CHAPTER   ONE


Bronx, New York.  May 17,1994.  The question on the mind of 48-year-old Detective Gary Mennig, NYPD, as he rose from a squatting position next to the body, was: why was this man killed?  The other members of the investigative team were still at work.  As soon as the crime scene unit and medical examiner’s people were finished, the remains of the young black man would be placed in a body bag and removed to the M.E.’s office for autopsy.  Mennig hoped that before the technicians finished their jobs, the uniformed officers canvassing the area would be able to find someone who had either witnessed the murder, or could identify the victim.


The body had been found a little before 8 a.m. by a sixth-grader on his way to school.  The boy took a shortcut through a vacant lot on Anthony Avenue and found the dead man among the debris that littered the area.  The kid ran the short distance to the 46th Precinct on Ryer Avenue and reported his discovery.  The cops converged on the location in a matter of minutes, and two hours later the initial stages of the investigation were nearly complete.


Gary Mennig had seen more victims of violent death in his twenty-three years on the job than he cared to remember.  Although the victims met death by many different means, some had been more brutalized than others, but this was not one of them.  The man had obviously been beaten; his assailant had apparently smashed his skull with a cinder block.  A run-of-the-mill killing, but Gary was puzzled by what had been found in the victim’s pockets: three fifty-dollar bills and nothing else.  


Mennig was assigned to the detective squad in the 46th Precinct.  Smack in the middle of this low-income area rich in minorities, this home for the homeless, lay a dead man with $150 in his pocket. That was strange enough . . . but why three fifties?  


The sound of his name brought Mennig out of his thoughts.  He turned to find Art Herrig  of the M.E.’s office standing next to him.  “I’d say he died between midnight and 4 a.m.,” Art said.  “He was roughed up some first.  He’s got some abrasions and contusions, but it looks like what killed him was a fractured skull.”


“Any indication that he put up a fight?”  the detective asked.


“The knuckles aren’t bruised.  No skin under the fingernails.  No indication of a struggle so far.  Maybe we’ll find something more when we get him on the table.”


“Thanks, Art.  Oh, get his prints as soon as you can, will ya?  I’d like to find out who he was.”


“Sure, Gary.  Can we bag him up now?”


Mennig looked around until he caught sight of  C. S. U. tech Jeff Huss examining something on the ground a few feet away from the dead man.  “What do you think, Jeff?”  he asked.  “Can they move him?”


Huss straightened up and walked over.  “Yeah, we’re done.  I’m pretty sure we’ve got the murder weapon in the van.  A full cinder block with hair, skin and some blood on it.  I doubt we’ll find much on it to identify the perp, though.  That material isn’t much good for prints.”


“Have you found anything that looks promising?”  Mennig asked.


Huss glanced around at the debris field and shook his head.  “There’s so much crap in here and so many people tramp through here everyday . . ..”


“I understand,”  Mennig said.  He then turned to Herrig,  “Go ahead and put him in the bag, Art.  But don’t move him until the uniforms check back in.  Maybe we’ll get lucky with an ID.”  Herrig nodded and headed for the morgue wagon to get a body bag.


Five minutes later officers Hannah Kondella and Steve Kutsko arrived with several poorly groomed men in tow, two black and one Hispanic.  “These three gentlemen are among our homeless population,”  Kondella said in introduction.  “They were in this area at various times last night.  They claim they didn’t see or hear anything unusual, but I did get them to volunteer to take a look at the victim and see if they know him.”


From the expressions on the faces of the trio, Mennig thought that “volunteer” might have been an overstatement.  “We appreciate your help,”  he said to the men in encouragement.  Then he walked over to the body bag, bent down and unzipped it part way, exposing the dead man’s head.  Kondella and Kutsko escorted the men over for the viewing. 


The two black men shot a brief look at the dead man’s face and denied ever having seen him before.  The Hispanic stood over the body bag with his eyes closed.  “I don’t know heem,”  he said with a heavy accent.  


“You didn’t look at him.  Open your eyes,”  Kutsko ordered.


The Hispanic turned his head toward Kutsko’s voice and opened his eyes.  “I don’t know heem,”  he repeated.  Frustrated, Kutsko turned to Mennig for help.


“Let him go,”  Gary smiled.  “Some people can’t handle dead bodies very well.”


Just as the first three potential witnesses were being led from the scene, Sgt.  Dave Webb and officer Bill Wheeler showed up with two more.  Both of these witnesses were white, and their physical appearance left little doubt of where they stood on the social ladder.  Ages were tough to figure, but Mennig guessed they were both in their thirties.  They were even more unkempt than the first crew.


“What have you got, Sarge?”  Mennig asked.


“Mr. Ellis and Mr. Robinson here think they might know who you’ve got in the bag,”  Webb said, waving his arm at the two men.  Mennig noticed that Webb and Wheeler were standing several feet away from their charges.


“Bring ‘em over for a look,”  Mennig invited, again unzipping the body bag.


As they approached, Mennig understood why the uniformed officers had given Ellis and Robinson such a wide berth.  Mennig wasn’t sure of the exact source of the smell.  More than likely it was simply from bodies and clothes that had gone far too long without soap and water.  Reflexively, he backed up a couple of steps as the men got closer.


Unlike their predecessors, both men gave the dead man a good look.  Then they looked at each other and nodded.  “Well?”  Mennig prompted.


“That there is Homeboy,”  Ellis said.  Robinson nodded in agreement.


“Is that the only name you knew him by?”  Mennig asked.


“I think his name is Jerome Wallace, or somethin’ like that,”  Robinson said.  This time Ellis nodded.


“Tell me about Jerome Wallace.”


“We’ve seen him around for quite awhile.  Came in from Philadelphia.  We shared a bottle once or twice.  Shared a fire sometimes during the winter.  Talked a little bit.”  Ellis answered as he and Robinson continued to alternate as spokesman.


“Did you see him last night?”


“No,” Robinson said.  Ellis nodded.


“What’s he been doing?  He been working?  Who’s he been hanging around with?”


“Kind of,”  Ellis said.


“Kind of what?”


“Workin’,”  Robinson answered.  “He’s been gettin’ paid by the vampires.”  Ellis and Robinson looked at each other and roared in laughter.  

