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New Jersey Noir





I

In New Jersey, all the human vices are accentuated.

— Thomas C. Colt
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Paterson, New Jersey

Who the hell are you?”
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The Paterson Falls

Friday, February 13th
29°

When he heard her scream, he was reading New Jersey Noir.
No, I wasn’t there, but I know anyway.

He left his bookmark in the book on the front seat of his black 
Lincoln, which he’d parked about three hundred feet from the 
Paterson Falls. He was reading page 196, and I bet he was smiling. 
It was the final page of a short story by Malzberg & Pronzini about 
how Jimmy Hoffa got himself whacked and ended up buried in 
the end zone of the old Giants Stadium in the Meadowlands, with 
some peripheral commentary on the Garden State.

Like:

New Jersey is a place of secrets, complex, rotten with tangled 
branching vines and rivers of ancient, heaving blood.

Yeah. Got that right.
So maybe he paused a moment and thought about it. Maybe 

the onetime kick-ass state trooper, the longtime kick-ass PI, looked 
up from his book and stared through his icy windshield at the 
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ferocious Paterson Falls. Like every other night this February, the 
frigid waters of the Passaic River, having already raced through 
the lingering snows and perpetual ice, were tumbling with a 
foreboding recklessness and violence over the seventy-seven-foot 
drop.

Even in the dead of the winter, it’s beautiful.
It’s so beautiful that back in 1780, in the midst of the 

stalemated Revolutionary War, as Washington was marching his 
Continentals down York Road from the Dey Mansion in Preakness 
to the Acquackanonk Landing on the Passaic River, he took the 
time to come over to the Falls and check it out.

He wasn’t the only one who was impressed. When his hyper-
brilliant aide-de-camp, a young guy from the West Indies named 
Alexander Hamilton, took a look at the Falls that day, he saw 
something quite different. Yeah, sure, he saw the beauty, but, 
most of all, he saw the power. He saw the “engine” that could 
someday ignite an American industrial revolution, being the only 
way that a struggling young nation could break its dependency 
on European manufacturers.

So nine years after the Treaty of Paris was signed, Hamilton 
and a few of his buddies, other visionaries like himself, created 
Paterson, New Jersey, which would, in time, become “Silk City,” 
the great textile king, becoming exactly what Hamilton imagined 
it could be. But, of course, over the years, it would also become a 
lot of other things that Hamilton could never have conceived of.

Or wished for.
Yet despite its crime and its grime and its interminable 

corruption, Tom Colt, sitting in the front seat of his Lincoln 
with the book in his lap, always loved his native city and always 
loved the Paterson Falls.
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Five hours earlier, even though he’d retired from the state 
troopers over forty years ago, he’d gone, as he did every year, to 
the annual reunion at the Brownstone in Paterson, which was 
why he was still wearing his old uniform. Although it wasn’t the 
reason that he was still packing his beloved Python. These days, 
except for lingering obsessions about the unsolved and decades-
old Matzner case, his “detecting” days were essentially over, but 
he still enjoyed helping out with the city’s Community Watch, 
and since there’d been a rash of recent muggings near the Falls, 
which was also a bit of a lovers’ lane, even in the frigidity of the 
winter, he took along his Colt 357.

Then he heard her scream.
Probably a piercing scream. Probably sounding like a child. 

It came from the far north end of the bridge that spanned over 
the Falls. Then he saw her. A little girl running across the bridge 
toward him. Without an overcoat. In a slightly disheveled grammar 
school uniform: white blouse, blue-green plaid skirt, saddle shoes. 
Of course, he knew the uniform well. It’s the mandatory girls’ 
uniform at St. Martin’s Catholic Grammar over on Hudson Street.

So he got out of his Lincoln, pulled his weapon, and rushed 
toward the bridge. Like all the Colts, he was impervious to the 
cold.

When the little girl was about halfway across the bridge, 
she stumbled and fell. Then she backed up, in terror, against the 
east side of the bridge, beneath the flagpole, beneath the flapping 
stars and stripes. As Colt approached her, a large man suddenly 
rushed onto the bridge from the opposite side, obviously chasing 
after the little girl.

Thomas Colt lifted his .357 Magnum and pointed it at the 
face of the approaching man.



10 William Baer

“Stop right there!”
The man, Hispanic and well-built, stopped in his tracks. 

He didn’t seem to have a weapon, but Colt, I’m certain, had the 
urge to shoot him anyway. He had zero tolerance for rapists and 
would-be rapists, but he decided against it. Instead, he stepped 
forward to check on the little girl, while still keeping his weapon 
pointed at her now-stationary but seemingly unconcerned pursuer.

“You all right, sweetheart?” he asked.
Or something like that.
Then he looked down at the little girl, who had an odd, 

almost otherworldly look on her pretty face, which may or may 
not have seemed oddly familiar. She also had a Glock 19 in her 
extended right hand and she pulled the trigger.

Tom Colt, my uncle, my great-uncle, the most important 
person in my life, was struck in the upper right thorax, much 
too close to his heart. Then he was shot a second time in the 
stomach. Then one more time in the chest. Slumping to the floor 
of the bridge and waiting to die, he probably heard some of the 
“incomprehensible” conversation that our “witness” couldn’t make 
out against the frenzied roar of the cascading Falls.

The Hispanic guy, unconcerned, walked over, looked down 
at the dying trooper, and then looked over at the little girl, who 
seemed remarkably unmoved, impassive, yet oddly content.

“Good job, honey,” he probably said with a smile.
“Don’t call me honey,” she probably said, without a trace of 

anger, without a trace of emotion.
“Sure, whatever you say, honey,” he probably said with the 

same stupid smile on his face.
Because the 9-millimeter slug had already entered into his 

brain cavity at the first syllable of the word “honey.” Instantly, his 
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hemorrhaged brain went berserk, and he collapsed in a sudden 
heap, still smiling, dead before he hit the floor of the bridge.

Then, according to our witness, the little girl stood up, looked 
around carefully, and finally, without the slightest hesitation, 
climbed over the railing of the bridge, above the whirling waters 
and rocky gorge of the Paterson Falls.

And vanished.
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Packanack Lake

Saturday, February 14th
22°

It was Valentine’s Day.
Actually, it was Valentine’s night.

As I stepped onto the ice, the entire moonlit lake stretched 
out before me. It was a single, gleaming, gigantic, endless sheet 
of black ice.

At the right angle, it was also a mirror, and I looked down 
and saw a part of myself: six-foot-two, lean, fit, thirty-two years 
old, and naturally intimidating. I was wearing what I always wore: 
a black Armani suit with tapered pants, a navy button-down 
dress shirt, a thin black tie, black-leather Florsheim Comos, and 
Ray-Ban Liteforce shades, even though it was the middle of the 
night, even though it was the absolute dead-center of the month 
of February. Since I didn’t own an overcoat, I wasn’t wearing one, 
being immune to the cold, even 22 degrees.

I knew exactly what I looked like. Like one of those upper-
level mob flunkies who populated the urban jungles of the state 
of New Jersey. And I was fine with that. I liked the “look.” After 
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all, I was a Jersey guy, a hard-ass, a wise-guy, a tough-guy, and 
it was especially good to be all of those things in the racket I’d 
chosen for myself.

I was also, so the other sex tells me, “New Jersey handsome,” 
even though I slicked-and-greased my dark hair back, even though 
I had a one-inch cross-like scar cut into the center of my forehead, 
and even though I didn’t smile too much. Maybe that helped too. 
Maybe all my flaws and quirks helped to accentuate, maybe even 
flatter, the high cheekbones and the seldom-seen brown eyes that 
I liked to think “never missed anything,” yet always seemed to the 
outside world totally disinterested.

I was also, as everyone in Paterson knew, a “one-man arsenal” 
(with a Python, taser, Cobra CB Derringer, and a Jack Burke 
Stiletto), although, tonight, the only thing slightly noticeable was 
the slight bulge under my suit jacket, where my Colt was holstered, 
which had been (both the gun and the holster) a gift from my 
now-dead uncle when I was twelve years old.

I walked out onto the ice, heading toward a small group of 
five silent cops and detectives, all bundled up against the freezing 
cold. When I arrived, I stood next to Luca Salerno, my best friend, 
and stared down through the ice beneath me.

There were no reflections out here. The ice was crystal clear. 
HD clear.

She was stretched out right beneath us, frozen solid within the 
surrounding ice, less than a foot or so beneath the surface. She lay 
flat on her back, as if looking up at us. Her eyes were oddly glassy 
and a bit popped, even though it was perfectly obvious that she’d 
been rather beautiful before whatever happened had happened.

She was also naked, and I had the feeling that she wanted us 
to see her like this.



15New Jersey Noir

“Maybe we’ve got a serial,” Luca said. “Or a copycat.”
Luca was a good enough detective, but he’d been a much 

better cop. He could handle Paterson violence with the best of 
them. All those furious explosions of the human passions run 
amok, all the life-and-death confrontations, all the desperation 
gunplay. Yeah, Luca Salerno was tough all right, but not tough 
enough to look deep into the heart of darkness. Sure, he was 
tough enough to arrest it, but he wasn’t tough enough to try and 
comprehend it. Or understand it.

I was still staring down at the naked woman who was still 
staring up at me.

“Or maybe a copycat suicide,” I suggested.
We both knew, of course, as did all the other shivering cops, 

about the Pines Lake case—the Lady in the Ice case—from about 
a month ago. She was also in her late twenties to early thirties, 
attractive, and naked. At the time, her death was assumed to be 
a particularly creepy suicide, even though her pathetic boyfriend 
was still a POI.

Now there was a second lady in the ice.
“That seems pretty unlikely, Jack,” Luca said. “She left no 

clothes on the banks.”
I turned around and stared at the southeast corner of the 

lake, the bridge, the surrounding houses, and the dam. Then I 
looked over at the freezing local cops.

“When do the trash guys come?”
One of the Wayne cops understood.
“Monday.”
Which was two days away.
“Check the trash cans,” I said to Luca, “at all the houses up 

there.”
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“Really, Jack? You think she walked out here naked? And 
barefoot?”

I shrugged.
“I’d also check her for benzodiazepines. Or something like 

that. And check her hands for traces. And check the bottom of 
her feet for cuts.”

Luca nodded, as if to say, “Sure, why not?”
Luca, who was now the chief investigator for the Passaic 

County Prosecutor’s office, turned to the other cops and detectives.
“You guys can wait in your cars.”
No one argued, and the four men left silently, moving slowly 

across the slick surface of the black ice.
Eventually, we were alone.
Except for the naked girl.
“I’m glad you came, Jack.”
Which really meant: I know you spent all last night and 

all day today going over every single tiny detail of your uncle’s 
murder at the Falls, and that you haven’t slept a second since you 
“got the word,” and that you couldn’t sleep tonight anyway, and 
that staring at a dead naked woman frozen in the ice might be a 
useful, although temporary, distraction.

I nodded.
It was a peculiarly windless night, and nothing disturbed 

our momentary silence.
“He was a hell of a guy,” Luca said. Finally. “He came to 

every single game.”
He didn’t, of course, have to stipulate who “he” was. We 

both had nothing else on our minds.
Tom Colt had been, quite simply, the best PI in North Jersey 

until I got into the racket five years ago, until he was shot dead last 


