
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUOTIDIAN FEVER 

by Joseph Macchiusi 

 

Ajax Quire’s cell phone warbled, disturbing him from hellish fever dreams. His watch said 3:32 
am. Christ, only four hours since he’d fallen asleep. Dead knackered from the twelve-hour Sumner 
stakeout. And this latest bout of fever. Baking skin and bones of ice, crackling in an aching vise. 

“Shite.” He groped for the phone. Knowing full well who was calling. Only one person ever called. 
“What now?” he shouted into it. 

“A.J.” Daniel Di Carlo, son of his boss Vince. Sounding oddly choked. 

“What’s up?” 

“A.J., it’s my cousin Brenna. Some fuck killed her.” 

Quire’s body suddenly rigid. Cold breath on his neck. Not from the fever. Icy tingles of dread. 

“Ajax?” 

“I’m here, I’m here.” Jesus Christ, this could be bad. Fucking bad. 

“Murdered, dog.” 

Breathe, Quire thought. Just breathe. 

“Be ready in ten,” Daniel spat. The line died. 

Brenna murdered! No, it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. 

All Quire wanted was the safe warmth of his bed. November rain splattered against the garret 
apartment’s single dormer window, cold damp oozing through the cracks. And fuck, now he had that 
hideous Guns ‘N Roses song in his head. 

Shivering, he crawled out of the sleeping bag. Flicked on the lamp. 

“Am I exposed? Do Daniel and Vince know?” Grimacing, he pulled on his clammy clothes. The 
buttonholes on his shirt, puckered bullet wounds in a bloodless corpse. 

Had he heard a hint of accusation in Daniel’s voice? “Would he call if he knew? Ask yourself that.” 

No, Quire decided. No need to run. If Vince Di Carlo knew the truth, there’d be a knock at the 
door. A silenced shot to the head. 

The decision didn’t ease Quire’s jangled nerves. Brenna was murdered. Chances were the truth 
would be exposed now, one way or another. 

He downed a few Aspirins. Swallowed them with tap water, hoping to wash away the metallic coat 
on his tongue. Then the epic descent to the street. Every stair grinding at his knees and hips. 

The flat sat on the fifth storey of the Bowery Arms Hotel, a neo-Romanesque red sandstone pile 
that had been middle-aged when Queen Victoria kicked off. Cracked lath and plaster walls, impregnated 
by the stink of cigarettes. Hiding beneath odiferous fried onions, the vague bleach of semen. 

On the third floor landing, scurrying footsteps rushed up behind him. 

He whirled around, confronting a swarthy hatchet face, shadowed by flickering fluorescent tubes. 
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“Anwar,” he gasped. His shaking hand returned the Walther PPK to his coat pocket. “For fuck 
sake, Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 

Anwar shrunk from Quire’s blazing eyes. Silver-gray, reptilian pale, Quire knew they glowed in the 
dim light. His most powerful weapon. 

“Sorry, A.J., sorry, bro. I am happy to see you.” 

“Sure mate, you’re a balm for the eyes.” 

“A bomb?” 

“What the hell do you want, Anwar?” 

“I need the assistance?” 

“Money, you mean.” 

He nodded, dramatically ashamed. 

“Have you got the Wittet files for me?” 

He gave a wide-eyed nodding grin. “Soon, soon.” The pathetic hope in his face. 

“Jesus Christ!” Quire stamped a boot, tempted to kick him. At the same time, feeling badly for 
him. Intensely irritating, but harmless. More than could be said for Daniel and Vince Di Carlo. 

Anwar, the fervid Libyan computer engineer who’d torpedoed his life with online gambling. A 
month ago, blitzed on Quire’s freezer stash of Bombay Sapphire gin, he’d promised on the soul of his 
mother he could worm his way into the Wittet Corporation’s computerized database. “Wittet?” he’d 
scoffed. “A snap, no problems, bro.” 

Stupidly, Quire had believed him. In terms of industrial espionage, Wittet was the Temple of 
goddamned Solomon. 

And I’m Nebuchadnezzar, Quire thought. 

“Ask Vince for money! The advance, yes?” 

“You’re out of your bloody mind!” 

Vince Di Carlo. Semi-retired mob overlord. Currently, purveyor of purloined industrial secrets. 
King of all sociopaths, and Quire’s putative boss. 

He squeezed Anwar’s flabby arm until Anwar winced. “Stop the bloody gambling. Don’t show your 
face again until you have what I need.” 

Unsettled by how much he was starting to act like Vince, Quire stormed out. 

* 

Ten minutes later, Daniel’s canary BMW M5 skidded to the curb. 

When Quire climbed in, Daniel hit the accelerator before he had a chance to close the door. 

“Some asshole blew up Brenna’s car,” Daniel shouted. 

“A bomb.” 

“How the fuck else would an asshole blow up a car!” Daniel was hysterical, thick hands circling the 
cockpit. “Gotta be a hit.” 

“Not necessarily.” Quire’s mind racing with his heart. He pored over his track record. He couldn’t 
be exposed. Could he? Jesus, what if? What if? 

“Stop being a friggin’ professor,” Daniel snorted. “Not necessarily. What are you, on crack?” 

In less than fifteen, they were staring at the the fuming black wreck of Brenna Trezzi’s Audi. 

The parking lot of Luxor nightclub on West 30th. Blue neon signage drained a livid glow across the 
wet pavement. Mingled with maniacal red police and fire lights, the colour of spurting venous blood. 

A few uniforms kept back the gawking crowd. Daniel’s bellicose grief forced him through the 
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scrum to the police tape, Quire trailing. 

“We’re family,” said Quire to a scared cop who looked about twelve. 

The cop’s doubtful gaze shifted between them. Meaty Daniel, verging on corpulence, dark hair 
shellacked to his broad head. Slight Quire, creamy fair, crowned with a mess of bright orange curls. 

“Second cousins,” Daniel barked in the cop’s face. “Come on!” 

The cop motioned them under the yellow tape, led them to a tall bald man in a dark leather coat. 
Quire recognized the long, jowly face. 

The stern blue eyes fell on Quire. “Tonight of all nights,” he muttered in a heavy frog accent, his 
bushy moustache twitching. 

“Detective Ozenfant,” said Quire. “Meet Daniel Di Carlo.” 

Ozenfant made a sardonic noise through his bulbous nose. “Di Carlo? Then I am in the presence of 
greatness.” 

“Hey, show some fuckin’ respect,” Daniel growled. He stabbed his chin at the ruined car. “She was 
my cousin.” 

This close, Quire could see that the Audi hadn’t exploded at all. Sure, the cabin had burned, but 
the hood and trunk remained intact. He smelled gasoline, burnt plastic, the stinging ammonia of fire 
retardant. And a subtle sweetness. Barbequed pork fat. 

He clamped a gloved hand over his mouth and nose, seeing her calf protruding through the 
remains of the driver’s side door. Pale as bone, remnants of hose still clinging to the arched foot. 

Jesus Christ, Brenna. What shit got you into this? 

Ozenfant cracked a cold smile, watching Quire trying to swallow his gag reflex. Then he peered at 
Daniel. “Now you, your father, be out for revenge, no? Let the games begin, eh?” 

Daniel snorted. “You gotta lotta nerve, buddy.” 

“When did it go off?” Quire asked through his glove. 

“911 call at 1:30.” 

Quire checked his watch. Almost three hours ago. His gaze went back to the leg. Couldn’t take his 
eyes off the stillness of it. He saw the blue butterfly tattoo over the ankle. No question, it was her. 
Overcome with tears, he turned away from Daniel so he wouldn’t notice. 

“Ya got witnesses?” Daniel asked. 

“Look, Mr. Di Carlo, we are canvassing the crowd. Okay? Please. Don’t for a second assume your 
intelligence is a substitute for our work. We will find the perpetrator.” He let the ironic tone sink in. “Go 
home.” 

As Ozenfant shuffled away, Quire called after him. “Whoever set the bomb’s not a pro, right? A 
poseur.” 

Ozenfant turned back, smirking. “Based on what, Officer Quire? Eh?” 

“The body is only partially burned. That means a flash fire. By the time the first responders were 
on scene, it was already down to a smolder. Right?” 

Corrosive skepticism beamed from Daniel’s heavy-lidded eyes. “Yeah? So?” 

“So this was amateur hour. Based on the smell, I’m guessing petrol was the accelerant. The fuel 
tank’s still intact and the scene stinks of it.” 

Reluctantly, Ozenfant came back over, unable to conceal the impression Quire had made. He got 
close enough that he could speak without being overheard. “Fire Marshall says a Mason jar of gasoline 
duct-taped under the dash, with the ignition wire through the lid. She turn the key, the charge, it go in.” 
He flicked his thin fingers. “Whoosh!” 

* 

That time of night, it took Daniel and Quire three minutes to Nascar down deserted 8th and 6th 
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Avenues to meet Vince at the espresso bar he owned on Hester Street. Manhattan was sweaty, dank. 

Vince was on the floor behind the bar in a grimy boiler suit, attacking the drain trap with a pipe 
wrench. 

Years ago, before he got into the life, he’d apprenticed as a plumber. Despite his current wealth 
and dark eminence, Vince Di Carlo remained a DIY fanatic. 

Especially when it came to exacting revenge on his enemies with his old tools. 

“Whaddaya got?” he panted. 

Daniel filled in his father on the particulars. “Then there’s this theory Ajax has,” he concluded with 
disdain. 

Vince wormed out from under the sink. Stabbed Quire with the death stare. “Well?” 

“We’re not dealing with a hit. Sir.” 

Nimble as a chimpanzee, Vince sprang to his feet. No bigger than Quire, but with the presence of a 
much larger man. The black Fu-Manchu moustache gave his small face a fierce hunger. “Go on.” 

“If somebody wanted to hurt you, they’d hire somebody to do it right.” 

Daniel clicked his tongue. “Brenna’s dead, ain’t she?” 

Choose your words very carefully, Quire thought, or Vince’ll be using that wrench on your fingers. 
“Mr. Di Carlo, I don’t mean any disrespect to your family. But you know what kind of money goes into a 
hit, a real one. Do you really think those bucks would buy a jar of gas hooked into the ignition?” 

Vince’s dark grave eyes shifted to Daniel, who only shrugged. “Goddamn leaking drain,” Vince 
muttered, using a rag to wipe the sweat off his forehead. “Won’t wait for nothing. Gotta tackle it, no matter 
what else is going on.” 

“Yes sir,” said Quire through his pasty mouth. The halogen lights over the bar had that piercing 
quality they get before dawn. 

“Hell, couldn’t sleep anyway. This…this thing. An hour from now, I gotta look my big sister in the 
eye.” 

“Zia must be fuck—” Daniel stammered. “Must be snapped.” 

“You kidding? Ilona, she’s in pieces. Her only kid. Ajax, you ever meet Brenna?” 

“Just once,” he lied. “At Daniel and Lucy’s housewarming.” Seemed that Vince had forgotten the 
threat he'd delivered at that party: look at my niece that way again, you're fuckin' dead. Or, far more likely, 
he was testing Quire. 

One whiff of the truth now, and Vince would come through on his promise. 

“So energetic," said Vince wistfully. "Always smiling. Nothing got her down. Eh, Dan?” 

“Used to call her Brennie the Clown. When we was kids, but. Drove her crazy.” 

“Ah, donna. She liked to party. Have a good time. Who could hold that against her, huh?” 

“I’m sure your sister must be devastated,” said Quire. “There’s an old proverb: ‘My son is my son 
till he gets him a wife, but my daughter’s my daughter all the days of her life.’” Barely able to keep the 
emotion out of his voice. 

Daniel rolled his eyes, but Vince had tears in his. He nodded at an old ginger ale bottle of garage-
brewed grappa on the bar. Daniel got out three tumblers and poured shots. 

“Salute,” Vince croaked. They clinked their glasses and drank. 

The grappa had the consistency of motor oil. Quire’s eyes watered as much as they had seeing 
Brenna’s torched car. But he welcomed the invigorating burn. He was starting to feel very unwell again. 
Dull pain cementing in his bones. 

“Pro or not, I want this guy got.” Only tired smouldering rage in Vince’s voice. He hefted the 
wrench, a Medieval iron war hammer. 
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Quire wondered how much dirtbag DNA clung to its edges. 

“I know we got the Wittet thing right now, staking out this Sumner guy. All that goes on hold until 
we tidy this up. Hear me?” 

“But Pop! We’re so close with this Sumner guy!” 

“Daniel,” said Vince. Even as a razor. 

Immediately, Daniel shut his mouth. 

“Start with that prick Brenna married. He’s painted her blue a few times. He’s at the top of my 
list.” 

* 

They found Sammy Trezzi in his ostentatious house off the Cross Westchester Expressway up in 
White Plains. His bloated body boiled in a hot tub next to his indoor pool. Pallid early sunshine slanted 
through the steamy floor-to-ceiling windows, catching the pockmarks on his pouchy cheeks. 

“Danny,” Sammy groaned. “The fuck is this?” Swollen bulbous eyes narrowed through the shifting 
steam. 

“Ajax Quire,” Daniel replied. “Works for us now.” 

“Uh-huh. Goddamn cops just left.” 

“Shit, Sammy. You seem real broke up.” 

A pudgy hand crawled from the foamy water to palm away the sweat on his supercilious face. “Bad 
times,” he sighed. Totally missing Daniel’s sarcasm. Maybe his black bathing suit was a token of mourning 
for his dead wife. 

Quire sauntered around the spa, squatting behind Sammy’s head. An old police trick, staying in 
the blind spot. To knock Sammy off-kilter. 

“Who would do such a thing?” said Sammy woodenly. 

“Give us some names,” said Daniel. 

“Names? Everybody loved Brenna. Whaddaya think I’m talking about?” 

“Everybody loved her. That’s what I hear. Hear you didn’t like it.” 

Finally Sammy’s head lifted off the edge of the tub. “That’s my wife you’re talking about.” 

“My cousin, Sammy. Blood trumps the friggin’ priest waving his magic wand.” 

The head snapped around, trying to peer at Quire. “Youse are lookin’ at me?” A tremolo of fear 
behind the indignation. 

Daniel hissed contempt. “You smacked her around good.” 

Sammy slouched from the water, stepped dripping onto the tiles. “Thought you came to pay 
respects,” he said, grabbing a towel off a lounger, drying his pendulous belly. 

The languid drift of his limbs bespoke security, entitlement. Quire focused on the hair at the nape 
of his neck. Greasy with spa water, longing to be yanked. 

“Eh, Ajax,” said Daniel. “I never heard him deny it.” 

“Nope,” said Quire. 

“Goddamn it, every weekend she was out all friggin’ night, with who knows who. Fuckin’ drug 
dealers, in my house! Yeah, I gave her a pop once in a while. Kept her in line.” 

Daniel stepped in close, yanked the towel out of Sammy’s grip. “Quite the man, huh?” 

“My fuckin’ wife, murdered, God rest her soul. And you, you got the nerve to come in my home, 
sayin’ I done it.” 

“We haven’t said anything of the kind,” Quire chimed in. “But it’s interesting that you brought it 
up.” He saw Daniel twisting the towel, knew what he meant to do with it. 
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“Your daddy, he don’t scare nobody, not no more.” Sammy’s finger stabbed Daniel’s chest. “You’re 
just jealous cause you don’t got the balls to do what I done. Give your wife what she needs.” 

Daniel’s cheek twitched a signal. Quire grabbed Sammy’s hair, ripped his head back. Daniel 
whipped the towel at Sammy’s shining belly. It snapped loudly. 

Sammy shrieked, gaping at the ceiling. 

Daniel laughed, twisting the towel nice and tight. Another snap. Quire felt the pain vibrating 
through Sammy’s corpulence. Another snap. Another. Sammy crying now, begging him to stop. His feet 
slipped on the wet tiles, Quire hanging on to his hair as he went down hard on his ass. 

“Solid!” Daniel gesticulated his glee. He tossed the towel into the pool. 

“You pricks,” Sammy sobbed. 

“Give us a name.” 

“Danny.” 

“Give us a fucking name!” Daniel boomed. “I’m gonna put my foot right down your throat, so help 
me!” 

“Brenna was seeing somebody. Steady.” 

Quire’s heart almost stopped. 

“So that’s why you killed her!” Daniel shouted triumphantly. 

“No, no! I swear.” 

“Who was she seeing?” Hard for Quire to sound menacing when felt so scared. 

“I don’t know his name, okay? Months, she’s rubbing my face in it.” 

“Stop trying to turn this around.” 

“I’m not, Dan, I’m not. Please.” Sammy squeezed his shaking hands together. “Oh my God, my 
God, she’s dead, she’s dead!” 

“Shut up!” Daniel bent down to smack him hard across his blubbering face. “How you like it, 
huh?” 

“What’s this about a drug dealer in your house?” Quire asked. 

“Bren was coked up, big time. She musta been way behind, cause he was here to collect. Walked 
right in the house. Hadda chase him away with a baseball bat.” 

“Where do we find him?” Daniel shouted. 

“Dunno!” Sammy flinched at Daniel’s raised hand. “Dunno! I swear! All’s I know, name’s Spic. 
Spic Morales. Deals outta some shit hole down in Washington Heights.” 

“We need to talk to this boyfriend.” 

“T-t-talk to Becca Trevanian, okay? She works with Bren at Bellevue.” 

Fear melting to desperation, Quire twisted Sammy’s hair and he yelped. “Stop trying to put us off!” 

“Becca’s the whore she partied with, okay?” By now Sammy was weeping, broken. 

“Vulgar to the last,” Quire muttered. He released Sammy’s hair, left him curled on the tiles. His 
belly striped with red welts. 

* 

Outside, the cold breeze sawed through Quire’s ankles. After the humid poolroom, his teeth 
started chattering. 

Daniel bounced down the sidewalk to the car, buoyed by inflicting pain. “You believe that 
asswipe?” 

Quire just grunted. The only reason Daniel didn’t beat up his own wife was that Vince would kill 
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him if he did. 

“The fancy house, that poolroom. All bullshit,” Daniel giggled. “I know for a fact his construction 
business is going tits up, and he’s in debt up to his fuckin’ hair plugs. He’s been after my father for years. 
Gimme, gimme, gimme. He’s got it all over him.” 

“You murdered Vince Di Carlo’s niece, would you stick around?” 

Daniel chuckled like a wise uncle dealing with a naïve child. “Uh, Ajax, maybe he’s just stupid. Yo, 
what’s with you, anyway?” 

Quire drew his coat around himself. “Fever.” 

“Sick again? You must have AIDS, I swear to God.” 

“You’re a real charmer, Daniel.” The car alarm chirped off and they climbed in. 

“Take me home. I need sleep.” 

“What, are you afraid of work? We gotta get to this Trevanian broad.” 

“No, no. The drug dealer’s first on the list.” Quire had to keep clear of Rebecca Trevanian. At all 
costs. “He’s got motive.” 

“Y’know, for an Anglo, you’re pretty smart.” 

* 

The entire ride south south, Quire badgered Daniel until he agreed to take him home after they 
found Spic Morales. 

Washington Heights was a vast sooty shadow cast by grubby tenement blocks. As grim as anything 
Quire had seen when he’d lived in the UK. 

Daniel stood on a park bench and announced he had sixty bucks for the first person who could tell 
them where to find Spic Morales. It did the trick. A little kid blabbed that Morales’s spot was in front of 
Hector’s Coin Laundry, snatching the bills from Daniel’s fist. 

Quire and Daniel found him loitering there, a tall gangly man in his thirties, older than Daniel and 
Quire both. 

“You Spic?” Daniel spat. 

“Yo, Spicster, at your service.” A velvety smile, tasting some business. 

Desperate to be back in his bed, Quire booted him in the groin. Hurrying things along. 

Passersby tucked their chins into their chests, pretending not to notice. 

Through clenched teeth, mixed into a stew of profanity, Morales told them all about Brenna. 

His best customer. 

Behind? No, shit no. She always had the cash. Straight up. 

“Then why were you at her house?” Quire barked, irritated at the elimination of his key suspect. 
He needed to keep Daniel’s attention away from Becca Trevanian. 

“She called me,” Morales hissed. “Special request, y’all. All the tranks I could sell her. Wanted ‘em 
special delivery.” 

“We heard she liked coke,” said Quire. 

“Liked? Yo, Brenna lapped that shit up. First time she ever went for the pills.” 

“Why?” 

“The fuck am I supposed to know?” 

It was all they’d get out of him, so Daniel drove Quire home. Quire watched jealously as Daniel 
snorted the powder he’d stolen from Morales. He wanted the pep, but needed a clear head. 

Daniel growled nasally about how Sammy Trezzi had lied to him, the son of a whore. 
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How he needed to check up on some things. Daniel’s euphemism for hooking up with his 
extracurricular squeeze. “Damn fine coke, dog. Me so horny.” 

* 

Quire slept twenty-four hours straight through. Woke in the damp sleeping bag, rank with the 
goatish odour of fever. Then Daniel called, said they’d go to Bellevue. Interview Rebecca Trevanian right at 
work. 

Shite! 

On the drive over, Quire wondered how to avoid seeing Rebecca. If Daniel saw her greeting him by 
name, it was all over. 

Bellevue was a sprawling tan-brick edifice covering an entire city block. Daniel did a circuit 
around the building before they parked. 

Then Quire spotted Ozenfant’s car, double-parked in a receiving alley at the rear. Saw an 
opportunity. 

“We should split up,” he blurted. 

“Why?” 

“Two stones, two birds. I know Ozenfant. I can get info from him, but not if you’re around. You go 
up, talk to Trevanian.” 

Daniel went for it, Quire careful not to betray his relief. He waited for close to half an hour before 
Ozenfant came back to the car, commiserating with a squat chubby woman in a pantsuit. 

“Look at this!” said the detective sourly. “Just who I wanted to see. Providence, she smiles on us, 
Wendy.” He introduced his partner as Detective Shepard, who scowled at Quire as if he might give her 
leprosy. 

Ill as he felt, Quire had no trouble entertaining the thought.  “What can you give me, Amedée?” 

Ozenfant bristled at the impertinence. “Detective Ozenfant, if you please. And we’ll talk about 
what you can give me. The Wittet Corporation, for example?” 

Quire felt the blood drain from his face. 

“Am I to assume,” Ozenfant snickered, “that you have information for us which you do not want 
your partner to know about?” 

“Daniel finds out I’m trading on Wittet, I’ll be dead before sunset.” 

“Go on.” 

“Do we have an agreement?” 

“Go on, I said.” 

“Vince Di Carlo has had his sights on Wittet for years. Their database is a huge repository of 
goodies. Worth a fortune.” 

“And so, you’ve been roughing up Wittet’s top executives.” Ozenfant’s Gallic nostrils flared, so self-
satisfied. “Trying to find a chink? In the armour?” 

“Bernard Sumner, right?” Quire murmured. “VP Research and Development at Wittet.” 

Ozenfant and Shepard shared a glance. 

“Somebody jumped him, two weeks ago,” Ozenfant stated. “Messed him up good. Two black eyes, 
split lip.” 

Goddamn that Daniel! Just like him to blow his load early, jeopardize the whole operation. 

“Sumner was having an affair with the decedent, Brenna Trezzi,” Shepard stated. “Did you know 
that?” 

Quire gasped. That perfidious bitch! 
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“Evidently not,” said Ozenfant wryly. 

“Serious, by his account,” she added. “Talk of love. Leaving their spouses. Going for the Hollywood 
ending. She called it off, just last week.” 

“The poor man, he is beside himself.” Both detectives as sympathetic as lizards. 

“You got all this from Rebecca Trevanian?” Quire asked. 

“Sumner, he called us,” said Ozenfant. “Found out she died on the newscast.” 

“Trevanian confirmed everything,” Shepard added. 

“Hold on,” said Quire. “You called Brenna the decedent. Not a victim.” 

“This is all we are prepared to say.” Ozenfant’s eyebrows crinkled, mocking him. He and Shepard 
got in the car. “We’ll be in touch,” he warned, before slamming the door. 

When he met up with Daniel a few minutes later, Quire had to stifle the urge to throttle the little 
shit. 

“Whaddaya got?” Daniel snapped. 

“I lost my cool,” Quire muttered. “Called Ozenfant’s partner a dyke.” 

“So you didn’t get nothing.” He looked down his blackhead-speckled nose. “You gotta focus, like 
me. Check this out: Bren’s body’s here at Toronto General, and Becca Trevanian’s boyfriend works in the 
morgue. Got a peek at the autopsy report, yo.” 

“And?” 

“First, no smoke in her lungs. Two, she had a belly full of pills.” Triumphantly, he started the car. 

“Let me guess: tranks.” 

“Tox screen’s not back yet, but they gotta be, right?” 

“The car fire didn’t kill her.” Quire’s thoughts tumbled through all the possibilities. 

“Ya think?” 

The BMW roared out of the alleyway. 

* 

The viewing was two days later. Arrangements, that was the euphemism people used. Hushed, 
flower-scented scenes. Ornate veneer furniture, strategically placed tissue boxes. 

Quire despised funeral homes. He’d never understood the value of standing in awkward groups, 
staring at a corpse in a box. 

Of course, in this case the coffin remained sealed. A truckload of mortician’s wax wasn’t going to 
render Brenna’s body appropriate for public consumption. 

He waited at the back of the viewing room while Daniel went through the ritual of kneeling at the 
coffin, crossing himself, kissing his fingers. Then squeezing hands of relatives, kissing cheeks. Playing at 
being a human being. 

Hushed weeping, so like the breathlessness of sex. The bubbly flush of mucous from noses turned 
Quire’s stomach. 

While Daniel huddled with a few of his cousins, Vince spotted Quire and came back to meet him. 

“Condolences,” Quire murmured in funereal timbre. 

“Thanks, Ajax, thanks.” 

“Sammy’s conspicuous by his absence.” 

“Told that stronzo, don’t even bother,” Vince whispered. He bounced from foot to foot, little hands 
in and out of his black Armani jacket, his trousers. Shadowboxing with guilt. 

“Sammy didn’t kill her.” 
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Vince turned to stone, glaring. 

Quire leaned on the balls of his feet, ready for Vince to attack. Adrenaline squeezing his belly so 
tightly it hurt. “How did you force Brenna to bed Sumner? Threats, money? Anything to get that password 
out of him. But you didn’t expect them to fall for each other.” Quiet words tumbling out now, accelerating. 
“Then Daniel disobeyed orders, beat the snot out of Sumner. Trying to move things along. That’s when 
your niece knew she and Sumner would never be free. She blamed herself for Sumner’s pain, and she 
couldn’t cope.” 

Vince’s sister Ilona wailed, her husband crushing her in his arms. Like they’d heard Quire’s 
synopsis of her brother’s betrayal. Sobbing into each other, breathing with the same lungs. 

Vince smacked Quire’s cheek, just hard enough to sting. “Watch it,” he rumbled. His eyes were 
black beads. Shark’s eyes. “Listen. Very carefully. Sammy did it. He needs punishment. You understanding 
me?” 

Quire nodded, lips pasted shut with mortician’s glue. 

“Insulting me with these wild accusations. Here, in the presence of my grieving family. Now, you 
got one chance. One chance only, to make it right. Period. Until you do, I better not see your pasty face.” 

He spun around and trotted to his sister’s chair. Careful to hike up his trouser legs before he 
crouched down, so his knees wouldn’t bulge the expensive fabric. 

Trembling, Quire left the funeral home and called a cab to take him to the nearest car rental 
agency. 

He used false ID and a credit card under the name Willard Falsetto to rent the cheapest heap they 
had. 

Driving to the Kmart on Broadway, vivid surreality engulfed him. He strode among the dozy, 
chattering shoppers, a roving predator. None of them saw the blood spurting through his mind. The 
nightmare he was about to conjure into full-blown shrieking truth. 

He struggled to calm himself as he chose his weapon. Jittery as he handed over a hundred dollar 
bill for a Wusthof sixteen-centimeter boning knife. Full tang. He’d learned from hard experience the 
necessity of a sturdy blade. 

An instructor had once demonstrated to him that even a slow man could run ten meters in under 
two seconds. How many decent shots could a terrified defender get off in that time? 

As the kid behind the counter gave him the change, she glanced into his silver eyes. He grinned 
and she blanched, actually stepping back. 

The nightmare, peeking through. 

When he got to Sammy’s place in White Plains, he parked around the corner. Pulled out his 
balaclava, slipped it over his head and walked back. 

Sammy was right where Quire expected him to be. Climbing out of the pool in orange trunks, a 
giggling blonde in a green bikini on a plastic lounger. 

“Guess you’re over it.” 

Sammy froze. Seeing the black balaclava. Knowing. “You, you better go,” he croaked to the buxom 
slag, who scurried into the house. 

Quire felt dizzy, almost faint. Easy, he told himself. Breathe. “I assume you arranged that stupid 
car-bombing mockup because you’re desperate for the insurance money.” Slowly, he walked around the 
pool. “Policies don’t pay on suicides.” 

“She was already dead!” Sammy’s voice quavered. 

“You helped kill her.” 

“No, no—” 

“Shut your hole.” Quire came within thirty feet. Pulled out his handgun. “Time wounds all heels, 
Sammy.” 
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“Don’t do that, don’t. She took a shitload of pills, I didn’t—” 

Quire squatted, slid the Walther along the tiles. It spun right to Sammy’s feet. 

The fat daftie gaped as if it was a giant spider. 

Quire stood back up, pulled out the knife. “Pick it up.” 

Sammy’s gawping mouth fired Quire’s rage. 

“Pick it up!” 

Slowly, he did. 

“Take off the safety.” Quire’s heart hammered. Years ago, that same mentor that demonstrated the 
effectiveness of knives over guns had made Quire take a vow. Never kill unless in self-defense. Quire took 
it very seriously. The Fates despised oath-breakers. 

He dashed at Sammy, screaming. 

Screaming, Sammy raised the gun. Fired one, two earsplitting shots. Both way wide. 

The blade thunked between Sammy’s ribs, just below the left nipple. 

Quire bounced off his bulk, tumbling to the pool deck. 

Sammy wobbled on his feet. The knife handle obscene in his chest. 

His lips twisted. The gun clattered down. A strangled wet gurgle as he flopped face-first into the 
pool. Red clouds bloomed around the jerking spread-eagled body. 

Quire sat on the tiles, head in his hands. For years now, he’d been wondering what he was 
becoming. Tonight he knew. 

* 

At the Bowery Arms, Anwar lurked at Quire’s apartment door. His Cheshire Cat grin leering in the 
shadows. 

“What did I tell you?” Quire rasped, leaning against the wall. 

Anwar kept his distance. “I recognize your girlfriend. On the news, yes? Vince Di Carlo’s niece, so 
they say. You bring her here. Many times. Nice lady. Beautiful laughing.” 

Shivering air escaped Quire’s throat in hot, wooly cords. Verging on hallucination, his memory of 
the night he’d met her. The tilt of her head. “I love your red hair,” she’d breathed. Brenna. 

“Oh!” Anwar pursed his lips regretfully. “I will say nothing, Ajax. Nothing to nobody, bro.” 

Quire dug in his pocket, scattered a roll of bills at him. 

Anwar scooped up the bribe, a starving man after bread. 


