he lives in the woods there. Go to that
little park, near the titty bar, and head up a hill. You can’t miss it. Better
catch him before it’s too late." 









It began to rain again lightly. Jerry handed Mick the bottle and
he took a swig. The fluid burned his throat and he felt lightheaded. He tapped
Jerry on the shoulder. "Thanks for all of your help. I’m going to get
him." 


"Don’t forget
who helped you out. I know there’s a reward," Jerry said and nodded. 


Mick pulled out his
wallet and handed Jerry a twenty. "I won’t. So where can I find you after
tonight?" 


"I don’t travel
far man. I don’t need to. I walk down to the beach and go for a swim and clean
myself off. They got toilets down there and a couple of people who help this
poor black man out with a meal when I’m really down." 


"I just got to
tell you," Mick said, "you really helped me tonight and if what you
tell me leads to his arrest, then we have a deal. Understand?" 


"I guess
so." 


The rain was falling
harder. Thin streams ran down the hill. Intoxicated patrons from Tara’s ran
across Main to get to their cars, leaping across flowing gutters; their sodden
voices hollow as they yelled out goodnights. Before Mick left the alley, he
turned around to see Jerry, sensing oddly that it would be the last time he saw
him. Jerry’s head was bent; his soaked jacket absorbed the thick summer
raindrops. Mick watched him guzzle. Rum seeped out the corners of his mouth and
mixed with the rain on his face, but it didn’t make much of a difference. The
night was early for Jerry and the rain didn’t interfere. 









Twenty Three 


Mick hurried back up
to the station and waited for the next train, preparing for different reactions
when he’d confront Ray Walker.  He calmed himself since he knew Ray wouldn’t
bolt because his of bum knee. The station was empty except for a taxi driver
who stood under the awning, waiting for fares. Mick heard three blasts in the
distance and the bells chiming as the train rolled into the station. The
flashing red lights of the metal crossing guard shook as the gates slowly fell.



Port Jefferson was
the last stop and he thought of the possibility of another victim. He thought
of Jerry and how the intoxicated mind breaks down into dementia. He walked up
to the platform looking inside each car as it slowly passed him. The rain became
a drizzle. The small lights in the sides of the train changed from orange to
green; the doors slipped open in unison. A few commuters rushed out, trying not
to make eye-contact with Mick as he approached them, seeming to know he wanted
to talk to them. He held the picture out to one a woman, who used her umbrella
as a shield. She popped it open as she got close to Mick. 


"Do you have a
moment?" 


"No." She
walked on. 


"Fine. Have a
good night." 


Ray Walker, stepped
gingerly onto the platform, waved to the engineer and pulled up the collar on
his wind breaker.  He had no idea he was being followed. A man with a newspaper
tucked under his left arm and holding a briefcase over his head, called out to
Ray before getting into his car. Ray waved to him. He stopped to light a
cigarette, and then turned around and watched the train pull out of the station
and cruise back into the yard. Ray picked some tobacco strands off his tongue.
Mick tapped him on the shoulder. 









He spun around. "You scared the shit out of me!" 


"I’m
sorry." 


Ray rolled his eyes
and shook his head slowly, took a deep hit off the cigarette and smiled.
"I guess there’s nothing to fear unless you’re a lawyer on the train. 
Right Mick?" 


"Is that what
Mitch says?" 


Ray sighed, "Mr.
Richards is a messenger pigeon left behind when the camp moved on. The fires
are still raging on. Mr. Richards your decision. He doesn’t listen, his words
chrysalises. But he should be forgiven for a lack of vision. You know, he’s not
dead. I mean you wouldn’t know it, but I can tell you what he was like when we
worked together. He was a professional who was always on time and always there
to give me a hand if you needed it. He was a victim of the corporate legal and
insurance system.  It’s all corrupt Mick.  We are destined to be victims by
this machine we exist in. We are doomed to a violent future." 


"Yeah Ray, we
know what’s going on." 


Ray rubbed his nose
and looked down at the ground. He seemed to be collecting his thoughts while
watching the drizzle. "You can thump your chest all you want. We’re
children of the choir." 


"What the fuck
are you talking about?" 


"We were part of
this project. Even in the homeless shelter, we used to think we could rule the
world. Take it over. All of that.  The revolution to end class warfare."
Ray said, still looking down. Then, as if he’d said too much, he looked into
Mick’s eyes. 


"When was the
last time you saw him?’ 


"I shouldn’t
speak to you without a lawyer. Besides I really don’t remember. I told you
about the time he was walking 25A. Are you happy now?" 


"It’s funny you
mentioned the homeless shelter. Is it close by?" 


Ray looked down at
the end of the tracks and nodded his head. 


"You guys were pretty
close. He’s been eluding you as best he can, but Mitch came to a realization,
his war needs to be heard. Tell you what since I feel very sorry for you Mick. 
You have this look of desperation, you honestly look like shit, with the
bruises and your bent shoulders.  We’re both old and should look out for one
another.  Right?  I will tell you, he lives in the woods in Smithtown across
from the bull.  Head up the hill where the pond is.  He is passed the bridge
and will find where he lives.  It’s a blue tent close to the tracks.”









Ray flicked the butt, pulled up his collar and said, "Mitch
is a messenger of truth." 


"Is he there
now?" 


"The camp moved
on, Mick. Remember that." 


"The camp moved
on? Thank you, Ray." 


"I shouldn’t
speak to you without a lawyer." 


"Sounds like you
want to tell me a few things." 


Ray looked at Mick
and said slowly, "Mick, don’t be an ass. Let’s stop this and let me call a
lawyer. Nothing is going to stand up in court anyway." 


"I don’t give a
fuck about court. I need to catch Mitch Richards." 


"You got the
wrong guy. You think Mitch killed them? Don’t you want Don Kongelbeck?" 


"How do you know
who I want?" 


"Don mentioned
you took him in a couple of times." 


Mick exhaled.
"He shouldn’t have said anything. Besides, we know what’s going on. I
think you should come with me," Mick took hold of Ray’s left forearm. 


"Mick, you got
the wrong guy," he repeated and tried to pull away. 


"Ray, I won’t
keep you for very long. I need to get what you said on record." 


"Mick, please my
wife is sick.  I have to pick up her prescription and get home. I told you what
you wanted. Can I come in there tomorrow? Please, Mick?" 


He thought about it
for a few seconds. "I don’t think so, we’re going to HQ for an
interview." 


"But I told you
where he is," Ray said holding out his hand. 


Mick looked down at
it, then turned Ray around and pointed to the parking lot. 


By the time they got
back to the office, Mick called Hall to make sure he would be there as well as
Walker’s court appointed lawyer, who’d just finished playing a game of
softball. 


"I have Ray, but
he’s not making too much sense." 









"What do you mean? Do you think he’s on anything?" 


"I don’t think
so, but he may be a little…disturbed. You’ll find out." 


The court appointed
attorney, Gabriel Ortiz, took notes and went into the room where Ray was
sitting. They spoke for a few minutes. Ray shook his head a few times and the
lawyer came back in the room. 


"What’s
up?" Hall asked. 


"He’s not saying
jack shit." 


"What’s your
fuckin’ problem? He was rattling all kinds of details back at the
station." 


"Prove it,
detective." 


"You know, he
said he needed to take care of his wife.  Maybe we can do something for him.
Let me have a few minutes with him." Mick walked into the interview room
and closed the blinds. He threw his sports jacket over the camera and rolled up
his right sleeve. "You want to see desperation?  You are fucked, I’m going
to hit you so hard that you going to shit yourself!" 


"You’re not
going to hit me." 


Mick rolled up his
left sleeve, and punched his palm. "You bet I am and no one is going to
know it. There’s a certain way the fist can strike a face without leaving a
bruise or a cut. You sort of have to twist the flesh at the moment of impact.
That’s what made Rocky Marciano the greatest boxer who ever lived. He got in
like this." Mick moved closer to Ray. He pulled back and hit Ray in the
face. He fell backwards, knocked out. 


Mick looked at where
the punch had landed and couldn’t see any marks. He shook Ray until his eyes
opened. "The first shot was practice. The second will be harder; the third
even harder. What do you want to say to us?" 


"Police
brutality." 


"Fuck you. Your
messenger killed some innocent people and it’s going to stop. You’re going to tell
us where the fuck he is and what you know. Understand?" 


"Mick, I have a
weak heart." 


"And your wife
is sick. You should have thought of it before you played me." 


"Mick I am
worried.  What’s going to happen to me?  I am an accomplice."


“How?”


“I let Mitch on those
trains, I helped plan this out.  I need some help here. I’m afraid.” 


            Mick
rubbed his knuckles, “Ray, you really fucked up.  But I have a plan.  We need
to catch Mitch in the act.  We know about his targets, but there’s another
lawyer out there.  Do you know all of this?  Ever hear of Karl McCoy”


            Ray
nodded, “He’s next on the list.”


            “List?
You’re going to get Mitch back on the train.  You’re going to call Mitch.  Tell
him you have McCoy on your train.”


“Why is he on the train, he lives
in the city?”


“If he asks, tell him you assume
he is coming out here on the train to meet with me.”


            “We’ve
seen McCoy on the train going out to Montauk.”


            “This will
work and if it does you’ve saved your ass.” 


Mick unrolled his sleeves and took his jacket off the camera and
went to get the attorney. 


            “Ray, you
need to tell us what you know.  The more you tell us the easier it will be for
you.  Don’t discuss this plan with anyone.  Are you ready to talk?”


            “I’m
ready.”


            Mick
stepped out of the room. Ortiz jammed his finger in Mick’s chest.


"If you hit him in there," Ortiz said, "you can
kiss your life good-bye. Not just this case." 


"Get the fuck in there.  He’s ready to talk." 


Hall looked at Mick and shook his head. 


"I’m tired of
this P.C. shit. This was the opportunity I had to get that scumbag to tell us
something for the record." Mick scratched his arm. They looked into the
room and saw Ortiz peer closely at Ray’s face, but he didn’t find anything
wrong. 


            “What
did he say?”


            “He
told me where I can find him.  I’m going to check on this and will be back,” Mick
said and walked down the hall rubbing his knuckles tenderly.


 


He pulled into Wendy’s,
bought a burger, fries and a Coke, and drove on. He didn’t like to eat while
driving since the food wouldn’t digest properly. He also considered what food
he was eating and made a silent goal when he retired he’d eat healthier,
perhaps even start exercising. He thought about drinking the carrot juice that
Debbie made for him one morning. The taste was sort of sweet, but he had a hard
time drinking it since he imagined he was also drinking the bugs and mud that
was imbedded in the carrots. He knew migrant workers in the fields pissed on
whatever was close and couldn’t finish the drink. One day, he’d finally take
care of this body and spend the necessary time to learn what ailments he
suffered from. The burger was processed meat and the fries were sticks of
sugar, but he didn’t have to worry about bugs or piss in them.  Maybe he was
irrational, but he shook the thought.  He took a sip of the Coke and thought it
was too late to drink caffeine. He would never get to sleep that night. 


Mick
called into HQ to check with dispatch; he heard over his radio that the trains
were delayed and some were stopped at Hicksville due to a power outage. Buses
were taking passengers to their destinations. It was a mess. Most of the MTA
cops on duty were assigned to direct traffic. It seemed each time it rained the
trains were delayed; it didn’t matter how much rain there was, even a fine
drizzle could cause an interruption. Mick heard the dispatcher give an update:
most of the passengers were making their connections and there were no real
disturbances. 


Smithtown
was not too far. There was enough daylight even with the rain to find the tent
Ray and Jerry Brown first told him about. The small park was about a mile from
Caleb Smith Park. The place was crowded with tall trees and too dark to see
very well, but he’d made up his mind that he was getting Richards within twenty
four hours. 


The car splashed
through deep puddles. He parked it, opened the trunk to fetch his flashlight
and billyclub in case he came across Richards and had to beat him down. He
paused for a second and listened to the rain tapping into the soft soil.


Two small ponds
contained a mass of big black bullfrogs and toads who croaked on the pond’s
edge. They jumped into the water as Mick disturbed them. The limbs of the
braches hung low from the weight of the rain. He leaned down as he climbed
through the thick bushes and poison ivy. A wall of gnats and mosquitoes flew up
into the damp air and he brushed them off with the spider webs. He thought
about the lethal diseases the insects carried like cholera.


Mick tripped on a
rock and fell. He lay there for a moment, trying to relax. He flicked on his
flashlight. The beam illuminated a path almost hidden in the shrubbery. He
sloshed to his feet, went back to where he’d slipped, found the beginning of
the trail and climbed the muddy embankment. His leg muscles ached, and he was
out of breath. He turned off the light to gauge the darkness. Mick was
immediately enclosed in a wet shroud. He stopped, the rain soaking him. The
cold water merged into thin cold streams that ran down his back. 


At
the top of the hill, he saw the tent. It looked as if someone pitched it on an
angle. It was dark and small. There was no light inside. He guessed no one was
there, but approached the area crouched down. He checked his gun—it was locked
and loaded—and moved slowly through the bushes. Twigs cracked. He tripped over
a root. The thick raindrops splashing on the tent fabric sounded like drum
beats. 


"Police!"
Mick called out. 


There
was no movement from the tent. He switched the on flashlight and called out
again, "Police!" Nothing. Just the sound of the rain thumping against
the tent, and then a gathering silence as the downpour tapered to a shower and
faded away. He stood still for a while before examining the encampment. Clothes
were strewn around the area. Empty Styrofoam cartons from Chinese food; empty
beer and soda bottles and plastic crates from Dairy Barn looked like they were
collected around a fire that had been extinguished long before he arrived. 


Mick bent down and
rubbed cold wet ashes between his fingertips. He opened the tent, slowly
pulling down the zipper, afraid of what he would find inside. The flashlight
beam picked up muddy streaks where someone crawled in. Paperbacks, a copy of
the train schedules, and a green marbled-cover notebook were slung around. The
air inside was damp and musky, the scent of sweat and dust lingered. Most
disturbing for Mick was the silence, the overall silence in the dark place. He
went inside and pulled some clothes off to the side.  He found a toothbrush and
a comb. 


Inside the dark tent,
Mick knew he was vulnerable. He did not want to stay inside for too long,
imagining at any moment, someone could pounce on him. He read the first page of
the notebook. 


Cheer in the kitchen
as I build a mission formed with maps and legends.


 MR RICHARDS. 


He studied some crude
drawings of women and what looked like journal entries, but there was no
mention of the deaths. He flipped through the book and found what he was
looking for. The descriptions were brief. 


The first—KE, quick
and without a fight. Sleeping. Accepted. Like he knew it was his time while in
a dream. 


2) Brought her to her
feet and pulled her head back. Life ceased. Her eyes were open. 


There was a rough
drawing of the Oldenberg scene. Mick was startled by his loud breathing as it
broke the silence, fast and ragged in that small chamber. He took the book as
evidence and slipped it under his shirt. The whole area needed to be closed
off. He opened his cell to make the call but his battery was dead. 









Leaves dripped rain in a steady beat. Frogs croaked and crickets
cracked the peace. Just then, the world became silent. He felt there was
something approaching. Slow steps crunched damp twigs from deep within the
woods; he turned off the flashlight and quickly crawled out of the tent. He
strained his eyes into the darkness. There was nothing but the looming dark
figures of wet trees. He stared so long his eyes burned. He squeezed them shut,
then blinked a few times. What was that? He squinted again. Yes, there it was,
a shadowed apparition. His mind raced back and forth. Was it an animal? Maybe
it was a deer, because it moved fast as if it sensed Mick’s presence. Then it
disappeared. 


Mick pulled out his
gun, jumped up to his feet and ran after it. Whatever it was took flight,
hurling itself through the bushes. Branches cracked as they both slid down the
hill, but he couldn’t get to it. His heart was racing and he called out,
"Stop! Police!" but the thing did not stop; it made its way toward
the river. Mick heard splashing and then silence. 


With his flashlight
cutting a tube of light into the darkness, he carefully trudged the rest of the
way down the hill. At first he attempted to find the path, and then he heard a
distant train horn coming from the East. Its light beamed out and shook the
trees, making them appear alive. The ominous silence was filled with the sound
of the metal wheels scratching and whistling as they clunked over the wooden
bridge. The supports creaked from the strain of metal as the train slowly made
its way towards Kings Park. 


Whatever or whoever
it was had vanished. At the bottom of the hill, Mick beelined for the river,
and didn’t stop even when his shoes sank in the thick mud. There were no hoof
or shoeprints. The rain began to fall again. He gratefully reached his car,
started her up and plugged in the phone charger. He called HQ. 


"Police," a
female voice said. 


"It’s Doran. I
need to get the SCPD over here to close off an area." 


 









"Where are you?" 


"At the park
across from the bull in Smithtown. I’ll take them. I would suggest a copter as
well so they can light up the area." 


"They don’t fly
in this weather," she said. 


"I think they
should make an effort. Do me a favor and put a request in?" 


In minutes he heard
the sirens. Red lights reflected off the wet trees. The officer who was first
on the scene walked slowly around some puddles, careful not to get muddy. He
was taller than Mick and a lot younger. 


"We need to seal
up an area. We’ll have to make our way up the hill. You might want to put on a
rain jacket. There’s a lot of wet bushes up there and it’s very slippery,"
Mick said. 


The officer rubbed
his hands together and looked up at the hill, and then at Mick. "What’s
going on?" 


"I think I found
where the train killer is hiding," Mick said. 


"What?" 


"Yeah, up there.
I found a tent and some other things.  Have some of your guys check the banks
of the river.  I chased something into the river." 


A helicopter approached
and signaled its arrival by flooding the area with a beam of light. 


Another officer came
over and introduced herself. "Doran, you were the lead detective when I
first joined. Man, I haven’t seen you in years, I mean except for being on the
news. How’s everything?" 


Mick shook her hand
and finally remembered the woman’s name. "Hey, Manning, it’s good to see
you. Here’s the deal: we need to climb up that hill. I think this is where the
suspect has been hiding. When we get up there, the copter can shine a light on
us and we can seal it off." 


"Sounds good to
me." Manning notified HQ, as well as the copter. 









The copter shined a strong beam of light and they found the path
up the hill. Mick could see mud caked into his pants and shoes. The dirt and blood
were mixing in cuts in his palms. 


Manning stayed close
behind Mick as did four other officers and a K9 unit. It was good to have the
company, though he assured himself there was nothing to be nervous about in the
woods. Since the area was lit up, it looked like a normal camping site. Steam
rose off the tall stalks of grass. The tent appeared to glow light blue and
white, like a candle flickering in a small glass cup. He smelled burning
plastic. It was such a strong scent that it sank into the pit of his belly and
made his eyes tear. The copter radioed to Manning that there was a fire. The
tent was swallowed in flames. Mick ran over to it. Outside the poles was a red
gas tank. A thin stream of fire was making its way toward the can. Mick
sprinted up and kicked it away. Thin sheets of plastic and small sparks floated
for seconds before extinguishing in the wet grass. 


"We have to put
it out!" Mick called out, but it was too late. 


"Get some
extinguishers!" Manning shouted. 


Mick looked over the
scene. Small fires burned from the chemicals in the sleeping bag and Styrofoam
containers. The paperback books were charred ruins. 


After the fire was
out, it confirmed a killer was on the loose. There would be more panic in the
area. With school out, children wouldn’t be left alone even in their own
backyards. Families would avoid taking hikes in the woods or paddling canoes
down the Nissaqugue River. Mitchell Richards was close to their homes. The
sound of splashes from the river haunted him. He stood still, eyes closed, and
listened instead to the blades from the copter cutting through the damp humid
air. 









Twenty Four 


The news pulsated with
the story that Mitchell Richards was the lunatic on the loose in the woods.
Like an ancient fable the myth had him peering into the passing trains;
stalking the living who commuted. Fables were told to kids who slept over
friend’s houses that Mr. Richards would get them if they fell asleep. 


Mick lay in bed
earlier. The days were running into one another. He thought about his last
fight as a professional boxer against a hick from Georgia who had potential;
his name was Bill Berry. The fight was in Atlanta. Chasing after Richards was
like preparing for that last fight. The morning of the fight he ate whatever he
wanted and at the weigh-in, the gentlemen from the state boxing commission said
he was a pound over. Berry’s trainer waved his hand in the air and told them
the scale was wrong and winked at Mick ‘cause he knew Mick was finished. His
boy Berry was going to kick the shit out of him and he didn’t want to lose the
opportunity for his boy. 


Mick knew Richards
was winking at him from the woods, from that tunnel he was afraid to go into in
Northport. He imagined what it would be like to crawl through the tunnel, like
a soldier in ‘Nam going in after a Viet Cong. Mick shook the thought and heard
Debbie in the shower and singing to herself. The radio played John Coltrane. He
thought of Coltrane and his last night on the earth.  Coltrane said he aspired
to be saint, and Mick was curious if his music played in heaven. 


He drove his car in
silence. The sky was light blue with the coming dawn. The fading moon was high
in the western sky. The roads were wet. Mick felt exhausted although he had a
good night of sleep. He was losing hope. The Mad Cow Disease was in full bloom.
The worms and rash were imbedded in his flesh. All thoughts were drifting away.
He knew what it was. Nothing could stop the depression. Richards had gotten
away. It was close to 6 a.m. Mick went into the small break room and made an
instant coffee. While stirring the black crystals into hot water, he thought
about his next course of action. There was something meditative about mixing
the coffee, though, and he caught himself becoming fixated on the liquid and
his running thoughts. He had to go undercover. Jerry said Mitch was going to go
after someone else.  He called Ray and told him today was the day to get
Mitchell Richards on the train.


“Get
him on the same train that Elwood and Oldenberg were on.”


“It
should not be a problem since he’s waiting to get McCoy.”  


There
were some clothes and an unclaimed gold watch in the lost and found. He always
kept a couple of pressed shirts and slacks in his locker, and a new suit jacket
and tie. The colors didn’t match too well, but with a white shirt and gray
slacks he felt he could pass as an attorney. Mick checked his reflection in the
long mirror and realized he hadn’t brushed his hair and he needed to shave. He
ran a comb under cold water and parted his hair. His exhausted eyes were blood
shot. He went back to make another coffee. In the storage room, he found a tie
bar in one of the lost and found boxes and also a lighter with a Masonic symbol
on it. He checked to see if it still worked. He toyed with the idea of having a
smoke.


After changing into
the different clothes, he thought he appeared decent enough. He dug into the
locker and came up with a fake moustache. Wearing it, he felt he sort of looked
like Ernest Hemingway and wished he had a smoke and a drink. 


At his desk, he
called Reggie to check in on him. 


"What’s up,
Mick?" Cheryl asked. 


"How did you
know it was me?" 


"The phone tells
me who’s calling in. What’s up?" 









"Is Reggie around?’ 


"He’s
sleeping." 


"Well, tell him
I called." 


"Wait, are you
coming to see the recital tonight?" 


He looked at his
watch. "I hope so, Cheryl. I really do." 


"Mick, come on.
You can make it." 


"We’ll
see." 


The rain was heavier;
Mick drove to Huntington and went into the Walt Whitman Mall, where he bought a
brief case. 


He drove to the
station, waited for the planned diesel heading east and pretended to check his
messages from a broken Blackberry he’d used as a ploy when working undercover. 


The stained glass
windows at the station captured the late afternoon sunlight that filtered
through a break in the rain clouds which were oozed in from the south. Pigeons
flew under the overhang, which was covered with nylon netting and sharp clear
plastic spikes to deter them from making it homes. 


Mick heard the blasts
as the train got closer to the station. He watched Don Kongelbeck standing
behind the door. The man stared straight ahead, not recognizing Mick. He’d
passed the first test  not being recognized and seeing Don on the train - it
was a good omen.


The wet silver cars
with their blue streaks and darkened windows made it difficult for Mick to see
the passengers inside. The train moved quickly before slowing down to a stop. 


A few passengers
stepped across the gap and onto the platform. He waited till they got off and
then climbed the stairs and sidled along the narrow aisle. The train was
packed. Mick saw an opening and put his case onto the rack above and sat down
at the emergency seat. The man next to him shifted closer to the window,
working on a crossword puzzle. Mick took a deep breath and tried to settle into
the seat.


After a lurch forward
the train moved and pitched side to side till it picked up speed.  Ray Walker
approached and asked for a ticket.


            “Is
the train to Port Jefferson?” Mick asked.


            “Yeah,
where’s your ticket?”


            Mick
pulled out his ID and badge. “Is today the day?” Mick asked.


            “He’s
boarding in Smithtown.”


            “I’ll
be here.”


 


For
the rest of the ride, Mick kept his eyes closed. He felt the rocking motion of
the train and heard a conversation between two women who worked in the same
office. Their voices grated his nerves. He cleared his throat to try to make
them realize their voices were loud. The man across the aisle from him picked
up a call on his cell and spoke quietly into it. 


The
passenger next to Mick excused himself as the train approached Kings Park. Mick
got up to let him out. There were others who got off the train. Mick looked
back quickly before sitting down and counted just five heads. 


The
next stop was Smithtown. Mick looked out the window before the train crossed
the river, to see the surface rippling in the rain, and the long green water
grass pulled under by the current. He waited to see the burnt out campsite.
Burned tree limbs swayed in the rain and light winds. The spot where the tent
had stood was marked by a black patch in the wet grass. He saw see where flames
spread, a strange oval shape. After passing the scene and crossing a bridge,
watching the traffic below and the restaurants next to the station, he leaned
his head closer to the window as the train slowly pulled in the station. 


And he saw him. 


A plodding, dripping
creature, standing in the rain with hunched shoulders. A dying cigarette burned
between bony soiled fingers. He was speaking to himself, his head was covered
by a ripped and dirty white Yankees hat. As if feeling attention on him, he
quickly glanced up, making eye contact with Mick. Mick flinched back in his
seat, then cursed himself for making eye contact with Richards. 


Mitch squinted
against the rain. His eyes were black slants. His dripping gray hair fell down
to his shoulders, but it was him. Muddy pants. His thin-skinned hands were cut.
Those were the hands that had pushed aside thorn bushes as he ran away from
Mick. 


More
passengers left the train. Walker stepped out onto the platform and called out
Mitch. Richards walked with a limp and slowly made his way towards Ray Walker.
They spoke for a few seconds on the platform. Ray pointed up to second story on
the double decker and nodded. Mitch flicked his cigarette. It sparked on the
concrete platform for a brief second before it extinguished in a puddle. 


Richards
was on the train when it moved out and headed toward St. James. 


Mick
thought of a prayer he used to recite, one of the Psalms, but he never could
remember which one. "Blessed be the Lord, who has not given us as prey to
their teeth. We have escaped like a bird from the snare of the fowlers; the
snare is broken, and we have escaped. Our help is in the name of the Lord, who
made heaven and earth." 


His heart raced. He
wanted badly to turn around, to tell Mitch it was over, that he was caught. But
Mick wanted to see him close up once and for all and take him out. When the
train pulled into St. James and the last few passenger disembarked, it was just
the two of them. 


Mick closed his eyes
and leaned his head back into his seat to give Mitch easy access.


There was jerk and
the train lurched and headed toward Stony Brook. A flash of lightning, and the
lights inside the train flickered on an off for a few seconds. 


 Slow footsteps
approached from behind him. He sensed the warmth of Richards closing in on the
seat behind him. It was apparent he didn’t want to be detected. 


Mick’s breathing was
deeper and raspy from the extra blast of air conditioning. A heavy body moved
about directly behind him. It was over, he told himself, he could jump up and
appear like a maniac and tell whoever it was the time has come, they were under
a arrest. Mick slowly moved his hand inside his raincoat and peeked to see if
Ray was looking up from the first deck of the stairwell. There was no one. 


"Next stop Stony
Brook." 


Then
the person behind him began to whistle a Phil Collins song that Mick knew. I
can feel it coming in the air tonight.  The whistling was light and breathy,
and whoever it was had to catch his breath. Mick could tell the person was
nervous. It was taking too long. It must have been his wet fingers that slid on
the seat and made a strange sound. Mick’s mind raced a mile a minute as he
visualized what was occurring behind him. 


He
peeked at the reflection in the window and strained to see something but he
could not see behind.


The
train was slowing down. The horn blasted. Mitchell Richards sat up and said,
"Mr. McCoy? The fires are still raging on." He quickly wrapped a rope
around Mick’s neck and yanked up. Mick snatched at the cord. The stinging felt
like an immediate death. He was about to black out, his legs and arms were
shaking. Knowing he had seconds, he spun to his right side, reached into his
coat and pulled out his gun. He angled it above his head and fired backwards. 


The explosion lit up
the dark space. The impact of the bullet released the rope. Mick fell into the
aisle, gasping for air through his damaged windpipe. Mitchell Richards got out
of the seat.  Thick blood had sprayed onto the ceiling. A small black hole was
visible in the middle of the red burst. He got up on his knees and tried to
breathe. He was coming to and got enough strength to get up. 


The train jerked and
shuddered as it slowly pulled into the station. 


Richards stumbled
down to the first floor. He flung open a small window and slowly pushed his way
through the narrow opening. 


Mick staggered to his
feet. His legs were numb, and he slipped down the steps and staggered to the
window. 









Mitchell Richards was gone 


Another diesel train
was idling next to their train in the Stony Brook. Mick looked out the window
and tried to see any sign of the man. Certain Mitchell must have crawled under
the other train. The doors opened and waited for others to board, but no one
came on. The doors closed. 


Don came up to Mick.
"What happened?" 


Mick shook his head
and raised his hand to give him a minute to catch his breath. 


The train was about
to depart toward Port Jefferson. Mick reached for the red emergency brake and
pulled it. The train stopped and he stepped on one of the folding seats and
slowly spilled out of the window. 


"What are you
doing?" Don called out.  


"Getting
that…fuck. And then… I’m getting Richards. Call HQ and get backup for me.  Don’t
move these trains." 


"Mick?”


“It’s me…call for
backup.” 


There wasn’t much
space between the trains. Mick had his gun out. He crouched so he could see
under the other train. His throat burned. No sign of Richards. 


The other train
wasn’t moving, so Mick crawled under and made his way toward the station. Some
students were jogging down the platform oblivious to what was happening. A kid
on a skate board told Mick, "Dude, there’s an easier way to get off the
train." Finally he spotted Mitchell Richards staggering down the side
street. He had gotten further away than Mick had expected. 


Mick pulled out his
cell and called into HQ to request back-up, his bruised vocal cords rasping out
the words. 


Standing in the rain,
knowing Richards was getting away and knowing he’d missed his daughters’
concert made him want to take a shot at the fleeing man. Mick jogged after
him.  He thought of his girls looking for him in the dark auditorium.  Then
after their performance learning he didn’t show,


He sucked in all the
air he could get past damaged trachea. With all of his strength he ran to catch
Richards. 


The darkness deepened
as he searched the wet black top for blood spatter or drops to indicate
Richards had come this way. Where the fuck was the support? He quit thinking
those thoughts and, with rage, cocked his gun and ran after the man. Mitch was
a faint figure, like a solemn saint seeking peace in the middle of the storm,
bent over and out of breath. 


"Tell me, what
it’s like to be so close to death. Do tell, Doran," he said and tilted his
head with a curious pose. 


Sweat stung his eyes;
he swallowed and took a deep breath, "Why did you kill them?" 


"It’s my lack of
vision," he said with a smile.  “They had it coming.  They thought they’d
put my welfare, my life, my peace of mind behind them, but I didn’t forget who
they were. Accoplishing an act of revenge is like capturing the will of God. 
Do you understand?  We don’t have time. You’re not going to shoot me are you?  Wait,
I need to give you a reason to kill me.   You need to feel your life is in
danger and I have an idea.” He raised an index finger, "Doran, I got something
to tell you, but watch me."  He pulled out a knife from his back and ran
towards Mick clutching it.  He howled and gnarled his teeth. 


Mick quickly raised
his compact gun. Two rapid flashes cracked the rain. Richard’s awkward dead body
collapsed. 


The distant sirens
mixed with hesitant taps of rain on the warm street. 


            Mick walked
up to Richards, he looked over the body as a cord of blood trailed from his
head.  He bent forward checking if Mitch was breathing.  The body was still. 
He wanted to remember the intimate scene well into his retirement.
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