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PARKER’S GOT IT!
A SMASH BEST SELLER!
A GREAT PRIVATE-EYE HERO!
AND PRAISE THAT SWEEPS ACROSS
THE COUNTRY!


“[Parker’s style is] simple, direct and clear as a mountain stream…. He’s straight arrow all the way and a reader … can relax and trust him.”

—Associated Press




“A good one!”

—Daily News (New York)




“Parker is back in rare form … Spenser [is a] man’s man. A woman’s man. A man who lives by his own very strict code of conduct…. Spenser is never afraid to put his heart where his mouth is. But not for long. Read Spenser. And enjoy.”

—Grand Rapids Press




“Suspenseful … almost impossible to put down.”

—Sacramento Union




“A novel worth reading with an ending that is worth waiting for.”

—South Bend Tribune




“Parker has perfected a great formula: a small cast of ensemble characters, straightforward plots, clean prose and crackerjack dialogue … his mysteries hit all the right buttons.”

—Seattle Times




“Boston private eye Spenser … has handled many a tough case, but none as harrowing as the one in Crimson Joy … his ‘Red Rose Killer’ … may be the best fictional representation of a psychotic murderer we’ve had in some time.”

—Buffalo News




“Compelling … the race is not to the swift but to the tough. That’s the way Spenser wants it, and at this stage in his career, he gets to make the rules.”

—Pittsburgh Press




“The jewel in this complicated literary setting is the character of Spenser himself. A man who wears a broken nose and a broken heart equally well, he is a constant revelation for even longtime Parker fans.”

—Milwaukee Sentinel




“Parker is as good as we have at writing these loner-PI adventures and Spenser is one of the most refreshing, attractive representatives of the genre. I wouldn’t want to miss a single one.”

—New Smyrna Beach Observer (Fla.)
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Sheridan Street in Jamaica Plain goes uphill from Center Street for about two hundred yards, crests, and heads down toward Chestnut Avenue. It’s a narrow street, lined with two- and three-family clapboard houses. Many of the houses had been broken up into apartments and a lot of the apartments were occupied by students and recent graduates. The rest by people who worked without a tie.

On a bright, cold day in early March the last shame of winter lingered in the hard compounded mounds of snow and sand, blackened by exhaust and soot.

Frank Belson jammed his car up onto the ice-cluttered sidewalk and parked, the way cops like to, at an angle, with the rear end of the car sticking halfway out into the street. There were two squad cars already parked the same way.

The house in front of us had a small front porch and two front doors. It had been painted a weak green some time ago. The coroner’s wagon was in the narrow driveway and yellow scene-of-the-crime tape was strung across the sidewalk on either side of the house. Some neighbors, mostly women with small children, stood around across the street. It was a neighborhood where men worked and women stayed home.

Belson had his badge clipped to his overcoat lapel. The uniformed cop at the door looked at it and nodded and looked at my lapel.

Belson said, “He’s okay.”

And the cop said, “Sure, Sarge,” and we walked past him into the house. There was a front hall with stairs leading to a second-floor apartment, and a door to the left, open into the living room of the first-floor apartment. Inside there were several city employees taking pictures and looking around the room. In the middle of the room, with his coat still on and his arms folded across his chest, was Martin Quirk. He was staring down at a corpse.

Belson said, “Here’s Spenser, Lieutenant.”

Quirk nodded without looking at me. He continued to stare down at the corpse. I looked too.

We were staring at a black woman, maybe forty to forty-five. She was naked, her hands and feet had been bound with what looked like clothesline, her mouth had been taped shut, and her opaque brown eyes were blank and still. There was blood between her thighs and the hooked rug beneath her was dark with blood. Between her breasts there was a single red rose.

“Another one,” I said.

Quirk nodded, still without speaking, staring down at the dead woman. There was no sign of emotion. Belson went and leaned against the doorjamb and peeled the wrapper from a small cheap cigar and put the wrapper in his pocket. He slid the cigar in and out of his mouth, once to moisten it, and then lit it with a kitchen match that he struck with his thumbnail. When he had the cigar glowing he blew out the match and put that in his pocket too. The rest of the cops did what they’d come there to do. No one asked what I was doing there. No one asked Quirk what he was looking at. The room was thick with silence.

Quirk jerked his head at me, said “Frank,” and walked out of the room. I followed, and Belson swung off the doorjamb and in behind me as we went out of the house and down the steps to Belson’s car. Quirk and I got in the back seat.

“Go down the Jamaicaway, Frank,” Quirk said. “Drive around the pond.”

Belson eased down the narrow street, took a couple of lefts, and drove onto the Jamaicaway. Quirk leaned back in the seat beside me, clasped his thick hands behind his head, and looked out the window. He had on a poplin raincoat, unbuttoned, a brown Harris tweed jacket, a blue oxford shirt with a button-down collar, a yellow knit tie. I couldn’t see his jacket pocket but I knew that the display handkerchief would match the tie.

“The papers are already calling him the Red Rose killer,” Quirk said.

“Or her,” I said.

“Him,” Quirk said. “There’ve been semen traces at each murder scene.”

“At the scene?” I said.

“Yeah. Never in the woman. This time on the rug, once on her thigh, once on a couch.”

“He masturbated,” I said.

“Probably,” Quirk said.

“Before or after?”

“Don’t know,” Quirk said.

Belson drove inbound on the Jamaicaway, with Jamaica Pond on our left. Opposite the pond, on our right, the big, stately houses were touched by the pale spring sun. The houses were less stately than they used to be, and many of them had been taken over by various institutions: private schools, religious orders, elderly housing; some had been condoed.

“It might be a cop,” Quirk said.

“Jesus Christ,” I said.

Quirk turned his head from the window and looked at me. And nodded.

“He wrote me a letter,” Quirk said. He took an envelope out of his inside coat pocket and held it toward me. It was a plain white envelope, the kind they sell in every drugstore. In typescript, it was addressed to Martin Quirk at Quirk’s home. There was no return address. I opened it. The paper inside was as nondescript as the envelope. In the same typescript the letter said:


Quirk,

I killed that hooker and the waitress. You better catch me. I may do it again and I’m a cop.



I looked at the envelope again. It was postmarked in Boston three days ago.

“He knows your home address,” I said.

“It’s in the book,” Quirk said.

“Still, he went to the trouble,” I said. “He wants you to know he knows your home address.”

“Yeah.”

“When did you get the letter?” I said.

“After the second killing.”

Belson ran a red light at Brookline Avenue and crossed onto the Riverway.

“Could be any cop,” I said.

“That’s right.”

“Could be one of the forensic guys back there now.”

“That’s right.”

“Could be a civilian that wants to confuse the issue.”

“That’s right?”

“Makes it so you can’t trust anyone,” I said.

“Hardly anyone,” Quirk said.

“Except maybe Belson,” I said.

Quirk nodded. I smiled at him. Just a big friendly puppy. Quirk looked at me without saying anything. Belson’s cigar smelled like someone was cooking a rat.

I said, “Lieutenant, I owe you some things.”

Quirk still looked at me without speaking.

“So I figure I’ll help you out on this one.”

Quirk nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “If you want to.”

Belson came to Brookline Avenue again and turned right.

“You get full access,” Quirk said. “Anything you find out you tell only me or Belson.”

“What do you know so far?” I said.

“Three women, all black, all killed the same way, just like you saw. No evidence of sexual assault. Semen traces in the area each time. Same kind of cord used to tie them, same kind of gray duct tape used to gag them. We don’t have the bullet yet on this one, but the first two were both shot with a thirty-eight.”

“They have anything in common besides black and female?”

“Maybe,” Quirk said. “One was a hooker, one was a cocktail waitress at a joint in the Zone.”

“How about this one?”

“Don’t know yet. Mailman saw her through the front window and called in. Her name was Dolores Taylor.”

“Still is,” I said.

“I guess so,” Quirk said.

“How official am I?” I said.

“You’re doing me a favor,” Quirk said. “Anyone doesn’t cooperate, let me know.”

“How about the press?” I said.

“Can’t keep it secret,” Quirk said. “They’ll spot you. They’re on this like a dog at a trash can.”

“The slime sheets showed up yet? You’re not big time unless you get coverage from the national litterbox.”

Quirk smiled with no hint of humor. “They’re here. Try to stay upwind of them.”

“Anyone on this but you and me and Belson?”

“Official investigation proceeds, maybe we’ll break it that way. But I got no way to know if the killer’s involved on our side. I want somebody outside the department, that I know didn’t do it.”

“That’s the kindest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I said.

Belson stopped for a light near Children’s Hospital. The light changed, and we went past Children’s Hospital and turned onto the Jamaicaway.

Quirk said, “Besides what I’ve told you we don’t have anything. No other physical evidence. We’ll have a lab analysis on the semen, but it won’t tell us much. You can’t work backwards from it. We got no fingerprints on the first two, and we won’t have any when they get through with this one either. Each woman was killed in her home. The first one, the hooker, in the Faneuil Projects over in Brighton, the second one on Ruggles Street near the hospitals.”

“Picked them up, went home with them, and did it,” I said.

“Or followed them home,” Quirk said, “and pulled a gun and forced them inside, and did it.”

“You figure he didn’t break in at random because the odds are too long that he’d randomly get three black women,” I said.

“Ruggles Street you expect to, but the odds aren’t so good in Brighton, and they’re less good here,” Quirk said.

“And he’s probably white,” I said.

Quirk said, “Yeah, we figured that. He wants black women but he doesn’t go to black neighborhoods to find them. Even Ruggles Street at that end is on the white/black fringe. Figure he’s either scared to go into the black neighborhoods at night, or that he figures he’s too noticeable.”

Belson turned onto Perkins Street.

“And the letter,” I said.

“The lab got shit from the letter,” Quirk said, “unless the lab guy doing the testing is the killer.”

“You could run it through twice with different technicians,” I said.

“And if one of the lab reports turns out to be wrong, we’ve got a suspect,” Quirk said. “I tried it. The tests were the same.”

“So the lab knows about the letter,” I said.

“Which means the whole department will know in a while. I know. I told them to keep it quiet. But they won’t. It’ll get out.”

“So in a while everyone will know it’s a cop, or might be.”

“Doesn’t do much for morale, but I had to check the letter,” Quirk said,

“Anything only you know?” I said.

Belson parked, as before, in front of the house on Sheridan Street.

“No,” Quirk said. “The press doesn’t know about the semen, but the department does, which means the press will.”

“Hard to keep a secret,” I said.

“Impossible. Cops go home and tell their wives. They drink beer after a Softball game and tell their buddies. Hell, I tell my wife. You’ll tell Susan.”

“But she won’t pass it on,” I said.

“Course not,” Quirk said. “Neither will my wife, or Belson’s or anyone else’s. But in a week or so it’s in the Globe, and Channel 5 has a film crew out.”

“So young and yet so cynical,” I said.

Quirk was still staring out the window. “I’m trying to keep hold of this thing,” he said. “The guy isn’t going to stop and the case will turn into Mardi Gras North. Talk shows, television, newspapers, Time and Newsweek, the mayor, the governor, the city council, the feminists, the racists, the blacks, the FBI, every victim’s state rep, and every harebrain east of the Mississippi River will be fucking around with this thing and getting in the way and souping this asshole up to do it again.”

“The guy wants you to catch him,” I said.

“Maybe, and maybe he doesn’t and maybe it’s both,” Quirk said.

Belson turned in the front seat and leaned his arm across the top of the seat. The narrow cigar had burned halfway down and gone out, but Belson kept it clamped in his teeth.

“Either way we gotta have our own posse,” he said. His thin face was blue-tinged along the jaw with the shadow of a heavy beard.

I nodded. “I may use Hawk,” I said.

Quirk nearly smiled for a moment. “Think he can keep from blabbing to the press?” he said.

“As long as Barbara Walters doesn’t show up,” I said. “Hawk gets light-headed whenever he sees her.”

“I guess we’ll have to chance it,” Quirk said. He got out of the car and Belson drove me home.
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Susan was wearing black leather pants and low black cowboy boots with blue patterns worked into the leather. She had on a cobalt blouse and some gold chains and two large gold earrings and was sitting in my living room with her feet up on my coffee table, sipping very slowly at champagne with a splash of Midori liqueur. “And what does Quirk want you to do?” she said. The Midori gave the champagne a delicate tint a little greener than chartreuse. Susan spoke with the under rim of the champagne flute resting on her lower lip. Her big dark eyes looked over the top rim.

“He wants me to be someone he can trust,” I said. I came around my counter and put a small silver tray on the coffee table in front of her. There was beluga caviar on the tray and a small spoon and some Bremner wafers and six wedges of lemon.

“Yum yum,” Susan said. She moved the champagne glass away from her mouth and tipped her head up at me and I kissed her on the mouth.

“No French-kissing,” I said. “It muddles the palate.”

Susan sipped another gram of champagne and looked at me without comment. I went back to the kitchen and began to pound a couple of boneless chicken thighs with a heavy knife.

“Takes a tough man to make a tender chicken,” I said.

“Is Quirk making up a kind of special squad of his own?” Susan said.

“Belson called it a posse. Quirk’s own posse,” I said.

“Because the killer may be someone in his department?”

“And because his department is going to get eaten up by the circus,” I said. “Quirk wants an alternative. He wants someone not on the payroll. He wants somebody the mayor can’t boss, and the city council can’t threaten. Somebody who’s not bucking for captain. He wants someplace to go where it’s quiet and he can think.”

“Will it be that bad?” Susan said.

“Yes, very soon,” I said.

“Have you been involved in something like this before?”

“I was around the Strangler case,” I said. “We had psychics and movie producers and dancing chickens in every corner.”

I sprinkled some rosemary on the flattened chicken thighs and put them in olive oil and lemon juice to marinate.

“Everyone uses it,” Susan said.

“Yes,” I said. I poured a little of the champagne into my glass. “To get promoted, to get famous, to get rich, to get excited.” I drank my champagne and poured some more, and went around the corner to have some caviar.

“How do you afford caviar?” Susan said.

“Low overhead,” I said. “I weave my own blackjacks.”

“He seems as if he wants to be caught,” Susan said.

“The letter. Yeah, probably. But he didn’t write it until after the second killing.”

“So if he drops clues it may be very slowly,” Susan said.

“And a lot of women may die before he drops enough for us to catch him,” I said.

Susan took maybe two sturgeon eggs on the tip of the spoon and ate them slowly.

“While we eat caviar,” she said.

“And drink champagne,” I said. I poured some for her and added a touch of the Midori.

“Shamelessly,” Susan said.

“If we drank Moxie and ate Devil Dogs, they’d still die,” I said.

“I know.”

We each sipped champagne. The leather pants were smooth over Susan’s thighs.

“What we know basically is that it’s a white guy killing black women. Certainly sounds like a racial crime,” I said.

“And the semen traces?” Susan said.

“Certainly sounds like a sexual crime,” I said.

“A dysfunctional one,” Susan said.

“Because there’s no penetration,” I said.

“Except with a gun,” Susan said. “Think how frightened of women he must be, to tie them up and gag them and render them helpless, and still he cannot actually connect. He can only find sexual expression the way he does.”

“Expression?”

“In the original sense,” Susan said.

I nodded. “Why black women?” I said.

Susan shook her head. “No way to know,” she said. “Psychopaths, and we must assume that we’ve got one here, have their own logic, a logic rooted in their own symbolism.”

“In other words, just because he’s white and they’re black is not enough reason to assume he’s killing them for racial reasons,” I said.

“That’s right. What the women represent to him, why he needs to treat them as he does, may be a function of their blackness, or their status on the social scale. Or it may be that there is some idiosyncratic association for him that no one else can imagine.”

“Like he was traumatized as a child while reading Black Beauty?” I said.

Susan smiled, which was always lovely to see. When she smiled her whole self went into it and the tone of her body changed and her coloration livened. “It’s usually not that simple pie, but you have the idea. Given the fear level that must be operating, it could even be that they are so unlike what they symbolize.”

“The guy’s killed three women; it’s hard to sympathize with his fear,” I said.

“Yes,” Susan said. “But it’s worth understanding. Might be worth looking at the bondage. Is it the same in each case? Might it be ritualistic?”

“Is there any way to predict what he’ll do next?”

“It’s what shrinks do worst,” Susan said. “We’re pretty good at explaining human behavior but we’re an embarrassment at predicting it.”

“He’ll probably kill another black woman,” I said.

“Probably,” Susan said. “And he’ll probably write more letters and eventually you’ll catch him.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“You will,” she said. “You’re smart and you’re tough and your will is absolutely inexhaustible.”

“Well,” I said, “that’s true.”

“And I’m going to help you,” Susan said.

The timer rang in my kitchen and I got up and went and took the rice out of the oven. I cracked the cover on the casserole so steam could escape, and shut off the oven and turned toward Susan across the counter.

“We are faced with a decision,” I said. “I can have supper on the table in ten minutes and we could eat heartily and then fall into bed. But knowing how, as you age, you are inclined toward torpor after a meal, I was wondering how you wished to deal with the question of me jumping on your bones.”

Susan had half a glass of champagne and Midori left. She raised it toward the light and gazed through it for a moment and then she drank half of it and lowered the glass and looked at me thoughtfully. Her eyes were so large and dark that they seemed all pupil, as if the iris had disappeared.

“What’s for supper?” she said.

“Grilled lemon and rosemary chicken, brown rice with pignolias, assorted fresh vegetables lightly steamed and dressed with Spenser’s famous honey-mustard splash, blue corn bread, and a bottle of Iron Horse Chardonnay.”

Susan drank the rest of her champagne and leaned forward and put the glass on the coffee table and stood up. She stepped out of the cowboy boots, and unsnapped the leather pants and wiggled out of them and folded them neatly across the back of the wing chair. Then she turned and looked full at me and smiled with all of her energy and said, “I believe it would be best if you jumped on my bones now.”

“I knew you’d say that,” I said.

“When did you first suspect?” she said.

“When you took your pants off,” I said.

“Yes,” Susan murmured, her face against mine, “that would be suggestive.”

I put my arms around her. “You know what I miss?” I said. “I miss the old days, before pantyhose, when there were garter belts and the flash of thigh above a stocking top.”

“Ah, sweet bird of youth,” Susan said with her mouth against mine.

“But I’ll manage,” I said.

And I did.

Later we ate dinner, Susan in one of my blue oxford shirts and me in a pair of stretchfabric workout pants, the kind with the drawstring at the top. We looked dashing.

“How about therapy?” I said. “Should I start checking shrinks?”

She shook her head. There was a drop of vegetable dressing on her chin and I leaned over and daubed with my napkin. “He probably wouldn’t seek therapy,” Susan said. “He wouldn’t need to, his needs are being fulfilled by the crime. People seek help when they are frustrated, when the pressure is too great to bear.”

“Just like me,” I said. “Whenever the pressure of tumescence becomes intolerable, I seek you out.”

“How lovely to think of it that way,” Susan said.

“Well, I’m also motivated by the fact that I love you more than it is possible to say.”

“I know,” Susan said. “I feel the same about you.”

For a moment we were silent, and the connection between us was shimmering and palpable and more changeless than the universe. I raised my wineglass slightly. “Forever,” I said.

Her eyes glistened as she looked at me.

“Probably,” she said.
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