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EPILOGUE

Friday June 30


Fasso burst through the door then. And he was too late. He caught a whiff of the metallic smell of death from the doorway. Robert was stooped on the marble tile in the boardroom, cradling Megan's limp body in his bloody arms. Fasso put the lights higher and withdrew his gun out of its holster and addressed Robert, "Get up! Get up now and move away from the girl." Fasso waved the gun indicating that he meant business. His limber finger had already merged with the trigger; and it wanted to squeeze.


Robert looked down at his hands and then up at Fasso. Fasso could not believe it, but it looked like the man on the tile floor was grinning back at him. "You got me, I guess. But she deserved it. She betrayed me and the company."


"Get up! Get away from the body!" Fasso aimed squarely at Ackerman’s forehead and started to walk toward him.


Justine walked in then. "Fasso. I'll get him." She marched over to the smiling killer and pulled him away from the bloody corpse by the collar of his jacket. Using her knee, she pushed him into the cold tile floor and secured him there with her weight as she cuffed him. Then she jerked him up by the cuffs. Robert winced in pain as the cuffs cut into his wrist.


"I wouldn't worry about that too much. Your days are numbered." Justine’s tone was terse. She escorted the killer past the Inspector as he put away his pistol and began to survey the scene. Justine pushed Robert into the hall. She and her partner would take him to the station for processing.


Then Fasso walked over to Megan's body and checked her carotid artery for a pulse. He knew he would not find any. The gold-handled knife was embedded in the middle of her chest and there was blood and feces all mixed together at Megan's midsection where Robert had also sliced into her. Fasso was distraught. "How could that sonofabitch just grin like that?"


Then the crime lab team arrived and Fasso stepped back in body and in mind. At least the case was over.

CHAPTER 1

Fasso had first met Robert Ackerman a month before when he had interviewed the financial broker about a sex crime in the Piedmont building's parking garage. The video monitor at the garage entrance had caught the image of Robert's exit around the same time as the young girl's death. The problem, though, was that Fasso could not connect Robert. The semen they found in the girl did not match Robert's blood type. There had been no apparent connection between the two of them.


Robert Ackerman was the President and Chief Executive Officer of a securities brokerage firm that occupied the eighth and ninth floors of the Piedmont building. That worked out to be about twenty-three thousand square feet of office space in the financial center of town. Fasso figured that the firm paid over two million each year on rent, unless it had cut some special deal with the building owner.


The call about the body had come in on the Nine-One-One computer operator number early on the first of June from Ackerman’s personal secretary. The Precinct logged it in at five fifteen a.m. Fasso arrived at the scene a little after six thirty.

Thursday June 1


When Fasso arrived there in the garage that morning, the forensics team was already hard at work. There were flags placed at each dust mouse, fiber, and drop of body fluid that might be visible on a blown up photograph of the scene. Two patrol officers were there, Justine and Sami, and they stayed behind the yellow tape so the lab technicians could work undisturbed.


Fasso said hello to the patrol officers and walked over near the yellow tape and called out to the lead technician, Mitchell Levi. "Is it safe? Can I get in there yet?"


Mitch said, "Hey Fatso. Almost set. I just gotta get some samples of this fluid over here. See? Where it dripped off her thigh onto the pavement." Levi looked up at Fasso. They had an inside joke. The forensics man nicknamed Steve Fasso "Fatso" because the Inspector was rail thin. Fasso was a distance runner and he kept his weight down to a trim one hundred and seventy-five pounds. That was sleight for the inspector's six-foot height. Fasso’s slacks and sports jacket created deception. At first glance, a stranger might construe that the Inspector was frail. But Fasso’s body was wiry and muscular. He had forged his form into a well-tuned instrument. His will controlled his bone and flesh.


Levi bent down and scraped the pavement, placing the little plastic spatula into a fresh baggy. Then he wrote the number corresponding to the paper flag onto the label. When Fasso reviewed the evidence with the District Attorney later on, he would be able to place the evidence to that location by viewing the photograph.


Levi waved him in. "C'mon. It's safe now Fatso."


"Thanks Mitch. What can you tell me?"


"You know as much as I do. No ID. The victim is a female Caucasian, about five six, with brown hair and freckles. I figure she's between twenty-three and thirty and she took care of herself. Her body was in great shape. The only evidence of struggle is this trauma to the back of her skull. But look at this. It doesn't look like she was in a fight. We picked up a few fibers from her fingers but there is no blood or flesh under her nails. She didn't grab any skin. And her hose and panties are laying neatly in a pile against the wall there, folded into her suit jacket. It looks to me like she knew her assailant, removed her undies, but left her skirt on. Or she might have been a call girl. Maybe they were just having a quickie or somethin'. I think her head bashed against the wall there."


Fasso nodded at Mitch. "Not bad Levi. I was not aware that you had taken the Detective's Exam." Fasso's tone was sarcastic as he held up the tape and slid underneath, gracefully, like a swan, as though he was born and bred to crawl under police tape. "She was a beautiful girl."


"Yes she was," Mitch lamented.


Fasso studied the scene and picked up the fuchsia jacket by the wall. The shade was bright and the sheen of the fabric caught his attention. He held it up and looked for the designer label. "It looks like she had some money. Or she had someone to treat her right. This suit is hand tailored. And the color and fabric are unique. See how the light plays with it. The texture flows, almost like silk. And the color almost seems to glow under the dim lighting down here."


Then Fasso walked to the corpse. The color had already gone from the girl's body. It was contorted, kind of twisted there, angled with her right leg bent at the knee, aiming out perpendicular to the line the rest of her body made on the pavement. Her eyes were still open, but they were glassy and dry. Her skin seemed to sag into the ground there as though the earth was already struggling to engulf her remains. "About what time?" Fasso looked up at Mitch.


"Anywhere from ten to about one this morning. There’s no AC on this level. The ambient heat in here kept her core temperature elevated. It’s hard to be more precise right now. Unfortunately, there are no surveillance cameras on this level. But the one at the exit might be helpful. If anybody drove out of here last night, we'll have a picture of him."


"But there's another rear service exit. And there's no camera there. Make sure you go through that area too."


"Yeah. I've got a tech in there now. But it looks pretty clean."


Fasso turned to Justine. "Hey! Bowman. Whose car is that?" Fasso pointed to the Saab backed into the parking spot near the female officer.


"That's Megan Oliver. She's the secretary for Martens & Ackerman. She called it in. She's up on the ninth floor right now. We sent her back up 'cause she was gonna puke."


"And whose spot is this here?" Fasso pointed to the rectangle outlining a spot just next to the girl's body.


"That's Robert Ackerman. He is the firm president, son of the founder."


"Thanks, Justine." Fasso began to survey the wall. There was a small blood splotch about five and a half feet off the ground. "Mitch. Did you get this? Is this where her head hit?"


"Yeah. We pulled hair fibers and blood out of the cement. It'll show up on the photos as number twelve." As he spoke, Mitch glanced into his logbook to verify the tag number.


Fasso stepped back a little and closed his eyes. He could picture the girl riding some man, maybe a little shorter than himself. But at some point, the assailant just shoved her skull back into the wall and cracked it. "Thanks Mitch. I'll catch up with you later."


"Yeah. See ya later Fatso."


Fasso walked over to the elevator and pushed nine. The building management company had deleted the safety off the elevators so the team could use them without a passkey. And they had cordoned off the whole parking level so the police could finish their work.


Fasso stepped off the elevator on nine and walked right into an English manor house. The floors were white and mauve polished marble. Thick Persian rugs lined the aisle and expressionist and modern art was hanged on walnut walls. Crystal vases balanced precariously on vaulted columns in the reception area. Still, though, the place had a plastic, almost antiseptic feel. Then Fasso glimpsed a petite woman sitting on the sofa with another female officer.


"Megan Oliver?" The woman looked up. "Hello. I'm Steve Fasso. I'll be investigating the homicide."


The woman nodded. She was attractive. She reminded Steve of Sheryl, the one that got away. Megan was about five three with red hair and she was wearing a green business suit, tailored to accent her figure, over a white blouse. Her burgundy lipstick contrasted keenly with her hazel eyes. Fasso figured that she was about thirty years old.


"Miss Oliver. I just have a few questions for you. I'm sure you have already given information to the other officers, but I'd like to go through them again, just for safety's sake. OK?" Megan nodded. And Steve sat on a chair across from her and made himself small. He did not want to appear too threatening.


"Officer, could you get us both some water please?" Fasso needed the distraction to make the setting between him and the Oliver woman more comfortable. "I'm sorry to have to put you through this again."

Then Fasso began. "So you arrived here at five fifteen, is that correct?" Fasso was testing her. The preliminary report showed that she called in at five fifteen, but that her card key had opened the garage at five oh five.


"No," she said shaking her head. Fasso could recognize that the woman was genuinely in tears. "I called the emergency number at five fifteen. I usually get here earlier, but I had a late start this morning. I probably got in the building a little after Five a.m."


"OK. See. The prelim was wrong." Fasso pretended to fix the record with his pencil. "And you saw the body when you parked?"


"No. My headlights hit it, I guess. I saw something when I came 'round. And after I parked, I walked over to see."


"OK." Fasso made another imaginary note. "Why did you come up here to phone? Don't you have a cell phone?"


"It doesn't work down there." Miss Oliver pointed her thumb back to the elevator indicating that the signal could not penetrate underground.


"And when did you leave yesterday evening?"


"I leave in the afternoon. My hours are six until two."


“And who is the girl downstairs?”


Megan Oliver looked into Fasso’s eyes, tears burning down her face. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her before.” She sobbed it and her whole body shook. Fasso knew she was telling the truth.


The officer returned then with two waters and Fasso thanked her and took a sip after Megan Oliver placed her cup on the table that formed a divide between them. "Thank you Miss Oliver. That's all I have for you right now... Oh. One more thing. They told me downstairs that Ackerman also parks on that level. Do you know what time he'll be in?"


"Yes. Mr. Fasso. I called him directly after I called the police. He usually arrives about seven a.m. It takes him about a half of an hour to get here from Alexandria, Virginia."


"Thanks again, Miss Oliver. I'll just go downstairs and wait for Ackerman. And here's my card. If you remember anything else from this morning, please let us know."


Fasso made his way back down to the lowest level. Mitch and his crew were just packing up. They had to wait until after the body was removed to finish the area. Fasso waved over to Mitch and walked up to Justine and Sami. "Have either of you spoken with Ackerman yet?"


"No. The woman, Miss Oliver said that she called him, but he hasn't shown up yet. The attendant at the garage entrance will send him here once he comes in. - Wait, maybe that's him now."


A car had just stopped at the top of the ramp that slid down to the low level. It was the big BMW - the 735, and a dark haired man in a dark suit stepped out. Fasso looked down at his watch. It was exactly six fifty-nine and the man from the car was walking down the ramp.


"Hello. Who's in charge here? I'm Robert Ackerman." He was staring directly at Fasso.


"Mr. Ackerman. I'm Steve Fasso." Fasso held out his hand to shake Ackerman's.


"Just call me Robert." And he grinned exposing bright white shining, perfect teeth. The kind of teeth dentists charge thousands for. Ackerman pulled out a gold cigarette case and flipped it open. He offered Fasso.


"No thanks. I'm a runner."


"Fine." Ackerman withdrew one gold-filtered black cigarette. "These are Turkish Basmas. The tobacco's quite mild, but it has a bitter after bite. Are you sure you won't try one?" Fasso shook his again no.


"So what happened in my building?"


Fasso had not even considered that the firm might have owned the Piedmont building. "A young woman was murdered over there."


"But that's my parking spot." Ackerman was indignant.


"Yes." The man was blunt, curt, and businesslike. Cold. He was about Fasso's height, maybe an inch shorter. But he seemed about thirty pounds heavier. And fit. The extra size made him appear taller than Fasso. "Robert, did you know the woman there?" Fasso kept to Ackerman's left side as they walked toward the police tape. Fasso watched Ackerman's stride and listened to his footfalls trying to detect any nervousness in the body language. But Ackerman was calm. He took an easy draw on his cigarette and was casual about the whole thing. But that in itself was odd. Most people are a little edgy in the presence of a corpse.


They reached the edge of the tape. The body was still there but now it was covered, so Fasso slid under the tape and walked over the body and pulled back the cover, looking at Ackerman as he did it. Ackerman held his cigarette at his mouth, poised to take another drag and then he flinched. Fasso saw it. But then Ackerman regained composure and exhaled the rich dark smoke.


"No. I don't know her. I've never seen her before." Ackerman took another drag, dropped his cigarette to the pavement and snuffed it out with his shoe.


Fasso re-covered the body. "What time did you leave last night?" He quickly glanced over at Mitch. Ackerman did not catch it.


"I left around eleven, maybe eleven fifteen. I was checking on some transactions on the Hong Kong Exchange, like I do every night."


Fasso walked over to Ackerman and handed off his card. "OK. You can go up now. I'll speak with you later."


"How long will you all be down here? I have employees and tenants that park on this level. There'll be trouble finding parking for everybody."


"Well, they'll have to park somewhere else today. We'll be down here for the morning. And maybe into the afternoon." Fasso watched Ackerman turn and walk to the elevator. The morgue van would arrive shortly and Fasso had to wait for them before he could complete his notes on the scene.

He really wanted to take a run and clear his head. Instead, he decided to go out to the deli he had seen across the street to get some juice and a bagel; and the fresh air would do him good. He had not eaten anything since the prior evening. As he passed Mitch he asked, "Did you see that?" Mitch nodded in affirmation. His eyes were lit up and grinning. "I got it."


Outside the sun was bright and hot. D.C. was always hot in the summer. The muscles in his lean legs wanted to stretch and pull around the path at the tidal basin. His whole being wanted to escape this dungeon and sweat out the disgust he had been forced to bury to keep his professional demeanor as he carried out the investigation.


Fasso covered homicides, shootings, stabbings, and sex crimes. And he never could really detach himself. The concept that one person could senselessly take vibrant human life revolted him and Fasso always felt the passion to get the killer. He guessed that maybe that made him a good investigator. He was arrogant about his work and that gave him the determination to weed through the blood and feces to catch the villain. But now all he wanted was to run and think.


As he walked back towards the Piedmont, Fasso munched on the soft fresh bagel and caught a glimpse of the van pulling into the parking garage. They would have to keep it at ground level because it was too tall to navigate the ramps going down. He met the technicians and the three of them started down the ramps, rolling the stretcher in front of them.


The sugar from the cold orange juice gave Fasso a burst of energy and his mind cleared a little. "When you get to the Medical Examiner, make sure they do a vaginal swab. I want stomach contents and a blood tox for drugs. Ecstasy, coke, everything."


"You got it Fasso. Is Mitch still here?"


"Yeah, they were taking a break 'til you cleared the body. They still have to shoot and clean the area below the girl."


"Yeah. That's right. We'll be quick."


Fasso let them go ahead and stopped to speak with Mitch and Justine. "What? You didn't bring any for us?" Justine was ribbing him.


"Sorry. I wasn't thinking. I'm really sorry. Here. There's half of the bagel left."


"Thanks. I'll take it." Mitch snatched it out of Fasso's hand before Justine. "Sesame. My favorite. But get some cream cheese next time, Fatso."


"What did you think of Ackerman?" Mitch's tone was taunting. He had already bagged and tagged the snuffed out cigarette.


"I didn't like that pompous ass either. Turkish Basmas...Give me a break. Something about him doesn't smell right. He was just too calm. He was more concerned about the parking than the corpse...Do you think you can get a blood type off the cigarette?"


"Yeah. Might be able to get DNA, too, if there's enough epithelial matter. Is he your prime?"


"For now, yeah." Then Fasso turned to Justine. "Justine, please check out the parking booth. Ask them to give you the surveillance tapes from yesterday. All of them. Then see the guard in the lobby. We’ll need a copy of the visitor’s log from yesterday. And have him get you a list of card key activity last night – say – from seven p.m. through one a.m. And here's two dollars. Go get yourself a bagel and a juice." Fasso handed off the money and smiled. Justine smiled back and blew him a kiss. Then she turned and started up the ramp. Fasso watched her strut.


Justine was elegant and dark like ebony. She had a wicked smile and a hard body. She eased up the ramp, at a moderate pace. She hung her sidearm high on her hip and Fasso watched until she disappeared around the corner. Sami looked over at Fasso and grinned. "Nice Huh. She's my partner, ya' know."


After the techs moved the body, Fasso and Mitch slid under the tape again. They each took an opposite corner and started writing notes. Just bare impressions about the scene. They would each cover the fifteen by fifteen foot square and then do it again. Later, maybe over a drink, they would compare the typed version of their impressions.


By nine o'clock they were done. Mitch gave the bye sign, putting both hands up in surrender. "See ya at the place around seven?"


"Sounds good. See you then. Right now I'm going to go and check up on Miss Oliver and Ackerman."

. . . . . . . . . . .


Fasso took the elevator to the ninth floor. The office was bustling, and the reception area was full. Ackerman walked up to the receptionist and asked for Miss Oliver. "Tell her it's Inspector Fasso."


The receptionist did not miss a beat. She hit a button on her phone and held the microphone just slightly away from her mouth at an angle so the speaker was far from her ear. Fasso guessed that she really did not need to hear anything from the receiver. "A Mister Fasso to see you Miss Oliver." Then she cradled the phone back onto its rest and said. "She'll be right with you." As she turned, she smiled to the other guests in the waiting area.


Megan Oliver appeared at the edge of the hallway, looking more relaxed than she had at six thirty. She smiled at Fasso. He guessed it was her business face. "Just this way Inspector." Fasso followed the woman's lead. Miss Oliver had by that hour time removed her green jacket and Fasso could see her tan arms and shoulders as she led the way around the corner. Her white blouse was silk and it flowed around her form. He had to shake himself when he realized he was staring at her hips.


Once in her office, Fasso apologized and asked directions to the rest room.


"Oh, I'm sorry. I should have asked you at the reception area." Miss Oliver was also apologetic. "I'll show you."


"No. Don't bother. I can manage." Fasso wanted to get the lay of the land.


"OK. Just go back to reception, then take a left past the elevators. The men's room is on the right."


Fasso told the woman that he would return shortly. He walked out and looked around the offices. Miss Oliver's office was cube shaped and about twelve feet on each edge. Out in the main area, cubicles were built into the floor and the drones worked there, busily creating documents and taking orders and moving money by computer. Fasso figured the people at reception were existing or potential clients waiting to see their brokers. The receptionist looked up and smiled as Fasso walked past toward the alcove by the elevators.


The men's room was lavish. It was tiled in black and white marble and all of the fixtures were polished brass. The air filtration system pumped a scent like cedar into the empty room. Fasso used the urinal. Then he washed, loosening his tie and shirt to wet the back of his head. As he massaged the water onto his neck, another man dashed by and into a stall. Fasso heard the seat hit the porcelain bowl and the tinkling of a belt buckle as the young man prepared to do his business.


"Are you the detective?" The man was talking to Fasso through the walnut door to the stall. The rhythm of his voice was anxious and Fasso was unsure whether it was simply nervous curiosity, stomach tension, or something else.


"Yup. That's me. And who are you?" Fasso consciously measured his tone, slowing the pattern. He wanted to see whether the unseen man would also slow down. But the other man carried on in the same brisk speech.


"I'm Fletcher. Morris Fletcher. I'm just a broker here. Say. About the girl downstairs, I heard she was real young. Was she high or somethin'? I mean, who killed her down there? Does anybody know how she got downstairs?"


"Well, Morris Fletcher, if I had those answers, I assure you I wouldn't be standing in this bathroom right now."


Fasso walked to the door slowly and withdrew a soft, plush hand towel from a cabinet built into the wall to dry off. Then he dropped it into the hamper below the cabinet. "Morris Fletcher. Were you here in the offices last night?” Fasso paused briefly, letting the question mark hang in the air. Then he asked, “What time did you leave work?” Fasso was interrogating the man through the door at the stall. And he kept his tone soft, even, and measured.


“Oh, me? I was out with clients last night. At the club. Josephine’s. I left the office around four.” Fletcher was still anxious. Almost hyperventilating.


Fasso made a mental note to talk to Fletcher again at some other time. The broker’s demeanor was hectic and the man was volunteering details, seemingly constructing an alibi. Fasso let it pass for the moment. He decided that a visit to Josephine’s was warranted. Then he excused himself. “See you later Morris Fletcher."


"See you later detective."


Fasso returned to Miss Oliver's office and studied her face for a moment. She truly did look like Sheryl. "Miss Oliver, I..."


She interrupted, "Megan's fine. You don't have to be so formal." She smiled. She definitely was more relaxed now. Fasso thought that perhaps she had taken a tranquilizer to calm down since the morning meeting.


"OK. Megan. I'd like to thank you for taking the time to speak with me this morning. And to remind you to let us know if you can remember anything else. Anything at all. I'd also like to see Robert Ackerman again, though. Is that possible?"


"I think so." Megan's smile did not falter as she hit a button on her phone. "Come with me."


Fasso thought that she was going to come around the desk and take him through the hall, but she waved him toward what he thought was a closet. Megan opened the door and she ushered him through into Ackerman's office.


That office was not too large. But it had a different aura about it. It seemed less lived in, less cozy. Everything, all the paperwork, the furniture, the rugs, was all placed just so, sterile-like. Ackerman was wearing one of those headset phones while he stared out of his window, looking down toward the White House. Though he was only on the ninth floor, Ackerman had a view of the White House and the Treasury building. The Piedmont was situated at just the right street corner. Ackerman could recognize some of the art on the walls - by artist, not by painting.


"Isn't that Gauguin?" Fasso pointed to a portrait of an old Polynesian set to a tropical backdrop.


"Yes, it is. And that's a Van Gogh." Ackerman glanced at the wall behind Fasso. Fasso did not turn to look; he kept his gaze at the grinning man by the window. "How are you Inspector Fasso? Can I get you anything?"


"No. I just have a few more questions. I got a call from the office. They reviewed the garage tape and you left the building at eleven oh five. That checks out with the building manager. Your passkey activated the elevator on this level just after eleven p.m. That's just about the time of the murder. I have to ask you again. Did you see anything down there?"


"No. Nothing that jumps out at me anyway. I know that I was the last one to leave the floor. I remember the cleaning crew came through here just after seven. I ordered in a salad and I had dinner here, just before then. I remember that they took the trash from my dinner right off my desk. I don't think I moved from my office until I left for the night."


"Well thanks anyway. And do let us know if anything else pops into your mind."


"Certainly." Ackerman held his arm out to usher Fasso through a doorway, different than the one he had used entering the suite. "Just take a left there at the hall. It'll take you back to the elevators opposite reception."


Fasso was relieved to leave the place. It seemed too synthetic. He took the elevator to the lobby, exited through the front door, took a very deep breath, and walked around the corner to his truck. After he climbed inside, he pulled his pants down and pulled up some running shorts. Then he quickly changed socks and put on a patterned t-shirt and sneakers. He was running on asphalt heading for the monuments by Ten a.m.


It was hot, but Fasso needed to sweat anyway. By the time he hit the path near the FDR Memorial, his mind started to clear and he began to relax. He was a runner and he was coming into rhythm. His legs moved as though they were only supporting air. He was weightless and the rhythm, the sweet steady rhythm, kept him moving as the distance grew.


He had an image in his mind. A man had held that girl, grinding and pounding into her, up against the wall in the garage. And it got nasty. It got violent. And he bashed her head. And she died. And Ackerman was the only one likely to have seen anything. Fasso ran the path at the Tidal Basin and swung around the Jefferson Memorial, running on Fifteenth Street past the Holocaust Museum. He stopped at Pennsylvania Avenue and walked from there to his truck. He felt a lot better after the five mile run.

CHAPTER 2

Thursday June 1


Fasso drove to the Precinct building and parked on the street. He jogged up the stairs and headed to the lockers to grab a towel so he could shower for the afternoon. He stopped at the mirror to check his beard. Yeah. He needed a shave, too. He had not scraped his face yet that morning.


Fasso looked at his clear grey eyes in the mirror. Others had told him that that his looks were exotic. His skin was bronze, he had a tan year-round, but it grew appreciably darker under the summer sun. He was tall, but not lanky. His body looked tight, like a coiled spring, always ready to pounce. Yet his carriage was graceful. Fasso's hair was brown and wavy, but it was graying to match his eyes. He looked at himself and smiled to check his teeth. Yep, they were still there.


Fasso was thirty-seven and happily single. He was not even married to the job. But he did it well. He had female acquaintances, but running often took the place of sex. And Fasso knew that only runners could understand that. If a woman did not regularly push ten miles in less than an hour and a half, she could not comprehend the runner's philosophy.


After he showered and shaved, Fasso dressed comfortably in chinos, oxford shirt, plain tie and a linen sports jacket. He walked to his desk with his canvas handbag to type up his notes from the morning. By half past one, Fasso was finished and his stomach was aching for lunch so he went outside and bought an apple and banana from the street vendor. He walked and sat in the park to eat.


A half of an hour later Fasso was back at his desk. He had two other cases that he had been working, but the perpetrators in each instance had been caught in neighboring jurisdictions. The files were only on his desk pending the assailants return to D.C. The Medical Examiner had left a message on his voice mail. Fasso dialed the number. "Bruce. I just got back from lunch. Whatya got for me?"


"Fasso. Yeah. It's too early for the blood gas. I'll have that by tonight so you'll have it in the morning. But we pulled stomach contents. She had semen in her stomach and there was some at the back of her palate. But here's the thing. The samples from there don't match the vaginal swab. She had O negative in her mouth and stomach and type B positive in her vagina. Oh - and she had Thai food for dinner. And Fasso, she suffocated. The head trauma did not kill her."


"Thanks, Bruce. Can you fax me the info so far?"


"Already have."


"Thanks again."


Justine came by later in the afternoon. "The computer came up empty on ID. Her prints are not in the system. So she's never been arrested, and she does not have a military record either. Sami's checking with missing persons...And we got one clean thumbprint off the inside knob of the service exit. It's not the girl's and it's not in the database either."


"Thanks Justine."


"Don't mention it. I wanna get this guy real bad too."


The phone rang then and Fasso picked it up. "Yeah, Fasso." It was Sami. "I got it, Fasso. Her name's Tasha Gregor and she's a graduate student doing an internship in town. Her younger brother reported her missing. She always calls him on Tuesday nights at seven. He hadn't heard from her and her office had told him that she was on leave for two weeks as of Wednesday. He emailed her photograph to missing persons. The two of them were the whole family. The parents had died in a car accident five years ago."


"Where's the boy now?"


"He's in Saint Louis. I haven't called it in yet. I wasn't sure if that was something you'd want to do."


"Yeah. I'll do it. Can you bring around the missing person's report?" Fasso looked at Justine and hung up the phone.


She said, "At least that's something. Look. I gotta go. I'm off at two and I gotta pick up Rachel at school. OK? I'll see you tomorrow morning."


Fasso blew her a kiss in jest and she caught it. Then she turned to walk away. Fasso watched. Then he furrowed his brow and looked down at his notes.


Sami came by on his way home and dropped the missing persons file on Fasso's desk. Fasso checked the photo of Tasha Gregor. It was she. The brother's name was Max. This was the worst part. Fasso had to tell a young man that his only family was dead. He made the call. The voice on the other end died for a minute and then Max asked whether Fasso was sure. Then Max said that he would take the next flight out.


That was that. Fasso was done for the day. At Three thirty he phoned Mitch Levi. "See you at the place at seven."


"You got it Fatso. And don't forget your notes."


"I'm packing them up right now."


Fasso stuffed photocopies of his report and his personal notebook into his canvas bag. Then he signed off his computer terminal. That way the duty sergeant would know that he was gone for the day.


It was still hot outside. Fasso rolled down the windows in his truck and pulled off, heading for his townhouse on R Street near North Capitol. He needed a nap before meeting Mitch later.


There was something - then he knew what it was. He made a mental note about Morris Fletcher. It was too odd that Fletcher had asked whether the girl was high on drugs. But his hunch was too slim to call him in for a formal sit-down. Fasso had already run the name through the database. And since this particular Morris Fletcher did not have a criminal record, Fasso could not verify whether any of the prints from the scene matched the broker; nor could he match the fluid samples. He decided on a tactic to pressure Fletcher. Fasso would irritate the broker and surreptitiously stumble upon him on future occasions. The high-strung young man would likely volunteer information if he felt cornered.

Fasso wrote a memo in his notebook. He would transfer it to digital later and store it on the computer server for the homicide department. Fletcher was likely involved.

CHAPTER 3

Thursday June 1


Fasso got home by quarter before Four. He parked his truck on the parking pad off the rear alley and pulled his garbage cans inside the property along the fence. Then he stooped down at his herb garden and inspected the basil. He had planted seeds in late April and his plants were growing tall and fragrant. The scallions and parsley were also healthy. Fasso turned on the water for the small sprinkler, climbed the stairs to the small deck, opened the rear door of his house, and stepped inside his kitchen.


His house on R Street was tidy, but far from immaculate. The kitchen was half full with a few pots and pans from the day before when the Inspector had whipped up a chickpea curry with coconut milk. Fasso rolled up his sleeves and washed the sink’s contents before any bugs could spawn in the standing water. Then he scrubbed the sink thoroughly and dropped the now full dish rack inside, hosed the pans with water in a final rinse, and walked away to let the contents drip dry.


Now content with the state of the kitchen, he walked through the barely furnished living room to his library study. Videotapes, music cd’s, and books on a diverse range of topics lined the walls. Fasso had them cataloged and cross-referenced in a computer database file. His neat desk space was supported by two deep filing cabinets and his computer stand formed an “L” with the ensemble. Fasso hit the keyboard and the desktop screen appeared slowly. A large icon of a telephone appeared. After he verified that there were no messages, Fasso walked back to the rear of the house and shut off the water in the garden. Then he walked upstairs.

He stripped and put a jazz cd into the Bose music box in his bedroom. The alarm on the clock was perpetually set to Five p.m. and Four a.m. He lay there and listened to John Coltrane and he closed his eyes. He just wanted to relax for a while.


At five, he dressed to run. He pulled up a jock strap, shorts, sneakers, and a loose cotton pullover. He wanted to sweat some more. As though the salt water that would flow out of his pores would pull out all of the disgust he was still carrying from the present investigation.


He pulled the front door shut behind him and dropped his key ring into his fanny pack, zipped it up and walked down the stairs of his townhouse. At this hour, North Capitol would be bumper-to-bumper traffic.


Fasso bent over to stretch his legs a little and then he lifted each one in turn and pulled it up towards the back of his shoulder by the ankle. After five minutes he felt that his muscles were loose enough, and he started to move - up to North Capitol and then right toward the Capitol Dome itself. By the time he got to New York Avenue, he had found his stride. He jogged in place there, waiting for the light to turn. And he waved to one of the old drunk street persons that lived between this intersection and Florida Avenue.


When the light changed to green, he bolted, weaving through a few cars that were in the middle of the intersection. He had a good pace as he worked his way around people on the sidewalk. His head started to clear.


He thought about Justine and her daughter Rachel. He had plans to take them to Center for the Arts on Saturday. The Moscow Ballet was touring and they would perform Tchaikovsky's Sleeping Beauty. He had seen that ballet once before, with Sheryl when they were at Columbia, and he felt that Justine and Rachel would enjoy it.


He truly liked Justine. She was a strong woman, emotionally and physically. And she was bright, too. Justine had graduated from Howard University with honors in psychology and history. Her first marriage ended in divorce, just after she had joined the force. Fasso figured that Justine was just too much woman for Claude, the ex-husband. He was an army sergeant and liked control. But Justine liked control, too. Something had to give, and when Claude was posted to Philippines, they broke it.


Rachel was almost two years old then, but Justine managed and raised a beautiful daughter. Rachel was eight now and a truly wonderful person - gorgeous, like her mother, outgoing, athletic, and bright. As Fasso rounded the curb at Independence Avenue, he imagined a relationship perhaps.


Then his thoughts switched to Sheryl, the great love of his life. They had gone together all through their studies at Columbia. She elected to major in biophysics as her premedical course. And he studied international affairs and economics as a precursor to a career at one of the federal agencies. At the time, it did not occur to either he or Sheryl that their studies were so disparate that a split was inevitable - even though they both appreciated the other's expertise.


Sheryl went off to medical school on the west coast and Fasso started his career at the FBI. After five years, just shy of his twenty-eighth birthday, Fasso left the Bureau and joined the D.C. Metropolitan police as an inspector. The pace was a little slower, and the culture was less constricting. That was nine years ago.


Since then, he had earned the respect of his peers at the force, and he also maintained some contacts at the Bureau. But he and Sheryl had lost touch somewhere. "I really miss you." Fasso said it aloud. Then he turned up on Seventeenth Street and picked up the pace. As he passed by the Piedmont building, he looked up to the top floors, but he ran by.


By six, he was on R Street, winding down. When he reached First Street, he slowed to a walk and eased his way up the block, waving at neighbors that were sitting out, enjoying the summer weather.


Back in his study he played his messages. Just Levi reminding him to be at the place at seven. Then he showered in lukewarm water, turning it cold to rinse off. Afterwards he pulled up some jeans and slipped his feet into some boat shoes that he had dusted with powder. He pulled down a tennis shirt and walked to the kitchen. He grabbed a quart bottle of Gatorade out of the fridge, picked up his canvas bag off the shelf in his study, and then he left to meet Mitch.


Fasso got to the place just before seven. Mitch waved him over to their usual table. "Here, I've already got you a tall iced tea. How was your run?"


"Just fine. I did about twelve miles today. Five this morning and seven tonight. I'll probably stay off them tomorrow."


"Sounds like a plan. Ya hungry? I haven't ordered yet."


"Yeah. I could do with a buffalo meat burger and a salad. My legs are crying for protein right now."


Fasso and Mitch tried to meet together exactly one night every week, either Wednesday or Thursday - just the two of them. They were both great investigators. Mitch was the man of science and forensics and Fasso had the imagination. He could place himself into character and draw feelings and images empathetically. But when they met like this, business was secondary. Their meetings were more social. It gave them a chance to unwind and talk shop away from the stress of the office.


"So I heard that you're taking Justine to the ballet. That's a big deal isn't it?"


Fasso blushed. "Well. It's really a gift to Rachel. I figured she would like it. It is a fairy tale you know. And anyway, Rachel will turn nine next week, so this is her birthday present."


"Yeah. OK. I see you looking at Justine." Mitch winked at Fasso and Steve smiled. "I don't blame you. She's a strong woman."


They chatted and made small talk until the burgers arrived. They were big, but Fasso was still able to knock down a quarter of the sandwich in one bite. The raw onions and tomatoes really made a difference. Fasso chased down the beef with a gulp of iced tea and then he started on some salad.


By the time the plates were cleared, Fasso had moved out of his chair and sat in the booth alongside Mitch. They each had folders open and they started reviewing each evidence label.


Mitch said, "Her panties and hose were clean. No evidence of fluid there. And since the Examiner found the semen of two men inside the girl, there were at least two perpetrators. But we don't have cause to order medical records on anyone yet."


"You're right about that. Ackerman and Fletcher are good bets, but it'd be hard to get a search warrant on this flimsy evidence. Ackerman runs in the same circles as most of the District judges. I won't even bother until we have something more.  Fletcher was working up an alibi. He told me that he was with clients at that strip club on M Street – Josephine’s. I’ll have to check it out. And maybe we’ll get lucky with the cigarette.”


"What do you think about the suffocation?"


"That's the trick, isn't it? I mean, if the sex had gotten rough and she hit her head the assailant could still have taken her to the hospital. He didn't have to smother her. See what I mean? This was murder, not a crime of passion - Wait a minute. What if the sex scene is a ruse? What if we're supposed to think it's a crime of passion? What if she was killed for another reason?"


"Like what?"


"I don't have enough yet. I'll get there after I interview her brother and we go through her apartment. I need to get to know Tasha Gregor."


Levi and Fasso each sucked down some ice water and settled up the tab. They walked out together and separated, each deep in thought.

. . . . . . . . . . .

Friday June 2


Fasso was back in the office by Six a.m. Friday morning. He signed on his computer and opened up his email. The Medical Examiner's report had been sent Thursday night just after nine. The cause of death was asphyxiation. Cell morbidity suggested that death occurred between Eleven thirty and Twelve midnight on Wednesday May 31, 1995. Tasha, the dead girl, had been with two men before her death. The ME had typed O negative in her gastrointestinal pathway, and type B positive in her vagina. Her skull was cracked from two separate impacts and concrete particles adhered to the dried blood on her scalp and matted hair. The blows probably incapacitated Tasha. The blood gas report showed positive for cocaine, percocet, alcohol, and rohypnol, the date rape drug.


The cigarette showed type AB positive for blood but the Medical Examiner needed authorization to send out for DNA analysis. It was expensive and the costs were usually carried by the police department budget or the district attorney's office.


The report also showed that there was spermicide in her vagina. The type from Trojan condoms. But that made no sense. How could there have been semen if the assailant had worn a condom? Unless, Fasso thought, the condom broke. But he still wasn't sure. Fasso needed to get inside the girl's head and see it from her perspective. Then he would be able to see the killer.


Fasso authorized the DNA analysis, printed out the report, and attached the hard copy to his working file. Max Gregor had left him a message the prior evening. Fasso called the hotel at eight and made arrangements to collect Max.

CHAPTER 4

Thursday June 1 


By Thursday evening, Ackerman was worn down. Everyone had cleared out of the offices and he was alone up there by ten p.m. He had talked to Megan about it and he was confident that she would be discrete with corporate information. Besides, she did not know anything.

But he was pissed at Fletcher. The idiot almost ruined everything, making that girl go down on him before he killed her. And to do it in the garage. He was supposed to take her out to the water or something. Anywhere outside of the property would have been preferable. But he knew that it was his own damn fault. He should have called in the professionals to take care of the girl.


He had Alejandro's number on speed dial. It was the first button. "Signor Pasquale. Yes. It's Robert. Yes. We were able to sell your boat yesterday. Yes. The firm has opted to use it to entertain clients. Yes. The company will refit it with new diesel engines and the boatyard will bring it into dry-dock by the end of the month. They'll have to replace the keel. We cleared twelve million on the transaction. No. There are no taxes. The transaction was completed offshore through Dark Horse LTD. Right. The funds will be wired into your account in Zurich. Yes. U.S. dollar denomination.


Oh. I'm sure that they will let you run it periodically.


What's that? The girl? No. I'm sorry, she left the firm. Yes, she was fun wasn't she? I'm glad you appreciated her company. Yes. It will be hard to replace her. Right Alejandro. I'll be in touch on Monday to confirm the wire. Right. Buenos Noches."


Then Ackerman hit the third button on his speed dial. "This is Ackerman. Send me the file on Steve Fasso. Yes. Psych, habits, education, fetishes, everything. Tail him. I need to know his movements." Then he hung up.


It was just before ten and he was beat. He unlocked the bottom drawer to his desk and pulled out a bag of white powder and a small silver tray. He shaked some of the material onto the tray and pulled some into his nostril with a plastic tube he kept in the same drawer. He shook his head clear and walked to the credenza at the opposite end of his office and grabbed the bottle of McCallan's. He poured a glass, neat, and walked to the window where he could look down over Washington.


What to do with Fletcher? He knew that he shouldn't do anything too very soon. It would draw too much suspicion. But then again, they might link Fletcher's blood type to the girl. And Fletcher was too shaky. He was a kink in the equation. Perhaps some plausible accident. A freak fire in his house or something. Something that would leave only little remains.


Ackerman hit number three again. "Ackerman here. Yes. I'll have to fire Morris Fletcher. I'll give him his pink slip tomorrow. Yes." And he hung up.


Then he hit the second button on the phone. The woman's voice on the other end said, "Hello darling. I can't wait to see you. Will you drop by tonight?"


"No. I'm afraid not tonight. I'm going home. I was just checking up on you."


"Well. I'll see you tomorrow then."


"Fine." And Ackerman grinned, baring his sharp teeth to his empty office. He was done for the day.


Ackerman rode the elevator down to the bottom level. The police had cleared out by one that afternoon and his car was in its usual spot just adjacent to the pavement where the police had been working. He marveled to himself that the crime scene was now the cleanest area on that level. He'd have Megan order the facility manager to clean the whole place early some Sunday morning.


Ackerman sat in his car and lighted a cigarette. He did not see anyone else there so he took another snort of his cocaine. He kept a stash in the glove box. He pulled out of the garage and threw in a Wagner CD. It was on Siegfried's Funeral March as his car sailed over the bridge at Arlington Cemetery and onto the GW parkway heading toward Alexandria.


Ackerman was home, sipping scotch by Eleven oh five. He lived alone in a three-story townhouse. He had no servants, no distractions here. The cleaning crew came by on Mondays and Thursdays, so all of the rugs were stiff, the fibers upright. Another crew came through on Fridays and checked for electronic devices. And the security system was rigged to pick up any extraordinary signals.


Ackerman put his feet up on a footrest, clicked on CNN and sat back in his chair, sipping one more scotch. He slept five hours each night and worked out from exactly Five fifteen to Six fifteen a.m. And the new trouble would not impede his regimen. He watched the financial news, then clicked off the set and climbed up to his bed at midnight. A man walking his dog outside saw the light go out in Ackerman's bedroom, and he and his dog walked up the street and turned the corner.

CHAPTER 5

Friday June 2


When Fasso called Max Gregor, the young man asked if Fasso could pick him up at the hotel. Max did not know the city and he needed some handholding. Fasso understood full well, so he agreed to meet Max in Crystal City. He left at Nine thirty.


Max was waiting for him in the lobby. He was red-eyed and tired. The poor young man had not slept the previous night at all. Fasso put out his hand and instinctively reached out to hug him. Max was still a boy. Just nineteen, and freckled, like his sister.


"I'm really sorry Max. I don't know what to say. But we really do need for you to make the positive identification."


Max nodded and whimpered. Fasso could tell that he was really hurting inside, biting back tears. "Are you ready to go now?"


Max nodded and they walked out to Fasso's truck.


The morgue was antiseptic and the fluorescent lights there gave everything a drab and deathlike hue. Fasso always felt it when he went there and he tried to stay away, usually getting reports from the examiner's office by fax or email.


They walked up to the attendant on call and Fasso asked the woman to bring out Jane Doe forty-one. Then he escorted Max to a viewing area, a small room with a Plexiglas viewing window. They stood there silently, in discomfort, for a few minutes. It was like an eternity. Then a male attendant rolled a gurney to the window and uncovered the girl's head. Max winced and tears started to flow. He nodded yes. And Fasso tapped the Plexiglas and the attendant pulled the corpse away.


Max sat down, shaking and sobbing. Then he looked up to Fasso in confusion. "How? What happened?"


Fasso tried his best to be compassionate. He said, "She was killed. They found her body in a low parking level in an office building downtown. Someone bashed her head into a wall there."


"Why? Why would anyone want to hurt Tasha? Everyone loved her. She was great."


"I don't know Max. But my job is to find out. Listen, I know this is real hard right now. And you may even want to be alone. But I'd like to go somewhere and talk for a while. Are you up to it?"


Max nodded.


Fasso led the way out of the building. "I know a good quiet spot. Away from people." Fasso started the engine and they pulled off towards the Fourteenth Street Bridge. He made his way over to Hanes Point and parked the truck. He and Max got out and started walking on the path under the trees alongside the Potomac River. They found an empty bench and Fasso slowly eased into some questions about Tasha. "How was she? As a person I mean?"


"Tasha was wonderful. She took custody of me when I was fourteen. After Mom and Dad died. And she didn't have to. She could have gone away on her own, you know."


"So you're saying she was responsible?"


"Absolutely. Always paid her bills weeks before they were due. She got mostly A's at SLU. She was a great big sister. We were really close. When Mom and Dad died, I'd cry myself to sleep sometimes. And she would always be there to dry my eyes and reassure me. But she cried alone. She missed Dad most of all, I think. She was his princess. I remember how proud he had been of her, especially about the languages. Tasha had a gift for languages."


"When did she move to D.C.?"


Max focused and pushed back his tears. "She moved here last October for an eleven month internship. Tasha planned on coming back to Saint Louis to work on a MBA but she wanted some experience with a financial services firm first...Pasquale Enterprises, an Argentine investment firm, was looking for a linguist and Tasha was it. The program allowed her to travel through Latin America on different assignments as a liaison between the U.S. and the Argentine parent. She told me that she liked it. She got a kick out of calling me in St. Louis from different time zones." Max chuckled at that.


"Was she dating anyone here? Any close friends?"


"No. Not that she mentioned really. She spent so much time traveling, you know. And they kept her pretty busy."


"How about drugs? Did Tasha use drugs?"


"Well, I know that when she was in St. Louis she went to parties and I'm pretty sure she used ecstasy. But that was only once in a while. I wouldn't say that she had a problem with it. She was kinda like Mom. She went to parties to be social, because she had to."


Fasso's heart went out to the boy. But he had to dig a little deeper. "When did you see her last?"


"She came to St. Louis for Christmas. She stayed at the house until the week after New Year's, hanging around with me and some college friends. I was supposed to visit over Spring Break, but our schedules got twisted and she got called away to Caracas that week, so I never came."


"What other places did she visit for work?"


"Mexico City, Rio, Panama City, Buenos Aires. A couple of other places, I guess."


"OK. That's good." All the while, Fasso was taking mental notes. He had not written anything because he felt that would have been a distraction. He looked at the boy's face the whole time. "Let's get some lunch. I don't care if you're not hungry. I'd bet that you haven't eaten anything all day."


Max nodded. Fasso was ripped up inside. This poor boy had lost all of his family. And he would have to manage the funeral alone. Fasso knew that friends would help, but it was just not the same.


They walked back to the car and Fasso drove up to a Tex Mex place on Connecticut Avenue. The lunch crowd there was usually sedate and he knew that he could get a quiet table. And Max ate. He put down the steak fajitas, a big coke, and a side of nachos and salsa.


Afterwards, while he was waiting on the check, Fasso said, "Listen Max. I'd like for you to stay over at my place for a day or two. It'll probably be more comfortable than the hotel and I know that you could use a friend right now. And I'd like your help when I go to Tasha's apartment. Is that OK?"


"Yeah, sure." Max was relieved. Fasso could sense that he did not want to be alone right now. At least that was a good sign. Something to be thankful for.


Fasso drove back to Crystal City and waited while Max grabbed his bag and checked out. Then Max threw the backpack over into the bed of the pickup truck and Fasso pulled out, heading for R Street. Both men were quiet on the way back to the District. Fasso put the radio on WGMS to brighten the somber tone. The classical station was airing a Mozart medley that afternoon.


"Here. This is your room." Fasso pointed to the first spare bedroom. "Use anything you want. The computer in the study has a dedicated DSL. Just stay in today. I'll get you a spare key tomorrow so you can have more liberty. And when I come home later, I'll help you with the arrangements. OK?"


Max nodded and started to cry again. Fasso reached out and hugged him, rubbing his back. Then Max pulled away. "You better go now. I know you have things to do."


"Yeah."


Fasso went back to the precinct and filled out the request to have Tasha Gregor's apartment searched. He sent the paperwork to Mitch who would get the signatures and start the search. He would go over there later, after he typed notes on his meeting with Max.


It was almost three o'clock when Mitch called. "How'd it go with the Gregor boy?"


"OK. Not too bad. He's real shook up, though. He doesn't have any people left."


"I understand. Let me know if I can help...Listen. I'm over at the apartment right now. They're dusting the place. We've found an itinerary. Looks like she planned on flying up from Miami on Wednesday morning. She would have arrived at National after Four p.m."


"Well, that gives us a six hour window from arrival until the murder. Anything else?"


"Not yet. I'll get her hard drive. The techs can scan it. Will you be in the office?"


"'Til Six. Then I’m gonna run over to Josephine’s and check Fletcher’s alibi. It should not take too long. Then I've gotta get some take-out for me and Max. I told him to stay in and I feel responsible. I should go home and help him out a little."


"I probably won't see you then. I'll catch up with you in the morning."


"All right Mitch."


"Later Fatso."

. . . . . . . . . . .


Fasso hustled away from his desk after five thirty and parked on M Street between Eighteenth and Nineteenth. Josephine’s was just setting up for the night. He greeted James, the bouncer, with a firm handshake and stern countenance. They knew each other. Fasso’s investigations sometimes brought him to this or to other so-called gentlemen’s clubs.


“How’ve ya been, Inspector?” James was relaxed. He always did his best to help Fasso. Generally, Josephine’s was a reputable establishment. The club recruited its dancers from colleges and universities in the metropolitan area.


Fasso produced a digital photograph of Fletcher from the Virginia DMV. “Was this man here this week?” Fasso did not want to be too particular about the night, giving James the opportunity to be specific on his own.


Like a cliché, James took the sheet of paper from Fasso’s hand and studied it. “Yeah. He was here with a party. They took up a table in front. They spent a lot of money here that night. Wednesday, I think.”


“Was he friendly with any of the girls here?”


“That, I don’t know. I couldn’t tell if there was any particular girl. Like I said, his group was quite generous that night. Most of the dancers made a stop at their table during their breaks.”


“Look, James. I don’t have all night here. Who would know?”


“Check Rolly. At the bar. He was here Wednesday.”


“Thanks. And take a look at this.” Fasso produced a photograph of Tasha’s corpse. “Does she look familiar?”


James grimaced, but he carefully studied the facial features in the shot. “No. I’m sure that I’d never seen her here.”


“OK. Jimmy. Thanks.” Then Fasso walked to the bar, annoyed by the distractions caused by the naked blond woman gyrating to Guns ‘n Roses on the small stage.


“Roland!” Fasso extended his hand to the bartender. Roland likewise reached out and met Fasso’s grip. “Look. I need to know whether you remember anything suspicious about this fellow.”


Roland squinted at the photograph from behind the bar, and nodded his head. “Sure, that’s Fletcher. He’s always here.”


“What night this week?”


“Tuesday night? …No. It was Wednesday. He brought a party of four clients in here. They sat up front and threw a lotta money around. I’m pretty sure the party continued into the late night. Three of the girls left with the party at the end of the shift.”


“What about Fletcher? What time did he leave?”


“He left earlier. Maybe at ten forty or so. Said he had some business at the office.”


“He left alone, then?”


“No. Monica walked out with him.” Roland’s eyes darted furtively around the room. His gaze alighted on a waitress, and, with a nod and a tilt of his head, he waved her back over to the bar. “Stace? Could'ya run back and ask Monica to come up?” Then he turned back to Fasso. “Yeah. She was finished for the night at ten, ten thirty. I remember Fletcher walking out with her.”


Then, as Monica appeared, in a sleek silk robe and shiny gold heels, “Monica, this is a detective.” She looked at the Inspector and nodded.

Fasso eased his gaze and returned a smile. He extended his hand. “Listen, Monica. I Just have a few questions for you about Wednesday night. Do you remember leaving with Morris Fletcher that night?”

“Yeah. But he just walked me to my car.”

“And what time was this?”

“Let’s see.” She took a deep drag on her cigarette and exhaled with a sigh, as though deep thoughts and analytical reasoning were painful. “I was off at ten. After cleaning up and converting my tips – oh – probably about a quarter to eleven.”

“OK. Do you remember anything peculiar about that night? Did Fletcher say anything that struck you?”

“I’ll say.” She grinned and chortled a laugh. “He paid me five hundred for a used condom. We had arranged it earlier in the night. I had it tied up in a Ziploc. We made the exchange by my car.”

Fasso’s expression was blank. He just nodded. “What type of condom?”

“Why is this important? I just figured Fletcher had a fetish or something… It was a Trojan, with a receptacle tip.” She was still chortling at the thought.

Fasso thanked the puzzled woman. He knew that further questions would complicate the issue and potentially taint the extant testimony. He wanted to ask her about the source of the condom’s contents, but the answer and the knowledge of the answer would not be evidentiary. In fact, the question might prejudice the evidence that Fletcher had acquired a used condom from the woman. He let the information stand as it was given, with Monica at the end of the chain. For now.

He handed the young stripper a business card, nodded to Roland, and exited the club.

. . . . . . . . . . .


On the way back to his house, Fasso stopped at the Giant and picked up a large tuna Caesar salad, some lunchmeat, and sandwich rolls. He also grabbed some Gatorade and iced tea mix. When he got home he cracked the door to the guest room. Max was asleep, still dressed from the morning. Fasso got suited up for a long run, out to Virginia on the bicycle trail along the Potomac. He came over the Key Bridge and sprinted down M Street to Connecticut Avenue towards home. He showered and changed. Then he made himself a sandwich and some iced tea and signed onto his email account using the computer in the study.


Mitch had sent him a small file. It was a scanned copy of Tasha's itinerary for her last trip. She had planned to fly to Mexico City, then Caracas, and to yacht up from Venezuela to Miami, arriving there on Tuesday night. Mitch's email said that the girl kept scant records of her trips on the PC, but some itineraries were downloaded to the computer from her PDA. And the PDA was not in the apartment. Fasso figured that Tasha's portable organizer probably held phone numbers and names that she may not have wanted on her computer.


Fasso took a bite out of his sandwich and signed off. He hoped the boy would sleep through the night. He was wary of playing the role of comforter. He himself had been alone much of his adult life and the emotions did not come easy with him. Fasso clicked on the news. The anchor was reporting about drugs in America. The FBI had intercepted one hundred kilograms of cocaine in Miami on Wednesday, in an abandoned waterfront warehouse building. The place was scheduled for demolition. The newsman said that the investigation was ongoing. Fasso went up to bed at nine after he put the salad and deli meats into the fridge. He fell right to sleep.

Saturday June 3


Fasso opened his eyes just before Four a.m. on Saturday morning. He reset the Bose audio alarm before it clicked on. Saturday was his day. He had learned years before at the Bureau that his mind needed one day away from work to recover. Depression and mania and burnout were the downside risks of workaholism and Fasso aimed to steer clear of those symptoms. He stared out his open bedroom window. Dawn would start to break just a little after Five. During the next hour, the sky would be at its darkest.


Fasso crossed his legs, not quite lotus position, and sat on the rug in the middle of his room. The house was quiet, but he could make out city noises, an ambulance siren wailed in the distance. He closed his eyes and focused upon an imaginary point of light just at the top of the bridge of his nose. He sat there for exactly twenty-five minutes, like he did every morning.


He had toasted English muffins, juice, and two scrambled eggs for breakfast, now hoping that the aroma would awaken Max. And it did. Fasso could hear movement upstairs as Max went into the guest room bath and started getting ready for the day.


When Max walked into the kitchen, Fasso was eating an egg sandwich. The nineteen-year-old Washington University freshman looked much better than he had the day before at the first interview. Fasso had learned a good deal about the Gregors already. The trucking firm that owned the semi that struck and crushed the parents settled for over ten million dollars and Tasha had the lawyers pay off the house and set up two trust accounts, one for her and one for Max. She had graduated from SLU the prior summer after three years of commuting from home. Max was her best friend and she was his. They vacationed together, went to movies together and read the same books. She had dated some boys in school, but never got too close to anyone. And even though she stayed out some nights, she had never brought anyone home.


Max looked a lot like his sister, too. They both had green eyes and brown hair. He was almost six feet tall and slender. His frame had not filled out yet, but Fasso knew that it would. And his skin freckled in the sun. And he was bright. He majored in mathematics and electrical engineering.


"Good morning Inspector."


"Just call me Steve. Only the bad guys call me Inspector. How do you like your eggs?"


"Over easy."


"The toaster is over there by the microwave. Go ahead and drop in some English muffins. And get a glass out of that cabinet." Fasso pointed over the microwave. Then he grabbed a clean plate from the dishwasher and slid two eggs off the Teflon pan into the plate. He grabbed a clean knife and fork from the drawer and put them alongside the plate at the breakfast bar. Max brought his toast over and sat at the stool there while Fasso poured him some juice.


"Thanks. Did you find anything yet?" Max asked timidly, as though he was unsure of the emotions he should be feeling.


"It's ok. You can be angry if you want to."


"But it's only that I'm not sure what I should be feeling. I mean I miss her, but I'm having a hard time really believing that she's dead."


"You're in shock Max. And, like I said, that's ok. Now eat your eggs before they get cold. And feel free to crash here for as long as you'd like. I'd like it if you can go with me to Tasha's apartment later. There may be some things there that you can see that the police crew missed." Fasso did not let on that he was breaking his own rule about working on Saturday. But, no matter, he would just take a bye on Sunday.


They were out of the door by Seven thirty and Fasso stopped by a People's Drug that duplicated keys. Max waited in the truck listening to the news on NPR. And Fasso was back after a short while with two pint bottles of Gatorade. Max took the lime one and Fasso drove off.


Tasha's apartment was on Q Street near Twenty-second, just across from the old Russian Embassy. He had picked up a key from the file on Friday before he left work and he and Max opened the door and went inside. Max took a deep breath and a hot tear rolled down his cheek. "It smells like her." He said.


Fasso peered inside the living room from the door portal. The furniture was contemporary college. A rich jade green material covered a queen sized futon atop a rosewood stained frame. A stylish black recliner, angled like a dentist’s examination chair was aligned perpendicular to the futon sofa, and a glass topped, marble based coffee table anchored a throw rug with a geometric pattern in the middle of the room.


Fasso stepped inside towards the coffee table. A few magazines were thrown haphazardly on the table. Fasso noted the titles: Paris Match, Stern, Life and Time. The room was airy and bright. Two windows were curtained in tangerine, a surprisingly pleasant contrast to the green and black fabric of the sofa and chair.


A simple mahogany frame, stained in black with a red inner rim, protected an expensive print of Gustav Klimt’s “l’Embrace” on the left wall behind a simple wooden dinette set. The wall opposite was lined with photographs of the Gregors. The family portraits were arranged chronologically, with the earliest photograph on the left; the sixth and final image featured a seated fourteen year old Max in front of a standing eighteen year old Tasha, framed between the two parents.


Two large folio prints hung on either side of the simple pine bookshelf. The gold leaf and richness of color of these Asian designs complemented the Klimt and Fasso suddenly realized that the German artist had likely taken inspiration from Persian and Moghul art.


Max walked over to the bookshelf in the living room. He pointed to the Spanish-Italian dictionary and the Portuguese-English dictionary. "I gave her these four years ago."


Fasso looked over and glanced at the selection. Tasha had books on yoga, Latin American history, and economics. He pulled out the copy of the Kama Sutra and flipped through. It was illustrated in sketch. He noted that there was no television in the living room.


Max led the way into the bedroom. Throw rugs adorned well-kept hardwood floors. Fasso guessed that they were Native American designs, likely Apache or Navajo. The small single bed sat in a brass frame and a neon green colored lamp with an expandable arm was clipped to the nightstand to the right of the bed. A bureau with a flip down writing table was positioned along the one wall and the dresser rested opposite the foot of the bed adjacent to a walk-in closet.


Fasso opened the closet. Tasha had a classy wardrobe. There were four evening gowns there, black, jade, red, and mauve. And the jewelry on her dresser was simple and elegant. Max picked up a gold choker. "This was Mom's." And then he opened the small wooden chest where Tasha kept her diamond and emerald studs. Fasso looked at everything. Tasha had expensive tastes, but nothing struck him as being gaudy or ostentatious.


Then Max made his way to a framed photograph at the desk. "I know this place. I was there last summer on a field trip. But Tasha's never been to Europe. At least she never told me about it."


The photo was at a street in the Zurich financial district. Tasha was standing, smiling in front of a Deutschebank building. She was wearing a fur and there was snow on the street.


"You say she's never been there?"


"No. She never told me that she went. And she told me about all of her trips. I wonder why this one was so special."


"Do you mind if I take this picture?"


"Go ahead."


"Do you know if Tasha had a data organizer? They hadn't found one."


"Yeah. I got her one last Christmas. It came with an online service, so she could store data in cyberspace too."


"Do you know her account number and password?"


"No. I'm sorry. I don't."

. . . . . . . . . . .


Nothing else jumped out at Max and they left. When they got back to R Street, Max reminded Fasso that he had to arrange the burial. Fasso said, "You know what? Let's call your local police precinct in St. Louis and see if my clout can start the wheels moving. They might help us out."


By Three p.m. on Saturday, they were finished. The funeral would be Tuesday and the mortuary would handle everything, including the transport. Fasso promised to travel with Max back to Saint Louis for the burial.


Fasso was wary of leaving Max alone that night so he asked Max if he wanted to go along with him and Justine to dinner and the ballet, but Max was tired and wanted some time alone.


Justine came by to pick up Fasso at Five on Saturday. "Hi Uncle Steve." Rachel was excited about the ballet. And Justine was all smiles also. Fasso was relieved. He knew that they would not talk shop in front of Rachel. That was forbidden.


Justine picked up 395 off New York Avenue and they motored out to Fairfax. They picked a Chinese restaurant on University Drive and Justine parked. "What time does it start?"


"At Eight. We have plenty of time."


They had a leisurely dinner and Rachel joked with Steve. She was in the third grade and already knew algebra. She looked at the menu and said, "Twenty dollars. Two from column A and one from column B." And she wrote on her napkin: 3x=20; x=20/3; x=6.67. "See Uncle Steve." Fasso smiled at Rachel and raised his hand for a high five. "That's great Rachel. Ya know, most people don't learn Algebra 'til they're in the fourth or fifth grade. I bet you'll be starting college when you're thirteen."


"Only if I can go to Howard. I wanna stay home with Momma." Justine smiled at her daughter and hugged her.


"Honey. Don't forget to thank your Uncle Steve for your birthday present."


"Thanks Uncle Steve."


They joked and carried on over dinner until quarter after seven. Then they left for the Center for the Arts.


George Mason University was another of Virginia's great public education systems. And the school built a world-class facility for performance. Dance, symphony, plays - everything, including acrobats. And the Center for the Arts was less pretentious than The Kennedy Center. Fasso preferred that.


They parked in the garage and walked to the complex at Seven forty. The lobby was full and Fasso grabbed some playbills and walked to the window to get his tickets for the tenth row center.


The women loved Sleeping Beauty. Rachel sat up in her seat for both the first and second. And she paid close attention. And Justine sat back, quietly enjoying Tchaikovsky's music. Rachel gave Fasso a big hug after the show.


Rachel slept in the car on the way back to D.C. and Justine and Fasso were silent. The magic was over and they were returning to the real world as the miles between them and the ballet grew. Back at R Street Fasso gave Justine a small peck on the lip and thanked her for driving. Then he arched back, between the bucket seats, and kissed Rachel on the forehead. "I'll see you Monday."


"OK." And Justine winked at him.

CHAPTER 6

Friday June 2


Friday morning Ackerman called Morris Fletcher into his office. The broker was shaky. His behavior had been growing more and more erratic since Ackerman had recruited him one year before.


"Look, Fletcher. I do not approve of the way you handled the situation. I think that maybe you're losing it. I need for you to take a week off. But stay close by. I may need you for something. Go home and unwind." Ackerman was casually flicking his letter opener, a gold-handled butterfly knife an associate had given him as a present. He grinned at Fletcher then. Fletcher nodded and walked out. He went home and started to drink some vodka. It was only Ten a.m.


Ackerman managed business all day. He closed some large bond transactions for Dark Horse and Marigold Flamingo and had lunch at his desk.


He enjoyed moving money around. The corporations he had created were offshore in Bermuda and Caymans. They functioned as holding companies for various firms in different countries. The other stockholders took profits in the form of dividends consolidated from the subsidiaries earnings. And all of the partners did well. The operation had been assembled over the course of the past four years and each member had received at least a tenfold return to date.


The subsidiary companies manufactured and shipped textiles, and they exported coffee, sugar, and even dabbled in frozen concentrated orange juice. Everything was clean and Ackerman could manage all of the money from his desk. He worked upstairs all day. When Megan walked in smiling at Two, Ackerman asked her, "Are you gone for the day?"


Megan's smile faltered. "Yeah. But I thought..."


"No. Not today. I have a few more things to handle. I'll see you." And Ackerman's phone rang. Megan waved goodbye and left for the day.

. . . . . . . . . . .


Ackerman left the office at nearly nine thirty that evening. He drove home and showered. Then he dressed in casual attire, sports slacks and a two-way linen sports jacket. He wore it with the white shell showing and walked out of his townhouse.


He strolled over to the pub and sat at his usual spot and ordered a scotch. Then he got up to use the restroom, switched his jacket around, showing the navy blue shell and walked out the rear exit. He grabbed a cab to the Metro and rode out to Vienna. He took another cab from there to Fairfax Circle.


Ackerman could just barely hear the girls giggling through the door when he arrived at the condo near Fairfax Circle. He made a mental note to call his agent to improve the soundproofing to the front living room. He turned his key, turned the doorknob and walked in. He could immediately smell sex.


Two young women were cuddling and kissing, relaxed on the big sofa. Ackerman grinned. The girls had a bottle of Glenlivet on the coffee table. "I see you found the liquor cabinet all right." One of the girls, Ackerman guessed she was the more dominant one said, "The agency gave us the floor plan and told us what you liked. They told us to help ourselves to anything in the place. But they told us not to get too drunk."


Ackerman liked these two. They followed instructions. Ackerman withdrew a small plastic baggy from the pocket of his sports jacket and tossed it onto the table. He said, "Help yourselves. It's good stuff." He walked over to the bar and poured himself a tumbler of McCallan scotch, neat and savored it as he lighted a black cigarette and looked at the girls.


The first one, the dominant one, was Thai. Her skin was naturally tan. Her hair was jet black and cut straight to her shoulders, but it was thick, with substance. Her shiny pink lipstick was the exact shade of the pink teddy that barely covered her flesh. Ackerman could tell that the Thai girl had almost shaved away all of her pubic hair because the teddy clung close to her flesh between her legs and Ackerman could see the outline of her lips through the already moistened fabric. The girls had been playing for a while before Ackerman arrived.


The other girl had dirty blonde hair and her skin was dark, like a Greek's or a Turk's. Her green eyes were moist and glazed and Ackerman could tell that she could not hold her liquor well. This girl wore only a tank top that hugged her breasts. Ackerman could see her full outline. He wanted to get up and join in but he knew that anticipation is the best part of the game.


The Thai girl reached for the plastic baggy and opened it. She licked a little of it off the top of her pinky and then she smiled at Ackerman. He grinned back, baring all of his sharp teeth.


Then the Thai girl motioned for the other one to scrunch down onto the sofa. The blonde complied. Parting her legs to her partner's right hand. Then the Thai girl sprinkled some of the powder onto the girl's clitoris, and the blonde sucked air. Ackerman knew she would. Cocaine numbs bare wet sensitive flesh. Then the Thai girl dipped her head down between her friend's legs and kissed her there on the lips. Ackerman stood up from his chair, carrying his drink and sat near the blonde girl's head. As the Thai girl was licking and sucking on her friend's labia, she looked up at Ackerman and he was getting excited. He grinned back at the dark-haired one as the blonde girl reached back, pulled his legs apart and started rubbing his hard penis through his pants. He put out his cigarette and rotated his body a little to the right to give the girl better access. Then he took another sip of scotch.


The girl had her eyes closed, then. And she bit her lip as her hips gyrated slowly, sometimes following her friend's tongue and lips, and sometimes leading them somewhere new. Ackerman just let his head relax and fall back a little bit. When the girl started moaning, he got up and ripped her top open. He pulled his pants and shorts off and straddled her chest with his penis between her voluptuous breasts and she licked it as he rode her.


The Thai girl came around then and grabbed a small leather wand, like a riding crop, and winked at Ackerman. Her lipstick was smudged all over her face now and she sat on the chair that Ackerman had used and took a sip of his scotch. She threw the crop and Ackerman caught it.


He moved off the girl and knelt on the sofa between her legs, pulling her toward him. The girl's labia and clitoris were swollen and red with blood. Ackerman rubbed the head of his penis up and down and pushed it just slightly into her body. It was hot. And the girl exhaled, "Uuoh." He pushed himself all the way in and the girl exhaled again and looked up at him, her pupils dilated. Ackerman struck her nipple with the crop. Not too hard, but hard enough that it would leave a mark there for a while. She sucked air and her muscles tensed on him inside her vagina.


The Thai girl came over and dropped her teddy. Then she shaked some powder on herself and squatted down on her friend's face. Ackerman was enjoying this. The blonde girl was making slurping noises as she kissed her friend. Ackerman started beating the Thai girl's back, easy at first, then harder to the rhythm of his motion. Harder, drawing blood as he went. Just listening to the slurping noises and letting himself go.


Finally, he exploded inside of the blonde girl's body and the other girl fell over the side of the sofa, bloody and sweating. It would take a week to heal. She turned around. The smile was gone now, and her mascara was running. Ackerman was grinning. He could not control himself sometimes. It was always this way. Sometimes it just got too rough.


He rose up and fixed himself a drink. "You both can stay here if you like. I have to leave shortly."


"No thanks." The Thai girl was already dressing. "I need to get back home."


"Fine. Fine. Care for another drink."


"No. Thank you."


"Here's two envelopes, one for each of you. And you can take that, too, if you like." Ackerman pointed to the plastic baggy on the coffee table and placed two thick envelopes there. Each one contained fifty hundred-dollar bills. The blonde girl picked up the baggy and the Thai girl grabbed the cash. It was costly, but Ackerman had expensive hobbies. And the agency screened the girls carefully. They were clean and kinky.


They were both dressed and out of the door before Ackerman had finished the drink.


Ackerman made his way back to the pub in Alexandria, through the rear exit. He flipped his jacket around and had a drink at the bar. Then he left.


When he arrived home, it was just before two. Robert Ackerman went up to bed and closed the light. He was pleased with himself.

CHAPTER 7

Friday June 2


When they came for him on Friday, Fletcher was in his underwear, listening to tunes and the television was on the Eleven o'clock news. Fletcher stupidly, as always, answered the door. His incapacitated body dropped to the floor before the man in the garage mechanic's coveralls and cotton gloves could put the aerosol back into his pocket. Then the man pushed the door in slowly, straining against Fletcher's dead weight as the body gave way and slid on the hardwood floor. Then the man eased himself inside and shut the door.


He slipped cotton pullovers onto his shoes and bent over and heaved Fletcher up over his shoulder and carried him into the kitchen. This was too easy. Fletcher drank, smoked, and took drugs. The Arlington police would have no problem seeing this as an accidental death.


Fletcher's glass still had a drop of vodka in it and his cigarettes lay on the living room coffee table. The man brought these items along with the ashtray and lighter into the kitchen. He had already picked out the coffee maker when he had entered. He pulled out his tools and opened the base of the machine. He found the wire leading to the switch at the timing device and tested it. Then he pulled away the solder and moved the wire away slightly, setting the alarm to the current time. The electricity arced over the gap. The man smiled and reattached the base and set the clock for Twelve thirty, a little over an hour away. Then he put a frozen entree into the oven and turned the gas on full. He sprayed Fletcher with the aerosol again on his way out of the house.


Fletcher was dreaming. He dreamt Ackerman told him to pick up the girl at the airport in the BMW and to get the papers. They went out for Thai food and Fletcher dropped some rohypnol into her drink. When she got woozy, Fletcher helped her back to the car and she flopped over in the back. Ackerman had decided to terminate her. She was beginning to cause Pasquale some trouble, threatening to go to the FBI unless he let her go.


She was still high and passed out in the back seat of Ackerman's car at eleven when he and Ackerman went down to the garage that night. After Ackerman left, he stupidly forced himself on her. Making her perform oral sex. Then he pushed her to the wall and knocked her unconscious. When she fell, he covered her airway until she stopped moving. He was careful to cover her face with plastic. Then he injected that semen he got from that stripper into her vagina. Fletcher was a genius. The police would never be able to tie him to it. They'd be looking for a rapist or something.


When he left he grabbed the girl's bag and exited the building through the rear service door. No one saw him leave. He was too smart. His car was already on the street. And when he got there, he ripped up the parking ticket on the windscreen, snorted some coke and left.


Fletcher tried to wake up. He could smell something, like gas. But he could not shake himself awake. He had drunk too much. And the pills did not help either.


But at least he had the PDA. Ackerman and Pasquale would have to listen to him now. He had account numbers, shipment dates, and the names of the subsidiaries.


Fletcher finally opened one eyelid and strained to lift the other one. How did the oven get on? He struggled to his feet and reached the knob just as the coffee machine clicked on.


The blast from the explosion knocked his head clean off. The firemen found it in a corner by the stairs near the front foyer, seared and charred. The whole house was in flames at Twelve forty-five when the fire trucks arrived. They still poured water onto the place, though. But very little of the contents survived the explosion and fire.

Saturday June 3


By Saturday morning, two days after the murder of Tasha Gregor, Ackerman was confident that there were no loose ends. The girl was dead, and her killer had just suffered an accident. There was absolutely no evidence linking him to the girl.


And even if the police linked Fletcher to the girl, Ackerman could confess with all sincerity that Morris Fletcher was a sick man with a drug problem. Clearly the man snapped. Fletcher's own death supported the premise. The man was high on cocaine, percocet and vodka. And Ackerman would verify that his work was erratic and that he was behaving paranoid. Plus, Megan had typed up a performance warning and request to seek counseling and placed the slip in Fletcher's personnel file.


Yes. Ackerman felt relief. He'd even acquiesce in having the police take a copy of the human resources file if they wanted. They would be able to verify Fletcher's blood type and match it to the girl. Case closed. How very clever.

CHAPTER 8

Monday June 5


Monday morning Fasso took Max in with him to the office. They carried luggage with them for the funeral on Tuesday. Their flight left National at Four p.m. for St. Louis. Mitch was already there in the office. When Fasso introduced them, Mitch gave his condolences. Then Fasso showed his desk to Max and asked that the young man wait there in the chair while he and Mitch walked to the kitchen area.


"How's he doing?"


"He's OK. They were close, but he hadn't seen Tasha in over six months. He'll be grieving for a while. But it probably won't hit him until around Christmas time. That'll be real lonely for him."


"Yeah. I bet you're right. I really wanna nail the sonofabitch that did this."


"Did the techs come up with anything on the PC?"


"No. She had some academic papers on it. Some downloaded emails from friends and Max. Ticket confirmations from Travelocity. That kind of thing. No financial records. No data from work or anything. - Oh, speaking of work. I called Pasquale Enterprises and their information shows that she was on leave for two weeks after the last trip. Apparently she earned some time off because she'd been going nonstop since January. And the last trip was fourteen days. The cruise from Caracas took eight days. Apparently she was on board to liaise with some Latin financiers."


Fasso grimaced. "Are you saying that she was the entertainment?"


"She and some others. That's what it looks like. I guess it was part of the job."


"OK. I guess I'll do the interviews over at Pasquale today. Can I leave the boy with you? Maybe he can help you with the computer."


"Yeah. Sure."


"And don't let on anything about the escort stuff. He's been through enough."


"Right. Good luck, Steve."


"Sure." And Fasso walked back to his desk with a coffee for Max. "Listen. I'll be gone for most of the morning. But I'd like it if you could work with Mitch. He's got Tasha's computer in the lab and they could use some help with some of her files."


Max smiled and said, "Great. Anything I can do to help."

. . . . . . . . . . .


Fasso left the precinct and grabbed a uniform to drop him off at Pasquale Enterprises. They had a suite of offices on Wisconsin Avenue near Chevy Chase. Afterwards, he would take a cab back downtown.


There was a Latin flair to the offices there. A portrait of Alejandro Pasquale hung in the front foyer entrance. The founder was a Spaniard, a Visigoth with dark hair, piercing black eyes and an aquiline nose. In the portrait, he stood alongside a strawberry roan colored Arabian and he wore chaps, but he held the gaucho hat in his left hand near his hip. His right hand held a riding crop. The portrait smiled at anyone who cared to look. Fasso thought that the smile was familiar. Then he realized that it reminded him of the grin Ackerman had given him in the parking garage.


The receptionist was a gorgeous Latina. She wore small-framed oval-shaped glasses. Her complexion was olive and her eyes were blue. From the foyer at the reception area, Fasso could see the faint outline of her ample bosom through her yellow silk blouse. The girl wore no bra.


"May I help you sir?" Her accent was very subtle. Definitely Spanish, but there was also a harder tone to it, like German.


"Good morning." Fasso tried to harmonize it, and gave it a bright effect. "I'm with the investigating team that called earlier. I was looking for Ms. Vacarro."


"Whom may I say is calling?"


"Please tell her Inspector Fasso is here."


The receptionist smiled at him and licked her lips as she picked up the phone. "Ms. Vacarro. Inspector Fasso is here to see you." The receptionist cradled the phone. "You may have a seat. Ms. Vacarro is on the line long distance." The receptionist pointed to a cozy sofa along a wall in a corner. "Can I get you anything? Orange juice or papaya?"


"Orange juice is fine."


The receptionist hit a button on her phone and walked out of her booth. She was tall, maybe five nine or five ten, and statuesque. Her black skirt stopped just above her knees, but it had an open slit that went almost to her hips. Fasso watched as she strolled by gracefully. He could see the silhouette of her breast and the tan flesh of her thigh as she went past and down the hallway. Her perfume was mild. He could not place it.

She returned with a tall glass of ice and a container of orange juice. He held the glass as she bent over and pulled the carton open with her red nails. Then she inserted her index finger into the fold and scraped it along the adhesive until it parted. And then poured it into his glass. Fasso could feel her body warmth from a foot away. And he could see her breasts clearly through the sheer material. When his glass was full, she looked up at him and smiled, licking a drop of juice off her index finger. Then she folded the lip of the carton and walked back down the hall.


Fasso took a deep breath. Exhaled. And took a drink of the juice. He picked up a copy of the Washington Post and put his glass on a coaster on the table. Then he sat back and looked at the headlines. Nothing new. Conflict in Israel. The SEC was investigating one of the Internet firms for misreporting income. Same old, same old.


Then the receptionist returned and asked Fasso to follow her. Steve grabbed his glass and walked behind her at a close but safe distance, watching her hips. When they reached Vacarro's office, the receptionist turned to face him and licked her lips again. She was smiling when she walked back down the hall.

. . . . . . . . . . .


Eleanor Vacarro was an attractive middle-aged woman with thick strawberry blond hair and pale blue eyes. She greeted Fasso at the entrance to her office with a somber countenance. Her eyes voiced genuine sorrow and Fasso eased his expression to complement hers.


She reached out both hands to clasp Fasso's. "Good morning Inspector Fasso. I received the news only this morning. It is just terrible." Ms. Vacarro had a heavy accent, and the timbre was almost Italian.


Fasso likewise held both of his hands out and held hers, politely awaiting her grip to ease. "I'm sorry to be the one to bring the news."


"Please sit down, Inspector." Fasso sat in a comfortable upholstered settee and coastered his drink on a side table. Ms. Vacarro slid another chair around the table and sat close to him, cozy. "Can you tell me what happened?"


"Unfortunately not. The press account includes all of the information available to the public."


"Yes. I imagine that is a necessary precaution during an ongoing investigation...What can we do to help you?"


"I was hoping to get some insight into her job responsibilities and professional character. What can you tell me about Tasha Gregor?"


Ms. Vacarro's expression brightened then. And she relaxed in her chair slightly. "Tasha was a breath of fresh air. I fell in love with her at our first meeting last October. She was vivacious and optimistic about life. You know what I mean? But it was more than the idealism of youth. She had a great life essence within her...Do you know how I conducted her interview?" Ms. Vacarro rose and walked to a credenza where she kept a small store of old books. She picked one out and opening it, handed it to Fasso. "It's Divina Commedia, Dante Alighieri. I asked her to read it for me."


"But." Fasso interrupted. "Dante wrote in Italian. Pasquale is an Argentine firm. Isn't the language in the region Spanish?"


"Ms. Vacarro smiled again. "Ah. But please check your history. You will see that Argentina also has a large Italian influence. And besides, I wanted to test Tasha's skills."


Ms. Vacarro continued. "Tasha read beautifully. We took turns that morning. She read a Canto and then I would. And Tasha was very relaxed and graceful." Ms. Vacarro's eyes grew brighter at the word. "I hired her on the spot. And at a good salary, even though I knew that she was very secure financially." Fasso nodded with Ms. Vacarro.


"What were her job responsibilities?"


"Tasha was one of our recruiters. Signor Pasquale aimed to extend operations into Brazil, Venezuela, and Mexico, and he also wanted to grow his influence in the United States. I felt that Tasha would be a great long-term addition. We always assumed that she would return here after business school."


"Yes. But what were her day-to-day responsibilities?"


"Oh. It is what Americans call sales and marketing. In Argentina we call it hospitality. Tasha cultivated clients. Business partners to introduce Pasquale Enterprises in other countries." Ms. Vacarro put down the book alongside Fasso's orange juice and walked over to her desk. "Here it is. Tasha's conquests. In December she arranged a partnership in Mexico City to produce superior quality suits with Pasquale wool and linen. And in March she arranged a merger between Pasquale and two small sugar plantations in Venezuela. The Mexican deal has already closed but the Venezuelan government has not yet approved the sugar merger but they will. And Inspector Fasso, these arrangements are worth about U.S. ten millions net income each year...


...She was smart. We gave her the research, but she picked her own clients and she closed her own deals. She completed her own financial analysis, too."


"Do you think I could take a copy of one of her reports?"


"No. I am terribly sorry, but they are business confidential. But I will let you look through one in the office."


"Did Tasha have a laptop computer?"


"Yes. She had left it in Miami. They sent it up on Thursday. It should be in her office now."


Fasso drank his juice and put the almost empty glass on the coaster. "Do you mind if I have a look at her office?"


"Not at all. But it is not much. She did not spend any time here."


Eleanor Vacarro led Steve Fasso out and around the hallway and then into a small office with a window facing the National Cathedral. "Here's her laptop. If it would please you, you may take it. It has been on the desk since Thursday."


"Fine. Thanks."


The decor in Tasha's office was warm. A large picture of Max, smiling, graced her desk and the walls were decorated with expensively framed prints and lithographs.


"Here are a few of her reports." Ms. Vacarro handed Fasso three embossed booklets from a cabinet near the door to the office.


"Thank you." Then Steve asked, "do you mind if I look over the office for a few minutes?"


Ms. Vacarro looked embarrassed for a moment. "Oh. I am sorry. Of course." And then she said. "But let me know before you remove anything marked 'Confidential' please."


"Certainly." And with that, Eleanor Vacarro turned and started back to her office.


Fasso sat down in the chair at the desk for a minute and looked around the room and out of the window. He was beginning to see the world through Tasha's eyes. Then he opened the drawers in the desk. They were all bare for the most part. There were a few pens and pencils in the center drawer and another drawer held writing pads. Tasha had a few miscellaneous copies of magazines like Economist and Newsweek and even a Paris Match. Her file drawer was half empty. It contained financial information and brochures of various Latin American firms, mostly in Mexico and Brazil. It truly looked as though Tasha Gregor spent scant time in the office.


After his search and inventory, Fasso walked back to Ms. Vacarro's office and told her that he would send one or two officers to gather and cart away Tasha's personal effects. But he was removing the laptop himself.


Ms. Vacarro stood up from her chair and moved closer to the Inspector. "Can you tell me where to send our condolences? I would like to send flowers to the funeral."


"Oh. Absolutely. Tasha's brother and I worked out the arrangements. And I'll be going out there tonight with him." Steve transferred the name and number of the funeral parlor to a blank note page and tore it from his book, handing it to Ms. Vacarro.


She thanked him and he left her office. He waved goodbye to the receptionist on the way out.


Steve Fasso called a cab from his cell phone, returned to the Precinct, and checked in the laptop computer at the evidence room. Then he went to the technicians. Someone grabbed an adaptor from a shelf and plugged in the computer. The screen blinked brightly and then faded to charcoal grey. The technician looked over at Fasso, "I think the drive's been degaussed."


Fasso furrowed his brow. "Do you think you could recover anything?"


"I'll try. I'll have to remove the drive and read it off another machine."


"Well just let me know." Fasso was irritated but he kept his tone measured and even.


When he returned to his desk, Mitch and Max were there, eating sandwiches. "Did you learn anything?" Mitch asked.


"Yeah. But not enough." Then Fasso turned to Max. "What time's the flight?"


"Four."


"Well, we should leave here by two thirty then. Let's go after you finish your sandwich."

END PART 1

CHAPTER 9

Wednesday June 7


Fasso returned from St. Louis on Wednesday morning and took a run. He had a court date in the afternoon to testify in a homicide case he had worked earlier that year. When he returned home, he checked his messages and called Mitch.


"Did you get my email?"


"I haven't checked yet. What's going on?"


"One of Ackerman's people, Morris Fletcher died last Friday. The obituary was printed yesterday. Doesn't it make you curious?"


Fasso remembered Fletcher's questions from the bathroom a week before. "Cause of death?" Fasso concentrated and wrinkled his brow.


"Gas explosion killed him. The fire burned his remains. I called Arlington. They did a blood tox. He was positive for cocaine, percocet, and alcohol. What d'ya think?"


"Listen. Bring my file to the Captain. There's a note I made from my meeting at Ackerman's. When I was in the bathroom Fletcher came in and asked about the girl. It was innocent enough, nothing really to go on. But he did ask if the girl had been high on drugs. Use that. Tell the captain that I think it's probable cause. Get a warrant if you can and see if the Medical Examiners can get prints off Fletcher's remains. See if anything matches the print you lifted from the doorknob at the service exit at the Piedmont. Do a DNA typing too. We can have the ME test his DNA against the samples from the girl. Then go through the house with one of the Arlington fire inspectors. The long arm statute will give you jurisdiction."


"Speaking of the girl. How's the Gregor boy holding up?"


"It was OK. He had called a few of Tasha's college friends and word got around. Including the neighbors, there were about forty people at the service. I told him to call me if he needed to talk. And I gave him your number, too. I figured you wouldn't mind. I left an open invitation for him to come back here if he wanted. He's a smart kid. And he really was no trouble...


"Listen, Mitch. Remember when we met last Thursday and I asked if you thought that this was more than a sex crime thing? Well, I'm more certain of that now. I called a friend at the Bureau and he told me that Pasquale is under investigation. He couldn't say why. It could be tax evasion, RICO, anything. I'm flying down to retrace Tasha's steps from last Tuesday and Wednesday."


"The man with the plan. OK Fatso...Oh. One more thing. The drive on the laptop was degaussed, like someone passed it through a strong magnetic field. It's been polarized, not formatted. We can't tell if it was an accident or sabotage. And the techs called the PDA company. They said that they could retrieve the data that Tasha stored online, but they need the serial number of the device."


"Call Max. He might have the sales receipt. Maybe we can track it down. I'll see you on the weekend."


"Bye."


Fasso thought about Morris Fletcher. His death was convenient, like the blank hard drive. But he did not let his mind wander too much. He grabbed some Gatorade and went online to check flights to Miami and book a room. Then he sent an email to an old friend at the Bureau, Sanjay Warwick. Sanjay was stationed out of Miami.


Lastly he sent an email to his captain saying that he was taking leave for the remainder of the week. He needed the time to travel. Plus, he did not have jurisdiction in Florida and he could not go under authority. He was going to have to travel as a vacationer.


When he returned from court that evening, Fasso packed a small bag, being sure to include his running shoes, and then he went to bed. His flight left at six ten out of National Airport.

Thursday June 8


The flight was easy. He arrived at Miami a little before one and wormed his way through the airport. His detective badge allowed him to travel with his pistol, which he kept in his canvas handbag. He only sometimes wore it. Only when he felt he was close to catching a perpetrator. He always felt that having the gun easily accessible was more trouble than it was worth.


The Miami airport was bustling in the afternoon. And it was like culture shock after D.C. The people here were mostly Latinos, some sharply dressed, others wearing brightly colored casual wear, and still others were shabbily dressed. Fasso guessed that the latter were from South American countries coming or going on visits to friends or relations, or to seek work in the United States.


He jumped into a cab at the exit and told the driver to take him to the motel. He had tried to arrange a room downtown near the Bureau, but the hotels were booked up. He ended up reserving a room at a motel near the bridge at Key Biscayne. That was just as good because he had learned that Pasquale kept his boat docked somewhere on the island.


He checked in and showered. Then he called Warwick and made arrangements to meet over dinner. Warwick promised to pick him up at seven. Fasso lay on his bed and reviewed the events of the past week.


Tasha Gregor, single white female, was brutally murdered in the basement parking level of a building owned by a mid-sized investment firm. The girl was intoxicated on cocaine, percocet and alcohol, and she had rohypnol in her system, too. One of the brokers at the firm, Morris Fletcher, died in a freak accident two days later. And coincidentally, during a chance encounter, Fletcher had asked Fasso whether the girl had been high when she was killed. The owner of the firm had his parking space adjacent to the crime scene and the garage camera caught the owner's exit at about the same time as the crime.


Two deaths in two days and Ackerman's grinning face is there in the middle of each of them. But Fasso did not have any evidence yet to formally question Ackerman.


Fasso clicked on a local news station. They were airing a tape of the bust at some warehouse in Miami from the prior Tuesday. The voice over said that one of the policemen assisting in the FBI operation died from injuries sustained in the bust. Apparently, the entrance to the place was rigged and the policeman was blown twenty feet when the bomb went off. The flak vest saved his vital organs but he suffered a severe concussion and never awoke from the coma. At the time of the bust, the warehouse had been already condemned and the city had it scheduled for demolition. The prior owner, a textiles importer named Dark Horse LTD, had abandoned the property a year before.


Fasso closed his eyes and went to sleep. He opened his eyes at six and washed his face and shaved. Then he phoned his home to check messages. Justine had left a message saying hello. When he called her, she was in the shower so he asked Rachel to take his number at the motel and to tell her mother that he would be out for the evening.


Sanjay knocked on the door at precisely six fifty.


Sanjay was a Harvard educated FBI special agent. His mother, an economist, was born in India and educated in Britain and his father was a corporate lawyer from Boston. Sanjay was connected and he knew how the game was played. Fasso had first met him during a symposium they both had attended in Boston when Fasso was an undergraduate student at Columbia. Then both of them joined the FBI after they completed their Bachelors degrees in 1981.


They embraced in the doorway, and then they left for dinner at a steak house. Sanjay ordered a bottle of Shiraz wine, Queen Adelaide, and they each drank a glass as they made small talk and caught up with each other's life.


"You look fit, Steve. Are you still running?"


"Yeah. I try to make at least seven miles every day. So far no troubles. The knees are holding up pretty well. The trick is, you gotta take your calcium supplements. You wanna try a run tomorrow?"


"No. I couldn't keep up with you." Sanjay smiled and then he paused. "About your email. You know I can't discuss an ongoing investigation with you. Plus, you don't even have jurisdiction here."


"I know. I know. Look. I'm just trying to get into this girl's head. From the look of things I think she was in too deep. She wasn't raped. She was murdered. And it might have something to do with Pasquale."


"What do you want?"


"I wanna see if I can interview some of the crew from that Pasquale boat. She sailed up to Miami from Caracas on Tuesday. The crew might have some clue as to her state of mind."


"All right. I'll see what I can find out. But be careful."


Fasso ate his steak rare. And Sanjay had his medium. Each had a side salad and big onion rings.


"Did you bring your pistol to Miami?"


"Yes. It's back in my room."


"Well wear it when you go snooping around. Miami isn't like D.C. There is a tidal wave of drugs and bad guys here. And if you ask the wrong questions, you'll end up shark food. I'm serious. People disappear from the shore all the time."


Fasso nodded and sipped his wine.


They polished off the bottle and Sanjay paid the check. Fasso was still clear-headed after two and a half glasses of wine. One of the advantages of running. His body metabolized alcohol rather quickly. Fasso sucked down a glass of water and followed Sanjay out of the door. Sanjay promised to call him with the name of the marina and the registry of the boat.


Fasso was in bed asleep by ten.

Friday June 9


His alarm woke him at four. He was disoriented for a moment, and then he remembered that he was in a motel in Miami. He sat up in bed and meditated. Then he ran in the cool humid morning.


Fasso saw the message light on his phone when he returned from his run. The first message was Justine. She was sorry that she missed him. The second message was Sanjay. The boat registry was Venezuelan and she sailed as Dona Flor. She was docked at Mandalay Marina on Key Biscayne.


It was not yet six so Fasso tried Justine's number. She picked up but she was on her way out of the door. She usually dropped Rachel at a girlfriend's house that went to the same school. Fasso gave her his love and made a kissing noise into the phone. It was always easier to give love over the phone, he thought.


So Fasso showered, dressed casually, in boat shoes and light cotton slacks and a plain grey tennis shirt. He remembered Sanjay's advice and clipped a holster onto his belt just over the small of his back. He still carried the nine-millimeter SigSauer P226, FBI standard issue. It was a small, concealable weapon with a hard kick. Then he grabbed a jacket and phoned for a cab to pick him up and carry him to the auto rental place. He picked up a Nissan Altima and drove out to Key Biscayne.


The bridge was windy and the car rocked. By nine o'clock he was on the island eating a Mexican style omelet with orange juice in a diner. Then he hit the road again for the marina.


Mandalay was a private club and the road was blocked at the entrance. Fasso flashed his badge and the guard did not seem to notice that the jurisdiction was wrong. He waved Fasso through, pointing to a parking area. The guard told him that Dona Flor was moored at the first berth.


Fasso cleaned the lenses on his sunglasses and walked down the planks. Most of the berths were empty. The weather was great and Fasso figured that a lot of people were out on the water. When he reached Dona Flor, he was awestruck by her size. The yacht was ninety feet easy and maybe over a hundred. Two Hispanic deck hands were polishing the rails at the bow.


Fasso waved up and asked if any of the crew was aboard. "No signor. Most of the crew is off all week. One of the mates will be back tonight."


Fasso thanked them and turned, looking around the marina. He decided to visit the club. The bar was empty. A few elderly couples sat together at a large sunny table and some younger people, probably club employees, were idling their time, perhaps on break. Fasso decided to try the bartender. He walked up to the bar and ordered a Pepsi from her. He sat there, a far distance away from the elderly party.


Fasso started talking to the bartender. "I'm an investigator on a missing person's case." Fasso was tactful. He did not say he was with homicide. "My name is Steve Fasso." Fasso showed her his badge and looked her over as she introduced herself as Stephanie Miller. He sensed that she was a straightforward woman so he produced the photograph of Tasha Gregor that he had taken from her apartment. "Do you know this girl?"


"Sure!" The bartender smiled. "That's Tasha. She worked for Mr. Pasquale."


"She died last week."


"No. She couldn't have. She came up on Tuesday with the Dona Flor." Stephanie's cheery dimples vanished and her tone became hesitant.


"She was murdered on Wednesday."


The woman's jaw opened and her tentative smile disappeared completely. "But what happened. How? Everyone liked Tasha - everyone, especially Pasquale. She was his favorite."


"Yes, well. That's what I want to talk about. Exactly what was their relationship?"


"Wait a second. You can't think that Pasquale had anything to do with her death, do you?"


"No. No. I'm just trying to trail her footsteps."


"Well, you know we bartenders hear things." Stephanie bent over, closer to Fasso. "Mr. Pasquale is a busy man. His wife is a homebody so Pasquale usually has employees to help him entertain on some of the trips. Tasha worked for him for almost a year now. She started traveling on Dona Flor last November, I think. And Mr. Pasquale took a special interest in her. She had his ear and he called upon her to recruit clients from time to time."


"Did Pasquale trust her?"


"I think so. She slept with him, and only him. Like I said, she was his favorite. And everyone knew it."


Fasso furrowed his brow then. "Why are you being so forward with me?"


"Pasquale would tell you the same. He is very proud of his vigor. You know he is over fifty-five years old. He gets a kick out of running around with young women."


Fasso nodded then. That seemed plausible. "Do you think any of the crew will talk to me?"


"Probably not. They're Pasquale's direct employees, you know. Plus, Pasquale sold the boat and some of the crew have already flown back to Venezuela."


"Sold the boat?"


"Yeah. A Bermuda Corporation bought it. Dark Horse, I think. Probably as a marketing device. The Marina will be refitting the engines. She goes into dry dock in two weeks."


"How 'bout Pasquale?"


"I think he flew back already. He's always on the move."


"Do you know about what time on Tuesday did Tasha leave?"


"They docked around eight, Tuesday night. Pasquale had the marina send her to the airport in a VIP limo early on Wednesday. She was gone by the time I came in at eleven. I overheard one of the crew saying that she was carrying papers for him to D.C."


"Was she intoxicated then?"


"She was a little high on Tuesday night. You know how these trips are. Pretty much everybody unwinds at these things. She had a little ecstasy and coke. I think that was all."


"Was there any sign of distress? Did you hear anything?"


"No. As far as I knew, she and the company were on great terms."


"OK Stephanie. You've been real helpful."


"I'm sorry is all. Real sorry. I hope her brother's ok. He was all she ever talked about."


"He'll make it."


Then Fasso shook Stephanie's hand goodbye. His mind was buzzing. Tasha Gregor and Pasquale.


By the time Fasso got to the bridge, he knew he was being followed. A Lincoln Town car had paced him from about five miles past the Marina. There was nothing he could do on the bridge to evade so he maintained speed and checked his rearview mirror periodically. It was pointless to try to outrun the Lincoln, and dangerous. The bridge was too windy. High speed would result in loss of control. Plus, the car was a rental. Anyone with reasonable intelligence would be able to track the auto to the exact rental establishment. Finding the renter would take mere moments after that.


A few miles past the bridge, Fasso began to slow and pull over onto the shoulder. He withdrew his handgun and rolled down the driver side window. The Lincoln did not slow, but two Latino men were in the front. The passenger glanced at him but the car continued on. Fasso exhaled and put his gun on the passenger seat. The car had dealer tags and Fasso knew instinctively that identifying the drivers would be impossible.


He pulled to his left onto the right lane and drove down the road at the speed limit. He did not see the Lincoln again. He grabbed some Burger King at a drive through and took it back to his motel and gulped down the whopper, chasing it with a Pepsi. Then he wrote notes.


He checked his messages at the motel. Mitch had called about the PDA. Max did not have the receipts from the purchase. And Mitch figured that the way popular gadgets sell at Christmas, it would be nearly impossible to find the information on the one the girl used. But Mitch said that he had asked St. Louis PD to pull all sales of the model from the store on the day Max had bought the item. Just on the off chance that they could narrow down the purchases and twist the law and get a warrant for those on-line accounts that seemed plausible. Fasso knew, though, that no judge would give carte blanche to access private information unless he could show that a particular account belonged to the girl.


It was about three in the afternoon. Fasso clicked on CNN and lay back in his bed, contemplating indigestion. He would take another run in the evening.


That evening Fasso ran southwest along the local highway. It was just after seven and the strip was a bustle of activity. Homebound traffic made the air stink with exhaust, but then an ocean breeze would pick up and scrub it away. Cars were pulling into clubs and bars along the highway and colorfully attired Latinas stood in groups on street corners and parking lots waving at old or potential new boyfriends as the men drove past.


He rounded a curb at about the two and a half mile mark and noticed an older model pickup truck drive past. There was something familiar. Wasn't the passenger the same as the one that passed him on the highway? Fasso made a mental note of the car model and continued on.


Back at the motel, he saw the pickup parked in the lot, on the other side by the pool. He memorized the license number and grabbed the card key out of his fanny pack. He called Sanjay as soon as he entered.


"Hi. Thanks a lot for the info this morning. I learned a lot."


"I'm glad it helped."


"Listen, I think I'm being followed. Can you run a registration for me? It's 523LTV."


"Right. Hang on. It'll just take a minute."


Fasso clicked the television on.


"Here it is. The auto is registered to Mrs. Juana Hernandes of Miami, Florida."


"That doesn't mean much. Two men are driving it. It's parked here at the motel. Why would a local resident be staying at a local motel?"


"Are you sure they're following you? Maybe they're just the handyman or something."


"Could be. Maybe I'm just a little tired."


"Be careful just the same."


"Right. Thanks loads. Bye."


Fasso looked out of the window. The pickup was still there. But there really was nothing to do. He was too tired to keep surveillance on an iffy proposition. He jumped into a cool shower and went to bed.


The phone woke him at nine and he talked to Justine for a while. Then he slept until morning.

Saturday June 10


Steve's flight to D.C. left Miami in the afternoon. He checked out of the motel at Six a.m. and walked to his car. The pickup truck was still there, though it had changed position since his run the prior evening. He eased out of his parking slot and entered the local highway for Ninety-five North towards the airport. He aimed to get there early and interview someone at the airline that flew Tasha to D.C. the prior week.


The pickup was not following him. And the traffic was hectic enough that any one of dozens of cars could be tracking him.


He dropped the car off at the airport rental place where he had made arrangements to leave it. He took the van back to the main terminal and made his way to the ticket counter.


The manager on duty did not recognize the photo and then he checked the schedule. "Melissa was checking tickets at the gate last Wednesday. Maybe you should check with her. What time's your flight?"


"Four fifteen."


"OK. She'll be here at two. Just check back then."


Steve went over to the B Dalton bookstore at the airport and picked up the Economist and reviewed some articles on international taxation. He was through a little before one and walked past the ticket counter. The manager was getting ready to leave and waved him over. "Mr. Fasso. Melissa's right over there. I'm glad you showed up. I was just leaving." Then he walked over to the computer terminal Melissa was scanning. "Melissa, this is the detective from D.C. I told you about. He's looking for a passenger from one of your flights last week."


Melissa looked up. And Steve introduced himself. "Hi, I'm Steve Fasso." Melissa put out her hand and shaked Fasso's firmly.


"How could I help you?" Melissa was an attractive Latina with a no-nonsense attitude.


"Do you remember this woman?" Fasso held out the photograph and Melissa took it in hand.


She looked at it closely and nodded her head. "Yes. She took a flight last week. I think it was to D.C. National."


"Yeah. That's right. Listen. Can you tell me anything about her? What was her state of mind when she boarded?"


"She was giddy, I think. You know. Happy like. I thought that maybe she had a couple of drinks at the bar. She was dressed real sharp. I remember asking her where she had found her suit. The color really grabbed you."


"Did she check any luggage?"


"No. But she was very particular about her coach briefcase. That was all she had. It was a nice case. I remember because she had it strapped across her shoulder around her head. You know what I mean? But she still clutched it with her right arm. She handed me the boarding pass with her left hand."


"Anything else?"


"No. She was pleasant enough, though. The whole exchange only took a minute. Oh. And she was in first class. She had both seats free on her side."


"OK. Thanks Melissa." And Fasso shook her hand and walked away. He went back to the lounge and wrote notes. He remembered that no one had inventoried a leather coach bag at her apartment.


He left to board his flight at three thirty and drank a Pepsi on board. He skipped the meal.


Steve Fasso was starting to assemble a profile of Tasha. What he felt was this. She was a young woman without a father figure. She took a job with an international firm, probably for the excitement and the authority and she latched onto Alejandro Pasquale. The age was about right. He was fifty-five, successful, and powerful. Chances are, she was seduced by the life in the fast lane and that lifestyle poisoned her. She started to drink and take coke to please her boss and she slept with him too.


And he may even have felt some affection for her. He trusted her with certain intelligence about the firm and the clients. Even pillow talk assumes a certain level of trust. But something went wrong last Tuesday or Wednesday. And it was stressful enough that Tasha did not contact her brother. And from the look of her apartment, she had never made it back there from the airport. She ended up at the Piedmont building from National Airport, dead, next to Ackerman's parking space. Fasso needed to find the coach bag. Her PDA was probably there, and her passport too.


Fasso napped and awoke when the plane was circling. Coming into National Airport.

CHAPTER 10

Saturday June 10


Fasso arrived back at National after ten on Saturday night. He Metro'd back to D.C. and walked home from Seventh Street. There were four calls on his machine. The first one was from his Captain. He wanted an update on the trip to Miami. Mitch called twice. His first message was that Arlington could not lift any prints off Fletcher. His hands were burned to the bone, little flesh was left. Justine called just to welcome him home and Rachel said "Hi! Uncle Steve," through the speaker. And then Mitch called again to invite Steve to a walk through the remains of Fletcher's place in Arlington.


Fasso called Mitch first and made arrangements to visit the Fletcher house on Sunday or Monday. He asked Mitch to try and arrange an Arlington fire investigator to meet them there.


It was too late to call his boss, so Fasso emailed the Captain and attached a synopsis of his impressions of the interviews in Miami. Then he called Justine to say hello and ask her and Rachel to brunch on Sunday. Justine apologized, saying that Rachel had gymnastics lessons starting that week. That was the present Justine had given for Rachel's ninth birthday. But Justine asked Steve to dinner Sunday night. Fasso smiled. They made a dinner date for five and Steve promised to get a movie.


Even though he was tired, Steve transferred his notes to digital and saved it on the D.C. Metropolitan Police homicide server, in the Gregor file. He turned in a little before twelve thirty.


James Brown "Sex Machine" woke him up at four. He immediately pulled out the CD and replaced it with Ella Fitzgerald. He switched the CD periodically. He ran after meditation, up Connecticut to the Zoo and then over to Wisconsin and back across M Street to Fourteenth Street and home. He had a big breakfast at seven and caught up with the news online.


The fire in Arlington was reported the prior Sunday in the Post, but he realized that he had been too busy with Max to have caught it then. The report said that a three-alarm fire raged through Fletcher's standalone house on Washington Boulevard early Saturday morning. There were no survivors and the investigation was pending. The online article did not include a photograph and Fasso decided to take a drive to Virginia for a look.


Fasso was struck by the totality of the carnage when he arrived there at nine. The structure had been small but the lot was fair sized. It looked like someone with a big foot stomped down on the side of the house and pushed the second floor down towards the earth. The second floor had caved in, but some of the supporting timbers were still erect towards the rear of the place where a piece of the wall and a portion of the stairway was still standing.


Fasso did not want to go up alone. He needed a fire investigator. He feared that the remaining timbers would be unstable and he was leery of injury.


He drove around Glebe Road and picked up 395 back to D.C., avoiding Georgetown traffic. Fasso then drove to Adams Morgan and parked. He took a leisurely walk up Eighteenth Street, window-shopping at an art store and a furniture store. And then he went to the Blockbuster's and picked out a movie, "The Princess Bride." He ate a banana for lunch in the park and read a little of a novel he had picked up at the bookstore coffee shop. He was enjoying the solitude of his day off in the city.


He was back home lounging a little before three, reading in his favorite chair, and sipping orange juice, contemplating wines. He was not sure what to bring for Justine. Then he decided to ask the wine seller.


He started out for Justine's at four thirty, reaching the high rise on Georgia Avenue a little before five. Justine buzzed him up and he produced a bottle of wine and the movie. "Good choice."


"The movie or the wine?"


"Both."


"Well, I didn't know what you were making for dinner so I aimed right down the middle." Fasso had brought a crisp Chianti. The man at the store promised Fasso that it would work with meat, poultry or fish.


Justine took Fasso's jacket and the wine and movie. "Rachel's in the kitchen making salad. She glanced toward the portal to the kitchen and pecked Steve on his cheek. "How's it going?"


"I'm almost there. I've got a pretty good profile of the girl." Then Steve looked at her, "I've missed you two this week."


Fasso walked to the kitchen. Rachel was standing on a rise, gently tearing lettuce into a large wooden bowl. She looked up, smiling. "Look's real delicious, Rachel. What else are you putting in?"


"Well, I've got raisins and cherry tomatoes, and crumbled feta cheese and olives and red onions. And I made this dressing with basil, olive oil, and red wine vinegar."


"I can't wait."


Justine had made a lemon chicken with tarragon and sliced tomatoes. They had basmati rice on the side.


Steve helped the women clean up. Justine didn't have a dishwasher so he washed, Rachel wiped, and Justine put everything away. Rachel was anxious about the movie. She had never seen it and the title was titillating. They sat together for "The Princess Bride." Steve cradled Rachel at his right and Justine at his left. And after the movie, at nine when they put Rachel to bed, Justine pulled out another bottle of wine and put on some music. She had an excellent performance of "From the New World" by Antonin Dvorak. The two of them relaxed, cuddling to the music, sipping wine and chatting.


Justine was not demanding and there was no tension. Steve felt comfortable. They kissed and sipped wine, just enjoying the relaxed environment. When the CD was over, Justine looked into Fasso's eyes, asking the question without asking. And Steve answered with a wink. Then she kissed him again, saying goodnight. And he rose up to leave. Justine helped him with his jacket and he walked back to look in on Rachel. He used the bathroom and kissed Justine again before he walked through the doorway. He was home by eleven thirty.


Mitch had called. They had to do the walk through on Monday afternoon because the county was going to raze the site on Tuesday morning early. Arlington was efficient. Mitch was going to be out all night so Steve left a message on Levi's machine confirming his availability.

Monday June 12


Steve Fasso dreamt about Justine and Rachel. It might have been the music. When he woke up he heard Ella, "Do I love you, Oh my, Do I, Honey, Indeed I do..."


Steve Fasso did not run on Monday morning. After he meditated he sat in his study. Turned off the music, closed his blinds, shut the lights. He sat in his chair and closed his eyes. He was going into character. He pictured Tasha Gregor, manic - maybe after a confrontation with Pasquale. She was so upset that she did not even call her brother that week. She got into a limo for the airport Wednesday morning - carrying only her coach bag. Was she a courier for Pasquale on Wednesday? Is that why the bag was so important?


She drank in the limo. The cab was stocked. She arrived at the airport and checked onto her flight, arriving at National in the early evening. She never went home. Someone picked her up at the airport, or she took a cab, or Metro'd to D.C. and she ended up in that parking garage. No one remembered seeing her at National, though. She was a nondescript Caucasian female on a commuter flight from Miami. There were probably dozens of females coming into the airport matching her description at that time. And he did not have the manpower to review all of the tape at the airport.


OK. Let's assume that she was a courier. If the matter had been important, someone would have picked her up at the airport. What if Ackerman had picked her up? No one had reviewed the garage tapes for Wednesday afternoon, only for the late evening and night. Maybe Ackerman had left in the afternoon to meet the girl.


Fasso opened his eyes then. The police still had tapes of the exit at the garage. He got dressed and drove down to the precinct. He grabbed a technician and requisitioned a copy of the video from evidence. "Run it from May Thirty-one fifteen hundred to nineteen hundred hours. The technician ran the tape fast forward until the time index in the low right read fifteen hundred and Fasso sat up in his chair, stooped forward. The video showed a hive of activity. Parking attendants milling around, taking tickets, driving cars up the ramp, people in business suits stepping up and entering vehicles. About an hour later, Fasso told the technician, "Stop. Freeze the tape." A big dark BMW was frozen on the ramp. But the driver was in shadow and Fasso could not make him out.


Fasso sat back in his chair and furrowed his brow. "Transfer the prior five minutes and the forward five minutes to digital. And print the current screen." The technician pushed some buttons and then looked up at Fasso who then said, "Run the tape forward." Fasso was looking for the BMW's return.


It entered the garage just before eighteen hundred forty-five hours. "Freeze it. All right. Print the screen." Fasso saw only one silhouette in the car. But he still could not tell who it was. "Please copy this ten minute interval to digital also."


"You got it." Fasso's excitement was infectious. The technician hit some buttons and produced a second photo quality computer print of the screen. "I'll leave the digital copy in your box."


"Thanks."


Fasso called Mitch. It was just after Ten a.m. on Monday morning. "Mitch. Yeah, it's Fatso. Listen. I got a picture of Ackerman's car leaving the garage about four thirty the afternoon of the murder and returning just before seven. Yeah. I know. We never checked the tape for the afternoon and early evening. We were just looking at activity in the late night." Fasso could tell that Mitch was nodding his head on the other end.


"But that still doesn't place him with the girl."


"I know. I know. But we can use this to perhaps authorize the manpower to scan the surveillance at the airport."


"That's still awful expensive, Steve. Can't we use that face recognition thing?"


"I'll check with the Captain. We'll have to arrange it with the Bureau." The local and federal peace keeping forces sometimes shared resources and it had become easier to access expensive high technology. Fasso thought that the captain might be able to persuade the Bureau to use the face recognition software, but it was doubtful. This was a murder investigation, not an Interpol search.


Fasso called the Captain at home. "Did you get my email?"


"Yeah. I checked it out today. Do you have anything else?"


"I've got an image of Ackerman's car leaving the garage at about four thirty that night. And he got back in before seven. But he had told me he was in the office all evening. He said he had a salad for dinner at his desk around seven."


"That's not enough Fasso."


"I know. But it's taking me somewhere. I'll have to go around and question him again."


"OK. Are you checking the Fletcher place?"


"I'm going there today."


"All right. Good luck."


"Listen. Can you call the Bureau? I'd like to run a face recognition for Tasha at National. I want to see if she met anyone there."


"I can't do it, Steve. This case isn't high profile. I don't feel comfortable calling in this kind of favor."


"Right. I understand." And Fasso hung up. He had expected that. But he was onto something anyway. And he was anxious about going to Fletcher's. He drove out to Arlington and grabbed a bite to eat. Then he parked his truck on the street across from Fletcher's house and waited for Mitch and the fireman.


Mitch pulled up around the same time as the fire investigator, a little after twelve. "Steve, this is Sarah Berger." Sarah was a fit athletic middle-aged woman. They shook hands.


"Thanks for coming out on your day off, Sarah. We appreciate your help."


"I'm just glad I can help. Mitch told me that the owner of this house is a suspect in the Gregor homicide. I had read about it in the Post."


They started out to the house. The police had taped off the entire lot. Sarah led the way. "Be careful. There'll be pockets where the debris may give way...The explosion was here." Sarah stopped walking next to a section of burnt out roof. "The second floor bath and roof collapsed down into the kitchen."


"What was it? A gas leak?"


"It looks like the man was intoxicated and left the oven on. When he sparked his light to smoke a cigarette, the gas ignited and blew up the place. The flames lit up the whole first floor and fried him. The supports gave way when the fire got hot."


"I see."


"What are we looking for?"


Fasso said, "I really wanna find a brown coach bag. But I doubt if I'll be that lucky. Outside of that, I'm not sure what we're looking for."


"Well, let's look together. The area is not stable. See over there where the stairs are threatening to pull the hallway down? A strong wind would do it. I came down last Tuesday, so I've got a handle on the stable spots."


Both Mitch and Steve were uncomfortable working under close supervision but they followed Sarah's lead and began scouring the site.


"Steve, can you go to the cab of my truck and grab the axe and saw?"


Steve complied, returning with hard hats, one axe, and one chainsaw.


They found an area that looked like Fletcher's bedroom and cut through some overlying debris. Shards of wood, cloth, and shingle stank of wet soot. They cleared through debris, rummaging through personal belongings. "Ya know. We're not gonna find anything today. There's too much to cover." Mitch and Steve looked at Sarah. Steve asked, "Is there any way Arlington could hold off on the clean up?"


"No. The wheels are turning. The trucks are coming in tomorrow. But it may take as long as two days to clean it all. Maybe you can get Arlington PD out here tomorrow and Wednesday to work the site with you. They can structure the clean up to remove the roof materials to give you access to the site one layer at a time. And you may be able to search as they clean."


Fasso nodded and looked at Mitch. "Too much for us. Let's go."


A Lexus drove past and the driver hit a speed dial button on the console. Then he said into the speaker phone, "Fasso's leaving now." The line went dead when the person on the other end hung up.


Fasso called the Captain from his truck. "I need your help. Can you arrange a search with Arlington County? Yeah. They're gonna clear up the site this week and I need some manpower to search...I know we can't afford it. Can't you order a training exercise? Get some recruits out here and ask Arlington to do the same? OK...Thanks. Call me back."


There was a message waiting for Fasso when he returned home. Arlington had agreed to send twenty-five students from the Academy and D.C. would send ten.

Tuesday June 13


Fasso got to Arlington early on Tuesday morning. About Five a.m. Neither the students nor Mitch were there yet. But the bulldozer was just offloading from the flatbed. It would first push over the still standing portion of the structure and then it would start hauling debris to the dump trucks.


The students, both sets, arrived around six when the bulldozer had just started loading the first dump truck. Mitch and Steve stood at the refreshment van where someone had set out a cooler full of water, coke, and Pepsi. Everyone was either wearing or holding a hard hat and gloves. Mitch, the man of science, spoke. "We are looking for evidence. For a lot of you, this is your first time in the field and you are about to get a taste of how filthy this job can get...You're standing in front of the charred remains of a house that belonged to a murder suspect. We want personal effects. Clothing, papers, day-to-day items. Anything that could tell his story. It does not matter how small the items are. Each of you take one of these heavy plastic garbage bags. Put your debris inside and haul it to the corner over there, under the tree at the corner of the lot. Dump it there and start over. Later, we'll sort." Mitch looked over at Steve who nodded.


Everyone grabbed a bag and started. By twelve thirty they cleared away the first level. As the bulldozer pulled up the skeleton of the structure, the teams sorted through the items: the bedding, rugs, melted plastics and the like. Not one feminine item in the bunch.


By two in the afternoon, they started on the lower level. The bulldozer had moved away most of the top layer of the structure. Someone from Arlington called out that they had found a strap to a leather bag. It was in what used to be the living room.


Fasso and Mitch jumped over. It was a foot long length of saddle brown strap. Mitch said it aloud, "We are looking for anything that looks like it came from a brown Coach briefcase bag." And the excitement picked up. About a half of an hour later, someone else said, "I got it!"


Mitch and Fasso walked over. There, beneath a piece of a wooden plank from the stairwell, lay the charred base of a leather bag. The contents were burnt and plastic residue lined the bottom of the bag. Mitch called out, "Let me get it. And he bagged it by enclosing the plastic around it from the inside so his hands would not touch it."


Fasso furrowed his brow. The teams broke for drinks of Coke and Pepsi and some snack foods, and they worked through the afternoon. They did not find anything else.


The man from the Lexus walked down the street. He wore garage mechanic's coveralls and a baseball cap. He walked by just like the other pedestrians that had strolled by all day, intrigued by the clean-up. But he did not stop. He kept walking. Then he circled the block and drove away in his car.

CHAPTER 11

Tuesday June 13


Fasso and Mitch met at the station late Tuesday afternoon at nearly five o'clock. They both reeked of smoke. Fasso showered as soon as he entered the precinct while Mitch carried the evidence into the crime lab. They had to be careful. The techs would spray the leather with luminol to reveal signs of bodily fluids. Even though there had been no blood evidence at the scene of the Gregor killing, they used the luminol as a matter of protocol. Evidence of Fletcher's blood on the bag would seal the case. Then they would scan for prints. The two of them had been doing the job for so long that they were not overly anxious. They let the techs handle it, knowing that patience is a virtue, after all. After returning from the lab, Mitch joined Fasso in the showers. 


"Well, what'ya think?"


"She had a bag like that. That's the shade and type the airline ticket woman described...We might get lucky."


Then Fasso considered the videotape of the BMW leaving the garage. "I'm gonna talk with Ackerman this afternoon. I figure I'm gonna surprise him at the office...Do you have any suggestions?"


"Steve. I'm the forensics guy. You know I'm no good at interrogation. What does your instinct yell you?"


"My instincts are telling me that Morris Fletcher killed the girl on Ackerman's orders. But I don't have motive. It wasn't sex."


"Money, then. But it must be a lot of money to get Ackerman's attention. All right, money. What could Tasha have had that Ackerman had to kill her?"


"My guess? He's connected with Pasquale Enterprises somehow. I think I'll bring up the name in the interview." Fasso's eyes brightened up. "I'll catch up with you later." And his brow furrowed.


Mitch saw the change in Fasso's face and he smiled at him. He said, "Good luck, Fatso," as Steve left the room, heading downtown to see Ackerman.


Fasso drove across to Martens & Ackerman and took the elevator to nine. Upstairs the lobby was empty except for the receptionist and a few secretaries who were chatting over some coffee. Fasso smiled and asked for Ackerman. "Let me buzz him."


"Thanks."


This time the receptionist kept the phone to her ear. "Mr. Ackerman will see you. It's just down..."


"That's Ok. I remember the way." And Fasso walked down the hall towards the firm owner's office.


Ackerman greeted Fasso at the door. "Inspector. It's good to see you again." Ackerman grinned and welcomed Fasso into the office. He was more casual now. His sleeves were rolled up and his hair was slightly out of place. His suit coat hung on a rack in the corner by the door. "Can I pour you a small drink?"


"No. I'm sorry to say that I'm still on duty."


"Well, you shouldn't mind if I have one. It is cocktail hour." Ackerman glanced down to his watch and poured a tumbler of scotch.


"Robert, I have some distressing news and I felt strongly about coming over here to tell you personally. We believe your man Morris Fletcher may have had something to do with the murder of that girl down there."


"My oh my. First the fire, then this. You know he died in a fire that week?"


"Yes. As a matter of fact, I just got back from sifting through the remains of his house. I think we found a piece of evidence there. An item that belonged to the girl."


Ackerman's grin faltered for a moment and his eye ticked. Fasso saw it, but then the grin picked up again. Ackerman took a taste of his scotch and moved closer to Fasso, as though he wanted to confide something. "I should have mentioned something earlier." His tone was apologetic. "Fletcher had some problems. He had gotten into drugs. Just terrible. And his personality changed. But murdering a prostitute like that..."


"Oh no. She was no prostitute. The girl was employed by a Latin American firm. She traveled doing sales and recruiting financing. It's an Argentine firm, I think. Pasquale Enterprises."


"That's it, then. Pasquale was one of Fletcher's accounts. I had his manager switch his book last week and I remember the name. That must be the connection. It's unfortunate, though, that Fletcher cracked like that. She looked like she had been a sweet girl."


"Do you think that I could get a copy of Fletcher's personnel file? I'll fax a warrant over this evening."


"Certainly. Megan Oliver handles those things. I'll be sure to ask her to courier it over to you in the morning."


"One more thing. We looked at the garage tapes. Your car left the building during the afternoon and returned just before seven that evening. But you had told me that you were in the office all afternoon." Fasso furrowed his brow, waiting for Ackerman's response.


"This may sound suspicious, Inspector Fasso. But I had Morris Fletcher run an errand for me that Wednesday afternoon. My car needed a lube and oil change and Fletcher got the short straw. He took it to the dealership in Arlington."


"Oh. That's convenient service...That explains it, then." Fasso nodded his head, looking at Ackerman. "Well, that's all I have. Again, thanks for all of your help. We'll be in touch if we need anything else." Fasso knew that Ackerman's dealership would confirm the work. They would have tickets and some mechanic would verify the story. Ackerman was meticulous. He had thought the whole thing through.


Ackerman was still grinning. He showed Fasso to the door and shut it behind him. Then Ackerman poured himself another drink.

Wednesday June 14


By Wednesday morning, Fletcher's personnel file arrived. Megan Oliver had inserted a brief handwritten note: "Per your request...MO," inside.


Fasso looked over the file. There was a picture of Fletcher and a performance appraisal dated April Four that graded Fletcher poorly. Apparently, clients were leaving him and he had missed several large client orders, and the firm had to make good on about three quarters of a million dollars in losses in the prior six months. There was also a letter dated April Four requesting that Fletcher seek counseling from the firm's Employee Assistance Program.


Fasso marveled at how complete the case file was now. For all intents and purposes, the prosecutor could order the case closed with confidence on the basis of the evidence thus far. But Fasso was not satisfied.


Later that day, forensics announced that they had gotten prints off the leather strap. One matched the girl. And another matched the thumb from the door at the garage exit. Mitch brought the paper report to Fasso. "It's still circumstantial. It doesn't prove that it's Fletcher's print."


"Yeah. But it's too improbable to be coincidence."


Mitch smiled then. "I agree."


"How about the luminol?"


"Negative for bodily fluids. But that's not surprising. If there were stains, the fire might have burned it away."


"What about the residue inside?"


Mitch was reading off the report. "Paper ash. A charred section of U.S. passport. Plastic residue from an electronic device."


"All right. Any of that plastic usable?"


"Let's go see."


"Can't. I got court this afternoon."


"I'll go. I'll call you later."


When Fasso got home after court, he played Mitch's message. They found a steel capacitor embedded in the plastic. The techs pulled a serial number and Mitch was already putting together a warrant. They would send an email to the manufacturer of the personal data assistant to get the statistics on the PDA and any information the girl had stored online.


Wednesday evening, Fasso ran hard. Over the Fourteenth Street Bridge, past the Pentagon, up Columbia Pike, across Glebe to Route 29 and over the Key Bridge to Georgetown. The streets were choked with traffic and Fasso ran past the Piedmont and stopped near the building to catch his breath. He walked slowly past the entrance, dodging pedestrians that crowded the sidewalk on their way home from work.


After he showered he played his messages. Max had called, asking for an update. Fasso called back and told him that he did not have anything solid yet. "How are you doing?"


"OK. I registered for a class this summer on Quantum Mathematics. It looks like fun and it'll probably keep me busy."


"That's the trick. Keep busy. Why don't you plan on visiting for July Fourth? D.C. puts on quite a show, ya know."


"Yeah. OK. I'll arrange it." They said goodbye and Fasso smiled.


Then he called Justine. Rachel answered. "Uncle Steve. How are you doing? Guess what? I can do handstands and tumbles now. I've been practicing."


Steve smiled. "All that since Sunday? I'm proud of you Rachel."


"So's Momma. Here she is now."


Justine got on the line then. "Steve. How's it going?"


"Pretty good. We might have something on the PDA. One of the components was clear enough to pull a serial number. Mitch is working on a warrant. Probable cause due to the evidence of the girl's bag at his house."


"Think you'll find anything?"


"Chances are good. The girl was smart. A lot of people store information online these days. If she was in anything dirty, I think she would have left a trail somewhere. I'm pretty confident of that...Oh. And Max might visit for the Fourth."


"Great. I liked him."


"Yeah. He sounds OK. Says he's taking a class to keep his mind off things."


"Do you have any plans for Friday?"


"No. Not yet. What's up?"


"Rachel wants to see Pocahontas. You know, the new Disney movie?"


"OK. I'm up for it."


"All right then. My treat. We'll go to Union Station."


"OK then. See you tomorrow."


"Bye, Steve." Fasso hung up and grabbed a bite. Then he cleaned out the fridge and put on some Gershwin and relaxed with a glass of wine. He went up to bed at nine.

Thursday June 15


Thursday morning he and Mitch faxed the warrant to the Counsel of the telecommunications firm that distributed the PDA. Later that afternoon they received a fax from the Office of the Counsel listing an account number, a sign-on identification, and a password. Fasso and Mitch took the letter to the computer lab and sat while the technician signed on. The first screen was for emails. Ten from Max. But they had been routed there from her Yahoo account. She had given information on this account to no one.


The tech clicked onto the 'briefcase' icon. Tasha had folders there, arranged by month.


"Open up May." Fasso furrowed his brow and requested it softly to the technician. The screen changed and five files appeared. "Open up itin-May-95." And the technician opened the text file. A list of dates and locations appeared. It was the schedule from her last trip, only more detailed than the one Mitch had found in her apartment. "Print that."


The last line on the printout read: Deliver - MF.


Mitch said, "Morris Fletcher?"


"Could be. I think it is." Then Fasso turned to the technician. "Print out all of the files and transfer all folders to CD-rom. Make sure the print-outs have identification headers." The technician nodded.


Then Fasso and Levi started reviewing the itinerary. Fasso grabbed his notes from his meeting with Vacarro. "OK. She left D.C. on May Sixteenth for Mexico City. Then Buenos Aires Argentina to meet with Francis McKenzie, Marigold Flamingo. She also picked up a custom-tailored business suit there. Then a flight to Caracas and Alejandro Pasquale, and then this reference to Dark Horse LTD." Fasso flipped a few pages in his notes. "The bartender at Key Biscayne told me the same name. She said that Dark Horse bought the Pasquale boat."


They pulled together all of the printouts. "We're gonna need copies. I'm gonna be marking all over this. "Fasso gathered them up and returned with three sets of each document. The stack was about one ream thick before he separated it into thirds. One section went to the working file, one to Mitch and Fasso kept the last copy. Mitch left with his stack. Heading back to his desk.


And Fasso began drawing lines. So far he had five names. Alejandro Pasquale, Morris Fletcher, Dark Horse LTD, Marigold Flamingo, and Robert Ackerman. He got sucked into the paper and worked until eight. When he looked up it was grey outside so he left for home.

Friday June 16


He was awakened by a call at Three a.m. There was a shooting in an alleyway in upper Northwest and he was assigned the case. He dressed and went up to the scene, opened a new file and set it aside. It was a drug-related homicide. Then he started up on the Gregor paperwork again.


Fasso took a deep breath and started looking at the paper from January, sequentially. He found that the girl had gone to Switzerland in February. The itinerary showed Dark Horse LTD: Zurich Feb 7. Then Buenos Aires Feb 14 Alejandro Pasquale. There was an account number alongside the entry.


Fasso called the technicians. "Go to the SEC website. Get me ten k's on Dark Horse LTD and Marigold Flamingo."


The technician said. "I'll bring it over in an hour." But he called back in a few minutes, "they're foreign entities. I only have skeletal information. A balance sheet, partial schedule of officers and operations on Dark Horse. There was nothing on Marigold Flamingo. I emailed the file to you."


Fasso said thanks while he opened the file, looking closely at the Dark Horse mission statement. Martens & Ackerman was listed as the U.S. representing agent. Fasso furrowed his brow then. He was getting there and he knew it.


Dark Horse LTD was incorporated under the laws of the Sovereign State of Bermuda, a member of the Commonwealth of the United Kingdom. The entity had controlling interests in various Latin American firms. Coffee plantations in Venezuela; Argentine wool, cotton and linen textiles; and Cuban and Dominican sugar. Dark Horse also has an ownership interest in a small fleet of cargo ships that sail the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico. None of the principal shareholders were listed on the SEC document.


Fasso had completed a course on financial forensics when he was at the Bureau so he was familiar with SEC reporting requirements. Foreign firms that were not publicly traded were required to report very little information and in some cases, none at all. But since Dark Horse LTD owned securities in some U.S. companies, textiles mostly, the entity reported some information to SEC. If a foreign company exceeded a certain threshold of voting rights, twenty-five percent, in a U.S. firm, SEC required some disclosure of the foreign entity.


Fasso emailed Sanjay Warwick: I'm looking for information on Dark Horse LTD, a holding company incorporated in Bermuda. Where can I find information on names of foreign subsidiaries? Thanks again...SF


Sanjay sent an email back later in the day: Well, you could try the Bermuda Consulate, but they'll never give it up. Call Sam Houston at IRS. 202-555-6666. If Dark Horse earns revenue on U.S. operations it has to pay U.S. taxes. The revenue will probably be assigned as income by subsidiary. Tax law requires that an entity pay the greater amount, U.S. taxes or foreign taxes and the difference in U.S. taxes.


Fasso smiled. He had known that. And he realized that he was getting too anxious. He was not thinking clearly and Sanjay was chiding him for it. He thanked Sanjay by email and promised him dinner when he next visited D.C.


He called Houston and was promised a copy of the tax filings by the following Monday. It took at least that long to get them out of archives. That was that. Fasso let it go and picked up the other case file. He worked that one for the rest of the day.


At five, he showered and changed at work. Then he drove up on Georgia Avenue and buzzed Justine. She and Rachel met him in the building lobby and Fasso drove down to Dupont Circle. He found a spot on Eighteenth Street and he and the women walked to the Metro for Union Station. They ate pizza at Sparro's and then went to the Cinema for Pocahontas. It was fun and afterwards they walked around Dupont Circle for a while. They grabbed some ice cream cones and enjoyed the cool evening. Rachel held Steve's hand, swinging arms as they paraded up the street.

CHAPTER 12

Saturday June 17


Fasso spent his Saturday doing chores around the house. Later, he finished a suspense novel by David Morrell and took a run in the evening.

Sunday June 18


By Saturday night Fasso was weary of the city. After meditation Sunday morning, he packed a cooler full of fruit, leftover lasagna, and Gatorade, grabbed some fishing gear, jumped into his truck and started out towards Harpers Ferry West Virginia.


The Two-seventy spur was empty at Five a.m. Steve cruised at about seventy miles an hour, driving with the sun at his back. There were some great fishing spots past Western Maryland, near the area where the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers met. And it was quiet out there, too. Lots of farmland, pastures, and the rolling hills of the Appalachian range.


Fasso had bought a little three acre parcel out there on the West Virginia side two years ago. The hillside lot was quiet and secluded. Steve hoped to build on it someday. But for now, it was just his secret place to get away when he needed an escape.


He drove to Harpers Ferry and wormed his way around town, eventually finding a dirt road that headed up and around the hillside. He was walking on his property by six-thirty.


He grabbed two apples and a banana out of his cooler. He dropped the banana and one apple into the pocket of his fishing vest. Then he grasped his rod and tackle box in his left hand and sauntered into the woods, munching his apple. There was a brook at the edge of the property and Fasso aimed to sit and relax the morning away.


The wood was not overly dense, but it was lush in the wet hills of West Virginia. Dewy ferns brushed against his jeans as he marched the path and Fasso's legs were moistened by the time he heard the first lyric sounds of water running over rocks up ahead. And then the tree line began to open and Fasso smiled. Before him lay heaven. A clean, slow moving creek running through his property. He walked downstream and slowed at a bow where the water was deep and quiet as it rounded a bend.


Steve finished his apple, and bent down and opened his tackle box. He sat in the shade on the flat moss-covered log with the bait box between his legs and started fiddling with the lures. Then he decided to trowel around in the mud for worms and grubs, dropping each one into the same plastic cup, gingerly, as though he was afraid of injuring them before they met the cool water and their ultimate fate in the food chain. Fasso cared little for actually landing a fish. But he enjoyed the process and the solitude of it.


He impaled a long, fat worm onto a hook and cast into the brook where it looked about five feet deep. Then he just sat there, locked the reel, and positioned the rod into a crag between a rock and the log beneath him.


He let his mind wander and he thought about Justine's big brown eyes. They were soft and understanding. As tough as she was, her eyes belied a gentleness and compassion that called out to his soul. Steve cared a great deal for the two young women in his life, Justine and Rachel.


Justine Bowman had joined the force as a patrol officer in Nineteen eighty-eight, two years before Steve. She was a bright and athletic woman and had excelled at the Academy. She was now a sergeant, preparing for the detective's exam. Plus, she juggled career and family and handled both well. She was a catch.


Steve longed to consummate their relationship and commit to a partnership. There was only one barrier to the next level and that was the danger intrinsic to their work. Both Fasso and Justine had dangerous careers in a dangerous Metropolis. Fasso thought about Max Gregor, losing both parents as a teenager, and Steve feared that if he and Justine embraced as partners, in the event of a mutual catastrophe, Rachel would suffer tremendously. Sure Claude could step in, but Rachel hardly knew her natural father; but she had known Uncle Steve for nearly five years.


The rod started shaking and Fasso retrieved it from the makeshift vise at his side. He released the lock on the reel and the line pulled out. He locked it again after about ten feet rolled through and started pulling, finessing the line as he reeled back.


Fasso could tell that the fish was not too big. He guessed maybe six to ten pounds. He landed it, a small catfish. Then he grasped it firmly in his left hand and withdrew the hook. Then he carefully dipped it back into the water and let it go. The catfish lingered there in the shallows until it caught the scent of home. Then it swam back to the deeper, stiller water and disappeared down towards the muddy bottom. Steve baited the hook again, let out some line, and twirled the lead weight back to the middle of the brook. Then he sat down again on his log.


He should keep Justine, he knew he was not going to find better. Though they had never been intimate, he knew her well. Their shift rotations often intersected and they had worked several homicides together over the years. She might even make detective later this year and join as a team member in his squad.


Steve peeled his banana open and lay back on the log. The sun was still low behind him and little slivers of light danced through the tree line and reflected off the surface of the water. He smiled as he bit into his banana, thinking about the women in his life.


Nothing else pulled on the line that morning. It was a lazy relaxed pause from the real world. By the time the sun started to glare down into his eyes at midday, Fasso felt refreshed. He decided to go to town for lunch and maybe do some sightseeing.


He had also made up his mind to talk to Justine about things after he closed the Gregor case. Maybe the two of them could sneak away for a weekend and decide how to proceed with their relationship. And then they could talk to Rachel. Steve liked that idea and he smiled.


He packed up, walked back to the truck and started down the road to Harpers Ferry. There was an old style ice cream and soda shop by the train stop and Fasso had a taste for a strawberry and banana sundae.


Steve Fasso thoroughly enjoyed his day alone. He had not been able to get away for over a month and his mind needed the break. And when he returned home that evening after six, he felt ready to attack the investigation again.

CHAPTER 13

Sunday June 18


Ackerman was in his office on Sunday preparing for a meeting with Pasquale for mid-July. He would review the articles with counsel that week, getting ready to disburse dividends to the partners. They paid U.S. taxes quarterly and dividends were disbursed in mid-July, after the close of books June thirtieth. At the quarter, there were seventy-five millions in U.S. currency awaiting disbursal. The funds were held through a Bermuda subsidiary of Deutschebank, but the master account was held in street name in Zurich. Ackerman was grinning. The operation was absolutely clean.


But this thing with Fasso was irritating. D.C. police had not yet closed the file. And Fasso had neither called nor visited since the investigation of Fletcher's place. Ackerman was positive that the girl had no information on her. Nor had she kept anything at home. Her laptop was clean and she had not kept files on her home PC; she kept scant records. The only link to him was the body. And Ackerman knew that was weak. Over seven hundred people worked in the building and with maintenance and other visitors, it would was too large a group of people that Fasso should focus on him. And Fletcher was too stupid to have kept anything significant. Ackerman guessed that the investigation was probably winding down, maybe even closing up.


He had checked the file on Fasso. The Inspector was no slouch. He had an exemplary record at the Bureau and left on good terms. The D.C. Police also regarded him highly. Fasso was athletic and did not smoke. He did not carouse or drink excessively. And he was a single heterosexual so there was nothing there either. Fasso, basically, was a boy scout.


During the afternoon, he hit the second button on his speed dial. "Are you free?"


"Yes. Do you want to drop by?"


"I'll come around three. We'll order in."


Ackerman closed up his office. There were a few drones milling about, pushing paper on Sunday afternoon. He took the elevator to one and exited his building and climbed into his car. The sky was grey. The weatherman had called for thunderstorms that Sunday night.


Ackerman put Tchaikovsky on the sound system. The March Slave echoed through the sedan and he picked up Route Sixty-six heading toward the house in Chantilly.


Megan Oliver greeted Robert Ackerman at the door to her house at quarter before four on Sunday afternoon. She wore a silk printed kimono and Ackerman looked down to the outline of her round bosom as he bent over to kiss her full on the lips.


She dragged him toward the bedroom, giddy with excitement, like a schoolgirl on a date with the star football player. Ackerman grinned, baring his white teeth.


Megan Oliver straddled him on the bed. She was bare beneath her short kimono and he lay back, letting her play with him. Afterward, he asked whether she had had any further contact with Fasso.


"No. He hasn't called since that first day. Not even to thank me for sending over Fletcher's file. I figured he didn't need anything else. I mean, no one at the firm knew anything about the girl anyway." Megan lay in his arm and rubbed his chest.


"You're right about that. I'd just as soon forget the whole matter. But I hope they close the file soon. If Fletcher had an accomplice, he could have gone through the service exit down there. I think I'll have maintenance put some cameras down there this week. The tenants would probably want that too."


"Stop it. Let's just have fun today." And Megan started on him again. Ackerman grinned and then shut his mouth.


Megan Oliver called to have Indian food delivered. They ate in bed and she asked, "When are you leaving for Bermuda?"


"I'll be leaving on the First. I'm taking two weeks. I'll have to work on something in Argentina. Can you manage when I'm gone?"


"I'll have to, won't I?" And Megan made a pouty face. She was cute. And her petite frame contrasted sharply with Ackerman's mass. For a moment, Ackerman imagined her as his personal Barbie doll.


Ackerman left for home at eight. Megan was his pet. Just like in the Rolling Stones song "Under my Thumb." And she was clueless. She was infatuated with Ackerman and he took advantage of it. But she wasn't completely flakey like Fletcher. She kept her wits about her and she was completely loyal. Ackerman had a drink and watched CNN until eleven. Then he went to bed.


After Ackerman left, Megan picked up the phone, dialed a local number, and left a message that Robert Ackerman was leaving for Bermuda on July First. Then she showered and scrubbed her skin thoroughly. She was in the office by Five a.m. on Monday morning and signed on her computer. She had to put up with it for two more weeks.

CHAPTER 14

Monday June 19


A courier delivered a fat envelope from Internal Revenue Service Monday morning around ten. Fasso was out at the time, interviewing a resident in an Adams Morgan row house about the shooting the prior week. He went back to his desk after lunch and signed on to his computer. Forensics had sent an email.


The DNA results had been completed for all samples. The report read as follows: Sample 6-7MF Match 99.99 Percent Sample 6-1TG GI / All other samples distinct. Fasso forwarded the memo on to the Office of the District Attorney and attached a hard copy into the working file. Translated, the email said that MF Morris Fletcher's sample from June seventh 6-7 matched the semen sample from TG Tasha Gregor's GI gastro-intestinal tract from the first of June 6-1.


Fasso reasoned that the DA might want to close the case now. And though Fasso wanted to end it also, he was glad that the sample from 6-1RA, Ackerman's cigarette, did not match anything from Tasha's body. He wanted Ackerman. But he wanted to isolate the true motive, not some fabrication the financier had erected to garble the killing.


As far as Fasso was concerned, the DNA report did not complete the case. He went back to his financial forensics and started working on the package from IRS. He wanted to review the materials with Mitch but he had not spoken with Levi since Saturday. Levi was testifying in four cases that week. Giving testimony on evidence collection.


Fasso plopped the paperwork on his desk and sat down with a quart bottle of Gatorade. Dark Horse LTD reported Earnings Before Interest and Taxes of just under four hundred million in U.S. dollars at the exchange rates in effect at the close of the prior fiscal year. Of that amount, income from U.S. operations was ninety million, rounded to the nearest million. The subsidiary companies: P&A Textiles, Patagonia Wool and Linen, Marigold Flamingo Sugar, and Dominica Coffee reported forty millions, fifteen millions, seventeen millions and eighteen millions respectively. All amounts were profit on the import of raw textiles and food products into the United States. Dark Horse paid thirty million in U.S. taxes for the Fiscal Year and the remainder of profit was available as dividends to the owners. The information appeared as an addendum to the schedule of reported income. But the names of the stockholders were not listed on the corporate return. Fasso called to thank the taxman and Houston asked Fasso to send his regards to Sanjay the next time he talked to him. Fasso told him that he would.


Then Fasso sent Mitch an email. He set up a dinner appointment to meet at the place on Wednesday night.

Tuesday June 20


Fasso looked closer at the tax reports and earnings statements. P&A Textiles reported EBT of forty millions from U.S. operations. Three millions was cash sales and thirty seven millions was from a gain on the exercise of options on the securities of two American companies, Oak Bridge Fiber & Linen and Jersey Shirts, Inc., both Delaware corporations based in the New York garment district. On paper it looked like P&A sold fabric at deep discounts for options on shares of these closely held garment companies and then sold the options back for exorbitant profits. Fasso furrowed his brow then and closed his eyes. He was becoming Ackerman now.


Ackerman's firm acted as agent for Dark Horse LTD. In legalese, that meant that he had authority to sign for the company. Basically, Ackerman was attorney-in-fact and sales manager for Dark Horse. He arranged delivery, accepted payment, and then periodically traded financial instruments and accepted cash for the gain, which was later paid to the Dark Horse shareholders as dividends.


What was P&A selling? The logical item - the thing that made the most sense - was cocaine. Pasquale and Ackerman, P&A, was selling textiles and cocaine. But how? Could the fabric itself be weaved from a coca derivative? Why not? There were probably chemical treatments that would soften the plant's fibers. Why not weave that into a fabric with cotton or flax? Then ship it with normal textiles. In the U.S., the distributor would dissolve the textile and cure the drug, and put it on the street. The profits from the drug would end up in Dark Horse after they exercised the option in Oak Bridge and Jersey Shirts.


Ackerman knew he was getting in over his head. He needed help from the outside. But all he had was a hunch. But what about the FBI bust in Florida? Hadn't the warehouse where they found the cocaine once belonged to Dark Horse? Wasn't that probable cause? Maybe that's what Sanjay couldn't discuss.


Fasso went home and got ready to run. His head was edgy, kind of numb. He felt as though someone was looking at him. But he saw nothing extraordinary on the street. He suited up, stretched and ran down to the mall. The buzzing in his head disappeared once he found his stride and broke sweat but when he got close to home, he started getting the feeling again and he focused on a man in coveralls walking down Florida Avenue. It was hot and the man was zipped up to his neck. Fasso slowed his pace to a walk. He looked at the Caucasian male. He seemed out of place in the neighborhood. But he could be a homeless man down on his luck. The man kept going, walking towards North Capitol.


Fasso ate dinner, gulped down some iced tea and sat at his computer, researching textiles. He looked at web pages on rope from hemp, linen from flax and even garments of fig leaves from the book of Genesis. Why not the coca plant? It seemed a rather elegant means of smuggling. But it seemed too easy, after all. Still, though, maybe Tasha Gregor was killed because she found out about it. Maybe she wanted to leave Pasquale and threatened him. When Ackerman found out he killed her before she could break apart the organization. Fasso felt that the premise was sound. He decided to call Levi. Mitch would know. He's got that science mentality. Fasso dialed Mitch Levy's phone number. "How'd it go at court?"


"It's a tough one. It's the Baker murder. Remember, the husband is on trial for the stabbing, but there were no prints on the knife? The DA based his case on motive and opportunity and evidence that a left-handed male about the same height as the husband inflicted the wounds. The case was built around the husband's sinistrality. And I'm the resident forensics expert...What's that? No. I didn't get to testify today. I have to go back in the morning...Why? What have you got?"


"I got tax records yesterday for that holding company, Dark Horse LTD, and Martens & Ackerman is their managing agent. Four Latin American companies report consolidated earnings under Dark Horse. The industries are textiles, coffee, and sugar. But the numbers don't add up. Either the cloth they're selling in the New York garment district is woven from gold thread or Ackerman is one hell of a salesman. They're making big money on the textiles."


"All right. I'm with you so far."


"Well, listen. How could I process the coca plant to weave it into fabric?"


"Wow. That would be something. Wouldn't it? DEA spends all of its time looking for white powder in uniformly shaped bags and here's a legitimate business shipping it in textiles. It could work, I guess. Let me check with some friends at GW chemistry."


"I don't want all of the chemistry, Mitch. Is it possible?"


"Yes. I suppose so."


"Well, I think that's why the girl got killed. Pasquale and Ackerman are neck deep in drugs and money laundering and the girl got in the middle of it."


Fasso started to type an email to Sanjay Warwick. He was anxious about it but he sent it anyway. He knew that he was in over his head.


Sanjay phoned him before ten. "Steve. I'm glad I caught you."


"Sanjay. Whoa. That was quick."


"Meet me for a coffee. I'm in D.C. over at Starbuck's at Dupont."


"It'll take me ten minutes."


Fasso slipped on some shoes, grabbed his keys and ran down the stairs to his truck. He drove down P Street and parked on Eighteenth and walked to the Starbucks. Sanjay was waiting there with an iced coffee, smiling. "You still have the Bureau in you. You know that?"


Fasso was incredulous. "What do you mean?"


"IRS, RICO, drugs, Dark Horse. That's federal jurisdiction, isn't it?"


"Well, D.C. is the federal city, and I'm a cop here."


"I'm not joking Steve." Sanjay was stern now. "This is a dark and tangled web. It may be too much for you to handle alone."


Fasso wasn't sure whether the 'dark and tangled web' was a Freudian slip, a clue about textiles, or if Sanjay was playing Shakespeare. "That's why I sent you the email. I think that Ackerman had that girl killed and I need to tie him to Pasquale to prove it."


"I'd like to help you, Steve. But I can't do anything. And I have to ask you to back off this line of investigation. You're stepping into our turf now." Fasso knew he meant the Bureau.


"Are you saying that the FBI is looking into Dark Horse and Ackerman as well as Pasquale?"


"I can't say."


"Can we share information?"


"It has to go through channels."


"But that'd make it political. I'm trying to keep this on the up and up."


"I can only do so much, Steve."


"What about the girl?"


"Steve. Millions die every year. Why is this one girl so important? You need to back off." But Sanjay knew that Fasso would keep digging. And Steve knew that Warwick wanted to help but the Bureau had strict controls on sharing information. Plus, Sanjay had helped so much already.


"And Steve. Watch your back." Then Sanjay left. Fasso paid for his water and Sanjay's coffee and walked back to his truck. Lots of people were milling around the restaurants and shops at the circle.


Fasso's machine indicated a message but he did not play it. He was unnerved by Sanjay's last remark.

Wednesday June 21


When Fasso returned from his run on Wednesday morning, the man with the coveralls was walking down Florida Avenue. And Fasso looked at him closer this time. The Caucasian man was about six feet tall and slim. He had a few days growth on his face and his eyes were red and circled, like a drunk's. But he walked straight, with an upright bearing, like a cop or a soldier. His sneakers were torn and tattered and his arms swung freely at his side. They made eye contact and the man's gaze did not falter at first. Then the essence of sentience vanished, as though the man went into a daze. Fasso had seen that empty vacant look in other homeless people, and he was not sure whether this man was following him. Yet, the man was unfettered. Homeless people usually hauled their personal belongings in backpacks or shopping bags.

CHAPTER 15

Wednesday June 21


Steve met Mitch at the place Wednesday night. They discussed organic chemistry. Fasso had done some online research and they went over the processing of cocaine from the coca plant.
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The recipe called for a soup of toxic chemicals. First, the processor needed to strip the leaves off the plant. The leaves were then soaked in a mixture of limewater, kerosene or gasoline, and sulfuric acid. The precipitate would be filtered, dried and mixed again with potassium permanganate; filtered again, and mixed with ammonium hydroxide. That material formed the cocaine base. Mitch explained that the yield from the leaf to base was about one percent by weight. "They wouldn't be doing it that way. It wouldn't make economic sense to smuggle the raw fibrous materials into the United States for processing. The risk-return ratio is too high."
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But then Mitch looked at Fasso's paperwork, at a graphic of the chemical structure for cocaine. "Ya know? It's a long time since I took organic chemistry. But I think this is 3beta-hydroxy-1alphaH-5alphaH-tropane-2beta-carboxylic acid methyl ester benzoate."


"Mitch. You lost me. I don't know what you're talking about."


"A carboxylic acid methyl ester benzoate. Esterification. Polyesters. There was something I learned about making polyester out of resinous organic compounds in school."


Fasso was still lost.


"What if these people have isolated an economical way to turn the cocaine paste itself into fibers, like polyester?"


Fasso furrowed his brow and looked up at Mitch Levi.


"They could weave it directly into the textiles and, for all intents and purposes, transport the material cleanly. No smell, no residue. They're just moving fabric."


"But is that possible?"


"Sure it's possible. I doubt that you'd find a recipe in a textbook, though. It's not the kind of thing you'd want publicized. The real question is whether it'd be economical. Something like that would require real economies of scale. And you'd need expertise in textiles, too... If they are doing it, I would bet that P&A regularly gets large shipments of ethylene glycol and other industrial organics. See, they wouldn't need it for wool or linen, but they'd need it for polyester or esterified cocaine. If they are smuggling coke, that's probably how they're doing it."


The chemistry was beyond Steve but he saw that Mitch thought is was plausible. Then Steve wondered how the U.S. could ever even hope to interdict drugs when ostensibly legitimate corporations were themselves trafficking.


Then Mitch said, "Steve. If this is the case, we are definitely in over our heads. This isn't penny ante stuff. This is hundreds of millions, or perhaps billions of dollars to Ackerman and his people. Maybe we should back off and turn it over to the feds."


Steve Fasso nodded his head in affirmation. But he said, "I'll talk to the Bureau when I get back from New York. I need to get Ackerman." He sat there thinking, "Mitch, if it is in the fabric, how do you test for it?"


"Spectroscopic analysis will verify the composition. But I don't know how to go about returning the drug to consumable form. I'd have to know their process, their recipe. Generally, you would put an ester into an aqueous acid solution to create an equilibrium. I could doctor up a kit for you, but chances are slim that it would work. Why don't you just bring down a sample of what you find up there?"


When he returned home after dinner Fasso booked a commuter flight to New York for Sunday afternoon round trip, returning on Monday. He wanted to snoop around Oak Bridge and Jersey Shirts covertly. There was no need to show his hand. He picked up some business card stationery to doctor up some cards for a Steve Falcon, an analyst at a fictitious textile association in Akron, Ohio.

CHAPTER 16

Thursday June 22


Fasso did not see the man with the coveralls that morning. He showered after his run and ate an egg sandwich breakfast with orange juice.

When he reached his desk, he opened up the Taylor file and reviewed the case. Jewan Taylor, a thirteen year-old boy was shot and robbed. The single shot was lethal, and death was instantaneous. The shooter had taken Jewan's wallet and identification cards. The officers on scene were not able to make the identification until the following day after the boy's mother called in a report that her son was missing. The description she gave of her son matched the victim and she made the positive identification and gave background information.


Mitch's team recovered three bullets at the scene. Two of them were imbedded in a tree near the victim. The projectile that killed the boy lay deformed on the sidewalk, having passed through after causing severe internal damage. The slug itself was warped, bent by the force of impact against human bone and muscle.


Fasso figured the murder was drug-related. In all likelihood, the shooter took the victim's money and property to get drugs. The blood toxicology on the Taylor boy was clean so, though it was possible that he was involved in trafficking, it was not likely. The victim's references were all quite positive and he had been a good student. It was most probable that he was an innocent victim of a mugging gone bad. The fact that the shooter fired three rounds before hitting the victim suggested a panicked amateur. The only witness at the scene had heard the shots and saw a lanky black male racing down the Fourteenth Street sidewalk at about Two-thirty a.m. on Friday the Sixteenth. Steve made a call to confirm a witness interview in the afternoon.


He drove out to W Street at Fourteenth and parked. Then he walked to the small apartment building on the corner and pushed the button under the name of his witness. She was a college student and said she had been walking her rottweiler that night. She claimed to have given the patrol officers all the information she remembered the night of the shooting, but Fasso asked again, prying for more detail. But she did not offer anything new. It had happened quickly, and the suspect had run the opposite way, his back to the witness. She did confirm, though, that he clutched a plastic shopping bag to his chest as he ran. She said that the plastic had slipped out of the runner's hands and when he stopped to retrieve it, she was able to clearly make it out, white plastic, heavier than the grocery store type. Fasso figured that it was from some type of retail clothing establishment. Fasso thanked his witness and drove home for lunch.


His best instincts told him that the shooter was an agitated crack addict, bereft of reason at the time. Fasso knew that it was critical to get the shooter off the street as soon as possible. That afternoon Fasso checked the database for all of the usual suspects, but nothing really came close to the situation at hand. This particular crime probably arose out of a crack binge. The shooter had it bad. His biochemistry was likely warped and he was not in possession of basic human moral inhibitions. Such an addict is the most dangerous sort of criminal, killing out of the basest of animal impulses, to satisfy a desire to feed. And the food was crack cocaine. This was precisely why they had to quickly capture the shooter before the cravings again grew so severe and other violence erupted.

Friday June 23


Fasso worked at his desk until about Ten a.m. He left for court then. He had to testify on a stabbing case he had pursued earlier in the year. The District Attorney's case was strong and Fasso expected a conviction.


When he was called up, Fasso stated his name and answered other questions about his years of experience as an investigator. The DA asked Fasso to verify that he had been 'Captain' at the crime scene. Then the Inspector was asked to confirm the position of the victim at the scene, the blood, and the general state of the corpse. Fasso testified that the butcher knife lay several feet away from the body, wiped clean. Then Fasso described the procedure of bagging up the evidence, and, checking his notes, recounted that forensics was able to find a thumbprint at the base of the handle where the wood met the blade. The killer had missed that spot when he had cleaned off the blade. Then Fasso stated that the print matched the defendant.


The defense attorney chose not to cross-examine Fasso's testimony and the DA excused Fasso and called up the forensics technician. Fasso reclaimed his seat and waited for the recess, listening to the scientific testimony.


The technician testified on procedure to collect evidence. The knife was collected and inserted into a heavy plastic, Ziploc-type bag by a gloved hand. It was labeled and numbered for identification. The label corresponded to a numbered paper flag visible in the crime scene photograph.


Then the technician explained that traces of blood within the crystalline lattice of the steel were typed and matched that of the victim. No. The technician answered that the department saw no need to complete a DNA analysis. The wounds were consistent with the shape of the knife's blade and there was a ninety-five percent probability that it was the actual murder weapon.


Then the technician verified that when they dusted the knife in the lab, they noticed friction ridge imprints on the inner lip of the handle, just at the point where it met the steel blade.


On cross-examination by the defense, the technician responded that the print they lifted matched the defendant on twelve points. There was a high probability that the defendant had held that particular knife. What probability? The technician answered ninety-nine point nine-nine percent.


Fasso felt that the public defender had not completed his homework. The question was poorly executed. If the defense had studied the evidence, it would have avoided the cross.


The judge announced a short recess before the defense could start their rebuttal. And Fasso left the courtroom and went home.


That night Steve played with his personal computer. He opened up PowerPoint and, locating a graphic of a spinning wheel, inserted it into a blank page. Then he brought up a map of Akron, Ohio, created an address and phone number and typed these there into the PowerPoint page. After a half hour, he grouped all of the text and graphics together and saved it as a document. He studied it for a second and then printed it out onto the business card stationery. By six-o'clock, he was looking at a business card for Steve Falcon, research associate at the Textile and Fabric Commerce Institute, based in Akron Ohio. Fasso smiled at his handiwork, printed out one full page of cards, separated them at the perforations, and put them on the side at his desk. He would use them in New York.

Saturday June 24


Fasso called Justine and chatted with her and Rachel in the early morning and told her that he was going to New York for a day. Then he went to the library, checked out a book on textile manufacture, went home and read through the afternoon. He finished the book on Sunday morning and took Metro to the airport in the afternoon.

END PART 2

CHAPTER 17

Sunday June 25


Steve dressed and started out for the New York garment district at about seven thirty. He wanted to look over the building and decide how best to conduct the interviews on Monday. Dusk hits early in Manhattan when the sun dips below the skyscrapers, and the halogen street lamps had already clicked on. By eight thirty, the streets were brightly lit and colorful neon signs danced, blinking and glowing like fireflies advertising for sex.


He got off the subway and fought a moderate crowd climbing upwards to street level and a gulp of fresh air. There was a Country Western concert at the Garden and couples dressed in western hats and boots were giggling, bustling in the area, going to the show. Outside, the air smelled like hot soft pretzel and sauerkraut.


Steve reached the Jersey Shirt building at Ninth Avenue and Thirty-fifth Street a little after nine p.m. The facade projected the appearance of a solid four-story building, but Fasso knew that this was a ruse. Most of the buildings in the garment district housed warehouse storage, fabrication, and administrative functions. There were probably several levels below ground and though most production was probably carried out in the company's New Jersey facility, some fabrication and tailoring was likely also conducted here in Manhattan.


New York's garment district had been a capital of Western fashion for over fifty years. In the early Twentieth Century, the district had also been a principal clothing supplier for the country. Cheap immigrant labor stitched shirts, slacks, and suits from cotton, linen, and wool fabrics weaved from fibers produced in the states and from abroad. As the American laborer became more affluent, he demanded higher wages and manufacturers moved production to South America and Asia because labor costs were cheaper in those regions. Only a few American companies still made profits on clothing manufacture, and Jersey Shirts and Oak Bridge may have been the richest in the bunch.


Jersey Shirts was founded by a Sicilian in the early Nineteen hundreds and Oak Bridge was built up by a Greek family from Naples, Italy. In addition to the New York operation, both companies had assets in New Jersey and Oak Bridge also had one warehouse outside of Boston.


Fasso walked around the building and down into the rear alleyway where a locked steel grate guarded an elevator shaft that went down to the lower levels. He yanked on the grate, but it was locked tight. He could not even pull it away enough to slide the makeshift pry bar inside.


Fasso was back there, snooping around, checking the rear service door and a few windows when he heard the click, as though someone had stepped on a dry twig. Otherwise, it was quiet in the alley. Fasso jumped at full alert and bolted, running down the alleyway toward the Lincoln Tunnel. As he reached the street, he felt a rush of air brush past his right ear, and a chunk of brick exploded off the wall, just behind him at head level. He heard the muffled pop at the same instant the brick pulverized. He merged into pedestrian traffic on Dyer Avenue and started weaving his way up to Grand Central Station.


There was no doubt in his mind now. He was being followed and someone had just warned him to stay away. He entered the bus depot and picked up a magazine at the first stand he saw and sat in a well-lit area where he found a seat in shadow under a weakened fluorescent bulb. He waited there. Vigilant, looking for a pursuer.


The people milling throughout the waiting area were of all shapes and nationalities. And everyone seemed bonafide. After an hour, at ten thirty, he was sure that no one was paying any particular attention to him so he rose up to leave, rolling the paper into a cylinder, and started walking out towards Forty-first Street at Times Square.


By the time he reached the exit he knew he was being tailed again. A medium built, dark-haired man standing along a wall near the pay phones glanced up as he walked past and then returned his gaze back to his newspaper. When Fasso reached the street he glanced around, seeking eye contact with anyone looking towards him. There, across the street, another man with dark hair and olive-toned skin was pacing him as Fasso strolled along the sidewalk. That man held a cell phone to his ear as he walked. Then he pocketed it as Fasso turned away, heading down into the subway at the corner.


Fasso went back to the hotel, self-conscious, but still determined. He was not about to quit. Not now. He was too close. He would carry out the charade in the morning and try to get some information from Jersey Shirts about their operations.

Monday June 26


On Monday morning Fasso dressed and locked his bag with his gun in the hotel safe. He took the subway back to the garment district and sat in a Blimpie's across from Jersey Shirts and had a Pepsi and a potato knish. The Blimpie's was at the corner opposite the front entrance of the establishment. Fasso sat there from seven until eight, when Jersey Shirts opened for business. He crossed over a little after the hour and walked into the front door.


The lobby was drab. The walls were painted in heavy coats of industrial gray. It smelled like a dry cleaners. The guard sitting at a desk by the doorway to the inner sanctum focused on Fasso as he walked into the lobby and Fasso noticed a small camera aimed downward from a point above the door where the ceiling met the wall. Then he realized that the guard's expression contained a look of recognition. He walked up to the desk and introduced himself. "Hi. I'm doing some quality analysis for an association in Akron. Is there someone I could speak with about your textiles? I'd like to get some product samples for texture and design studies."


The guard picked up his phone and punched the intercom button. "Can I have your name?" The guard's voice was soft and mousy. Not at all what Fasso had expected from someone that tall and broad. The man was easily over two hundred and fifty pounds.


Fasso answered, "My name's Steve Falcon."


"Sure." The guard's eyes squinted and he smirked as he introduced Fasso's alias into the telephone.


After a few uneasy minutes, there was a buzzing noise at the door and the guard, standing now, pulled it open so Fasso could walk through. A woman greeted him on the other side and shook Fasso's hand. Her face was wrinkled in curiosity. "Mr. Falcon. No one made an appointment about you. Why didn't you call in to arrange a meeting?"


"This is impromptu. I was in town for a break and I thought that perhaps I might just come in and get a few samples."


"Certainly. Just this way...Can I get you any coffee or tea?"


"Do you have Pepsi?"


"I think so." The woman, Fasso learned, was the daughter of the owner of the firm. She was a college student on break and worked at the family business over her summers. "Is there anything in particular you are looking for?"


"I've heard that you have a stock of Argentine textiles of wool and linen. Do you think I could get a random sample of raw and textured and dyed materials?"


"Sure. I'll have them cut a few swatches. Is six by six a large enough area?"


"That should be fine." The woman ushered Fasso to a small conference room. "I'll get your Pepsi. It should only take a few minutes to get the swatches."


Fasso sat there and looked around the room. There was a computer in one corner, with an expensive digital camera hooked up nearby. Though the lights were off on the machine, Fasso suspected that it was live. He knew that he was being surveilled. He also knew that the swatches would be clean. But he needed to pursue the charade. He might still pick up something from the interview.


Sandrine Toscanto returned with Fasso's Pepsi and handed it to him along with a large coffee mug. Then she eased over to a chair across from him at the conference table and sat down. "Mr. Falcon, is this study for marketing or is it for industry comparison?"


"It's really an industrial comparison. We're looking at fabrics from Asian and American sources, and at production costs and transport costs. We want to compare cost per unit quality and my job is to collect the swatches. I imagine that some other counterpart is doing financial analysis to impart production costs to raw material sold. We're hoping that the industry could use the index to increase production efficiency."


"That's marvelous. Yes. My father would find such a study useful."


They chatted for a few minutes and then Sandrine's beeper went off and she looked down to check it. Then she turned to Fasso. "I think your package is ready. I'll bring them for you."


Sandrine returned a few minutes later with a box about one foot on each edge. "Here you are. Is there anything else?"


"Just a few more questions. Does all of your material come from Argentina?"


"Yes. My family has relations there, you know. Going back generations. We have vertical integration. At least that's what they call it in school. There never has been a need to shop elsewhere."


"Sandrine, just out of curiosity. What's your secret? How is your company doing so well when most of the American textile industry folded in the Seventies?"


"Mr. Falcon. I'm surprised at you. That's a trade secret. But when you see the quality of the fabric, I'm sure you will agree that it is excellent. We put out a superior product and our buyers are loyal."


Fasso believed her. He was confident that the product was of high quality. And he was equally sure of the loyalty of the members in the supply chain. It was likely that the organization had evolved along quasi-feudal lines, like Japanese kiretsu.


"I see. Well, here's my card." Fasso handed off the card he had produced at his computer and followed Sandrine out the door and past the guard. He exited the building and started walking toward the subway. He knew he was being tailed and he wanted more information.


FBI training kicked in and his pace quickened. The Bureau had programmed him in surveillance, firearms, and defensive martial arts. And Fasso had been an excellent pupil. FBI instructors held boot camp in Virginia at the Marine Corps base at Quantico. Prospective special agents of the Bureau were drilled rigorously and the attrition rate was high, especially in the first four weeks.


Fasso and Sanjay had both been recruited during the fall of their senior years at University and they had matriculated together into boot camp. Since Fasso and Sanjay had already developed a friendship before joining the Bureau, they fell into a competitive comradery at the Academy. At times they egged each other on, while at other times they crammed together at study sessions.


The first four weeks had been mostly physical. The FBI basic training, like that of the armed forces, centered on sleep deprivation. Recruits were forced to endure obstacle courses and other endurance tests, learn small arms, and practice hand-to-hand combat training and defensive arts. But the Bureau intermixed this with course work in accounting, counterfeit currency, fingerprint analysis, and other forensic science.


Fasso had enjoyed the hand-to-hand training most of all. As a child, he had studied judo under tutelage of a priest at his grammar school in Irvington, New Jersey for five years.  At the Bureau, Fasso embraced the martial arts like a long-lost friend. Though he had practiced judo sporadically through the years, he had all but forgotten the pure joy the movement and discipline had once given him. The Academy instructors drilled the prospective special agents in judo, jujitsu, and karate. And Steve Fasso relished every exercise and every meditation. It was then that he learned the value of the twenty-five minutes he spent alone every morning, emptying his mind and focusing his energy. And even though he sparred only occasionally now, fourteen years after basic training, the mental exercises and physical movements were fused to his soul, an intrinsic aspect of his nature.


The Bureau had also programmed him in counter surveillance. He had been conditioned to evade and ensnare a pursuer on instinct alone. Fasso glanced into a window at the corner near a subway entrance and caught a glimpse of a medium built man in a dark suit following from about fifty feet behind. Steve passed by the subway and continued on, north past Grand Central.


He felt more confident now in the daylight than he had the prior night. Plus, it was a workday and New York was busy, conducting business and making money. And Fasso keyed into that energy. His adrenaline level was high.


Fasso could feel the eyes of his pursuer behind his head. He made a left on Forty-fifth Street and walked out toward the docks, toward the Circle Line, away from the crowds downtown. He found a cluttered alleyway and ducked in, concealing himself behind a dumpster, eyes peering out onto pedestrian traffic. The man walked by the alleyway, slow and hesitant. Fasso sensed that the man would slow to a stop and creep back. But he did not expect two of them, though.


It happened quickly. Another man burst out of a door, near the nook where Fasso was hiding. And the first one was blocking the side from where Fasso had entered the alley. There was no point running. Fasso charged the man in the alley on his left. With all of his strength he thrust the palm of his hand into the man's solar plexus. That man buckled back and relaxed the grip on the item in his right hand, dropping it onto the ground. It sounded like aluminum when it hit the concrete and rolled. Fasso turned to look at the other one, who was now walking towards him, crouched slightly forward, controlling his center of gravity. The man was drawing a weapon, a knife with a butterfly handle. He deftly swung it open and locked it in his right hand.


Steve rolled his jacket up over his left forearm. He met the man from about four feet away, faked right and feinted left, warding off the blade with his jacket, but continuing through, pushing back on the arm until the knife was pointing upward, simultaneously clutching the man's bicep just above the elbow joint. His left hand grabbed hold of the man's arm just below the wrist. Though his own left arm was throbbing from the wound the assailant had inflicted, Fasso twisted the assailant's arm back, dropping his pursuer to the ground, smashing the knife out of his hand, breaking the arm. Then Fasso kneed that man in the groin and knocked him in the solar plexus. Instinct and conditioning. He pulled the unconscious body into the alley, towards the other incapacitated man lying there. The whole encounter took less than fifty seconds and Fasso had not seen any pedestrians on the street.


He glanced down at the object the first assailant had dropped. It was an aerosol can. Fasso did not have any cuffs, so he took a chance and sprayed them both with the aerosol. Then he looked his arm over. The cut was not too bad. Two butterfly bandages should do it. The blood was already congealing under his ruined jacket. He tore off a piece of fabric and arranged a makeshift dressing until he could get proper care. Then he called the police.


A squad car appeared mere moments later and Fasso showed his badge and explained the attack. The patrol officers required that he return to their station and Fasso nodded in compliance. An ambulance had arrived and Fasso sat on the side while one of the medical technicians cleaned and dressed his forearm. The other medic and the patrolmen were carting away the two unconscious men into the ambulance. Fasso picked up his package to leave.


The officers in the car asked him again, "Do you have any idea who these men are?"


"No. I was walking down to the Circle Line for a sightseeing cruise and they pushed me into the alley."


"What's in the box?"


"This? It's just some fabric swatches. I'm doing some research on a D.C. case and I felt that while I was in New York, I could pick up some samples for my forensics guy. He was trying to match the pattern on the suit one of our victims was wearing."


"Seems like a lot of trouble. Was it worth it?"


"What do you mean?"


"Those men back there. They're not street thugs. They're professional. They might be mob. And judging by the damage you inflicted, you're professional too... Now, you don't have to say anything, but don't treat me like an idiot just because I wear a patrolman's uniform. Are you gonna tell me what's in the box?"


"I told you. It's swatches. And that's all I'm gonna say." By then they had arrived at the station.


"All right. We're here." Fasso was in the rear of the patrol car and he had to wait for one of the officers to open the door from the outside. As he rose up out of the car, the officer pulled him aside. "Look. This report can be as detailed as you want it. But I can tell you now. If those men are connected, they are not going to do any hard time. What d'ya wanna do?"


"Let's split the damage. Assault and battery. I'll come up and testify at the hearing. They'll get six months and forget about me."


"OK. Let's go write it up."


The patrolman gave him some Tylenol for the ache in his arm. Fasso signed three complaints, one against each of the perpetrators for assault and battery. And then he signed one warrant against both, alleging attempted murder, conspiracy, and a list of related charges. Fasso left the station by noon, after hearing that he had fractured several ribs in each of the assailants.


He had discarded his bloody shirt and jacket and was now wearing a NYPD sweatshirt. Fasso grabbed a hot dog for lunch, took a taxi to his hotel, and grabbed his bag out of the vault behind the desk there. He had already checked out that morning.


He took the train to the plane and was aloft by four p.m., carrying a package of swatches, his overnight bag, and his canvas handbag, exhausted. He slept on the flight home.


Fasso walked over to the terminal's security office and called Mitch. He had no desire to fight another group of assailants. Mitch agreed to pick him up and Fasso called his boss to give him the verbal update. He was tired and thirsty, even after he drank about a quart of water out of the cooler there in the security office.


Mitch got to D.C. National around seven thirty and they drove down to the Precinct. Fasso showed off his new war wound. Mitch sneered, "It's just a scratch. Why didn't you let them get you good?" Fasso chuckled and the car grew quiet as they reached the Memorial Bridge.


"Steve, maybe you should reconsider. We can close the case and assign culpability to Fletcher. We can walk away and let the Feds handle the big fish."


"But I want the big fish. And I want him for murder."


"Listen. Even if we show that Ackerman is trafficking, that does not implicate him in the girl's murder. These are two different lines of investigation."


"I know. I've thought that through. But we can make a connection. We'll have to. I have to."


When they arrived at the precinct, Fasso and Mitch opened up the package and looked at the swatches. Sandrine Toscanto had assembled a diverse mix of fabrics, textures, and patterns. There were plaids, stripes, and primary and secondary colors. One of the pinks reminded Steve of something, but he could not remember what. "She knew I was coming. The fabric is going to be clean. It'd be a waste of time and money to even test it."


"What did you learn up there?"


"It's a family business. And I think the woman up there was playing with the word family. The thugs who came at me were professional, maybe mafia professional. And the owners at Jersey Shirts are related by blood to Pasquale. The whole operation is assembled like a vertically integrated corporation. The sheep are born and raised on Pasquale land, like the cotton and flax. The fabric is weaved there in Argentine factories, and Jersey makes clothing out of it here in the states. And if they're moving coke, the same vertical integration model holds."


"What's your next move, then?"


"I'm going to have to talk to Megan Oliver. She's gotta know something. Maybe she can help."


CHAPTER 17

Monday June 26


New York called Ackerman Monday morning, just after eight o'clock. Steve Fasso was in the lobby of the Jersey Shirt building. What does that man want? He won't stop. "Give him what he wants. And send him away...That's right, send him away. Far away. He might know something."


Ackerman was standing at his window, nervously flicking around his letter opener, thinking. He can't know anything. The operation is foolproof. It's undetectable.


Then he called Florida. "Hello. This is Ackerman, with Dark Horse...Yes. Have you tested the engines yet? Oh, that's right. Well when will he balance the keel? I'll be traveling on the weekend. Call my secretary in Washington. I'll relay instructions through her."


Ackerman was getting edgy. The marina would not finish the Dona Flor until Saturday. Even though the refit was moving along timely, Ackerman was becoming self-conscious. Fasso had worked in the Bureau. And Fasso had not yet closed the Gregor homicide. Plus, he obviously had made the connection between Dark Horse and Jersey Shirts. If he plugged Pasquale into the equation, the game would be over.

END PART 3

CHAPTER 18

Tuesday June 27


Mitch had dropped off twelve swatches for spectrometric analysis. The lab would take small fiber samples and break the chemical structure down into constituent elements using various chemical reagents or heat. The spectrometer aimed specific wavelengths of light into a tube filled with a suspension of the chemical elements of the fiber sample. The electrons of each element vibrate at a specific frequency when excited by radiation and when they fall back to a lower energy level they emit photons of a wavelength unique for each element. The mass spectrometer provided a printout identifying each constituent and its proportion in the compound by mass. The lab technicians would then deduce the compound by comparing the proportion of each element in the sample with the mass of the whole. This is basic chemistry.


But neither Mitch nor Fasso was overly enthusiastic about the tests. Steve knew that the swatches were clean. After all, Jersey Shirts was a legitimate enterprise. And they would not have released contraband to someone walking in off the street, especially a police officer.


While the technicians ran the tests, Fasso had another case to work. Fasso ignored his sore arm as he reviewed the evidence from the Taylor killing, the new case he opened two weeks before. He had a lead from one of the witnesses he had spoken with the prior Friday and Justine and Sami and another team were scouring the streets and homeless shelters, looking for the addict that had killed the boy. They had a good description from the witness that called after she remembered seeing the same man in a park, manic and drawn out after a binge on crack cocaine. Fasso figured they might get lucky and close the Taylor case soon.


Later that morning, he dialed Megan Oliver and scheduled a lunch meeting for Wednesday. She was gracious when Steve suggested that they meet at the courtyard near the World Bank building for one o'clock.

Wednesday June 28


Mitch got the mass spec analysis on Wednesday morning and called Fasso. "The fabric you brought back is clean. Some samples were cellulose, linen and cotton. And the rest were wool protein."


"Thanks, Mitch. Tell the crew thanks anyway."


"Yeah, sure...You meeting the Oliver woman today aren't you?"


"I'm getting ready to go now."


"Think she knows anything?"


"She's pretty tight with Ackerman. The door from her office leads right to his. She might know a great deal. The real question is whether she'll talk or maybe let something slip. I've gotta try."


"Good luck."


"Right."


Steve drove downtown, parked on the street, and walked down Pennsylvania Avenue to the World Bank. He had chosen that location because the courtyard was spacious, often populated, and yet airy enough to get a panoramic perspective of pedestrians milling about. In addition, Fasso knew that he was being watched and he did not wish to jeopardize Megan Oliver's position by arranging a clandestine meeting. That would only serve to draw suspicion and endanger the woman.


He saw her sitting on a park bench near the set of parking meters designed for motorcycles, just in front of the World Bank complex. She looked lovely in a mushroom colored silk blouse tucked into a pastel peach colored skirt. The matching jacket was folded in her lap. Fasso walked up to her and she stood to greet him. "Good afternoon, Ms. Oliver. Thanks for coming out to meet me."


"Oh. I just hope I can help."


"Are you hungry? We can go over to the deli on the corner. I know I could use a sandwich."


Fasso ordered two chunky chicken salad sandwiches, a water, and a Pepsi. He paid the bill and walked back with the tray to the table where Megan was waiting.


"Inspector. I'm somewhat surprised that you even called to talk with me. I had assumed that you had closed the investigation, especially after I found out that Fletcher had killed the girl down there."


"No. We're almost done. There are just a few loose ends we need to tie up...Do you know anything about a company called Pasquale Enterprises? Ackerman told me that it had been one of Fletcher's accounts."


"That's correct. Fletcher made trades for them. They sent their orders in from Buenos Aires, phone or email."


"Did Ackerman have any dealings with them?"


"No. Not to my knowledge."


"How about Dark Horse LTD. Does that name ring a bell?"


Megan's face flushed and her nostrils flared at the name, and Fasso could tell that she was consciously trying to regulate her breathing. "Yes. I think Robert handles some business for them. It's a pretty big deal."


"Do you know whether Dark Horse has any connection with Pasquale Enterprises?"


"I don't know that. I've never seen the two names together anywhere. Why is that important? I mean how would that bear on the girl's death?"


Fasso did not want to take her there. She seemed genuinely naive about Ackerman's duplicity. "I went to Florida three weeks ago to trace the girl's footsteps. I learned that Dark Horse had acquired the Pasquale yacht, that's all. I was wondering whether Ackerman knew Pasquale."


"I'm sorry. I just don't know that."


"How about P&A Textiles. Do you know that name?"


"Yes. That one I know. That's a Dark Horse company. They manufacture and ship fabrics. I remember amending the Articles for them the Friday after the girl died."


Fasso's ears grew warm. He said, "Pardon me? You had to update the paperwork on the Second of June?"


"That's right. I remember because I was still edgy about the murder, you know. But Robert needed the revisions for review by counsel."


"Do you remember the nature of the revisions?"


"I remember that it changed the assignment of corporate officers. Robert was given authority over financing decisions. And the responsibility came with a sizeable annual bonus."


"Was there anything else? Do you recall a reference to the Pasquale name on the document?"


"No. It was only an amendment to the corporate charter. Only Robert's name appeared." The woman seemed not to know anything at all. Fasso took a gulp out of his Pepsi, thinking about P&A Textiles. "Do you know the names of the other officers at the company...P&A Textiles, I mean?"


"No. But I could find out. What's this all about? I mean, why is this so very important?"


Fasso was wary of divulging his suspicions. He did not want to draw another party into the fray. But at the same time, he wanted information and he wanted Ackerman. "Listen. It's probably not very important. And I don't want you snooping around. But if you find any information linking Ackerman and Pasquale's name together, could you just let me know? I'd appreciate it."


Megan's forehead wrinkled in concern and she nodded her assent. She was even more confused now.


As they were leaving, Fasso helped Megan slip into her suit coat. He noticed that there was no manufacturing tag on the collar. "Megan. I've never seen this shade of peach before. Where do you get your clothes?"


"Oh. That's one of the luxuries of working for Robert. There's a tailor in Alexandria that does custom work and Robert referred me there when I started working in D.C. Robert is very particular about fashion and he likes his people to express a certain flair, especially his key people. Most of my clothing is personally tailored.


Then it hit him. After Fasso dropped Megan at the garage at the Piedmont, he hustled back to the Precinct.

CHAPTER 19

Wednesday June 28


When Megan Oliver returned home, she dialed a local number. That line was monitored by a computer and when it read the fiber optic signature of her telephone account, it routed the call to a van, parked on Key Biscayne, carrying the logo of a personal watercraft manufacturer. Sanjay Warwick picked up.


"Yes. Sanjay here. What's wrong?"


"I met with Inspector Fasso today. He's asking me about Dark Horse."


"Did you say anything?"


"No. I played dumb. But he is prying."


"Listen. We're almost done here. They're pulling off the keel Friday. We'll move in then, and then you can walk away. You won't even have to testify."


"Yeah, but shouldn't we help Fasso?"


"No. We've been working on Dark Horse too long to jeopardize it now. Just hold on for two more days. Is Ackerman still leaving on Saturday?"


"Yes. His flight is early that morning."


"All right, then. Keep your wits about you. I'll be in touch."


Megan Oliver hung up her phone and Sanjay returned to his surveillance. He knew that Pasquale was smuggling cocaine, but he had never been able to isolate the true method. Periodically they would nail a cache, but his team estimated that it was only five to ten percent of the total amount Dark Horse was moving. But after the Bureau had tracked a wire transfer of twelve million through Deutschebank the week after the registry of Dona Flor was changed from Venezuela to Bermuda, Sanjay had ordered surveillance on the boat when she was hauled up into dry-dock the prior week. He had a hunch that Pasquale had sneaked drugs through on the boat.


Megan Oliver had started working at Martens & Ackerman three years ago, just before Ackerman had started up the Dark Horse operation, as a junior financial analyst for high tech stocks. She was idealistic then, and still naive. In those days, she worked at the firm's Boston office and she met Robert Ackerman at a pep rally he staged there to improve morale during a sales contest for internet stocks. He took an interest in her and invited her to be his personal assistant in the D.C. office. She was thrilled. She moved down and bought her house in Chantilly with some bonus money and kept the condo in Boston, renting it out to some graduate students at Vassar.


She had been infatuated with Robert Ackerman. He was charming, aggressive, good-looking, intelligent, and single. And she was excited to work on the big deals. About a year after she had been working in D.C., she started sleeping with him. It began one afternoon in the office as she was helping him review a meeting agenda for a talk he was delivering at a conference on taxation and multinational finance. As she was helping him with his jacket, his hand brushed against her. Their eyes met and they kissed. That was how it had started one year ago. But today, he was as aloof as ever.


Megan knew that he had other women. There were things that he liked that she could not give and she knew that he got it elsewhere. And Megan also noticed the change in Ackerman over the past year. He became possessed by the Dark Horse operation and he would not let her in. She knew that there was something about that organization that was absorbing him. And he had started snorting cocaine. He was not manic about it like Fletcher had been, but Megan thought it was still a problem. But he would not let her help.


She had been reluctant to talk to the FBI when they came to her. They said that Dark Horse was involved in smuggling drugs and that she and Ackerman were being investigated. But the special agent promised her immunity from prosecution if she helped them.


That was six months ago. The subterfuge was wearing very thin now. At first, after she committed to work with the Bureau, she had found it easy to relay information. The questions were not difficult: Where was Ackerman traveling? For how long? Who was he meeting?


Then the questions became more difficult: Who are the new partners in Dark Horse?


Then she found that girl's body downstairs. And Fletcher got killed in the fire. She was tired and she wanted to run away. The good news was the FBI would give her a new name and relocate her. Hopefully no one would be able to find her when it was all over.


So far, Robert did not suspect anything. He was still aloof, carrying on his business, treating her like a doormat, inviting himself over at his pleasure.


She wanted to help Inspector Fasso, too. But Sanjay Warwick and the FBI had sworn her to secrecy to safeguard their investigation. And she really did not have the kind of information that Fasso needed. All she really wanted was to be left alone and get out of this city. The karma was just bad.


Megan was emotionally exhausted. She was an extremely honest and caring person and she was feeding information to the FBI more for Robert's sake than for her own. She wanted to save him and she hoped that Sanjay Warwick would be able to close down the whole scheme before Robert was completely consumed. The whole thing was distasteful but she had to continue for a while longer.


It was dangerous work and she had a vague suspicion that Robert might somehow be involved with the killing of the Gregor girl, but she really did not know anything about that. All she knew for sure was that the firm as an entity, and Robert as an individual, represented Dark Horse LTD to the American market. She knew little else. She hoped that she could find the link between Alejandro Pasquale and Dark Horse that the Inspector needed. Maybe by the end of the week. Robert kept feeding her documentation on Dark Horse to complete the report for the Board meeting. He was very anxious about it, too. He was acting tense, an emotion that she had never seen in him before. She could not be certain whether it was the meeting, the investigation, or the drugs. He had been consuming more and more cocaine recently.


She got ready for bed, donning a silk jade nightshirt that caressed her petite frame. Then she swallowed a Valium and lay in bed to rest.

CHAPTER 20

Wednesday June 28


"OK. Right. I'll deal with it." Robert took the headset off and poured a drink at two thirty. Fasso had just dropped Megan Oliver to her car downstairs. The Inspector was still snooping around. Just three more days until Bermuda.


At first Ackerman had been reluctant to discuss the situation with Alejandro. There had been no point. The threat had been removed and her killer was deleted. Robert had used his authority to contain the situation. But now it had grown chaotic. And it was too late to bring Pasquale into the loop without making Robert look the fool. His pride would not allow him to ask for help.


And now the Inspector had requested fabric samples in New York. That meant that he suspected something. And the squad in New York failed miserably. They were both laid up in the hospital with broken ribs. Fasso had punctured the lung in one of them, and broken the other's arm.


And the cleanest solution was no longer an option. Ackerman could not risk another death in D.C. That was out of the question. Even if Fasso were to suffer an unfortunate accident, the D.C. police would certainly alert the federal authorities. And since Fasso was ex-FBI, the Bureau would take any accident involving the Inspector very personally.


The only thing Robert could do was wait. After Saturday morning he would be out of the country. And the business did not require his presence stateside for administration. Then Ackerman could pull some strings to have the local DA close the file so that Ackerman could return in peace. He just needed three more days.


Robert snorted some coke and finished off his scotch. His phone was on do not disturb. He went through the motions of returning routine memos to managers at the firm, voicing assent or dissent to marketing designs and investment strategy. He checked the major markets looking for trends and openings for his own projects, and kept busy until the evening when he got ready to go home.


When he reached for his jacket, he felt edgy, as though the walls were closing in on him. For a moment, his vision dimmed as though pins and needles were popping into his forehead and eyeballs. The room grew dark and his knees almost buckled. His head warmed and flushed as the panic waxed severe. He quickly added ice to his glass and poured a scotch. He needed the ice now. He could feel the drink in his mouth and he had to consciously swallow to force it down past the lump there in his throat. The cold alcohol passed his constricted throat and he had to fight the gag reflex before his prickly skin started to cool.


Ackerman sat down in self-loathing. He thought about his involvement with Pasquale. It had begun two years ago when they met in New York during a symposium on taxation and multinational finance. Ackerman had spoken at the meeting to an audience of mostly European and Latin investors. Over drinks that afternoon, Pasquale had pulled Ackerman aside and they started discussing tax minimization strategies for offshore companies.


Ackerman suggested a holding company approach because of the ease in restructuring cost allocation and income determination among the member companies. It was especially appealing for multinational sales because the financing could be fudged to minimize tax implications by selecting the timing of exchange rate valuation or simply by moving internal costs between the subsidiary companies.


Pasquale asked Robert to help structure Dark Horse. Robert agreed, at the time thinking it was a legitimate operation. Certainly it was no crime to skirt the gray areas of the tax code. It was a year later that he learned what Dark Horse was really doing. And by then, Ackerman's name and his company's name were all over it.


Ackerman knew that he would face jail time if he went to the authorities. On the other hand, the program was lucrative. And Ackerman, along with the other investors, had by the second year of operation, each earned an individual Swiss bank account, into whose coffers Dark Horse rolled tens of millions of dollars each year.


Plus, the rush was great. Ackerman enjoyed the thrill. No. He enjoyed the cloak and dagger stuff.


He took another sip of scotch and it went down easier than the last one as his hands stopped shaking. He thought about Megan and knew that when it came down to it, he would do what he had to do to protect the others. That was what they paid him for. And the alternative was ugly. Prison was preferable to the anguish he knew Pasquale was capable of inflicting. He had heard that Pasquale had once fed an associate to a school of sharks slowly, dangling the man off a boom on the Dona Flor as the fish chewed on his flesh. And Ackerman was sure Pasquale knew of worse deaths.

CHAPTER 21

Wednesday June 28


When Steve returned to the precinct he called Levi. "Mitch. I've got it. Meet me in evidence."


"I'm on the way."


By the time Mitch reached the basement warehousing area in the precinct building, Fasso had already requisitioned Tasha Gregor's clothing. He held her skirt in one hand, and the jacket in the other."


Mitch was concerned. "What is it?"


Fasso told him. "Tasha Gregor was an extraordinarily bright woman. She wanted to break free of the business when she found out what was really going on. She probably threatened Pasquale. But she would have made sure to keep some clue, some evidence of how they were doing it if she was going to the authorities. She probably intended never to return after her last trip to D.C."


"I'm with you Fatso. But she didn't bring any luggage. And we already recovered her briefcase bag. We checked all the evidence. And there was nothing online to implicate Ackerman or Pasquale in anything illegal. And the swatches from New York were also negative."


"Tasha Gregor picked up a custom-tailored suit in Buenos Aires on her last trip. It was on her online date book. Do you remember this color?" Steve held out the skirt.


Mitch nodded his head. "Yeah. It's similar to one of the samples you brought back from New York."


"Feel it."


"It doesn't feel quite like wool, does it? It has more of a smooth quality, like silk or nylon. And it really catches the light - almost like a glossy plastic."


"That's right. And do you think Tasha was the type of woman that would wear synthetics? Let's have it analyzed."


Fasso was eager, bouncing as he walked. "She probably knew something was going on for some time now. Maybe Pasquale had her carry a bolt of fabric with her on a recruiting assignment and she converted some of that to a suit. She wanted out but she needed to produce something for the FBI and guarantee a clean escape. The fabric was her ticket out...But Pasquale and Ackerman were getting edgy that she had learned too much. And if her behavior became confrontational, Pasquale would have lost trust in her and told Ackerman to terminate her."


"Let's see what the lab turns up." The excitement was infectious. Levi nodded as they took the elevator back up. Fasso and Levi brought the fuchsia suit to the lab for fiber analysis. The techs promised the results for Friday morning.

It was after three o'clock in the afternoon on the Twenty-eighth and Steve had to adjust his metabolic clock. His shift change began on Thursday and his team was assigned evening shift, two until ten at night. Fasso would work until ten-thirty at his desk, then sleep until four, meditate, and nap until eleven.


He pulled the Taylor case up on his terminal. Jewan Taylor, aged thirteen, died from a single gunshot wound to the chest, fired at close range. The powder spray on his shirt suggested that the pistol had been no more than two feet away. The slug ripped his heart and severed his spine.


The uniforms had responded to reports of gunfire at about Two-thirty a.m. on Friday June Sixteenth. Two of the bullets were imbedded in a tree near the body. The one that killed Jewan passed through and fell a few feet away from the body. One witness had seen a thin young black man running from the scene at Fourteenth and U Streets near the Metro with a shopping bag. And Jewan's mother had explained that her boy was on his way home that night from a cousin's house in Silver Spring, Maryland. His cousin had bought Jewan a new pair of Reebok pump basketball shoes for his Thirteenth birthday.


Fasso knew, instinctively, that the shooter was a drug addict, a crack-head. The cocaine wreaked havoc with brain synapses by interrupting the dopamine mechanism. Dopamine production and transmission is involved in the biochemistry of the pleasure emotion. It also impacts fine motor coordination, sex drive, and energy. When cocaine is ingested, it blocks the body's ability to recycle dopamine, which builds up in the neural system, forcing synapses to continually register pleasure.  That is the "high" that the abuser feels. Then, when the concentration of cocaine levels off, the addict enters a state of depression. Paradoxically, the synapse response becomes muted by over-stimulation and addicts fall into a syndrome of cravings, constantly increasing dosage to achieve the same effect the drug catalyzed initially. The scientific literature showed that the lust for the drug even surpassed instinctual drivers to eat or copulate. Experiments with rats showed that male rodents would bypass females in estrus and choose cocaine over food, and literally starve themselves to death. So strong was the biochemistry of the toxin that more murders were attributed to the commerce of cocaine than to any other controlled substance. Fasso despised the drug and wanted it off the streets for a start.


The Taylor boy, Jewan, was just another casualty in the war on drugs. His path crossed with a manic crack-head on a binge and he died on the sidewalk in Northwest D.C.


For several days, four patrol officers had been out looking for the shooter. Chances were good that he was locked up in a crack house somewhere, smoking himself into oblivion, unaware of the passage of time. But the police had a good description and the shooter would eventually have to hit the street again to get cash, or to steal something to hustle for crack.

CHAPTER 22

Friday June 30


Ackerman got the call Friday night at nine. All of the staff had already cleared out. It was Friday and a payday and Ackerman's minions were out whooping it up, spending their salaries. He and Megan had been working on the Dark Horse statements all week. Ackerman kept one set of records in house and Pasquale kept his own records in Argentina. On Saturday evening, at the house in Bermuda, Ackerman and Pasquale would compare the numbers and any discrepancy would be amended to conform to Pasquale's accounting, unless there was some technical or legal reason that Ackerman's accounting should dominate. The system had worked well for two years. Pasquale's accounts were usually reasonable, and often more lucrative than Ackerman's methodology. But Ackerman needed to complete his analysis for reference.


All of the recent activity and the investigation had caused Ackerman tremendous stress, though he really did not show it. Megan, always gracious, offered to help and Ackerman accepted this time. She had started with the numbers earlier that week, downloading financial spreadsheets emailed from the subsidiary companies, then sorting the data.


Then Megan ran the numbers through a linear programming model Ackerman had designed to allocate tax penalties based upon sales of product at different rates of exchange, Mexican Peso, Brazilian Real, and the Argentine Peso, among others. Even though all sales were paid forward in U.S. dollars, the accounting sleight of hand gave the holding company tremendous latitude in the financial reporting. For example, though a subsidiary company may actually have deposited one U.S. dollar for a sale, Ackerman might find an exchange rate combination providing that the accountant booked only ninety cents in revenue. Conversely, the production cost might be seventy cents, but at the right exchange rate, Ackerman might book eighty cents of cost. These small differentials mushroomed into huge tax savings when multiplied by millions of dollars in net income posted for the U.S. sales for Dark Horse subsidiaries, and Ackerman's model automatically sought out the combinations of exchange that resulted in the least U.S. tax liability, and the smallest tax liability overall.


He was there alone with Megan in the boardroom, wrapping up the materials for the upcoming meeting when he answered his cell. It was Florida. The FBI had just raided the boat and seized two hundred and fifty kilograms of cocaine. Robert Ackerman was annoyed, but he knew that the volume was small and the case was weak. The government could not prove that Dark Horse was itself involved. Pasquale could easily arrange blame on another party that had access to the Dona Flor at any time during the prior months. He nodded his head as he watched Megan at the computer, running an excel worksheet calculating net income from Dark Horse operations. But why was she nervous?


Megan had been crunching numbers all day and she was almost finished. "I'm almost done, Robert. I just sent fifteen copies to the printer."


"Thanks, Megan. Can you do me one more favor? I just need the Agenda index to list the board members. Can you type this up? I just updated the list this morning."


Megan started on the Agenda. After a few moments she stopped typing, stretched her back nervously, and looked around the room for Ackerman and found him staring back at her. Their eyes met and it was uncomfortable. Megan Oliver had just assembled the notebook listing the Board Members of Dark Horse for the first time. She had seen the entire list. "Is anything wrong, Robert?"


"No. Are you finished?"


"Just about. Just a few more minutes."


"I'll just step outside for a juice. Can I bring you anything?" Ackerman knew by the look in her face that she had made the connection. But he needed to test her to be sure.


"No, thanks. I'm fine."


"Right, then. I'll be back."


As soon as Ackerman left, Megan dialed Fasso's number. "Inspector. I saw that name you asked about. Pasquale is Chairman of the Board of Directors of Dark Horse LTD and Robert is leaving for the board meeting tomorrow...No. He just stepped out for a few. He'll be back shortly...We're in the Boardroom."


Ackerman was at that moment in his office, snorting cocaine, listening in on Megan's call to Fasso. He had to make sure about Megan before he brought her in any deeper into Dark Horse. Robert Ackerman stepped back into the Boardroom after Megan had cradled the telephone. He shut the door and sat near Megan on her right. Megan held his cold gaze. She noticed white residue on the side of his nose. But she was no longer afraid.


"What did you tell him?"


Megan looked at him with contempt. She was tired, weary of the whole thing. I told him that Pasquale is Chairman of the Board at Dark Horse. That's all. But I think he's put everything together now. And I imagine the FBI has already impounded the boat."


Robert Ackerman swung open the gold butterfly handle to the knife that Pasquale had given him as a gift and locked it open. He plunged it into Megan Oliver and stared right into her eyes. She sighed, exhaled really. As though she felt relief. His mass dwarfed her petite frame. She had no chance. He grabbed her small body and stabbed her several times.


He was not raging. Nor was he panicked. He had a vision of sharks swimming in the Caribbean. That was all he could see. He did not even see Megan any more. He knew that it was over. Fasso would come to get him. He held the girl, his lover, and started to cut. He was grinning. He could not control himself. It was always this way. Sometimes it just got too rough.

CHAPTER 23

Friday June 30


Justine and Sami had picked up the shooter from the Taylor case in the early Friday evening. After he returned to his desk from interrogation, Steve desperately wanted to shower, but he could not afford the time. It was about nine p.m., leaving only few hours before Ackerman would leave for the Dark Horse meeting.

The shooter from the Taylor case had broken quickly. It was pathetic. The boy was about seventeen and his body was emaciated, bones sticking out at his elbows and shoulders. The boy was a crack addict who had stumbled upon a gun, then shot the thirteen-year-old Taylor boy for a few dollars and a shopping bag in which Taylor carried new running shoes.


The addict, Jerome Tyner, hustled everything after the murder, the sneakers and the gun, and proceeded to poison himself with the crack cocaine.


Fasso picked Room Nineteen for the interrogation. It was the smallest, stuffiest room at the precinct. A microphone was built right into the table and a video camera was mounted outside the room behind two-way glass. They brought in the suspect and sat him down at about seven-forty.


Fasso let Jerome sit alone in the room for about fifteen minutes before he entered with a Miranda script. The video camera and the microphone were both live. Tyner would sit, then stand and pace, sit again, cross his legs, uncross his legs. Just twitch nervously. His eyes jumped across the small room, never setting on anything. The man was thin, skin tightly wrapped to the bones of a skeleton.


The whole interrogation room reeked of foul sour body odor. The addict's skin was oily, his eyes set deep in an emaciated face and he was jumpy, sick. Justine had read him Miranda when she picked him up for questioning and Fasso read it again, under the live camera and microphone in the interrogation booth.


When Fasso entered the room, Jerome jumped; a wild panicked expression arose in his face as he backed up against the wall. Fasso said, "It's OK. I'm not gonna hurt you." Then Tyner relaxed a little and sat down again.


Fasso continued, "Jerome...Is Jerome OK?" The man nodded. "I am going to read you something and I want you to listen. OK?" Tyner nodded. "You have the right to remain silent...Do you understand?" The Tyner man nodded. "Can you say yes I understand?"


Jerome Tyner said, "Yes. I understand," robotic, like a drone. And he nodded his head.


"If you give up that right, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law." Fasso nodded.


The Tyner man nodded back. "Yes. I understand."


"You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided by the Public Defender's office of the District of Columbia." And Fasso nodded.


"Yes. I understand."


Then Fasso asked the question. "Jerome Tyner. Do you wish to have an attorney present?" And he sat quietly waiting for a response as Tyner twitched in his seat. After a few minutes, Tyner asked. "Can I have a cigarette?"


It was eight-fifteen and Fasso wanted to go to Alexandria with the Virginia police. "No. That is not an option right now. I just want to know if you want an attorney."


Tyner was twitching even more. "No. I don't want an attorney. I want a cigarette."


Fasso hit a button at the right side of the table near his chair. A moment later, a patrolman brought in a package of Newport cigarettes, a lighter, and an ashtray. The patrolman left. Tyner grabbed the pack, inserted a cigarette between his lips, and flicked the lighter. He stared at the flame for a full minute before he lit the cigarette.


Then Fasso opened the Taylor file and produced two photographs. One was a school portrait of Jewan Taylor taken earlier in the spring. The second photograph was of Taylor's corpse.


"Do you know this boy?" Fasso showed the picture of Jewan in a tie, smiling.


Tyner started pacing and then sat down. "No. Never saw him before."


"How about this boy? Do you know him?"


Tyner cracked. His whole body collapsed and the cigarette fell to the floor. The man put his head down into his arms and started to sob uncontrollably. Fasso posed a few questions and Tyner blurted out everything. On one level, Fasso felt pity for him. He was another unfortunate soul, a casualty of the commerce in cocaine in the District of Columbia.


When Fasso completed his questions, the uniforms came in to get Mr. Tyner to formally complete the paper work. Fasso instructed them to make sure to give the youth a shower and a meal. He needed both badly.

CHAPTER 24

When Fasso reached his desk a little before nine p.m., he read the email from the lab. The techs had identified two chemical signatures from the filaments in the skirt and jacket. One was wool protein. The other one listed the following elements and proportions: Carbon 17; Hydrogen 21; Nitrogen 1; Oxygen 4. Fasso checked his research. The chemical formula for cocaine is C17H21NO4.


He called Mitch. "We got it."


"I know. I tried reaching you but you were in interrogation. I'm looking at the report right now. Do you want to call the Feds?"


"No. I'm gonna get Ackerman for murder. I think I've got enough now. We can make a case for money laundering as motive. We'll let the FBI raid Jersey Shirts and the cargo containers at dockside or in transit. But I've gotta get Ackerman tonight. He's leaving on business tomorrow morning. This may be my last chance to get him."


"But Steve, you still don't have any proof for an arrest warrant."


"I'll bring him in for questioning just the same. Then I'll call the Bureau and give them the file. But I want him in custody tonight."


Steve's other line lit up. "Fasso here...Is he still there? Where are you now?" He clicked off the line and picked up the other extension. "Mitch, Ackerman's at the Piedmont now. That was the Oliver woman. She was working on some paperwork and it turns out that Pasquale is Chairman of the Board of Dark Horse. Call the uniforms. Tell them to meet me at the Piedmont on the Ninth Floor."


Fasso grabbed his jacket and his gun and jumped into his truck for Martens & Ackerman. The guard at the desk opened the outer door when Fasso showed his badge. Then Steve took the elevator to nine. He remembered the layout of the offices. The Boardroom was just ahead, past the receptionist's booth.


Fasso burst through the door then. And he was too late. He caught a whiff the metallic smell of death from the doorway...

END
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