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PROLOGUE

The basement was cold and nearly as silent as the death it contained. In the corner, in the darkness, the big Bosch cooler ran with the ambient sound of perpetually indrawn breath. The woman it had been keeping lay naked on the metal table in the middle of the room. A work lamp cut a circle overhead.

He stood in the light. Breathed, openmouthed. Tasting for fear that lingered, for a whiff of the power that still drifted, mixed with molecules of decay. But the power was gone. The moment of transformation slipped irretrievably backward. 

The body wraps its mystery in corruption. The defiance of rot.

Despite refrigeration, putrefaction could only be delayed. He drew the light closer, imagining he could detect a nascent tinge of green creeping like shadow in the slope of the belly. He pressed the skin where the dead flesh had purpled with lividity. Meat was the thought in his mind. 

Not a left thought. Left-brain would still detect some mechanistic elegance in this ruin. Still he was sinister, if the Romans got it right, giving preference to the hand, not the lobe that controlled it. Sinister from the Latin. The ancients unaware of that magic cross circuit in the brain. 

But there were other kinds of sorcery. 

Left-brain picked up the scalpel and made the wide looping cut from shoulder to shoulder. Then a long deep slit, from the midpoint straight down, a cleft from the breasts, through belly to pubis. The wounded flesh gaped, labial and inviting. Right-brain began with the snap and crunch of the cutters, till the breastbone lay open, and the smell like no other rolled in the air. Time to play in the muck.

He was pleased, when it was finished, with his essential rearrangements. Practice made, if not perfect, at least a more satisfying configuration. Left-brain would tidy, would have more to do with this lump. But the eater of souls was ever hungry. 

Time for fresh meat.



CHAPTER

1

The dawn streets were blue-black and shadowless. Lieutenant James Sakura drove over city asphalt still silvered with rain, wondering if last night’s weather had marked real change. Summer had been the hottest he could remember, the heat of July running relentlessly through September—a succession of days so bright and brittle a hammer could crack the sky. Now, on the first day of the new month, the morning had a definite chill. The cold gave an added sense of déjà vu to the ride. 

FBI-trained, commander of a special homicide unit within the NYPD, Sakura had thought himself ready that October morning nearly a year ago, when the call had come giving him jurisdiction in a developing serial case. He’d believed himself prepared for the challenges of stranger-to-stranger murder, where the motive for violence was none of the normal human spurs of lust, or greed, or vengeance, but a psychotic fantasy within the killer’s mind. He had felt confident of his ability to withstand the added intensity of departmental politics and the pressures of an unrelenting press. He had been handling all these things when his opponent had outflanked him. And if in the end, the killer had been apprehended, if the department had seized the opportunity to create a public hero . . . well, he knew the measure of his failure.

There had been months of leave when he’d considered not returning to the job. But the emptiness at home had forced him back to the thing he did best, if not well enough. If this new summons brought with it a warrior’s exhilaration, for his personal life it could hardly have come at a worse time.

A full collection of departmental vehicles had gathered at the mouth of the alley where this morning’s body had been found. Sakura pulled his car behind the medical examiner’s van and got out, flashing his shield and signing in with the officer in charge of the log. 

A grid search was under way in the lot that widened out from the alley, patrolmen looking for anything that might be tied to the crime. Near the stranded sanitation truck with its spilled load, Lieutenant Morris Martinez was holding court within a knot of officers and brass. Martinez had been one of his mentors in the years he’d worked on vice. Sakura waited for his old friend to spot him, and watched while he walked over. 

“What brings you to my patch this time of the morning?” 

The question, Sakura knew, was little more than perfunctory. Mo was savvy, had to figure what this impromptu appearance might mean. “McCauley wants me to take a look,” he answered. “Says he has a bad feeling about this one.”

Martinez grunted a laugh. “Must be real bad. The chief don’t like you, Jimmy. Thinks you rose too fast.”

“He could be right.” Sakura glanced over at the clutch of crime scene techs ringing the body. “So, what do we have?” 

“Ain’t that just like the chief not to fill you in.” Mo wasn’t letting it go.

“No particulars,” Sakura affirmed. “He just said he thinks we might be looking at a serial.” 

“Could be.” Martinez worked the tie at his throat. “Jane Doe here is the second body like this to turn up in the last six months. First one didn’t get caught till she hit the collection center. This time we got lucky, thanks to some bad hydraulics. Piston blows on the garbage truck and tosses the load.”

“The driver call it in?”

“Yeah, regular civic-minded.” 

“Have you found anything?”

“Clean so far. Rain washed away any tire prints. I got my guys canvassing to see if anybody saw anything interesting going down since the last pickup.” Martinez looked back to where the sanitation truck backed up to the toppled Dumpster. “Driver’s already having a fit,” he said. “Nobody’s told him yet he’s got to go downtown.”

“The body still where they found it?” 

Martinez nodded. “All wrapped in plastic like a Christmas package, just like the first. The surprise comes when you open it.”

“Surprise,” Sakura repeated. He had detected some particular note of warning. 

“You’ll see for yourself.” Mo’s smile was grim. “I suspect you’ll be attending the autopsy.”

“I saw the ME’s van on my way in,” Sakura said.

“They’re ready to take her.”

“Crime Scene?”

“Pretty much finished.” Martinez grinned more warmly now, clapping him on the back. “We all just been waitin’ for you, Jimmy.”

Outdoor crime scenes were bad, a dumped body the worst. Disconnected. Anonymous. A location with no immediate link to either killer or victim. Little chance for physical evidence beyond the body itself, and whatever hair or fiber might cling to skin, or clothes, or wrapping. 

Sakura moved carefully. Mo was an old friend and a realist. Still, all cops were territorial, and he didn’t want to ruffle any feathers. If McCauley, as was likely, shifted the investigation to Major Case, then some of these same patrolmen and precinct detectives would be detailed to help his unit with the legwork. Yet the here and the now were his only opportunity to satisfy himself that nothing important would be missed. He walked the lot in his own private grid search, retracing the steps of the techs. 

Finally it was time for his undivided moment with the body. He went to where it lay, squatting down on the wet pavement. Getting as close as was possible.

A spill of garbage like vile jetsam issued from the wounded Dumpster, damp and greasy cardboard mixing with other refuse from the restaurant that fronted the lot, marinara sauce and wilted vegetables stewing in the morning’s weak sun. And atop it, like the chrysalis of a huge and unknown insect, the winding sheet of befouled plastic. 

The shape inside was unmistakably a woman’s, but obscured. The layers of Visqueen fogging the contours. The features blurred and indistinct. Except for the eyes. Some trick of wrapping, or the closeness of the face, the way it pressed against a particular thinness in the plastic. The eyes seemed to float at the surface. A wide and clouded blue. Windows that opened on nothing. 

The rain had disappeared with the night. The sky mid-morning was dry and unclouded, though powdered with city grime. Sakura drove through the tunnel into Queens, junctioning with the Van Wyck Expressway. He hoped he was not going to be late. The plane from Japan was not scheduled to land for a while, but the traffic was always bad getting in and out of the airport. He hated that he was nervous. His wife’s homecoming after so many months should bring him pleasure, not make him feel like an anxious suitor. But perhaps that was just what he was. No use to pretend that Hanae’s sudden decision to return home meant that all that was between them had been healed. 

He had thought for a time that he would follow her to Kyoto, that perhaps this was the gesture that was wanted. But as his leave stretched on, and Hanae found new reasons why it was not yet time for his visit, he had feared she might never be ready to resume their marriage. 

It took longer for him to understand that what kept them apart was her guilt. He had known that she felt shame—a Japanese woman’s shame for her own violation. He had not considered how deeply responsible she might feel for bringing a killer into the heart of their lives; his own bad conscience had assumed the burden of that. But his wife had had her own part in the silence that had nearly killed her and had robbed them of their unborn child. It was not only he whom she’d needed the time to forgive, but herself.

But forgiveness was a process with no foreseeable end, as he had learned these last few months—a process he believed they might better accomplish together. Perhaps Hanae too had come to this conclusion, and this was the reason she had finally decided to come home. 

To come home on the day that had seen the beginning of a new serial case. Were the gods cruel? Or kind? Throwing him into the river where he had almost drowned. Sink or swim. He needed his work. He needed his wife. He had always tried to protect her from the harshest part of his life. He had wanted an island, and had so spectacularly failed.

The sign above the expressway said Terminal 3. He exited, checking the time. Still forty-five minutes before her flight would land. He had left the office in plenty of time, thanks to Darius’s urging. Still hard to believe that his ex-partner was now back on the force, sliding into the retiring Pat Kelly’s place in his unit. Amazing how much red tape could be instantly cut when headquarters wanted you happy. 

Did McCauley want him happy? Maybe, at least, for now. The chief of detectives was not a man to buck his superiors. He had stopped by McCauley’s office earlier, directly after his visit to the crime scene, and the chief had made it official. The two female homicides appeared to have enough common features to warrant a move of jurisdiction. The paperwork was still in progress, but Sakura’s Special Homicide Unit was now effectively in charge of what looked to be a budding serial investigation. He had met briefly with his team to fill them in before leaving for the airport. There would be a hurried autopsy this evening to justify the conclusion that the two women had been victims of the same killer. He must find the words to explain to Hanae why he could not stay home with her on her first night back. No, not explain. It was not words he needed, but faith. Sink or swim. He felt a sudden eagerness for the sight of her that pierced his heart. 

The stillness of the genkan was as welcoming as a womb. Jimmy watched as his wife’s hand drifted across the heavy silk of her marriage kimono, suspended on a slender shaft of wood in the entrance. For too many months, the kimono, a tangible symbol of their commitment, had hovered like a pale ghost, a painful reminder of what had been lost, and more agonizing, of what yet might be lost. 

Hanae’s fingernail caught on one of the fine golden threads. “I am clumsy,” she spoke softly, a schoolgirl who had somehow failed to please her teacher.

He reached for her hand. It seemed like a round heart beating in the center of his palm. “I love your hands.”

“But my fingers are too long for my palms, Husband,” she said, her sightless eyes, dark and smiling, fixed on his face.

She had not forgotten his foolish comment, made, it seemed, a thousand years ago. That was good, he told himself. “I must be more careful of what I say, Wife.” He heard himself laughing. And the teasing, that too was good.

“Do you hear that, Taiko?” She reached down and roughed the fur of the shepherd’s head. The dog’s tail made a muffled tattoo against the tatami rug. She bent and unfastened his harness, kissing him on his muzzle. She raised her head, her blind eyes finding him again. “And how are my other friends?” 

“They have missed you. But I believe they knew you were coming home. Flitting about as if their cages had grown too small.”

She nodded, rising, moving with familiar steps into the living room, to the cages of her finches. Tee-tee-tee. Trumpet chirps mixed with spongy sounds of wings fluttering. She extended her neck, pursing her lips, so that her favorite could kiss her. She giggled, reaching inside the cage, bringing the bird to her cheek. “He is fat, my husband. I am afraid you have spoiled him.”

“It was my only recourse. He made me pay for your absence, Wife.” He watched as she returned the bird, then strummed the bars of the other cages, offering greetings in Japanese, running a finger under a plump breast, across a glossy wing.

He could smell the whiteness of her, an exotic floral scent that drifted from her like breath. And he remembered sitting by her side that first day, years ago now, in the park in Kyoto. It seemed he could not make anything work that day, his mouth torturing the Japanese, his brain scurrying for sensible conversation. It was as though the sight of her, with her lacquer-shiny hair, drawn back against the powdery white of her moon face, had drugged him.

It came as a shock that she was blind. She had none of the affectations he sometimes associated with sightless people. When she spoke, she faced him squarely, her eyes level with his. It was clear to him that she had created her own world, but with bridges enough for others to cross. The absence of sight seemed of little consequence, her instincts and her heart sure and steady guides. She was as complete a human being as he had ever met, and beyond her beauty and kindness, it had been this quality of serene self-awareness that had most attracted him that day in the park.

He moved to stand behind her now, resting his hands upon her shoulders. “Hanae . . .”

She turned inside his arms. “You do not need to apologize, Jimmy. I know there is much to do when a life has been taken.”

“Dr. Linsky is waiting to do the autopsy.” His voice sounded strangely disembodied. The old fears rising like a beast inside his chest.

“I shall be here,” she spoke in Japanese.

He forced himself to silence because he sensed she was glad that he must leave, but not for any terrible reason. There was no coldness, only a sweet shyness that said she needed time to get used to being his wife again. He bent and kissed her, feeling her tremble against his mouth. Then, gently pulling away, she rested her head against him. There would be many other nights, he told himself. For now, it was a gift that she was home.

The city’s basement morgue was a twilight world, fluorescent-lit night and day. The only indication of the lateness of the hour was the relative peace that had settled in the locker-lined hallways. Sakura, who’d come early to the cutting room, was grateful for the quiet, as if alone with the body in the green-tiled space, he might gain some insight that had eluded him in the immediacy of the crime scene. But there was still nothing much to see. Only the dead eyes, grown cloudier still in their chrysalis of plastic, shutting in whatever final image lay trapped within the circuit of optic nerve to brain.

“Thinking of starting without me?” Dr. Linsky had entered with an attendant through the black-aproned doors. He managed to look immaculate in simple scrubs and apron. 

“Not part of my job description.” Sakura stepped back. 

“I find that comforting.” 

Sakura was silent. Half the game was enduring Linsky’s barbs. The ME’s sarcasms carried far more sting with detectives he considered incompetent. 

The respect went both ways, and Sakura was pleased that McCauley had agreed to forward his request that Linsky perform this procedure. A Linsky autopsy was pure Zen. Never a motion wasted. Each movement completely in the moment. Even with the inevitable backlog, the ME never rushed, no matter how routine a death might appear. He could be trusted to see beyond the obvious.

“I’ve reviewed Dr. Bossier’s report on Helena Grady, the woman whose body was found at the recycling center,” Linsky was saying now. “I take it we’re assuming that the same person killed both these women.”

“The bodies were wrapped the same,” Sakura answered. “Both were dumped with commercial trash. The autopsy may show up something different.” 

“We’ll certainly see,” Linsky said. He snapped on latex gloves. “Flunitrazepam was found in Grady’s system. You probably know it as Rohypnol.” 

“The date rape drug.”

“Yes.” 

“Anything else?” Sakura asked.

“MDMA . . . Ecstasy.” 

“What was cause of death?”

“There was nothing definitive, but given a sexual assault situation, asphyxiation was a high probability. Dr. Bossier concluded that Helena Grady was most likely smothered with a dry cleaning bag.”

“That’s getting pretty specific, isn’t it?” 

“There was forensic evidence—or rather a lack of it—to support the supposition,” Linsky said.

“Which was?”

“No marks on the victim’s neck. The thin plastic of a dry cleaning bag clings to the mouth and nostrils, occluding the airways without the need to secure the bag at the throat. And neither were there petechiae, something one might expect to see with other forms of asphyxiation.”

“You mentioned sexual assault,” Sakura noted. “I take it there was evidence of rape.”

“Helena Grady had abrasions in both the vaginal and anal areas. Some of which were possibly postmortem.”

“Semen?”

“None.”

“The killer must have worn a condom if there was penile penetration.”

“That is the most likely explanation.” Linsky had finished preparing his slides, and now he looked at the clock. “Keyes is late.”

Sakura was content to wait for the technician. Howard Keyes was the best at lifting fingerprints from skin. But Linsky seemed determined to begin the procedure on time.

“We can at least open this.” The ME picked up a scalpel and cut lengthwise through the plastic shroud. 

The odor was distinctly unpleasant, but stepping forward Sakura was struck first by the image that clocked in and stuck in his brain. “It looks like . . .”

“. . . he’s been here before us.” The ME, completing his thought, was staring down at the neat Y of metal staples that tracked down the torso. “This was also in Bossier’s report.” Linsky looked up at him. “I think you can be certain, now, that you’re dealing with the same man.”

Hours later the vision still haunted. 

Sitting behind the desk in his eleventh-floor office, Sakura was only a short distance from his home, but the apartment on Water Street seemed a world away. He hoped that Hanae was already asleep, exhausted by the twelve-hour flight. He could not go home, not yet, with the stink of tonight’s autopsy still clinging to his clothes. Its horrors still clinging in his mind.

He’s been here before us. He was remembering Linsky’s words and the image of that metal Y of staples like a trackroad in the flesh. The persistent vision like an invitation, a token to ride whatever dark fantasy had inspired such a death—a fantasy that seemed to include some parody of autopsy.

His mind had raced with questions that had had to be delayed till Keyes had come and finished fingerprinting the entire surface of skin. But there had been no prints to find. The killer had been as meticulous in removing physical evidence as he had been in closing the body. 

Inside had been a different matter. Dr. Linsky had removed the staples to reveal the carnage within the cavity. Every major organ had been cut out of the body, and then replaced. 

It had looked at first glance like a bloody jumble, but Linsky had a different perspective. 

“Dr. Bossier noted that Helena Grady’s organs had been . . . scrambled,” the doctor had said. “I don’t think it’s that random, at least not in this case. It’s a fairly crude job of reassembly, but it appears to me that the natural arrangement of the organs has been inverted.”

Sakura had looked more closely then, and had seen. The reposition of the heart, with its apex tipped toward the right side of the chest. The stomach, liver, and spleen, all reversed. Held together . . . suspended in a silver web of nearly invisible wire.

The phone buzzed on his desk. “Sakura,” he answered it.

“I thought you might be there, Lieutenant.” 

Linsky’s voice surprised him. The autopsy had been finished when he’d left the morgue.

“I came back to have another look at the body,” the ME was saying. 

“Why was that?”

“A purplish mark on the victim’s right arm,” Linsky explained. “It appeared to be livor mortis, but its position seemed inconsistent. It turned out to be a birthmark. I’ll highlight it for you in the photographs. It should help you to identify your victim.”

“I see.”

“You sound disappointed, James. This isn’t television, where the medical examiner solves the crime.”

A joke. The use of his given name. It must be later than he thought. “No . . . Thanks,” he said. “I look forward to getting those photos.”

“You’ll have at least some of them tomorrow, and as many of the lab results as I can push through.”

“Thank you,” he said again, but the doctor had hung up.

He had been sitting in the dark, having switched off the overhead fluorescents. Now he flipped on the desk lamp, settling back in his chair. Was there another kind of mark from birth, he wondered, that made of one a victim, one a killer? Was that not what his friend, Dr. Willie French, believed, that a serial killer must be born before he could be made? Might that not be the very expression of karma, the misdeeds of past lifetimes encoded like a heritable characteristic within the DNA?

He remembered the Four Imponderables, those principles which the Buddha warned were not to be examined. To do so was to invite vexation, even madness. The third of the four was the admonition against seeking the result of karma. One should never seek to find a detailed link between a volitional act and its effect. Nor should one set oneself up as a judge between good and evil, for to do so would lead only to the intellectual snare of duality, and the suffering which must follow that delusion.

His job was not to judge, but to restore the balance of the law. Only in finding the killer was human justice possible. There was another warning that he remembered, which he would do well to heed—perceiving danger where there is none, and not perceiving danger where there is.



CHAPTER

2

Dr. Wilhelmina French stood in the huge window of her Upper West Side office looking down on the busy street. Hard to believe she was actually here in Manhattan, that she had already started seeing patients.

So much had happened so quickly after her father’s death. As if despite her escape from Edmond’s house so many years ago, he had after all been holding her life in suspension. So much had seemed at an end when her brother had called with news of her father’s final illness. She had taken her leave of Quantico to return to New Orleans. Had already left behind, or so she believed, what she had started here in New York. 

Now she was back with a vengeance. Her grant might be in limbo—who knew if the government would ever get off its collective ass when it came to LSD research—but official indifference didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone interested in her theories. Quite a lot of people, it turned out, wanted to hear what Dr. Wilhelmina French had to say about serial killers and the possibility of early childhood detection and intervention. She’d become a bit of a celebrity since her part in the Death Angel case. 

Still, the book contract would not have brought her back to New York. She could have written anywhere. She had worked on the outline in her own private limbo, fighting her childhood demons as she waited for Edmond to die. And then Michael had shown up at her father’s funeral.

She had not been sure that she would ever see Michael Darius again. But there he was, with no warning, at the cathedral. He had sat with her in the family pew, had left no doubt that he, at least, considered them a couple. She could still laugh out loud, remembering her brother’s face. She’d been holding out on him.

It was true. She might not phone Mason often, but her brother did expect to be kept informed. Growing up, she’d been the one he could turn to with the vicissitudes of his secret affairs, and in a kind of reverse fairness she’d felt an obligation to confide in him. She had learned that it was good to have his sympathetic ear, that her brother was more to be trusted than any of her friends. 

Mason had liked Michael. And Michael seemed to like him. The four of them had ambled about amiably enough that week in the big house. She and Michael in her bedroom every night making up for the months apart, and what had not been said. Mason making plans with his partner Zack. It was the closest thing to happiness the old place had seen since the years when her mother had been alive.

She’d learned to accept happiness in these last few months. She had not learned to trust that it would last.

She answered the ringing phone.

“Willie?” Jimmy’s voice.

She smiled. “I’m glad it’s you. I’ve been wondering if it was okay to call Hanae. I don’t want to disturb her if she’s still resting from the flight.”

“I’m surprised she hasn’t called you yet. I know she’s anxious to see you.”

“How is she, Jimmy?”

“She seems fine. I think she’s glad to be home.”

“I’m sure that she is.” 

“Did Michael say anything about yesterday?” He had changed the subject.

“Are we talking about the body in the Dumpster?”

“I wondered,” he said, “if you’d be interested in taking a look at some photos?”

She let him hear her laugh. “Thought you’d never ask, Lieutenant Sakura.”

Margot Redmond watched from a distance the rolling yellow text from the vertical LED sign flicker in twin images upon the lenses of his dark glasses. I am awake in the place where women die. Inside the cavernous space the man appeared taller and thinner than possible. The contrast between his fair skin and dark hair heightened in the interplay of paint box colors and tomblike blackness. When his arm shifted inside the crisp white of his shirt, exposing a bit of pale wrist, it was to withdraw one of the small bones laid out in rows on the long table. He seemed to smile, but she was uncertain.

“Mr. St. Cyr. David St. Cyr . . .” She walked up to him.

“Jenny Holzer likes to link ideological statements with the forms and meanings of architecture.” He spoke with a slight accent, neither looking up nor acknowledging his name. “Holzer was trying to make sense out of the chaos of death—spreading these bones out in neat tight lines.” He turned then so that only one lens trapped the LED script: Hair is stuck inside me.

This time she was sure he did smile. He returned the bone to the table, adjusted its position.

“I don’t think I’m late. . . .” She checked her watch, conscious of reflections of moving text pooling at her feet.

“I’m early. I wanted to see the Holzer exhibit. I missed it the last time. Lustmord.”

“Excuse me?”

“German . . . for sexual murder.” He smiled again, glancing over his shoulder, the arc of his arm indicating eight panels of electric signboards broadcasting script in red, yellow, and green. The words, in upper-case letters, scrolled downward at varying speeds. “The voices of the participants—perpetrator, victim, observer.”

She glanced down at the table. Saw that some of the bones had little silver bracelets around them. “Are these . . .”

“Human? Yes. I guess you could call them the forensic evidence. Quite a striking statement, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know what I think.” She looked away.

“Such happy insistent colors.” Fresh red letters burned across his lenses.

“The message is anything but happy.” She saw the words I hook her spine pulse down one of the columns.

“Ms. Holzer does what every good artist should. Forces the viewer to look at what he only pretends to reject.”

She could feel his eyes through the barrier of the dark glasses.

“Perhaps the sexual murderer is not a monster, but everyman,” he said.

She stole another glance at one of the LED signs. She smiles at me because she imagines I can help her.

“Come,” he said, “let’s talk.” He moved out of the room, through the annex, toward the main towers of the Guggenheim Museum. She watched him walk, something close to a swagger, with his dark designer jacket opened, his cashmere topcoat casually thrown over his left arm. She could have easily been misled, assumed that everything about him came without effort. But that would have been a false impression. She suspected that he was keenly conscious of every aspect about himself, and that there was exacting deliberateness in everything he did.

“I like this building,” he said, gazing up at the glass rotunda. “Wright’s giant spiderweb.”

In the light she saw that he was young and quite handsome. An anemic aristocratic kind of handsome. In the manner of English gentry and some homosexuals. She couldn’t remember if Patrice had mentioned he was gay.

“Frank Gehry did the Guggenheim in Bilbao, Spain.” He was talking again. “But I still haven’t decided if I like his design. Part of me sees brilliant undulating energy, a steely Daliesque landscape. Another part is reminded of a titanium beast humping its mate.” He laughed.

“You don’t do commercial?”

“No, I leave the public monuments to guys like Gehry and Koolhaas.”

“My husband loved what you did for Brad and Patrice.”

He shook his head. “I’m glad they’re happy. There are some things I might have done differently. But then, I’m never satisfied.”

“A perfectionist?” she asked.

He removed his glasses, and she saw that one of his eyes was blue, the other green. “Is that bad?”

“No, except . . .”

“Perfection is elusive.” His bicolored eyes fixed on her.

Unaccountably, she wondered if he thought she was attractive. “Reese and I are happy you’ve decided to take us on as clients.”

“That sounds ominous. You and your husband aren’t going to be difficult?”

“No, of course not. We understand how you work.”

“Good. Then we shall get along famously.”

Hanae sat upon a cushion on the floor of the bedroom. Eyes closed, she counted the strokes of the brush through her shoulder-length hair. She had almost gotten used to the length of the stroke, shorter now, more staccatoed than when she had had hair she could sit upon. Before he had cut it. Inside her head she still carried the memory of sitting naked and cold as he’d clicked the steely scissors in a mad dance around her head, her hair cascading, fluttering in pieces to the floor like small wounded bats.

But the man had done more than cut her hair. He had cut into her heart, had cut into her sense of who she was. Had almost severed her marriage to Jimmy. And most painfully, had caused their unborn child to flood from her belly. A living thing no more, but so much blood and water running between her thighs. She had lost almost everything in that house in the woods. Had almost lost her life.

She had retreated to her parents’ home in Kyoto after that time. To heal, to allow herself to feel again, to trust her truer self, to rekindle the light inside her head so that no longer would she fear the instincts of her heart. And most surely she had fled to find Jimmy again.

She had first begun to trust her art again in Kyoto. Sculpting on the small table her father had made for her. In the beginning her fingers would not move, trapped in the clay, dead as dry twigs pruned from a tree. Then slowly they had begun to come to life, finding once again in the clay the contours of what her mind saw. Small objects grew under her fingers. A tiny temple, a likeness of Mama’s cat, a bird with a long tail. A whole shelf of miniature sculptures, small steps in the slow journey to reclaim herself. 

And then there had been the bust of her father. He had fussed and made much of having his image made. Yet he had sat for her in the small garden at the rear of her childhood home. Sat in his kimono, letting her fingers explore and reexplore the planes of his stern Japanese face. But in the end, it had been his smile rising to crinkles at the corners of his eyes that she had found in the clay.

Then there had come the day when she had heard her mother and father whispering. Forgetting the keenness of her hearing, they could not keep from her the horror that had flooded the whole of Kyoto. A four-year-old boy had been taken as he rode his bike in the park, rode beyond the vision of his mother, who chattered innocently with friends, speaking of shopping and the prices of things. It should have been safe for the boy to ride his new bike down the short path, for his mother to speak idly of the best market at which to buy vegetables. Should have been safe, but for a monster in the park that afternoon.

On the fifth day of his disappearance, she had her own blind image of the boy’s face floating beneath the water of a pond. Water lily pads spread like a costume hat round his small head, and fat koi nibbled at his ear. He giggled at their touch, bubbles exploding from his mouth in a stream. The image burned behind her eyes steadily throughout the long day. And though the picture she glimpsed inside her was happy, her heart knew that the truth was closer to tragedy. She could no longer remember if it had been the radio or television that had said the boy’s severed head had been found in a nearby reservoir, one ear missing due to animal activity. 

She had not slept, but prayed all through the night. Prayed for the lost child, his suffering parents, and that her internal vision might be spared. Though in wishing for the last, she knew that this was not to be.

She put down the brush now, and rested her head against Taiko. “I am glad to be home.” The shepherd licked her face. “I know. You too are glad.”

That first moment at the airport when Jimmy had touched her, she knew she was at last home. She’d smiled secretly against his shoulder as he’d taken her into his arms, remembering well the hard thinness of his body, the square smoothness of his face. She recalled the familiar length of his fingers as he’d taken her hand, the coolness of his palm. And there was the scent of him, Jimmy’s smell—green and citrusy and something else uniquely his. 

When she had reached inside his pocket for his handkerchief, he had laughed. “I could not tell Mr. Haspel how to fold my handkerchiefs, Hanae.”

“He did not do such a poor job, Husband. But it needs my hand.”

“Oh yes, my Hanae, we are all in need of your hand.”

They had laughed at his joke, but it would not be easy. For either of them. He had come home late last night, and had left early this morning without waking her. She had felt his burden, not wanting this new beginning to start where their old life had ended—with the pressures of his job. But she must make him understand that she did not resent his being a detective, that she could not be protected from the horrors of his work. She must make him believe that what had happened was as much her fault as his.

She had after all befriended a killer, had invited him into their home. She bore an equal share of the guilt. And most important, no secrets should ever stand between them. She reminded herself once more that Jimmy was indivisible from what he did. And if they were to heal, she must make him come to accept this truth as well.

The fading sunlight seemed to hover beyond reach, a pale competitor to the artificial light that reigned within his office. Sakura turned from the window and drained his cup of tea, reaching for the small jade disk lying on top of his desk. He rolled the smooth green piece round his fingers, and thought of his stepsister’s phone call this morning. His father was seriously ill—an unexpected message that caused him to wrestle with the old emotions, the same feelings that had plagued his small boy’s heart so many years ago. He was a man who still waged a child’s war.

“Knock, knock . . .”

Sakura looked up. “Willie, what a pleasant surprise. How about some green tea?”

“Still trying to reform my dietary habits, Sakura,” she said, slumping into a chair. “And don’t act so disingenuous. You know I want to see those photos.”

“You missed Michael.” He poured himself another cup of tea. “I think we might get a positive ID on the victim. An NYU grad student was reported missing on Friday afternoon. Her photo looks a lot like our Jane Doe. Michael and Delia went to interview the roommate.”

“No personal artifacts on the victim?”

He shook his head. “But hopefully the birthmark on the arm will make it definitive.” He handed her a file. “The first victim showed up about six months ago. Suffocated, then wrapped in Visqueen and dumped for garbage just like this one.” 

Willie opened the folder and went quickly through the Polaroids taken at the crime scene. She stopped when she got to the first shot from last night’s autopsy. 

“What’s this? Linsky using staples?”

“That’s the killer’s handiwork. Keep going.”

She flipped through the photos. “God, what’s he into?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you.”

“The organs are inverted. I guess Linsky caught that.”

“Yes. So what’s it mean?”

“Hell, Sakura, let me work that out in the next five seconds.”

He grinned at her sarcasm. “I think you need some of my tea.”

“I need some caffeine.” She stood up now, spreading the photographs across his desk. “He’s real handy with the scalpel and staples. A surgeon couldn’t have done better.”

“So we look for a doctor?”

She frowned. “Too simple. The inside job is not so slick, but you couldn’t expect it to be.” 

“The inversion of the organs has got to be important,” Sakura said.

“Did he do this to the first victim?”

“Yes.”

Sakura watched her handle the pictures like pieces of a puzzle, working her theories aloud. “No doubt he went to a lot of trouble. Cutting the organs out, reversing them, and stitching them back. Mimicking situs inversus totalis—a complete reversal of the position of major organs—must be primary to his fantasy.” She sat down again. “Sexual assault?” 

“Linsky got negatives for semen on all the swabs,” Sakura said, “but it appears that she was raped like the first victim, both vaginally and anally. At this point there’s no evidence to assume anything other than penile penetration.”

“There are no defensive injuries?” she asked. 

Sakura shook his head. “No. There’s nothing to suggest that either of the women was tied up or restrained, and that fits with the fact that both sets of toxicology screens showed positive for Rohypnol.”

She was nodding. “Sedation in minutes, an almost hypnotic state followed by unconsciousness. Victims have been known to black out for hours.” 

“Plenty enough time to rape and kill.” 

“The unconsciousness may be significant to his fantasy. Raping and killing an unconscious, or more, a dead woman is a lot different from raping someone who is struggling for her life. Certainly more impersonal.” 

“Hard for me to think of what happened to these women as impersonal,” he said.

“Our guy’s a real piece of work.”

He had to smile at her proprietary label.

It was last night’s dream that had driven Michael Darius to the morgue this evening. He reached for and pulled a pair of latex gloves from a box on the counter. He signaled the attendant. The stainless steel shelf slid smoothly out of the wall cavity.

Darius drew the green sheet from the victim’s face. The cold fluorescence made the raised planes of flesh appear translucent, while recesses dropped away as dark fissures. His first impression was that the girl looked like a victim of Auschwitz. 

He exposed the rest of the body. The impression that she’d been confined to a concentration camp was not relieved. Pale and thin, she seemed to have lost more than life. The long neck faded into shadow, and insanely he believed he could make out the faint rhythm of a pulse.

Linsky’s fine stitches puckered down the chest, mimicking the killer’s pattern, so that her breasts and torso seemed confined by a kind of bizarre corset. Pelvic bones jutted out between the basin of abdomen. He noticed her small delicate feet. The red toenail polish seemed an obscenity.

But this was not how he’d seen her in his dream. Rather she had come to him in a Gigeresque nightmare, an android of finely wrought metals. Of looping tubes and layered plates. Cones and domes. A mechanized whore. She’d jerked unaccountably while faceless workers checked each detail of her metallic seams, the head of each rivet. The only allusion to her true physiology was at the juncture of her groin, where a plasmalike liquid oozed. Her scream from inside the metal globe of her skull had awakened him.

Willie had been at his side. It was still a shock to find her next to him. Sleeping on her stomach, one leg drawn up. Naked, amid crumbled sheets. Real and raw and beautiful like the wood he used to create his models.

The bad dreams had come less often since she had moved in. After all, it had been Willie who had rescued him from the aftermath of his experience with the Death Angel. And his waking life had improved too. 

He looked down now, carefully recovering the body of Leslie Ann Siebrig. Death had not completely erased the person in the photograph Missing Persons had sent over. Tomorrow Siebrig’s roommate would make it official.

It seemed to Willie that the wood was lit from within, warm and smooth and glowing. She stood beside the bed that she shared with Michael, running her hand over the exotic grain of the headboard. It is his soul you feel inside. She was remembering Hanae’s words that day last year in the library, Hanae’s hand moving next to hers on the staircase that Michael had made. She believed the words were true. Michael’s spirit did move in his carpentry. In this headboard, in all the pieces he had made for this room in the months she’d been away from New York.

Had he known when he’d started that he would ask her to return, to make love in this room that had once been a shrine to that other life with his wife? Or had it only been in the doing that the real healing had come? Was it only when the exorcism was complete that she had been allowed to enter this room as even an abstraction? She didn’t know why it should matter, only that it did, and that it was a question like so many others that she would never ask him. 

She had been so shocked that first night when he’d brought her things into this room, and not to the smaller bedroom near his work space. She had hidden her reaction in her remarks on its beauty, as if her surprise was not that it existed in this form, but that it existed at all. For Michael could not know that Hanae had told her of the closed-off room where nothing had been changed from the day his wife had left him. He could not know that it was in this room that the killer had surprised her, a demon figure appearing in the vanity mirror, like a punishment, it had seemed, for her intrusion.

Her eyes, unable to help themselves, went to the place where the vanity had stood. Gone now, its fussy opulence replaced by a sleek armoire. But the image of that man remained to haunt her pleasure. As indeed he haunted them all.

She sat back down on the bed, next to some scribbled notes for the chapter she was working. She had finally spoken to Hanae this afternoon. They had talked of small things, as they had in their letters, never about him, as if a line had been crossed when each had fled the city. And now, though returned, neither could cross back.

Strangely, it was Michael, of all of them, who appeared to have recovered best. His brush with death had seemed to force some reassessment of what he really wanted. Besides his return to the police force, she knew that Michael was also seeing his boys, the twins that had been born after his wife had left him. That was a good thing, and she did what she could to encourage it, but she suspected that, despite his efforts, Michael had not yet overcome whatever impulse had once made a shrine of this room. He still loved his ex-wife, or thought he did. Which, in the end, was the same.

She wondered if the woman had ever loved him. It seemed impossible that she could, and still have walked out on him in a way so intended to wound. And never, that she knew of, had Margot called or come to visit when Michael was in the hospital. 

Stupid to be angry with someone she’d never met. She settled against the piled-up pillows. Life was good. She loved New York. Loved this apartment in the building Michael owned. And her office. That was thanks to Michael too, since he’d been the one to suggest that she start seeing patients, probably to keep her from analyzing him. She smiled. Michael would always be a cipher. What they could share was his work. They’d spent hours last night speculating on this new investigation. Maybe that was the novelty that made him want her. Murder and mayhem, the basis for a beautiful relationship. She laughed out loud. 

“What’s so funny?”

“Michael.” She hadn’t heard him come in. 

“I brought Chinese.” He stood at the closet, taking off his clothes.

“Maybe later.” She picked up her notes. “I’m not hungry now.”

“I am.” He sat on the bed and took the notes from her hand.

The bedroom was dark as a cave. He depressed the play button on the remote, bringing on the flick-flicker before the video started in earnest. He frowned at the amateurish quality of the taping, finding inferior technicals almost unendurable. Yet he refused to permit any cinematic ineptness, even his own, to interfere with his concentration. He leaned back and allowed the scene to play.

The camera closed in tightly, panning from the red-painted toenails, slowly moving up the thin thighs, across the pale-haired pubis, to the slim torso, picking out the bridge of clavicle, up the column of fragile neck to the head. A strand of blond hair had been caught inside the mouth, and the pink tongue twisted unconsciously to dislodge it. 

A long shot of the body on the table. It remained a white inert thing, since the senses had been tempered. Yet it jerked to life when the plastic went across the face. The arms rose, stiff-jointed. Fingers splayed, grasping empty air. The feet kicking futilely.

Its face, wild and wide-eyed, filled the screen. Its mute scream trapped forever inside its throat. Nostrils sucked hard for breath, its mouth reminding him of the pet goldfish he’d once taken from its bowl. He’d counted that day, with the aid of a magnifying glass, the number of times the circlet of orange mouth had stretched open and shut closed. And her arms, so like those tiny gill slits, pumping and pumping and pumping, as if their efforts could somehow get the lungs to work. Then shock and struggle at last surrendering to fate.

He paused the video, then rewound to that precise instant when death had come, replaying the exquisite descent of mortality, the dark draining of light from its eyes. That day he had had a stopwatch to time “how long it took” the goldfish. For the human, he’d have to settle for secondhand data using the tape.

He fast-forwarded to the point where the incision had been drawn from shoulder to shoulder, then in a single scalpel stroke through torso to groin. He watched the blood ooze, oil-like, out from the Y-slit. And then Right-brain dug in. Cracking the chest so that it gaped open like a purple-dark mouth. Hands plunged in. Steely scissors snipped tissue. Wet-click. Wet-click. Then the unplugging and rearranging. Reordering, till he was satisfied, and the task of resuspension began. Whipstitching the slippery puzzle pieces in place. Left-brain closed, stapling the flesh in tight neat puckers from beginning to end. 

Then the body was cleansed. Its skin scrubbed shiny. Though Right-brain loved the sheer humanness of the gore, there was always too much blood for Left-brain. Bodily fluids were so unpleasant. Even his own semen trapped in the prophylactic was wholly distasteful. Though his pubic hairs were less a problem since he’d shaven himself raw.

Later followed the wrapping. Left-brain made certain the edges of Visqueen were neatly folded, the duct tape delivered in economical, straight lines. Though Right-brain believed such fastidiousness was foolish. 

He stopped the machine. Listened to the whir of the tape rewinding. He would replay the video. But this time he would focus more fully on the moment of its death. Next time he would play it purely for pleasure, pull on latex gloves, and masturbate. 



CHAPTER

3

Michael Darius hated these formal identifications. The secondhand apprehension impossible not to feel in the drab cramped space of the viewing room. The anticipatory grief breathed in like fog, standing with a stranger who was preparing to have to say “yes,” it was her daughter, or her husband, or in this case her roommate whose number had just come up in victim lotto. 

Maggie Hoffman radiated anxiety like a dark sun. It had taken a lot of convincing yesterday before she had finally agreed to make the formal identification. But Leslie Siebrig had no relatives in the city. Her mother was dead, and her father, who lived in Virginia, had not yet returned from a business trip abroad. Johnson had made arrangements for them to pick Hoffman up this morning, as the only way to be sure that she would come. 

It was Adelia who sat next to the young woman now, smiling reassurance as the whining elevator signaled its rise from the basement. The detective stood, patting her shoulder, leading her to the window where Darius was waiting.

The gurney with its burden had arrived. The attendant, at his signal, uncovered the face. The intervening hours had not been kind to what remained of Leslie Siebrig.

Air exploded from Maggie Hoffman’s chest. “That’s not her.” The words of denial barely delivered with the last of her breath. She had already made as if to turn, but Johnson’s hand was firm on her elbow.

“Look carefully, Maggie,” Adelia said. 

Darius signaled the attendant to roll down the sheet to completely expose the arm. The birthmark stood out clearly in the bluish-green pallor. And, on the chest, Linsky’s neat stitches, following the track of the staples. 

“Oh, God.” Hoffman’s knees buckled as she tried to fold within herself. Her head jerked in affirmation. Face forming tears. 

“Are you sure now that it’s Leslie, Ms. Hoffman?” he asked.

“Yes. Yes. Please”—she was begging—“I have to get out of here.”

“I already answered all your questions yesterday.” Tears still eased themselves from Maggie Hoffman’s face, but it was clear to Darius that the prime emotion to have settled in was resentment. She might sit in Police Plaza drinking coffee, but her mind was still many blocks away in that viewing room, would be in that viewing room for a long time. Why, he knew she was asking herself, had she let them talk her into it.

“I know you answered them, Maggie,” Adelia Johnson was saying, “but it’s possible you may remember something more today, something that could help us stop this from happening to someone else.” She patted Hoffman’s hand and, turning on the recorder, made the preliminary statement for the record. 

Darius moved in. “You told us that the last time you saw Ms. Siebrig was around midnight on Thursday at the dance club. Is that correct?”

“Yes.” Hoffman seemed resigned. “I met her there after work.”

“You are also a graduate student?”

“I am, but I work part-time as a waitress.”

He stepped back. The ball was rolling.

“What’s this club like?” Johnson’s tone was conversational. 

“Big. Noisy. A couple of dance floors.”

“More than one level?”

The girl nodded. “There’s a TV lounge and a restaurant. That’s where we agreed to meet.” 

“In the restaurant?” Johnson asked.

“Yes. Leslie’s always hungry—was,” she caught herself. “Leslie . . . was.” The face verged on sudden collapse.

“So you had something to eat.” Johnson pulled it back.

“A quick bite.” Hoffman dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “Leslie wanted to get on the dance floor.”

“Tell me what that was like,” Johnson said.

“The place was really packed. It seemed just like a weekend. Leslie and I were together for a while, just moving around on the floor, being seen.”

“And then?”

“This guy came over and asked me to dance.”

“Did you know him?”

“No. It turned out he was a tourist. He’d read about the club on the Net. Can you believe it? We danced a couple dances. He bought me a drink. Then I danced with someone else.”

“And Leslie?” 

“I couldn’t see her, so I stayed where I was. We’d always touch base, you know. Let each other know if we’d hooked up.”

“If you’d hooked up with a guy?”

“Yeah. I stayed put for a long time, but she never came back.”

“And you hadn’t seen her with anyone,” Johnson asked, “while you were dancing?”

“I wasn’t looking then. I was having a good time. I figured Leslie was too. She always did.”

“Did you search for her in the club?”

“Everywhere.” The voice was earnest. “I even went back to the restaurant.”

“Were you worried when you couldn’t find her?”

“No.” The word came out low. “I was mad.” A confession that started the tears again. “Why hadn’t she told me she was leaving?”

“What did you do then?” 

“I went home.”

“And when she didn’t come in?”

“I went to sleep. I didn’t know she hadn’t come in until morning.”

“And weren’t you worried then?”

“Not really. It wasn’t that unusual for Leslie to spend the night out, and . . .”

“To spend the night with a man she’d met?” Darius came forward.

“Grad school is hard.” The tone was defensive. “Going to the clubs was Leslie’s way of letting off steam.” 

“There’s something you’re not telling us, Ms. Hoffman.” He could see Johnson looking at him, wondering if he’d had some special insight. But it was only that he’d sensed the guilt of an incomplete confession. 

The young woman’s shoulders were shaking now. A disconnect before sobs. “I should have known something was wrong,” she let out, “but I was angry and . . .”

“What happened, Maggie?” Johnson asked.

“I don’t own a cell phone,” Hoffman said. “But Leslie always had hers. When I couldn’t find her in the club, I went to use the pay phone. I had to stand in line. It took forever before I could call her.”

“And . . . ?”

“She didn’t answer.” Hoffman’s eyes were searching Johnson’s. “It was just that stupid message. And I should have known right away that something was really wrong. No matter what she was doing, Leslie always had that phone on. Even on the floor dancing, she’d have felt it vibrate. . . . I should have known.” 

“You couldn’t have changed things,” Darius said. 

The woman turned to him as if he’d thrown a lifeline. “Leslie just liked to party.” Her eyes still begged. “She didn’t deserve this.”

“No one deserves it, Ms. Hoffman.”

As far as Detective Walter Talbot was concerned the trip into Pennsylvania was not unexpected, since the Fresh Kills landfill on Staten Island had been closed for some time. This morning the NYPD had joined a procession of trucks that made regular treks out of the five boroughs to disgorge unwanted accumulations of urban living.

“Nice of the locals to give us the right-of-way.” Detective Johnny Rozelli bent, rechecking the protective shoe covers insulating his Gucci loafers.

Talbot smiled, refraining from comment. He gazed out at the mountains of waste, wondering what mysteries the landfill might surrender if they dug deep and long enough. If he squinted he could visualize an offworld landscape. Nothing, however, could distract him from the odor.

“This the right area?” Rozelli was pulling on latex gloves, sliding a mask down over his face.

Talbot referenced the grid he was holding. “Yes, these sections took the major hit of commercial garbage for the last six months.” He snapped on gloves. “Any preference?”

His partner gave him the look he usually reserved for perps.

“Relax, Johnny, you wouldn’t want to miss this prime opportunity to hone your forensic skills.”

Rozelli lifted his mask. “Sakura is gonna owe us big. . . . Davis, you and Sanchez go with Mr. Smart-Ass here. Williams and Deter, come with me.” 

Talbot laughed, moving with his officers to Section F, thinking how like archeology was this entire drill. Garbage was just another kind of artifact. The detritus of twenty-four/seven defined a culture as much as anything else. 

He lowered his mask, ready to excavate his chunk of real estate. His foot crunched on something hollow, and he glanced down in time to see a long tail slip between the seams of two garbage bags. He sensed the hurried plucking of claws against plastic. He reached down.

The day was overcast and cool, and he was grateful for small favors as his fingers cut into a tight overlay of bags, wedged like boulders. The thick dark green ones used for lawn debris never failed to resurrect the Caruso case. 

Mary Ann Caruso was too young to be a mother, too frightened to tell anyone she was pregnant. Her father would have beaten the fetus out of her; her mother would have wailed and called in the parish priest. But she’d managed to keep her secret to the end. Then one night she squatted in her bedroom closet, bit into her arm to stifle her screams, and expelled her baby.

She’d stifled the infant’s cries too. Two days later a homeless man, rummaging through neighborhood garbage, discovered the body deposited in a green garbage bag. 

He’d been at the morgue when the coroner removed the small corpse from its plastic shroud. Its mouth open, frozen in its final effort to make its way into the world. The eyes, too, were wide, and though it was nothing more than fanciful speculation, in his mind the eyes would forever be green.

He looked up; Rozelli was waving. “Hey, Talbot, over here.”

Deter had carved a deep trench through a large mound of plastic. Loose garbage spilled out. Something shiny caught the weak light overhead.

“The haulers seemed to have conveniently bypassed the recycling center.” Talbot crouched down, touching a wide strip of tape binding layers of Visqueen. Inside the contents were loose, but he could feel the brittle outline of bone.

“We got soup, Walt.”

“Decomp is advanced.” He stood, tearing off his gloves, withdrawing his cell phone. He punched in Sakura’s direct line. “We have one, Lieutenant.” 

The first had come too easy. But it was going to be a long haul, and somehow he knew that before day’s end they would have another one. 

A bright and too perfect afternoon. David St. Cyr stood near the rear perimeter of the Connecticut lot, surveying the dense copse of trees and thick underbrush. He breathed in, pleased with how well his manipulations had proceeded over the months. That precise chain of events that had brought him to this moment. Of course, there had been inconveniences, dealing with people like Patrice Attenborough. But it was a petty price to pay, since it had secured him the prize, brought him what he most wanted. 

The Redmond commission. His mind drifted, placing Margot Redmond back inside the Guggenheim. Looking at the Holzer exhibition, she had appeared a rape victim herself. Her eyes wild, startled by the artistic curiosity laid bare before her. She had gawked at the silver band looping the bleached femur. A ropy blue vein throbbed in her neck as she risked reading one more line from the script: I know who you are and it does me no good at all.

In the rotting belly of dark, her skin polished by the LED lights, she had looked deliciously cadaverous. Her unbound rust-red hair, out of sync with the rest of her mechanized perfection, had aroused him. Though he knew Mrs. Redmond presumed he was queer. He laughed hard at her assumption. The truths and lies of first impressions. 

He exhaled, assessing the land the Redmonds had chosen for their home. A man most happy when elements bent to his will, he frowned. Excessive nature required reining in. Idyllic prettiness constrained. Contemporary architecture must be dedicated to reason, possessed of a dynamic geometry that distilled and refined the human senses. 

He shook off his judgments and walked into the thick of trees. He must select the right spot, must situate himself perfectly. Though a more reasonable mind challenged, a lesser self felt compelled to marry organic matter to organic matter. Reaching into his jacket, he withdrew latex gloves. Setting earphones in place, he turned up the volume and waited for the nickel-sharpened music to infiltrate his brain. Then, unzipping his pants, he withdrew his penis. He refused to allow the chill October air to interfere. Besides, he’d trained his brain to maintain a hard-on. He would masturbate to climax, spilling his live sperm onto the ground, christening the Redmond land. 

A body in the landfill. He might have been sitting calmly behind his desk, but James Sakura could not control his brain. It moved with a rhythm of its own, creating its own terrible images. Made of Talbot’s phone-in description, of its own uncompromising pictures. Rotting flesh folded within tight seams of plastic. A face, once distinct in life, now a greasy smudge pressing against the clear. Naked teeth, the sole architecture of a mouth, forming a bridge where lips had once been. Incongruously, the Visqueen package in his mind was a tidy layer amid mounting layers of ugly stink, a mummy bundle slid between misshapen balloons of waste.

He clutched the jade disk and breathed. Whole lungfuls of air. Pushing his mind backward to another landscape. To another time. To a spring holiday in Nara. On Mount Nyoi. Upon Bridge to Inner Temple. He stood, a boy of eight, on stone steps, moving toward the arch of the bridge. Up ahead, almost to the magic pagoda, waited Uncle Ikenobo, a paper cutout against the green in his Buddhist’s robe.

All around him was the green. Woolly green shrubs and prickly bushes. Humps and lumps of green. Carved and sculpted patterns of green. Great green arms of trees stabbing blue sky. Tangles of green forcing slick tongues up through dark earth. An archipelago of green.

He could almost taste the green. Closing his eyes, he inhaled the rich and thick of it. Then a noise, from outside the circle of familiar warbles and chittering his ears had memorized. His eyes widened to catch the false note.

He ran to the middle of the bridge, his skinny boy’s body leaning, the wooden rails cutting him into halves, his eyes searching the green maze. A flash of color. Spilled paint. A vulgar interloper against the green. And movement. A sudden violence fusing into a steadying shimmy. Then a single nervous quiver, alien and brief. 

“Uncle,” his voice sailed upward, and the once still cloud of robe came to life, brown sandaled-feet slowly clopping down the steps.

But he was running, to where the tall stairway began, into the denseness. Moving without stopping. His legs in short pants, feeling the kiss and bite of the green, plunging as if into water. 

He saw the white belly first. Then the round eyes like black marbles. He imagined the lids blinked, but it was some trick of his mind. The small deer was dead. He touched the muzzle, the flat of his thumb brushing moist leather. He wiped his finger on the seat of his pants, and saw the half-open mouth, the tip of a pink tongue. A trickle of blood ran red onto the green.

“Akira.”

He turned at the sound of his name. Until that moment he was convinced he wasn’t crying. But he could feel the wet on his cheek when his uncle touched his face.

There was a deep slash in the animal’s throat. And his youthful mind shook with questions. Who would steal the peace from Mount Nyoi? Who had left the deer to die a secret death? Why? his child’s heart screamed.

“Ahimsa.” His uncle whispered the Sanskrit word, with questions of his own. “Are we not taught to do no harm? To reverence all living things? Do not some monks filter the very water they drink, wear gauze across their faces so as not to harm the smallest of creatures? Do they not walk the night lest they step upon some beast crawling upon its belly?”

He felt the jade slip from his hand. He was no longer in the forest with his uncle. He was in his office. At his desk. In present time. Yet in his world someone was still stalking the innocent. 

Michael Darius could not deny that Gramercy Park was beautiful. A tranquil, tree-lined space at the foot of Lexington Avenue, the park was privately owned, cared for by the residents of the buildings which occupied the original sixty-six lots. He had come here straight from headquarters, and had been waiting for nearly an hour in the fast-fading light, outside the fence of the central square, watching the entrance to the handsome red-brick building.

A car pulled to the pavement, and a driver got out, opening the door for a woman and two small boys. The woman smiled, thanking the driver, who handed out a shopping bag from the car’s interior. One of the boys, a compact package himself in his quilted jacket, tugged at her free hand, his round face twisting in impatience. The other fidgeted on the sidewalk. Ringlets, a good shade redder than his mother’s bright auburn, escaped his blue knit cap.

Margot leaned down, still smiling, reeled the boys in with a word. Her expression changed, however, replaced by the wariness he hated, as he walked up.

“Hello, Michael. You coming in?” 

“For a while.” The boys were looking up at him.

“Reese is having dinner with a client.” She turned, dismissing the driver. “But he’ll be home before nine.” She looked back at him.

“I’ll be gone.”

She nodded. Jason, still silent, reached up to take his hand. Margot’s back stiffened, but she performed the ritual which had developed with his visits. They walked together, swinging first one twin, then the other, as each squealed with delight between them.

The townhouse, as always, was perfect. Even the toys that were scattered on the rug looked arranged. Margot was pulling off the boys’ jackets and hats. They exploded away from her, running toward the abandoned toys. “They never slow down,” she said. “. . . May I get you something?”
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¢ momentum never lags.’'—Booklist
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