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ONE

The day was trying to dawn, breaking holes in gunmetal clouds, trying to filter through a fifth column of sunlight. It was a forlorn hope. The gray clouds rolled, slow and massive, over the small breaches and smothered out the light.
I watched this happen through a large, cold, plate-glass window at a travel center and gas station outside Raphine, Virginia, where I was drinking a pint of hot black liquid that was pretending to be coffee, and eating a donut that had been fresh when they spelled it doughnut.
In the corner there was a TV. I reflected sourly for a moment on how right Orwell had been about screens occupying every space. For now we watched them, but it wouldn’t be long before they started watching us back.
Right now there was a cluttered screen with too much information on it, where a guy in a blue suit, with a ten-thousand-dollar smile, and a woman in a red suit with a smile from the same dentist were sitting in front of a backdrop showing what was left of New Orleans under a sagging, broken sky.
The woman was saying, “We have Hank Weisman of the Louisiana Office of State Climatology on the line…” She paused and shook her head. “Hank, what happened?”
They both looked at a screen where Hank Weisman’s face appeared, frowning, with one finger in his ear. Then he grinned. “Hi Lucy. Uh, the short answer is that nobody really knows. You know, there’s a lot of talk about whose fault climate change is, but I think after what we have seen happen in New Orleans, it’s really time to change the debate. It doesn’t matter anymore whose fault it was. With three thousand dead and billions of dollars’ worth of damage to the city, only fourteen years after Katrina, we need to stop pointing fingers and denying this thing, and start talking about what we are going to do about it…”
I smiled an ugly smile and turned off the TV. I knew what they were going to do about it. I’d got it straight from Kaposvari and Grumman[1]. They were going to offer up the sacrificial lambs and go home to Eden. But that wasn’t my problem, not yet. I’d cross that bridge when I came to it, sometime between September 2023 and September 2030. In the meantime I had something else to do. I needed to find out who the hell Philip Johnson was. More precisely, I had to find out if I was Philip Johnson.               That was what Grumman and Kaposvari had told me, in New Orleans, and Senator Cyndi McFarlane had confirmed it for me, but I had about as much reason to believe her as I had to believe Kaposvari and Grumman. Because all I knew about me was that I wanted to kill every drug dealer on the damned planet, that I had the skills to do it, and that those skills had earned me the name El Verdugo in New Mexico.
The Executioner. That was all I knew about me.
Until McFarlane had told me she knew me, and that I was Philip Johnson, from Tularosa, New Mexico. Five minutes on the White Pages told me there were three Philip Johnsons in that area. Two of them were too old, the third was about my age, in his mid-thirties. A couple of phone calls told me he had left Tularosa fifteen years earlier, for New York. So that was where I was going, to New York, hunting for Philip Johnson; hunting for myself.
I stuffed the last of the stale donut in my mouth and drained my coffee. I made to stand, but the TV tuned itself back in and I paused. There was a guy from Colombia University sitting at the desk with the two presenters. He was in an open-necked shirt and a tweed jacket and his hair looked like he had carefully not combed it for a week. Maybe he thought brushing your hair was something smart people didn’t do.
He was saying, “…the cops are keeping quiet about this. You know there has been a remarkable drop in violent crime and particularly murder in New York over the last few years. But the problem with serial killers is that they don’t conform to trends. They are not a product of any socioeconomic dynamic. They are a product of their own, unique set of circumstances…”
The woman with the red suit and the ten-thousand-dollar teeth smiled like he’d said something really nice and asked, “What does that mean?”
“Well, Lucy, it means that serial killers don’t kill for money, or love, or jealousy. They kill, simply, because they are possessed by an uncontrollable need to kill. The vast majority of murders occur, Lucy, when people form relationships. They might be criminal partners, business partners, sexual or marital partners. The point is there is a relationship between them, and from that relationship a motive for murder is born: betrayal, greed, jealousy, rage; and from that motive the desire to kill is born. But with a serial killer, it’s the other way around.
“First the desire to kill arises in the killer. He won’t care much whom he kills, as long as they conform to a rough profile. That desire to kill is his motive, and then he will go hunting. He is a predator, and he will seek somebody who fits his profile. And then he will form the relationship—the relationship of killer and prey.
“And this, I fear, is what we are seeing in New York at present.”
“This is the third victim…”
“Indeed, and she fits the profile of the other two. All three have been in the Bronx, all three have been blonde, slim, apparently junkies, and all of them have been prostitutes. The police have been very cagey about the MO, which is suggestive in itself. But I gather they were stabbed and strangled. To me it looks as though we have a serial killer on the loose in New York again.”
I stepped out into the drizzle that was gently saturating the forecourt. Somewhere a gutter was spilling over, making a wet patter that seemed to creep in around your ankles and permeate your skin. Across the road damp mist hung among the trees.
I shuddered and crossed the lot toward my car. I’d sold my last one because it was too conspicuous, and I’d bought a renovated, dark green 1968 Mustang Fastback. It was a hard, brutal ride, but I liked it. I climbed in, slammed the door and lit a Camel. Then I fired up the big 4.9L V8, listened to it growl for a bit, put “Desperado” on the sound system and headed out on the I-81 toward New York.
It was a six-and-a-half-hour journey, but with the help of the pony I made it in five and a half, and cruised over the George Washington Bridge on the I-95 at twenty minutes to one, thinking about lunch. I’d booked a room at a motel in the Harding Park neighborhood of the Bronx, and twenty minutes after I’d crossed the Hudson, I was pulling up in a quiet cul-de-sac at the end of Bolton Avenue. The motel took up most of the left-hand side of the road, and the rest of it was a festoon of leaves and trees encroaching on the road from Harding Park. I pulled my bag from the trunk, crossed the front yard under the red awning and pushed through the door.
The place belonged to Rafael Gonzalez, a pleasant man in his late sixties with a red tank top and a tired smile. I paid cash and explained again, as I had over the phone, that I was an amnesiac trying to trace my identity, and that was why I had no papers. He made a “well, these things happen” face, shrugged and told me it was forty-six bucks a night. I gave him three hundred and fifty bucks and told him I’d be staying a week.
He showed me the money and hooded eyes that said people who expected change were beneath contempt.
“You want the change?”
I shook my head. “That’s for having such a nice smile.”
He shrugged again. That was his thing: expressive shrugs. “Twenny-eight bucks for a nice smile. I have to try harder, huh?” He gave me a key with number twenty-seven on it. “Down the hall, through the door, at the end, on the right. No parties. This is a nice, quiet neighborhood. If you bring a girl back, tell her not to scream.”
“What if she stubs her toe?”
He watched me a moment with no particular expression, then said, “You have a sense of humor. That’s nice.”
I went through the door, along a corridor that would have been beige if it had had a color, and through the door at the end on the right, which was number twenty-seven. The room was neat and clean. There was a bathroom with a shower cubicle on the left as you went in. Then there was a large room with a double bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers and a flat-screen TV. Like the hall, it was colorless. The window looked out over the cul-de-sac and the wild trees of Harding Park, and the heavy clouds that sagged out of the sky.
I slung my bag on the bed, had a shower and changed my clothes and went back out to the car. As I turned it around and headed north onto Soundview Avenue, I pulled a burner from my jacket pocket and called the only number I had saved on it. It rang three times and a capable female voice said, “James Wagner, private investigations. How may I help you?”
“I have an appointment at three with Mr. Wagner. I arrived a little early. I was wondering if I could come now. I’m about ten minutes away.”
There was a brief pause. When she spoke again she had a smile in her voice. “I’ll just check his schedule, Mr….”
“Doe, John Doe.”
“Ah, yes, the amnesia case. Well, that seems to be fine, Mr. Doe. We’ll see you in about five minutes, then. 1302 Rosedale Avenue, on the corner of East 172nd. You’ll see the brass plate in the lobby.”
I found a space outside the entrance. The building was a six-story horseshoe, with two short flights of steps leading to a kind of central patio with four glass doors heading into four lobbies. Wagner’s lobby was A, on the left, and inside I found sage green carpets and brass wall lamps with sage green shades. I also found his brass plaque beside the two elevators. It said his office was on the fourth floor.
When I got there the door was open, showing me a tidy reception with a wooden desk and a pretty woman in her thirties sitting behind it smiling at me. Her hair was pulled up into a tight bun behind her head and the twinkle in her eyes made me want to mess it up. She spoke as I stepped in.
“Mr. Doe, you look just like you sound.”
“Anonymous?”
“Not exactly.”
I returned her smile. “What then? Famous?”
She narrowed her eyes a little. “More infamous, but in a nice way. Mr. Wagner is ready for you. Please go right ahead.”
“You’ll have to explain that to me over cocktails some time.”
She gave a pretty laugh without looking at me, and I knocked and pushed through the door beside her desk.
James Wagner was big. He occupied all the space behind his desk. Not that he was fat—he was all bone and muscle—but whatever space he didn’t take up with his body, he occupied with his arms and legs, which he spread and sprawled and waved all about the place. His head was big too, with receding hair and a big jaw. He stood as I came in and came around his desk, with a massive hand outstretched.
“John Doe!” he said, like he hadn’t seen me for years but remembered me fondly. “Glad you could make it! Come in, grab a chair, forgive the chaos. It is, I assure you, a productive chaos!”
He guided me to a comfortable chair while I searched for the chaos but didn’t find it. I sat and he sat behind the desk, watching me intently, like he was trying to read me and make sense of me.
“I have,” he said, “found many missing people, but it’s the first time I have been asked to find someone, by the very person who is lost! That, Mr. Doe, is unusual and…,” he narrowed his eyes and made a rocking motion with his right hand, “and a little bit deep, don’t you think?”
“Deep?”
“I mean,” he leaned forward across his desk, with a hand at either end, “who are we, without our memories? They are the bricks and mortar of our very identity. If you have lost them, then who are you? These are the questions I have been toying with while I awaited your arrival.”
I nodded a few times. “Well, Mr. Wagner, that is what I hope you will be able to find out.”
“Where do we begin?”
“I have a starting point. Three people, who must remain nameless, have told me that I am Philip Johnson of Tularosa, New Mexico. I went in search of him and found that he had left Tularosa about fifteen years ago, and moved to New York. Now…”
I leaned back in my chair and studied his face a moment. He was frowning with concentration. I went on, “For various reasons, I am not sure that I can believe the people who gave me that name. So what I want you to do, Mr. Wagner, is simply find Philip Johnson, originally from Tularosa, and dig up all you can about him. If he’s me, he will have disappeared, presumed dead. If he’s not, then I want to know why I was given his name.”
He leaned back, retracting his arms and legs like he was suddenly worried they might get broken. “There is,” he said, “suddenly a reek of spooks in the room. Level with me, John. May I call you John? Am I going up against government agencies? I don’t mind, but I need to know.”
I shook my head. “You don’t need to go up against anybody. I just want to know if Philip Johnson, from Tularosa, is still around, and if he is, what’s special about him. If he’s not around, if he’s disappeared, I want to know who he was. I want to know if he was me. If at any time things get weird, or the Men in Black show up, we pull the plug.”
He thought about it. I could see he was curious and after a moment he shrugged his big shoulders and said, “OK, I’ll do an initial report on Philip Johnson from Tularosa, tell you what I find and we’ll take it from there. I charge…”
“You charge fifty bucks an hour. I’ll pay you a hundred to make up for your discomfort. That OK?”
He spread his hands. “Can’t complain. On the face of it, it seems a pretty straightforward job. If it gets complicated I’ll let you know. We have your number?”
“Yeah.” I stood and walked to the door. There I stopped and turned. “You might start with the death registry. I think I might be dead.”
I smiled to let him know I was joking. He smiled back, but not with his eyes.




TWO

When you’re nobody, it’s hard to have things like bank accounts and credit cards. For that you need things like a social security number, and a name. So I’d had to find creative solutions to that problem. Mostly they involved cash, and finding local drug dealers. That’s not hard in the Bronx, especially after dark.
I took the Mustang and cruised up Soundview, past the depressing, illuminated façades of twenty-four-hour shops and closed businesses, and idle, aimless people standing on street corners, stamping their feet and drinking solace from cheap cans. I turned onto the Bruckner Expressway and crossed the river to Hunts Point. There are two things you’re never going to be short of at Hunts Point, and they are whores and drug dealers. Down by the water, by the fish market, it’s mainly industrial units, but up at the north end, around Spofford Avenue and Lafayette, and the Riverside Park, there is a superabundance of people willing to deal in flesh and any kind of dope you’re interested in. That was where I was going.
I parked in the small lot outside the park, facing the Campus for the Environment and the Arts, with its Aztec patterns and its wagon wheels. Hope—you piss on it and crap on it, shoot it in the head. It will always spring eternal. I climbed out of the car, took a hunting knife and a Sig Sauer P226 from the trunk and slipped both into my waistband behind my back, under my jacket. Both were purchases I’d made in New Mexico before leaving.
Then I took my time lighting a Camel, loped across the intersection, walked a block up Lafayette and turned right, into Whittier Street.
There they were, standing in the dull pools of lamplight. I counted a dozen of them, some in small groups, others alone. They wore leather skirts that barely covered their asses, shiny satin short pants, long boots up to the knee or sandals with heels so high they could barely walk. Around their shoulders they wore colorful shawls that revealed cleavage and bosoms that would have looked more at home in a Marvel comic. It was cold and you could see the condensation billowing from their mouths. Some smoked, and they all watched me stroll up the street.
“Looking for something special, honey?”
She was six foot, with narrow hips, huge breasts and a large Adam’s apple. She looked like she’d got halfway through the operation and run out of money. I shook my head. “Not that special.”
I kept walking, scanning the girls for what I was looking for. A black girl, mid-twenties, generous ass and equally generous bosom, big brown eyes and a big smile. “I ain’t as special as that bitch, but I can make you ha-ppy!”
I smiled. “I believe you. Some other day.”
Over my shoulder I heard her voice, shrill in the dark, “Man is pi-cky!”
Then I saw what I wanted. Mid-thirties, thin, drawn cheeks, shadows under the eyes concealed with makeup. Bleached hair like straw. Long sleeves hid the track marks, but a low-cut neck revealed a sad, withered chest. Nervous fingers fiddled with a cigarette. I crossed the road to her.
“You have somewhere we can go?”
“Can go to the park.”
“It’s cold. You got a place or not?”
She shrugged. “It’s not clean. It’s the girl’s day off.”
She grinned and gave a small laugh, like we should share the joke. I nodded once. “So we skip the martinis and the conversation. Let’s go.”
She didn’t move. She eyed me. “A hundred bucks. More if you want something fancy.”
“That’s not a problem. How far is it?”
She jerked her head south, the way I’d come. “Down the road a ways.”
She walked me to a house on the corner of Bryant and Seneca. It was no more than two hundred yards, but as she put the key in the latch she glanced both ways and said, “I can’t be gone too long. My boyfriend gets mad.”
“Yeah? Don’t worry. I’ll be quick.”
She pushed open the door and I followed her up a dingy, narrow stairwell to a door at the top. There was no landing, so I had to wait on the stairs while she unlocked that door too. She pushed in and turned right down a narrow passage. I followed her in and closed the door behind me. There was a darkened living room on my left. A kitchen and a bathroom straight ahead of me, and on the right there was a bedroom. She’d gone in there and switched on the light. By the time I’d got to the door she was taking her clothes off.
I leaned on the jamb. “You don’t need to do that.”
She turned to look at me and her eyes were scared. My behavior was not normal. She was scared of what was not normal.
“Why?”
I shrugged. “I want to talk.”
A small smirk twisted her mouth and she gave me the once-over. “You don’t look like that type.”
“No?” I smiled. “What’s the type?”
“Fat, overworked, pale… Is it ’cause I disgust you?”
“No. If you disgusted me I wouldn’t be here, right? I just want to talk.”
“What about? Should I put my clothes back on?”
I nodded and pulled two hundred bucks from my wallet. I put them on the chest of drawers by her door. She eyed them, then eyed me. “That’s for just talking? Who are you, mister?”
I jutted my chin at the money. “That’s for you. How much do you need to give your boyfriend to keep him happy?”
She made a face, pulled her mouth down at the corners and started putting on her clothes again. “A grand? Depends what mood he’s in. I gotta turn fifteen or twenty tricks in a night. Sleep it off during the day.”
“OK. I’ll give you a grand, on top of that, if you’ll talk to me.”
“You a cop?”
I laughed. “No.”
“What do you want to talk about?”
“Your boyfriend.”
“Earl?”
“What does he give you? Crystals? Heroin?”
She took a long time to answer. I pulled ten Bens from my wallet and put them next to the money I’d already put down. She looked at it and said, “Crack. Crack’s my thing. If I’m good he gives me crack. If I don’t bring in enough he beats me first, then he’ll give me a fix, but if he’s real mad he’ll cut it bad and…” She winced and glanced into my face and sat on the bed.
“What’s he got? If I want to buy, what’s he got for me?”
“Whatever you want. Coke, meth, H…”
“What’s your name?”
“Trixie.”
“Where are you from?”
“Me?” She looked surprised. “Missourah. Why?” I didn’t answer and she said, “How ’bout you?”
“I don’t remember.” I smiled and asked, “So where can I find Earl?”
“He usually has a boy on the corner of…”
She trailed off because I had picked up the grand and I was putting it back in my wallet. She stood.
“What you doin’?”
“I’m not interested in his boy, Trixie. I thought you could help me…”
“Now hang on a minute, mister. Don’t be so goddamn hasty. I never said I wasn’t gonna tell you!” I waited. She stared at my wallet. I could see her chest rising and falling. “It’s just, he don’t like people he don’t know…”
I slipped the grand in my wallet and snapped it closed. She reached out with both hands. “Nonono! Wait! He’s got a place ’round the corner, he got the yeller house on Irvine. Only you can’t tell him I told you, or he’ll kill me, for sure.”
“What’s the name of his boy on the corner?”
“Binky?”
I smiled. “I’ll tell him Binky told me. I won’t say a word about you.” I put the grand back and turned to go toward the door, but stopped. “Trixie?”
“What?” She was counting the money, not looking at me.
“Go back to Missouri. Get clean and go home. Things are going to get ugly around here.”
I didn’t wait for an answer. I knew what it would be. I’d given her her chance. Now it was up to her.
I walked quickly up Seneca, turned into Irvine Street and looked for the yellow house. It was two thirds of the way up, on the left. There was a chain-link fence cutting off the stoop. I vaulted it and climbed the steps to the yellow front door. There I rang the bell and waited. After a couple of minutes a voice said, “Who that?”
“I’m a friend of Binky’s. He told me to come here. I want to talk to Earl.”
“You wanna talk to Earl?”
“Yeah.” I sighed. “I want to talk to Earl.”
“Whaddabout?”
“I want to buy. A lot. Binky didn’t have enough. He told me to come see Earl.”
“He told you to come see Earl?”
I rolled my eyes. “What are you, his fuckin’ pet fuckin’ parrot? That’s what I said. It’s going to sound the same the second fuckin’ time I say it. Open the fuckin’ door!”
I thought it sounded sufficiently like De Niro, and after a moment the door opened a crack on the chain and a big eye looked out at me.
“What do you want?”
“Again? I gotta tell you again? Now you opened the fuckin’ door I gotta tell you again? I wanna see Earl. Now I told you with the fuckin’ door open. You gonna fuckin’ let me in?”
“Take it easy. Earl don’t see nobody they ain’t got an appointment.”
I nodded. “An appointment? What is he, a fuckin’ dentist? Where do I gotta go in this neighborhood to buy a fuckin’ K of coke?” The eye blinked and I asked him, “Who are you?”
“Leroy.”
“Leroy? Let me ask you somethin’, Leroy. What do you think Earl is gonna do to you when he finds out you turned away thirty grand and sent it to the competition? I’ll tell you what I’d do if I was him. I’d fuckin’ skin you alive and roll you in fuckin’ salt.”
“Wait. I’ll go ask him.”
I waited one minute and saw a drape twitch on the second floor. A minute later I heard feet on the stairs and the door opened all the way. Leroy was standing there with a Taurus 856 revolver in his hand.
“Come on up.”
I stepped into a small hallway and closed the door behind me. I didn’t move. The hallway was close and cramped. I smiled into his eyes and nodded down at the revolver.
“That’s a .38. What do you plan to do, tickle me to death?”
He frowned down at his weapon and I slipped my left forearm to the inside of his wrist, so the gun was pointing at the wall. I spoke quietly as I pulled the hunting knife from my waistband.
“Don’t point that at me.”
He made to answer, but the razor-sharp blade had slipped into his diaphragm and he couldn’t expel air from his lungs through his voice box anymore. I pulled out the blade and drove it vertically down behind his left collarbone, cutting through his jugular, carotid artery and deep into the aorta and his heart. He gaped. He was genuinely astonished. He bled out in a few seconds and I gently laid him on the floor.
I climbed the stairs. There was the faint sound of ugly music: young men shouting about murder and rape. I got to the landing and the noise was coming from behind a door somebody had painted red, with a death’s head on it. I went and knocked, and pushed the door open.
There was a black guy, six three easy, in black jeans and a white vest. He was sitting on a black leather couch in front of a glass-topped coffee table, rolling a joint. Opposite him was a TV where hard dudes in black shades were doing a stupid dance to a song about murder and rape. I guessed they figured that made them badass.
Earl looked up. Standing beside the sofa was another black guy. He was about the size of a large fridge. A fridge with a bad attitude. I knew he was going to be a problem, so I shot him between the eyes. He must have had a thick skull, because there was no exit. He fell straight back and lay frowning at the ceiling.
I shifted the Sig to Earl, who was still holding the joint and staring down at his pal.
I said, “Funny how quickly a situation can change, huh, Earl? It’s hard to keep up sometimes.”
He shifted his stare to me. I could see his pulse throbbing violently in his neck. I gave him a moment, but all he could come up with was a shrill, “What the fuck, man?”
I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me. I kept the Sig trained on him and pointed at his pal with my left hand. “Do I need to convince you that I am serious, Earl, or will that do?”
“What the fuck do you want, man?”
“I asked you a question, but you didn’t answer me. If that happens again I am going to blow your toes off. Then it will be your ankle, then your knee. Now, do I need to convince you that I am serious?”
“What? No! No, you don’t need to convince me of shit, man! What the fuck do you want?”
“That’s very simple. I want your money.”
“What?”
“Where do you stash your money?”
He grinned and gave a small laugh. “Man’s askin’ me where my stash is…”
I didn’t waste time on his toes or his ankle. I put a 9mm slug through his left knee. He screamed a high-pitched scream like a woman, then started hyperventilating as he clutched at the ugly hole that was gushing blood down the back of his leg.
I stepped up close and grabbed his face, forced him to turn and look at me.
“You will bleed out. Now here’s the deal. You tell me where the stash is, I take the money and leave you with a cell to call for help.”
All he would say was, “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!”
I pressed the muzzle of the Sig over his right knee. Now he said, “No! Waitwaitwait! In the bedroom!” He pointed at a door in the far wall. “Under the bed. In a sports bag. Take it! Take it all!”
“I intend to. You know what’s going to happen if it isn’t there, or I don’t find it all…”
He nodded. I stood. “You sure? You don’t want to leave it till it’s too late.”
He was sobbing and clutching his knee. “It’s all I got man, I swear. There’s three hundred grand there, man. That’s everything!”
I stepped beside him and shot him in the back of the head. He flopped forward, no longer suffering.
I crossed the room and edged the door to his bedroom open with my foot. It was dark. I flipped the switch with my elbow and a dull yellow light came on overhead. The bed was big, strewn with black satin sheets. The rest of the room was sad and ugly, and cheap. There were a couple of used condoms on the floor. I stepped around them and hunkered down, folding the sheets up onto the bed. There was, as he’d said, a sports bag. I pulled it out and slid back the zipper. Inside it was full of cash. I didn’t bother to count it.
I checked the wardrobe and a few other places, but the money in the bag seemed to be all there was to his stash. I zipped it closed, slung it over my shoulder and made my way back down the stairs.




THREE

Next morning I rose late, at nine, showered and shaved and made coffee. While I was drinking it black and dressing I called Wagner. His secretary’s pretty voice answered.
“It’s your infamous admirer.”
“That’s flattering, but you’re not calling to talk to me, are you?”
“I ought to be, oughtn’t I?”
“I’ll put you through.”
Five seconds later Wagner’s voice said, “I need a little more time.”
“Relax. I’m not calling to pressure you. I need to open a numbered account in Belize.”
“I can’t do that for you. They’ll want you to either be a resident there or have an account here.”
“I know. I don’t want you to do it. I want you to recommend an attorney who’ll do it for me.”
“You want me to assist you in money laundering?”
“No, of course not.”
“Good, that’s what I hoped you’d say. OK, so you don’t want some fancy Manhattan firm. You want to go see Claudio Fuentes, East Tremont. He has a lot of clients with a lot of money and often he advises them on what to do with it. You hear me?”
“I hear you.”
“Most of his clients are Latinos, but I’m sure he’ll make an exception for a gringo, provided you have enough dough.”
“I’ll go see him. Thanks. You made any progress on Johnson?”
“I’m getting there. Don’t hassle me. I’ll probably have something for you tomorrow.”
He gave me a phone number. I called and told the woman who answered that I wanted to open an offshore account and that Wagner had recommended Fuentes. It seemed to make a difference and she told me I could come that morning, at ten. I slung all but ten grand of Earl’s money in the trunk of the Mustang and took off.
It was a ten-minute drive, through gray drizzle up Castle Hill Avenue for two miles. All the windows and shop fronts I passed were full of gold tinsel, snowmen and red Santa Clauses. They all looked merry, with big happy smiles on their faces; but they were smiles that belonged somewhere else. They didn’t belong among the huddled, wet crowds, leaning hunched through the rain, inured to their own poverty and despair, inured to the acres of graffiti that was the undergrowth and foliage of their concrete jungle. Despair here was a way of life, and the Santas and the snowmen seemed to leer at the cold, wet people outside, and joyfully scream, “Buy! Buy! Ho ho ho! Buy more!”
East Tremont was a broad avenue of one and two-story buildings in ochre, white and beige, with the odd white clapboard building here and there. Somehow it looked like something out of the Wild West. I found Claudio Fuentes’ offices, parked outside, grabbed the bag and pushed through the thick, glass door that bore his name in gold leaf.
The ground floor was carpeted wall to wall in expensive, durable gray. A highly polished pine reception desk stood on the right, and on the left there were a couple of black leather and chrome sofas set around a coffee table strewn with magazines like Life, Time and The Economist. That made me smile.
The receptionist, who was a personality short of being cute, watched me with incurious eyes and chewed gum.
“I’m here to see Mr. Fuentes.”
“Name?”
I leaned on the counter and looked down at her. “Is that a question? Only a question usually needs a modal verb or an auxiliary verb, and sometimes an interrogative particle. And what you said was just one word.”
She narrowed her eyes and chewed more slowly. “Huh?”
“Would you like me to explain it more simply?”
She half closed her left eye, arched her right eyebrow and stopped chewing with her mouth open. “Uh-huh.”
I spoke very softly, almost in a whisper. “I…am…here, to see…Mr. Fuentes. Call him. Tell him I’m here.”
“What’s your…”
“His ten o’clock.”
She arched her eyebrows high, lodged her gum in the side of her mouth and picked up the internal phone.
“Señor Fuentes, your ten o’clock is here.”
She listened for a second, then hung up and pointed to the carpeted stairs. “You can go right up. Door at the end. Name’s on it.”
I climbed the stairs, found the door and knocked, then went in without waiting for an answer. It was pleasant, airy and light. His desk was by a large window and the walls were lined with books that looked like they’d been used. There were law reports, statutes and reference books, several of which were on his desk.
He was in his fifties, handsome the way Latino men are handsome, with thick black hair and graying temples, big, dark brown eyes and a manner that was just a little too smooth. He stood as I came in and walked around the desk with his hand extended. We shook.
“Please, come in. Any friend of Jim Wagner is a friend of mine. Sit, please, and tell me what I can do for you.” Before I could answer he gave a small, smooth laugh. “But we seem to be confused about your name.”
I sat, he sat and I smiled.
“That’s part of the problem. I have almost total amnesia. Jim is trying to track down my identity.”
He looked genuinely amazed, and slightly amused too. “You don’t say! I never saw that before.”
“Yeah, I know, but as well as amnesia I have a lot of money in cash. You don’t need to know how I got it. All I need is for you to bank it in Belize.”
The amused amazement drained from his face and he leaned back in his chair.
“Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?”
“Yeah, let’s.”
“With the greatest respect, Mr., err… You say I don’t need to know where the money is coming from, but that is for me to decide, not you.”
“I have three hundred and fifty grand in my motel. It’s untraceable. The day after tomorrow I’ll have at least that much again, probably more. And a couple of days after that, same again. I need it transferred to Belize. That’s close to a million bucks, from which you will take a ten percent commission. You put it through your accounts as clients’ money, you open a numbered account in Belize. You transfer all but your cut. You give me the details of the account. I leave and you never see me again. It’s simple.”
I waited. He hesitated. He was a man who didn’t like not being in control. I said, “You want to know how I get the money? I do business deals and I get paid cash.”
He spread his hands, hunched his shoulders, smiled. “What kind of business deals?”
“I sell security. Jim told me you could handle this. If it’s a problem there is no shortage of lawyers in New York who can deal with it.”
He raised both hands, like I was holding a gun on him. “Like I said, any friend of Jim’s is a friend of mine.” He pointed at my sports bag. “Is this…?”
I dumped it on the table. He unzipped it and peered inside.
“I don’t like dealing with cash.”
“Is this going to be a problem?”
“No problem! No problem, I was thinking aloud. Leave it with me. I will deal with it.”
“I’ll need a receipt.”
So we sat and counted out three hundred and sixty grand by hand. At the end of it he gave me a receipt which I tucked in my wallet and stood.
“You recording this conversation?”
He opened his mouth in a smile, closed his eyes and spread his hands. It was an eloquent, affirmative gesture. I reached across his desk and took a piece of paper and a pen. On it I scrawled, “If you screw me, I’ll kill you.” I smiled at him as he read it. Then I put the paper in my pocket and held out my hand.
“Good doing business with you, Mr. Fuentes. I’ll expect to hear from you in a day or two. You take care now.”
He was still nodding when I left.
I took a slow drive, via White Plaines Road, toward Soundview Park. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but I was looking for something general. I was looking for those telltale signs: guys loitering on the corner, a complicated handshake in which a small sachet changes hands; the guy who’s just hangin’ and every few minutes somebody stops to say, “Hi!”
I went under the Bruckner overpass and turned right at Seward Avenue and followed it to the end. There I found a parking space and entered Clason Point Gardens on foot. It was a short walk to the water, and the more I saw of it, the more certain I was that at night this would be the perfect spot for what I wanted.
I passed the athletics stadium, walking on the damp grass. I passed under trees, some naked and cold, reaching twiggy fingers up to a heavy sky, others still green or ochre. I came finally to the path that skirts the edge of the park, and I stood looking out at the frigid, icy Bronx where it oozes into the East River.
Did Philip Johnson do this? Was this his job? Was this how he got killed, doing this, hunting down human beings he judged unworthy of life?
No, that wasn’t it. I did not judge anybody unworthy of life. That was a choice they made. I was just the executioner. Maybe that was what Philip Johnson was too.
My cell phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket and looked at the screen. Wagner.
“Yeah.”
“OK, I have an address. You want me to look any deeper?”
I was quiet for a while, looking at the cold, gray water. “Deeper like what?”
“Wife, kids, job, insurance, mortgages, bank accounts, rap sheets…”
I shook my head, like he could see me. “No. No, don’t do that.” I paused, hesitated. “You get any comeback? Anybody ask any questions?”
“Nope. Nothing. I’ll let you know if anything does come up.”
“What’s the address?”
“501 Vincent Street, on Eastchester Bay. It’s the last one in the row, right on the water. You talk to Claudio?”
“Mind your own business.”
“Jeez!”
“I’ll be in touch.”
I hung up, feeling suddenly sour and angry. I turned and made my way back toward my car, across the damp, cold park. Wife, kids, job, insurance, mortgages, bank accounts… Had I had those things? Had I been in love? Had I cared about somebody? Anybody?
I rested my ass on the trunk of the Mustang, fished a Camel out of the pack and flipped my old, battered brass Zippo. I snapped it shut, dropped it in my jacket and sucked smoke deep into my lungs. An icy gust came in across the park, off the East River. I felt my skin crawl under my jacket and my shirt. The drizzle was beginning to permeate my hair. I thought of the house at Eastchester Bay. I palpated the address with my mind, wondering if it meant anything to me.
A flash: an ice-cold desert at night. The moon rising in the east. A man, curled in the sand, weeping, far, far below. An eagle’s view from the sky.
The drizzle turned to soft rain. I climbed into the car, found some tissues and dried my hair and my neck. I fired up the big old V8 and switched on the windshield wipers. They squeaked and thudded slowly, methodically.
I spoke aloud and startled myself.
“Time to go home.”
Did I have a wife? Would she be there? Would there be another man in my house, with my wife? Did I have kids? Would he be their new daddy? How long had I been gone? I didn’t even know that.
I put the beast in gear and pulled away, with a sick, hollow pit in my stomach.
I took the Bruckner Boulevard, driving at a slow, steady pace, listening to the steady squawk and thud of the wipers. Outside, the traffic hissed and sprayed, moved past. Wet lights, broken on the asphalt by the rain, red and green, told me to stop and start, and stop again. I was going home, but it felt like death row.
I crossed the river and Spaghetti Junction, and came off on Hollywood Avenue, then crossed over the I-695 underpass onto Layton Avenue. After that, Vincent Avenue was the second on my right.
It was quiet, leafy and pleasant. The streets were clean and the houses, redbrick, yellow brick and gabled clapboard among abundant trees, made it feel more like New England than New York. And the closer you got to the water, the stronger the impression became.
Finally I came to the intersection with Schley Avenue. I slowed and came to a halt. Across the road a yellow sign told me it was a dead end. That final section was where Vincent Avenue stopped. And where it stopped, that was Philip Johnson’s house. I wondered for a moment if he was there, and that thought gave me a sick pit in my belly. If I was him, then he couldn’t be there, but what if Senator McFarlane had lied?
Hot anger and confusion fogged my head for a moment. I put the Mustang in gear and rolled across the intersection. It was maybe a hundred yards to the house, at the far end on the left. I reduced that to less than fifty, pulled over on the right and killed the engine. Then I took a moment to look around and see if anybody had noticed me, or was looking. I didn’t see any drapes twitch, any faces peering through windows.
The house was a redbrick box on three floors. It was still and quiet. There was no car visible out front, but it could have been in the garage, which was next to the front door and took up most of the ground floor.
I examined the windows on the second and third. I couldn’t see any drapes. It looked empty, but there was no “to let” or “for sale” sign in the front yard either. I settled in to wait.
I waited for three hours and nothing happened. People came and left to and from other houses. Three separate women left in their SUVs and returned an hour or two later with groceries.
I fired up the engine, rolled to the end of the road and did a U-turn. There was nothing about the house that said it was inhabited. No toys in the front yard or on the broad lawn at the back; no bike, no ball, no trucks or prams. I thought about getting out and ringing the bell. Who would answer? What if it was my wife, my son or my daughter? What would I do?
What if nobody answered?
What if there was nobody there?
Nothing.




FOUR

On the way down I had spotted P. J. Brady’s Bar and Restaurant. I drove back up the hill and had a burger and a beer, sitting by the window and looking out at the rain.
After lunch I went and spent another three hours watching the house. By five thirty still nothing had happened. Nobody had gone in or out of the property. No windows had been opened or closed, no drapes had been moved. I swung the car around and left.
The following day I repeated the exercise, but I left the car on Elisworth Avenue and did my surveillance on foot, as discretely as I could. I got wet and I got cold, but I didn’t see any activity in the house.
Finally, at five thirty I saw a black GMC Sierra pickup pull up outside 499. A big guy in his sixties, with shaggy hair and a gray moustache, climbed out, put a newspaper over his head and ambled through the gate and up to his front door. His front door opened into the house next to Philip Johnson’s. I made up my mind, went and got the Mustang and parked it just behind the pickup. Then I got out and went to knock on the big guy’s door.
He answered it with a mug of coffee in his hand and two thirds of an amiable smile on his face.
“Good evening. What can I do for you?”
I studied his face for a moment, looking for any sign of recognition. I didn’t see any. I smiled.
“Sorry to bother you. I’m actually looking for Phil…” I waited. His eyebrows went up. His shoulders followed. “Phil? There ain’t no Phil here, friend.” He raised his mug and smiled. “Unless it’s the refill of my coffee.”
He laughed and I joined him. “That’s good. I have to remember that one.” I pointed to 501 next door. “I was talking about Phil Johnson. We were friends back in the day, but we lost touch. Last I knew of him he was living right there. I’m in New York, passing through, and I thought I’d look him up.”
He was nodding. “Philip, yeah. I remember. I never met the guy, kept very much to himself. We’re pretty neighborly ’round here, but he always kind of kept his distance.”
A voice from within called, “Who is it, honey?”
He turned and bellowed over his shoulder. “Somebody asking for Philip!”
A small woman with shiny, rigid blonde hair joined him, peering at me with curious eyes. She clung to her husband’s large waist with small hands.
“Philip? From next door?”
She didn’t recognize me either. I smiled at her. “I was just explaining to your husband. I knew Phil years back…”
She shook her head. “Oh, he left, must be a year, eighteen months ago.” She gave a polite laugh. “It’s hard to remember because you’d go a week at a time without seeing him. Sometimes more. And when he was around he kept to himself.” She looked up at her husband, who was nodding agreement. “I don’t think either of us ever actually spoke to him, did we?”
I snorted. “Yup, that’s Phil. He’s a tough nut till you get to know him.”
“His wife was friendly enough.”
I nodded vigorously. “Oh yeah, real sweet…”
“We’d talk sometimes. She planted some nice flowering bushes on that patch of lawn that separates the two houses. Sweet girl…” She frowned, trying to recall her name. “Penelope? No…”
I laughed. “Yeah, I have it on the tip of my tongue. Patricia? Long name. Definitely had a ‘P’ in it.”
The big guy rumbled a laugh. “Araminta! No ‘P’ in it at all!”
I snapped my fingers. “Araminta! That was it. So you don’t know where they went, or how I can get in touch? I’d love to see them before I go back.”
They made faces at each other and shrugged. He said, “I guess the realtors might know. Frank Partridge. He’s with Eastchester Bay Estates, over on the pier. You take a right on Schley here, follow it right to the end. They’re on the corner. Nice guy, he’ll help you if he can.”
I thanked them for their help and turned to go, but an irresistible impulse made me stop and turn back. “I wonder,” I said. “Phil said he didn’t want kids, but I always thought there was a real dad hidden inside that hard exterior. Did they…?”
They both beamed. “Oh yes!” she said. “A darling boy of five and a gorgeous little girl of three.” Her face fell. “Sad that work claimed so much of his time, and he barely got to see them.”
They watched me climb into my car and stood waving as I drove away. I turned right on Schley Avenue at the intersection and followed it as they’d said, to the corner where it turned left onto Clarence Avenue. Right there on the corner there was a pier, and after a short search I found a small, bright office run by a husband and wife who were so shiny and antiseptic they looked like they’d been shrink-wrapped. They were both thrilled to see me and yell over each other to offer me coffee, a chair and anything else I wanted on this awful, rainy day. Still, spring was around the corner and it was best to be positive.
When I told them I didn’t want to buy or rent, I just wanted to know what had happened to Philip Johnson, some of their enthusiasm waned.
“Frank, you dealt with them mainly, didn’t you?”
“Her, really. Charming, sweet, educated. Such a nice person! Exactly the kind of person you want in your neighborhood.”
I agreed and suppressed my impatience. “Where’d they go? I was really hoping to say hi before I left New York.”
“Now, where did they go? I remember he was being stationed abroad somewhere.”
“Not stationed, Frank! He was going to spend some time abroad, for work.”
“What I can’t remember is if she and the kids were going with him or staying here. How awful that I don’t remember.” He snapped his fingers. “But you know who would know! The removal company! They will have a record of the address!”
A hot twist of fear, hope and anticipation burned in my gut. “Can you remember who that company was?”
She grinned and hurried to the desk. “Of course! We always use the same company. Eastchester Removals. Here is the address and the telephone number. Just tell them Sally and Frank sent you. They’ll do whatever they can to help. I’m sure of it!”
I thanked them and left.
I drove through the gathering dusk, watching the come and go of the lights, cars and trucks, and houses and shops that, though stationary, nonetheless slipped past in a constant steady flow: bright windows, shop fronts, and people, the endless, relentless flow of humanity, all hunched against the rain.
I found myself on the Bruckner Boulevard, approaching White Plaines, without really knowing how I’d got there. I turned off the Boulevard, parked in the Bronx Center, in the shelter of some trees, and called Jim Wagner. His voice when he answered was sour.
“You decided to talk to me?”
“Where’s your secretary? I like her.”
“You got me. What do you want? You told me to mind my own business, remember?”
“Don’t be sensitive. It’s unbecoming in a man. Philip Johnson and his wife, and their two kids, moved.”
“Oh…”
“The realtors think he went abroad, or was stationed abroad. They don’t know what happened to the wife and kids, but they gave me the name and telephone number of the company that took care of the removal.”
“Well, that’s good. Did you call them?”
“No.”
“Why the hell not?”
“I want you to do it.”
“You’re scared.”
I didn’t answer for a moment. He was right and he knew he was right. I said, “If I keep poking around it could draw attention. You have the resources to be more discreet.”
“Right. So I’m not minding my own business anymore. Now I’m minding yours again?”
“Yes. Find out where he went. Find out who he worked for. And find out what happened to her and their kids. Her name was Araminta. Is Araminta.”
“What about the kids?”
“I didn’t ask.”
“Right, ’course you didn’t.”
I sighed. “This isn’t easy, Wagner. It’s hard…”
“I’m sorry. OK, I’ll look into it. Gimme the name of the company and their phone number.”
I gave him the details and hung up.
I spent five minutes staring at the rain on the windshield, wondering what to do next. I decided there was nothing I could do for the next few hours and to go back to the motel and get a few hours’ sleep. It was going to be a long night, and I needed rest.
I pulled out of the lot and headed south down White Plaines. I glanced in the mirror and noticed a dark Audi SUV. I knew I’d registered it because I’d seen it before. I wasn’t sure where, or exactly when, but it had been there, in my peripheral vision, at least once. I crossed over the Bruckner Expressway. The first right turn was Story Avenue. A flicker of memory told me the 43rd Precinct was down there, so I kept going and took a right at Lafayette. He stayed with me, keeping his distance. The next left was Thieriot. I took it and watched him follow. He must have got suspicious of my maneuvering because he slowed and dropped back some more.
I turned right onto Seward and floored the gas pedal. The Mustang bucked and roared down the avenue, taking me back toward Soundview Park. But when I got to Metcalf, which skirts the park, I turned hard right, making the tires complain, and did fifty to the end of the road, where I braked hard, spun the wheel right again and roared down Lafayette back toward Soundview. I kept my eye on the mirror all the way. I didn’t see the Audi. I was pretty sure I’d lost him. But I was also pretty sure he had my plates, and it wouldn’t be long before he found me again.
What was eating me was who the hell he was.
I drove back to the motel with one eye on the mirror. The Audi didn’t show up again, but at the top of Bolton Avenue I pulled in to one of the auto repair shops there. He was closing up, but I told the guy I’d pay him twice his going rate if he painted the Mustang dark blue by the following morning. He said he could do that for me. I told him it was a surprise for a friend, and asked him to keep the car out of sight until it was done. He agreed and gave me a big, conspiratorial smile, and I walked the remaining two hundred yards to the motel. On the way I bought a pint of Irish.
Rafael ignored me as I came in. He was leafing through the pages of a newspaper at the reception desk. As I pushed through the door into the corridor he spoke without looking at me. “Know who y’are yet?”
“No.”
“Too bad.”
I went to my room, showered and lay on the bed. The news was still talking about the serial killer who was at large in New York. It was dark. There were four patrol cars blocking a dim street. Police tape cordoned off the area. An open door was visible in a small, ugly house pinned between two warehouses, and crime scene investigators in blue plastic suits were moving inside carrying equipment. Uniformed cops stood around and watched. They looked strangely helpless. The TV was saying:
“…this was the scene last night in the Bronx’s infamous Hunts Point. The victim, identified as Charlene Williams, originally from Austin, Texas, was found by friends last night. Details are not clear yet, but it seems that Charlene took a client home, and when she failed to return her colleagues raised the alarm.”
The shot cut back to the studio. A woman in a gray suit was talking to the camera. “The NYPD are as yet declining to comment, but they have confirmed that, like the other three victims in what are being referred to as the Bronx Ripper murders, she was blonde, slim, apparently a junkie and, of course, a prostitute. The police are still not willing to reveal any details of the MO beyond the fact that all four were stabbed and strangled, though they have told us that they will shortly be making a statement.”
I switched off the TV and closed my eyes.
I opened them again at eleven thirty, showered and dressed in dark clothes. I slipped the hunting knife and my Sig into my waistband, under my jacket. Reception was empty, but the door behind the desk was ajar and pale light flickered to the sound of murmuring voices. I opened the door and stepped outside.
It was cold and my breath condensed into billows like cigarette smoke as I walked. I turned left at the top of the road, moving west toward the park, but then crossed over to Underhill Avenue and walked slowly, looking for a suitable vehicle. I found it after fifteen minutes, near the corner of Patterson, under a large tree. It was a twenty-year-old Ford Contour with peeling paint and a dented wing. I used my Swiss Army knife to open the driver’s door and pulled the wires from under the steering block. Thick red, thin red and green wound together, and sparked off the gray. The engine rumbled and I was away.
I drove at a steady, easy pace along Patterson until I came to Beach Avenue. There I turned south. Where Beach Avenue becomes O’Brien, there’s a stretch of unpaved road skirted by dense trees and undergrowth. There I killed the lights and stopped. There’s a patch of wasteland there, secluded from the nearby houses and bordering the park, where people with no civic conscience like to dump their broken-down vehicles.
I climbed out of my car and wandered in among the broken, vandalized shells, the bushes and the trees. I selected a red Toyota with no wheels, took my army knife again and removed the plates. I dropped them on the back seat, closed the door softly, and moved silently into the park.
It was dark. The sky was overcast and what little light there was came from the nearby houses and streetlamps, but most of that was blocked out by the rim of trees that encircled the park. Overhead, the clouds were a murky orange, but the park itself was enveloped in blackness.
I hunkered down, concealed in the undergrowth, closed my eyes and counted to sixty. All the while I was listening, but the only sounds were the rustling of small predators in the damp grass, and the drip of wet leaves.
When I opened my eyes I was able to see a little better. I stood, and keeping to the cover of the trees, I made my way north and west at a steady jog, following the course of the river. I knew exactly what I was going to find, and where I was going to find it.
I approached the Metcalf and Randall Avenue entrance to the park, where the high-rise blocks are, where the trees are at their most dense and the footpath skirts the bend in the river. I cut across to the gate, and that was where I saw them. They had two cars at the side of the road, an Audi and a BMW. The doors were open and they were playing rap in one of the cars. There were four guys standing around, drinking, smoking, laughing and making noise. I watched a car pull in from Randall and slow. It pulled up beside the group and one of the guys slouched over. He had a big, bulbous hat on his head. There was some laughing and a complicated handshake through the window. Then a small package changed hands and I saw the guy with the hat stuff some cash in his back pocket. The car pulled away and the guy went back to his friends.
I crouched down and watched another five cars cruise by in the next fifteen minutes. But the biggest flow of people was from the apartments beside the park. After half an hour the stream had eased a little, but I figured he’d sold maybe thirty or forty bundles in that time. A quick calculation told me that at a hundred bucks a bundle, he’d made four grand in the last half hour. I had no idea how long he’d been there before I arrived.
Suddenly they were making noises like they were leaving. They were talking louder, laughing, bouncing on their legs and slapping and punching each other’s hands. I stood and started walking toward them. They noticed me and went quiet. They didn’t know me, and I figured I was approaching from the wrong direction. While they observed me, I calibrated them.
There was the guy with the stupid hat. He was tall and thin, and right then he had his right hand behind his back. I figured him too stupid to be dangerous. The guy beside him I guessed was his bodyguard: big, a gym addict, powerful arms and legs, big jaw and small eyes. They were standing by the Audi. The BMW was behind and to the left. The other two guys were standing silhouetted against the headlamps. One of them I could see was wearing a red baseball cap. He was small and wiry, nervous. I figured he had a habit and probably liked to use knives. It was a hunch. The guy with him was taller, dressed in a shiny tracksuit.
The four of them watched me approach, and when I was fifteen feet away Stupid Hat said, “Where you goin’, man? You can’t come this way.”
I kept walking. “They told me I could buy something here.”
“Who told you that? Why you comin’ from the park at this time?”
It must have been something in the tone of his voice. The two guys by the BMW started moving toward me, like they knew they were going to kill me. I held up both hands in front of me. “Hey, I don’t want any trouble. I’m just here to buy and have a little party. I don’t want to upset anybody.”
The nervous kid and his shiny friend moved behind me. Stupid Hat and the gorilla moved forward.
“You didn’t want to upset nobody, you shouldn’t go creepin’ in the woods, my man. You upset me. You didn’t wanna go and do that. You shouldn’t upset me, man. How much cash you got? How much shit you want?”
“Well,” I gave a small laugh, “I have five grand on me, but I have another ten in my car.” I saw him frown. “See, here’s the thing, I am not sure how much this stuff costs. I have never taken narcotics before, but I was thinking, if the white rabbit took LSD, what would he see?”
They were only confused for maybe two and a half seconds. But that was all I needed. Two and a half seconds, in a fight, is a very long time. I sprang, one long step with my left leg toward the Simian Wonder, reaching for his shoulder with my left hand while my right pulled the knife from my waistband. The broad, razor-sharp blade had plunged into his heart before he’d finished being surprised.
I left the knife where it was, stepped forward with my right foot and smashed my fist into Stupid Hat’s jaw. He went down easy as I pulled the Sig from my belt.
The nervous kid and the shiny tracksuit were closing in, reaching for their weapons when suddenly they were looking down the barrel of a 9mm. I smiled.
“If you both charge now, one of you will probably get me. The other will die. That makes for a difficult decision, doesn’t it? To attack or to run?” They did nothing. They just stared at me. I shrugged. “Or hesitate…”
I shot them both through the head, one after the other in rapid succession. The plumes of gore looked black as they erupted from the backs of their heads in the light from the headlamps. They staggered a little, then slumped to the ground with a heavy thud.
I recovered my knife, then reached down and slapped Stupid Hat a couple of times to bring him round. His eyes opened and he gaped up at me. There was naked terror in his face.
I said, “Get up,” grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him to his feet.
“What do you want, man? What are you doin’? What do you want from me?”
I patted him down, removed his piece, and shoved him toward the Audi. “Your money,” I said.




FIVE

I shoved him ahead of me back into the park. I had a sports bag with twenty grand in it slung over my shoulder and my Sig shoved in the small of Stupid Hat’s back. I walked fast, driving him at a quick march through the trees, keeping to the shadows, back toward Beach Avenue, where I’d left the car. It was a half-mile walk through the dark, over uneven ground. But I drove him hard and we made it in just over ten minutes.
I knew there was little risk of anybody calling the cops. Drug dealing, a fight and a couple of shots on Randall and Metcalf at twelve o’clock at night was not something anybody was going to call in, or even notice. The bodies would most likely be found in the morning, but I didn’t want to take unnecessary chances, either.
By the time we stumbled out of the park and onto Beach Avenue, Stupid Hat was sobbing and whimpering, keeping up a stream of incoherent babble about everything he was prepared to do to save his skin. It ranged from calling in favors from some nameless cartel to giving me all his money.
I leaned close to his ear and whispered. “Shut up, or I’ll cut your throat. I want you alive, but I don’t need you alive.”
He went silent. The street was still and quiet. The light from the streetlamps was a dim amber that cast inky shadows. I said, “Take off your sneakers and pull out the laces.”
He did as I said and I tied his hands behind his back. Then I shoved him in the passenger seat and got behind the wheel. I fired up the engine and looked at my passenger. I pulled the big knife from my belt and showed it to him. He made a strange squeaking sound.
“You’ve made some bad choices in your life. Tonight is one night when you really need to make some good choices, because the price you pay for a bad choice will be very painful. It will hurt, a lot. Now tell me, where do you live?”
“Rosedale…”
“You live alone? Who else is there right now?”
“No, nobody. I live alone, man.”
“Whoever’s there, if I am not expecting them, is going to die. You want that?”
“No, man, no. There’s no one there.”
We made the short drive up Beach Avenue, and five minutes later pulled up in front of a redbrick box with a burgundy awning over the porch. Eight steps led from the sidewalk to the front door. I pushed him through the iron gate and he stumbled barefoot up the steps.
“Keys are in my pocket.”
I cut his bonds and let him open the door. I had the Sig in my hand as I went in, but the place was still and quiet. He snapped on the light and I saw a surprisingly clean, tidy living room with a huge sound system, a TV the size of a cinema screen bolted to the wall, a couple of leather sofas and the ubiquitous glass-topped coffee table.
On the left were stairs to the upper floor. He was staring at me and swallowing a lot.
“Big house for one guy alone.”
“I have parties, man. People stay over, know what I’m sayin’? People come and visit.”
I thought about that for a moment, then said, “Where’s your stash?”
His skin became sickly and pasty. “I just sold it, man. You saw me…”
“Of cash.  You have to buy a new stash, right? What do you get, three, four kilos at a time? You serviced a lot of people tonight. You don’t buy a kilo at a time. You buy more. That costs money. Where is it?”
He swallowed, took a step back. I frowned. “I need to convince you I’m serious? Did you see me hesitate when I killed your pals? Look at my eyes, asshole. Do you see any compassion or weakness there?”
“No, nonono, wait. OK, don’t hurt me. I’ll show you where it is. Just take it easy, man.”
He led the way up the stairs. He talked as he climbed. “I buy from some very serious people. I told them I was comin’, you know what I’m sayin’? If I don’t turn up they gonna be mad. You don’t mess with these people. They get offended if they think you disrespectin’ them. They gonna come after me, man.”
“When?”
We’d reached the landing and he turned to face me. “What?”
“When are you supposed to go and collect the dope?”
Confusion and a glimmer of hope flickered in his dull, stupid eyes. “Tomorrow. Why?”
“The money. Get it.”
There were four doors on the landing, two along the wall and two at right angles at either end, forming a kind of horseshoe. He opened the right-hand door, snapped on the light and went in. I followed and watched him slide open a built-in wardrobe. He pulled out a shoe rack at the bottom and exposed a safe. He looked at me a moment, like he was going to say something, then changed his mind and bent to open the safe.
“If there’s a gun in there, you’d better not touch it.”
“There is,” he said, as he spun the dial. “But I won’t. You know they gonna come and kill me, right? If I don’t turn up with this money tomorrow, they gonna come lookin’ for me.”
I didn’t answer and he pulled out five plastic bags full of cash and dumped them on the floor. I jerked my head at it. “How much?”
“Three hundred twenty grand.”
“Where and when are you supposed to pick up your new stash?”
He swallowed again. “Why?”
I gave my head a small shake. “Don’t ask me questions. Where, and when?”
“Park Avenue.”
I frowned. “Manhattan?”
“No, man. Mott Haven, by the Deegan Expressway. There’s a club, lot of cool people go there, man. Fat Razor, Skunk Daddy, I get my shit there.”
I shook my head. “No, you don’t. You don’t buy four Ks of heroin at a nightclub.”
“No! Shit, dude. You don’t understand. Is all warehouses and shit round there. This the only club, and it’s hot. Everybody go there, you feel me, dude? And in back they got a big yard, all surrounded by barbed wire, and each side of the yard there’s an abandoned warehouse. Those warehouses, they belong to my man. You hear me? Only, nobody know they belong to him ’cause he ain’t got the deeds nor nothing, he just own that shit. Know what I’m sayin’? So I go in that backyard with my car and I come out with four K of good shit, because them warehouses are full of that shit.” He stared at me for a long moment while I assimilated what he’d told me. Suddenly he looked depressed.
“You a cop?” he asked. “Can I turn state’s evidence or somethin’?”
“What’s the name of the club?”
“The Babylon Club.”
“Who owns it?”
“They call him Otropoco, I don’t know where he’s from, man. Russian or Hungarian or maybe Indonesian, man. Some weird shit. I know he is a bad motherfucker, man. He own everybody, he done some bad things and nobody touches him. You know? Even the Feds respect this dude.”
“What’s your name?”
He looked confused, like that wasn’t a normal question. “My real name?”
“Yes, your real name.”
“Otropoco?”
I smiled. “I thought you’d be called something hard like Dog Nose, or Rat Ass or Pill Box.”
“Guys call me Nine Mil.”
“Nine Mil, huh? Well, Otropoco, you know something. I have no respect for Otropoco. But you don’t need to worry about that.”
“He’ll kill you.”
I nodded. “Maybe.”
“What about me?”
“Do you believe in a god?”
“Maybe, I don’t know.”
I frowned into his eyes. “Now is the time to make peace, and find out.”
It was quick and he didn’t suffer, which was more, perhaps, than he deserved. I drove the knife deep into the side of his neck and laid him on his bedroom floor. He bled out in seconds. I took the bags of money, switched off the lights and went quickly back downstairs. I killed the lights there, too, and peered out through the closed drapes. The street was empty and quiet. I opened the door, slipped down the stairs and climbed back into the car. Twenty minutes later I had left the car where I had found it, I had wiped my prints from the wheel and the door handles and left a hundred bucks on the seat so the owner could get the lock and the ignition repaired. Then I carried my five bags of cash back to Rafael Gonzalez’s motel.
* * *
Next morning I got up late, at eight o’clock, did an hour’s training in my room and then walked up the road to collect the Mustang. The guy was nervous because he said he’d used fast-drying paint, but it could still use another hour or two. I paid him in cash and told him not to worry about it.
“Long as you know,” he said. “I can’t be responsible…”
I took the car back to the motel and asked Rafael if he had a place where I could park it while the paint dried. He stared at me a while with one eyebrow arched, leaning with his forearms on the New York Times, spread on his reception desk.
I said, “I’ll pay you. It’s just for a few hours.”
“Fifty bucks.”
I handed over fifty bucks and he jerked his thumb toward the road outside. “End of the lane, iron gate’s not locked. Follow the path to the back of the motel. Plenty a space there. I never use it.”
“For that you charge me fifty bucks?”
He didn’t look up. “It’s my space. So I charge.”
I went back out and checked up and down the road. There was nobody watching, loitering or hanging out, so I drove the car round to the back of the building. There I took off the plates and put on the ones I’d taken from the wreck on O’Brien and Beach.
After that I crossed the road to the Maravillas Bar and Grill and had brunch, with lots of coffee, scrambled eggs and bacon while I read the paper. There was a lot about the serial killer who was preying on prostitutes, but there was nothing about Earl and his pal at Hunts Point, or the four guys I’d killed that night. I thought that was odd. I called Claudio Fuentes, the attorney, and arranged to see him that morning.
After a second cup of coffee I made my way back to the motel, collected the money from my room and dumped it in the trunk. Then I drove to East Tremont by way of Kmart, where I bought three sports bags, one for the three hundred and twenty grand I had in the trunk. Two more for possible future use.
It was as I was pulling out of my space in the mall parking lot that I spotted the Audi SUV. It was behind me, fifty yards away and stationary, but I could just make out the figure of a man in the driving seat. I took my time maneuvering out and cruised slowly toward the Bruckner Expressway, keeping one eye on the mirror. It pulled away and came after me, taking it nice and slow.
I stayed on the Boulevard and went as far as Castle Hill. He stayed with me and had no choice but to come up close behind me at the lights. In my rearview I could see there were two of them. Both in suits. It was hard to tell through the tinted glass, but they might have been Latino, or possibly Middle Eastern. The questions I was asking myself were, what the hell did they want with me, and how the hell had they found me again?
The lights turned to green and I turned onto Castle Hill and accelerated over the expressway underpass, toward East Tremont. They let me get ahead, but they stayed in view, six or seven cars behind me.
At the top of the road, as I came level with St. Raymond’s Church, I pulled over and parked. I didn’t look at them as I climbed out, popped the trunk and took out my sports bag. I crossed the road and went into the church grounds. In my peripheral vision I saw them pull over and park too, about eight cars back. There’s a footpath that leads from the rectory to the school in back of the church. As soon as I was out of sight of the road, I sprinted down the path and into Purdy Street. I didn’t stop there, I kept running until I reached East Tremont, a hundred yards away. I didn’t stop there, either; I dodged the traffic to the other side and then walked calmly, through the crowd, another hundred and eighty yards to Claudio Fuentes’ office. As I went in I had a look over my shoulder.
No Audi SUV, and no guys in suits looking for me.
Fuentes got to his feet and offered me a stock smile that said he really wished I wasn’t there, but it was part of his job to make me feel welcome. He shook my hand across the desk and gestured to the chair opposite his own. I dumped the bag on his desk and said, “Three twenty.”
He winced. “You’re a man of your word.” I nodded elaborately, so there was no doubt about my meaning. “You can’t keep it coming like this indefinitely. It’s going to be difficult to deal with if you do.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just get it to Belize. I’ll worry about the rest.”
He winced again and sighed. “The rest. What is the rest? You know, I’m a lawyer. It’s my job to protect you. I can’t do that if you don’t level with me. What are you doing? Where is this money coming from?”
I watched him say all this and tried to read his face. He didn’t look like a man who was lying, but then most criminal attorneys have trouble telling fact from truth and truth from fiction.
I pulled a pack of Camels from my jacket and showed it to him, making a question with my face. He said, “Yeah, sure. I’ll have one too.”
We lit up and he pulled a bottle of Scotch and two glasses from his drawer. He poured and passed me a glass. “You want coffee?”
I shook my head and sipped. It was good, but harsher than Irish.
“You been talking to anybody?”
He stopped with his glass halfway to his mouth. First he looked shocked, then scared, then mad.
“I’m your lawyer, for Christ’s sake!”
I nodded, then repeated, “You been talking to anybody?”
He set down his glass without drinking. “You have some idea of who my clients are, right?”
“Yeah.”
“You know what happens to me if I talk to people about my clients?”
“I have some idea.”
“No.” He shook his head. “You have no idea. But if word got out that I talked to anybody, about anybody, I would be lucky if I only lost my business. Because my clients abroad, in Mexico and Colombia, would assume that I had talked about them too. I don’t talk to nobody about nothing!” He pointed at me across his desk and his finger was trembling, just slightly. “And you go around insinuating that kind of thing, you can get me killed. Worse. And you put my kids and my wife at risk. I don’t talk to nobody! I am here, where I am today, because my clients know I don’t fuckin’ talk!”
I sipped and followed up with a long pull on my cigarette. Finally I said, “Relax, I believe you. I don’t talk to nobody either. But I’m being followed.”
He frowned, reached for his glass and took a big slug. He smacked his lips and drew them back over his teeth, refilled his glass. “Followed? Who by?”
“I don’t know. They could be Mexican. Dark, suits, big SUV, Audi.”
He did that Latin thing of nodding a lot, shrugging and spreading his hands, like a whole paragraph in body language. “I’m gonna ask, it would be nice if you answered. Why would the Mexicans be following you?”
I gave an Anglo-Saxon reply by twitching my eyebrows. “I don’t know. I thought maybe you could tell me.”
He leaned forward, holding the edge of the desk with his hands. “If you think I told my Mexican clients anything about you, you’re out of your mind. And if you think I’m gonna tell you anything about my Mexican clients, you just as fuckin’ out of your mind.” He leaned back in his chair and spread his hands. “And what am I gonna fuckin’ tell them anyway? Give me something I can work with, maybe I can help you! You’re payin’ me a lot of money, you know. Trust me a little and let me earn my fee.”
I sipped and thought, and took a pull on my cigarette.
“What do you know about the Babylon Club?”
He sat a while probing his teeth with his tongue, watching me with no expression on his face. Finally he gave a small shrug. “It’s a club, near the Madison Avenue Bridge, on the Bronx side. It has a reputation: whatever you want you can get there,” he gave a small laugh, “just so long as it’s not good for you.”
I smiled on the right side of my face. “Sex, drugs and rock and roll.”
“That’s what they say, I’m told.”
“You know anything about the guy who owns it?”
Irritation contracted his face. “You know what? What are you doing? You giving me almost a million bucks, you got from where? And you want me to hide it for you. Now you’re asking me about the Babylon. What? What? What are you doing? What do you want?”
I still couldn’t decide if I trusted him. My gut told me that in his own way, he was legit. Guys who grow up on the streets and become lawyers often have a code all their own, but no less strong for that. I gave a small sigh through my nose.
“I told you I am trying to find out who I am.”
“Yeah, so…”
I figure I’m in my mid-thirties, I don’t know if I went to college, what I studied, what my job was… I have some ideas, but I don’t know. Plus, I have a feeling that if and when I find out, I am going to prefer to stay dead.”
He grunted. “Huh…”
“I’m not going to be able to take up my life where I left off. That’s for sure.”
He was frowning, trying to anticipate where I was going. “So…”
“It seems possible I lived and worked in New York. I seem to be familiar with the city. I know what I am good at, so I am using my skills to provide myself with some financial security, in case I decide to settle in New York, or in case I need to leave in a hurry.”
“Okay, that makes some sense. But sooner or later, one way or another, if you don’t recover your old identity, my friend, you are going to have to make a new one. You want to buy a house, a car, get married, settle down to a normal life… You gonna need an identity. I can help you with that. It’s not complicated.”
What he was saying made sense, but I could feel an immovable object inside me telling me no.
“I appreciate it. Let me find out…” I smiled. “Let me finish the inquiries I’m making. See how that plays out and I’ll make a decision.”
He spread his hands. “You pay the piper. I play the tune.”
“What do you know about the guy who runs the club, Otropoco…?”
“I’m not gonna tell you anything you can’t find out from public records, OK?”
“You’ll save me a lot of time, though.”
“Zoltan Brookman, nicknamed Otropoco for no clear reason. Part Dutch, part Hungarian, spent much of his early life in Jakarta. Moved to the States twenty years ago. Probably friends with one of the Russian families. I don’t know and I don’t wanna know.”
“Is he a client?”
“If he were I wouldn’t tell you, but he’s not. He uses a big Manhattan firm. He’s dealing in millions. His club is a goldmine, but it’s a Laundromat, right? It happens to be a very profitable Laundromat, but that’s what it is. It’s shady, but because it is frequented by a lot of rappers, and I do mean a lot of rappers, it’s kind of politically incorrect not to go there occasionally if you are an establishment figure, like the mayor, for example. It would definitely be not the thing to shut it down or withhold a license.”
“So basically he’s blackmailing people in high office.”
“You might think so. I could not possibly comment. Because I don’t know.”
His face became ironic, a mask of reluctant liking. “Mr. John Doe, if you go there, buy a drink, snort some coke, screw a couple of chicks, then go home. And do me a favor, stop searching for who you were—reinvent yourself. This is a chance most people dream about: the opportunity to become a better version of yourself. Take it.”
“Is that a warning?”
He sighed. “That better version of yourself would not see it as that. The better version of yourself would see a possible friend chucking you a lifeline. Take it.”
I nodded, then leaned forward and put my glass on the table. “Let me find out who I was, and decide whether I want to be him again. Then I’ll decide whether I want to reinvent myself or not.”
I stood, paused. “I might have had a wife, you know? And kids, a boy and a girl. I don’t know if I loved them. I don’t remember.”
I went to the door. “Thanks for the Scotch, and the advice. I’ll think about it.”




SIX

When I got back to the Mustang, the Audi SUV had gone. That didn’t comfort me. It might mean they had decided they had the wrong car, or it might mean they knew they’d been blown and had switched to another team, maybe a better one.
I climbed in and drove around the East Bronx, Parkchester area for half an hour with one eye glued to my mirror. I saw no sign that I was being followed, so I called Jim Wagner.
“James Wagner, private investigations. How may I help you?”
“This is the infamous Jonathan Doe. I’d like to drop in and see Mr. Wagner. Is now too soon?”
“Is that a loaded question, Mr. Doe?”
“I have no idea what you mean. I don’t know your name, either.”
“My name is Mrs. Smith. And I am sure I can accommodate you in, say, twenty minutes? Do you think you can make it in twenty minutes, Mr. Doe?”
I allowed a smile to infuse my voice. “Is that a loaded question, Mrs. Smith?”
“I’m sure I have no idea what you mean.”
“It’s just as well we are both innocent souls then, isn’t it, Mrs. Smith, or we might just get ourselves into trouble.”
“We might just, Mr. Doe. It’s a bad, bad world out there. See you in a bit.”
She hung up and I smiled all the way to Rosedale Avenue.
When I got there she didn’t engage me in repartee. She just jabbed her thumb at the door and winked at me. I knocked and went in without waiting for a reply. He was reading a file, glanced at me and gestured to the chair opposite him as he went back to reading.
I sat and he sighed noisily through his nose, then flopped back in his chair.
“I want to say…” he said, and then grunted into silence. “I want to say that you should level with me. But all you’re going to say is you don’t remember.”
“I don’t remember.” I emphasized the negative auxiliary, stressing I was telling the truth. There was distaste in his eyes. He tapped the file with his right index. “This,” he said, “is not normal. There is some heavy shit hidden in here, and I am not sure I want any part of it.”
“That’s fine. Just give me the file, I’ll pay you and I’ll be gone.”
“I said I wasn’t sure. I didn’t say I’d made up my mind.”
I felt a stab of irritation. “So what’s keeping you?”
He sighed again and laid his two big fists on the desk. Unexpectedly he started to read.
“Sergeant Major Philip Johnson, Delta Force operational saber squadron A,” he glanced at me, “an assault squadron specializing in direct action, penetration behind enemy lines reconnaissance, sabotage, hostage rescue and antiterrorism. Details of his operations, as with all Delta Force operations, classified. Current status, missing in action, where, how and why, as I said before, is classified. In two years’ time his widow, or wife, as the case may be, can initiate proceedings to have him declared presumed dead.” He looked up. “That is all the US Army Special Operations Command has to say about Philip Johnson. Likewise JSOC, Joint Special Operations Command. It might be worth your while contacting Lieutenant Colonel Mitch Glover—he’s the commander of A Squadron. If you are Philip Johnson, he’ll recognize you.”
I nodded once but didn’t say anything. He shrugged and went on reading.
“Johnson was married. His wife was Araminta.” He paused, watching me. “It’s an unusual name. Does it mean anything to you?”
“I don’t know. First time I heard it I thought it did. The sound is kind of familiar, but…” I shrugged. “I could be kidding myself.” He looked down at the file and I spoke suddenly, involuntarily. “Aram, Aramin, there’s something about that. Maybe.”
He waited a moment, then carried on. “She’s English, which might account for the weird name. Sounds kind of British. They had two kids, a boy and a girl, Luke and Lisa, now six and four respectively. I contacted the removals company and after a bit of toing and froing, they gave me her address.”
“What is it?”
“You sure you want it?”
I went to snap “of course,” but found it stuck in my throat. I coughed, “Of course.”
“133, Terrace Avenue, New Haven, Connecticut. You going to go?”
“What’s it to you?”
He sagged back in his chair. “First of all, John, Philip or whatever the hell your name is, I happen to be a human being, and human beings sometimes care what happens to other human beings.”
“I hadn’t noticed.”
“Maybe you weren’t looking. Maybe you were too busy feeling sorry for yourself. Or maybe it’s one of the many things you don’t remember. Second of all, I wasn’t so much worried about you. I was worried about her, and especially the kids. Did you stop and think what turning up out of the blue might mean to them?”
“Like what? If she’s not my wife, no harm no foul. If she is, happy family reunion.”
He shook his head like I was an especially dense kid he was trying to teach simple addition to.
“I’m going to try not to jump to too many conclusions here, but let me just run you through my first impressions.”
“Will it help?”
“Yeah, it might help. First of all, what do you think the normal reaction is of a guy who suddenly wakes up and finds he remembers fuck all about his life up to that point?”
I shrugged. “I never thought about it.”
“Let me tell you, because I know. The first thing they do is ask the doctor, @Doc, ‘Why can’t I remember anything?’ And they do that because ten to one they’re in a hospital suffering from a severe concussion. You know what isn’t a normal reaction?”
“Yeah, I get it.”
“Going to a fuckin’ US State Senator and being told they are a guy who turns out to be a missing Delta Force Sergeant Major, and then going to a private dick to have him look into the dude. That, my friend, is not a normal reaction.”
“OK, so I am not normal.”
“Let me ask you something. You didn’t wake up in a hospital, did you? Because if you did, right now you’d be in the care of some doctors, on a program to help you recover your memory. So how did you discover you’d lost your memory?”
I was going to tell him to go screw himself, but instead I heard myself saying, “I woke up in a Jeep, in the desert in New Mexico, near Tularosa. My memory was a blank.”
“You went into Tularosa? You go to the cops? You go to a hospital, see a doctor?”
I gave my head a single, small shake. “I hung out there for a while. Nobody recognized me. Nobody knew me.” I hesitated, frowning, thinking. “That’s not strictly true. There was a woman. She knew me, but she wouldn’t tell me my name. She said we met in Mexico. From what she said, the Special Forces aspect fits. She was the one…”
“What?”
“She was the one who told me about McFarlane.”
“She knew McFarlane?”
“McFarlane went to talk to her.”
“What?”
“McFarlane went to see her privately.”
“You believe that?”
“McFarlane admitted as much to me when I saw her. She told me my name was Philip Johnson, of Tularosa, on condition that I left her alone and never contacted her again.”
He drummed a tattoo on his desk with his fingertips, staring out the window. He stood and walked to gaze out at the street below. He shook his head at the glass and said, “This is some heavy, heavy shit.” He turned to face me, his hands resting on his hips. “I’m tough. I was raised on the streets out there.” He jabbed his thumb at the window behind him. “And I was a cop here fifteen years before becoming a private investigator. I’ve seen rape, murder, brutal beatings and even torture, but I am telling you that this shit gives me the creeps. And if I’m scared, how do you think Araminta is going to feel when you show up? More to the point, what baggage, what ghosts, what crap are you going to take with you?”
My eyes drifted to the heavy gray skies outside. “I don’t know.”
“Well, you should know, pal, before you start involving your wife and kids in this kind of…” He trailed off, then started again. “Let me ask you another question. You have no social security number, no name and no fixed address. How do you make the kind of money where you can pay me what you pay me and run a classic muscle car?”
I shook my head. “I choose not to answer that question. You’re supposed to be investigating for me, not investigating me.”
“No.” He shook his head. “Just because you pay me for services, it does not make you my boss. Nobody owns my conscience but me. And let me tell you this for nothing: if you are prepared to take your work, whatever it is you do for a living, and lay it at the doorstep of that woman and those kids, you are less of a man than I imagined you were.”
I was quiet for a long time. Finally I leaned forward in my chair and put my hands on my knees, ready to stand. “I don’t give a damn what you imagine I am, Wagner. I do what I do, and I need to find out who the hell I am. If Araminta Johnson knows who I am, then I need her to tell me.”
I went to stand, but his shout made me sit again. It was surprisingly loud and forceful, and carried the authority of a cop who had not been beaten down by the streets of the Bronx.
He yelled, “Sit down!”
I stared at him. The only thing about him that had changed was his expression. He scowled at me. When he spoke his voice was loud, powerful, but he was no longer shouting.
“Go to a doctor! Seek help from a professional! Get on a program! If there is evidence of serious wrongdoing or corruption, go to the Feds! That’s what they are damn well there for! Get your life together! Get a damned social security number! Get a real job! Get your fucking shit together!” He pointed a huge finger at me. “But stop destroying things! Stop ruining lives!”
He left a ringing silence in the room. He returned to his desk and sat. When he spoke again he spoke quietly.
“If you insist on contacting her, let me do it. I’ll take a photograph. I’ll go talk to her. I’ll tell her you don’t know yet that I have contacted her, but I’ll say that I represent you, that you are suffering total amnesia, and that I am trying to find out who you are. There is a suggestion you might be Philip Johnson, and,” he held out a hand like he was holding a photograph, “can she please either confirm or deny that you are, in fact, Philip.”
I searched his face for lies, for deceit, tricks and dishonesty. I couldn’t find any.
“I thought you didn’t want to touch the case.”
“I don’t, but I confess I am curious.” He nodded. “And above all, I’m a husband and a father, and I don’t want this woman and these kids dragged into whatever hell you have been busy building for yourself.”
“Why?”
“Because, like I told you before, I am a human being. Whatever fantasy you may have built up in your mind, my friend, this is what normal human beings are like.” He frowned, gave an almost Italian shrug, classic New York. “You never cared about nobody, what might happen to them, if they might get hurt?”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“So what? You’re some kind of saint? Some kind of uniquely good and benign human being, infinitely superior to the rest of us scum? Because I gotta tell you,” he gestured at me with his open hand, “I’m not seeing it.”
Suddenly I was tired. I sagged back in the chair and rubbed my eyes.
“OK.” I dropped my hand and stared out of the window. “OK, it makes sense.” I met his gaze and held it. “But I’m going to go there. I’m not going to get out of the car. I am just going to drive past, see her and the kids, see if I recognize them. Then you go, talk to her.”
“OK, I’m gonna do that. But you, I don’t want any more of your money. If you pay me, then you pay me to go with you to a doctor, get you on a program to recover your memory, get you back in the system, so you can have a normal life and maybe, maybe, be reunited with your wife and your kids.”
I narrowed my eyes, shook my head. “Why?”
“Again?” He leaned forward. “Because I am a human being, goddamnit! It’s what we do!”
I stood. I had intended to walk to the door, but instead I walked to the window and looked out. I could see the Mustang parked across the road. I’d bought it cash, with the money I’d made from killing pushers and dealers and stealing their stash. It had never occurred to me to seek help from the system. It struck me then, staring out of the window, that I had an instinctual mistrust of the system. More, more than that: I hated the system.
The realization came as a shock. I wondered what had instilled in me such a deep hatred. I looked back at Wagner over my shoulder. He was turned in his chair, watching me. Was he right? Were most people like him? Was the system, after all, made of people like him?
“All right, Wagner, you have a deal. We’ll do it your way. But I pay you. I am not going to tell you where I get my money, but I will tell you that I do not prey on innocent people.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“I’ll drive over to New Haven today. I’ll see if I can catch sight of them. I’ll be back tomorrow and hand it over to you. Meantime, if you know a good doctor who handles this kind of thing…” I shrugged.
“I’ll get Dianne onto it straight away.”
“Thanks…”
He stood and held out his hand. I shook it and walked to the door. There I stopped and turned back.
“This is normal?”
He raised his shoulders. “Yeah? People look out for each other.”
A memory, a stirring somewhere deep in the darkness of my unconscious: a movement, a face by firelight, almost diabolical, yet at the same time a brother, a comrade. And a voice, speaking English, yet with an accent: “Nivah fuckin’ trust nobody, cobber! You know why? Because it’s not fuckin’ fair on them! Us, you can fuckin’ trust us, coz we’re fuckin’ brothers, mate. We fuckin’ look out for each other! Coz we’re the meanest fuckin’ sons of fuckin’ bitches in the fuckin’ valley!”
And then the memory was gone. I sighed. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”
I opened the door and left.




SEVEN

They were there when I stepped out onto the cold sidewalk, thirty yards down the road on the far side. I made like I hadn’t noticed them and walked back to my car on Castle Hill, passing within twenty feet of the hood of their car.
I spent the next few hours roaming around the Bronx. I went to the zoo, ate a hamburger lunch in the park, spent an hour reading random books at the Pelham Parkway Van Ness Library until it was dark, and all the while they were there with me, watching, keeping their distance. I don’t know if I convinced them that I wasn’t aware of them or not. If I didn’t, they were happy to play along.
As dusk began to disintegrate into darkness, I left the library, climbed into the Mustang and headed south at an easy, steady rate. They stayed about six cars behind me, not trying very hard to conceal their presence, but not pressing me either. That suited me fine.
I took the long route back, winding unnecessarily, and stopping here and there to buy things I didn’t need. When they were thoroughly aware that I was killing time, I slipped under the expressway on Rosedale Avenue, followed it all the way down to Lacombe and turned left for three blocks. I made sure they were still with me, turned into Beach and floored the gas all the way down to O’Brien, where I had collected the registration plates the night before. There I pulled off the road onto the dirt, killed the lights, left the driver’s door open and slipped into the trees and the wet undergrowth that bordered the road.
After about thirty seconds I saw the headlamps approaching, slow and steady, and a few seconds after that I could make out the big, dark SUV, with the orange of the streetlamps twisted across its hood and windshield. It was two hundred yards away, slowing to a crawl as it approached. It stopped when it drew level with the Mustang, in the bend of the road, hung there a moment, then pulled in next to it.
Nothing happened for almost thirty seconds, which is a long time for nothing to happen. Then the doors opened and two guys in dark blue suits and dark blue wool coats climbed out and stood staring around. After a moment, in silent agreement, they walked toward the grass verge, where the trees and the undergrowth were at their thinnest. I heard one of them swear softly. He was in his forties, heavily built, with broad shoulders and short legs, thick dark hair and a groomed moustache. He might have been Latino or Middle Eastern.
He was just eight or nine feet away, three strides.
His pal was younger by ten years. He was slim and athletic, clean shaven with short hair. He could also have been either Latino or Arabic. He said, “Where’d he go?”
His pal snarled, “How the fuck should I know?”
“Look for footprints. He can’t have got far.”
They both looked down at their two-hundred-dollar shoes, sighed and stepped from the road into the muddy turf and the long grass, staring about them for the footprints they assumed I must have made. I smiled. One of the biggest mistakes you can make when you’re hunting a man is to assume he is running away. He might be just behind you, hunting you.
Three strides took me from the cover of the trees to within six inches of the heavy guy’s back. There I grabbed his coat collar and shoved the barrel of the Sig into the small of his back. I hissed in his ear.
“There is no safety on a Sig P226. So don’t make any sudden movements. If you trigger it, it’ll blow a hole right through your spine. You might not die, but you will never walk again.”
He froze. His pal turned very slowly to look at me. I jerked my head at him. “Come here.”
He turned and moved closer, to within six feet. He spoke quietly. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Take your weapon out, real slow. Lose the magazine and drop your piece in the mud.”
He sighed and did as I said. “You’re making a big mistake, pal.”
I jabbed the Sig into the big guy’s back. “Now you.”
He did the same. A Glock 17, like his partner’s. As he raised his hands again he said, “You need to relax, friend. Take it easy. You don’t want…”
“Cut the bullshit. I’m not your friend and I know what I don’t want. Who the hell are you and why are you following me?”
“OK.” He sounded reasonable. “We can do that. But how about first you tell me what you’re doing in New York.”
“I don’t want to have to prove I’m serious, but you’re about fifteen seconds away from losing your right kneecap. I am going to ask you again, one more time. Give me a bullshit answer and I will blow your leg in half.” I met the younger guy’s eye. “Advise your friend here to make the right choice. Who are you, and why are you following me?”
I felt the heavy guy tense and knew I was going to have to shoot him, but the younger guy spoke first.
“We’re following you because we want to know who you are, and what you’re doing in New York. You were at Hunts Point the night before last, right? You picked up a hooker and you went back with her to her place.”
My mind was racing. I snarled, “Me and a thousand other guys.”
“Yeah, but a thousand other guys didn’t leave over a thousand bucks on the chest of drawers, just to talk.”
I went cold and my hair prickled on my head. I bit back the question I wanted to ask. A question that would be as good as an admission. Instead I snapped, “What the hell are you talking about?”
“You tell me. You’re new in town, taking risks and upsetting people. So what are you doing here?”
I smiled. “What am I doing? I’m holding a 9mm pistol to your pal’s back, and I’m asking the questions. Questions you had better start answering in the next ten seconds, pal, or you both go home in body bags. Now, first, what the hell makes you think you know where I was the night before last? And second, once again, who the hell are you?”
The heavy guy answered, and there was a kind of finality to his voice.
“We don’t think we know where you were. We know where you were. You were at Hunts Point, first on Whittier Street, where you talked to some girls and picked one of them up. Then you went with her to her place on Seneca. People saw you, and they told us.”
“What people?”
He shook his head. “People you wouldn’t know. Girls, people from the hood.”
There was no point hiding it. They knew. I growled, “Why the hell would you care if I picked up a hooker? So I paid a lot to have her listen. Maybe I like her better than my therapist. What’s it to you?”
There was a tense silence that lasted a long ten seconds. The heavy guy was rigid and he had started trembling, either with cold or fear, staring at his pal. Finally he said, “You’re admitting you were there.”
I shook my head. “No. I’m asking you for the last time, who the hell are you?”
The young guy very slowly pulled back his coat and reached in his jacket pocket. He pulled out a leather wallet and let it flop open.
“FBI. George Hernandez,” he said, “and this is my partner, John Oliveira. Right now you’re threatening two federal agents with a firearm. I think you need to drop your weapon and come with us.”
There was no point swearing or cussing. That would achieve nothing. What I needed to do now was think, and think fast.
I took the gun out of Oliveira’s back and handed it to him. As he took it I said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know who you were. All I knew was, you’d been following me for two days.”
He nodded. “Any other weapons?”
“A knife.”
He held out his hand and I gave him the big hunting knife. “Am I under arrest?”
“You should be, and if it were up to me you would be, but for the moment we’ll leave that decision to the team leader. So I advise you to cooperate.”
“I just handed over a thousand bucks’ worth of Sig Sauer and a hundred bucks’ worth of hunting knife. How much more cooperation do you want?”
“Get in the car. Front passenger seat. Give me an excuse and I’ll do to you what you were going to do to me.”
I nodded. “Nice. Good to see the Feds keeping to their usual high standards.”
Hernandez jerked his head toward the Audi. “Can it. Get in the car.”
I climbed in, as I was told. Oliveira got in behind me and Hernandez drove. He drove fast and with skill, across the Bronx and over to Manhattan, to the FBI field office on Broadway. He parked in the underground parking lot and we rode the elevator to the twenty-third floor.
They led me through a large, open-plan office where a couple dozen people in suits were sitting at computer consoles, like a bunch of insurance brokers or accountants, to a conference room with a shiny wooden table and no windows. The floor was hard-wearing gray carpet and the walls were a pale beige. There was a picture of the president on one wall and a flag beside it. There was also a guy in shirt sleeves sitting at the head of the table reading through a file. He looked up and closed the file when Oliveira knocked and we went in.
The guy didn’t get up, but even sitting down you could tell he was tall. He was also thin, wiry, and dark. He had a narrow, boney face with a large nose and dark eyes under a large forehead. He regarded me for a few moments like I wasn’t really satisfactory, not exactly what he’d ordered. He shifted his gaze to Oliveira and said, “Why? I told you to tail him, not bring him in.”
Oliveira shrugged. “He made us.”
The thin guy’s eyebrows tried to meet in the middle. They expressed disbelief as well as distaste.
“He made you?”
“Uh…” Oliveira glanced at Hernandez, who pretended not to notice and got busy jerking his knees, like he needed to pee. Oliveira said, “Yeah. He made us. We didn’t know and he set a trap for us.”
“He set a trap?”
I sighed noisily. They ignored me. Hernandez said, “He led us to Soundview Park, waited for us and stuck a gun in Oliveira’s back.”
I was getting bored so I shouted, “Hey!” They all looked at me. I looked at the tall guy and raised my voice to just below a shout. “You brought me here! You want to talk to me, here I am! You want to gossip about me like schoolgirls, do it on your own goddamn time!”
The distaste on the tall guy’s face was a palpable thing. He didn’t say anything, so I yelled at him. “What’s your goddamn name? Let me see your goddamn badge!”
He reached into his jacket that was hanging on the back of his chair and pulled out his badge. He showed it to me and put it on the table beside him.
“Special Agent John Harris.” He flicked his eyes at the chair across from him. “Sit down.”
I sat. Oliveira leaned against the wall and Hernandez leaned against the door. Harris said, “What’s your name? You got some ID?”
“I don’t know.”
If he was surprised he didn’t show it. “You care to explain that?”
“How about you explain why you were following me and why I am here.”
“You pulled a gun on two federal agents.”
“I have a right to defend myself. They did not identify themselves to me. They crept up on me. I hid in the trees to get away from them and they came after me. I found the gun and the hunting knife lying there. I guess some gangster had hidden them. I picked them up and used them in what I sincerely believed was self-defense. Now, Special Agent Harris, how about you explain to me why you have two agents spying on me, and why they have brought me in here against my will.”
He nodded slowly at the table while chewing his upper lip with very even lower teeth.
“You have not been brought here against your will. If my team gave you that impression, then I apologize on their behalf. You are, naturally, free to go at any time you choose. I would, however, ask you to stay, as you are here, and answer a few questions we have.”
I was curious, so I said, “What questions?”
He leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “We received information that you solicited sex from a hooker on Whittier Street the night before last.”
I shook my head. “Wrong, and you know it. I went home with her and we talked. I paid her to talk, listen, whatever. There is no law against that.”
“One thousand two hundred dollars. That’s expensive talk. What did you talk about?”
“I don’t remember.”
He arched an eyebrow. “You don’t remember what you talked about?”
“No, I do remember. We talked about the fact that I can’t remember. I have total amnesia. I don’t know who I am. It causes me a lot of distress and anxiety. I get comfort from talking to anonymous hookers.”
He gave a small frown and nodded at the table again. “If you don’t remember who you are, I assume you have no form of ID and you don’t recall your social security number.”
“So?”
“How did you come by the money? I’m guessing you don’t have a job.”
I do odd jobs here and there, drift, you know the kind of thing…”
“In a classic Mustang Fastback?”
“A gift from a grateful client. Somewhere out in Missurah, or was it Wyoming? I don’t recall. Is there anything else? Because as far as I can see, you are wasting taxpayers’ money employing a team of federal agents to investigate a citizen simply because you think his behavior is odd. And I do not believe that is the FBI’s brief.”
He wasn’t impressed by what I said. He took a moment to study my face before answering. “There is something else, yes. The same night you went to talk to Trixie Bell, aka Joanna Farrell, her pimp was murdered, along with two of his associates.”
I smiled. “You think I talked them to death.”
“No, one of them was stabbed in the gut and then expertly stabbed behind the left collarbone. Another was shot between the eyes. It was a marksman’s shot. And Earl, that was Trixie’s pimp, he was tortured and then had his throat cut.”
It was very cleverly done. Every detail was correct except the last. He was watching my face carefully for some twitch or flicker of confusion or surprise. But somehow I had known it was coming, and when he’d finished I shrugged.
“So? Prostitution is a dangerous game. In Hunts Point they were probably involved in drug trafficking too. That’s an even more dangerous game. People get killed all the time. So here’s what I am wondering: what the hell has this got to do with the FBI? So far I have not heard a single thing that brings this within your jurisdiction.”
He seemed not to have heard me. “Trixie told us that what you wanted to talk about was her pimp. You wanted to know where you could find him, and you told her he wouldn’t be beating her up anymore.”
I burst out laughing. He didn’t like that and he showed it by narrowing his eyes. When I’d finished I said, “Yeah, I fell helplessly in love with her after we had spoken, and I was driven to rescue her from her cruel pimp. I climbed on my white charger and galloped all the way to…where was it? Where am I supposed to have done this heroic deed? You sure they weren’t sword wounds? Come on! You can’t be that naïve!”
“You’re saying she’s lying?”
“If that’s what she told you, she’s lying. She’s lost her pimp. Those girls depend on their pimps for protection, and most of them for drugs too. I saw that on a Netflix documentary. It was good. It was called Dope. You should watch it. So she wants to blame somebody. Maybe she wants you to help her get out. I still don’t see how…”
“You’ve heard there is a serial killer at large in New York.”
“Have I? So what if I have?”
“There was a prostitute killed in the vicinity of Joanna Farrell’s apartment on the night you were there, asking about her pimp.”
I frowned. “Let me see if I have this straight. Now you are telling me you think I picked up a hooker, who actually fits the profile of your serial killer’s victims, I paid her for information about her pimp, then went and killed her pimp and his friends, and after that I went and killed another hooker. I had a pretty busy night by the sounds of it. Are you done fishing?”
“Why did you ask Joanna Farrell about her pimp?”
“Who says I did?”
“Are you refusing to answer?”
I leaned forward with my arms on the table. “No, I am telling you that as far as I can see you have no jurisdiction in this matter. I am telling you that I have no reason to answer your questions and that you are fishing for reasons to frame me for something I did not do.”
He sighed. “We have jurisdiction.”
“How?”
“Because we think this guy has killed in several states.” I waited, and he filled the silence: “New Mexico, Louisiana and now New York. And we think he is linked to the drugs trade. All the prostitutes killed here in New York were junkies.”
“And what the hell has that got to do with me?”
“I was hoping you’d tell me. We have reason to believe you have recently been in New Mexico, in the vicinity of the killings, and then in New Orleans, in the vicinity of those killings. Now you’re here and people are getting killed here. And all the victims are either traffickers or junkies.”
I smiled and snorted. “Sorry to disappoint you, Special Agent Harris, but I was at a gas station outside Raphine, Virginia, the first time I heard about your serial killer on the news. He had just killed a hooker in New York, so that couldn’t have been me.”
He seemed not to have heard. He asked, “The name Verdugo mean anything to you?”
“Yeah, it’s Spanish. It means executioner.”
“Were you the Verdugo in New Mexico?”
“That is a stupid question on all sorts of levels, Harris. Anything else? I need to get back to my car and get some dinner.”
“Yeah. Why are you making inquiries about Philip Johnson?”
I went very still. A hot rage had ignited in my belly, and rage is not a good state to act from. It can lead to mistakes.
“How do you know about my inquiries?”
“We have sources. We saw you visit his house. What’s your interest in him?”
“None of your goddamn business.”
He shook his head. “Wrong. It is very much my interest. If you have a legitimate, innocent reason for looking into him, then you would be smart to tell me. If you keep secrets from us, we will be all over you like ants at a picnic.”
I thought about it for a second, thought about Wagner’s advice to me and decided I had no reason not to tell him.
“Somebody told me I might be Philip Johnson. So I decided to find out what I could about him.” I hesitated. “What do you know about him?”
“Not a lot. Most of the information is classified.”
“Am I Philip Johnson?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“You’re not going to ask who told me I might be him?”
“Who told you?”
I shook my head. “Is there anything else? Because I plan to leave now.”
“Nothing else for now. But don’t leave town.”
I stood. “You’re the FBI. You can investigate me wherever I am. Y’all have a nice evening now.”
They watched me leave, and I rode the elevator down to the street with a growing rage in my belly.




EIGHT

I took a cab back to Patterson Avenue and walked to Beach to collect my car. There were a bunch of kids sitting on the hood, leaning on it and peering in the windows, but they scrammed as I approached when they saw me reach in my jacket pocket. I was reaching for my cell, but maybe they thought I was reaching for a piece.
I had some time to kill, so I went to the Kee Hong Chinese restaurant on Commonwealth Avenue and sat over a plate of chicken and cashew nuts and a couple of beers while I thought over what had just happened.
I could see Trixie talking to the cops about my visit. She would have been freaking out over losing her pimp. As much as she probably hated him, she depended on him for her fix, and if the investigating detective knew how to handle her—and he probably did—she would have told him whatever he wanted to hear.
But how did we get from the NYPD’s 41st Precinct to the Feds? What was there in what she told them that made them alert the Bureau?
According to Special Agent Harris, they were lumping together the serial killer’s prostitute victims with the Verdugo killings, but that was BS. There was no connection other than drug trafficking, and that was about as slim as you could get. Serial killers don’t have “either-or” profiles for their victims. The Verdugo was a vigilante who killed drug traffickers. The serial killer killed hookers who were junkies.
So what was their theory? A vigilante turned serial killer, cleansing the world of the curse of drugs? Maybe it wasn’t so farfetched, except that I was the Verdugo and I knew I hadn’t killed the hookers.
Whatever the case, it wasn’t enough to justify the Feds taking an interest in the case. There had to be something more. And the clue to that something more was Harris’s question about why I was investigating Sergeant Major Philip Johnson. Because he did not get that information from Trixie. He got that from somewhere else.
And another thing he didn’t get from Trixie was where I was living or what I was driving. So how the hell did they start tailing me? The information had to have come from either Jim Wagner or Claudio Fuentes. The obvious choice was Wagner, because I’d been to him before I spoke to Trixie. But that didn’t necessarily follow. The information about Trixie might well have got to Harris via the cops. The PDs routinely sought the help of the FBI on serial killer cases, and Fuentes could well be an informant for the Feds. If that was the case they would have heard about me from two sources, and that would have piqued their interest enough to put a tail on me.
As for Philip Johnson, they could have followed me to his house, like Harris said.
Or Jim Wagner could have handed me over. He was a cop, and he had a conscience. Maybe his conscience had got the better of his code of conduct. One of them had talked, and I needed to find out which one. I’d start with Trixie, find out exactly what she’d told the cops, and then move on to either Wagner or Fuentes. But that was a decision which would have to wait till tomorrow. Right now, I had an appointment with Mr. Otropoco at the Babylon Club.
Clubs like the Babylon don’t start getting busy till midnight. When I turned up at nine thirty they were just opening their doors. The forecourt was empty but for a couple of cars, a white Mercedes and a blue convertible BMW sitting in dull pools of amber light. The shadows around them were as deep and ugly as the seedy, run-down industrial area that spawned them.
I reversed into a parking space so my nose was pointing at the gate if I needed to leave in a hurry. I tipped the doorman a Benjamin and strolled into the all but empty saloon. Besides me there was one guy sitting on a stool at the circular bar in the middle of the floor, with his elbows around a rum and coke, and there was a couple sitting at a small, round table in the shadows.
A square, raised floor near the bar was lit with various colors, and had steel poles rising from it to the ceiling. There were half a dozen girls, some doing acrobatics on the poles, others dancing like they’d been dancing all their lives and now they’d really like to just sit down and watch a movie. They were all naked; naked in a way that took all the fun out of being naked.
I walked to the bar where an Australian with sandy hair and pale blue eyes was buttoning up his purple waistcoat and watching me with little interest. When I climbed on a stool he said, “Evening, what can I get you?”
“Bushmills, straight up.”
He slipped a paper mat in front of me and a dish of peanuts. “That’s a lovely whiskey.” He said it as he poured.
“Yeah. Otropoco in yet?”
“In his office. He’ll do his walkabout around eleven thirty? Who’s asking? Maybe I can get a message to him?”
Everything he said was like a question. For a moment I had a flash of memory. Not an Australian, a New Zealander, who was always griping about how Australians spoke. I frowned. “Australian, right?”
He laughed. “Yeah, most Americans can’t tell us from the Brits or New Zealanders. To us it’s obvious.”
I closed my eyes. My brain seemed to throb and ache in the darkness. Suddenly I spoke in what I knew was a New Zealand accent, “The bist deffinse is to shoot the bastard!”
The barman laughed out loud. “That’s pretty good! Sounds authentic. What is that, from a movie or something?”
I shook my head. “Someone I once knew. Yeah, give him a message, will you? Tell him I’d like to talk to him about his supply problems.”
“No worries, mate. I’ll go and let him know that. What name should I say?”
I glanced across the bar at the amber bottles lined up there and smiled. “Tell him the name is Walker, Johnny Walker.”
The guy blinked a couple of times, then smiled uncertainly. “OK? I’ll go tell him right now…”
He left the bar and crossed the floor among the empty tables and the dingy colored lights. He pushed through a door labeled “private” and I watched it close behind him. I sat for five minutes eating nuts and sipping whiskey, listening to what passed for music in that kind of dive, and he came back, gave me a nod that said our conversation was over, and got busy polishing glasses and cutting lemons. Ten minutes after that the door opened again and a tall, thin guy in Armani jeans and a cream tux and bowtie came out. His hair was real short, his ears were big and he had the kind of smile you’d expect to see on an enlightened Buddhist monk.
He carried the smile across the floor and brought it right up to the bar, where he leaned on one elbow and said to the Australian barman:
“Water, please, Des, and whatever my friend is having.”
I said, “Thanks,” around a mouthful of peanuts and pushed my empty glass across the bar. He held out his hand. “My name is Otropoco, but you already know that. I don’t know your name.”
His smile made him look like an ingratiating snake. His teeth, I noticed, were the color of ancient nicotine and slightly crooked.
“I told your barman, Jonathan Walker.”
His smile didn’t falter. “He thought it was a joke. So do I.”
I picked up my refilled glass and sipped, watching his eyes watching me. As I put down the glass I said, “No. My mother was very fond of Scotch whiskey, in particular Black Label. Me, I prefer Irish.”
“So she named you after her favorite brand.” His face creased up and he wheezed a high-pitched laugh as he turned away from me, softly smacking the bar with his open palm. “Funny, funny, funny…”
He wiped his eyes and turned back to me, shaking his head. “So, Mr. Walker,” he grinned tombstones, “like the Texas Ranger…”
“Yeah.”
“He was Walker also.”
“Just like him, yeah. Only he was Cordell and I’m just plain John.”
“So, Mr. Plain John Walker. You think I have a supply problem.” He gestured behind the bar. “As you can see, we are fully stocked.”
I shook my head. “No, you see, I was talking about heroin and cocaine.”
The smile drained out of his face, then returned with a dangerous glint in his reptilian eyes.
“I am sorry, Mr. Walker, you seem to have made a mistake.”
I put a peanut in my mouth, smiled and shook my head.
“No mistake, Otropoco. I know your supply has all but dried up. You know how I know?” He didn’t answer, he just waited. “I know because I dried it up.”
Now his eyes narrowed. “I wonder,” he said, “if you realize how close…”
“I realize. I have just come from Louisiana, where I had been living a few months in New Orleans. I made a few friends down there, Grumman, Kaposvari, Pete. You must know Pete. Russian Pete? Of course, they’re all dead now. Me and death…” I grinned. “We are never that far apart. So anyhow, Otropoco, I know for a fact that your supply is not all it could be. And I feel responsible.” My grin deepened. “Mainly because I am, and I feel I should do something about it.”
“Like what?”
I shrugged. “What do you need? You know what kind of game this is. Those boys in Mexico demand loyalty, but for them loyalty is a one-way street. You fail them and you’re out.” I gave a small laugh. “And I’m sure you know, there was a pretty comprehensive failure in the supply chain in New Mexico and Louisiana in the last few weeks. The cartels don’t really give a damn who’s receiving it or moving it on. All they care about is that somebody is receiving it and moving it on. That’s business, right? You have clients, worth a lot of money to you, coming here and expecting to be able to buy and consume goods it is hard for them to get anywhere else. These are not people who are going to shuffle down to the street corner to score a bundle, right? They expect champagne with their snort.” I laughed again. “So you, you don’t give a rat’s ass who sells it to you so long as, one, you have a good, plentiful supply, and two, it’s good quality. Am I making sense?”
He picked up his glass of Vichy Catalan for the first time and sipped it. There was something almost birdlike about the way he did it. As he set down the glass his nostrils dilated and the tip of his tongue darted out.
“What to do?” He said it quietly to himself, then repeated it, turning to look at me. “What to do? You are telling me, Mr. Walker, that you can provide me with a plentiful supply of good-quality merchandise…”
“I am telling you that, and I am telling you that it is going to get harder and harder to get it from anybody else other than me.”
He shook his head. “That, I don’t care so much.” He shrugged. “I am a businessman. I do business. Today it is you, tomorrow somebody kills you, I deal with them instead. That is life. It’s business. What to do?”
“I’m glad you see it that way.”
He looked past me and raised a hand. “Only way to see it. Before we continue I want to introduce you to my friends. This here is Gorilla.”
I turned and found myself looking up at two guys who measured fourteen feet between them. The nearest one, whom Otropoco had referred to as Gorilla, had legs like small sequoias and arms like large legs. The worst thing about him, though, was his head, which was roughly the size and shape of a sack of rubble. Otropoco was still talking.
“He was many years with Russian Special Forces, and story is that he once broke man in half with his hands. He cannot say hello. It is a funny story. He was captured by Chechen rebels and tortured, and he bit out his own tongue so he would not talk.”
I looked into Gorilla’s eyes and he grinned at me. It was not a nice grin. Otropoco went on, pointing to the guy standing next to him.
“That is Butcher. He was also in Special Forces. He had to leave because he likes to use knifes, and one morning, when his sergeant wake him up at four AM to go on exercises, he cut sergeant into many pieces, with his knives.”
Butcher had fair, curly hair, like a cherub, and pale blue eyes. His neck was slightly wider than his head, which gave him a strange robotic look. He also smiled. Otropoco was watching me.
“That’s nice,” I said. “It’s nice to have friends.”
“I look after them. They look after me. I have other friends, of course, but usually it is Gorilla and the Butcher who take care of things for me.”
“Good. So, how much do you want?”
“Good. Five kilos of cocaine, heroin I need only one kilo. How soon you can get it for me?”
I managed to look bored. “That’s a pretty small order.”
“Call it a trial. If all goes well I will order more.”
“OK.” I sighed, like I was beginning to feel I was wasting my time. “I’ll have to charge you top dollar, because it’s a small shipment. You know.” I gave a humorless laugh. “The risk is the same bringing six K as bringing ten or twenty K, but the payoff is bigger the greater the quantity. So that kind of makes it worthwhile.” He seemed to dither, watching me. I spread my hands. “Come on! I’m going to put my life on the line for two hundred and thirty grand? Make it worth my while. I’m guaranteeing you prime quality and as much as you can sell.” I waited, then pressed him. “Ten K of coke and three of H. That makes it worth my while. Five hundred and sixty grand and you will make more than two mil on that. Say yes and I’ll have it for you day after tomorrow.”
He pulled a pack of Balkan Sobranie from his pocket. He took his time extracting a single cigarette, poked it carefully in his mouth and lit it with a Cartier gold lighter. He inhaled deeply and studied my face with venomous eyes as he let out a long stream of smoke. Then he smiled.
“OK, Mr. Walker, you have a deal. Five hundred and sixty grand. Ten kilos of coke, three kilos of heroin. All of it prime grade. You bring it here, nine o’clock in the evening. Take it to the back gate, to the warehouse on Canal Street. I need a secure number where I can contact you if necessary.”
I gave him the number of one of my burners. He took it and nodded.
“If all goes smoothly, we have a business arrangement. If things go badly, you will be receiving a visit from Mr. Gorilla and Mr. Butcher.”
I chuckled. “There will be no need for any of that, Otropoco. But if they ever do come calling, be assured I will tear them both in half, and then I will come looking for you and I will tear your fucking head off and shove it up your ass.” I said it all with an amiable smile, then climbed off the stool. “Don’t ever threaten me again, Otropoco. You guys have a nice evening.”




NINE

It had started raining while I was inside. I hunched into my shoulders, crossed the parking lot and climbed into the Mustang. I felt momentarily weary and wanted suddenly to sleep, to be somewhere very far away and in peace.
I took a napkin from the glove compartment and dried my hair as best I could, then fired up the big V8 and rolled out of the lot. I took it slow and easy, winding through the streets of Mott Haven and Woodstock, moving north and east. At Longwood Avenue I crossed under the expressway and over the railway and then started moving north again, toward Seneca, with the steady throb of the wipers clearing a path through the rain.
I crossed Irvine and Faile, watching the odd stragglers hurrying, bent to the rain. Then I pulled over and parked. Trixie’s house was less than forty yards away, diagonally across the road. I could see a light filtering through closed drapes in the windows on the upper floor, where her apartment was. I knew they wouldn’t be working the streets on a night like this. So two got you twenty she was at home.
I climbed out, hunched into my collar and loped across the wet blacktop and into her front yard. I leapt the steps at a run, pulling my Swiss Army knife from my pants pocket. I rammed it in the lock with a firm thump with the heel of my hand, and let myself into the entrance hall.
I folded away my knife and stood listening. All I could hear was the faint murmur of a TV, but I couldn’t place where it was coming from. I climbed the stairs. Each one creaked and groaned so that in the end I gave up trying to be silent. When I came to her door I stopped again, listening. The TV was hers. Canned laughter. A rerun of Friends. There was no talking, no conversation, no squeaking bedsprings. She was alone.
Downstairs a woman started shrieking. But after a second it resolved itself into laughter. Only one voice, so she was on the phone. I slipped the screwdriver on my knife into the lock again. Waited for a burst of canned laughter and gave it a firm punch with the heel of my hand. I turned and the door eased open. I slipped in and closed it behind me.
The apartment was small, and the hallway was little more than eight feet. On my left the living room door was ajar and I could now hear the TV loud and clear. The kitchen and the john were directly in front of me. The doors were open and the lights were off. On my right the bedroom door was open too. I took one long, silent step and looked inside. The bed was made, and empty. I stepped back to the living room, opened the door and stepped in.
She sprang from the sofa, clutching a blanket. She gave a small scream and backed away. The room was small, more like a broad passageway than a room. There was an old sofa, a coffee table and a TV almost touching it. At the far end was a small dining table with two chairs and a set of colorless drapes pulled across the window.
She said, “What do you…? What do you….? What do you?” very quickly, three times.
“Sit down, Joanna.”
She sank slowly onto the sofa, her face twisting toward tears. “Are you gonna kill me?”
“No. And if you’re good, I might even give you some more cash. Remember, like last time? But you have to be good.”
“Good? What d’you want me to do?”
“I need you to tell the truth.”
“What about?”
I smiled and shook my head, sitting on the arm of the sofa. “I am not mad at you. You understand that? I am your friend, and I want to help you. But have to help me, too.”
“Help you with what? Are you going to kill me, like the other girls?”
“No, you already asked me that. I am not that guy. And you know that, don’t you? Because I was with you, and then Earl, when that girl got killed the other night.”
She nodded. “I guess.”
“Now, you can help me by telling me exactly what you told the cops, and who you spoke to.”
“Did you kill Earl?”
“You wearing a wire?”
Her eyes went wide. “No…!”
“Show me.”
She showed me. When she’d done up her dressing gown and sat I said, “Yes, I killed him and his two goons. He was a son of a bitch who prayed on people’s weakness and destroyed lives.”
“It’s made it awful hard for me to get my shit. I wish you hadn’t done it.”
“We’ll talk about that, but first I need to know, and you have to tell the truth because I will know if you’re lying, you understand?” She nodded. I went on, “Now, here’s how this works. For every time you tell me the truth, that goes toward me helping you with your supply problem.”
Her eyes went wide and she smiled. “You can do that?”
I smiled. “Oh yeah! But every time you lie, or bend the truth, or are not totally honest, I will know, and that goes toward my not helping you.”
She pushed out her lip. “That ain’t fair.”
“It’s simple, Trixie. I told you I am not mad at you. I know you spoke to the authorities, and I am not punishing you, am I?”
“No.” She shook her head.
“So all I need from you, is for you to tell the truth. All of it.” I smiled, like I was a kind uncle. “You ever see The Mentalist? Well, I’m a bit like that. I know when people are lying or telling the truth. So you make sure you tell me all the truth, understood?”
She nodded gravely. “I will. Should I start now?”
“Yes.”
“Well, Earl’s neighbors called the cops. He’d had the music on his TV playing all night long, and finally Mrs. Wallace went round in the morning to ask him to turn it down, and she saw blood seeping out from under the door. So she called the cops. They know me pretty good down at the 42nd, and they know Earl was my boy. So they come round here and start asking me questions. Had I noticed anything strange? Had I seen anything unusual? Well, I had. And I don’t normally talk about my clients, you know, client confidentiality an’ all that, but they got my head in such a spin, and I was worried sick about where I was gonna get my next fix, so I just kind of told them everything.”
“You told them everything, like what?”
“Like you picked me up, like you wanted to come to my place, like you only wanted to talk, and you asked me about Earl, and then you left me all that money and said you was gonna see Earl.”
“Anything else?”
“Well, I told them ’bout your car.”
“You didn’t see my car, Trixie, I arrived on foot.”
“But I seen you arrive, didn’t I? I seen you park down by the park. I was just coming back from servicing a client down by the Caribbean cash and carry, when I see you arrive. I thought that was a handsome car. Always did like the Fastback.”
“So you told the detective about the Mustang.”
“You mad at me?”
“No, you’re doing great. So did anybody else come and talk to you?”
“Yeah, that afternoon, two guys in suits, one of ’em was real tall. Said they was FBI, had the badges an’ all. Asked me all the same questions, and I gave ’em all the same answers. They said you was maybe the Bronx Ripper. ’Cause Suky was killed that night, round about the same time.”
“Was she a friend of yours?”
“I knew her. Girls is all real scared now.”
I stood and pulled a hundred and fifty bucks from my wallet and dropped it on the sofa. Then I pulled out my pen and wrote the number of one of my burners on the wall. “You have a choice now, Joanna. Die, and let Earl take you down with him, or walk away. You’re lucky—you get a chance. Whenever you want, you call me and I will arrange a clinic for you, get you clean and help you start a new life. People do it, it can be done. It’s tough, it’s hard, but if you want it you can do it. There’s my number.”
Her jaw sagged. She stared from me to the number and back. “You have got to be fucking kidding me! You said…!”
“I know what I said. I said if you told the truth I’d help you with your supply problem.” I pointed at the wall. “And that is the best help you can get. You want to be a junkie for the rest of your sad, short life, be my guest, but I won’t help you to do that. You want to get out, make a real life for yourself as a human being, call me.”
She was still screaming as I closed the door and clattered down the stairs. I hunched back to my car through the rain, feeling the water creeping into my socks and down my neck. I climbed in and slammed the door, and tried to dry my hair with the wet tissue I’d used before. It didn’t work and I sat sniffing and checking my mirrors. I couldn’t see anybody watching me, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.
I fired up the engine and pulled away, thinking, not sure what to do next.
It was clear ninety percent of Special Agent Harris’s information had come from Joanna, aka Trixie Bell. But there were still the unanswered questions: How did he know I was investigating Philip Johnson, and, perhaps more important, why did he care? What was it about me and Philip Johnson that had the FBI sniffing outside its jurisdiction?
The possible sources of his information, other than Trixie, were two: Fuentes, my attorney-cum-money launderer, and Jim Wagner, my private eye. Wagner I wanted to trust because I liked him. But that was never a good reason to trust anybody, and it was an easy way to get yourself killed. The problem with Fuentes was that, even if he was an informant for the Feds, and he knew about my wanting to launder large sums of cash, he did not know about Philip Johnson.
He could have alerted them. They would have been interested because I did not fit the Bronx profile, and I was banking a lot of money offshore at a hell of a rate of speed. If they were interested they could have tailed me and seen me asking about Johnson. It was a neat explanation, but no neater than Wagner, the ex-cop with a conscience, informing the Feds directly that here was a guy who claims to have amnesia, who believes he is Philip Johnson, a missing Delta Force sergeant major. I could buy his feeling it was his duty to inform them, with no trouble at all.
I could also buy him standing staunchly by client privilege.
Then there was the third option.
Streetlamps and headlamps streamed by steadily through the dark New York night. I was driving on automatic pilot, not knowing where I was going.
The third option I didn’t like at all.
Senator Cindy McFarlane, the Green Earth activist, the climate-change warrior and firebrand of the Senate, had told me I was Philip Johnson. She had also told me she was giving me that information on condition I leave her alone and never contact her again.
For a timeless moment I was not in the cold, wet New York night. I was in the green parklands of Chantilly, and Cindy McFarlane was squinting at me in the sun, with her shades on top of her head, leaning against her bright red Mustang.
I had asked her:
“Who am I? I have dreams. I am an eagle, flying over a desert. I think it’s New Mexico, but I’m not sure. Far below me, in the sand, there is a man. He is curled up, weeping. I know it means something. What does it mean?”
“I can’t help you. You have to stop contacting me. Too many good people have died. It has to stop.”
“Olaf told me that if I was searching for myself, I only had to realize that I was the one searching.”
“That’s good advice.”
“I kill people.” She had closed her eyes. “I am a killer, Cyndi. Why? I hunt drug dealers and I kill them. Why? The Lotus, it was going to be distributed through heroin and cocaine traffic, cut into the drugs. Is that a coincidence?”
“I can’t tell you. I don’t know.”
She had tried to turn away, but I had grabbed her and turned her back to face me. “This is going to happen. The catastrophic event is coming. Between 2023 and 2030. It will happen. What are you doing about it? What are they doing about it?”
She hadn’t answered. I had shaken her. “Who am I? Am I Philip Johnson?”
And the answer—her answer:
“Yes, you are Philip Johnson, of Tularosa, New Mexico. We knew each other. Briefly. You’re not the sort of person I am allowed to know. Now go, please, and rebuild your life.”
Her eyes, squinting at me in the sun, standing by her bright red car, against the bright green gardens: “I’m sorry. I loved you, but you didn’t know. Now you are dead. Please, don’t contact me again.”
She would have known I would come here. She would have the influence to send a team of federal agents investigating outside their statutory jurisdiction.
That led me to another thought. She had told me she couldn’t help me. She had told me she wasn’t allowed to know people like me. That begged questions: what, or who, was stopping her from helping me? And she was not allowed by whom? Was that “who or what” now trying to stop me getting to Philip Johnson? And if so, was she helping them or hindering them?
They were important questions, but none of them led me to any kind of answer.
I slowly became aware that I was no longer in the city. There were bright lights, as there always are near New York City, but they were not surrounded by other bright lights, they were surrounded by darkness, and I was driving fast, too fast, along the New England Thruway, headed north, toward New Haven.
Unconsciously, automatically, I had been glancing in my mirror, tracking the cars behind me. None of them had triggered an alert in my mind. I was pretty certain I was not being followed.
After forty-five minutes or so I joined the Boston Post Road and cruised into New Haven. At White’s Plumbing Supplies, lonely and silent in a pool of parking lot light, I turned right, down narrow, tree-lined streets with cozy names like Barbara Street, Rodney Street and Edna.
Edna led me into Terrace Avenue, where I cruised slowly till I came to a pretty, suburban house, redbrick on the ground floor, white clapboard on the second, and a flagpole and a tall cypress tree on the front lawn.
I drove past, did a U at the Notre Dame High School, and cruised slowly back again. I parked a hundred sixty or seventy yards away, on the opposite side of the road, killed the engine and the lights, then settled down to wait, wondering what the hell I was doing there, and what I thought I was waiting for.
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I didn’t sleep. I dozed fitfully. Sometimes I dreamt. When I dreamt, I dreamt about flying, very high under a domed, black sky perforated by icy stars. I woke up many times, cold, damp and cramped in the car. I looked out through the chill windows and the windshield. No lights leaked from the houses, but the streetlamps held the road and the sidewalk like a stage set, where the play is long over.
Movement and activity started before sunrise. Lights started to wink on behind drapes. Behind the closed doors, and the walls of these suburban homes, families were stirring, walking sleepily in slippers and toweling dressing gowns, waiting in line to use the john, shower, shave, get ready for the day: a day shared even if they were absent from each other. They would tell each other about it later, over dinner, over a glass of wine, watching the TV.
The sky started to turn gray at the edges. Indoors they were having pancakes, coffee, cereal. I checked my watch. Seven thirty.
A rattling whine made me look. The garage door was rising. Headlamps were leaking amber light onto the drive, and a Wrangler Rubicon rolled out. It turned left into the road and swept past me. I saw the woman at the wheel for a few seconds: early thirties, pretty, fair. Her expression was tight, like she was already stressed by the morning. I caught only a glimpse of the kids in the back. I watched in my rearview and at the end of the road she turned right. I figured there was a school down there.
I wondered how long she’d be gone, and for a moment I was tempted to break in and look around. Instead I drove down to Overlook Street, which was three houses past hers on the left. I pulled in there and turned the car around so I had a clear view of the front of her house, but she wouldn’t see me unless she was looking.
She was gone twenty minutes. The sun was up by then, but its light was filtered through a ceiling of heavy clouds. She didn’t put the Jeep in the garage. She left it in the drive and swung down from the cab. She was slim, but with a good figure. Her hair was cut at shoulder length. She looked feminine. I wondered if she was a woman I could fall in love with. Then I wondered if Philip Johnson had been in love with his wife.
She crossed her lawn and vanished inside her house. And that was it. She was gone.
I pulled a cigarette from my pack of Camels, looked at it and decided I needed a coffee and something to eat. I stuck the butt behind my ear and drove into town. There I found a cute coffee shop with a huge round window on Crown Street where I ordered a quadruple espresso and a bacon sandwich. I devoured both hungrily, ordered another quadruple espresso and took it to the table outside, where I lit up and sat staring at the damp blacktop and smoking.
The question which had been going around in my mind since last night, but which had become somehow critical since this morning, when Araminta had driven past in her Jeep, was: what if it was Wagner who had told the Feds about me?
It was Wagner who had advised me to seek professional help. It was Wagner who had offered to get me that help. It was Wagner who had so vigorously advised me not to speak to her, who had offered himself to go on my behalf, with a photograph.
I wasn’t so paranoid that I believed I had somehow been manipulated into going to James Wagner. Not yet. But I was paranoid enough to believe that if he had gone to the Feds, they might have prevailed upon him to steer me away from Araminta.
Maybe he was right, and maybe he was just a good human being, like he said, trying to help a client. Maybe.
But what if?
Wagner believed I was going to just look, and let him do the talking. But there had to be an at least even chance that if the authorities were protecting Araminta from me, they would move her out if they thought there was a risk of my coming to see her. They hadn’t done that yet, but that didn’t mean they weren’t going to.
Opposite the café there was a multistory parking lot. I was increasingly conscious of the fact that my car was conspicuous. I climbed in the Mustang, drove it to the sixth floor, second from the top, where it was least likely to be seen by anybody, took the elevator down and found a cab. I told him to take me to the New Haven Plaza, a shopping center I’d passed on the way to breakfast. It was a ten-minute drive, he dropped me in the parking lot and I made for the doors, like I was going to buy something. When he’d gone I turned and left, walking quickly across the lot toward the road that would lead me to Terrace Avenue. I felt nauseous, my mouth was dry and my heart was pounding. Every ounce of reason I had in my brain was telling me what I was doing was wrong, and that what Wagner had told me was right and made sense.
But something stronger, something powerful, was telling me I had to look into Araminta’s eyes, and let her look into mine. Then I would know.
It was a two-minute walk to the avenue, and then ten minutes past the rows of suburban houses, all set behind their lawns: law-abiding houses for law-abiding people, people who didn’t slaughter drag dealers and steal their money for a living.
I came to her house. The Jeep was still in the drive. My belly was on fire and my heart was pounding high in my chest. I didn’t know what I was going to say to her. I tried to run through the possible scenarios in my mind: if she recognized me, if she screamed, if she called for the cops, if she embraced me...
If she welcomed me back, what the hell could I offer this woman and her kids but blood and fear and more anguish?
The truth. I could offer her the truth, as far as I knew it. And maybe she could offer me the same. I walked up the path, past the Jeep, and climbed the two steps to her door. It was wood, painted a shiny white, with a small push-button bell on the right side of the doorframe. I reached out and pressed the button, and noticed that my hand was trembling.
I heard the Avon chime inside. A hot twist contracted my stomach and I heard rapid feet moving across the floor, toward the door. Unconsciously I took a step back and the door opened.
I was staring at her. I knew I was staring but I didn’t know what to say. She was in jeans, blue pumps and a white shirt that was too big for her. It looked like a man’s shirt. Her hair was shoulder length, fair, pageboy cut. She was leaning, one hand on the door, the other on the jamb. She raised her eyebrows and smiled, like she found me amusing, but I was wasting her time.
“Yes…?”
I dithered, babbled nonsense for a moment and finally asked her, “Araminta Johnson?”
She nodded, more serious. “Yes, who are you?”
I searched for words, aware I was losing her but needing to keep her there and look at her. I said the worst thing I could have said. “I, I’m… I was a friend of Philip’s.”
The smile faded completely, replaced by expressionless stone, like a statue. I fumbled again, but she didn’t close the door. “I’m sorry to turn up like this. I wasn’t sure what to do.”
She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and sighed. “Did you work with him?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t help you.”
She was going to close the door. I reached out. “I just have a couple of questions. They are important to me. I won’t take up more than a few minutes.”
I saw her glance left and right. “You’d better come in. “
She stepped back and I went inside.
The hallway was broad, with stairs on the left and a sliding door into a large living room with a wide bay window. The floors were wooden, highly polished, with fur rugs strewn over them. The sofa was cream, big, calico. The armchairs matched. There was an open fire and over on the left an open-plan kitchen with a breakfast bar. At the back, French doors showed a backyard with toys, wet grass and mud. I wondered if I would have furnished a house like that, or whether I would have left it to her.
While I was away, killing people.
She didn’t invite me to the living room; she went to the kitchen and placed the bar between us, a barrier or a protection.
“What do you want?” she said. Before I could answer she added, “Philip never talked about his work. I don’t know anything.” I waited. She looked down at the bar. “Twelfth September, nine o’clock in the morning. He got in his car and drove away. I never saw him again.”
I didn’t say anything, and after a while she raised her eyes to mine and stared at me. Was there a frown? Was there recognition? Or was I imagining it?
“What do you want to know?”
“I want to know…” I faltered, ran my fingers through my still damp hair. “A few months ago, I woke up in a Jeep in the desert outside Tularosa.” I saw her frown. “I had no idea who I was. I had no recollection of any of the events in my life prior to the moment of waking up. I have no idea how I got there.”
Her eyes had narrowed and she was scanning my face. I went on, “Since then I have been searching for who I am. I realized pretty soon that I had…” I hesitated. “I had skills that people wouldn’t normally have.”
“Special Forces skills.”
“Yes. Eventually I met some people, and they told me that…”
“What? That you had worked with Philip?”
I wanted to lie. I knew I should lie, but I couldn’t lie; not to this woman. I felt the tear roll down my cheek to the corner of my mouth and I wiped it away. I tried to speak, took a deep breath. She said, “What did they tell you?”
“They told me I was Philip Johnson, of Tularosa.”
She shook her head and took a step back. “No.”
“Please, can you tell me anything about him?”
“No, no!”
“Do I look anything like him? Do I look anything like him?”
“No! NO! You have to go. You have to leave now!”
“A photograph! Anything. Am I him? Can you be absolutely sure I am not your husband!”
She put her hands over her ears and screwed up her eyes. “Nonono! No! get out! Go away!”
I came round the bar, reaching for her. “Araminta!” I grabbed her shoulders and she went rigid, staring up into my face. She clutched at my chest, then at my arms. Her eyes were wild.
“Is it true? Is it? Is it you? What did they do to you?”
“I don’t know. I need you to focus! I need you to tell me! Am I Philip?”
“Oh dear God!” She was sobbing, her bottom lip curling in, her knees sagging. “What have they done?”
“Araminta! I need you to focus!”
“What have they done?”
“Am I Philip? Am I?”
She looked up into my face, frowning, searching, her mouth sagging open with suppressed sobs, then her teeth biting her lip. She reached up, touched my face, ran her hands down my cheeks and over my hair.
“I don’t know. You could be. Can they do that?”
“What did they tell you?”
“Your voice….”
“Araminta, please, can we sit, just for ten minutes, half an hour. Tell me what happened. What did they tell you?”
Her hands slipped from my face onto my chest and she looked away, pulled away, back a step. I let go of her shoulders and as I did she gripped my hands tight, then let go without looking at me. I followed her to the sofa, where she sat and I sat next to her. She wouldn’t look at me, but put her fingers to her lips.
“This has been a shock. I am finding it hard to think. Hard to process.”
“I’m sorry.”
Finally she turned to look at me, took in my face and body. “You were in Delta?”
“I don’t know.” She frowned. “I mean, I don’t remember.”
“It was his whole life. He was devoted. He never talked about his work, his operations. But it was everything to him.” She paused, looking down at her hand, turning her gold band around and around on her finger. “He told me he was going to be away a couple of weeks. He didn’t tell me where he was going but I got a sense—you develop an instinct over time. I got a sense it was far away. He got in his car…and that was it. I still…”
She trailed off, staring at me, realizing what she had been about to say.
“What did they tell you?”
“Three weeks after he had gone, a colonel came to see me. He was in plain clothes, and he told me he could not tell me his name. He was with a uniformed major, Major Sands. They said Philip had gone missing. I asked them where and they said they couldn’t tell me. They said it was a desert, and it would be impossible for them to search for him. They were presuming that he was dead.”
“Why did they move you?”
“They didn’t explain. You get used to just doing as you’re told. They told me never to talk about Philip, to say my husband had been killed in combat in the Middle East, and never to refer to him as Philip. They asked me not to display photos of him. If anybody asked to make an excuse, a fire, whatever. Suddenly, in a few short hours, he was erased from my life, completely. Gone.”
“Does the name Cyndi McFarlane mean anything to you?”
She frowned at me. “No. Who is she?”
“A senator in Congress.”
“Why should it mean something?”
I sighed. “It’s a long story, but she was one of the people who told me I was Philip Johnson. How about Colonel James Kaposvari, or Senator Grumman?”
She shook her head.
“How about genetic peculiarities, warts, a double-jointed finger…”
She was smiling, shaking her head.
“A birthmark?”
She laughed. “Don’t chance your luck, cowboy!” The laugh faded. “It’s what I always called him. He was straight out of the Wild West, brave, righteous, tough as old cowhide, but always respectful and polite.”
She reached out and held my hand, searching my eyes with hers.
“Are you him? And, even if you were, are you still? I loved that man with all my heart. I was crazy about him, and I fell in love with him anew every single day.” She was quiet for a while, staring at me. “Am I in love with you? And if I’m not, have I fallen out of love with him?”
“Was he…? Was he very in love with you?”
She smiled, gave a small girlish laugh. “Oh yes! Oh yes he was!” Then she smiled at me. “Are you in love with me?”
I smiled and shook my head. “I don’t know.”
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I had asked her if there was anything she had of his that might have his DNA. She had told me there was one thing.
They had come, a team of men in a white, unmarked van, and they had gone over every corner of the house. They had taken away every trace of him: every photograph in which his face was recognizable, all his clothes, his jackets, coats and hats, his toothbrush, his hairbrush, even his nail clippers. When they had left, there had not been a single trace of Philip remaining.
Except one. A lock of his hair which hung around her neck in a gold locket.
She had clung to me at the door, before I had opened it. And I had clung to her. We had held each other tight and she had wept. Then we had kissed, but I had told her not yet. Let it be true first, and then.
She had nodded and gone to the kitchen, taken a small, plastic sandwich bag and slipped in three of the hairs. “Check,” she had said. “See if it’s true, and if it is, come back. We’ll make it work. We’ve overcome worse.”
“Worse, really?”
We’d laughed and she’d clung to me again. And then I had left. I had driven fast, with a mounting rage in my belly that was making my head hot and fogging my thinking. I knew that was the wrong state in which to tackle a problem. It was there in my head, a phrase heard a thousand times, repeated like a mantra: Always kill with a cold head.
But I needed to know. I needed to know if Jim Wagner had reported me to the FBI. I needed to know who had erased Philip Johnson, who had robbed Araminta Johnson of her husband, and her children of their father. And Jim Wagner was the obvious man to answer those questions.
As it happened, he called as I was passing Milford. He didn’t bother with preambles.
“Where are you?”
“Driving.”
“We need to talk.”
“Agreed. I was on my way to see you.”
“Good. I just had a visit.”
“Who from?”
“Not sure, but it was pretty instructive.”
“What do you mean, you’re not sure?”
“Not over the phone. Let’s meet.”
“I told you I’m on my way.”
“Not at my office.”
“If you’re worried you’re being watched, your phone is probably being tapped too. This conversation is probably…”
He interrupted me. “I’m pretty sure this line is safe. Meet me at the Bronx Zoo. The Boston Road entrance off the River Parkway. We can talk by the falls, that interferes with eavesdropping equipment. I’ll be in a silver Chevy Equinox. I’m on my way there now. Are you armed?”
“Not anymore.”
He grunted and hung up.
I pulled in to the Bronx Zoo parking lot at five minutes after one. I parked by the water, climbed out and sat with my ass on the trunk, looking around. It was cold and the air was damp. I lit a Camel and by the time I flipped my Zippo shut I had found the only silver Equinox in the lot. I saw the door open and Wagner climbed out. I took a drag and started walking slowly toward the Boston Road, the trees and the pond where the waterfall was.
I entered among the trees and stood near the cascade, listening to the roar and splash. There were not many people. It was midweek and lunchtime. I leaned against a tree and smoked, and pretended to read a message on my phone. Three minutes later Wagner strolled up and stood looking at the waterfall. I dropped the butt on the ground, trod on it and looked around to see if anybody was watching him. I didn’t see anybody and went and stood near him.
He didn’t look at me.
“Two men in suits came to see me at my office.”
“Feds?”
“No.” He was dismissive. “They had that military look about them. Tough, neat, disciplined.”
“Military Intelligence.”
“Could be. Something like that.”
“What did they want?”
“They wanted me to stop looking into Philip Johnson.”
I frowned at the ripples, colliding and bobbing senselessly against each other. Reflected in them was the dull gray of the sky above.
“Did they ask you why you were looking into him?”
“No.”
“So they knew already.”
“We have to assume so.”
“What did you tell them?”
“To go fuck themselves.”
“Smart.”
He shrugged. After a prolonged silence he said, “You know Benjamin Franklin was opposed to the founding of West Point?”
I squinted up at the dull glare of the clouds. “He was?”
“On principle. He didn’t believe the United States should have a standing army, much less trained generals.” He looked at me. “I am bound by the law, not by the bloated power of the US military.”
I looked away and shook my head. “Don’t get yourself killed on a matter of principle. It’s not worth it.”
“I disagree.”
“Speaking of which.” I turned my back on the cascade and scanned the area as I spoke. “Did you report me to the FBI?”
His head jerked around and he scowled. “Of course not! You are protected by privilege, just as if I were your lawyer.”
“Yeah. I was just wondering how far your conscience would keep me safe.”
He shook his head again. “You don’t understand. I have a choice whether to take your case or not. If I take it you are protected by privilege. If I want to report you to law enforcement for any reason, then I don’t take your case. What I can’t do is take your case and report you. That’s called betrayal.”
“Noted. So any idea how the Feds knew I was investigating Johnson?”
“Probably the same way these suits knew. His name is probably a buzzword. The NSA is probably listening for it and has instructions to alert Military Intelligence and the FBI if anybody makes inquiries over the phone lines, emails or any other electronic media.”
“Yeah, that’s possible.”
They’re probably watching his house and his wife too.” He glanced at me again. “Did you go?”
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“I don’t recognize her. She didn’t jog my memory.”
He was quiet for a while. Then: “I made some inquiries through some connections I have in the Air Force, managed to track down somebody who’d served with Philip.”
“You spoke to him?”
“I told him I was an attorney trying to claim a substantial insurance payout on Mrs. Johnson’s behalf. I played up the ‘evil insurance company denying a rightful claim when these guys put their lives on the line every day to protect us’ angle.”
“He bought it?”
“Of course, it’s true. Aside from that he seemed pretty disaffected, like he had a beef with the brass.”
“What did he tell you?”
He looked down at his shoes and chewed at his lip. “Not a lot, but the little he told me was interesting.”
“You going to tell me?”
A sudden cold breeze coming off the water made him shudder. “No. I want you to read it cold, so you can draw your own inferences.”
“Where is it?”
“I don’t want you to come by the office for a while. I don’t want to be seen with you. I want those Men in Black clowns to believe they’ve spooked me. I’ll contact you when I think it’s safe. Meantime I’ll have the report couriered to you.”
“They’ll track it.”
He shook his head. “No. It will be biked to Paul Sutton at a suburban address. He will forward it by DHL to Pan American Enterprises, and their postal department will have it biked to you at your motel.”
“How long will that take?”
“I’ll have it sent out at lunchtime. You should get it by tomorrow morning.”
He turned his head to face me and drew breath to say something. There was an odd, loud sigh in the air. Wagner blinked and gave his head a strange sideways wag. A fraction of a second later, a plume of blood erupted from the left side of his head and sprayed the rippling water. The cascade sighed and splashed on. People in the middle distance talked and snatches of their conversation carried on the damp air. Jim sagged and crumpled to the ground with an odd grunting sigh.
I turned and walked away unhurriedly, moving diagonally away from the line of fire from which the bullet must have come. Above the sound of the cascade I heard a car engine rise in the air, accelerate and fade. I fought the urge to run. It would achieve nothing and it would draw attention. I kept walking, briskly, without looking back. There were no shouts; nobody sounded the alarm. This was New York, the Bronx. If there was a guy lying on the grass by the pond, he was either stoned or drunk, and you did not want to get involved. You ignored it and walked on by. Nine-eleven notwithstanding.
Back at the parking lot I climbed into the Mustang, pulled out of the lot and hit a hundred and twenty-five down the River Parkway to the Park Versailles interchange. There I came off, making the tires scream, took the Cross Bronx Service Road and fishtailed onto Rosedale. I was telling myself if I didn’t get to his office ahead of the shooter, I’d be right behind him, which would suit me even better.
I parked outside the Mexican Grill and ran across the road, dodging cars and making them and their drivers scream at me. I ignored them and took the steps to the courtyard a flight at a time.
I listened for footsteps in the stairwell, didn’t hear any and took the elevator to the fourth floor. When I came out onto the landing I saw Wagner’s door was open. I made it in three strides and pushed in.
His secretary was sitting at her desk. She looked up and smiled as I went in.
“Mr. Doe, this is unexpected.”
I didn’t smile. “Has anybody been here? Since Jim went out, has anybody been here.”
She frowned, reading the urgency on my face. “No…”
I thrust out my hand, palm open, and snapped, “Keys! To this door, quick!”
“What on Earth…?”
“No time to explain! Keys! Now!”
She opened a drawer, stood and tossed me the keys. I closed the door, locked it, then grabbed her by the arm and shoved her into Wagner’s office, kicking that door closed behind me too. I grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face me.
“Think hard. A report. Wagner was going to have it biked to Paul Sutton at a suburban address. Then it was to be forwarded by him via DHL to Pan American Enterprises, and their postal department was going to have it biked to me at my motel. Where is it?”
She looked scared, shook her head. “He didn’t tell me anything about that. But anything confidential of that sort would be in his private files.”
She pointed at a filing cabinet by his desk. I snapped, “Key!”
She pulled free from my hands and stepped away from me. “Now just one minute! Who do you think you are? I need instructions from Mr. Wagner…”
I snarled, “He’s dead. He was just shot at the Bronx Zoo while telling me to expect that file.”
The blood drained from her face and she put her hands to her mouth. Her voice was barely a hiss. “Jim…!”
“I’m sorry. He was a good man. But you need to give me that file now!”
I stepped to the window and looked out. There was a dark Chevy SUV parked three cars back from my Mustang, and two guys in dark suits and shades were standing by it on the sidewalk, glancing at the Mustang and at the building. One of them was apparently talking to himself.
I stepped over to Wagner’s secretary and growled at her: “Give me the keys and get out. If there’s a rear exit, take it.”
“I…”
“They’re here. If they find you here they’ll kill you. Give me the keys and go!”
“Top right-hand drawer in his desk. What about you?”
“Don’t ask. Get out. Now!”
She ran, grabbed her coat and her bag, unlocked the main door, stopped to stare at me a moment and then left. I locked the door behind her, left the key in to make it a little harder for them, and returned to Wagner’s filing cabinet. I had to force the drawer in his desk with my knife, but I found the key easy enough. I stopped to peer out the window and saw the SUV was still there, but they had gone.
I opened the filing cabinet and started leafing through the files. It was there and it was easy to find, in a large manila envelope. Addressed to Paul Sutton. I dropped it on Wagner’s blotter and rested my ass on the desk while I waited.
They didn’t take long. They were pros and they didn’t make a noise. Through the frosted glass panel in the door I saw their shapes move in, pause, then approach the middle door. That opened, and they stood looking at me.
They were standard issue, probably ex-Seals or Marines. Big, hard, managing to make their suits look like uniforms. They had wires going into their ears and shades. They wore no expression, and they were hard to tell apart, except the one on my right was fair, with a crew cut, and the one on my left had dark hair with a very short back and sides.
The crew cut spoke.
“Who are you?”
“I don’t know.”
Short Back and Sides said, “You’re Johnson?”
“I don’t know.”
Crew Cut said, “What are you doing here?”
“Waiting for you.”
That confused them and they both frowned at the same time, in step. “You need to come with us.”
“What you mean is that you need me to go with you. Where shall we go? To the great abattoir in the sky? Do I get to ride up front?”
They both reached under their jackets. I stepped forward, speaking fast, but with no emphasis. “I called nine-one-one. They’re on their way now.” That made them hesitate just long enough.
Always lead with your right. Always put your heavy artillery first. They glanced at each other, and as they did that, I lunged forward, flicked my hip and drove my right fist smashing into Crew Cut’s windpipe. He turned puce and dropped to the floor, where he lay kicking and clawing at his throat while his face turned purple.
Short Back and Sides was not slow. He was well trained and he had his piece out and he was trying to get a bead on me. I wasn’t about to let him do that. I grabbed the barrel with my left hand, thrusting it away to the left and pulling him forward at the same time. I slammed my right forearm down onto his wrist, and, while he was dazed by the pain, I smashed the back of my fist into his nose.
He didn’t stagger back and he didn’t let go of the weapon. He clenched his teeth, screamed in his throat and lunged at me. We crashed to the floor. He was on top of me, scrambling into a sitting position, trying to wrestle the gun around into my face. His right eye was swelling and blood was streaming from his nose, dripping onto his hands. The barrel wavered dangerously. I took a hold of it, tried to lever back toward him, but my right hand was slipping in the blood on his hands.
He lined up my head, and I craned away. He lined me up again and I saw his finger squeeze the trigger. The flash and the explosion tore the world apart.




TWELVE

I felt the flash burn my face, and the explosion sent me spinning into a world of reeling silence. But I knew, from deep-rooted experience which I could not remember, that when somebody is trying to kill you, if you think about your pain, you will die. There is only one thing you can think about if you are going to survive: killing.
So I pulled hard on his hand and on the weapon, raised my reeling head and bit deep into his wrist. I felt cartilage crunch and tasted blood, and bit deeper and harder, until he was scrambling to his feet, screaming silently, wrenching his wrist from my mouth as I yanked his weapon from his hand.
He staggered away, clutching his bleeding wrist, but looking in terror at the gun in my hand. I aimed at his thigh, but the explosion in my ear had wrecked my balance and my spatial awareness, and the two slugs went high and tore through his groin. He crashed back into the desk and slid to the floor.
I staggered to my feet, weaved and fell. Got to my feet again and dropped to my knees beside him. All I could hear was a high-pitched ringing in my left ear. I shouted at him, asking who he was and who he worked for, but I couldn’t hear my own voice. He might have said something before he died, but if he did his words fell on ears he had rendered deaf. I watched the life slip from his face and his eyes, and stayed for a while, kneeling beside him, waiting for the ringing to subside.
Eventually, supporting myself on the desk, I got to my feet and maneuvered myself around the desk to Wagner’s chair. There I lowered myself in, opened his bottom drawer and extracted the bottle of Scotch I knew he kept there. I poured a large measure, downed it and poured another. By the time I had lit up and started sipping the second measure, the ringing had begun to subside and the room had stopped spinning.
When I was able to stand and hear, I got to my feet. Crew Cut had stopped thrashing, but he’d torn part of his throat out trying to get air. I reached in his jacket and pulled out his weapon. It was a Glock 17. These bozos always use Glocks. I slipped it in my waistband behind my back, along with the one I’d taken from the other guy. I picked up the file and left the office.
When I got to the car, I climbed in and fired up the engine, then started cruising, turning randomly here and there with no direction. I fished out an unused burner and called the Bureau and asked to be put through to Special Agent John Harris. After a moment he came on the line.
“Harris.”
“Somebody just took out Jim Wagner at the Bronx Zoo. A sniper shot him through the head.”
“Who is…”
“Don’t talk. Two guys, possibly the shooters, then went to his office on Rosedale and 172nd. Their Chevy SUV is parked directly opposite. I can’t tell you what they were looking for, but I can tell you they didn’t find it, and they are now both dead.”
“The Verdugo, right? I know you went to see Araminta Johnson, I know you were at the zoo, and at Jim Wagner’s office…”
“Yeah? I guess that makes you the most incompetent federal agent on record. Don’t bother trying, Harris—you won’t trace the call. I’m just letting you know: I don’t know who you work for. Maybe you’re a legit FBI agent, maybe you’re not. If you are then you need to start digging into these two guys, because they are the tip of a very dark iceberg that leads back to Philip Johnson, and from there to Congress and the Pentagon.”
“Yeah? Sounds like we need to talk face-to-face.”
“Not yet, Harris, because if it turns out you are with them, you need to know I am coming for you, and I will kill you.”
I hung up, wiped my prints from the phone and threw it out the window.
They would come for me, Harris, Oliveira and Hernandez. They were tracking me somehow. He knew it was me who called, he knew where I had been and he would come after me; and they might well try to pin the murders on me. I didn’t care. There was nothing they could prove. My prints were in Wagner’s office because I was his client. The only place where my prints could be incriminating were on the Glocks, and they were with me. By the time Harris caught up with me the Glocks would be disposed of.
Still, I thought, as I passed under the Bruckner Expressway overpass, it wouldn’t hurt to have an alibi, and then I thought of Trixie. First I needed to read this report of Wagner’s and see what it was he thought was so important. Then, after dark, I’d go over and find Trixie, and offer her a price for an alibi. It wouldn’t be the best alibi in the world, but provided they couldn’t shake it, they’d have no case on me at all.
And that got me thinking about Otropoco. I was supposed to deliver ten kilos of coke to him the next day, and two of H, and that was a meeting I was going to have to prepare. I wondered briefly if I had bitten off more than I could chew. But the thought didn’t last long.
There were just two things I needed to do. Just two. And Otropoco and his gorillas were going to be the least of my problems.
That was what I thought then.
I got back to the motel, parked in back and made my way to my room. Rafael the manager was still leaning on his desk reading the paper. As I walked past I asked him, “That the same paper?”
I saw him smile and his shoulder shook three times, then he licked his finger and turned the page.
In my room I poured myself a measure of Bushmills and lit a Camel. Then I sat by the open window and pulled out the report. There were several pages and a CD. I started to read. There was an introductory note:
“A contact in the USAAF put me in touch with Sergeant Sam Epstein, who had served with Philip Johnson in Delta Force, A Squadron. He was discharged eighteen months ago. He now owns a ranch in Arizona and an apartment in Manhattan, on Riverside Drive. Who knew the American military paid that well? I called him. He was in New York for the holidays and agreed to see me, though he was reluctant. Attached are a transcript of the conversation and a CD with the original recording.”
I took a sip and a drag, slipped the CD into my laptop and read along as I listened.
“Sergeant Epstein…”
“Sam or mister, take your pick, but I’m not in the Army anymore.”
“Sam, the first thing I need to ask you is, why have you agreed to see me? The guys from Delta Force don’t talk to anybody, not even their wives.”
You could hear Epstein laughing. “Especially their wives!”
There was more laughter from both of them, and then Epstein went on. “When you serve with a guy, and you face death and torture together, you develop a bond which goes deeper than friendship or brotherhood. Nothing goes deeper than putting your life in another guy’s hands, and making yourself responsible for that guy’s life. That is, literally, one hundred percent commitment. So, if this is going to help Philip’s wife, then of course I’ll do whatever I have to do to help.”
After a moment he added, “Within the limits of the law, obviously.”
“Sure, Sergeant Epstein, Sam, what can you tell me about Sergeant Major Philip Johnson’s disappearance?”
There was a snort which might have been a short laugh.
“There is a difference, Jim, between what I can tell you and what I may tell you. I’m treading a fine line here. The first thing I have to tell you is that when Philip went missing, he was no longer serving with the Force.”
“He wasn’t serving with Delta Force.”
“No, he had been seconded to another…” There was a clear hesitation, then he said, “He had been borrowed by a government department.”
“Borrowed?”
“That’s as clear as I can make it for you.”
“CIA?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
“What can you tell me?”
“The first Special Forces Operational Detachment, Delta, is an operational group. We don’t do anything in the way of research and development except pass on on-the-ground experience to weapons and equipment developers in the private sector.”
“Uh-huh.”
“But there are, how can I put this, government departments that actively cooperate and participate in the development of weapons systems, weapons and military applications. They also research and develop ways of weaponizing non-military objects and systems.”
“You’ll need to explain that, Sam.”
“No, I don’t.” He laughed. “I’ll try and clarify it as much as I can. If I find a way of making cows explode, and then drive a stampede into a town and detonate it, I have weaponized those cows, right? If I find a way of making water toxic, and then get that water into city pipelines, then I have weaponized water. It isn’t just a case of taking something harmless and making it lethal. It is more complex than that. A weapon is a lethal object, with an effective delivery system.”
“So, what you’re saying is…”
“What I am saying is that there are a number of government departments that cooperate with the private sector in weaponizing things that are not normally considered weapons…”
“The Internet, the media…”
“For example. But, other examples might be soldiers. You take a farmer, dress him in chain mail and give him a bow, and then you deliver him to the front line, and you have weaponized a human being.”
There was a heavy silence that Wagner described in his transcript as making him go cold and his hair stand on end. Suddenly Epstein was talking again.
“Most soldiers, especially the ones who end up in Special Forces, have pretty high moral standards. That might make a lot of liberals smirk, but it happens to be the truth. We go and fight because we believe we are fighting for certain ideals, like democracy, the basic liberties of the individual, freedom of thought and speech and expression. But, you know, there is this maxim in Budo: ‘Don’t look into your enemy’s eyes, lest you become your enemy.’ And it seems to me that, in the West, we have reached a point where, in attempting to protect our ancient liberties, we have crossed the line and become the very tyrants that the Founding Fathers were so worried about.”
There was a sigh I gathered came from Wagner, because then he said, “Can you clarify that? And can you explain how that relates to Sergeant Philip Johnson?”
“I’m not sure, to be honest, Jim. Phil was borrowed by a government department which was heavily, heavily, into out-of-the-box research and development. They were, and are, into heavily conceptual development. You know, most R and D goes, kind of, ‘How can I make a bullet more accurate?’ ‘How can I make a bomb more destructive?’ This outfit approaches it differently. They say, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if…’ ‘Wouldn’t it be great if I had an app on my phone, I could give it a name and the phone would then kill that person.’ ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could develop soldiers who enjoy combat.’ We would never have another Vietnam, right?” Suddenly his voice grew louder. “‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could develop assassins who were genetically predisposed to killing and loved their work?’”
Another silence, then Epstein again:
“And once they have established an ideal objective, then they work backward: How can a cell phone kill? So they’ll make a short list of all the ways a cell can kill you. Then they ask, ‘So how can we force manufacturers to insert this capability into cells, without knowing they are weaponizing phones? We need Congress to legislate…’ You get the idea. Or they will ask, ‘What is it in human beings that makes them averse to killing other human beings? Maybe it’s part social conditioning and part a pack instinct. So how can we alter those two aspects of human nature?’ You get the idea,” he said again. “So they will work with everything from hypnosis and mind-altering drugs to applied quantum physics, and basically anything and everything it takes to achieve their objectives. They think laterally and they think a lot. And they are goal driven.”
“What is this department called?”
Epstein laughed. “As far as I know, it has no name and it doesn’t exist. Except that it does.”
“And Philip was loaned to this department?”
“Yeah. Nobody was happy about it, but you don’t say no to these people. They asked me too, but I said no.”
“Doesn’t that contradict what you just said?”
“I had one thing Phil didn’t have. And,” there was a humorless laugh, “and I didn’t have one thing Phil did have. I had information I had been quietly gathering about the department in question. And I am going to tell you exactly nothing about that. And I did not have, and will never have, a wife and kids, or anybody that matters to me enough to make me a slave to those bastards. So I was discharged from the Army on a surprisingly generous pension.”
“And Philip…?”
“Which means, you think very carefully about how you use this information, because you could get me, his wife and yourself into a lot of very serious trouble.”
“Noted. So, what happened to Philip?”
“The official story was that he was sent on a covert operation into the desert and was lost, presumed dead. But the last I knew of him he was headed for Virginia. I always thought he went either to Fort Story at Little Creek, or Fort Myer in Arlington.”
“Fort Myer?”
“Yeah…” There was a sigh. “It provides…services, of various types I am not going to go into. And it’s right there, you know? In Arlington.”
“So you’re saying you don’t believe he went to the Middle East?”
“I can’t prove that, but that was not the impression I got.”
There was more, but that was the useful part. I listened to it several times over, then took the CD and slipped it back in the envelope.
Nothing goes deeper than putting your life in another guy’s hands, and making yourself responsible for that guy’s life.
If anybody was able to recognize me, plastic surgery and amnesia or not, it would be this guy. But was I willing to put his life on the line? I wondered if he was still in New York or whether he’d returned to Arizona. I wondered if he knew what had happened to Wagner. Then I wondered if the same thing had happened to him.
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I spent the next half hour under my car and found the magnetic tracker stuck inside the exhaust. It was stupid of me. It was the only way they could have kept following me after I’d had the car resprayed and changed the plates.
I took the tracker and put it in my pocket, then walked to the corner of O’Brien and Soundview, caught the Bx27 one stop north and left the tracker onboard, stuck under my seat.
Then, following a complicated and erratic combination of subway trains, buses, taxis and department store rear exits, I made my way to Manhattan. There I went to Macy’s on West 34th and bought myself an expensive suit, a camel-hair coat and a fedora. I changed in the john, dumped my jeans, boots, shirt and jacket in the trash and took a walk down Fashion Avenue to the post office on West 38th, where I posted the report and the CD in separate envelopes to a PO box in New Orleans that I had recently used for some very different CDs[2].
By the time I got back to the motel it was getting dark, and a hole in my stomach was telling me I had missed lunch. I didn’t go into my room. I took the Mustang and drove one and a half miles to a car dealership on Castle Hill and Hermany.
When I told the guy I didn’t want any paperwork, a straight cash transaction, he didn’t seem too keen, but when I told him I’d swap him the Mustang for a Toyota Corolla, no questions asked, he cheered up and gave me the kind of smile a black mamba might give its lunch before swallowing it.
“What shall we do about insurance and registration?”
“Just give me the keys and I’ll take care of it. And my advice? Give the Mustang a thorough cleaning, inside and out. It used to belong to a jazz musician in New Orleans, and he used a lot of powders, if you know what I mean.”
His predatory smile turned to a paralyzed rictus. He handed me the keys to the Corolla and watched me leave with dilated nostrils and an unhappy mouth. I didn’t care. I was now anonymous, cocooned in an invisible car among more than two million vehicles. It had started to rain again. The wipers squeaked and thudded, twisting and blurring the lights on the windshield. One of my burners started to ring. It was the one I’d given Trixie. I thumbed it and put it to my ear.
“Yeah.”
“It’s me, Trixie.”
“I was just thinking about you.”
A nervous laugh, one without humor. “That’s nice.”
Something in her voice told me there was a problem. I said, “What’s up?”
“I was thinking we could talk.”
“That’s my line.”
“Maybe you could come over.”
“Is there a problem? Last time I was there you never wanted to see me again.”
“I thought about it. You were just trying to help me, right?”
“Sure.”
“Will you come? I’d like to talk about that. About what I could do…”
“Sure. I’ll be right over.”
“Thanks, I really appreciate it.”
I hung up and found myself heading unconsciously for the Bruckner Expressway. I knew I shouldn’t go. Every ounce of instinct in me told me this was a mistake. I should stay away. But I also knew I had to go. As surely as the sun has to rise in the morning, I had to go and see Trixie.
Why?
It wasn’t easy to find an answer. I told myself I needed the alibi she could provide. But equally I knew any girl walking that street could provide me with the same alibi. So what was it about Trixie? The same thing that had made me throw money away on her, the same thing that had made me stupidly write my number on her wall, that had made me offer to pay for a clinic for her, knowing she’d rather pluck her eyelashes out with pliers than go to rehab. I had some kind of Galahad complex, to compensate for the career I had chosen as an executioner.
Was that it? Or was there something else?
I found I had crossed the expressway and pulled off into Hunts Point, and was moving fast up the avenue toward Seneca. The deli, the Laundromat sped past, their dead light trying and failing to close out the night, making the dark streets somehow darker.
I passed Kennedy’s Fried Chicken and the tires complained and I fishtailed into Seneca and accelerated fast toward her house. I was aware I felt sick and tried to ignore it. I hadn’t eaten that day.
I cut across the road and screeched to a halt outside her house. The door was open a crack and warm light sliced across the porch. I clambered out and ran, through the gate and up the dogleg stairs to her front door. Then up the narrow stairs to her apartment door, which was also open. She knew I was coming. She was worried about something and left the door open for me.
Nobody in the Bronx ever leaves their door open.
I had Crew Cut’s Glock in my hand as I pushed the door open. Bathroom and kitchen, opposite the door, were dark. I stepped inside and quietly closed the door. There was no sound in the apartment. Had she left in a hurry? Was that why the doors were open?
I stepped into the bedroom. It too was dark. I switched on the flashlight app on my phone and played it around the room. The bed had been used, but there was nobody there. I turned and looked at the living-room door. It too was open just a crack, and light was filtering out. I felt a sick twist in my gut, stepped over and pushed open the door. She was on the sofa, lying on her back with her eyes and her mouth wide open. Her belly was also wide open and the sofa was sodden with thick, cloying blood.
I stepped over to her, taking care to avoid the rug where it was saturated with blood. There was dull bruising around her neck, especially on her throat. Her eyes were badly bloodshot and her tongue was swollen and protruding from her mouth. A thick sprinkling of powder covered her lips and tongue, and at first I could not identify it. Then I realized it was brown sugar.
She’d been strangled, and by the look of the bruising it had been before being disemboweled. Though, looking at the blood on the sofa and the rug, she had not been dead when she was stabbed.
Something on the wall caught my eye. The phone number—my phone number—had been circled in blood, and underneath it was written: Who are you?
I took the phone to the kitchen, found a damp cloth and wiped it clean. Then I wiped the door handles and everything and anything else I had touched. As I stepped out of the door, in the distance I could hear sirens howling in the night. I ran down the stairs, through the gate and crossed the road to the Corolla. I didn’t stop to put my seat belt on. I fired up the engine, did a U-turn and accelerated away toward the expressway.
It was too much. Too much of a coincidence, too much that he forced her to call me, too much that he left a message for me on the wall, written in blood. It was not credible, not logical, not possible. My mind was racing, spinning as I accelerated back toward Soundview. A voice in my head kept screaming at me, Why? Why? Why?
I knew I had to go to ground and think. Nothing made any sense, and when things don’t make sense to you, then you are vulnerable. Right then I felt vulnerable. And that fact made me nauseated and my head started to spin. Somehow I made it down Soundview and into Bolton Avenue, the dead end. I staggered out of the Corolla and leaned against the chain-link fence that separated it from Harding Park. I retched violently, though I hadn’t eaten all day and I came up empty.
I staggered up the stairs and into the lobby. He was still leaning on the counter, reading his paper. He didn’t look up but he said, “You look like shit. You should try eating sometimes, instead of drinking and smoking all the time.”
“What are you,” I snarled, “my mother?”
I made it to my room, locked the door, took a generous slug of whiskey and collapsed on the bed. I heard myself mutter the word, “Blood,” and my head was full of screaming. There was a woman’s voice, hysterical, and there was blood; blood everywhere, spraying, pooling, sticking like glue to my skin. I was wiping it from my eyes, crying out, but my voice was lost in the screaming.
And Araminta was there, staring at me with pleading eyes, but the noise was too violent for me to hear what she was saying. And the rage in me was too great to hear her pleading. There was just the screech and the scream. The screech and the scream.
The screech and the scream!
I opened my eyes. My cell was ringing, double taps: screech and a scream, screech and a scream.
I fumbled for it and looked at the clock. Four thirty AM.
I mumbled, “Jesus!”
It was the burner I’d given Otropoco. I sat up and pressed accept.
“You know what time it is?”
“We need to talk.”
“Now?”
“Now.”
“You’re at the club?”
“No.”
“Well where the hell are you, Otropoco? Can you try to use more than one syllable?”
“Soundview Park.” I heard a deep sigh. “You know where the Bronx River is becoming wide, where is O’Brien Avenue, it joins the park, you go in there, my boys will meet you, bring you, you will see our lights.”
“What’s this about, Otropoco. Don’t play games with me.”
“No games, Mr. Verdugo. I want to employ your service.”
* * *
It was raining. It was always raining. Wet and cold. I sat in the darkened car, listening to the liquid drumming and thinking of my bed, five minutes down the road. It would be first light in three hours. I pushed open the door and stepped onto the wet blacktop. Wet light rippled in the puddles. Soundview Park was ahead and on my left. On my right redbrick and white clapboard houses slept with blind eyes beyond the amber streetlight.
I hunched through the cold rain toward the point where the blacktop ended and the road became a dirt track, pitted with muddy puddles. Beyond it the black bulk of the park lay menacing. The brief glow of a cigarette told me one of Otropoco’s men was waiting for me there. When I drew level I saw it was Mr. Gorilla, or it might have been Mr. Butcher. He dropped the butt in a puddle where it hissed and died. I said, “Where’s your boss? What’s this about?”
He jerked his head toward the interior of the park, among the sodden, black shadows of the trees. “Better he tell you.”
It wasn’t the one who’d eaten his own tongue then.
I followed him through the dripping hedge of winter trees and out onto the muddy grass. In the distance I could see a small cluster of light: some cigarette coals, others were flashlights. Mr. Gorilla led the way, keeping close to the shadows of the bushes that fringed the park, toward the shore and the lapping water. Our feet made damp squelching noises. He said, in a deep, East European baritone, “Be gentle with the Boss. He is weeping lot this morning.”
“Weeping?”
He nodded a silent nod and we turned and crossed the open ground toward the small group. As we drew closer I saw they were just thirty or forty feet from the water’s edge, and they were standing around a dark form lying in the mud. There were four of them, Otropoco, who was motionless, two of his guys I didn’t know, and Mr. Butcher: four big black silhouettes surrounded by the glimmer of the rain and the muddy puddles.
And then there was the thing on the ground. The thing that looked like a bundle of saturated rags. But I knew what it was. My voice was a rasp. “What the hell have you done? Is this supposed to be a warning to me or something? Who is that? What did he do?”
Otropoco turned to face me. Even in that darkness, I could see his eyes were swollen and his face was wet. It wasn’t from the rain. I frowned.
“What the hell…?”
Nobody spoke. After a moment I pulled out my Camels and offered him one. He shook his head. I lit up and blew smoke into the spitting drizzle. Otropoco gave a small nod, and the Butcher leaned forward and pulled back some of the rags and played his flashlight on them to reveal a wet coat and a wet face. It was the face of a young woman lying on her back in the soaking grass and the mud, staring up into a black, weeping sky. Her coat was rumpled and twisted. Her arms were bent like a swastika, though her legs were both bent the same way. Her mouth was open and her tongue was protruding. Her eyes were bloodshot and bulging with horror under the fleeting, lamplit needles of rain. The Butcher pulled back more of the coat and exposed a gaping, bloody hole where her belly should have been. I stood smoking for a while, holding the cigarette concealed within my palm, feeling the heat of the coal against my skin. Eventually I flicked ash and said, “Who is she? She family?”
Nobody said anything for a long moment. They just stood, looking at Otropoco with the rain on their faces. Finally, Otropoco said what I had already guessed: “She is my daughter, Blanka.”
I nodded. I knew what this meant now, why I was there, and I didn’t like it. It complicated things too much. I knew what the answer would be, but I asked it anyway. “Do you know who did it?”
He shook his head. I looked again at the body, the way it was laid out, the bruised neck, the bulging eyes and tongue, the savage wound in the abdomen. “Someone trying to scare you, move in on your patch…?”
He shook his head again. “Nobody.”
I dropped my butt into a puddle. It hissed and winked out. I crouched down by her side, pulled out my cell and thumbed the flashlight app. I played the light over her face and neck. Under the raindrops, her skin was gray-blue. There were patches of bruising and, as with Trixie, they were particularly bad on her throat. Like Trixie, like all the other girls, she’d been strangled, and like Trixie, there was brown sugar sprinkled on her lips and tongue.
But her blouse was saturated with blood, so she hadn’t been strangled to death, just enough to make her unconscious and pliant. That was also like Trixie, and I guessed all the other girls, too.
I moved the beam down to her belly. Her entire abdomen had been torn out. There had been no surgical precision here, just raw, brutal animal ferocity. I heard Otropoco choke and sob behind me and I switched off the flashlight, stood and said, “Who found her?”
Otropoco had turned away. His face in his hands and his shoulders shaking. The guy who’d met me at the gate piped up, “Half pass three she didn’t show at club. We track her GPS. Here in the park, on her phone.”
I squinted at him through the glow of his flashlight. “He left her phone?”
“Nothing missing, thousand bucks in purse, no rape, panties on. Just kill…” Otropoco turned to face me, wiping his face with the back of his sleeve. His voice was raw. “Why kill my baby girl. All others are bitches, junkie, whores. Why my Blanka?”
I nodded. I said, “You have to report this to the cops.”
“They are on their way. We have twenty minutes.”
I stared at him. “We have twenty minutes for what? What do you want from me?”
He held my eye a moment, then jerked his head toward what was left of his daughter. “If the police investigate, maybe it is years before killer is found. Maybe never. And if they find him, what?” He shrugged his skinny shoulders and looked around at the dark woodlands. “Maybe he will go to prison for twenty years, to a secure wing with psychologists to help him resolve the fact that he wants to fuck his mommy, and he uses a knife instead of his dick…” He shook his head and spat on the ground. “No. You are the Verdugo, you told me…you find him. You are smart. You are not limited like the police. You have no rules. You are ruthless. I give you any help, any money—no matter. I get you what you want. I want the man who did this. You find him.”
“And when I find him?”
“You give him to me.”
I nodded. I had a strange feeling of premonition. I had no problem doing what he wanted. I’d liked Trixie. I owed her, and I’d take this sick bastard down. After that, I’d take Otropoco too. I said:
“Okay, Otropoco. I’ll find him. WhatsApp me your address and I’ll be around later to talk to you. And when I find him, then you owe me. You owe me big time.”
His face began to crumple again and he pointed helplessly at the twisted, mangled corpse of his daughter, at the gaping hole in her belly. When he spoke, his voice was strange, twisted with pain. “Anything, but what is this? Why? Why he did this to my baby…?”
They led him away through the dark woodlands into the darkness beneath the trees, back toward their dark SUVs, wherever they had parked them, and I made my way back through the dark relentless rain toward my anonymous car, thinking that most times, what really hurts is not understanding why. Pain never hurts so much as when it’s meaningless.




FOURTEEN

I didn’t go back to bed. I went to the Maravillas and had an early breakfast of bacon and coffee laced with whiskey. Then I climbed in the Corolla and made the hour and a half drive back to New Haven. Maybe it was a stupid thing to do, but it was something I knew I had to do; not for me, but for her and the kids.
At eight AM, halfway there, the heavens had opened up. The rain coming in off the sound was torrential, and a thick mist of spray had engulfed the road. So it was well after eight thirty before I pulled off the Boston Post Road and wound my way, among bowing, tossing trees, down to Terrace Avenue.
Her car was in the drive when I pulled up. She was back from the school run. I climbed out of the Toyota, hunched into my collar and ran up the garden path to her front door. She opened before I rang the bell and stood staring at me with nervous eyes and something that wanted to be a smile, but wasn’t sure.
“I saw you arrive.”
“Can I come in? We need to talk.”
She stepped back. “I’ll make coffee. Close the door. Did you have breakfast? I was going to make pancakes.”
“Coffee is fine.”
I followed her into the kitchen and she set about making breakfast with rapid, nervous movements while I watched her. When she finally spoke she said, “I didn’t expect you back.”
“You ever hear of a guy called Otropoco?”
She frowned as she poured pancake mix into a bowl.
“Otro what?”
“Otropoco. He owns the Babylon Club on Park Avenue. The one in the Bronx.”
She added milk to the mix and started to stir it too hard, so that some of it spilled onto the counter.
“No, how would I know somebody like that?”
“He called me this morning at four.”
“At four? Oh my goodness!” She didn’t break off her stirring. “You sure you won’t have some pancakes?”
“You’re not curious why he called me?”
She didn’t answer. I waited. Eventually she glanced at me, gave a noncommittal smile and said, “Should I be?”
“Yes.”
“Well, what did he want then?”
The coffee percolator began to gurgle. She took it off the heat and poured a cup, black, no sugar, the way I took it. She placed it before me and put a pan on the heat with a chunk of butter in it.
“Otropoco is a very bad man. He’s a major drug distributor in New York, and he’s connected at the highest level. I can’t tell you names, or offices, not yet, but I can guarantee that he has judges, high-ranking cops and people in the mayor’s office, if not the mayor himself.”
She still wouldn’t meet my eye. “Oh. And he called you?”
“At four o’clock this morning.”
“So what did he want, Phi…” She froze and closed her eyes. I watched the butter in the pan begin to turn brown, reached over and took it off the heat.
“His daughter had been murdered.”
Her eyes snapped open. She looked at me a moment. Her eyes were asking what the hell that had to do with me. I went on.
“For all intents and purposes, she was a victim of the serial killer.”
“The Ripper?”
I nodded. “The guy they’re calling the Ripper. There’s quite a lot the cops aren’t releasing to the press.”
“You saw…?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand why he called you.”
“He wants me to find the killer.”
“You? Why?”
I sighed. “There’s a lot I can’t tell you.”
“There always was. I got used to that.”
“I don’t want to put you at risk. Information can make you a target.”
She smiled on the right side of her face. It was a smile of resignation. She reached for the pan and put it back on the heat.
“The very same words you used to say to me. And yet here you are, telling me this. Why are you telling me, then?”
I shoved my hands in my pockets and watched the mixture spread in the pan.
“There are some things you need to know, Araminta, and some things that could make you a target.” I hesitated. “All the victims have been prostitutes. That is one of a number of things they have all had in common.”
“I know, the news has been full of it.”
“But Otropoco’s daughter was not a prostitute.”
She frowned as she flipped the pancake. “What does that mean.”
“It means she was a target.”
She made a few more pancakes, piling them on a plate. Her expression said she didn’t want to think about this, but she couldn’t stop her brain. Finally she switched off the stove and stood staring at her plate. “I don’t understand what you mean. The others weren’t targets?”
“If this is a genuine serial killer, the first victims were not targets. He felt the compulsion, the need to kill, and he selected convenient prostitutes who fit the profile of his preferred victims. They were not murdered out of jealousy or to gain financial profit. They were murdered because this killer needed to kill. But Blanka was different. She was murdered because she was Otropoco’s daughter.”
“And the killer imitated the Ripper’s method?”
“Maybe.”
“Why would this man call you?”
“Because…”
I hesitated, searching for the right words. For a moment I wasn’t sure myself. She didn’t wait. She picked up her plate and her mug of coffee and made her way around the breakfast bar to the dining table. There she sat and started dousing her pancakes with maple syrup.
I followed her and sat beside her, on the far side, where I could see the street and my car. A gust of wind whipped up the rain and lashed it against the glass, bowing and tossing the trees outside.
She spoke without looking at me, cutting into a pancake. “Because?”
“When I woke up in New Mexico, with no recollection of who I was, of my previous life, I had one, driving motivation, one clue to who I had been before.”
She was staring at me. He voice was barely a whisper.
“What…?”
I made several attempts to speak. Finally I said, “I was driven. Driven by a deep hatred which I myself didn’t understand. It was almost at the level of an instinct: an instinctual loathing…”
I trailed off. Her brow was creased.
“Of what?”
“Of dealers. Of drug dealers.”
“Well, who wouldn’t…”
“No, Araminta. I persecuted them. I hunted them down and I killed them.” She was silent, but her fingertips went to her mouth. “They, the local press, they gave me a nickname. El Verdugo, the Executioner.”
“How many?”
“Lots, in New Mexico and in New Orleans. I…” A wave of self-loathing and disgust silenced me for a moment. Finally: “I was…am…very good at it. I have skills, I am obviously very well trained, and buried in my unconscious, deep down inside, is a motive, a reason for my loathing of these people. I think I know what it is, but I can’t tell you.”
“And this man knows that you are the Verdugo?”
“Yes.”
“And that is why he wants you to deal with his daughter’s killer.”
“Yes, because he thinks I will be faster and more effective than anyone else.”
“I see,” and then, after a pause, “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I don’t know who ordered the hit on Blanka, and I don’t know why, but I have a feeling, just a hunch, that you might be a target too.”
“What?” She laid her fork down on the plate, the small morsel of food skewered on the prongs, uneaten.
“And possibly the kids.”
“But why?”
I sat a while turning the mug around in circles. “I can’t put my finger on it, Araminta. It’s all too much of a coincidence. That I should…” I trailed off, met her gaze and held it.
She said, “What? You should what?”
“I should target Otropoco, and the next day the killer, who has until then been a serial killer, murders Otropoco’s daughter. She is similar to his victims’ profile, but fails on one key point. Where and how did he pick her up? What made him choose her, and why did he kill her a ten-minute walk from my hotel? It’s too much,” I repeated. “And these killings started a day or two before I arrived in New York. Too much of a coincidence.”
“What are you driving at? What do you think it means?”
“I don’t know.” And after a moment, “How did Phil feel about dealers? About the drug trade in general?”
“He despised it, as you’d expect from a man like him.” She reached out and put a hand on my wrist, and squeezed. “You can’t do this. Whoever you are, but especially if you are Philip. You have a duty to me and the children. You can’t do this.”
“I can’t walk away, Araminta. I need to know what’s going on, what it means. Why they have done this to me. It’s going to take time.”
She stared at the small piece of skewered pancake. “How much time?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. I can’t tell you.”
“What if you are Philip? What if God has brought you back to us? What if we have been given another chance? Are you prepared to throw that away?”
“…No.”
“So?”
I looked down into my coffee. It looked real black. “I can’t ignore what is happening. It’s not going to go away. If I am somehow the target of this, then you may be too. I need to know. I need to take care of it.”
She straightened her fork, careful, like it might have consequences if she set it the wrong way. “I’m sorry.”
“Believe me, there is nothing I would rather do than to set to work with a shrink, focus on getting to know you, maybe the kids, and…” I shrugged. “Who knows? But something is happening here, Araminta, something deep. And we are all at risk unless I deal with it.”
She was silent a while, staring at her plate. “Was it gang related?”
“I think it goes deeper than that…” I rubbed my face with my hands. “I can’t make much sense of it…” I shrugged again, staring at the table but seeing Blanka lying in the mud with her dead eyes staring at the sky above her, raindrops sitting on her pupils. “He says nobody is trying to move in on him. Nobody would be that crazy. He’s too powerful and too dangerous. Even the city and the cops stay clear. It doesn’t make any sense. Unless…”
She was still watching her plate. She said, “Unless?”
“Unless whoever killed her was sending a message to me.”
Her brow creased and she ran her finger along the edge of the plate. “What kind of message?”
I drained my coffee and unconsciously pulled a Camel from the pack. I tapped it three times on the table and started spinning it slowly in my fingers. She watched me. She seemed transfixed.
“Philip smoked Camels. You have a brass Zippo?”
I pulled it from my pocket and handed it to her. She held it in her left palm and stroked it with her right, while tears slipped quietly down her cheeks to the corners of her mouth.
She drew a breath that shuddered. “What kind of message?”
“I don’t know, but I can’t escape the feeling that in some twisted way I am the target of these murders. When I got here, I went to see a prostitute to get some information from her. She was also killed, that same night.”
“What are they trying to tell you?”
“That they can get to me? That the people close to me are not safe? To stay in my box?”
“Then why are you here?”
“Because I think you need to leave. You need to talk to the Feds, tell them about me, tell them you are in fear for your life and your kids’, that you need to be relocated.”
She didn’t answer. She sat for a long time in silence. Her skin had turned sallow and pasty. Her eyes were dull.
“Did you take the hair for profiling?”
“Not yet.”
“Been too busy?”
I struggled for a moment with her name. “Araminta… I am trying to protect you and the children. I don’t understand what’s happening, what happened to Philip, to me. I don’t know who or what we are up against. I do know that you and…,” I hesitated again, “and Luke and Lisa, could be at risk. Before I do anything else I need to make sure you are safe.”
She turned her dull eyes on me. “Can we ever be safe?”
“I don’t know, but I am going to do my best. Give me a little time, I don’t know how long, but I am not going to drag my heels. I’m going to find out what’s going on, I’m going to find the bastard who’s doing this, and I am going to put an end to it. Then we can find out, together, whether I am Philip Johnson or not, and decide together what happens next. Can we do that?”
Her voice, like her eyes and her cheeks, was damp. “Yes,” she said. “I guess so.”
“Have you got somewhere you can go?”
She shook her head. “No. We’re alone. It’s just us three.”
She raised her eyes to meet mine, and for a moment there was resentment there, and bitterness. “What were you involved in? What were you doing that brought this down on us?”
“I don’t know,” again I struggled over the name, “Araminta, and this is not the time to be asking questions. The less you know, the safer you’ll be. Are the kids secure at school?”
“It’s walled and gated, and there are armed guards.”
“OK, this is what I want you to do. You collect the kids from school a little early. You take them and you drive to New York. Drop the car somewhere and get a combination of metro trains and taxis until you are sure nobody is tailing you. Then pick a station. Don’t tell me which. Take a train and go as far away as you can.”
I wrote down a number. “This is a burner cell. You are the only person who has the number. Call me when you are settled either in a hotel or an apartment. Buy a disposable cell to call me and then take out the SIM and flush it. Throw the phone in the trash somewhere far from home. When you call me I will provide you with new identities and plenty of money to live on.”
She was shaking her head, weeping. “That is not a life, Phil. That is not a life! What have you done? Oh God, Phil!”
“I swear to you, baby, it will be temporary. I will find whoever is doing this and I will stop them. And I will give you your lives back. I promise.”
She was shaking her head, biting her lip. “How can you promise that? How can anybody promise that?”
I had no answer. I found I was smiling, and I cupped her cheek in my hand and croaked, in a poor imitation of Yoda, “Do or don’t do, there is no try.”
She sobbed a laugh and held my hand in both of hers. “I have been so lonely. I have missed you so bad.”
I watched her a long while, and wondered if I had been missing her too, without knowing it.




FIFTEEN

A couple of hours later I lay listening to the rain on the glass. It had slowed to a damp patter, with an occasional wind-driven lash. Her head was on my shoulder and her breath gentle on my chest. I let my hand explore the curve of her back and her hip, but my mind was drifting. All I could see was Blanka, staring with dead eyes into the rain.
My thoughts followed the beam of my flashlight. The caked, dark blood against the pale gray of her skin. The gray-purple of her parted lips, the swollen tongue, the sprinkling of sweet brown sugar, and the eyes: staring windowpanes onto a dark, empty house.
It was a strange contrast—or was it an echo?—of the kitchen knife plunged into her belly: the rich, brown sugar in her mouth. Maybe it symbolized the loving words the killer had never heard from a mouth that was full of cold blades—sharp, cutting, cruel words.
And the knife: the big, cold-steel blade of a kitchen knife, driven deep into her abdomen, or perhaps her womb. Again, that curious juxtaposition of symbols. The essence of womanhood, life-giving, love-giving, brutally destroyed with a single plunge of that large, cold-steel blade.
But the knife and the sugar were almost clichés in their symbolism, as though the killer had actually sat down and thought them out, in some bizarre hope of being understood, as though trying to convey that he didn’t really want to do this, he didn’t really want to kill her. He only wanted to silence and sweeten her mouth.
Araminta stirred in her sleep, squeezed me and pressed her belly close against my side. Her belly. What had he wanted to do, or tell us, about her belly?
I reached for my Camels, fished one out one-handed and lit up, blowing smoke at the ceiling. The belly was all wrong. It was like it had been done by somebody else. There was no symbolic message there, no clichéd symbolism, no grief nor remorse. She had simply been disemboweled.
It was hard to tell. I was no expert in forensics, as far as I knew, but thinking back to the amount of blood I had seen in Trixie’s apartment, there was not very much around Blanka in comparison. Maybe it had been washed away by the rain, but Soundview Park on a rainy night in December didn’t strike me as a likely hangout for Otropoco’s daughter, and considering they were expecting her at the club, I figured maybe she’d been killed somewhere else and dumped at the park.
If that was true, it didn’t really get me anywhere, and it didn’t explain the weird contrast between the sugar and the savagery of the bestial attack on her abdomen. I lay and smoked and wondered why it mattered.
I gently removed Araminta’s head from my shoulder and swung my legs off the bed. Then I pulled on my pants and made my way downstairs to the kitchen. There I brewed some coffee and sat smoking and drinking, and thinking. I thought that it mattered because the difference between regular killers and serial killers is all about motivation. And this distribution of sweetness and brutality showed two completely different motivations. One craved redemption and understanding. The other was bestially destructive and uninhibited.
Like two different people: one who was little more than an animal, another who hated what the animal did.
It hadn’t escaped me, either, that brown sugar was a street name for heroin. It was a fact, and it was striking in view of the fact that all his victims were addicts—I assumed Blanka was—but other than the possibility that the killer’s mother was a junkie, I couldn’t see that it was especially significant.
What was clear was that my starting point had to be Blanka. I wasn’t a cop. I wasn’t a detective or any kind of investigator. It was hard enough for me to find out who I was, let alone catch a killer. So I had to start by finding out where Blanka had been that night, and who she’d been with.
So at midday I left Araminta, subdued and pensive, and drove back to New York. Otropoco had told me he had moved to his country house at Hudson Hill, by Riverdale Park. I arrived at just after two AM and wound my way through leafy lanes among ancient, gabled, gray stone mansions that would have looked right at home in Jacobean England. Eventually I came to a dogleg on Sycamore Avenue, and there, on the bend, was a large iron gate supported on granite pillars, beyond which there was a manicured, very wet, lawn and a large house with gabled roofs and tall chimney pots on a gray, slate roof. 
I called on the intercom and a voice gave me some unintelligible instructions and buzzed me in. I followed the drive past a copse of sycamore trees that secluded most of the property from the road, to the front of the house, where a gabled, Arcadian portico was supported on marble columns and flanked by gardens and tall, leaded windows. A guy was waiting for me there, with the door open. He may have been the guy with the unintelligible voice. He looked like his distant ancestors had given up trying to keep up with evolution and had settled for sitting around, head-butting rocks and eating each other. There was a kind of Zen-like peace to his face, as though his mind was perfectly undisturbed by thought.
“I’m here to see Otropoco…”
He interrupted me without aggression. “You make de follow.”
He turned and walked into the house, like a sleepwalking zombie. He led me down a couple of passages to a large walnut door. There he tapped softly with his knuckles, waited for a beat and pushed the door open. There was some expressionless, unintelligible murmuring, he faced me and said, “You make the come in…,” and stood back and I stepped past him into a grand, luxurious old-world study. Otropoco was there, standing by the fireplace.
He was wrecked. He was the kind of man who couldn’t grieve sitting down, he couldn’t grieve in silence and he couldn’t grieve sober. He grieved on his feet, noisily and drunk. He was standing with his back to me, holding a glass of what I assumed was vodka. I could hear him sobbing. I said, “Are you up to this, Otropoco?”
He nodded without turning to face me, waved me in and spilled some of his drink. He gestured silently at a tray of drinks and I closed the door, chose an old Bushmills and poured myself a double. Then I sat and peeled a pack of Camels. He had turned around and was standing with his left hand covering his face and his shoulders jerking. I lit up and, as I put my Zippo back in my pocket, I said, “You should be sedated, Otropoco. You need to rest. It’s too raw.”
His hand dropped from his face and he turned eyes on me that had lost all their humanity, if they’d ever had any. All I could see there was a void beyond understanding and an insatiable hunger for revenge. His voice was an ugly slur.
“We will not waste time. We hunt him while his trail is hot. Ask me what you need to know.”
I sucked on my cigarette and watched him through the smoke. “What was she doing in Soundview at that time?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know…” He stepped unsteadily to the trolley and refilled his glass. “She told me she wanted to go out. It was late. I tell her no. If she wants to go out, she must go to the club, where I can watch her and keep her safe.”               His face twisted. His bottom lip curled in and he gibbered. Spittle trailed from his mouth as he sobbed. He slumped into a chair, wiping his eyes and smearing tears and saliva over his face with his palms. “Last thing my baby remembers of her papa is that she hates him because he says ‘No!’ to her. All I wanted was to protect her. But look? See how I care for her. Now she is dead!”
He groaned and wailed, covering his face again with his long, boney hand. I sighed.
“You didn’t know she was out?”
He shook his head miserably. “I sent a car for her. But she sent it back. I think she is at home.”
“So, she snuck out. Any idea where she wanted to go?”
He scowled at me under his black brows.
“She had a boyfriend from college. She told me he was a nice boy, from a good family, plenty of money, an architect.” He pronounced the “ch” in architect. “She was going with him for two months and I told her ‘Blanka, I want to meet your boyfriend. It is time. Bring him to dinner.’ She went crazy. ‘No, Papa! You stay out of my life! Leave me alone!’ Always making excuses. Finally, when I get really mad with her, she tells me the truth. She tell me boyfriend is a Jew!”
I sighed. “So, you stopped her from seeing him because he was Jewish?”
He stared at me a long time, swaying. Then, “Jew boy!”
I took a pull on my cigarette and repeated, “Did you stop her seeing him because he was Jewish?”
“Of course…”
“So, you think maybe last night she slipped out to go and see him?”
His glass dropped to the floor where it shattered, and he curled up, went down on his haunches and buried his face in his hands, sobbing silently and convulsively.
I gave him a while, but finally I said, “Otropoco, you are no use to me like this. You need to go to be sedated and get to bed. Get the doctor to give you something to help you sleep. Meantime, let me talk to somebody who can actually help me.”
After a time, he raised his big, boney head and stared at me from black, hollow eyes. His face was wet and shiny.
“I am waiting all the time, she will open door, come in, kiss me… I will hear her voice… ‘Hello, Papa!’” He looked away at the cold fireplace and slowly dropped onto his ass. “All the time,” he went on, “I am imagine, I cannot stop imagining, what she was feeling when he was doing that to her…”
“Otropoco…”
After a long moment, he said, “Yes…,” levered himself carefully, unsteadily to his feet and swayed and staggered a path to the door. He opened it and went out, leaving it open behind him. A moment later I heard him bellowing, “Emma! Emma!”
There was some muttering and, after a moment, a young woman stood in the doorway looking at me. She was probably in her late twenties, but she had a sixty-five-year-old soul. She was wearing brown brogues and a dark gray skirt, a white blouse and a string of pearls around her throat. Dark blue eyes and dark hair pulled back into a low bun made her quite attractive.
“Mr.…”
I said, “Emma…”
“Mr. Otropoco…”
“Were you with Blanka last night?”
She didn’t answer. Instead, she walked into the room and sat in a large burgundy chesterfield by the fireplace, keeping her knees together and her hands on her lap, the way well-brought-up girls used to do sixty years ago. She looked at me in a way that said she wasn’t so sure she wanted to help me, but she said, “Yes.”
I crushed out my cigarette and said, “How do you know Blanka?”
“I’m the nanny to Zoltan, the youngest child. Blanka is…was, a beautiful person. We were friends.”
“Did she tell you where she was going last night?”
She drew breath and held it while she studied the backs of her fingers in her lap. Whatever else she was, she was going to be a bad liar. I cut her answer short. “What time did you get off work?”
She raised her eyes to meet mine. “At nine o’clock.”
“So, you smuggled Blanka out and drove her to her boyfriend’s house.” She flushed and went from being almost attractive to being seriously attractive. I smiled and tried to make it look reassuring. “Don’t sweat it. This is between you and me. Is that what happened?”
She stared down at the backs of her hands again. “It seemed harmless at the time. Mr. Otropoco can be quite unreasonable at times—and really rather racist.” She caught herself and looked at me, worried about the consequences of appearing disloyal. I let the smile ride up the side of my face.
“Don’t worry about it. We’re not pals. I’m just here for Blanka. But I do need to know where you took her, Emma.”
She gave a small sigh. “Blanka had told Mr. Otropoco that her boyfriend was Jewish. Mr. Otropoco is profoundly anti-Semitic and he immediately forbade her ever to see him again.”
“When was this?”
“About a week ago. She had barely left the house since then. She had largely remained in her room, reading, watching movies… Then last night…” She bit back a sob. It sounded genuine. “Last night, she said she wanted to go out. Mr. Otropoco went crazy. He called her a slut, said that any woman who went with a Jew was no better than a common whore…”
“Is that precise, Emma? He said she was a whore?”
“Yes. She was very upset, as you can imagine, and she went to her room. When things had settled a bit I went in to see if she was OK. We talked for a bit and she told me she needed to see Joe.”
“Joe was her boyfriend.”
“Yes. She told me she was going to sneak out when her father went to the club, and she begged me to wait for her and drive her to Joe’s house.”
“Where is that?”
She hesitated. “One thirty-seven, East 126th, in Harlem, opposite the district attorney’s building. It wasn’t far from Riverside Drive.”
“Otropoco’s city residence.”
“Yes.”
I watched her a while. She wouldn’t meet my eye. I fished another Camel from the pack, flipped the Zippo and lit it. I took my time inhaling and sipped my whiskey. Finally I asked her: “What is it you’re not telling me?”
 “Nothing!”
“Tell me about Joe.”
She hesitated, shrugged. “Joe Cohen. He’s well-mannered, articulate, a very nice young man.”
“He lives alone?”
“No. He lives with his mother.”
Somewhere in my mind a red flag went up. I said, “No father?”
“I don’t know him that well, there might be. But as far as I know there is no father on the scene.”
I nodded. “I’m going to need a photograph of Blanka.”
Her face went rigid. She said, “Of course,” stood and hesitated again. “Mr. Murdoch, I am absolutely certain that Joe was not responsible for—”
I cut across her, “Take it easy, Emma. I’m not jumping to any conclusions. I just want to know what she did last night.”
She sighed. I saw her hands were trembling. “It’s just, whoever you bring to Peter as a suspect, he’ll be tried, sentenced and executed with never a chance of clearing himself.”
I watched her through the smoke. “I know. That’s why I’m going to make sure I get the right guy.”
She nodded. “I’ll get the photograph.” Then she stood and left the room on quick, efficient feet.




SIXTEEN

I phoned Mrs. Cohen, Joe’s mother, from the car and told her I had something urgent I needed to discuss with her about Blanka Otropoco. She was surprised and taken aback, but agreed to see me and said Joe would be there. She wanted to know who I was. I told her I worked for the city. From her voice, I figured she didn’t know Blanka was dead. I told her four thirty. She said that was okay.
I hung up and sat in the dull light of the drizzling afternoon, spinning my Zippo and tapping it on the steering wheel. I was wondering how Joe would react when I told him Blanka had been murdered. My brain was telling me he was going to put on an act. My gut told me something else, but I wasn’t sure what.
Martha Cohen and Joe lived on East 126th, between 7th Avenue and Malcolm X Boulevard. Dusk was closing in under a heavy ceiling of orange clouds when I parked outside the old brownstone. I could see light spilling from their bow window onto the tall stoop, touching the trash cans with dull amber reflections.
I pulled myself out of the old Toyota and climbed the ten steps to the Arcadian porch. I rang the bell and it was Joe who opened the door. He was tall and lean the way a piece of cooked spaghetti is tall and lean. His hair was a dark, curly mop and his shoulders drooped somewhat. But his eyes were alert and curious. He stood watching me, waiting. I said, “Are you Joe?”
“Who are you?”
“My name is John Smith. I’m a friend of Blanka’s.”
“John Smith?” His eyes ran over me, like he was inspecting me for faults. “She never mentioned you.”
He wasn’t exactly hostile, but he wasn’t warm, either. I said, “Can I come in? It’s raining and I need to talk to you. It’s important.”
He raised an eyebrow and almost smiled. “Important to whom, Mr. Smith? Are you a friend of Blanka’s or a friend of her father’s?”
I studied his face, resisted the urge to smack him in the mouth and wondered where the hostility was coming from. “It’s important to you. I’m not here to bring you a message from Otropoco, if that’s what you’re asking. I need to tell you something, and I need to ask you some questions.”
Something in my voice, in my face, or maybe in what I’d said, got through to him. He frowned and, after a second, he stood back. “Come in, then.”
The living room was on the right, through large double doors made of highly polished walnut. The floors were bare boards, strewn with expensive rugs, and the cream walls had good originals and some numbered prints. Mrs. Cohen was sitting on a large, cream sofa beside an open fire, with her hands clasped between her knees and her eyes fixed on her shoes. She was an attractive woman in her late forties. The furniture was comfortable, lived in and in good taste. She didn’t greet me when I went in, but Joe gestured to one of the big chairs and said, “Please sit down, Mr. Smith.” He sat opposite me, watching me and waiting for me to talk. Before I could, Mrs. Cohen suddenly spoke up, raising her chin, turning her head toward me but looking at the floor with her eyes, as though she were scared of what she would see if she looked directly at me.
“Mr. Smith, if Mr. Otropoco has sent you—”
Before she could get any further Joe held out a hand to her, as though he were stopping traffic. “Mom…please. Let Mr. Smith say his piece and tell us why he’s here. Let’s not jump to any conclusions.”
I watched them both a moment.
“Whatever you may think, or assume, I can assure you, you are wrong. I’m not Otropoco’s hired muscle and I’m not here to deliver a message for him. I know he didn’t like Blanka hanging out with you, Joe, and I know why, but frankly, I don’t give a damn about that. All I need is to ask you a few questions. Then I’ll leave you in peace.”
Joe frowned and his mother resumed her study of her shoes. He said, “Questions?”
I nodded. “Blanka was here last night, right?”
“Yeah. So?”
I knew what I wanted to ask—just one question—but it was too soon. I wanted to stalk him a while, get a feel for him. I said, “What time did she get here?”
His eyes shifted to his left and up. He was remembering. “About half past eight.”
“And what time did she leave?”
He thought about it. I watched his eyes. Top left again, remembering. Then his face contracted and his eyes dropped down and to his right. He was remembering how he’d felt when she’d left. He’d felt sad. He shook his head. He didn’t like what he was remembering. He said, “About eight.”
“Did you leave with her?”
He frowned. “No… Well, I… What the hell is this? Are you a cop or something?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Why would you ask that? Were you expecting a cop?”
“Of course not! But these questions! What the hell is going on?”
I studied his face. I didn’t get a feeling of a guy who is lying, but there was something troubling him. I went ahead and asked him what I really wanted to know. “Did she come here to break up with you?”
He fixed me with his eyes. The look was intense. He was angry, real angry. Then his gaze wavered and shifted. He was about to lie but thought better of it and looked down at the floor, rubbing his right hand with the fingers of his left. He said, “Yes.”
“But you didn’t want to let her go.”
The anger welled up and flushed his face. “She wasn’t leaving me because she wanted to! She was leaving me because her father—your damned employer!—demanded it because I was Jewish!”
I was going to tell him to take it easy, but suddenly his mother was speaking for him. It sounded like that was something she did a lot. “We have never played the race card, Mr. Smith! We have never indulged in self-pity or special pleading. We never play the victim. My first husband was Jewish, from Israel. But my second husband was white, an Englishman and a good, honorable person. That you should come here now, telling us Joe cannot see Blanka anymore because he is Jewish! Because he is not good enough for her! We may be Jewish, Mr. Smith, and your employer may be a millionaire, but what we have we have earned with the sweat of our brows—” She held out her palms to me. She stared at me with wild eyes, paused, then went on. “What we have is not the product of crime, extortion and murder. It is honorable, decent work!”
She had finished, but she kept staring at me with angry, defiant eyes. I shifted my gaze to Joe. He was staring at the floor between his feet, like a strange echo of his mother. I couldn’t make out if his expression was one of embarrassment, shame or anger—maybe all three.
I looked back at her and said, “Take it easy, Mrs. Cohen. Whatever stupid ideas Otropoco might have, I don’t give a damn what you are. Decency is not genetically encoded in human beings. It’s something we have to learn. So let’s get a couple of things straight so we can start understanding each other. First of all, Otropoco is not my boss. I don’t work for him. I don’t work for anybody. But, most important, he doesn’t pay me. So you can both quit calling him my employer.
“Second, I already told you, I am not here to deliver a message for him about Blanka. I don’t give a rat’s ass if she was Joe’s girlfriend or not.” I turned to face Joe, who was still staring at the floor. “Frankly, if you made each other happy, I think you’d be stupid to split up. Life’s too damned short. But whether you split up or stayed together is nobody’s business but yours.”
I waited for a reaction. There wasn’t one. Neither of them seemed to be very curious as to why I was there. Finally, I said, “I am here because Blanka was murdered last night, and I need to find out who did it.”
It was brutal. Maybe it was even cruel. But I needed to see Joe’s reaction. He seemed to turn a deep shade of yellow. He stared hard at the carpet, then raised his gaze to stare at me. His face screwed up and his lips moved on silent words until he said, “What?”
Meanwhile his mother was shaking her head and saying, “No! No! No, Joe, no—” and her hands were reaching for him.
I ignored her and said, “I’m sorry. Her body was found early this morning. There is no doubt that she was murdered.”
But Mrs. Cohen was standing, grabbing at her son, her face clenching into an ugly fist of pain. She seemed to claw him to his feet and, as he rose, she enfolded him in her arms and suddenly he was holding her, burying his face in her neck, sobbing like a small boy. I wanted to leave. Go away and let them suffer in private, but I needed to know what had gone down between Blanka and Joe, and his mother. So, I sat and watched them in the obscene intimacy of their pain.
Eventually, I pulled out my Camels, eased one out of the box and poked it in my mouth. The chances were social conditioning would force them to stop crying long enough to tell me to put it out. I flipped the Zippo and leaned into the flame. By the time I’d exhaled and snapped it shut, he was pulling back and wiping his eyes and she was turning to face me. Her face and her voice were resentful, like it was my smoking that had caused Blanka to get killed. She said, between sniffs, “Can you please put that out? We don’t smoke in this house.”
I gave her my politest smile and said, “Sure, where would you like me to put it?”
She left in search of an ashtray, wiping her cheeks with the palms of her hands, and I turned to Joe, who was lowering himself back into his chair, muttering, “It can’t be true… It can’t—”
I cut across him and said, “So, she came here to break up with you.”
He stared at me a while, like he didn’t know what the hell I was doing there. Then he blinked, stared about the room and shook his head. I said, “Is that why she came here?” Finally, he nodded, then shrugged.
“Not really… In a way… She was determined not to accept any help from her father.” He wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands. His breathing was shaky. “She knew what he was and how he’d made his money. Who doesn’t? She wanted no part of it. She was good and decent. But if she moved out, that would mean accepting money from him to get an apartment. And he’d made it clear, if she did that, it would have to be on his terms. She would owe him and he would own her.”
“Meaning you couldn’t be a part of her life.”
“He is deeply anti-Semitic.” His lip began to curl and tremble, but he fought it. “She went so far as to say she was afraid for my safety. She wanted to take a break until she had graduated. Then we could move in together without owing him a thing. But now…”
He buried his face in his hands. Mrs. Cohen came in with a cup full of water. She took the cigarette from me with ginger fingers and dropped it in the water. Then she left the room with it, holding it at arm’s length, like it was radioactive. I ignored her and asked Joe, “How did you feel about that?”
He flashed an angry glare at me, then raised his face and stared at the ceiling. His cheeks were shiny and wet. “How do you think I felt? How many couples come back from ‘taking a break’? I didn’t like it. It worried me and it frustrated me. I told her she should move in with me and Mom.” He glanced at the door. Upstairs we heard a toilet flush. “But she wouldn’t.” He looked at the floor. “She said three would be a crowd.”
“How frustrated were you?”
He shook his head. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Mr. Smith. I wanted to see her home, but she was insistent on walking.”
“She often do that? Walk?”
He nodded. “It’s just half a mile to their apartment on Riverside Drive. She insisted New Yorkers didn’t walk enough. That it was the only way to fall in love with a city. That was typical of her.” His eyes flooded with tears. “I walked her to the end of the road, and that was it. The last I will ever see of her.” His face crumpled and his voice twisted into a strange lament. “Oh, God…oh, God…Blanka…”
I gave him a moment, then asked, “What time?”
He took a while to answer, wiping his eyes with his palms until he had his voice under control. Finally he said, “We walked up and down the road a few times. I was begging her to think again. I guess when we finally said good night it must have been about eight.”
I figured he’d had about all he could take and I left. He saw me to the door and I killed an hour dunking olives in a couple of martinis at the Cove Lounge till eight o’clock. Then I strolled down to 7th Avenue and stood a while, trying to imagine her leaving Joe on the corner, walking away like it wasn’t hurting her, though she was probably crying. Where did she go? Who did she meet?
I began to retrace her steps, not sure yet what I was looking for, or hoping for. Two blocks down, on the corner of West 124th I came across the Greater Refuge Temple. A massive, ugly concrete cube, with colored stripes down the front and plate-glass doors like a cinema. Outside there was a porch under a concrete awning, with three cement steps down to the sidewalk. There was a guy sitting in the doorway there. He had a shopping cart and a dog tied to it with a piece of string.
I stopped in the lee of the mattress store, fished out a Camel and watched the guy for ten minutes while I smoked. The road was thick with homebound traffic, and the sidewalks were crowded too. But in that time, three people stopped, gave him some coins, a cigarette and a bottle of beer. All of them chatted with him for a few seconds before moving on.
I pushed off the wall and strolled over to him. He watched me approach with wary eyes. I handed him the pack. “Mind if I sit?”
He took the cigarettes. “Free country. Thanks, Captain.”
I sat next to him and reached over with my Zippo. While he leaned into the flame I said, “You here most days?”
He took a deep drag, inhaled deep and let the smoke out in puffs as he spoke.
“What you looking for? I got a pretty good memory. Fer most things. Cost you though. Don’t work fer free.”
“I’m looking for my baby sister. She went missing around here yesterday.”
“’At’s bad news. Ain’t good t’lose yer family. Lost all of mine. Hurts. Hurts bad. You think maybe I seen her?”
“I think maybe she walked down 7th Avenue last night at about eight or just after. Would you have been here? Maybe you saw her. She’s pretty…” I smiled, like a proud, loving brother, and pulled out the photo Emma had given me. I showed it to him. He took it in filthy fingers poking through rotten, green woolen gloves, and nodded and shook his head by turns. “I know her. She’s a friend of mine. Comes by to visit me from time to time. We talk mostly. She’s nice…” He handed back the picture. “Nice girl. Polite. Always nicely dressed. Elegant. Lot a’chicks today wear weird fuckin’ clothes. Don’t know if it’s a boy, a gal or some other kind of fuckin’ thing. But she was pretty and feminine, and had style.”
A guy stepped up, busy in his charitable kindness. Dropped a couple of bucks into the bum’s tin, asked him how he was and didn’t wait for an answer. The bum nodded, muttered “asshole” under his breath and turned back to me. “What happened? How’s she gone missing?”
I shrugged, watched the passing torrent of people. “Families, right? She had a row with Dad…” I shook my head. “You know how it is. Was she with anyone?”
He brought his brows together, reassuring me, “Nah! She was always alone. Sometimes I see her with her boy. Stuck-up asshole, but he’ll learn with time. He’s probably OK…” He had his elbows on his knees and leaned forward and spat elaborately on the floor. “Now, I’m tellin’ you a lie… She was not alone last night. She had her friend with her. Not her bean-pole boyfriend with the hair. Another friend I see her with a couple of times.”
“Her friend?”
He curled his lip in an expression of disgust. “Yeah, older guy, thirty-five or six, maybe older, short, sandy hair, going bald, jeans, leather jacket, fit. Looked like he could be her dad, or an uncle, only the way he talked, you know, like he was comin’ on to her. Made you sick to see it.”
“So you saw this guy with her more than once?”
“Few times, yeah.”
“Let me guess, mainly in the last week or so.”
“Yeah.” He nodded and looked at me curiously. “Yeah. Sometimes he’d come up with her. Then he’d hang around, an hour, two, and then they’d come down together. He gave me the creeps. But she seemed to like him. To her he didn’t seem creepy. Go figure.”
“What you’re used to,” I said, half to myself. Then, “Thanks.” I gave him ten bucks and moved on down the road. I walked another eight blocks, as far as East 116th, visualizing a map of North Manhattan in my mind. East 116th would be where she turned west, to cross Morningside Park, Colombia campus and then come out at Riverside Drive.
I retraced those steps, as I imagined them, wondering if the older guy with the balding sandy hair had still been with her. Had they crossed the park together? Was that where he strangled her?
I stopped at the corner of Morningside Avenue, looking across at the steps and the children’s playground, and the blackness of the dense trees. Five miles as the crow flies, half an hour by car, was where her body had wound up, strangled and disemboweled, staring blindly at the silver needles of rain falling from heaven. I glanced at my watch. It was a quarter to nine. She and her mysterious friend had crossed here at about this time last night. Seven hours later, she was lying under the trees with her belly cut open and brown sugar sprinkled on her lips and tongue.
What happened during those seven hours?




SEVENTEEN

Morningside Park and Columbia University campus. A cold wind made the trees sigh and bend. I pulled my cell from my pocket and called Otropoco.
“Yes.”
“Your daughter, Blanka, what was she studying at college? Architecture?”
“No, she was studying psychology.” He sounded the “p” in “psychology.”
“Where?”
“Columbia. It was convenient, right there… I have friends…”
“Yeah, I bet you do. Who was her tutor?”
“Her tutor at Columbia was Dr. Elaine Schloss. Why?”
I hung up without answering and stood staring at the dark steps that led up into the darker shadows of the park. On the other side of the park was the Columbia campus. She would walk from the campus to Joe’s place, sometimes accompanied by him, sometimes alone. And recently, she was sometimes accompanied by the man with the balding, sandy hair.
Psychology.
She was reading psychology.
Five minutes on the White Pages got me Dr. E. Schloss’s number. She was probably at home by now, but something told me high-achieving academics often worked late. I called.
It rang once and she answered. Her voice was feminine, attractive, but cold. “This is Dr. Schloss.”
“Dr. Schloss, my name is John Smith. I have been retained by Mr. Otropoco, it’s about his daughter, Blanka. I don’t know if you’ve heard yet.”
“About…?”
“She was murdered sometime last night, Dr. Schloss.”
“Ah, yes. I had heard, yes.”
I couldn’t keep the incredulity from my voice. “Had you forgotten?”
“No, no, of course not. I was immersed in work… What is it you want, Mr. Smith?”
“I would like to talk to you. It won’t take long, a few minutes.”
A noisy sigh, intended to be heard. “In what capacity did you say Mr. Otropoco had retained you?”
I didn’t hesitate. “As a private investigator. He wanted to use other methods, but I dissuaded him…”
The threat was subtle, but she was smart and caught it. “I see. When…?”
I interrupted. “Are you at the campus?”
“Yes.”
“Then right now. I’m at Morningside Park. I can be there in five minutes.”
Another sigh, just as noisy. “Very well.”
She gave me instructions on how to get to her office on Amsterdam Avenue, and fifteen minutes later I was knocking on her door. There was no immediate response, but after thirty seconds the door opened and a tall woman of anything between forty and fifty-five stood looking up at me with intelligent, searching eyes. She was wearing a pale cream blouse adorned with lace, a string of what looked like real pearls and a pair of Armani jeans that probably cost as much as the pearls. She smiled and said, “Mr. Smith?”
I nodded. “Are you Dr. Elaine Schloss?”
She left the door open, turned and walked away from me, speaking over her shoulder. “Come on in. But close the door and leave the cold outside. Can I offer you a drink, or are you on duty?”
“I’m not a cop. A drink would be good.”
The room was spacious, with a burgundy wall-to-wall carpet, an oak desk and an eclectic mix of ethnic and traditional furniture. Dark wood bookshelves held an excess of books, jumbled with fertility statues and modern, New York art scene carvings. She stood at her desk and pressed a button.
“Inga, bring me Blanka Otropoco’s file, will you?” she asked and surveyed me. “You drink Scotch, straight up.”
“Irish. Am I that easy to read?”
“No, I am just very good at reading people.”
She pulled a bottle of Scotch single malt from a drawer and gestured me to a huge, ancient chair with a throw over it. Beside the chair was a coffee table and on the other side there was some weird, Swedish ergonomic structure in white leather and blond wood that, when she sat in it, I realized was also a chair.
She poured us each a generous measure and slid one glass across the table for me.
“I don’t have Irish. This will have to do. At three hundred bucks a bottle it had better.”
I didn’t smile. “Knowing the price will help.”
She leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs. “Am I being vulgar?”
“I guess that depends on how you define vulgarity. I’m sure you have a definition that lets you off the hook.”
She laughed comfortably, like we had somehow bonded by being rude to each other. I smiled blandly and we sipped. It was three hundred bucks’ worth of good, but I still preferred my Bushmills. She smacked her lips and sighed, then pointed at the chair with the same hand that was holding the drink.
“The blanket hides all the stains and all the filth.” She laughed with her eyes and added, “That’s why I call it Freud’s Chair. Like his idea of the unconscious, all the dirty secrets and the broken bits are under the surface. Because you’re not aware of them, you feel OK.”
“Is that a psychologist’s joke?”
“It’s a psychoanalyst’s joke. Not all psychologists believe in the unconscious. That was Freud’s great discovery, and it belongs to his creation, psychoanalysis.”
The door opened and a small, blonde girl came in with a file. She set it down on a small table next to Dr. Schloss, then left without saying anything. Dr. Schloss gestured at the closed door.
“You see? We weren’t aware of her, but all the while she was out of our perceptual field, she was doing something for us. Then she emerged into our perception with the file. Almost like magic. Our unconscious can be like that. It works ceaselessly, laboring, doing what it believes is best for us. Though often it is wrong, and ends up hurting us, even destroying us.
“At its most basic, your unconscious is making you breathe, making your heart beat. It will make you digest your whiskey, and whatever you had for lunch. But it does a lot more than that, too. It makes you decide whether you like Scotch or Irish, or the sexy lady you’re talking to, or if you want to fuck or rape the young girl who brought in the report.”
She had my attention. I was holding my glass halfway to my lips, staring at her. Her eyes sparkled as she sipped, then set her glass down on the table in front of her. She held my gaze.
“It is also responsible for all the assumptions and generalizations that we make. Educated middle-aged ladies in pearls don’t say ‘fuck’ and talk about rape.”
“Okay, you surprised me.”
Her smile faded. “In psychoanalysis, Mr. Smith, we explore the darkest depths of the human psyche. And, believe me, the human psyche can get very, very dark indeed. To become a psychoanalyst, you must first go through analysis yourself, and confront that inner darkness. Eventually, you give up all those clichéd preconceptions and you lose the ability to be shocked.”
I considered her a moment. “I guess so. Is that where serial killers are born? On the dark side of the moon? In the darkness of the unconscious?”
She smiled, but it was strangely devoid of any emotion. She said, “What did you want to ask me about Blanka?”
“Who did she hang out with? Who were her friends?”
She picked up the folder and considered it from several angles, like she was wondering whether it was an inappropriate folder. She frowned. “Are you asking me to point the finger at someone?”
I shook my head. “She often walked from here, or from her home on Riverside Drive, to 126th Street. She walked back that way last night. I believe it was during that walk that she was either abducted or killed. Now, most of the way, she was talking to a guy, a guy who in the last week often waited for her and walked with her. Seven hours later she wound up dead in Soundview Park. I need to know who that man was.”
“What makes you think I might know?”
“I don’t. What I want is to know who she hung out with, who her friends were. One thing might lead to another.”
She seemed to come to a decision about the folder and dropped it on the table unopened. “There was Joe, of course. He was reading architecture. A very bright young man. They became intimate. I don’t believe her father approved.”
“I’ve spoken to him.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Is that why she was in Harlem? Visiting him?” I nodded. She looked sad for just a moment. “Pity. She told me she might go to see him. Her father was demanding she leave him.” She sighed. “Then there was Stefan, a gorgeous Italian student, and Peter, a Dutch student on an exchange from Holland. He’s unremarkable. More interested in drinking and having fun than learning about psychology, I think. Living the American adventure, in all its shallow depth.” She sighed again and there was a touch of bitterness in it. “Aside from those two, whom she used to have lunch with occasionally and talk to quite a bit, she really kept pretty much to herself, Mr. Smith. She was always polite, always charming, delightful in fact. You might say dedicatedly so, as though making a point to herself and the world that she was not her father’s daughter.”
It wasn’t much to go on. I was reserving my judgment about Joe, and I might pay a visit to Stefan and Peter in due course, though my gut was telling me that would be a waste of time. I said:
“I saw his last two victims. The first was a prostitute in Hunts Point. She must have taken him to her place, because that was where he killed her. She was on the sofa. He hadn’t laid her out in any particular way. And the same was true of Blanka. The only things they had in common were that they had been strangled, though not to death, they had been disemboweled, and he had sprinkled brown sugar on their tongues and lips.”
“Is that all?”
I grunted. “There is the issue of prostitution. According to the cops and the press, he is preying on prostitutes. But Blanka was not a prostitute. As far as I know, she is the only victim who was not.”
She shook her head, then shook a finger at me in a double No! “Whores, not prostitutes.”
“Are you trying to shock me again? I’m not that easily shocked.”
“No, nor am I that shallow, Mr. Smith. Prostitute is an objective statement of profession. A woman who sells sexual favors in exchange for money. Whore is a subjective assessment of moral value: a woman of low moral worth who denigrates her…,” she shrugged and spread her hands, “…sacred sexuality by sharing it with all and sundry, or at least indiscriminately. A prostitute is a professional; a whore is promiscuous, a woman, as the saying has it, of easy virtue. The point being, prostitute is objective, it is what she is, like a lawyer or a bus driver. Whore is subjective, it is what she is perceived to be by somebody else.”
I nodded. “So she might have been seen as a whore by the killer, without being a prostitute.”
“That is what I said.”
“That makes sense. It actually could make a lot of sense.”
“Thank you, I’m flattered. You smoke, right?” I nodded. “Do you share as well, or is it all me, me, me?”
I pulled the pack from my pocket, threw her a butt, leaned over and flipped the Zippo. She leaned into the flame, took a drag and held the smoke down in an unmistakable weed-smoker’s gesture. Then she released a long stream at the ceiling, holding my eye all the while.
I sat back. “So the one feature that truly connects all these girls, and the one that may define them as whores for the killer, is heroin.”
She nodded elaborately, “Brown sugar. Remember the song? ‘Golden Brown, texture like sun, lays me down…’”
“‘With my might she runs, throughout the night…’”
“Remember the band?”
I thought for a moment and went cold. “The Stranglers.”
“So that song, and the band, mean something to your killer. And you can be pretty sure that he hates Otropoco, because he has projected Otropoco’s guilt onto his daughter, irrespective of the fact that she had gone to considerable lengths to distance herself from him.”
“So he knew her.”
“Very probably. Was there anything else unusual that struck you?”
I hesitated. “Her body was taken a long way, from Manhattan to Soundview Park, and dumped five hundred yards, a ten-minute walk, from where I’m living.”
Her eyebrows twitched, but aside from that she made no expression. I went on:
“He knew her, and he must have known about her father. In fact…” I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees and slowly drew a cigarette from the pack. I sat turning it over in my fingers. “Tell me if I am overreaching. I figure he knew her and he tried to have some kind of relationship with her, to draw her away from her father. She rejected him, or he believed that she did, and as a result she shifted, in his perception, from being a good girl to a bad guy, non-whore to a whore. Because he has some personal beef with her father.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think you’re overreaching. I think those are very reasonable conclusions.”
I leaned back, poked the Camel in my mouth and flipped the Zippo again. I spoke around the cigarette as I lit it.
“The problem with that,” I snapped the lighter shut and inhaled, “is that it puts Joe squarely in the running. He ticks all the boxes but one.”
“Which one is that?”
“My gut. He didn’t kill her. He isn’t a serial killer.”
She shrugged. “I’m inclined to agree, but what makes you so sure?”
“He didn’t know she was dead. His reaction was too visceral, too real. Besides, he’s arrogant and conceited, but he’s not crazy.”
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking serial killers are psychotic…John. Serial killers can be perfectly sane people.”
I stared at her. “Serial killers are not psychotic?”
She gave a small laugh. “Only in the buildup to the kill, and during the kill itself. Think of yourself in the buildup to an orgasm, John. It’s like a fever, isn’t it? You lose all sense of proportion. Behavior you would normally consider unthinkable becomes not only possible, but urgent, imperative…necessary! The limits of reality blur and you become capable of things you would normally only fantasize about. Aren’t you a little psychotic then?”
“Maybe, but I never want to kill the woman I’m with. So, if they’re not crazy, what makes them want to kill?”
“Do you know what the autonomic system is, John?”
“Sure, it’s part of the nervous system.”
“It’s the part that deals with what is generally, and inaccurately, called involuntary behavior. It is at the heart of our unconscious, of Freud’s id. At its most basic, it makes our organs work—our hearts beat, our intestines excrete, our lungs pump—”
“I get it.”
“Apart from that, it imbues us with five basic drives. Do you know what they are?”
She was a Freudian, so I said, “The sex drive… what else?”
“In order of irresistible compulsion…” She counted them out on her fingers. “To breathe, to piss and shit, to drink and eat, to fuck, and finally, to kill.”
I stared at her. “To kill is an irresistible…?” I trailed off, thinking of Earl and his buddies, and all the dealers I had killed before them; thinking of the money Fuentes was laundering for me and how I had earned it. I went cold and felt the hair prickle on my head.
“I am not trying to shock you, John. I don’t indulge in that kind of stupidity. When you arrived I just wanted to get your attention, because you are an arrogant bastard who thinks he knows more than everybody else.” She offered me a “no offense” smile. “I am simply making you aware of what you are dealing with. There is nothing insane or unnatural in the drive to kill. We all have it and we all do it all the time. In the last century or two, we have suppressed that drive, at least as far as human beings are concerned, in the name of civilization, but look at human history! When we are not killing animals for food or sport, we are killing other people so that they won’t get their hands on our food, land, wealth… The drive to kill is essential to our survival in this world.”
After a moment I nodded. “So, the drive to kill is natural, but—”
“No. And. And your killer’s social indoctrination is not strong enough to suppress it. Other factors in his life, like violent or cruel parents or siblings, can fuel that drive, so he follows it and goes with it. But the drive is there in every human, inherent, natural and, when awakened, irresistible.”
She paused, leaned over and crushed out her cigarette.
“It will start as a small neurosis, like an itch, like the need to bite your nails, an irritation in the mind that constantly claims his attention. Eventually he will need to follow it. He will start noticing and identifying suitable prey, then he will begin stalking them until he locks onto one in particular…”
“But with Blanka it was different.”
She took a little too long to answer. “Yes.”
“Because he already knew her and he liked her, and that is atypical.”
“Yes.”
I stared at her for a long while. She didn’t avert her gaze. She smoked and watched me back. Finally I said, “Elaine, who is the guy with the balding, sandy hair?”




EIGHTEEN

She took a deep breath, like she was about to say something. Instead she got up and walked to her window, where she stood at the open drapes looking into the black glass. She could see the street outside, the cars, the people by lamplight. All I could see was her ghost in the darkness.
“Serial killers are a big issue in the USA. No country on Earth has as many serial killers as we have. Did you know that?”
“No.”
“Estimates vary,” she was still talking to the dark glass, “but approximately two thousand serial killers are at large in the USA. It’s a kind of bizarre epidemic. The vast majority seem to be white males of below-average intelligence. The FBI has made a very detailed study, and continues to research the matter. They have some very smart people, and they also recruit very smart people. So there are a lot of leading academics who study the issue.”
Now she turned to face me.
“You?”
She nodded. “I have been following this case, and the NYPD have sent me copies of the police reports and the ME’s reports. I have a profile which I am building up.”
“You know who it is, don’t you?”
“No.” She shook her head.
“But you have an idea.”
She shook her head some more. “Don’t pressure me.”
I leaned forward and crushed out my cigarette. “Blanka was not killed at Soundview Park. She was killed, or at least strangled, somewhere else and taken there for some reason. Time of death is impossible to tell, but I know she was last seen at about eight thirty, walking down 7th Avenue. Allow ten minutes for her to reach Morningside Park, where I am guessing he strangled her, and a minimum of an hour to get the body to Soundview and position her, that puts time of death between nine forty-five and three. That’s just over five hours. In five hours he could have taken her to most places in this city, but his point of departure is Morningside Park, right beside Columbia, where you teach and she studied.
“And that raises another point of interest which we have overlooked. All the other victims were stalked and killed in the Bronx. He’s the Bronx Ripper, remember? But not Blanka. She was hunted and stalked on her route from her Riverside Drive apartment to her boyfriend’s house on 126th, which runs right through Morningside Park and Columbia. And two gets you twenty, Elaine, that he stalked her from Columbia to 126th. Am I wrong?”
She didn’t answer. She just watched me: a negative silhouette against the square black window.
“You going to say something?”
“The examination of the first girl’s clothes showed some fibers on the back of her coat. The theory is they became attached when she was thrown to the floor and they struggled. The fibers were a reddish-purple wool. The wool was Turkish in origin and the dye was Tyrian purple, a very rare dye made from mucous extracted from the hypobranchial gland of a predatory sea snail native to the eastern Mediterranean.” She shrugged and moved back toward her chair. “The conclusion was she had been thrown down onto a Persian rug, probably an expensive one.”
“Upper West Side is expensive. There are a lot of expensive apartments around here that might have Persian rugs.”
I looked past Elaine at the dark glass. I could see Blanka walking through the shadows of the park, a man by her side. She was small and vulnerable. He carried the darkness with him and inside him.
“He strangled her in the park. He didn’t kill her, just choked her till she was compliant. That’s not easy to do. It takes skill. Then he took her to a car parked near here and drove her to an apartment. There he killed her. He probably had a place ready, plastic on the floor, towels, bleach. When he was done, he rolled her in the plastic, took her down to the car and drove her to Soundview. Again, that’s not easy. He’s a strong man.”
She took that deep breath again, returned to her chair and sighed as she sat. She drained her glass and refilled it, then handed me the bottle. Finally, when she spoke, she seemed to be speaking to her glass.
“The man you are looking for, John, is average height, five foot ten or six foot, not more. He is physically strong, with powerful hands. He is reserved and apparently self-effacing. He actually has very low self-esteem. He may even have a self-loathing. But, unusually, this man has above-average intelligence. It’s a tragedy that his low self-esteem, his self-hate, does not allow him to put his own intelligence to creative or productive use, because he believes he will be ridiculed, put down by people who believe themselves better than him; that he believes better than him.”
She took another pull and licked her lips.
“He was probably tortured mentally as a child. He probably endured a childhood of constant criticism, humiliation and put-downs, and it’s a safe guess that his father was a heroin dealer and his mother an addict, or at the very least that they were both heavily involved with drugs, and in particular heroin. His response was to withdraw into a world of emotional frigidity and detachment, in which he is insulated from his own pain. As a byproduct of that emotional insulation, he has lost the faculty of empathy.
“He is, extraordinarily for a serial killer, of above-average intelligence. Most serial killers are slightly below average. But not this man. However, he vastly overrates himself. It is essential for his survival that he believe firmly that his parents were subhuman, and that he, in contrast, is practically superhuman. So he is also very fit and very strong. Here is a profound paradox. He has no confidence in himself, but he has infinite faith in himself. He hates himself, and yet he is a profound narcissist.
“Using his parents as models, he introjected—or created in himself—what Freud called a ‘cruel and punishing superego.’ This is the immortal ghosts of his mother and father, haunting his psyche, eternally attacking and humiliating him. And as his self-loathing builds to a crescendo, so he flees deeper into his fantasy world, where he is supreme. He detests authority, because authority represents his parents and in particular his mother, and so he defies and humiliates the police by showing them up as stupid and incompetent, and, at the same time, he attempts to destroy his mother by projecting her onto these whores and killing her over and over.”
She took a pull of her whiskey and gestured at me to throw her the Camels and the lighter. I complied, and as she lit up she spoke around the cigarette.
“And here he creates a ritual. You know we all have a reptilian brain within our human one? We have, right at the base.”
She threw back the pack, with the Zippo tucked in it. “Reptiles are very ritualistic, like birds. In his ritual, he unconsciously tries to exorcize the ghost of that woman. He places sugar in her mouth to sweeten her words, but also to symbolize the heroin that destroyed her as a woman and a mother. He chokes her, to silence her, to kill the betrayed promise of her motherhood, to silence her lies, her cruel, punishing tongue; but also to make her compliant, to make her gentle and obedient, and do the things he wants her to do, be what he wants her to be: the safe womb, the kitchen, the warm smell of baking, the offering of food as love, everything we associate with motherhood.
“But she never does this of her own volition; all she does is pass out and allow herself to be dragged to a vehicle. She never tells him she loves him, she never becomes that mother he wants, and so finally his rage and frustration overwhelm him and, in a black tantrum, he rips out her womb, as the ultimate statement that she is not worthy as his mother.
“That is just a superficial analysis and profile. There are aspects that don’t quite jibe. There is an incongruence…” She hesitated, as though unhappy with the word. “A kind of incongruence between the sugar and the partial strangulation on the one hand, which suggest a tendency toward ritualistic symbolism and thought of some sort, and the sheer, savage, mindless brutality of the attack on the…,” she clasped her belly with both hands, “womb!” She shook her head. “It feels almost as though it’s the work of two distinct identities.” She shrugged. “So that could be explained by a multiple personality disorder.
“There is also the extraordinary coincidence that this killer should have departed suddenly from his established method of hunting and zeroed in on Blanka Otropoco. And having killed her, dumped her body—again departing from his usual practice of leaving the body where he killed it—at a stone’s throw from your motel. It seems to suggest a couple of things.”
She went silent then, staring at her glass on the table, as though trapped by some inner conflict. I said, “You going to tell me what they are, Dr. Schloss?”
“Well the first, most obvious thing is that he must have known Blanka from somewhere before.”
“The guy with receding hair she used to walk with to and from her boyfriend’s house.”
She nodded and shrugged all at the same time, like she was unwilling to commit herself to anything. “He may, possibly, be associated somehow with the university, and he may have selected her from among the students, but if that is the case, it means he is evolving somehow. He is moving on, as I suggested earlier, from actual, professional prostitutes, to girls he considers subjectively to be whores.” She hesitated. “If this is so, then we can expect him to attack more students—more female students.”
I shook my head. “I don’t buy that. He didn’t pick Blanka because he started targeting students he believes are whores. He selected Blanka Otropoco because she was Blanka Otropoco.”
“I agree, and that takes me to the final point: that she was collateral.”
I frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”
“That she was not a victim but a weapon. She was not his actual, intended target. He was attacking somebody else through her.”
“Weaponized cows…”
“Excuse me?”
“Something I read. Pretty much anything can be weaponized if you know how to use its destructive potential, even a victim. So who do you think he was truly attacking?”
“Speaking as a psychologist, not a detective, Mr. Smith, that attack on the womb suggests an Oedipal element. That would mean that deep, very deep, in his unconscious, he is trying to kill not his mother, but his father. So, his actual focus, at a very deep level, might be a man: a man he hasn’t the courage to confront physically, a man he considers somehow superior to himself. He attacks these women because he sees them as the man’s Achilles’ heel, his kryptonite.”
“So let’s move from the general to the particular, Doctor: he was attacking Otropoco through his daughter. That means…”
She squinted through the smoke from her cigarette and cut me short. “Or that man might
be you.”
I shook my head. “That’s nuts. I don’t even know this guy...” But I trailed off, aware suddenly of the absurdity of the statement coming from a man with no recollection of his past.
“But he might know you. Like I said, I am not a detective, but you yourself pointed out the bizarre fact that he dumped the body a ten-minute walk from your house. And as a direct result of that, Otropoco employs you to find his daughter’s killer. It sounds to me as though this killer knows a little more than you give him credit for.”
She waited. I watched her. Finally she sighed and tapped ash. “Don’t you think it’s time, Mr. Smith, that you told me what your real name is and why a man like Otropoco, who has the whole New York underworld at his disposal, as well as the best private dicks in the world, should choose you to hunt for his daughter’s killer?”
I shook my head and shrugged. “I had never seen Blanka before I saw her body in the park.”
“You were the first person he called when he found the body.”
“Why would the killer kill her to get at me if I didn’t even know her?”
“No, he did kill her because of who she was. Stop being obtuse. He killed her because of who her father is. Brown sugar. Which means that you have some direct connection with Otropoco and brown sugar, that you have not told me about.”
I stood, intending to walk to the door and leave. Instead I walked to the window and stood looking through the dark glass and the mindless streams and eddies of nocturnal humans in the lamplit street below. Then I caught sight of my reflection looking back at me and felt sudden disgust and revulsion.
“You’re jumping to a lot of conclusions on some pretty flimsy evidence.”
“Has it ever occurred to you,” I could tell by her voice that she hadn’t turned to look at me, but was talking into empty space, “that it might be you?”
“I wasn’t in New York when the first victims were killed.”
“So it has occurred to you that you fit the profile.”
“No. It occurred to somebody else. He was talking bullshit too. I have no idea if my mother was a junkie or my father a dealer, but somehow I don’t think so. Besides, I don’t kill defenseless junkies because I don’t approve of their sexual habits.”
She still didn’t turn around. “Who do you kill?”
I went and stood, looking down at her. She met my eye. I said:
“The men who prey on them.”
“And that’s why Otropoco employed you.”
“He didn’t employ me. He asked me to find this guy and I said I would.”
“And when you do,” she took a slow drag on her butt, narrowing her eyes through the smoke, “will you kill him too?”
“Who the hell are you?”
“You know perfectly well who I am. I am a very smart psychologist at one of the best academic bodies on the planet. And I might not know your name, buster, but I can see through you as though you were the Invisible Man. How stupid do you think I am? You think I have never seen a real private dick? Look at you. You have killer written all over you.”
“OK, you’re very smart. I’m impressed. You managed to swing the conversation away from the sandy-haired balding guy and onto me. You even managed to fit me into your profile of the killer and slip some kind of a frame around me for a few seconds.” I paused. She smiled and raised an eyebrow at me. I didn’t smile back. “So who is he, the balding sandy-haired guy?”
All the humor drained from her face and she looked unhappy and angry, but she didn’t look at me. She looked at her glass like it had really let her down.
I repeated: “Who is he?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“So he’s a patient.”
She looked me straight in the eye. “I can’t tell you that.”
“Privileged information does not extend so far as protecting serial killers from the law.”
“You’re not the law, Mr. Smith.”
I allowed the wraith of a smile to cross my face. “How sure are you of that, Elaine?”
Her eyes became a little uncertain and some of the color drained from her cheeks. “What do you mean?”
“There are many kinds of law, Elaine. None of them has anything to do with what each one of us knows, in our hearts, to be morally correct. And I am wondering what it would take for you to stop hiding behind the ambiguities of client privilege, and do what you know is morally right.”
“Morally right?” She stood and came close to me, meeting my gaze. That was a mistake because I could see the fear there. She had guts, but she was suddenly afraid. She had not seen this development coming. “You think it would be morally right to hand over a sick man to you and Otropoco so that he can torture and murder him?”
“How many girls does he have to kill before you hand him over to the cops?”
She didn’t answer. I moved a little closer, so our bodies were practically touching.
“I am not Otropoco, and I don’t plan to torture anybody, or allow them to be tortured. And according to what you yourself have told me this evening, your boy is not necessarily sick, either. His drive to kill is just out of control. Now if he is, as you suggested, for some reason targeting me, then maybe he is going to start targeting people who matter to me. Think on that for a few seconds…”
I took hold of her shoulders and squeezed gently.
“I woke up a few months ago, in the desert in New Mexico, with no memories in my head. I had no idea who I was, or where I came from. One of the few things I knew for a fact about myself was that I hated dealers, and I killed them. So you’re right, I am a killer, and I am very good at it. The press gave me a nickname, they called me the Verdugo, the Executioner, because I killed so many of those bastards, and nobody ever came close to catching me.
“Now, from what you’re telling me, Elaine, this son of a bitch who likes to prey on vulnerable women has some idea who I am, and he wants to play games with me; and his game involves killing people who are ever more closely connected to me. Who’s next? There is somebody I care about, Elaine. What do you suggest I should do, wait quietly until he goes and cuts her intestines out?”
She swallowed hard and I allowed my gaze to drift to her Adam’s apple for a few, long seconds.
“It’s a real dangerous game he’s playing, don’t you think? It could descend into a tit for tat. I mean…” I let my eyes travel up to her again. She was looking pasty. “There must be people who are really important to him. I’d have to guess that you must be one of the most important people in his life, Elaine, as his therapist.”
Her voice was barely a croak. “Are you threatening me?”
My voice, when I answered, was barely a whisper, and I gently ran my hands along her shoulders toward her throat. “If I am, how close are you to telling me who he is?” I let my thumbs gently caress her trachea and put my lips to her ear. I could feel her body trembling under my hands. I whispered, “If you call security right now, you’ll be dead before they get to your door, and I will be gone.”
Her hands clenched my shoulders in a gesture that was almost an embrace. Her breath was shaky and her voice was a whimper.
“Please, don’t…”
I whispered again, expelling hot breath onto her ear. “His address, Elaine, and his name…”
She staggered against me, digging her nails into my arms. I heard her gasp, “Oh, dear God…!” and then, “Two eighty-eight, East 149th, South Bronx.” She gave a strange sob and leaned her head against my chin. “David,” she said it the Spanish way, “David Castro.”
I pushed her gently back away from me. She was still trembling and there was an unmistakable hunger mixed with the fear in her eyes and her mouth. I smiled.
“Not that smart, Doc. I don’t kill innocent women. But if you pick up that phone and warn him I’m coming, I promise you I will live in your memory as the worst mistake you ever made.”
“You son of a bitch.”
I nodded. “And then some. I don’t know if this guy is the killer, but I aim to find out. If he’s not, then he is in the clear. If he is, then I’ll take him to the law. Stay out of it, Elaine.”
“Wait…” She reached out to me with one hand, then pulled back and used it to run her fingers through her hair. She gave a small laugh and puffed out her cheeks. “I mean, we going to leave it like that? You want to come back later, maybe we could talk some more at my apartment…”
I shook my head. “I have to go.” I stopped at the door and looked back. “Don’t talk to anybody about this. Ever.”
She didn’t say anything, and I left.




NINETEEN

288, East 149th, in South Bronx, was a five-story redbrick with a fire escape zigzagging across its façade, and a dilapidated convenience store and a Kennedy’s Fried Chicken in bright red on the ground floor.
The lobby was painted juniper green, and patches of it were peeling away from a depressing beige undercoat. There was no desk and there were no elevators, only a lobby maybe eight-by-ten, with twelve mailboxes on the right-hand wall, space for a couple of bikes and a wooden staircase that rose along the left wall.
I climbed the stairs to the second floor. There was plenty of graffiti to lend an edge of despair to the depressing ugliness of the stairwell. There was a single bulb on each landing, with a plastic shade that had probably also been sage green when Hitler was thinking about annexing Poland.
David Castro’s was apartment B. There was a small, brass bell, but when I pressed it nothing happened, so I knocked. Then I heard somebody move inside, but I had to knock three more times before the movement approached the door and opened it. He was pretty much how I had imagined him, only I hadn’t pictured the cold, secret arrogance in his eyes. I figured he was closer to five eleven than five ten. He was in his mid-thirties, with a strong, wiry build and an aggressive stance, which he hid behind an expression of submissive fear. His insolent eyes said he was smart, but his demeanor said he wasn’t. If you were looking, it didn’t take more than a few seconds to realize the guy was complex and had layers. If you weren’t, all you saw was the limp, balding hair and the submissive tilt of the head.
Behind him the apartment was dark, and he watched me from that darkness, clutching the door with both hands. He didn’t say anything, so I asked him, “Are you David Castro?”
He watched me a little longer, then said, “Why?”
“Because, if you are, I have a message for you.”
“Who from?”
I smiled sweetly. “Well, that’s something I need to tell David Castro. But if you are not him, then it’s none of your damned business, is it?”
His eyes shifted away from my face and scanned the floor, like the answer to whether he was David Castro might be down there. He must have found it because after a moment he said simply, “I am.”
“Good.” I stood watching him a moment while he watched the floor. Eventually I sighed and said, “Can I come in?”
“Who is the message from?” Now he turned his attention to the doorframe, examining it in depth.
“Dr. Elaine Schloss.”
His eyes slowed right down and shifted slightly, so he could see me in his peripheral vision. “She sent you with a message for me?”
“Can I come in?”
“Why didn’t she call herself?”
“She said the message was too important to use the phone, or be seen coming here in person.”
He thought about it a long time, like he was trying to foresee all the possible consequences of letting me in. He didn’t like most of them, but the lure of the message from Schloss was too strong. He stepped back.
Dark green drapes were closed over the windows, so only a hazy light filtered in. A dull, overhead bulb in a plastic shade was switched on above a melamine dining table with four bentwood chairs. I wondered briefly who sat at the other three.
There was a TV where the fireplace used to be, and a threadbare sofa of indeterminate color in front of the windows. He walked quickly to the table and sat, placing his hands in front of him on the table, like they were cuffed. He stared at them and waited. I had a momentary flash of him as a boy, sitting at the table waiting to be beaten for some offense he had committed.
I pulled out the chair opposite and sat facing him.
“Dr. Schloss, she’s something, huh?” He didn’t answer so I went on. “She fix you up with this place?”
“Yes.”
On a sudden impulse I said, “How about the place on the Upper West Side?”
“No. What’s the message?”
“It’s about the girl…” I sucked my teeth and looked around the room like I was trying to remember her name. “You know, the one you talked about at the last session…”
I snapped my fingers a few times. He stared at me with a face like a clothes store mannequin. I sighed and leaned forward. “Who was the girl you discussed at your last session with Dr. Schloss?”
“Marni.”
I snapped my fingers. “Marni! I tell you, my memory! Marni, and her surname…Da, Ma, Ja…”
“Johnson.”
I felt the deadly cold creep into my gut and struggled to hold the smile in place. “Marni Johnson, that’s the one. That’s just her nickname, right?”
“Yes. What is your message?”
I winked at him. “So you like Marni Johnson, huh?”
He stared at the tabletop just in front of me. “She’s pretty.”
I smiled. Two guys shootin’ the breeze. “When did you meet her?”
Now he looked up at my face and his eyes were hard as steel pellets. “What’s Dr. Schloss’s message? Why did she send you with it? Who are you?”
I shrugged. “We’ve never met, David, but I am her trusted confidant. She wanted me to come and talk to you.”
His eyes narrowed. “What’s the message?”
I leaned forward with both elbows on the table. “She wants to know more about you and Blanka. You know Blanka, right? Or did you use a nickname for her too?”
Now his eyes became wild. It was like all the demons of hell were breaking their chains, but only he could see it because it was happening in his head. His body went rigid, like a statue, but his eyes were wide and staring. He turned and fixed that stare on the wall, like he was expecting something to happen over there. Then he turned and stared at the other wall. His breathing was rapid and shallow and he was chewing his lip. I said, “Hey, take it easy, David. We’re all friends here, talking. She was cute. I knew her, too. You did know her, right? We are talking about the same person?”
He swallowed three times, then said, “Yes.”
“So, the doc wants to know when you last saw her.”
He shifted his eyes to peer sidelong at my face. “Are you a policeman?”
I smiled. “Why would you think that, David? I told you, I am a colleague of Dr. Schloss.”
A secret smile flickered for a moment on his face. “You’re not a policeman.”
“No, I am not a policeman. When did you see her? Was it on 7th Avenue? Did you go for a walk together?”
The smile came on, less secret. It wasn’t a nice thing to look at. “That dirty tramp.”
I leered and winked. “Are we talking about the guy on the church steps, or about Blanka?”
“He wouldn’t shut up.”
“He told me he thought she was cute.”
“He wouldn’t leave us alone, but she thought he was disgusting. Sometimes she was smart and she could see things the way I do.”
“So you managed to get away from him, and you walked with her all the way to the park…”
He drew his hands off the table and laid them carefully in his lap. Then he bent his head down, like he was going to curl up into the fetal position, and watched his fingers playing with each other in his lap. He was going inside, where he felt safe. I said again, “Is that what you did? You went to the park?”
“She liked me. She liked talking.”
“You miss her?”
He shook his head. “I don’t need to talk to you.”
“Who do you talk to, David? When things get tough? When the voices in your head start nagging and whispering, who do you talk to?”
He raised his eyes to meet mine, and there was that same cold, hard arrogance again, and a sneer to give it awful life. “I have friends. Morons…,” he hesitated, narrowed his eyes, “…like you haven’t the first idea of what friendship means. I have real friends.”
His own arrogance made him mad, and when he was mad, he talked. I chuckled and said, “Yeah, right…friends.” I held up my hands. “Hey, I’m not judging. To each his own. But me? I never pay for it. Was that where you were that night? With one of your”—I made an inverted commas sign with my fingers—“‘friends’?”
He froze and by slow stages he looked back down at his hands in his lap. I looked around the room and gave another laugh. “I mean, no offense, David, but Blanka was a classy chick, and you’re not exactly a Rockefeller, are you? A janitor, right? So how come you went walkies together that night? What I’m thinking is that maybe you were just inconveniencing her, and she was humoring you.”
When he finally answered, he sounded like he was choking. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I told Dr. Schloss. She is one of my special friends. I have special friends…”
I felt sorry for the poor bastard, and I was trying not to think of what Pete would do to him, but I laughed and said, “Please, tell me you didn’t bring her here. You can’t bring a classy chick like Blanka to a dump like this! You’ve got somewhere else, right?”
It was like all hell suddenly broke loose. He didn’t so much scream as roar. He rammed the table into my chest with such force it winded me and threw me sprawling on my back. I was gasping and trying to sit up, but long needles of pain kept stabbing through my lungs.
I was aware of him moving with incredible speed. His chair had gone careening across the room, but he had another raised over his head and he was rushing at me. His face twisted with rage. I rolled as the chair smashed against the floor. It must have jarred him, but he didn’t show it. I scrambled to my feet and, in one movement, he had hurled the chair at me. It struck my shoulder and the pain paralyzed me for a second.
Then he rushed me again. I had no time to catch my balance. I struck out with my right foot in a side kick and caught his thigh with a glancing blow. He didn’t even notice. I lost my balance and went sprawling again. He was kicking and stamping at me and all I could do was scramble on my back and try to fend off the blows. He was screaming in a frenzy, chasing me, kicking with his heel.
Then I was up against the chair he’d thrown. We both reached for it at the same time. We fumbled and struggled, and he made a strange, keening sound. I let him have it and, as he stumbled back, I got on one knee and rammed my fist into his crotch in an upper cut that would have felled a gorilla.
He bellowed like an elephant, raised the chair over his head then brought it crashing down on me. I just had time to cover my head with my arms, but pain seared through my back and shoulders. I hollered some profanity fueled by the pain as he raised the chair for a second blow. I knew I wouldn’t survive it, and every ounce of my remaining strength went into a savage punch into the side of his kneecap. It didn’t knock him down, but it made him pause for a crucial second.
It was enough. I was on my feet. I seized the chair with both hands and landed a massive kick into his belly. He let go of the chair and went sprawling back over the sofa.
Too late, I realized I’d knocked him through the kitchen door. He clambered to his feet, wrenched open the kitchen drawer and pulled out a large knife. I still had the chair. I held it out in front of me to ward him off. But, with an agility you would not have expected, he vaulted the sofa, wrenched open the door and was gone down the stairs.
I dropped the chair and went after him, but every muscle in my body was bruised and knotted with pain, and by the time I’d made it to the stairwell, he was gone.
I limped back into the apartment and sank onto the only chair that was left standing. I needed to think, but my bruises were doing all my thinking for me. The guy’s strength and skill were unbelievable. I had fought a lot of hard men since I had opened my eyes in New Mexico, but I had never encountered anyone as tough as this guy. I had been fighting for survival.
I looked around the apartment. It was one room with a bedroom, a kitchenette and a bathroom. The floor was wall-to-wall threadbare carpet. I got on my knees and looked at the tacks that kept it down. They were old. I pushed the sofa back and found the indentations from the feet. That sofa had been there a long time. Wherever Blanka had been killed, it wasn’t here. The sofa and the carpet would have shown clear signs of having been saturated with blood, and then cleaned. In fact, he’d have had to replace both, as well as scrub the walls and probably the ceiling too.
When I had recovered some of my strength, I searched the apartment from top to bottom on the off chance I might find something: something to tell me where he had killed Blanka, where the fibers of Persian rug had come from—something, anything, to link him with Blanka and his other victims. But there was nothing. So, I left the apartment, limped gingerly down the stairs and made my way, aching, back to the Toyota. I got behind the wheel, slammed the door and dialed Elaine Schloss. When she answered, I said, “Tell me about David Castro, Dr. Schloss.”
After a long silence she said, “I can’t do that. You know I can’t do that.”
“Is that patient confidentiality, Elaine?”
“Do I really need to answer that?”
“How many women have to die before you take responsibility?”
“Stop it. You can’t bully me on this, so don’t even try...”
I cut her short. “I can’t bully you, but you can stand by and allow him to butcher one girl after another. Do you know who Marni Johnson is?”
Another long silence. “I heard him mention her once or twice.”
“She’s his next victim. I want you to come with me to meet her, and her two kids. I think as you are sentencing her to death and them to be orphans you ought to meet them.”
“Please stop this.”
“There is only one person who can do that, Elaine, and that’s you.”
I could hear her breathing. After a moment she said, “Tell me what’s happened.”
I filled her in and when I’d finished, I said, “You have to tell me where he would go and where he took Blanka.”
When she answered, her voice surprised me. It sounded oddly sarcastic, mocking. “You think he has a nest, or a lair somewhere?”
I scowled, rubbing my eyes. “Well, what do you think?”
“I think you’re making a lot of assumptions.”
A hot twist of anger burned in my belly. “So, set me straight, Doc. Where’d he go? Where can I find him so we can straighten out this whole, unfortunate misunderstanding?”
“Sarcasm won’t help.”
I could hear my voice rising. “So what will? Why are you being obstructive, Doc? Women are dying!”
“You are a dangerous man, and you are allowing anger and fear to drive you. I am not going to tell you where to find David when you are in this state. Do you understand? If he is distressed—and after what you have done to him, I am certain he is—he is bound to contact me. When he does, I’ll see what I can do.”
“You’ll see what you can do? Are you serious?”
“He’ll listen to me. If I tell him to hand himself over to the police, he will.”
“Then why the hell haven’t you done that before?”
“Because he is not what you think he is!”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean? He is dangerous, Elaine! I was lucky he didn’t kill me.”
“You need to calm down and get some perspective. I won’t talk to you while you are in this state. I’ll be in touch.”
“Wait—”
A sigh. “What is it?”
“I…” I hesitated. “I’d like to see you. Can I see you privately, at your home?”
“What for?”
I sighed heavily, close to the microphone, knowing it would remind her of when I breathed in her ear. I fumbled over the words, knowing they would sound clumsy to her, and above all vulnerable.
“I felt… I felt we had some rapport. I think maybe you can help me, with my memory, with the feelings I have…”
She took so long to answer I was about to ask if she was still there. But as I drew breath she said, “When?”
“Tomorrow morning. I need to sleep now, and so do you. But tomorrow, say nine?”
“Yes. Yes, that will be fine.”
“Where do you live?”
“Number eight, Mount Morris Park, West. It’s opposite the ballpark.”
I hung up and dropped the phone on the seat next to me. I stared at the street ahead of me. The rain had stopped and clouds were drifting across a sinister moon.               Calm down and get some perspective.
I could see the streetlamps and the shop fronts reflected upside down in the black, blind windshield of the car in front of me. Perspective and reflections. Everything was perspective and reflections.
I fired up the Corolla and hit the gas across the river to Manhattan, heading fast for the Marcus Garvey Park. The rush hour was long past and the traffic was easy and steady flowing.
I parked on the corner of Fifth Avenue and 120th,
vaulted the wrought-iron fence and walked through the gardens to the ballpark. Mount Morris Park was a series of elegant terraces of handsome brownstones. When I was opposite number eight, I hunkered down at the foot of a large tree and waited.
There was a bus stop on the corner, fifty yards from her house. I waited half an hour and a bus pulled up. The doors hissed open and, as I had expected, David Castro climbed down and walked with rapid strides toward her house, with his head tucked into his collar, like he was expecting to get slapped across the back of his head. His hands were stuffed into his pockets and he kept his eyes firmly on his feet. He turned in to Dr. Schloss’s stoop and ran up the ten steps to her door. It opened before he had time to ring the bell. He slipped in and it closed behind him.
I waited half an hour. I figured that was about two hundred bucks’ worth of Dr. Schloss’s time, and wondered who was paying. Then the door opened and David Castro hurried down the stairs again, only this time he was wearing a small knapsack on his back. I sprinted back across the gardens, got back in the Corolla and set off after him at a slow crawl.
He turned left at the bus stop, down West 121st, and paused at the zebra crossing. I stopped, leaning back out of the light. A yellow cab passed me and pulled up outside Schloss’s place. I watched it. The back door opened and a woman climbed out, mid-thirties, fair. I watched her look both ways, and for a moment she seemed to stare straight at me. My skin turned cold and prickled. She ran up the ten steps two at a time.
I didn’t think. I reversed and pulled over so I could see her. Schloss opened the door and they smiled at each other. They hugged and I heard Schloss say, “Araminta, darling, come in.”
And the door closed.




TWENTY

My first thought was to go back, kick the door in and stick Elaine Schloss’s head in the john and keep flushing until she told me what the hell she was playing at. But the blare of a horn brought me to my senses, and I saw David running across the road with a driver leaning out of his window shouting fuckin’ New York fuckin’ style fuckin’ abuse at him.
“You fuckin’ crazy son of a bitch!”
Araminta was alive, Schloss wasn’t going anywhere but David Castro was, so I followed, thinking absently that if the driver knew how right he was, he might have kept his mouth shut.
On Malcolm X Boulevard he hailed a cab while I was waiting at the intersection. I wasn’t surprised when the cab headed west down 121st. My head was reeling. I was making connections that were too crazy to believe; but then I told myself that what was happening right then was too crazy to believe. And then, that my own existence, and the man I was stalking, both fit that category too.
The cab skirted Morningside Park along the north side and then followed Amsterdam Avenue for half a mile past Columbia as far as West 113th. Amsterdam Avenue, Columbia, where Schloss had her office, where she conducted her private, low-profile research.
I watched the rear lights, like two red eyes, turn into West 113th, and followed them, keeping my distance, to the end of the block. At the intersection with Broadway the cab pulled over. I slowed, keeping a good fifty yards between us, and watched Castro climb out the back door and traverse the zebra crossing at a steady jog. The cab turned up Broadway and I followed Castro.
He kept going along 113th, past the awnings and the cafés and restaurants, to the dark mahogany, brass and highly polished glass entrance of an apartment block. It didn’t look like the kind of thing you could afford on a janitor’s wage, but as he went in the uniformed porter nodded to him. It wasn’t the kind of nod Dr. Schloss would have got, but he didn’t ignore him either, or turn him away.
I parked a few cars past the entrance and walked back to the brass and mahogany door. The doorman gave me a smile that said if he didn’t like the way I spoke he’d kick my ass back to Harlem or the Bronx of whatever cesspit I’d crawled out of.
“May I help you, sir?”
I let my intuition do the talking and said, “Dr. Schloss asked me to come and have a look at the apartment…”
He gave a single nod and pointed into the marble, chandelier-lit lobby.
“That gentleman by the elevators is going up too.”
I essayed an urbane smile.
“I’ll see if I can catch up with him.”
I did my best not to. I crossed the gleaming mosaic of the floor on slow silent feet. Looking back, through the glass in the doors, I could see the doorman watching the cars, nodding and smiling at passing residents of the neighborhood. The elevator pinged and the doors slid open. I ducked behind a palm while Castro stepped in and they hissed closed again.
Then I sprinted up the carpeted stairs, aware that it was a total of eleven floors, and praying hers was among the first four. As it was, the elevator stopped on the fifth. My breath was coming heavy and I fought to control it. I heard the doors hiss open and took a step back down into the stairwell. I knew if he turned right he’d pass the stairs and see me, and I prepared myself. I’d have the advantage of surprise, but this guy was tough, and very good.
Two and three seconds passed and he didn’t show. I peered around the corner and saw him fitting a key into the second door along on the far side, twenty-five or thirty feet away. There was a kind of unhealthy, restrained frenzy to his movements, like his mind was full of ugly fantasies that he himself hated, but could not let go of. And now I knew for a fact that those ugly thoughts involved Araminta.
Marni.
An anagram with the “Ata” left over. Why? I felt a dull throb in my head. None of it made sense. None of it made any sense and yet, somehow, deep in the dark basement of my mind, where my whole life, my memories and my identity were filed away under lock and key, I knew it made sense. It made perfect sense. I just couldn’t see it.
Was that why I had lost my memory? The thought flickered for a second in the light of my consciousness. Was that why I had lost my memory, so that I could no longer see the sense?
It was a stupid thought, but as I tried to shake free from it, like a flash of brilliant light, I saw the yellow sand of the desert, the yellow orb of the moon in the translucent blue of the sky, and the man, naked, fetal, weeping in the sand.
It must have been a fraction of a second, because I heard the click of the lock and he had the door open. He stepped in and it closed behind him.
I stepped out of the stairwell and moved to the door. It was apartment 5C. My mind was racing so fast I couldn’t keep up with my own thoughts. Dr. Schloss had given him the keys to the apartment. So that he would have a safe refuge, a safe house. A hideout. She knew Araminta. They were friends. How? How did they know each other? She called her Marni. Why was that significant? Intimacy? Old friends? Who else called her Marni? I struggled with my memory, standing there, staring at the door, 5C. I screwed up my eyes and swore under my breath at my own stupidity. He did! David Castro had called her Marni, and so had Dr. Schloss.
Intimacy!
It was significant. It was more than that. It was crucial, but it made no sense.
I dithered, while the voice in my head bellowed at me to take action. But what action? Action based on what data? The data I had made no sense!
A violent surge of energy, and I stepped toward the door ready to kick in the lock, break Castro’s legs and dangle him out the window till he told me what the hell it was about, but I knew the timing was wrong. There were too many people, and if he didn’t talk, if I had to kill him, too many questions would remain unanswered.
My mind began to work again. I knew where he was, and neither Dr. Schloss nor David himself knew that I knew.
Just like they didn’t know that I knew about Araminta.
I walked back down the stairs to my car, climbed behind the wheel and called her. It went to voice mail. I looked at my watch. An hour had passed since I’d seen her go into Schloss’s house. I wondered if she was still there. I wondered that for ten minutes before I dialed the number again. Again it went to voice mail. I tried again ten minutes after that. It was still switched off. I climbed out of my car and walked to the end of the road. There I turned around and tried again. This time it rang and she answered.
“Yes?”
“Hi, it’s me,” I laughed, “whoever I am!”
She laughed and it was a pretty sound. “I’m afraid I am starting to think of you as Philip. It’s nice to hear from you. I wasn’t sure if…”
“You home?
“No, I’m in my car, why? Were you thinking of coming for a visit?”
The conversation had taken an unexpected turn. I hesitated and made noises that said I was hesitating. She interrupted.
“Listen, Phil…do you mind if I call you that? I know we talked and…” There was the sound of a sigh. “I haven’t forgotten the things you said, and I am taking them very seriously… But there are other things to think about too, aren’t there? I mean, do you think maybe you should come and stay a few days? Maybe let the kids meet you. You never know, they might recognize you…”
There was a hot pellet in my gut. Maybe it was fear. Maybe it was something else. Grief, maybe.
I heard myself say, “We could do that, yeah…”
“You don’t like the idea?”
“No! I do, it’s just, there have been some developments. Something unexpected.”
“What kind of developments?”
“Araminta, who calls you Marni?”
There was a long silence. Then, “Not many people. A couple of old friends. Why? Did you…?”
“No. I found a guy, a guy I am pretty sure could be the one who’s been killing the prostitutes in the Bronx.”
“My God, but what has that to do with…”
“He knew you, and he called you Marni.”
“What?”
“His name is David Castro, he’s a janitor at Columbia, he lives on East 149th Street, South Bronx. Do you know who he is?”
“No, of course not!”
“This guy is seeing a shrink. I went to see him and told him his shrink had sent me. She couldn’t come herself but had sent me with a message. The guy is supposed to be bright, but he believed me. Now, here’s the thing, Araminta. I was fishing. I wanted to know what girl he was fixating on for his next…”
“For his next kill.”
“Yeah, for his next kill. So I said the message from his shrink was about ‘the girl…,’ and I kind of scratched my head and snapped my fingers like I was trying to remember her name, and I said, ‘You know, the one you talked about in your last session…’”
Her voice was small and scared. “And…?”
“And he said, ‘Marni.’”
“There must be thousands of Marnis in New York.”
“Yeah, well, right then I didn’t associate the name Marni with you. But I snapped my fingers some more and said, ‘Yeah, yeah, Marni, and her surname was Ma, Fa, Da…,’ and he said, ‘Johnson.’
“Marni Johnson.”
“Yes. But, I mean, it’s not an uncommon name.”
She sounded about as convinced as I felt.
“Maybe, but there’s more. I called his shrink and asked if this guy had ever mentioned a Marni Johnson. The reply was that Castro had mentioned a Marni Johnson once or twice. Now, stay with me, baby. I already knew, from talking to Castro, that they had discussed Marni Johnson at their last session, right?”
“Yes, you said.”
“So maybe his shrink is protecting her client’s confidentiality. But the thing is, I drove to the shrink’s house and I saw Castro arrive and go into the house. He left about twenty minutes later, carrying a rucksack, and I followed him to a very swanky apartment a stone’s throw from Columbia, on 113th Street.”
“Phil, that’s crazy! What does it mean? Have you been to the cops?”
“It gets crazier, Araminta. I need to ask you something. Do you know Dr. Elaine Schloss?”
“No. I have never heard of her. Is that this man’s psychiatrist?”
“Yes.”
“Why would I know her?”
“Araminta, what did you do today?”
“Well, you told me I should take the kids and go, so I wanted to go into town and buy some essentials…”
I cut across her. “Into town? Where?”
“I drove down to New York.”
“Did you visit anyone?”
“Well, yes, but she’s just a friend. A sweet lady. She couldn’t possibly have anything to do with…”
“She live on Mount Morris Park West?”
“Yes…”
“What’s her name?”
There was a long, heavy silence before she said, “Ellie. We always called her Ellie.”
“She was a friend of Phil’s?”
“Yes.”
“Ellie is short for Elaine. Dr. Elaine Schloss of Columbia University’s psychology department. She is the psychiatrist who is treating David Castro in private sessions, and who provided him with a safe house after he nearly killed me.”
“Dear God.”
“You arrived ten minutes after he left, and they have been discussing you in his sessions. How could he have seen you, Araminta? Think hard.”
“He couldn’t.” I could hear her struggling to suppress her sobs. “I haven’t seen her since Phil disappeared.”
“Did you call her or did she call you?”
Her voice was barely a whisper. “She called me…”
“How long before you arrived did she call you?”
“Twenty minutes…”
“While he was still there.”
“What the hell… Why?”
“I don’t know. How did you meet her?”
“She was a friend of Philip’s. We met at a barbeque a couple of years back. We got on really well. She told me she had ‘private means’ and spent most of her time going to galleries and conducting what she called very boring private research.”
“Think carefully before you answer. Did you pursue her friendship, or did she cultivate yours?”
“Jesus! I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it. I guess, if you put it like that, she was always calling me up and inviting me to wine tastings and exhibitions. She made out she was being kind because Philip was away so often.”
“And I’ll bet she was a huge help when he disappeared.”
“Yes. Yes, she was.”
I sighed, shook a Camel from my pack and stuck it in my mouth. I lit it, inhaled and blew out a stream of smoke at the black sky above.
“Think very carefully and try to be as precise as you can. What did she talk to you about?”
Her tone of voice said she had shrugged. “Nothing, chitchat, how I was getting on… Phil?” There was a pleading tone to her voice. “I’m frightened. What’s going on?”
“I don’t know, Araminta, it’s deep.”
“She asked me if I wanted to have dinner, stay over. Why would she do that?”
“Where are you? How far from home?”
“About ten minutes. Why?”
“Where are the kids?”
“With a friend.”
“OK, listen. Go to your friend’s house. Leave your car there and call a cab. Make any kind of excuse you like. Tell the cab to take you to the Rafael Gonzalez Motel, Bolton Avenue, the Bronx. I’ll call Rafael and tell him to expect you in a couple of hours or less. Do not go home, do not pack, go straight from your friend’s house. Understood?”
“Yes, OK.”
“Any problem, anything at all, call me.”
“What are you going to do?”
I’d been pacing up and down. Now I rested my ass on the trunk of the Corolla and stood staring at the main entrance of the block of apartments. No one had gone in or out, and the doorman didn’t seem to be aware of me. I took a long drag on my cigarette and let the smoke out slow.
I spoke half to myself. “There are too many uncertainties. Is it one killer or two? Sometimes it seems there are two people at work, but my gut says it’s just one. Is it David Castro or not? Is Dr. Schloss involved or isn’t she? It looks like she is, but maybe she’s just protecting her client. And then, is it my imagination? Am I going crazy? Or are the victims increasingly chosen to draw me in? Marni, it goes on and on. What is the connection with heroin? What’s the connection with Otropoco? Are you a target or aren’t you? There isn’t a damned thing I can nail down as a certainty.” I thought for a moment, then dropped the cigarette on the blacktop and crushed it with the toe of my boot. “So tonight, I am going to pin down at least one damn certainty. Best you don’t know what it is. But I’ll meet you at the motel before dawn.”




TWENTY-ONE

It was cold standing on the street. So I climbed in the Toyota and slammed the door. I lit up another cigarette and switched on the radio. There’s not a lot of music I like to listen after Creedence, the Eagles and Zeppelin, so I tuned it to talk radio. There was a guy. He wasn’t so much talking, as railing.
“…FBI estimates put it at a minimum of two thousand serial killers at large in the United States at any given time. Now just do me a favor. It’s not hard. Just take that number, two thousand, right? And divide it by fifty. That is an average of forty serial killers in each of the states at any given time! Now, this begs some pretty big questions. And the biggest is, what the fuck is wrong with us?”
A woman interrupted him. It may have been the host or another guest. She was saying, “Now, hold on. You can’t do that. That is obfuscation by numbers. I’m from New England, and I can assure you that we simply do not have that kind of problem…”
“You ever heard of the Boston Strangler?”
“Of course, Don, but…”
“How about John Joubert? How about Terry Peder Rasmussen? How about Israel Keys?”
“I am not saying we have never had a serial killer, but I am saying that compared to, say, Alaska or Nevada, or Florida, New England states have a much lower incidence and a much lower crime rate generally.”
A third voice cut in, a guy, older and gravelly. “I take your point, Cyndi, but the fact is that nobody seems to be able to agree on exactly what constitutes a true serial killer—you know, even at the Bureau we have diverging opinions—but what is clear is that it is not a phenomenon which is tied to other crime statistics. Taken globally, and I mean all around the world, serial killers appear to be associated with industrialized nations: the USA, Russia, the UK, Germany; but within the USA, which far and away has the highest number, we find serial killers peak in Alaska and Nevada. In the case of Alaska, it is probable that we have serial killers traveling there specifically to kill, a bit like the Predator movie. There are areas of Alaska where there is simply no law enforcement. It is extremely remote, there are vast areas where evidence can be disposed of, and of course because of the oil and logging industries, you have a very large, transient, seasonal population.”
Don cut in again: “So you are saying that our sick, depraved industrial society is generating serial killers who literally go hunting in Alaska and Nevada…”
Drops of rain had started to spatter on the windshield. What few people had been standing in the street had gone inside, and the transient pedestrians on Broadway had started to thin out, huddled into their coats and striding under umbrellas.
The rain drummed an ever heavier tattoo on the roof of the car, and the water spilling over onto the windshield warped the red and amber lights of the outside world. I switched on the wipers and cracked the window far enough so I had a clear view of the entrance of the apartment block. Behind me the water had seeped into one of the lamps, and it was buzzing and flickering like it was about to die. I peeled a fresh pack, poked a Camel in my mouth, lit it and waited while I thought.
Schloss was his therapist. I knew that much. He’s broke and he can’t pay her, but she’s a dedicated pro, so she lets him work at the college in exchange for therapy. Then Blanka gets killed and I show up asking questions. She’s already profiled the killer, having seen the forensic reports, and she knows he fits the profile like a glove. But she doesn’t inform the cops, neither does she refuse access to their reports on the grounds of a conflict of interest. On the contrary, she provides the killer with a hiding place.
So some women become fascinated with serial killers, that wasn’t news, but this went deeper, because there was the issue of Philip Johnson and Araminta, Marni. Schloss had been friends with Philip, yet she hadn’t recognized me. Or if she had she hadn’t admitted it. She had sought Araminta’s friendship shortly before Phil went missing on a mission which had apparently taken him not to the deserts of the Middle East, but to Fort Myer in Arlington, Virginia.
And when I show up, so does David Castro, strangling and disemboweling prostitutes, apparently closing in on me, sprinkling his victims’ mouths with brown sugar. Until they stop being prostitutes and become whores, not because of who they are, but because of who their father is.
A dealer. The people I hunt and kill.
Those who were tasked with introducing the Lotus into the West[3].
I had destroyed that plan, with the help of Thor, the god of thunder. But the masterminds behind that plan had given me a name, a name confirmed for me in the immediate aftermath of the storm by Senator Cyndi McFarlane. Philip Johnson. I had been led here, right here where I was now, by the very conspirators who had planned to introduce the Lotus into the West, the conspirators whom I thought I had destroyed.
Had I? Or was I still being used and manipulated?
Bruce Lee, the master of masters, had always said that the best attack was direct and non-telegraphic. The most direct, non-telegraphic attack for me right then was: Go in, grab him by the scruff of his neck, take him to Dr. Schloss and have it out with both of them, right there in her house. She could give him up and have him sectioned, or I could hand him over to Otropoco. Her choice. It was late, there was nobody about. It was time.
I flicked the butt out of the window, and climbed out of the car into the hail of rain. The water was almost ankle deep around my boots and beginning to spill onto the sidewalks. I hunched into my shoulders and ran for the entrance to the apartment block. The uniformed porter was behind his desk watching a small, portable TV. He glanced up at me as I made my way toward the elevators, but said nothing.
I stepped out into the carpeted corridor and made my way to 5C. I didn’t ring the bell or knock. I rammed the screwdriver from my Swiss Army knife into the lock, twisted and stepped in. My hand wanted to reach behind my back for the comfort of my Sig, or even the damned Glocks. This guy was dangerous.
The lights were on. There was a broad hallway with a shiny, parquet floor. A white door with stained-glass panels stood open onto a corridor with white walls. I switched the screwdriver for the larger blade and moved silently through the doorway.
First on the right was a kitchen, clean, neat, unused. I moved along. Next was a bathroom with lots of toffee-colored marble and shiny brass. No toothbrush, no toothpaste or toiletries.
Soap.
I stepped in and touched it. It was wet.
The next door led into a large, spacious living room. It was empty but for a stack of five large cartons and a series of very expensive-looking Persian rugs in red, purple and white. At first glance there was no sign of blood, but the smell of bleach was powerful. I glanced into the boxes: books, crockery, ornaments. I made my way back out to the long corridor.
I came to a dogleg where the corridor turned right. In the corner there was a wooden stand with a vase and a dead plant in it. There were four doors facing each other. The nearest, on the far side of the passage, was ajar. The room was dark.
I stood motionless and listened. The only sound was the distant patter of water outside. I moved fast and silent, stepped into the room and flipped on the light.
It was a single bulb in a fly-blown orb that gave a depressing, pallid glow. By its light I could see that the bed up against the far wall had been slept in. Beside it, under a black window with no drapes, there was a table with a single chair. On my left there was a tallboy. Two of the drawers were taken up with a pair of jeans, two sweatshirts and four pairs of socks. The third drawer held three scrapbooks. Each had a name written in thick black-marker pen—Trixie, Blanka, Marni.
Everything inside me rejected it. It was too easy. I took them to the table, sat and opened each one in turn. There were photographs taken at various locations: Blanka at the campus and in the park, Trixie in the street at Hunts Point, and Araminta outside her house, and delivering the kids to school. Most of the shots were taken from far away, though some were close-ups of their faces, probably taken with a telephoto lens.
I looked around but didn’t find a camera.
I checked the other rooms. They were empty. Somehow he had slipped out while I was in the car.
I returned to what was obviously his bedroom, sat on the chair and began to go through the books more slowly. They started out with pictures taken at a distance, usually in a group of people. There were comments written which idealized the women. “Purity I did not believe in, till I saw you;” “Gentle kindness like spring rain that heals my wounds;” “Though cruel life has soiled you, yet within you are pure.” That one was for Trixie.
Then, after those, the pictures were mainly in the street, taken from a distance. There was Blanka going into Otropoco’s apartment block, getting into her dad’s car; Trixie at a bus stop and then at a shopping mall. In Araminta’s case she was at school, climbing into her car.
Beside Trixie’s pictures there were poems about how their love would set her free from her prison of crime and addiction. They were full of fantasies about a relationship between them that would liberate her and allow them to live in idealized happiness. But then the tone changed. She was blind to her own love for him, but it wasn’t her fault. She was the victim of fear; fear of freedom, fear of happiness. He would save her, open her eyes and her heart to her own love. And, finally, with the realization that he was the victim of his own delusions, there was a horrific outpouring of loathing and violence.
In Blanka’s scrapbook there were pictures of her in the park, walking up 7th Avenue, going into Joe’s house. A picture of Joe and Blanka kissing near the river, looking radiant and happy. And, as with Trixie, where the poems had started as fantasies about their love, the tone changed steadily, first attributing the lack of love to delusion on her part, and then descending into violent loathing.
The last page was horrific. There were close-up pictures of her face, scrawled over in red felt pen—"Bitch, slut, betrayer of love, whore.”
I picked up the scrapbook titled “Araminta.” I didn’t want to open it. There was a hot, smoldering pain in the pit of my belly that flared into a fear and rage when I turned to the first page. She was there, hunkered down, talking to the kids at the school gate. Then she was talking to one of the parents, a father, laughing. She was climbing into her car.
The poetry was the same, naïve, self-indulgent, subtly self-glorifying. The next pages were of Araminta entering Dr. Schloss’s house, standing on the stoop, talking to her. The poetry was still at the stage where she was blind to her own feelings, unable to see that she loved him, but his love would eventually liberate her.
I turned to the last page and went ice cold. There was a picture of me, leaving her house, kissing her on the mouth. Written beside it, in thick red marker, were the words, “How could you do this to me, you bitch? Whore!”
My heart was pounding and I was finding it hard to think straight. All I wanted to do was find him and put the poor bastard out of his misery. And I wanted to do it before he got to Araminta. But how? Once again he’d given me the slip, and this time I had no idea how to find him.
I called Schloss.
Her voice was cool when she answered, “Who is this? Are you aware what time it is?”
I didn’t waste time. “I’m at your apartment on West 113th, looking at David’s scrapbooks. The way I see it, I have two choices. I tell you to come here now and explain to me what this is all about, or I call Otropoco and tell him to come here so I can explain to him what I think it’s all about.”
There was a long pause. “Where is David?”
“Where are you?”
“Have you done anything to David?”
“I’m waiting, Elaine. What’s it to be, me or Otropoco?”
“I’m on my way. Wait for me there. Please, don’t do anything stupid.”
I hung up.
I picked up the scrapbooks and started going through them again, more slowly, looking for content, for details. I noticed sometimes the poems were written especially for a particular photograph, but sometimes they were reused. That seemed odd. Blanka, he called a slut and a whore after he had seen and photographed her with Joe. But there were no photographs of Trixie with another guy. In fact, there was no indication at all of what made him turn against her. By simple logic he should have hated her from the word go.
Which led me to the question: where were the scrapbooks for the other killings?
Maybe he’d spoken to Trixie about how he felt, and she’d laughed at him, rejected him. But when I tried to imagine that conversation, it just didn’t gel. I couldn’t see him talking about his feelings, or her laughing.
The whole thing, from beginning to end, felt unreal, staged. I pulled a Camel from the pack and sat staring at it. More than staged: stage managed. But to what end? For what purpose?
A noise down the corridor made me put the thought on the back burner. The front door closed softly and there were heels on the parquet. I glanced at my watch. Thirty minutes had passed since I’d called Schloss. The door pushed open.
She stood in a wet rain mac and hat, dripping water onto the floor and staring at me. She said, “I do not appreciate being ordered out on a night like this and threatened with violence, Mr. Smith.”
I wasn’t in the mood for being a wiseass. I said, “There are Persian rugs here. I’m willing to bet the forensic labs will find Tyrian purple dye in them. You want to explain to me why you gave David Castro the keys to this place? You want to explain why you gave a serial killer a safe house? While you’re at it, you want to explain to me why you phoned Araminta and told her to go and see you, while this son of a bitch,” I paused to throw the scrapbooks on the floor at her feet, “was still in your house collecting the keys? And more, Elaine, you want to tell me how come you were friends with Philip Johnson, why you went out of your way to befriend his wife, and never told her who you were? You want to explain all of that to me, Elaine?”
She sighed, shook her head and dragged her waterproof hat from her head. “Oh, please, seriously? Now you are going to get melodramatic on me?” She dropped her ass on the bed. “Next you’re going to start banging on about protecting your wife and kids…”
She stopped suddenly and stared at me.
“I’m guessing you have remembered. You do know…?”
I didn’t answer straight away. I watched her a while, feeling the hot rage easing through my muscles.
“You’re treading a very fine line, Elaine. The only thing stopping me from dragging you by your hair down to my car and taking you to Otropoco is that I want information you have. But I am telling you now that my patience is finished. You can explain it to me, or you can explain it to Blanka’s father. He’s got a real taste for melodrama. He’ll lay it on thick while he has his boys remove your fingers with blunt pliers. Your choice.”
She narrowed her eyes at me and for a moment looked real mad. “Don’t threaten me, Johnson!”
I stood, stepped over to her and looked down into her face. “I just did, Elaine, and I’m waiting. Are you going to talk to me, or are you going to talk to Otropoco and his friends?”
She just stared up at me. I reached behind her head and took a handful of her hair. Then, with sudden, horrible violence, I yanked hard and dragged her to the floor. She screamed out loud and I dropped with my knee on her solar plexus. Her eyes went wide with shock and pain and she groaned as I dragged her head up toward me. Her hands flailed and she clawed at my arm. My voice was an ugly rasp.
“While we’re on the subject of threats, Elaine, let me explain something to you. If David touches Araminta, I will personally kill you. It will take days, and it will be in a manner that would make Otropoco break down and weep like a little girl. Do we understand each other? I will hurt you in ways that you cannot begin to imagine. Are you clear about that?”
I pulled harder and she gave a small scream. “Yes! For God’s sake! Yes!”
I stood and dragged her to her feet, then hurled her on the bed. She lay there on one elbow and I could tell by her eyes that she was enjoying it. That made me feel sick. She ran her fingers through her hair and levered herself to a sitting position.
“Look, I’ll tell you what you want to know. But I need a drink.”
She got to her feet and I followed her along the cold, white passage to the kitchen, carrying the scrapbooks. She opened the fridge, pulled out a bottle of gin and spilled some into a glass. The she reached into the freezer and pulled out a couple of rocks which she dropped in the glass. She drained it and fixed herself another.
“Enough, Elaine! Start talking.”
“David is my patient. You may not remember, Phil, but I am the world’s leading authority on Freudian psychoanalysis and personality disorders. And I would stake my reputation on David’s innocence.” She leaned her ass against the sink and stuck out a finger, pointing at me. “You are a far more likely candidate as this serial killer. In fact, when he started killing I thought it was you. David is deeply neurotic, he is a fantasist and he has borderline personality disorder, but he is not a killer.”
“If you knew I was Philip Johnson, why didn’t you say anything when I went to see you?”
She shrugged. “The program!” she said simply. “We always knew it could misfire, and we accepted the risk.”
“So why now?”
She gestured at me with her open hand. “I’m assuming you’re starting to remember.” I didn’t answer and she raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you’re not. My bad.” She sighed. “I know all about Blanka Otropoco’s father, believe me. And when you phoned me and said you’d found David and he’d attacked you, I realized what serious danger he was in. What Blanka’s father and his animals would do to David doesn’t bear thinking about. I couldn’t let that happen, so I gave him the keys to this place.”               She regarded me with distaste and added, “I should have realized that a man like you would track him down.”
“A man like me?”
“You’ve done your research. You know about Philip Johnson.” She sipped her martini and was silent for a bit. “You introduced me to Araminta when we proposed the program to you. You were worried about how she would react to the news that you’d gone missing. You wanted me to keep an eye on her. I am a very good listener, as you’d expect. It goes with the territory. We became friends and she came to visit a few times. We went to exhibitions, shows… And on a couple of those visits David saw her. She never noticed him, but he became obsessed and I was helping him to get her out of his system. That was important, very important.
“And, Phil, I didn’t tell her who I was because we had agreed that I wouldn’t. We don’t want the Columbia Psychology Department linked with experiments funded by covert operations units, do we?
“And finally, why did I call her while David was there? Because we had agreed to meet and I hadn’t seen her in a while, and, as far as I was concerned, having given him the keys, David was leaving.” Her face suddenly contracted with annoyance. “And, frankly, Phil, you think it’s odd because you are paranoid and convinced he’s a serial killer. But I know he’s not! So, there was nothing odd about my calling her while he was there.”
We looked at each other in silence for a while. I leaned on the doorjamb and said, “He fits the profile you gave me for the killer. You know that.”
She shook her head. “Superficially, but David is actually a kind, caring person who has no repressed rage or feelings of violence toward anyone. He likes women. He doesn’t hate them. You fit the profile. That’s why you were on the program.”
I reached out and dropped the scrapbooks on the table. “Have you seen these?”
She took her time going through Blanka’s, examining the pictures and reading the poems. When she reached the last couple of pages, she went pale. She looked at Trixie’s and Araminta’s in silence.
I said, “No repressed rage? No hatred? You tell me, Elaine, who’s living in a fucking fantasy world? Me? David? Or you?”
She went through the scrapbooks again, shaking her head and repeating, “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it.”
I said, “Where is he?”
She stared at me and there were tears in her eyes. “I don’t know.”
“I do,” I said.
She shook her head. “Where?”
“He’s gone after Araminta.”
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“Phone him.”
She suddenly looked drawn. “Please, Phil.”
I reached out, took a fistful of her collar and snarled into her face. “Believe me. It’s better you do this through me.”
I let her go, she pulled out her cell and stood staring at it. I said, “I have Otropoco on speed dial. How long do you need to think about this?”
She made a strange sobbing noise and dialed. After a moment, she said, “David, it’s Elaine, where are you?”
There was silence and I gestured she should put it on speaker. She glanced at me and shook her head, then turned away with her back to me. “You should come home. We need to talk.”
I moved toward her. She was listening, gesturing me to keep away, shaking her head. “No… No… David, listen to me… No, David…”
A sickening anxiety was twisting my gut. I started to ask, “What’s he…” but she held up a hand, shaking her finger at me.
“David, you have to listen to me. Listen to my voice, David. Listen very carefully to my voice. Are you focusing on my voice? David, please listen!”
She made an inarticulate sound then stared at the phone, like it should explain itself to her. “He hung up on me.”
I grabbed her wrist and dragged her over to me. “What did he say?”
She took a long, ragged breath. “He says he is going to find Araminta.”
Ice crept through my skin and into my voice. “And how long were you planning to wait before telling me this?”
“I’ve just hung up, for God’s sake!” She closed her eyes. “He says he knows where she left the children…”
I swore violently and ran. She was right behind me, stumbling and slipping on the high-polish floor, screaming at me to wait. I wrenched open the front door and flew down the stairs toward the lobby.
Out in the street the rain was torrential. It drenched me in seconds and blinded my eyes. I wiped them with my fingers, blinking as I ran. An ice-cold wind whipped and lashed me with water as I reached the car door. I was vaguely aware of Schloss’s voice shouting at me to wait. I grabbed the keys from my pocket and thumbed the button. The lights on the Corolla flashed through the sheets of black rain. I wrenched open the driver’s door and heard her scream, “You need me! Phil, you need me!”
I froze and she stumbled up, drenched and wiping water from her eyes. She faced me across the roof of the car and shouted above the din of the downpour. “You need me to talk to him! He will only listen to me. And you also need my Jaguar!”
She pointed across the road at her F-Type. I growled, “Give me the keys.”
I slid in behind the wheel and slammed the door. She got in beside me as I gunned the engine and took off.
“If he has done anything to her, if he has hurt her or touched her, I want you near. You are both going to wish it had been Otropoco who found you and not me. Now, call her and hand me the phone.”
She gaped at me in the darkness. “Phil! It’s not my fault—”
“Tell it to your god. I still have questions for you. You allowed him to get close to her. You protected him. You concealed him… Now quit stalling and call her!”
I drove the car like a thing possessed. The rain was like steel blades in the streetlights and traffic lights that streaked by. All I could see was the blackness that was swallowing my world. All I could feel was the black terror that was twisting my gut, thinking of Araminta and what might be happening to her; that, and the bloody rage.
The road was interminable, and, though I was doing over a hundred and ten on the expressway, to me the car felt sluggish, driving through a wall of heavy, leaden water.
She dialed in silence. She put the phone on speaker and I could hear it ringing, but there was no reply. She looked at me. “She isn’t answering.”
“Try again!”
This time there was an answer. Araminta’s voice, uncertain: “Ellie? Is that you?”
I bellowed without thinking: “Marni? It’s me, Phil! Listen to me! Where are you?”
“Phil? Is that you?”
“Listen to me, where are you?”
We scraped past a truck. I could feel the car beginning to aquaplane. I hit the gas harder.
“I got your message!”
My heart raced hard, high in my chest. “What message?”
“I can’t hear you! The weather is interfering with the…” There was crackling, then silence. Then, “But I got your message. Why did you change the plan…? I don’t under…” More silence.
I shouted, grabbed the phone, holding the wheel with one hand. “Marni! Marni, listen to me! No change of plan! No change of plan!”
Distant, broken, her voice said, “OK! I know! Change of plan. I’ll see you…home.”
The line went dead. “Jesus!”
I threw the phone in her lap.
“Phil, you have to slow down or you’ll kill us both before we can get to her.”
I snarled, “Tell me to slow down again and I’ll break your neck and throw you out of the car.”
We plunged into the darkness, leaving the lights of New York behind us, and drove in silence. It felt like hours, but was little more than an hour and thirty minutes, before we screamed into the Boston Post Road, skidded and fishtailed into Barbara Street and skidded again into Rodney Street. I was vaguely aware that Schloss was screaming, but I didn’t care.
Three more fishtails and I was on Terrace Avenue, accelerating crazily toward Araminta’s house. As we approached I could see, in the wet light from my headlamps, her SUV parked in the drive. There was another car beside it.
A blue Mustang Fastback.
I screamed onto the lawn and clambered out, running across the sludge of the lawn toward the front door.
It was open. There was a dark smear on the latch and another on the doorjamb. I knew without looking that it was blood. I went through in a kind of trance, with my head and my ears buzzing. There had been a struggle in the drawing room. Two lamps lay smashed on the floor. The overhead light was bright and glaring. An armchair was on its side and the coffee table had been thrown against the wall. An ashtray lay broken in half. Cigarette butts and gray ash littered the carpet.
Whose cigarettes? Whose ashtray? Not mine.
I knew it was pointless, but I ran upstairs and checked the bedroom. The bed had been badly rumpled, the quilt had been pulled back and the cushions were on the floor. I felt dizzy and sick. I was fighting to stay cold, to think. There was no blood. No blood on the sheets. No blood on the floor. None on the walls. No bloody handprints. No hot, red slime.
Except on the door.
If he had killed her, if he had killed them, there would have been blood. Blood everywhere.
I went into the en suite bathroom and stood staring. In the bright, harsh glare of the shaving light above the mirror I saw the crimson words scrawled across the cold glass.
No more lies. Time to die, Verdugo.
Then I heard Schloss calling to me. There was an edge of panic to her voice. I heard her feet clattering up the stairs, irregular and unsteady. She was crying and she was sobbing. “Phil… Oh God, Phil…”
The room swayed and I seemed to be walking through a fish-eye view of the rooms and the house, back along the landing toward the stairs. I was lightheaded. It was like my mind was floating above my body. Everything was unreal. Suddenly the whole of my life, the whole of my existence was unreal. I wanted to laugh, but grief and pain gripped my gut and twisted, and a small voice in my head told me, “Keep it together! Keep it together!”
I stood at the banisters and looked down the stairs. Schloss was holding on to the rail, swaying. Her eyes were like two huge black holes and her mouth was sagging open. She said, “Phil… Phil, you have to come.”
She turned and staggered, unsteady, toward the front door. I was paralyzed. I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to see what she had found. I didn’t want to see it because I knew. I had already seen it in my mind, and it was too horrific. It was too much and I wanted it to stop already.
As I’d run in, there had been a bulk, a large black bulk on the lawn, in the flower bed under the window. I had noted it and ignored it. Just as I had noted and ignored the patrol car parked thirty yards down the road. It had seemed irrelevant then. All that mattered was getting to Araminta and the children before…
But he wasn’t here. He wasn’t here anymore.
I snapped out of it and ran down the stairs three at a time and stepped out onto the porch, where the dead light from the empty house lay across the sodden lawn, turning shards of rain into steel blades. Now I could hear the dull tapping of the downpour hitting sodden cloth, a large, saturated body. I turned and looked at the flower bed to the right of the door, beneath the bow window. It was there, as I had noted it, bundled against the wall, crushing the flowers into the mud, a large, dark pile of wet rags.
My mind reached back to that other pile of wet rags in Soundview Park. Schloss was standing next to it, dripping and sodden in the downpour, leaning with one hand on the windowsill, her hair matted and straggling down her face. She was panting, staring at me with her mouth still open and her eyes wide and uncomprehending. I couldn’t tell if she was crying because the rain was streaming down her face. I wiped my own eyes and realized my hands were shaking. Then I realized I was mumbling to myself, “Oh, no, please, God, no…”
My legs seemed to move of their own accord. My feet sank into the sodden turf. I crouched down and saw that the dark bulk was covered in a dark-blue woolen coat. I could feel Schloss by my side. She seemed very tall and very still. I took hold of the body and pulled it toward me. It was heavy and rolled with a small thud and a squelch. I pulled back the coat and saw the great, gaping wound in the belly, with the rainwater pooling in among the blood. I saw the knife handle and then rose, frowning. The weapon had never been left before. I forced myself to look at the face, the eyes bulging and bloodshot, the purple tongue protruding, the brown sugar dissolving in the rain. Then I burst into uncontrollable, convulsive sobs.
It was not Araminta. It was not Marni.
I stood and stepped back. A horrible twisted noise wrenched from my throat. My head was reeling and my mind was spinning. I stared down at the face, struggling to find meaning. It was a cop. The ground around him was saturated, not just with the rain, but with blood and gore. His face was a waxy mask of horror. Where was his partner? Where was Araminta? Where were the kids?
I turned to look at Schloss. I started to ask her, “Where are they?” But I stopped dead. Her face was pale: too pale. Her eyes were unfocused. She was swaying slightly. And then I saw it. The dark stain on her belly draining down along her legs to the mud.
I said, “Elaine…?”
She smiled, a smile of pure malevolence. Her voice was barely a whisper. “He’s here. And he is going to kill you.”
She leaned forward. There was a deep, rattling sigh and she sank to her knees. Then she fell facedown in the mud. I stared down at the body. A voice in my head was screaming at me to keep it together, to get a grip, to react. React! Do
something!
Then I was hit with shattering violence from behind. I sprawled over Elaine’s body with needles of pain stabbing into my lungs. Then a boot heel was stamping into my back, I cried out with pain and a hand like a steel vice gripped my hair and rammed my face into the mud. Slime and water clotted my nose and mouth. I gripped the hand that held my hair and clawed savagely with my nails. It didn’t let go. I scrambled with my knees and feet, trying to get purchase in the mud. I knew I was seconds from drowning in two inches of water and mud.
Then his knee crashed down on my back, driving me down. I was helpless and I was going to die.
It was my dying breath, but I’d be damned if I used it surrendering. With my right hand I reached into my pocket. I could hear myself screaming for air in my throat. I felt the butt of my Swiss Army knife and pulled frantically, thrashing with the back of my head against the steel hand that held me down.
I felt the heavy weight of the knife in my hand. Each second was like an hour. I thumbed open the blade, and with my lungs screaming hysterically I thrashed around to the side. I knew that if I stuck him in the thigh, this guy would take it. And I would die. I had one shot, and just one shot.
I twisted, placed the tip of the blade below his kneecap and hammered it home into the joint with every ounce of savage desperation that was cursing through my body. He screamed. He screamed like a woman as the blade penetrated where no blade was ever meant to go. He screamed and staggered to his feet, but then fell on one knee, desperately trying to pull the knife free. I clawed at the mud, climbing to all fours, knowing that each breath was a few more seconds of life, but knowing also that every half second I delayed was a moment closer to death.
I struggled to my feet and turned, breath wheezing in my throat. His body quivered uncontrollably as he fought to pull the blade from his knee. I didn’t wait. You hear a lot of bullshit about striking the temple, the nose, the eyes. There is only one place to strike in the head: the jaw.
I kicked savagely, brutally, precisely, right at the tip of his chin, and he went down. You don’t come back from a good kick to the jaw. I half fell, half knelt on his chest. His eyes were wild, his breathing erratic. I pulled the knife from his knee and a trail of blood flowed into the torrential rain.
He tried to sit up, clawed at my wrist. His mouth worked. “Don’t, don’t let me die like this. Who are you? Are you an operator? Don’t let me die like this.”
I looked into his eyes. They were begging. I said, “You were Delta Force.”
“I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have done this. I don’t remember, but you have to believe me, I would never have done this.”
Something else spoke through me. All I could remember was the desert, and a name. I said, “Every moment you fight counts, until the moment of death. Fight. Fight for freedom. Fight for truth. Fight for freedom from the hive.”
He clawed at my hand and my wrist, and there was pleading in his eyes. I leaned close to him and asked him, “Are you a warrior?”
He nodded. And something insane took over. I clenched his hand, and climbed to one knee, and looked up into the black, weeping heavens, and an inhuman voice bellowed from my chest and my throat, “Odin! Odin! Take this warrior to Valhalla! Odin!”
The rest was lost in my own weeping. His eyes were lost, soulless, gazing blind into the rain.




EPILOGUE

“You havin’ a wet dream, Agent Harris? Because I hate to tell you, unless you got more than hot wet feelings, my client is out of here. You’ve dragged his ass in here every day for the last four days, each time on a different pretext. You have his statement. You keep harassing him and I am going to be all over you like a rash!”
Agent Harris pretended Fuentes wasn’t there. He just looked at me with cold, dead eyes that said he’d like to take me back to the sixteenth century and introduce me to the Spanish Inquisition, with a view to making me more conversational.
He shrugged and shook his head. “I have nothing to hold you on, Mr.… John Doe, but you know, maybe just voluntarily, you’d like to tell me what you were doing at Araminta Johnson’s house.”
Fuentes leaned forward. “We have no comment to make on that issue.”
I raised my left hand and showed it to Fuentes. I spoke to Agent Harris.
“The fact is, I thought I might be Philip Johnson. Tell me something, Harris. I am willing to cooperate. Do you—does the federal government—believe I am Philip Johnson? Are you willing, or able, to tell Araminta Johnson what happened to her husband? Am I her husband?”
He shrugged again. “You tell me.”
I leaned forward. I heard Fuentes sigh behind me. I ignored him. “I am searching for my identity, Harris. But what has happened to me is not normal amnesia. It has to do with the project Dr. Elaine Schloss and David Castro were involved in. I’m willing to cooperate with you, if you’ll cooperate with me. So we can help each other.” I waited. He didn’t answer. I offered him an unhappy smile. “You can’t make that decision, can you? Who are your masters, Harrison? You willing to tell me that? Do you even know?”
He shook his head. “The federal government doesn’t do deals, Mr. Doe…”
“Bullshit! I didn’t lose my memory, Harris. My memory was stolen. And David Castro had his identity stolen too. He told me as much before he died. Do you…” I leaned forward and poked my finger at him across his desk. “Do you, as a federal agent, truly believe that you are upholding the spirit of what Franklin and Washington believed in? I know you! I can look into your eyes and I know who you are and what you believe in. And I am telling you that your federal government is betraying its sacred trust. It is betraying you and me and every American who ever believed in it. It has stolen my identity, and it betrayed a good, patriotic man in David Castro, a man who was willing to lay down his life for his country.”
I stood, and Fuentes stood with me. I pointed across the desk at Harris again. “When you are ready to talk, you find me, and we’ll talk. But first learn who your masters are, and decide whether you want to serve them.”
He looked up at me through narrowed eyes. “What are we dealing with here, Mr. Doe? Conspiracy theory turned psychotic fantasy? Reds under the beds? Only now it’s world government federalists under the beds?”
I laughed out loud. “I don’t know, Agent Harris. I was just passing through town, trying to find out who I was. But, on a hunch, why don’t you ask Senator Cyndi McFarlane? Maybe she’ll have some answers for you. She sure had some answers for me.”
Fuentes looked at me like he wanted to hit me. “Just don’t talk anymore, OK? Let’s just leave. We don’t need to be here.”
We reached the door and as Fuentes opened it Harris said, “So, are you Philip Johnson, or not?”
I turned back to him and smiled. “Dr. Schloss recognized me as Philip Johnson, but Johnson’s wife, Araminta, didn’t.” I shrugged. “The DNA and fingerprint files on Johnson are sealed as top secret, so your guess is as good as mine.”
He showed no emotion. He just watched me, and as Fuentes pulled the door open, he said, “I’ll be watching you.”
I nodded. “Good. Maybe you’ll learn something.”
Down on Broadway Claudio Fuentes led me to his black BMW, parked outside Federal Plaza. He pulled open the driver’s door and stood waiting for me to go round the other side and climb in. Instead I rested my ass on the hood and pulled a pack of Camels from my pocket. I offered him one and he took it, and we lit up with my old, battered brass Zippo. I inhaled and released smoke at the sky, high above the canyons of steel.
“You work for them, right?”
His eyebrows said he was surprised, but after a moment he laughed and said, “Yeah. No. Kinda. We cooperate.”
“Is that going to be a problem?”
He shook his head. “So long as you don’t start killing the good guys.”
I raised an eyebrow at him and smiled. “You know who they are?”
He shrugged with his eyebrows. “Sometimes, yeah. Just keep it in mind.”
“Make the money available to Araminta. Do it quietly. This is something the federal government doesn’t need to know about. Make a trust fund for the kids’ education. Keep an eye on them. I’ll be adding to the capital sum.”
“You got it. Where was she? You got to the house, she wasn’t there. Where was she?”
“Castro had sent her a message from a burner cell, claiming to be me. He told her to meet him at the house with the kids. When I spoke to her the connection was bad, but I managed to get through to her that there was no change of plan. She got a cab and left with the kids just before Castro arrived. She went to my motel, as I had told her to. Meanwhile she called the cops. He killed both of them, one in the backyard, the other out front.”
“So what the hell was the story with that dude? Who the hell was he?”
“We may never know, Claudio. What I was able to get from Schloss was that black ops agencies, maybe the CIA, maybe some agency attached to JSOC, were conducting research into what she considered to be one of our natural drives, like eating, drinking, breathing…”
“What drive?”
“The drive to kill.”
“Jesus!” He looked at me like I’d just flatulated in polite company. “What kind of research?”
“I’m guessing it’s the kind of research that goes into making special ops units that follow instructions to the letter and have no compunction about killing men, women or children. The kind of research where the subjects can be sent on hunting vacations in Alaska.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Better you don’t know. But I’ll tell you this much, Claudio. There is a restless evil at work at the very heart of our Western civilization, and it has one aim: absolute power. Absolute power requires absolute control of people’s minds. And that is their objective in the New Order, the new millennium.”
He stared at me for a long moment, then burst out laughing. “Man, you are one crazy son of a bitch! You are for real. You believe all this conspiracy shit!”
I nodded a few times, then slapped him on the shoulder. “Go home to your family, enjoy your life. Look out for Araminta and the kids for me. I’ll be in touch from time to time.”
The laughter faded from his face. “What are you going to do?”
I hitched my smile up the right side of my face. “I am the Verdugo. What do verdugos do?” I leaned toward him and his frown said he didn’t know if I was joking or not. I spoke quietly: “There are black organizations within the government, like tumors inside a brain, whose aim is to introduce a drug called Lotus into mainstream consumption in this country. The purpose of the drug is to make individuals obedient and submissive, to predispose them to the hive mind and hive thinking. Those same agencies are experimenting on people’s brains to create dispassionate, obedient killers devoid of empathy. I plan to find the people behind those projects.”
“And do what, man? Expose them? Hand them over to the cops…?”
I shook my head. “No, Claudio, kill them.”
* * *
I sat in the bright blue Mustang which I had reacquired, and stared at the letter in front of me. I had received it two days previously and had still not made up my mind what to do with it. It was from a lab in Texas. I didn’t know why I had chosen that particular lab in Texas, but I had.
I had written the chief technician a detailed letter explaining that the samples were to help me discover who I was, and that I was suffering from extreme amnesia. I had wondered at the time why I had been so detailed.
Now I had the results in front of me. I had sent a lock of Philip Johnson’s hair, from Araminta’s locket. I had sent a cheek swab from myself, and my Swiss Army knife, caked in David Castro’s blood, and I had asked for comparisons of the three samples, to see if any of them matched.
Two of them had matched. The hair sample from Araminta’s locket had matched David Castro’s blood exactly. David Castro was Philip Johnson, as I had started to suspect for some time. Araminta had never seen him. He had been recruited into the project at Arlington, Virginia, and Dr. Elaine Schloss was obviously one of the leading brains on the project. I didn’t know the exact nature of it, yet, but two got you twenty that a good number of the serial killers that were at large in the USA at any given time were byproducts or failed experiments. Making a perfect, obedient, human killing machine was clearly not easy, and like Edison’s light bulb, there would be lots of failures, before ultimate success.
I picked up the phone intending to call Araminta, but found myself calling Senator Cyndi McFarlane instead. I was surprised when she answered.
“I was expecting you to call,” she said.
“You told me never to contact you again.”
“So why have you?”
“For the same reason that you answered my call. Because you lied to me, and your lie invalidates my promise.”
“I lied?”
I laughed. “You’re asking me? You know you lied. Philip Johnson was David Castro. You stole his memory like you stole mine, only you also stole his humanity, his capacity for compassion and empathy. You turned him into a killer.”
“He was already a killer, like you.”
“He was a soldier, Cyndi, a warrior. It’s not the same.”
“You can romanticize it all you want…”
I cut her short, brutally. “Don’t lecture me on morals, Cyndi! You’re a liar, a cheat and a manipulator. You’re a damned politician, and you steal people’s lives with a hubris which is frankly terrifying.”
“That’s not true. You don’t know. You’re surmising. There is a lot you don’t know.”
“I know enough to know that you stole my life, and Johnson’s.”
“You’re wrong. I am working my butt off to keep you alive. I hoped, we hoped, that if you believed you were Johnson, you would stop digging. If you keep on digging, decisions will be made. You will be killed. I don’t want you to be killed.”
“What’s my name, Cyndi? Who am I?”
“I’m not going to tell you. I am not going to be the cause of your death.”
“Can I see you?”
“No!” There was a moment’s silence. Then, “And please, don’t contact me again.”
The line went dead.
Almost immediately it rang.
“Yeah.”
“Mr. Smith, Verdugo, whatever your name is. The deal was you bring my daughter’s killer to me. You didn’t do that.”
“Yeah, I was busy saving my own life.”
“You let me down. You owe me a shipment of heroin, and coke. And you owe me my daughter’s killer. I have a blackness inside I can never shake now. I need my vengeance.”
“What do you suggest I do, Otropoco, plug him into the mains, like Frankenstein’s monster, and hope he comes back to life so you can kill him again?”
“I’m glad you find it amusing. But that won’t do. Keep looking over your shoulder, Verdugo. We are coming for you.”
“That’s sweet. I look forward to it.”
I thumbed the red button and dropped the cell on the seat beside me, along with the letter from the lab. I looked for a moment at the last line: …would be grateful if you could drop by, as I may have information for you that could be useful in your search.
I fired up the engine and put the car in gear. I had something I had to do before I went to Texas. I had to go and see Araminta, and tell her that I was not Phil, and that all the while she thought he was dead, he had been alive. But now he was dead. Truly dead.
And I had killed him.
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OMEGA SERIES: BOOK 1 – DAWN OF THE HUNTER

ONE

Am I bitter? Yeah, I’m bitter. Sometimes people ask me if I have lost my humanity. I tell them, not yet, but I’m working on it. I don’t like humanity. I don’t like people. There is the odd exception, but that’s what they are – exceptions. That’s why, when I came home to the States after ten years, I moved to the most remote, unpopulated State in the Union. Wyoming.
I like it here. It’s a place where you can mind your own business and people—those that there are—let you get on with it, provided you keep your nose out of theirs. That suits me fine.
But the guy who rolled up in front of my workshop that morning in his Cadillac CTSV sedan was not an exception. He was not minding his own business and he sure as hell wasn’t going to let me mind mine. He had it written all over his Aryan face, crew-cut platinum hair and his three thousand dollar Italian suit. I assumed his eyes were pale blue, but they were concealed behind very black Wayfarers.
You don’t see a lot of Caddies in Boulder Flats, so when it rolled into my lot, off Boulder Flats Road, I had an idea where it had come from and who had sent it. And when the driver got out, I was sure.
“Lacklan Walker?”
“Who are you?”
He held out his hand. “Ben Smith. I work for your father.”
I looked at his hand and then at his black shades. “What do you want?”
“Your father wants to see you.”
“I don’t want to see him.”
He looked up at the sky. “That’s what he said you’d say.”
“He was right. Is there anything else?”
“He told me to tell you he was dying.”
I walked away from him back into my shed, among the smell of engine oil, tools and old rags, where I felt at home. He followed me and stood silhouetted in the doorway, looking at the car I was working on. On the outside it looked like a matte black 1968 Mustang Fastback. That was the chassis it had. But what it had under the hood was something different.
“Sweet ride. Mustang ’68?”
“Zombie 222, modified.”
“I’ve spoken to the doctor myself. He has maybe six months, maybe less.”
“What does he want from me?”
He sighed and removed his shades. His eyes were pale blue. For a moment he looked human. He moved to my workbench and rested his ass against it. “Do you want me to relay what he said, or do you want my opinion?”
I shrugged. “Neither, but go ahead, let’s have both.”
He stared at me, like he was trying to decide whether to send me to hell or not. “My opinion is that he has realized only now that he is not immortal, and that has focused his mind. He’s realized that he has valued the wrong things in life, and now he doesn’t know how to make amends. So he’s reaching out to you, hoping it’s not too late.”
“They teach you that kind of shit on the CIA’s Being a Human Being 1-0-1 course?”
“No, I learnt it myself, watching a lot of people die. You don’t know me, Lacklan.”
“So that’s your opinion. What did he say?”
“He said he wants you to help Marni. She’s in serious trouble.”
I went cold inside. I walked around the car till I was only a couple of feet away from him. Outside the birds were singing in the early September sunlight. I could hear a dog barking across the fields, a diesel grinding down the road. But it felt unreal in the darkness of the barn, with this guy staring at me with his arms crossed, his black shades perched on his head.
“What kind of trouble?”
“You need to ask him that.”
“Do you know?”
He shook his head. “And if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.” He shrugged and looked out at the sunshine. “But if she was in trouble with the law, or if it was financial…” He looked back and smiled at me. “He wouldn’t call on you, would he? He’d call on your brother, Bob. So I’m guessing it’s something that requires your special talents.”
“Get out of my house, Mr. Smith. Tell my father I’ll be there.”
“He asked me to take you.”
“I’ll make my own way.” I waited. He watched me. I said, “Leave.”
He thought about it, then stood. “He’s expecting you tonight, tomorrow at the latest.” He waited for an answer, but I had nothing to say. He shrugged. “I’ll see you in Boston, Lacklan.”
He walked out into the sunshine and climbed into his Caddie. I stood at the door of my shed and watched him cruise out of sight down Boulder Flats Road. Something, some deep instinct, told me someday I’d have to kill him. And he wouldn’t be easy to kill.
I spent half an hour putting the finishing touches to the modifications I’d made on the Zombie, extending its range to four hundred and fifty or five hundred miles, and its top speed to 200 MPH. Then I went inside. I made my way up to the attic and pulled out my kit bag. That’s another modification of mine, based on the principle that you can never have too many weapons or too much ammunition. Most of the weapons I use are silent, with the exception of my Smith & Wesson 500, because surprise is the best advantage you’ll ever have, but sometimes you need to blow down a wall.
Beside the Smith & Wesson cannon, the rest of the kit was a pair of field glasses, a take down orange osage bow, with twelve aluminum arrows that formed a removable, rigid frame for the bag, a 9 mm Sig Sauer P226 with six extended twenty round magazines, a Heckler and Koch G36 assault rifle with twelve thirty-round magazines and a Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife with a brass, knurled grip. There was also spare 50 grain ammo for the Smith & Wesson, and a pair of night-vision goggles. On top of that, I had a dozen cakes of C4, wrapped in non-descript brown paper, a dozen M5 universal firing devices and a dozen remote detonators keyed to my cell.
I also had a second Sig 226 under my arm and a 232 in my boot. Like I said, you can never have too many weapons.
I slipped the Fairbairn-Sykes in my boot alongside the 232 and carried the kit bag down to the car. I put it in the trunk and went to lock up the house. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be back for a while. On the way out I picked up four hundred Camel cigarettes and my brass Zippo.
I climbed in the Zombie and fired her up. There was no roar, no thunder, no sound at all. This machine delivers eight hundred bph, one thousand eight-hundred foot-pounds of torque straight to the back wheels, and will go 0-60 in just over one and a half seconds. And she is totally silent. Like I said, I favor the silent kill.
I took the 287 down to Rawlins, and then turned east on the I-80. It was going to be a thirty-two-hour drive, so I’d allow myself two hours sleep. I looked at my watch. It was eleven AM. I’d arrive around 9 PM the next day. I put the Eagles on the CarPlay, poked a Camel in my mouth and lit up.
I hadn’t seen Marni for six years. It had been November. She’d come to London to see me for my birthday. Hers was in April. We were both twenty four. Young. We hadn’t seen each other for almost five years—just once in the last ten. And before that we’d been each other’s whole world. I asked myself how that happened. But I knew. I knew how it had happened.
I made it happen.
I could not let her be a part of what I had become. She was everything that was best in a human being. She was kind and decent and honorable, like her father; and like her father she had devoted her life to trying to make the world a better place in whatever way she could. Me? I was a killer, and I had devoted my life to becoming one of the best in my trade. I had risen with honor through the ranks of one of the most lethal regiments on Earth. The British SAS.
She had come to London to ask me to go back, to make a life with her in Boston. I had told her it could never happen. She had pleaded, I had died inside seeing her cry. But I had said no. And we had not seen each other or spoken to each other since. Now my father was using her, the way he used everybody and everything, to further his ends.
I drove throughout the day with a couple of short pit stops at roadside service stations to use the can and get a burger and a beer. I watched the sun go down in the big, flat, open spaces of Nebraska, and drove in deepening darkness, under the vast prairies of stars, through Iowa and into Illinois. There, at two AM, I pulled off the I-80 into the Hilltop Motel and slept in the parking lot for two hours. At four I moved on, silent and fast, along empty roads bathed in the dead light of dawn streetlamps, past Chicago on the shores of Lake Michigan. At eleven I stopped for a late breakfast outside Erie, and then moved on again, through upstate New York and into New Hampshire.
All the while my rage was mounting: against life for betraying all the hope and dreams that it breeds in you when you’re a kid; and against my father, for the same reasons; for that, and for using his own mortality, and Marni, to manipulate me and seed fear in me.
The Zombie will do two hundred miles per hour, in total silence, without breaking a sweat. In my mounting rage I must have let my foot get heavy, because I arrived at Weston, just outside Boston, at seven PM, two hours ahead of schedule. If there were cops chasing me on the I-80 to give me a ticket, I wished them luck.
My father lived in a ten bedroom pile in the woods off Concord Road. I wound down the drive in the failing light, among the huge pines and ancient chestnut trees, and parked across from the fountain. The slam of the car door echoed like a shotgun among the autumn woodlands, and I heard crows flapping and cawing through the trees. I climbed the stairs between the two landscaped lawns and pulled the chain that made the bell ring in the servants’ quarters. It was that kind of pile.
Kenny, the butler, who had served my father for the last thirty years, opened the door and looked pleased to see me.
“Mr. Walker, your father is in the library. He told us to expect you.” He stood back to let me in. “Have you any bags?”
“It’s in the trunk Kenny, but I’ll deal with it myself.” I gave him a look heavy with meaning and he almost smiled.
“Very good, sir.”
He led the way to the library, opened the tall, walnut doors and announced me. My father didn’t look up as I stepped into the room. He was sitting in his favorite, old chesterfield, with its scuffed, burgundy leather and chipped, wooden legs. The room was largely dark. There was one lamp on, but most of the light came from the log fire, and washed and flickered across his face. He had a blanket over his knees. I hadn’t seen him in five years, but he had aged twenty in that time. When he spoke, he spoke to the flames.
“Come on in, Lacklan, help yourself to a drink. Grab a chair.”
I wanted to tell him to go to hell, but something stopped me. Maybe it was the need to know what had happened to Marni, maybe it was the fact that he looked as though he was already there. Maybe it was both. Instead I walked to the salver on the map table by the leaded window, and poured myself a whiskey from the crystal decanter; a decanter that was probably worth more than a working man’s monthly salary. I carried my drink to the wing chair opposite my father’s and sat. Now he looked at me. I pulled out a Camel, poked it in my mouth and lit up. I blew out a stream of smoke and looked him in the eye.
“What do you want?”
“I need to tell you what happened, what I did…what I have done.”
“I’m not interested.”
“You have to be interested, Lacklan.”
“Why?”
He looked haggard and raised a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. His hand was shaking and his skin was gray.
“Because,” he said, “Marni has been abducted.”




TWO

I felt the skin on my face go cold. My heart gave a powerful jolt and for a moment the room seemed to rock. When I spoke, my voice was a rasp.
“What are you talking about?”
He nodded, like he was agreeing with something I had said. “The thing is, Lacklan, in order to explain, I need to go back, to tell you what happened, and what I did.”
“Is this your fault? Did you make this happen?”
He nodded, and I could see tears in his eyes. “Yes. It’s my fault. But if you are going to help Marni, you need to set that aside and listen to me.”
We watched each other across the silence. Finally, I asked him, “What did you do?”
He reached out his hand. “Give me one of those damned cigarettes, will you?” I hesitated and his face flushed with sudden anger. “It’s cancer of the liver! It will kill me long before any fucking cigarette does!”
I handed him the pack and the lighter. He lit up and smiled at the Zippo, squinting through the smoke. “Good American lighter. An institution.”
He handed it back and I asked him again, “What did you do?”
He looked grave. “It’s going to be a long night, Lacklan, and I am going to tell you things that you will probably not believe. This isn’t a sentimental need to unburden myself…” He paused, looking into the flames in the fire. “…though it’s true enough I do want to confess to what I have done. But more important, I have to tell you all of this so that you can understand what has happened to Marni.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I am talking about the Omega Protocol.”
“What the hell is the Omega Protocol?”
He shook his head and sucked on the cigarette, like it might give him strength. He inhaled deep and spoke with the smoke escaping from his mouth in small clouds. “It goes back a long way, Lacklan, longer than you can imagine.” He paused, shaking his head, like he couldn’t believe his own thoughts. “Certain interests—let’s just call them that for now—certain interests realized, a long time ago, that as a result of the Industrial Revolution, overpopulation was going to become not just a major problem, but the major problem on our planet.”
“That’s Malthus.”
He nodded. “He was one of the first.” He recited Malthus’ proposition: “Population grows exponentially, resources grow arithmetically. Basically, population grows more and faster than food production. Of course, the Industrial Revolution meant that we were able to produce food on a scale that Malthus never dreamed possible, and capitalists crowed that Malthus had been proven wrong, that production could keep pace with population. But at the same time, the very scientific revolution that was generating food on such a vast scale was providing medical advances that were wiping out disease and increasing longevity by almost fifty percent. So as food production boomed, so also did population boom.” He snorted. “Of course, back in his day the population of the Earth was less than one and a half billion. Today we stand at over seven and a half billion, and as Malthus predicted, it is growing almost exponentially. It seems our obsession as a species is to eliminate death, and extend everybody’s lifespan to infinity.”
I smoked and sipped my whiskey and watched him, and wondered if he had lost his mind. As though he had read mine, he glanced at me and smiled. “Don’t worry, I have not gone mad. There is a relevance to all this preamble. Malthus was not the only one to harbor these concerns. There were others, among them a number of powerful industrialists and political philosophers here in the States.” He paused again, staring at the fire, then said, surprisingly, “So there was that.”
He heaved a big sigh and went on: “Then there was Tyndal, in the 1850s, who realized that certain gases, namely those emitted by the burning of fossil fuels, would tend to heat up the atmosphere. Unfortunately, by the time he was able to prove it, there were too many interests at stake—too many people making vast fortunes out of mining and burning those very fuels for anybody to give a damn about what Tyndall had to say.”
He gave a harsh laugh and convulsed into a fit of coughing, waving his hand as though he could dismiss the hacking noise as inopportune and irrelevant.
“But by the end of the Second World War, about a hundred years later, a club had formed…”
“A club? What kind of club?”
He looked at the tip of his cigarette, breathing noisily, like he might be able to see the club there and work out what kind it was. “A very special kind of club. You might say it was unique. It was a group of some of the most powerful men in the world, who decided, after the chaos of the three world wars, that the destiny of the world could not be left to random fate.” He gave a sardonic, twisted laugh. “Democratically elected leaders, puppets!, prey to powerful and greedy industrialists rich enough to buy senators and even presidents. No, it had to be guided, and guided where we wanted it to go.”
I felt a flash of irritation. “Is this some kind of conspiracy theory shit? What the fuck has this got to do with Marni?”
He looked at me under his eyebrows, as he had done many times when I was a kid, when he was about to beat me with his belt. “It is not a theory and it is not shit. These men formed what came to be known as the Government with the Government. And they, their associates and allies, controlled everything from the Federal Reserve and the media to the military industrial complex. This is fact, Lacklan. But from the 1950s they knew they had one major problem.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “Just one?”
He shook his head. “No, you’re right. It was two, but in time they would become one.” The fire spat like a firecracker and shot a shower of sparks onto the hearth. He sighed through his nose and pulled the blanket up around his waist. “They realized that sometime early in the new millennium, those two problems would come together. They had people researching it, great minds looking into it, and they realized that the Earth, our planet, could not sustain more than eight and a half or nine billion people; and, with Nature’s exquisite sense of timing, just about the time we hit that number, the heating of the planet, what we are calling now climate change, would start to impact food. We would start getting widespread droughts and crop failures across vast stretches of the belly of the globe…”
“The prairie farms, the areas where all the wheat is cultivated.”
“And the rice and the vegetables and the fruit and the meat—everything, Lacklan. All the world’s food. We had postponed the Malthus problem, but in doing so we had turned it into a nightmare, into a holocaust in the making. Eight or nine billion starving people, with all the implications that carried with it.”
I took a pull of my whiskey and shook my head while I sucked my teeth.
“It sounds like science fiction. How do you know any of this is true?”
He tossed his cigarette butt into the fire and sat staring at where the flames flared up and died away, leaving only a snake of smoke.
“Because I am a member of that club.”
“You?”
He nodded, then looked at me. “You have no idea how powerful I am, Lacklan, the things I can do, or have done.”
“How fucking rich are you? I knew you were rich, but…”
“More than you could possibly imagine. And what I have access to goes beyond even that.”
“This is crazy. I don’t even believe you. Why are you telling me this, Robert? What has this to do with Marni? This is bullshit!”
He scowled. “Must you call me Robert? I am your father! Whether you like it or not! If you want to rebel don’t call me anything, but have some respect and don’t call me Robert!”
I stared at my whiskey and repeated the question. “What has this to do with Marni?”
“Marni’s father was my closest friend. Do you remember him?”
“Of course I do. Frank. We were always either at his house or they were here.”
He smiled, not at me but at the memory. “You and Marni were like brother and sister. Closer than that. As you got older, we always believed you and she would get married. Maybe that would have been the best thing.”
“You’re rambling. What’s the point of all this?”
“Do you remember Frank’s job? You remember what he did?”
I frowned and thought about it. “He was a professor at Harvard.”
“Do you recall his specialization?”
I sighed and cast my mind back. I had been very young, six or seven. The fire crackled again and the warmth made me sleepy. It had been a long drive.
“Yeah, it was something to do with Earth Sciences, the environment. He was a devotee of Lovelock’s…”
He was watching me, nodding. “Exactly. His research had proved conclusively that by the middle of the next decade drought and famine were going to sweep across the globe. Hundreds of millions, possibly billions of people, were going to die of starvation and disease. He was predicting that this would lead to a refugee crisis on an unprecedented scale that would make the Syrian crisis look like a picnic. He predicted war, the unbridled rise of tyrannical regimes and Islam, and a humanitarian cataclysm of unimaginable proportions.” He paused. “He was preparing to present his findings to the United Nations and the international press.”
I pulled another cigarette from the pack and lit up. I inhaled deeply and squinted at him through the smoke. “So what happened?”
“I was instructed to kill him.”
I sat forward, “What?”
“He was aware of us, of our existence. He had to be, in his position, doing the work he was doing. I advised him several times that what he was proposing to reveal was contrary to our plans. That we had it covered. That he should desist. But he refused. He insisted on going ahead with his plan. In the end he left us no choice.”
“You killed your closest friend?”
“That is what I am telling you.”
I stared at him, shaking my head, “What… What are you? What kind of sick monster…?”
He spoke quietly, to the fire. “That is not the issue now. The priority now is Marni.”
I shook my head again. “No. I should leave.”
“If you do, Marni will die as surely as the sun will rise tomorrow. As surely as her father died twenty-three years ago.”
“You sick fuck.”
“Get it out of your system, I have a lot more to tell you.”
“You sick fuck!”
“You done?” He waited. I didn’t say anything, so he went on. “He knew it was coming. He accepted it. He was not resentful. I did it myself and I made sure it was painless. Before he died he asked me a favor, and I have honored that request. He asked me to take care of his daughter as though she were my own, and to make sure no harm came to her.”
I struggled to understand what he was telling me. “Are you trying to justify what you did?”
“No. I don’t expect you to understand, and I don’t need or want your forgiveness. But what I do need is for you to understand that not a day has gone by since Frank’s death that I have not regretted his killing. I loved Frank more than a brother. And he knew that. But now Marni is threatening to do the same as her father.”
“How?”
“You lost touch with her. That was stupid, Lacklan. You let your screwed-up relationship with me ruin your relationship with her. That was stupid.”
“Mind your own fucking business.”
He gave me a sour look but went on. “The point is, you wouldn’t know because you turned your back on her. Just as I killed my best friend, you turned your back on yours. She went into the same field as Frank, and proved to be just as brilliant as he was.”
“What happened to his research?”
“It was never found. We searched the whole house, his office… We looked everywhere. It was never found. But it seems possible that Marni may have found it. Whatever the case may be, I know Omega went after her. They didn’t tell me, they knew I would have opposed them. But either she has been abducted, or she got wind of the threat somehow, because she has vanished without a trace.”
I was silent for a long while, listening to the bizarrely comfortable crackle of the fire, and the long, complicated song of the blackbird outside the French windows. My heart was thumping hard, and I could feel my hand shaking on the arm of the chair.
“Have they killed her?”
“No.”
“How do you know?”
“They would inform me.” He said it to the hot embers of the fire. “It’s protocol, and they are great believers in protocol. They either have her, alive, or they are looking for her.”
“What do you want from me?”
He turned his old head to face me. It was bathed in firelight and I could see small flames dancing in his eyes. It made him look diabolical.
“I want you to do for her what I should have done twenty-three years ago for Frank. I want you to make her safe. Find her, and protect her.”
There was a tap on the door. Kenny stepped in. “Dinner is served, sir.”
My father studied me a moment and said, “Stay. We’ve still got a lot to talk about.”




THREE

The dining room was large, with a high ceiling in the Georgian style. With my father sitting hunched at the end of the long, Queen Anne dining table, it looked cheerless and very cavernous. He had always been a man who filled a room just by being in it, with his massive presence and huge personality. Now the room seemed to crush him with its emptiness. There was a place set on his right. He gestured to it and after a moment I sat.
“I’m the guest of honor when there’s nobody else, huh?”
He ignored me and shook out his napkin with his left hand. That’s what you’re taught to do when you’re a Boston Brahmin. “There was a time we used to dress for dinner,” he said. “Those things are not considered important anymore.”
“Was that before or after you murdered your best friend?”
He stared bitterly at some vague point on the tabletop. “At the same time,” he said. “That was all at the same time.”
The door opened and Kenny came in with a pretty young maid in a blue and white uniform. She had a tray with a meat pie on it, and a couple of dishes with potatoes, Brussels sprouts and carrots. She set it on the sideboard and began to serve us, while Kenny poured the wine.
When they had gone, he started eating. He ate greedily and with concentrated focus, shoveling forkfuls of food into his mouth. I sipped my wine and watched him.
“What happened?”
“Her mother died when she had just turned twenty.”
“Was that anything to do with you?”
“Of course not.” He dabbed his mouth and drained his glass. As he refilled it he said, “We were close. She—Marni—used to come over two or three times a week. We’d dine. She’d tell me about her work. She always talked about you. Unlike me, she was never bitter or resentful about the fact that you dumped her.”
“Why would you be resentful? And anyway, I didn’t dump her.”
He waved a hand at me, as though my words were flies that were annoying him. “She was not like family, she is family. Like my own daughter. Last week I didn’t hear from her. So I took a walk over there.”
“She kept on her mother’s house?”
He shrugged. “She could afford it. And I guess she wanted to stay close. You and Bob were like brothers… are like brothers to her. I guess she saw me as a kind of surrogate father.”
“She was lucky to have you…” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice. I didn’t even try. He sighed, stuffed some more food in his maw and carried on, talking with his mouth full, illustrating each point with a wave of his  knife.
“So… when I didn’t hear from her I walked over to her house. There was post in her mailbox. Her car was not in the driveway. The drapes were drawn in the drawing room, but I walked ’round and looked in at the library and the kitchen windows. I don’t know how to explain it, but it didn’t look as though she had gone away.” He narrowed his eyes, gazing at the tabletop. “There were dirty plates by the sink, a newspaper open on her favorite chair…”
I nodded.
He shrugged. “Yet she hadn’t been in touch for almost a week.”
“What did you do?”
“I called the police. I had to pull some strings, but they asked the Sheriff’s Department to send over a deputy. I have a key, so we went in and had a look around. Her toothbrush was gone, and so was her toothpaste, but everything else was as though she were still there. I found Anita’s number…”
“Anita?”
“The girl who cleans for her. I called her and she said Marni had paid her the month in advance and told her she was going to be away for a few days. She’d contact her when she got back.”
“You tried her cell?”
“Of course. Switched off.”
“Would she have told you if…”
“She told me everything, Lacklan.” He gave me a sour look. “I was a better friend to her than you were. If she was going away for a few days, for work or on a break—whatever—she would have told me.”
The barb stung, but I ignored it. “So what are you thinking?”
He puffed out his cheeks and blew loudly, then glanced at my food. “You’re not eating.”
“I’m not hungry.”
He pulled over my plate and started eating my meal. “She’s either on the run or she’s been abducted.”
“That’s a pretty big jump.”
He shook his head, chewed and swallowed while loading up his fork. “No, it’s not. Not if you have listened to a damn word I have said. For the last couple of years she had been following up her father’s research, working in the same areas and on the same theses.”
I suddenly went cold. Spiders’ legs seemed to crawl across my scalp. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Jesus! Did you…?”
He scowled at me. “No! Of course not!” He turned back to his plate, shoveling food into his mouth. “I kept warning her of the dangers, as much as I could, but she has the same kind of idealistic pig-headedness as her father… and as you.”
“Don’t kid yourself.”
“Omega warned me to stop her, and I tried, hinted heavily. But she wouldn’t listen, and…” He wiped his mouth with his napkin, picked up his glass and drained it. “I think maybe she found her father’s notes. I think maybe he left her some kind of message, somehow, some clue, telling her where to look.”
I curled my lip. “And you want me to find her for you, so you can kill her.”
He pounded the table with his fist, making the knives and forks jump. His face flushed red and tears stood out in his eyes.
“Enough!” He stared at me and his hands were shaking on the table. “You are not helping her with this attitude! Try to get past your personal prejudice and your hatred! She needs you! And the only way you can help her is through me!”
“Give me one reason—just one!—why I should believe anything that you say!”
“I can’t. I haven’t got one. All I can tell you is that I regret the things I have had to do in my life. I wish it hadn’t fallen to me to do them. But it did. When you are in an overcrowded lifeboat, somebody has to decide who lives and who gets thrown overboard, otherwise everybody dies. And somebody has to do the throwing.” He stared at his glass, breathing heavily. “People like me make the decisions. And people like you do the throwing.” He slumped back in his chair and looked at me with something close to contempt. “Besides, when you are done passing judgment, ask yourself, what fucking choice have you got?”
He was right, on both counts, and I knew it. I, who killed people for a living, had no place passing judgment on him. And further more, I had no choice but to accept what he told me. I could not walk away from Marni. If she was in trouble, I had to help her. Walking away was not an option.
“So what did the deputy make of it?”
“Nothing. I pulled strings and had a detective and a crime scene team go over the house. But forty-eight hours into the investigation, it was stopped and Omega told me to butt out or face the consequences. Either they have her, or they are searching for her.”
“So you sent for me.”
He searched my face. “Did I do the right thing?”
I nodded. “Yeah. You did the right thing.”
He refilled his glass and pushed over the decanter. “I want you to go and have a look at the house, and I want you to talk to Detective Mendelson. He conducted what investigation there was.”
“What about Omega? Won’t that get back to them?”
He shrugged. “Maybe. I can tell them it’s something you are doing on your own account. First they’ll try to stonewall you. If you keep pushing they will come after you. It is high risk, you understand that.”
“Yes.”
“They will try to kill you.”
“I get it.”
For a moment he looked embarrassed. “I… There isn’t a lot more I can do to help. But…” He reached into the inside pocket of his smoking jacket and pulled out an envelope. He opened it and extracted a black AMEX card and a slip of paper. He handed me that first. There were two names and two phone numbers. One, Philip Gantrie, was in Arizona, the other, Borg Olafsen, was in New York.
“These two men will help you if you need them. They are good people and they owe me. I have told them that at some point you may contact them…”
“I don’t need them.”
“Don’t let your stupidity and your arrogance get in the way of helping Marni, Lacklan. Don’t be an asshole all your fucking life. Phil is a nerd. He is a genius and he can help you with anything that is technical: IT, electronics… You may need him. And Olafsen is the most dangerous man I have ever met. He went from the Seals to the CIA and is now a private contractor. He is one of the five best assassins in the business. If you don’t need them, fine. But if you do, they are there. They will help you.”
He waited. I didn’t say anything so he dropped the AMEX on the table in front of me. “This draws on a black account. It is not American Express. It’s untraceable, even to Omega. It leaves no footprint. The account, to all intents and purposes, does not exist.”
“I don’t need your money.”
“I won’t tell you again, Lacklan. You need all the resources you can get if you are going to help her. Now take it.”
I put the card in my wallet and memorized the names and the numbers, then burnt them.
“I’ll take a walk down to the house tomorrow morning. Then I’ll go and see Mendelson.”
“He’s a good man. He’ll want to help.”
I went to stand.
“Lacklan…”
“What?”
He looked away from me. His face was contorted for a moment. He was frowning, like he was trying to understand something.
“I haven’t been a good father.”
“That’s not true.” He looked at me in surprise. “You were a great father, for Bob and for Marni. You were just a shit father for me, and a shit husband for Mom.”
He looked away again. “You are determined to punish me.”
“You remember what you always used to say to me when I was a kid? To Bob you always used to say, ‘You can do it, Bob! You can do anything you put your mind to!’ To me you used to say, ‘You made your bed, Lacklan, now you have to lie in it.’ Well, Dad, you made your fucking bed, now you can lie in it.”
I left him there, sitting, hunched and small at that ancient table, and made my way upstairs to my room. I found it exactly as I had last left it, over thirteen years earlier.




FOUR

I was up at five and went for a long run in the woods and to spar with some trees. They make great opponents: however hard you hit them, they never go down. At six, I went to see Rosalia in the kitchen. She’d been my father’s cook for thirty years and had seen me grow up from a skinny, disobedient kid into—into whatever it was I had become.
 After she’d squealed, pinched my cheeks and smothered me in kisses, she sat me down at the table and made me the best bacon and fried bananas in the world, and the best Colombian coffee. While I was eating, she sat with me and kept grabbing my hand and pinching my face, which made it hard to get on with the task in hand. But it was nice. It almost felt like being home.
After a bit she looked sad and asked me, “You gonna find Marni?”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Tu papaíto, he really miss her, you know?” I drank my coffee and didn’t answer. She gave a smile that was eloquent of sadness and gripped my hand. “He really miss you too. I know you don’ belief it. But is true.”
I shrugged. “Mucha historia, Rosalía.”
She threw her hands in the air. “Sure! Lots of history in every family! But what you gonna do in life, more important than make peace with your family?”
I gave her a kiss and stood. “Right now, find Marni.”
She gripped me in a tight hug. “Ay! Do that, and you make your daddy very happy, and me.”
I gave her another kiss, on the top of her head. “And me.”
I took the back route through the woods. It was the way we used to go when we were kids. Where our land joined with theirs, there was a dry stone wall—or rather, there had been one once—but it had decayed and crumbled with the years. And quietly, unobtrusively, Frank and Silvia’s land had melded with ours. That meld had been a simple expression of the fusion between our two families, especially after Frank died and my parents divorced.
I had wondered in later years if there had ever been anything between Silvia and my father. If there had been, they had kept it quiet. But I was never quite sure.
I clambered over the crumbling, mossy wall and continued under the beech and chestnut trees until. Here and there a twig cracked, wings flapped in the canopy above, a crow cawed in the early mist.
Eventually I came to the fringe of the woods, fifteen or twenty yards from the back of the house. There I lay on my belly and stayed motionless for twenty minutes, watching and listening. Apart from the birds and the squirrels, there was nothing.
When I was satisfied I was alone, I rose and walked to the back door that opened into the kitchen and peered through the windows. As my father had said, there was a dirty plate and a cup by the sink. There was also a book, a mug and some mail on the large pine table that stood at the centre of the room. I spent the next hour wandering around the surrounding woodlands, examining the undergrowth and the turf. Then I walked up and down the driveway.
I didn’t find anything in the woods. But I found something on the driveway. It was mostly gravel, though there was one patch on the bend where the gravel had been worn away by the recurrent passage of vehicles, and the dirt had been revealed beneath. There I saw two tire marks, one overlaid on the other, each with a different print. The first was hard to make out, but it looked like a small car. The one that had gone over it was a big SUV. I thought I recognized it as a Q7. I pulled out my cell and took a photograph.
Then I made my way down to the house and let myself in with my father’s key. The house wasn’t as grand as ours. Frank had been a very successful Harvard professor, so he had made a lot of money lecturing and writing books. He also came from old money; but my father was a very successful son of a bitch who made his money by legal extortion, political manipulation, and exploiting people in weaker positions than himself. And he was extremely good at all that. He came from a long line of Boston Brahmins, and he had married an English aristocrat. All of these things gave him an edge in life.
In a universe where we have to eat each other in order to survive, it pays to have no soul, and the instincts of a cannibal.
I stood in a large, silent hallway. Silvia’s study—or what I had grown up thinking of as Silvia’s study, but was now Marni’s—was on the right. The drawing room was on the left. Behind it, separated by louvered doors, was the dining room, with tall French windows out onto the formal garden and the dark woods. Beyond the study were the games room, the breakfast room, and the kitchen. In the centre of the hall stood the broad staircase, rising like a pair of ram’s horns to the galleried landing and the bedrooms.
It was all quite formal and understated. My mother used to say it was painfully upper-middle class. Her English friends used to laugh when she said things like that. Her American ones didn’t know what she was talking about but pretended to be amused. One always had to be amused.
I realized I had been standing there for several minutes, not so much lost in memories as living them. I’d been nineteen the last time I had walked through that door. I had come to say goodbye to Silvia, and to Marni. They had no butler, so Silvia had opened the door to me herself, and led me through to the drawing room. They had both listened to me, serious and quiet, until I’d finished explaining. Then Marni had run from the room, stomping up the stairs, and Silvia had asked me to think very carefully about what I was doing, and what I was throwing away.
I crossed the hall. Ours was tiled, theirs was old, stained wood. It creaked slightly under my feet and echoed in the vast silence of the house. The drawing room was sunlit, bright compared to the gloom of the hall. It hadn’t changed much. Most of the furniture was the same. My mother had said it was eclectic. Antiques mixed in with expensive modern stuff. Large slabs of sunlight lay across the Persian rug. Marni’s chair, the one that had been her mother’s favorite, had a New York Times open on it, crumpled as though thrown down suddenly while going to do something else. I picked it up and looked at the page she had been reading. It was the science page. The rate of Greenland’s melt had been underestimated—again. There were fears of drought in the Ukraine.
I threw it back down on the chair and looked around. The room didn’t tell me anything, except that it wasn’t the room of a person who has decided to go away for an extended period.
I climbed the stairs to the upper floor. There were five bedrooms, and all but one of them were obviously unoccupied. They had bare mattresses on the beds, covered in dust sheets. In her room the bed had been slept in and left unmade. The duvet was thrown back and the sheet was rumpled. In the bathroom, as my father had said, her toothbrush was missing, as was the toothpaste. Her hairbrush was also gone. I looked around for her tampons. I found the cupboard where she would have kept them, but there weren’t any there.
So, there had been a last minute decision to go away for a prolonged period. I checked through her drawers and her wardrobe. There were no pants, no bras, and no socks. But there were other clothes.
I sat on the bed and wondered where she had decided to go. And, perhaps more to the point, what had made her decide. I allowed the images to arise in my imagination. She was sitting in her chair, reading the Times. Something happened. Something made her get up and dump the paper.
I thought of the kitchen, of the letter on the table. The postman? Or had that been before she went to read the paper? I frowned. The sequence of events was wrong. Wouldn’t you read the paper over breakfast?
I went down to the kitchen.
It was a broad, ample space with windows above the sink that gave views of an herb garden and the woods about twenty or thirty yards away. There was a deep blue Rayburn cooker on the left, and a long, heavy pine table in the middle of the stone-flagged floor. A half-empty bottle of washing up liquid glowed green on the windowsill. For the moment, I ignored the table and went to the sink.
There was a plate and a knife. They both had traces of butter and maple syrup on them, and crumbs, probably from pancakes. Next to the plate there was a small espresso cup on a saucer, with dried coffee stains on it.
That was breakfast, probably taken at six or seven A.M., before the paper arrived.
Now I turned and looked at the table. At the head there was a placemat. The chair had been pulled out and angled slightly and by the mat there was a pen and a book of New York Times cryptic crosswords. I felt a warm pellet of adrenaline as I remembered the way she used to sit at breakfast, doing the crossword, with her right leg slung over her left, biting her pen. I was willing to bet that was where she sat every morning for breakfast.
But two places down, on the near side, that chair had also been pulled out, and there was a mug there that still had coffee in it. Beside the mug there was an envelope, the one I had seen from the window. I stepped over and picked it up.
It was printed and addressed to her by name: Ms Marni Gilbert. The postmark was downtown Boston. There was no letter inside it. I did a tour of the kitchen, pulled out the trash and went through it item by item. It hadn’t been thrown away, at least not here. Then I went over the whole house, searching for the letter in every conceivable place. I even checked the fireplace for ash. Neither the letter nor its remains were in the house. Eventually I went back to the kitchen, made myself some coffee and sat opposite where she had sat to read it. I allowed my imagination to recreate the events.
She’d been having a lazy morning. She’d had an early breakfast in the kitchen—she was always an early riser—pancakes and maple syrup while doing a crossword. When the paper had arrived she’d risen, collected it and gone to the drawing room, where she had sat in her favorite chair reading the article about the melting of Greenland.
Then the postman had arrived. She’d heard him and got up from her chair, dumped the paper and gone down the path to get the letters from the mail box. Among them she had found a letter—not just a bill or an official notification, but an actual letter. A rare occurrence in these days of e-mails. So she’d taken it to the kitchen, to make a second cup of coffee, and sat down to read it.
And whatever she had read had made her decide to leave, immediately, without letting anyone know except Anita, her cleaner. That made sense, even if she had wanted to disappear. If she hadn’t given her some kind of explanation, Anita would have alerted the cops and started a search in earnest. This way there was no official cause to go looking for her.
But that raised the question, what stopped her from phoning my father and telling him she was going away? I could only think of two reasons. A: she was trying to protect him somehow; B: she was running from him.
I found a plastic sandwich bag, slipped the envelope into it and put it in my pocket. Then I went out and opened the garage. My father had told me that she had a blue Honda Civic, but there had been no car keys in the house, and there was no car in the garage. So she’d left in her vehicle. And after that a large SUV had arrived. Maybe the cops.
Maybe.




FIVE

I called Detective Mendelson and he agreed to see me if I could make it within the hour. I told him I could make it in half an hour. I walked back through the woods, climbed in my car and headed down to Weston, through the early autumn woodlands, in absolute silence. Fifteen minutes later I pulled up in the parking lot outside the big, friendly, blue and white cop shop and stepped inside to tell the desk sergeant I wanted to see Mendelson. She gave me a friendly smile and asked me to take a seat while she called him. Then she offered me coffee. Cops in Weston are not like cops anywhere else.
Mendelson arrived two minutes later and shook my hand.
“Walk and talk,” he said, as he held the door open for me.
I followed him across the parking lot to the State Bypass and we started strolling east into town.
“You said your name was Lacklan Walker?” I nodded. “It’s an unusual name. You must be Robert Walker’s son.”
“Yeah.”
“I can understand why you’re concerned about Ms Gilbert. It’s certainly out of character for her to take off like that. But, like I told your father, there is no indication of a crime having been committed, and the fact that she gave her cleaner time off, kind of suggests it was voluntary, and she knew what she was doing. So really there are no grounds for the police to get involved.” He looked at me curiously as we crossed onto Colpitts Road. “What is your interest in this, Mr. Walker? I understand you’ve been out of the country for about ten years.”
“Yeah. I was in England.” I shrugged. “My interest? Marni and I grew up together. She was like a sister. We’d lost touch, but when my father told me she’d disappeared without telling him… It felt wrong.”
He nodded once. “She’s a lecturer at Harvard, right?”
“Yeah. Did you contact the university?”
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly through his nose. “Did you?”
I was a bit surprised by his answer. “Not yet. I only arrived last night.”
He didn’t say anything for a bit until we turned onto the Boston Post Road, which in Weston is like the High Street.
“I did contact them,” he said, “and her department head said he was aware that she had taken some time off, and they had no reason to think there was anything amiss. So, I’m kind of curious as to why you and your father are so sure something is wrong.”
“Like you said, it’s out of character. Also,” I shook my head, “It doesn’t quite jive. She’d had her breakfast and was reading the paper in the drawing room…” I watched his face as I spoke. “She received a letter, took it to the kitchen to read it over coffee, and then immediately packed up, called her cleaner—but not my father—and left. Apparently she called the university too. So…” I shrugged again. “Why not my father, who was like a second father to her?”
He shrugged. “Any number of reasons—a lover, a boyfriend, somebody she didn’t want your father to know about. It’s like that sometimes, especially in a father-daughter relationship.” He grinned. “I should know. I have three daughters.”
We’d come to a café-cum-pizza restaurant. He stopped and pushed open the door for me. We went in and he ordered coffee and blueberry pie. I ordered coffee and we sat at a blue Formica table by the window. I sipped as he wolfed his pie.
“I haven’t got any kids, Detective, but I know Marni. She is not impulsive or rash. She is grounded and very smart. She would only behave like this if something was wrong. The letter she received is nowhere in the house. Her pants are gone, her bras are gone. So are her socks and her tampons. The bed is unmade and the washing up was not done. She didn’t arrange for Anita to come in, clean up and then not come back for a week or two. She paid her to the end of the month, and put her off for an indefinite time. You and I both know it’s because of what was in that letter.” He watched me with interest and chewed. I watched him back and asked, “What vehicle did you use when you went to the house?”
“Ford Focus, why?”
“Anybody go there with a big SUV?”
He shook his head. “Not that I know of. Why?”
I showed him the photograph of the tire marks. “After she left in her Honda Civic, somebody went down there in a big SUV.”
He looked at the photograph and handed it back. “Strange behavior does not constitute grounds for a police investigation, Mr. Walker. If it did, New England police would be swamped. Academics are notoriously eccentric.”
I sighed. “I understand that, Detective, but maybe you can help me anyway.”
He looked up from his pie with eyes like scalpels. “How?”
I sat back and watched him a moment. “How long have you been on the force, Detective Mendelson, twenty years?”
“There abouts.”
“So I’m wondering, why does a cop with your experience waste time on a guy like me who is chasing shadows looking for a girl who just went away for a week of debauchery in Hawaii? Why the walk and talk? You could have told me what you’ve told me in two minutes on the phone and had lunch with your wife, or one of your three daughters.”
He smiled, finished his pie and sat back, holding his coffee cup like a glass of beer. “What’s your point?”
“You’re as curious about this case as I am. But I am curious because I knew Marni like I know myself. What’s your reason? What has made you curious?”
He nodded several times, then sat forward and put down his cup without drinking from it. “OK, I’ll tell you. I’ve been expecting you to turn up.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “I know who you are. Everybody in Weston knows who you are. Your dad is the big shot and we all know how he stepped in and helped the Gilberts after Frank died. And we all thought you and Marni would get married. It’s a small town. You guys are our celebrities, our own, living soap opera. But then you went off to England, and we thought we’d seen the last of you. You passed out of village gossip.”
“You’re losing me.”
He reached in his pocket and pulled out his wallet. From among his cards, he extracted a photograph and dropped it on the table in front of me. It was a picture of Marni. She was smiling into the camera, squinting slightly because of the sun. All you could see behind her was pine forest. It had been printed out on a computer, and there was a broad white border under the picture, where she had written ‘Lack.’
“It was pinned to her cork notice board in the kitchen.” He gave a small shrug. “Call it a hunch, like in the movies, but my gut told me there was probably only one person in the whole world, besides her, who knew where that picture had been taken. That’s your name written at the bottom, right? She figured you’d turn up before long, asking questions. Maybe she didn’t tell your dad, because she wanted him to worry. Maybe she figured if he worried, he’d call on you. Keep it. I didn’t see it, I didn’t find it and I didn’t give it to you.”
I slipped it into my own wallet. “Thanks, but that still doesn’t explain…”
He was shaking his head. “There is something else. Within an hour of phoning the university, I got a call from the colonel’s office…”
“The colonel?”
“The supreme commander of the Massachusetts State Police. His office called and instructed me to drop any investigation, and not to discuss her disappearance with anybody, under any circumstances. So that made me curious.”
“What reason did they give?”
“The reasons I have given you. Her job was notoriously stressful. She was a young woman. She probably needed to get away. A scandal in the papers could damage her career.” He sat back and spread his hands. “All valid points, but as far as I am aware the colonel’s office does not intervene in that kind of thing. The only way that could have happened was if your father had pulled strings. But I knew he hadn’t, because he was the one asking me to investigate.”
I nodded. “Two gets you twenty, whoever pulled strings at the colonel’s office, drives a large SUV.”
He shrugged. “All I can tell you, Mr. Walker, is that the police cannot investigate unless there is actual evidence of a crime. And at the moment there is none.” He studied my face. “Do you know where it is? Where the photograph was taken?”
I shook my head. “No.”
But he knew I was lying and smiled. “Good.”
I stood. “Thank you, Detective. I guess the best thing I can do now is go back to Wyoming.”
“I guess you’re right.”
We shook hands and I left.
I found my father seated in front of the fire in the drawing room, with his red tartan blanket over his knees. He watched me come in and sit in the burgundy chesterfield armchair opposite him.
“Did you find anything?”
I shook my head. “No.”
Like Mendelson, he knew I was lying. “What are you going to do?”
“Go back to Wyoming.”
He looked troubled. I told myself I didn’t care. “What about Marni?”
I shrugged. “I guess she’ll turn up when you least expect her.”
A spasm of pain flashed across his face. “Lacklan, son…”
I shook my head. “Don’t. It’s too late for that.” I stood. “You made your bed, now you have to lie in it. Remember?”
In the hall I found Ben coming down the stairs. He smiled without feeling in his pale blue eyes. “Glad you could make it. Will you be staying long?”
I shook my head. “I’m leaving now.”
I went down to the kitchen and said goodbye to Kenny and Rosalia. Rosalia wanted to know when I would come back. I told her soon, but we all three knew that next time I came to that house, it would be for my father’s funeral.
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