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MEMENTO MORI

Remember that you must die.


CHAPTER ONE

It was Thursday, July 9, 11:07 p.m., and there was a body in a fridge.

Everett Larkin stood in a pool of tungsten lamplight on Pier 34, brackish wind running invisible fingers through his ash-blond hair. The choppy currents of the Hudson River were capped white from the glow of several strategically placed mobile lighting units, while members of Port Authority and the NYPD’s Harbor Unit worked in tandem near the pile fields. Directly ahead, the black framework of downtown skyscrapers stood out against an even blacker night sky, their illuminated windows like monsters with a thousand teeth or a thousand eyes. Law enforcement had parked alongside the deserted bike lane of West Street to the left of the pier—a mix of patrol cars with flashing red and blue lights, as well as vans from the Crime Scene Unit and Office of Chief Medical Examiner. Just beyond those were parked news vehicles, members of the press being kept outside a wall of yellow crime tape.

Homicide detective Ray O’Halloran—the bulky Irishman with strawberry blond hair, a ruddy complexion, and a personality not unlike that of a schoolyard bully—was approaching from the throng of uniformed officers and PPE-wearing scientists, skirting a truck-mounted crane with its boom extended beyond the guardrail and into the water. “That you, Grim?” he called over the crane’s engine. O’Halloran dipped in and out of the overhead light before coming to a stop at Larkin’s side. “Almost didn’t see you in that Funeral Director Special.”

Larkin wore his usual uniform of a charcoal-gray suit, crisp white shirt, pink tie, artfully arranged paisley pocket square of white and gray, and mint-green derbies. He diverted his gaze from the aquatic recovery effort to level his reaper-gray stare on O’Halloran.

O’Halloran pointed and said, “I guess I shoulda just looked to the shoes for confirmation.”

Larkin quoted, “One does want a hint of color.”

O’Halloran’s brows scrunched together.

“Albert Goldman,” Larkin stated. “The Birdcage. You called me in the middle of date night.”

“Your idea of date night is Nathan Lane in drag?”

“You’re lucky it wasn’t a Marilyn Monroe film—otherwise, I’d have not picked up at all. Why have you called me to an active crime scene.”

As if in answer to Larkin’s inquiry, someone from the water shouted the go-ahead, which was echoed by another individual, and then the crane began to retract and hoist a secured refrigerator from the river. Water gushed from the bottom panel as the unit was lifted high enough overhead to get it over the pier railing. It gradually rotated midair to face Larkin and O’Halloran, and scrawled across the door in all caps with what was likely permanent black Sharpie was the message: PIN ME TO DETECTIVE LARKIN.

“Port Authority called it in,” O’Halloran explained. “Asked if we had a Larkin on the force. Considering you’ve become something of a household name… didn’t take Dispatch long to confirm.” O’Halloran looked over his shoulder and pointed toward the news vans. “Your fan club must have been listening to the scanner.”

At that, Larkin said in a clipped tone, “I’m not interested in giving them material for another write-up that compares my real-life detective skills to that of a century-old fictional character.”

“So sayeth the cop with enough commendations to rival the damn commissioner.”

A man with the recovery effort jogged onto the pier, approached the suspended kitchen appliance, and gave the crane operator a series of hand gestures until the white, Marcom brand refrigerator—standard in every typical New York rental—was laid on its condenser on a tarp that’d been set out in advance.

“I take it that your presence is a formality,” Larkin stated, watching as the slings were removed from the fridge.

“It’s being treated as a homicide,” O’Halloran confirmed. “If you want it, you gotta play ball.”

“It’s incredible, the asinine amount of red tape justice must contend with.”

A third voice interrupted the two. “That you, Larkin?”

Larkin sidestepped O’Halloran. Approaching the scene, wearing a shapeless PPE jumpsuit, with a black Pelican case in one hand and a camera strapped around his neck, was Neil Millett—the perpetually cynical and sharp-tongued detective with the Crime Scene Unit who Larkin had worked alongside of on three cases since Monday, March 30. Millett was several inches taller and a few years older than Larkin, with honey-brown hair and a pulse on fashionable attire—although he shied away from Larkin’s more extreme color combinations.

Walking beside Millett and hastily pulling on a navy-blue windbreaker with the emblem of the OCME on the left breast was Dr. Lawrence Baxter. Given the number of years a forensic pathologist dedicated to schooling, residency, and fellowship alone, Larkin logically knew that the good doctor had to be at least his own age of thirty-five. But when taking in Baxter’s slight frame, coppery red hair done up in a classic James Dean quiff, those retro browline glasses, and a solid skincare regiment, it all had a way of aging him like a particularly vague autopsy report: Decedent is between twenty and fifty years of age.

Millett came to a stop on the opposite side of the fridge and set his kit down on the cement walkway. “I’d say it’s nice to see you again, but a crime scene is hardly the place for such platitudes.” 

Larkin’s mouth twitched.

Baxter said, “I don’t attend scenes for just anyone, you know. Where’s your hunky forensic artist for me to ogle?”

“Contrary to what my recent caseload would suggest, Detective Doyle is not typically at my side in an official capacity,” Larkin answered.

“What about unofficial?” Baxter countered.

“All right, all right,” O’Halloran started. “Before someone starts crying ‘always the bridesmaid, never the bride.’”

Larkin replied, “In a 2015 report presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association, a six-year study that followed the same 2,262 heterosexual couples—aged nineteen to ninety-four—found that women initiated sixty-nine percent of all divorces and consistently reported lower levels of relationship quality than their male counterparts. A particularly interesting takeaway from this research was that, among the unmarried heterosexual couples who broke up, there was no statistically significant difference between who initiated the split, suggesting that nonmarital relationships are more equal, flexible, and adaptable to the rapid-fire changes of today’s society.”

“Good fucking God,” O’Halloran said under his breath while pinching the bridge of his nose.

“So the takeaway is, don’t get married,” Millett said, collecting a pair of latex gloves, safety glasses, and N95 mask from his kit.

Baxter countered, “I think the takeaway is actually, don’t be straight.” He was smiling to himself as he watched Millett finish donning his PPE, but as the CSU detective began to snap a series of rapid photographs—collecting visuals of the fridge from various angles and distances, including the aggressively scrawled message addressed to Larkin—Baxter’s smile faded. Rather solemnly, he asked, “This isn’t normal, is it?”

Funny, Larkin thought, how desperate humans were to anthropomorphize something as lawless as the universe, to find order in its chaos, to find sense in its senselessness, to accuse man of deviating from the norm—living—when there was nothing true of human design except for the inevitability of death—but this should be viewed as abnormal. Nietzsche’s aphorism 109 warned: Let us be on our guard against ascribing to it heartlessness and unreason, or their opposites; it is neither perfect, nor beautiful, nor noble; nor does it seek to be anything of the kind, it does not at all attempt to imitate man! It is altogether unaffected by our aesthetic and moral judgments!

Man would always give birth.

Man would always raise his hand against the weak, the opposite, the other.

Man would always die.

And the world would never stop turning. It was unaffected.

It was only through man’s ability to theorize, to conceptualize, to empathize that he could assign meaning—morality—to a word such as “normal.”

A cool breeze skimmed uptown along the river’s surface as Larkin said, “‘There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.’ Hamlet believed Denmark a prison, and so it was. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern believed it not, and so it wasn’t.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow.

“Humanity despairs for reason, doctor,” Larkin continued. “From belief in the divine to chaos theory to existentialism. No matter how fraught with uncertainty, mankind yearns for purpose. Murder is not normal because you believe it so.”

“You don’t?”

“What I believe won’t change anything.”

“And yet, here you are,” Baxter said, gesturing at the crime scene surrounding them.

“Yearning for purpose,” Larkin concluded.

O’Halloran heaved a sigh strong enough to move mountains. “A regular fucking conversation just isn’t possible when you three idiots are involved….”

Larkin glanced sideways at O’Halloran. “We can discuss the career of Pete Alonso at a later date.”

“Sure,” O’Halloran said with a disbelieving snort.

“I’ve become quite adept at the ins and outs of baseball over the last few months.”

O’Halloran’s expression shifted to that of wary curiosity. “Yeah?”

Larkin turned to watch as Baxter busied himself with his own safety gear. He continued in his usual monotone, “My Mets statistics are more a regurgitation of facts, but I’m certain you can use your limited imagination to pretend you’re discussing the current season with someone who appreciates sabermetrics.”

“Asshole.”

Millett lowered his camera. “Now that we’ve covered the American trifecta of divorce, death, and baseball… can we have Dr. Baxter examine the contents?”

“Please,” Larkin answered.

Millett reached across the fridge, gripped the door handle, and yanked it backward.

A pungent odor immediately wafted out, acrid and overwhelming, like bleach and cat piss and human decomposition had all been mixed together in the same vat and was left to bake in the summer sun.

“Jesus H. Christ and his twelve fucking apostles!” O’Halloran swore. He took a step back and put a hand over his nose and mouth. “I’ve been working Homicide nearly fifteen years and never smelled a body this rancid.”

Millett had immediately gone to his kit and collected additional PPE. He gave the fridge a wide berth and approached O’Halloran and Larkin with the offerings.

O’Halloran held up his other hand in defense and asked Larkin, “Grim, you want the case, right?”

“Of course.”

To Millett, O’Halloran made a gesture of wiping his hands and said, “Best of luck with your acid bath.”

“Ammonia is an alkaline,” Larkin replied in an almost absent manner. He’d accepted Millett’s PPE and was adjusting the mask on his face.

“Anyone ever tell you that you’ve got a nasty habit of always getting in the last word?”

“Frequently.”

Another snort. “Good luck.”

“Thank you.”

Millett watched O’Halloran cross the pier and make for the cordoned-off street before saying offhandedly, “That asshole was practically pleasant tonight.”

Larkin didn’t comment as he put on the safety glasses, approached the fridge, and peered inside. The contents didn’t look any better than they smelled: a murky brown, almost black water—the Hudson’s natural, sediment-heavy color—mixed with the internal fluids from a melting body. The shelves had been removed and the victim, entirely nude, first appeared to have been placed into a cramped sitting position, but upon closer inspection, Larkin realized it was actually a pile of dismembered body parts. The victim’s forehead rested against a pair of raised knees, short blond hair plastered to the sides of their face. The back of the neck showed off where they’d been decapitated—the tool brutal, violent, with serrated teeth. All over the skin that wasn’t submerged in the sludgy water was a waxy gray substance.

“Sure hope they were dead before the hacking began,” Millett muttered, seemingly to himself, before he raised his camera and started taking pictures.

Baxter said to Larkin matter-of-factly, “That smell is the by-product of anaerobic bacterial hydrolysis of body fat. Ever hear of adipocere?”

Larkin glanced up from the decomposing mess. “Corpse wax.”

“The body underwent saponification?” Millett interrupted.

“Sure did,” Baxter answered. “That’s what this gray substance is. If left alone, its texture will eventually harden and can preserve the identification of a body. It’s not mummification, although it displays similar attributes. The Soap Lady in Philadelphia is an incredible example of nineteenth-century saponification and preservation.”

“I’ve never heard of adipocere developing on a dismembered body,” Larkin said.

“Anything is possible when presented with the ideal conditions.”

“And what would those be,” Larkin asked.

“Hmm… a mild alkaline pH level, moisture, lack of oxygen, and a consistently warm temperature.”

Larkin glanced at the gray, greasy skin a second time. “According to Hudson River Park, the water quality typically measures at just above neutral. And the airtight seal on the fridge would significantly reduce oxygen levels while also preventing blowflies from laying eggs.”

“Summer’s been hot as shit too,” Baxter added.

“Not the technical term I’d use, but yes, this season has been notedly warmer,” Larkin replied.

“Textbook conditions,” Baxter concluded.

“How much time is required for this process.”

“I’ve seen a case where it occurred within three weeks of time of death,” Baxter answered. “But it more often develops after about two or three months.”

“A rough estimate of sometime between April 9 to June 18. What else can you tell me about the victim.”

“Nothing,” Baxter answered. “Adipocere tends to develop more often on female bodies since it requires the breakdown of body fat—of which females have about ten percent more of on average. The victim appears to be a white female, but beyond that, I can’t give you age or cause of death until I do the autopsy.” Baxter peeled his latex gloves off as he took a step back. “If you gentlemen don’t mind, I need to speak with my team and figure out how we’re moving the decedent to the morgue.”

“Sure thing,” Millett answered distractedly, now crouched beside his open kit.

Larkin acknowledged the doctor’s exit by returning his attention to the body parts in the fridge. He reached into his pocket, removed his phone, and turned on the flashlight app. Larkin bent his knees and tilted his head, studying what little of the victim’s face was visible from where it was pressed into their raised knees. “She has something in her mouth.”

“What?” Millett dropped his supplies and hastily stood.

Larkin indicated with the light on his phone. “Her tongue is pushing it out.”

Millett got close, angled the camera still strapped around his neck, and took several photos, asking in between the flashes, “How’d you even catch that?”

“I looked for it,” Larkin answered.

Millett shot him an irritated glare.

“Tuesday, May 19, you provided me with a picture reminiscent of nineteenth-century mourning photography with the phrase, ‘Deliver me to Detective Larkin,’ written on the back side,” Larkin explained. “Then on Wednesday, June 10, after unknowingly recovering fabric that was once used in a period mourning costume, I was supplied a VHS tape with another handwritten note reading, ‘Watch me, Detective Larkin.’

“Now we’re at a scene featuring a much more blatant attempt at communication—from whom I have to presume is the same unknown sender—‘Pin me to Detective Larkin.’ And since at-home electric refrigerators weren’t popularized until after the first World War, and as far as I’m aware, have no connection to outdated mourning practices, I simply suspected there was some other item needing to be found.”

Millett lowered his camera. “I didn’t know there was a VHS tape on the last case.”

“It was delivered to my home.”

“That’s brazen.” Millett reached into the fridge and carefully tilted the head back to rest face up, revealing a bullet hole in the middle of the woman’s forehead. “Found the cause of death,” he stated.

Larkin’s eyes widened. “I know her,” he said on impulse.

“What?”

Despite the bloating, decomposition, adipocere, and third eye, Larkin would always recognize those pinched features, that Machiavellianism complex. He said, “Matilde Wagner.”

“The Angel of Death?” Millett asked. And when Larkin narrowed his eyes, he protested, “Hey, I didn’t name her. I just read the papers.”

“Wagner was the mastermind behind the deaths of Broadway sex workers. Her husband, Earl, was present—was the bait—and an accomplice to over forty years of killings,” Larkin explained. “But on June 12, Matilde murdered Earl.”

Millett observed with a touch of detachment, “Dead men tell no secrets.”

“The dead always speak. You just have to be willing to listen.”

“I guess that’s why O’Halloran calls you the Grim Reaper,” Millett said before tugging his mask down and shouting toward the street where Baxter stood speaking with OCME staff, “Doc! Come back—we got a probable ID!” He shoved his mask back onto his nose and then reached into Matilde Wagner’s mouth to remove the protruding object.

Larkin said, “She outsourced an attempt on Detective Doyle’s life to her brother, Sal Costa, before going on the lam.”

“Precinct gossip was—shit, hang on, it’s got a pin pierced through her tongue… there we go—the gossip was that Costa almost killed you.”

“That’s correct.”

Millett glanced sideways. “That was stupid.”

“And I’d do it again.”

The item popped free from Wagner’s mouth, and Millett straightened his posture while extending a gloved hand. Despite the viscous body fluids, Larkin could easily make out a brooch with an antiquated clasp. It was made of black stone, seed pearls, and cut glass that housed delicate strands of braided human hair.

“You say she’s been on the lam the past month?” Millett asked, shifting the brooch this way and that in the pier light. “Looks like the wrong person found her.”


CHAPTER TWO

The second-floor bullpen of Precinct 19—the home away from home of the Cold Case Squad members—was empty at 12:34 a.m. Rows of industrial desks meant to withstand heavy use and abuse were all of the same faux wood surface and battered metal frame, like the department had done a single bulk purchase of office furniture when Larkin was still in grade school and called it done. It was in the desktop bric-a-brac where personalities became apparent: Baker’s cluttered mess of pilfered office supplies and outdated photos of her son; Porter’s collection of unwashed coffee mugs and half-empty clamshell containers of generic grocery store cookies; Miyamoto’s stress balls and desk plate reading: Assistant to the Regional Manager; Ulmer’s deluge of Post-it reminders; even Larkin’s cup of Lisa Frank pencils and the recent addition of a small succulent—these mementos spoke of who the ten elite detectives were in the precious hours they spent elsewhere, away from the banks of fluorescent overheads, citrus-scented bathrooms, and pragmatic discussions of the city’s forgotten dead.

Pulling out his computer chair, Larkin draped his suit coat over the back, adjusted the shoulder holster strapped to his right side, then took a seat. He typed up an initial report on the recovered body—an official ID would need to wait on fingerprints and a DNA test to legally confirm what Larkin already knew: the victim was Matilde Wagner and she’d been murdered to protect the secrets of the sender’s decades-old criminal enterprise.

Larkin had theorized that his and Doyle’s last three cases hadn’t been isolated events of brutality, overlooked throughout the years due to the cleverness of a perpetrator and incompetence of law enforcement, but instead they’d been part of a tangle, a snarl, a literal spider’s web of bribery, blackmail, corruption, extortion, rape, and murder—all of it connected via a once-mutualistic relationship with a single person.

The sender.

Adam Worth.

During an interview at the Tombs, Sal Costa had fearfully whispered this name, as if the walls might be listening—and maybe they were. Larkin had investigated the moniker, borrowing a book from the New York Public Library entitled Before Moriarty: The Life of Adam Worth. Now little more than a footnote in history, Worth had been a class of criminal so renowned throughout the nineteenth century that he’d garnered the respect of not only some of New York’s greatest crooks and fences, such as Sophie Lyons and Marm Mandelbaum, but also the country’s most renowned detective agency: the Pinkertons.

Worth had been born to a poor immigrant family, grown to be a man of slight stature who’d served in the Civil War, and became known for his aversion to violence just as much as his obsession with wealth and status. He’d built an organization that was so much more than the territorial disputes, bloodshed, and hierarchies of gangs seen both then and now in the twenty-first century. Worth had built a business out of stealing, and as its sole proprietor, he’d organized and funded the jobs committed by others, thereby keeping his hands clean and pockets full. The American thief had lived a prosperous double life as a British gentleman, all while evading the law and pulling the puppet strings of his underlings from New York to London, Paris to South Africa. He was the Napoleon of Crime, the inspiration for the machinations of Professor James Moriarty, archenemy of virtuoso detective, Sherlock Holmes.

After the events of the Niederman case, the Times had written a glowing review of Larkin’s policework, including one assessment he hadn’t been particularly fond of: The NYPD’s been hiding their very own Sherlock Holmes within a small, forgotten team known as the Cold Case Squad. It’d been about his ego in the beginning—being compared to a fictional character when Larkin and his powers of deduction were very much real—but after Costa’s slip of the sender’s name….

Larkin stopped typing his report, looked at the books set neatly on the corner of his desk, then leaned to his right and grabbed the hefty tome of the complete collection of Sherlock Holmes. He’d been steadily re-reading the sometimes compelling, other times eye-rolling detective shorts whenever he remembered to take a lunch break, and just that afternoon had finished The Adventure of the Final Problem. Holmes, describing his nemesis to Watson—and thereby the reader—spoke gravely of an organization: Again and again in cases of the most varying sorts, and that he’d deduced Professor Moriarty to be at the center of a great spider web. He does little himself. He only plans. The central power is never caught—never so much as suspected.

Thumbing through the worn pages read by a thousand patrons before him, Larkin had to wonder if this entire game of cat and mouse had been orchestrated by the sender not because he had been bored, had been aroused by the thrill of the hunt, but because the sender had so easily gleaned the sort of man Larkin was. The sender had understood how puzzles were a sort of pleasurable distraction from the atrocities of life, and he’d seen how Larkin yearned for mental stimulation of a certain caliber in the same way a dying man might thirst for water. Sherlock Holmes had realized, with a sort of somber glee, that he had at last met an antagonist who was his intellectual equal—but his fight with Moriarty was only a work of fiction, and Holmes’s obsessive desire to outsmart the professor hadn’t put a target on Watson’s back. Larkin understood the sender had chosen to reference Adam Worth for that very reason—to be an ever-constant reminder that this was the real world, with real consequences.

And unlike Holmes, if Larkin made the wrong move, he wasn’t coming back from Reichenbach Falls.

Larkin grabbed the receiver of his desk phone and dialed a number.

The line was picked up after three rings and a gruff, sleep-logged voice answered, “O’Halloran.”

“It’s Everett Larkin.”

“Hang on.” Bedding rustled in the background, followed by a door clicking shut. O’Halloran grumbled, “This better be good, or I’m gonna wring your dapper little neck.”

“We have a tentative ID on the Hudson River body.”

Amid a yawn, O’Halloran asked, “Jimmy Hoffa?”

“What. No. Matilde Wagner.”

“Sonofabitch.” O’Halloran was awake now. “Are you sure?”

“As sure as I can be with DNA results pending,” Larkin said.

O’Halloran swore under his breath before saying, “Did you know a man experiences unbridled joy only three times in his life?”

Larkin leaned back in his chair and rested his free hand against the back of his head. “Cite your source.”

But O’Halloran continued, “When he gets married, when his first child is born, and when he sees the look on Matilde Wagner’s face as the judge hands down a verdict of half a dozen consecutive life sentences.”

Larkin rolled his eyes to the ceiling.

Since his near-fatal brawl in the shabby apartment on East Third, Larkin had been actively searching the thousands of unsolved cold cases for records that would be possible matches to Wagner’s twenty-two alleged victims. But without names, faces, bodies, without knowing if any of those women had been reported as missing by friends or family, if their deaths had been investigated or deemed NHI by original responding officers, it’d been an exercise in futility for the last twenty-seven days. While Larkin had been lost in the past, O’Halloran had been presiding in the here and now—leading the search for Wagner, who was wanted not only for the premeditated murder of her husband, Earl, but also for conspiracy to commit murder—specifically that of law enforcement officer Ira Doyle. It wasn’t anything personal. O’Halloran barely tolerated Larkin and, frankly, didn’t even know Doyle, but he stood by the code of: You attack one of us, you attack all of us. O’Halloran had been determined to make the conspiracy charge stick, so his target winding up dead threw a serious wrench into the works.

Larkin was accustomed to the disappointment of being unable to see perpetrators stand trial; so often they were already dead themselves by the time their victim’s case reached his desk—but Wagner was different. She’d been the cipher to understanding, to discovering who the sender was. She’d been the first person Larkin could confirm had been in direct communication with the mysterious Adam Worth, and losing the opportunity to question that relationship—never mind holding her accountable for the Broadway killings or for planning to take the life of a man who meant everything to him—it was absolutely criminal.

As for O’Halloran, who was very quietly cussing up a storm because it was clear his family was asleep and perhaps he’d disturbed them once already when he’d returned home less than an hour ago—Larkin suspected he wasn’t nearly as familiar with the injustice that dominated these occasions.

Larkin asked, “Is there anything you can tell me about your search for Wagner.”

“Like where she’s been hiding out? If I knew that, I’d have had her ass in the cell across from her shithead brother already.”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

Larkin explained, “The ME says her body underwent saponification inside the refrigerator, which, from my understanding, takes a minimum of three weeks to develop after being placed in an ideal environment.”

“She poisons Earl right under my fuckin’ nose,” O’Halloran began, “gives ol’ Sally-Boy the go-ahead to off your buddy, hightails it to Queens or Jersey or wherever, and then it turns out she’s been dead for almost as long as she’s been MIA?”

“That is most likely the case, yes.”

O’Halloran blew out a breath, which briefly distorted over the phone line. “Look, I’ll see if I can sit down with Costa in the next day or so—have a little chat. With his sister out of the picture, he’s got no secrets worth protecting.”

“Please call me when you have an update.”

“Sure. Hey, Grim?”

“What.”

“You couldn’t wait until a more respectable hour to drop this bomb? It’s one in the morning. I’m in my underwear, for Christ’s sake.”

“I suppose I could have. But then again, you had no reason to call me to an active crime scene and interrupt my date night, did you.”

“Fuck you,” O’Halloran said, but more with exhaustion and less with malice.

“Sleep well.” Larkin hung up.

A ballast buzzed in one of the fluorescent overheads.

The public school-style clock on the far wall behind Ulmer’s and Miyamoto’s desks ticked.

A conversation between two uniformed officers in the lobby drifted upward:

“Hey, man, how was the date?”

“Awful. Said she moved to New York to live her Sex and the City era.”

“Be for real.”

“Pretty sure she was doing coke in the bathroom.”

Sounds were louder at night. They bounced off the precinct walls and vaulted ceiling like ping-pong balls without the swell of motion, of bodies, of life, to absorb them. Larkin hadn’t ever liked making personal calls from his desk—had been especially wary of nosy neighbors during the last year of his marriage, when it’d gotten rather volatile between him and Noah—but the officer downstairs, still regaling his buddy with his misadventure starring Miss Bradshaw, was a reminder that the building’s museum-like quality at one o’clock would basically broadcast anything he said.

Larkin stood and headed back downstairs.

The heels of his derbies loudly clipped the tile floor. The two men in uniform stood near the front desk. They stopped talking, waiting until Larkin had walked past, pushed open the front door, and stepped into the night. Their shared laughter was abruptly cut off by the closing door.

The sweltering heatwave that’d been blanketing the city for the last three days wasn’t supposed to break until tomorrow, so the night was punctuated with the steady hum of window units from surrounding buildings on the block. The air was thicker here than it’d been along the Hudson, and the heaviness pressing against Larkin’s chest felt like the promise of a summer storm.

He pulled his cell from his pocket. The home screen illuminated, displaying the time and temperature against a backdrop of Ira Doyle’s sunshiny face. Larkin had snapped the photo while on their walk last weekend. Doyle wore his beloved Mets cap backward and offered the camera his trademark, suck-up-all-the-surrounding-oxygen smile. Green vegetation and gold sunshine made his skin glow bronze and brown eyes sparkle.

The screen timed out.

Larkin tapped the power button a second time.

He didn’t want to make a call this late when Doyle had to work in the morning like everyone else, but after the events of June 12, Larkin was haunted—truly haunted—by the memory of Sal Costa holding a Maglite to Doyle’s throat, trying to crush his windpipe, ready to beat Doyle to death, to crack open his skull and let free all that trauma and love and grief and joy because someone calling themselves Adam Worth had commanded it so. The event had caused Larkin’s already erratic sleep to get worse, and he’d recently gotten into the habit of pacing at night, falling into bed only when he’d exhausted his body beyond its means, never telling Doyle he counted his boyfriend’s breaths in bed like they were talismans to keep evil at bay.

Doyle had been under the impression that Larkin was struggling to adjust to his new medication.

But the Prozac wasn’t the problem.

In fact, the Prozac was pretty good. Larkin was surviving the detox and withdrawal from Xanax, and had been feeling more levelheaded, more who he’d been before the benzos had further complicated his already perpetually fucked-up life.

It really was just that goddamn Maglite.

“We have to be a team from the onset or this won’t work.”

The growing complexity of the investigation, as well as his and Doyle’s positions within it, had allowed for paranoia to take root, like an invasive species, in Larkin’s brain. How was he supposed to translate this wordless dread that kept him awake into something rational for another cop to understand—another detective—the very man who’d been instrumental in solving the previous three cases? How was Larkin supposed to keep his partner both involved and out of reach from danger when Doyle represented what a partner was both on and off the clock?

Larkin knew that if he begged Doyle to step aside, to let him handle the case on his own, the request would blow up in his face. This was his job, his career—Larkin could practically hear Doyle’s words, hear the upset but never the raised voice—that one threat wasn’t going to scare him away, that he was armed too, and Larkin just couldn’t find it in himself to tell Doyle that his weapon wasn’t a gun, it was a pencil. That he was hope, he was happiness, he was so gentle, and someone—Adam Worth—was going to take advantage of him. But Doyle had been fighting for years to be taken seriously as an investigator, to be seen as more than a middleman struggling with burnout, and if Larkin chose to once again not disclose certain particulars he felt were too sensitive to Doyle’s well-being, it’d be seen as a betrayal and nothing more.

No matter how noble his intention.

Everett Larkin was one of sixty known individuals worldwide with Highly Superior Autobiographical Memory, and of those, the medical community regarded his condition to be in the top percentile—the textbook definition by which all others were to be diagnosed. As such, Larkin’s long-term memory was nearly infallible. He could recall the total layout of a room he’d only been inside of once, right down to the number of unused tealight candles collecting dust on the mantel, and he was able to recite entire conversations with the accuracy of a court transcript. Larkin’s brain was a Rolodex stuffed beyond capacity, every trivial detail, every significant event, all of them analyzed and memorized, his mind a battlefield of the unforgotten—the good, the bad, the violent, the cruel—roiling waves of grief eroding his sanity bit by bit, always one association away from a freshly broken heart.

For his entire adult life, Larkin had had to forge a path alone in a world that didn’t understand him, that laughed and mocked and became frustrated with him because his personality was too abrasive, his words too curt, his stare too intense. None of them understood what it cost to get out of bed some days, what it took to function while just under the surface, Larkin was reliving an assault that had taken his identity—memories as intense and vivid as if it were all happening for the first time.

His parents were embarrassed by his trauma.

His doctor was fascinated.

His ex-husband was disgusted.

And then on March 30, Larkin had met Doyle, and for the first time since August 2, 2002, he’d felt different.

He’d felt better.

Larkin tried to swallow the wedge of emotion stuck in his throat. He tried to breathe through it, but he felt like he’d stepped on a landmine. Adam Worth, that psychopath, thought he could touch even one errant hair on Doyle’s head?

No.

Fuck no.

—pacing the night, identifying and cataloguing every creak, every groan, every sigh indicative of a hundred-year-old walk-up, waiting for the whisper that didn’t align, waiting to put a bullet between Adam Worth’s eyes, and then glass breaking on the street below, his sleep-deprived brain hearing instead a clap of thunder, Doyle’s face transposed over Patrick’s—dead in the mud, haloed by his own brains and blood—the baseball bat coming down on Larkin, and then his knees cracking as he dropped to the tile floor in the dark bathroom, vomiting into the toilet—

Larkin shook himself hard, like a dog coming in from the rain. He thumped his chest, coughed, dislodged the painful knot, and took a few shaky breaths. He couldn’t afford to get overwhelmed now, not when his night’s work had only just begun.

Count to ten, Doyle would say.

At six, Larkin was able to admit that from a policing standpoint, it’d be a huge misstep to not continue requesting Doyle’s assistance on these cases. Seven, Doyle possessed the artistic skills, mourning knowledge, and gut instinct that Larkin didn’t. Eight, Doyle knew when to ask questions and how to redirect a conversation. Nine, Doyle knew how to handle people.

He knew how to handle Larkin.

Ten.

Until Worth and his verifiable army of miscreants were caught, Larkin would just have to remain armed at all times. He’d require constant check-ins from Doyle, would watch over him while he slept, but most important of all, Larkin would have to take every terrifying nightmare his damaged brain could envision happening without complaint. He’d throw up, rinse his mouth, then return to his safeguarding of the man he loved beyond words, beyond comprehension, because what other choice did he have?

Every compulsive behavior.

Every debilitating association. 

Every fucked-up, neurotic, intrusive thought.

He could handle them. They’d been a part of life every day for eighteen years, after all.

Adam Worth would not beat Larkin.

COME FIND ME

Larkin whispered, “I intend to.” He tapped Doyle’s name in his list of contacts before putting the phone to his ear.

Doyle answered on the second ring. He sounded sleepy. “Hey.”

“Hi. I’m so sorry to wake you.”

“That’s okay.” The bedsheets rustled and Doyle bumped something—probably the alarm clock—before saying, “I take it you’re not calling because you’re on your way home?”

“Unfortunately not. Listen… there’s been—” Larkin faltered, tripped over the words. There was no coming back from this.

“What’s wrong?” Doyle sounded more alert.

“A body was found at Pier 34. It’s Matilde Wagner.”

“Holy shit.”

“There was a message, as well as an artifact found on her body. It’s Adam Worth—the sender.”

“I’ll get dressed.”

Larkin shook his head and said, “No, that’s not necessary.”

“Evie—”

“I’m neck-deep in paperwork. There’s no reason to forgo sleep just so you can watch me cross t’s and dot i’s. I felt it was necessary to tell you now because of out-in-the-field rule five. That’s all.”

Doyle’s smoky baritone was like a balm as he said, “I appreciate that.”

Larkin studied his shoes for one, two, three seconds, then raised his gaze to the murky black sky. There weren’t any stars visible in Manhattan. “Did you lock the door.”

“Yeah.”

“Including the chain lock.”

“How’re you supposed to get back in?”

Larkin knew he wouldn’t be seeing a bed tonight. “Ira.”

Doyle sighed. “Sometimes investigations are marathons, not sprints.”

“I know….” Larkin lingered a moment longer, then said into the quiet, “I’ll let you go.”

“Be safe.”

“Sleep well.” Larkin ended the call. He pocketed the phone and started to turn, but something—movement?—from within a double-parked blue Honda caught his eye. For a split-second, Larkin thought it was Doyle’s car. But of course not. His boyfriend was in a bed over fifty blocks south of there, falling asleep this very minute with his face pressed into his pillow, like he always did. As far as associations went, this one was harmless. But as Larkin studied the vehicle, tried to determine in the dirty glow of surrounding streetlights if the model was indeed a Civic or perhaps an Accord, he considered: had it been there this whole time or had it parked during his call?

Larkin couldn’t be sure.

He’d been a little distracted, a little worked up when he’d exited the building.

It was an odd place, though, to perform a traffic violation—in front of a police precinct.

Larkin took the steps down to the sidewalk, but as he approached the car, the Honda’s engine suddenly turned over and the headlights flashed the high beam. He instinctively raised a hand to shield his eyes, and from between the black spots in his vision, watched as the Honda sped off. 

 

 

It was 3:48 a.m. and Larkin stood at the breakroom counter, his hands resting on its laminated top as he waited for a fresh pot of coffee to finish brewing. He tapped his bare ring finger to the steady drip, drip, drip, and when the water reservoir gurgled and the machine beeped, Larkin took the carafe by the handle and refilled his mug.

He took a sip. It tasted like the coffee maker needed to be cleaned.

The printer in the bullpen had been left unsupervised to spit out the preliminary crime scene report and accompanying photographs, and all those moving components had a way of sounding louder during the witching hour, as if the spirit bound to that particular case were trying to break free of where the veil was most thin. So when Larkin heard quiet footsteps intermingled with the tired buzzes and whirrs of inkjet and paper, for a heartbeat he imagined Matilde Wagner pacing the rows of unoccupied desks, still bleeding from the bullet hole in the middle of her forehead.

Larkin stepped out of the breakroom, rounded the corner, and was both relieved and confused by the sight of— “Ira.”

Doyle turned around from where he stood at Larkin’s desk, and his smile breathed a sense of life into the empty space. “There you are.” He pulled the strap of his portfolio bag over his head before resting the bag against the side of the desk. Doyle’s chocolate-brown hair had that usual appearance of having been finger-combed before leaving the house, and while Larkin gave him a hard time about the ever-present stubble, he’d also become so accustomed to Doyle’s whiskers, their grit and rasp against his own skin, that Larkin found pictures of his partner when younger and clean-shaven to be like looking at a doppelganger—almost, but not quite right.

Doyle was wearing a light-gray suit—a shade he didn’t typically favor—but in Larkin’s opinion, as a card-carrying gay man, the color really complemented Doyle’s physical blessings. He’d paired it with a powder-blue button-down and a navy tie with the knot just the slightest bit askew.

“It’s the middle of the night,” Larkin stated before crossing the bullpen. “Why’re you here.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” Doyle answered as he shrugged out of his suit coat. “It didn’t seem fair—not when you’re here working on the same case I’ll inevitably be a part of by midmorning.”

“Who said I had any intention of having you assigned.”

Doyle paused as he made to drape his coat over one of the many molded plastic chairs that migrated around the bullpen. He looked at Larkin in blatant confusion—thick eyebrows raised, mouth slightly ajar.

“I’m joking,” Larkin said, cracking a smile.

Doyle’s laugh was tinged with relief. “I thought we were about to have it out.”

“I’ve already emailed Bailey.”

“Thanks.”

“But you should have told me you were coming in.”

“Would it have made a difference?” Doyle asked. He unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt and began to roll back the sleeves.

Yes, Larkin wanted to say. Because what if it happens in the dead of night, when I have no reason to suspect you’re anywhere but your bed. The sender leaves you bleeding out on the sidewalk until the early-morning hours, the hospital calls me because I’m your emergency contact, and they say: I’m very sorry, Mr. Larkin, and then you’re simply gone—

Larkin shoved his thumb into the corner of his left eye, pressed hard, and said, “Never mind. Would you like some coffee.” He about-faced and returned to the breakroom without waiting for an answer. Larkin set his own mug down with a clatter, coffee sloshing over the edge and onto the counter. He snapped the hair tie around his left wrist hard.

Again.

And again.

Larkin only stopped when he heard Doyle’s heels echo on the high-traffic linoleum at his back. His wrist stung as he reached overhead and selected a mug at random from the cupboard. “I’m sorry about date night,” he began, going to the fridge for cream and adding a splash to the cup.

“It’s not your fault,” Doyle answered.

Larkin had cooked chicken Milanese for dinner, which had paired wonderfully with Doyle’s arugula salad and delicious blood orange and tonic water mocktails, and the evening had quickly become one of good food and even better company. In fact, it had been shaping up to be one of the best stay-in dates Larkin had had in years—and then O’Halloran had phoned.

Larkin topped the mug with freshly brewed coffee, picked up his own a second time, and turned. “I’d like to make it up to you.”

Doyle met Larkin halfway, accepting the extended cup. He glanced at the red mark on Larkin’s wrist, but somehow, he seemed to know when it wasn’t about what was bothering Larkin, so much as how it was bothering him. Doyle had become rather exceptional at redirecting intrusive thoughts and quieting the endlessly repetitive bullshit that haunted Larkin day in and day out, and he did so without the expectation that he was now privy to the finer details of such horrors. All he said was, “It’s a date,” and then he leaned down and kissed Larkin.
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