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On the Prowl

Keith Gouveia
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Peter turned away from the dead body lying in a growing pool of blood and looked upon Mike. The devilish grin on Mike’s face sickened him. Peter threw a quick jab to Mike’s bicep.

“Hey!” Mike rubbed the spot; his lips pursed and puffed out.

“Why’d you slit her throat? I can’t get a good shot.”

Mike punched his friend back. “Why’d you make so much noise picking the lock?”

“I didn’t!” Peter raised his hand for another hit.

Mike flinched. “She surprised me, that’s all. Sorry.”

Peter lowered his hand, unable to stay mad at Mike. Could she have heard the tumblers disengaging or...? His gaze traveled over her slender frame. Fresh make-up, sleek red dress, and sequined purse told him otherwise.

“You think she was meeting someone?” Mike gave voice to what Peter was thinking.

“She’s a total bitch. How could anyone?”

Like Peter, Julie Lynn was a steady patron at the Drink No Evil Cafe, but she lacked courtesy, even common decency, and was continually abusive to the coffee shop baristas. Her badgering and complaining of the sweet girls was border-line bullying, a crime punishable by death.

When Peter saw Julie waltz up and dump her full cup across the counter because her coffee tasted too good to be soy milk, the urge to kill came on stronger than ever.

The day had started out with the razor’s edge of an art critic. Followed by Mike’s incessant whining about how the shop’s monkey décor creeped him out, despite the fact that he could not recall inviting him along. Then the traffic jam in the heart of downtown Orlando. Whether it was Karma or a god he didn’t believe in working against him, he didn’t know. All Peter wanted was a fine cup of coffee and to enjoy a smile brought on from the whimsical monkeys. The three mystic apes could be seen on the cups, napkins, and sugar dispensers, there were even a few lamps with the monkeys portrayed totem style. Though he had to admit the décor was over the top, there was just something about the collection that tickled his fancy.

Mike shrugged and broke the silence, “With legs like that, I’d tolerate it.”

Peter punched him in the arm once more.

“What the hell?”

“That was for stealing the kill.”

“Damn...that one hurt.”

“Pft!”

Looking as if he had just been sent to his room by his mother, Mike stepped away from him, out of arm’s reach.

“You can be such a girl,” Peter said.

“And you can be a....” Mike stopped short

Peter knew where he was going. “I’m sorry. You’re right. You needed it just as much as I did.”

“You can have the next one,” said Mike. “It won’t be so long again.”

“If you’re right that she had a date, we better hurry up. Someone might come looking.”

“What about your picture?”

Peter released a nasal sigh. He bent at the knees and examined the jagged wound, the fear in her final moments still etched on her face and behind her terror-filled eyes. “I’ll just have to mentally block out your hack job. Do me a favor.”

“Anything,” Mike said, looking eager to please.

“Turn her head a little to the left.”

“You got it!”

Peter simply shook his head at Mike’s eagerness to get his hands dirty, but he supposed it was one of the quirky things about him that made their partnership work. Looking down at their latest victim through the camera lens, he said, “Perfect!”

Mike stepped away, out of the frame, and Peter snapped the shot. Satisfied with the picture, he lowered the camera. “All right,” he said, pulling the pliers from his back pocket.

Mike nodded, then dropped to one knee and leaned her head back.

With the pliers in hand, Peter chose an upper incisor and pulled. It popped off like a chunk of cement. He stumbled backward and fell on his ass.

“What happened?” asked Mike with a trace of a smile.

Peter held up his prize and narrowed his eyes upon it. “A cap. Sonuvabitch.” He flung the falsehood with the flick of his wrist. “Vain bitch! They better not all be veneers. I can’t work with inferior materials.”

“There’s plenty of others. Try again.”

“If I have to settle for a molar, I’m going to be pissed,” Peter said as he got back on his feet.

He positioned himself again; this time bracing his foot on the floor and gripped the other upper incisor with just the right amount of force so as not to slip off or crush the tooth. It was a balance he had learned over the years with practice. Excellent, he thought, resistance. Peter adjusted his footing and worked it back and forth. With a splintering crackle, the tooth was wrenched free. The force sent him backward, but this time he remained upright.

Before he had a chance to marvel over his prize, Mike growled, “My turn.” And held up his pruning shears.
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Hackwork

Gerald S. Parker


[image: ]




Had the Monet drifted askew? Oliver fussed with the print until it hung just so. Then he repositioned the two amateur pastels on either side of it to balance the composition. Little room remained on the wall behind the register, but the design cried out for one more work. After a moment’s debate he selected one of his own, a small watercolor of the park at sunset.

He had killed his seventh model there, right at the foot of the tree. When he looked up, his fingers still warm from the young man’s skin, he’d been struck by the view from that angle, the natural symmetries of the park juxtaposed against the stark artificial regimentation of the city beyond. How would it look at sunset? He’d gone back a few days later, once the swarms of detectives and reporters were gone, and stepped around the tattered crime scene tape to make pastel sketches as the sun went down.

He pinned it to the wall, stepped around the counter, studied the final effect, and finally nodded. Yes, that would work. Not that his customers would notice anything except for pretty colors but it still might brighten their day.

Mrs. Blake tottered up to the register, this month’s batch of bodice-rippers and the morning paper in her basket. “Good morning, Mr. Hewitt.” She peered beyond his head. “Oh, there’s a new one.”

“It’s the park.”

“Yes, I think I know the place. There’s that big old oak. The colors are just perfect. I almost feel like I’m there.”

“Thank you. I tried so hard to make the colors vibrant, but water’s so difficult to work with. I may have to take a class in oils.”

“One of yours?”

He nodded, pleased. “It’s nothing spectacular.”

“I think it’s lovely, Mr. Hewitt. You have a real talent.”

“Mrs. Blake, you’re a shameless flatterer. This is dabbling. It’s nowhere near good enough to be called art.”

“You’re too modest.”

“And you’re too kind.” He rang up the novels one by one, eyes fastidiously averted from the lurid covers. He considered Mrs. Blake a good customer, in spite of her atrocious taste in reading material. “Have you been down to Milan’s yet? You’ve just got to try the new almond coffee.”

“Bull.” She waggled her finger at him. “You’re trying to set me up with that Mr. Prentiss.”

“I wouldn’t dream of playing games with you.” Oliver smiled and placed the books and newspaper back in her basket, along with the receipt. “I just feel a lovely lady such as yourself shouldn’t go about town unescorted. Especially not these days.”

“You’re telling me. Did you see this morning’s paper?”

She unfolded her own copy for his edification. “Royston Ripper Strikes Again” blared back at him in stark forty-eight-point type.

“I’ve seen it.” He touched the paper gingerly, and made a show of skimming the first few paragraphs for politeness’s sake. Headlines again. How gauche. He folded the paper, front page and its offensive banner primly tucked away, and returned it to Mrs. Blake. “I try not to read those stories. They’re too disturbing.”

“It’s getting so it’s not safe to walk the streets in broad daylight anymore. I feel like I ought to hire a bodyguard.”

“Mr. Prentiss has a cane.”

“Mr. Prentiss is a wimp. I need a nice young hunk. Somebody who could give a little old lady some real protection.”

“With an attitude like that, Mrs. Blake, you will never be old.” Smiling, Oliver walked her to the door and held it for her while she hobbled outside. “Enjoy your day.”

His smile disappeared the moment she left. He marched back to the counter without favoring the newspaper rack with so much as a glance. Another dead girl found in an alley, or on the street or some such. Grab a girl at random and hack her to bits. How drearily tiresome.

Oliver shook his head. The city had always been his own personal canvas. He’d had it all arranged just so. Then this “Royston Ripper” appeared. Wasn’t it just like the Visigoths to come along and threaten everything?

The man had no flair whatsoever. No variation in the pattern. No creativity, no artistry at all. These people never grew, never improved, never learned. Just another talentless hack.

Caution advised Oliver to quell his own urges until this monster was caught. But what was an artist to do when inspiration struck? Sip a glass of cold water and have a nice lie-down until the impulse passed? Where would the world be if Picasso and Gauguin had felt that way? Still hurtling down the road to Hell, no doubt, but probably at an even brisker pace.

The musings stirred him, and he dug a Gauguin print out of a drawer and added it to the display. His own effort now looked shoddy in comparison, but he left the watercolor up regardless. Perhaps the spirit of the master would shine upon him, and he would discover a new way to see. He returned to his duties with a cheerier heart.

***
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Art, in Oliver Hewitt’s philosophy, marked man’s separation from lower forms of life. The ability to both create and appreciate ambitious flights of fancy set humankind above the beasts and into the realms of the gods. Whether it was painting, music, literature, or an exquisitely prepared meal with the perfect wine, art in all its many forms was infinitely precious to him.

He tried to favor the classics when stocking the shelves at his modest shop on the square. He couldn’t always succeed. Here in the mundane world, bills had to be paid and even gross appetites satisfied. This meant carrying inventory that would sell: paperback romances, the latest spew by some flavor-of-the-month best-selling author, “autobiographies” by celebrities who had been through drug rehab and the sorry groupies who had slept with them. Oliver had positioned these racks near the wall, in plain sight of his customers but hidden from his own offended eyes by the tall discount shelves near the counter. He might have to sell such trash to stay in business, but he wasn’t about to have it rubbed in his face day after day.

“Hackwork,” he called it, though never to the customers, who gobbled it down like greasy chips. The coarsening of America, Oliver would think, and sadly shake his head.

He fought it off in little ways, with displays of art prints and calendars at the register, discounted coffee table books on fine art, and brochures advertising local writers’ workshops and readers’ groups. Then there was the gallery on the wall behind the register, comprised of his own and customers’ efforts, drawings, sketches and watercolor studies, posted optimistically close to the works of acknowledged masters, as if proximity might somehow impart genius.

Only Oliver’s conventional works went up on the wall in the bookstore. At home, tucked away in a leather portfolio at the back of his closet, were the records of his true calling, his real art.

Pencil, charcoal, paint, pastel: all too flat, too lacking in dimension. None of these would ever truly inspire him. He tried sculpture, but found wood and marble cold beneath his hands. Clay came closest; it could be warmed, could be shaped to match the living visions in his mind. But even clay proved insufficient in the end.

He discovered his métier when he was fifteen, when his father came after him with the belt one time too many. Ben Hewitt never appreciated the son Fate had sent him—too small, far too sensitive, as thin and pallid as his wispy blond hair, no good at hunting or sports. What kind of pansy boy are you? his father always snarled, usually to the accompaniment of a blow, while Mother wrung her hands and stood by, helpless against this brute she’d married.

So Oliver doused his beer with drain cleaner. Now let Daddy see what kind of boy he was.

Eventually his sire’s writhing and retching grew tiresome, so Oliver put an end to it with a well-aimed clout from a chunk of wood retrieved from the pile outside. As the body lay cooling on the kitchen floor, young Oliver, prompted by a sudden vision, straightened it from its final cramped rictus, posed it with the wooden club in its hand, and used a charcoal stick to sketch in a heavy brow and a ragged beard. The Fall of Neanderthal Man. He looked so much more interesting that way.

They buried him in the woodlot out back and told the police Hewett the Elder had run off with some townie tramp. No one questioned them. Everybody knew Ben Hewett’s tastes. No one realized young Oliver’s tastes had just taken a life-altering turn.

Inspiration had bloomed in Oliver’s soul.

After that, he experimented with frogs netted from a nearby pond, then with squirrels and finally stray dogs and cats lured to the porch with pungent garbage. He studied taxidermy, but abandoned it. A lasting record wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to make a brief but telling statement, like a swift, pure stab through the heart. Dead flesh worked best for this. Dying flesh even better.

In the fifteen years since he’d turned Ben Hewitt from paternal corpse into artistic creation, Oliver had labored hard to perfect his skills. It prodded him into watercolors; charcoal couldn’t capture the nuances of color and shade in cooling flesh.

His second human model was an arrogant young snot he encountered during his freshman year at college. Intelligent, athletic, popular with women, proud of his good looks. He’d chosen Oliver as the butt of his painful practical jokes. Oliver chose poison, so as not to ruin the model’s appearance. He arranged the body carefully on a flat slab of rock by a lake off campus: the perfect Narcissus, dead eyes staring eternally at his own reflection.

Back in his dorm room, still flush with excitement, Oliver sketched the scene from memory. It turned out better than he expected. In that moment his career as an artist was set.

His portfolio comprised a journal of seven opuses, each more ambitious than the last. The critics—he counted law enforcement foremost among them—didn’t understand what he was trying to say. He wondered if anyone did, if aesthetic sensibilities still existed in this crude and coarsened world.

And now this slipshod amateur had moved in on his palette, feeding the public’s lust for blood instead of nurturing their imagination. Perhaps it was time to select a new model, create a new canvas, show people the marked difference between hackwork and true art.

He poured through several books of masters’ works for inspiration, but nothing came. He was not surprised, or disappointed. Art could not be forced. Trust in your talent, he told himself. It had never let him down.

***
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Whenever Oliver suffered creative block, he would visit the city park, three acres of woods, greens, and jogging paths crammed into an urban setting. A brisk two-block walk from the bookstore brought him to his favorite bench, which afforded him a clear view of the most frequented path. Here he could eat lunch while studying the potential models who jogged, power walked, rollerbladed or strolled past him, oblivious to their possible roles in artistic history. He brought his sketchpad with him, to capture fleeting ideas.

Today was perfect for renewing one’s artistic soul: sky by early June, temperatures held over from spring. On days like these people were driven to shed their clothes like layers of skin, and bare for him the many possibilities.

Two young, up-and-coming executives strode rapidly past, ties loosened and jackets slung over shoulders, arguing over some sporting event. No inspiration there. He let them pass. His eye was drawn to a woman with two little girls, a toddler in a flowered dress and an infant in a stroller. He had never worked with children, and had no intention of doing so. Children’s bright, quicksilver lives were already masterpieces his feeble efforts could not improve upon. He smiled at the woman and waved to the little girl, who giggled and waved back.

A pair of teen lovers drifted over the grass, utterly lost in each other. Oliver gazed after them thoughtfully, but in the end bent his head to nibble at his sandwich. He’d created that tableau already, a stunning Pyramis and Thisbe on the steps of the public library. He’d draped a woman’s scarf and smeared the girl’s blood on one of the building’s stone lions to complete the allusion. Of course the critics didn’t get it. “A sick joke,” one reviewer had labeled it. That hadn’t stopped the papers from running the story on page one. Oliver sniffed at the memory. Artistic vision twisted into sensationalism. What else could one expect of the media?

He was reaching for his carton of iced tea when a flash of electric blue caught his attention. A jogger went sailing—practically floating—up the path across the park. He recognized her by her hair, a savage shade of red, today half-tamed and firmly bound in a bouncy ponytail. He saw her often; she jogged in the park three times a week. But that had been in sweat suits, or jackets and jeans. Today she’d left her bulky garments behind, in favor of a college T-shirt and those painfully blue jogging shorts. It changed her entire look, her whole potential.

Oliver’s widening eyes tracked her progress. She was built like a deer: willowy and golden-skinned, long-limbed, graceful and fleet. Even that wondrous hair called to mind a roe’s pelt. He stared, hypnotized by the muscular pumping of her legs as she made her circuit of the park.

Diana.

He felt the familiar punch of inspiration, hot and nearly crippling in its ethereal sweetness. Diana, goddess of the hunt. His mind’s eye dressed her in a short-skirted tunic and placed a bow in her hands. The image sang through him with the force of an orgasm. Diana. His next creation.

“Some looker, huh?”

Startled from his trance, Oliver glanced around.

A man stood beside his bench, one hand resting lightly on its back. He was maybe in his early thirties, with an arrogant profile and black hair that curled like a ram’s fleece. He leered after the jogger. “They broke the mold after they poured those legs.”

“I couldn’t imagine,” Oliver said stiffly. Such urges never bothered him when he was creating. That wasn’t what models were for.

He dismissed the man from his thoughts and turned them back to the jogger. She swung around a curve in the path and left the park. The focus of his lusting gone, the ram’s-haired man moved on. So did Oliver. There was so much to do. He gathered up the remains of his lunch and hurried back to the bookstore.

***
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Oliver spent the evening reacquainting himself with myths and depictions of the goddess Diana. He studied her image in painting and sculpture, skimmed his many tomes on mythology, one hand flipping pages, the other feverishly sketching. He needed to uncover the commonalities and distill them through his perceptions to fashion his own unique interpretation. No copies or retreads for Oliver Hewitt; he created only originals.

Props. He would need a bow. A child’s toy would do, easily and anonymously purchased at any department store. Diana was often depicted with a deer. The petting zoo over in Lakewood had a small herd, but also high fences. He might have to make do with a lawn ornament, tacky though they looked. A simple linen sheet would form her tunic. Perhaps a wreath of cypress leaves for her hair.

Setting was harder. He delved into his copious memories of the park. As her brother Apollo was god of the sun, so Diana was identified with the moon. A clearing, then, someplace open to the sky and kissed by moonlight. He would need to walk the park at night, get a feel for its moods, find exactly the perfect background to best display his work.

He added her face to his drawing, sketched from memory as expertly as if she stood before him. He included a cocoa-eyed doe, and surrounded both with a nimbus of moonlight. He held it up to admire it. Not yet perfect; this was only a draft. The reality would be perfect. “Diana,” he murmured. “Beautiful. Immortal. They’ll remember you for decades to come.”

A few more sketches, a little more planning, a couple of minor details. Then he could begin work on his creation. Oliver went to bed a happy man.

***
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For the next three days Oliver ate his lunch in the park, hoping to glimpse his new model. She rewarded him twice. He was able to capture her likeness in motion, adding the details—the bow, the moon, the deer—that brought his goddess to life.

The ram’s-haired man showed up too, idling on a bench, chugging a soda. He didn’t speak to Oliver, and Oliver pointedly ignored him.

He strolled the park by night, and finally found the perfect setting: a little clearing, ringed by trees, spotlighted by the rising moon. Oliver studied the gibbous moon critically. No, that wouldn’t do. It must be a full moon. He would have to wait at least a week. He went home to refine his sketches. Everything needed to be exactly right.

Then it all went disastrously wrong.

He was sitting on his bench, with his sandwich and carton of tea, when Diana appeared—with a partner. She jogged in tandem with the ram’s-haired man. They glided by in perfect step, past Oliver’s bench. Shocked, he dropped his pencil. His stare followed them around the bend in the path and out of sight.

Of course his models had families, friends and mundane lives. He’d worked around such hindrances before. But this? Diana—his masterpiece—consorting with that uncouth brute? Hadn’t she any sense of taste?

He fumbled for his pencil, found it, snatched it up. It snapped between his fingers.

The next day, and the following two, she ran with her new lover. Oliver filled his pad with vicious sketches of the man dying in myriad violent ways. He crafted two perfect portraits of Ram’s Hair, one full on, one profile. Perhaps the Muse would be kind and inspire a second work, one in which Diana’s swain could star. But no such comfort came. They jogged around the park, fixated on each other, unaware he watched them through narrowed, seething eyes.

He followed them. Hunted them, as the goddess of the chase pursued wild game. They would arrive separately, do their run, have coffee at the little sidewalk café across the street. His mouth moved with words that brought smiles and laughter to her perfect lips. His hand stole out to cover hers. Oliver ground his teeth.

He stalked the ram’s-haired man, trailed him back to his lair: a squalid apartment house, perfect for transients. His worst assumptions were confirmed. This creature wasn’t fit to consort with his Diana. His filth would only sully her. He must act quickly, and create his work while his model still bore the glow of purity.

The next afternoon, a torrential downpour kept everyone out of the park. Oliver was back on his bench the following day. His most heartfelt desire was granted: Diana jogged alone. He slipped away to his car before she completed her run, then tailed her back to her apartment. He watched her enter the building, noted the position and floor of the window she flung open, scribbled the address.

He had his props: a toy bow, linen for the tunic, a deer hide and horns he’d found at a sports shop. In the end he couldn’t bring himself to use a kitschy lawn ornament; the deer hide, fastened with the horns, would serve both as Diana’s cloak and a symbolic representation of her signature animal. He had his setting, the clearing in the park. The moonbeams would slip like furtive lovers through the leaves, and paint her skin with ivory and turn her hair to flame. He had his bottle of chloroform, and his ropes and duct tape. She would not be alarmed when he approached her. He was as much a fixture in the park as the benches or the trees. The familiarity would get him close enough to clamp the rag over her nostrils. He would have to use poison again. There must be no wounds or bruises to mar the impact of her beauty.

Oliver shivered in anticipation. He was ready to create.

***
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He decided on Saturday night, Sunday morning at the latest. Saturday was the first night of the full moon. By Sunday night, if fortune favored him, his work would be on display for all to see, and for those few with the proper artist’s spirit to appreciate.

For inspiration he hung one of his sketches on the board behind the counter: Diana, racing through the woods in the moonlight with her signature deer beside her, bow in hand, lips parted and eyes alive with the thrill of the hunt. Her face was that of the jogger in the park. He felt a fleeting twinge of regret that he hadn’t learned his model’s name. Ah well, after Sunday night, she would forever be Diana.

At eight o’clock Oliver locked the store for the night and made one last dry run. He cruised his car by her apartment house. No light behind her curtains. Off on a date with her lover, no doubt. Oliver shrugged it off. The night was still newborn. He drove on to the park.

Few people went abroad in the park after sunset, even on a weekend. None paid attention to Oliver, and he paid little to them. He made his way to his clearing, and consulted his watch while he critically observed the fall of light from the newly-risen moon. Too early; the rays were still too harsh. Later, then, maybe around eleven, when the moon had gained some height and its light had mellowed. Then it would be fit to shine upon a goddess.

He was halfway back to his car when he heard the scream.

Normally Oliver didn’t embroil himself in others’ affairs. But the high, piercing note, and the man’s hoarse shout that followed, prompted him to change his course and hustle up the slope in their direction. His loafers found the jogging path. Further down its line he spied the couple, standing over a lump on the ground. The girl had stopped screaming, but even with the dark and distance Oliver could see her shaking, like a mass of leaves in an unexpected storm. She couldn’t have been more than twenty, the boy with his arms clamped around her shoulders little older. He panted “Jesus” over and over.

The girl gave a little gasping half-scream when Oliver trotted up. The boy spat “Jesus!” one more time, and backed himself and his girlfriend away from the path and what lay beside it.

Oliver didn’t bother to question them. He could see for himself the out-flung leg, still clad in its Nike, that jutted from the weeds onto the path. Moonlight glinted on dark liquid in the grass, already congealed like corrupted dew.

Oliver grimaced. Slash and go. The Visigoth once again at work. More from curiosity than any real concern, he stepped forward to see who had fallen to the Royston Ripper this time.

His eyes found skin moon-washed to ivory, auburn hair set aflame—not vibrant, as he had imagined her, but dulled by the effrontery of murder. No goddess now, his Diana lay in the dirt with her throat and stomach torn open and her limbs splayed like a broken puppet’s. Butchered like a cow and left to rot.

Tears started to Oliver’s eyes—for the utter waste of it, the tragic loss to art. His cry was no scream, but a full-throated roar. He fell beside the body, his hands tangling in her hair. She would inspire no one now. All her glory, lost forever.

“Jesus, man,” the boy said, as if from an eternity away. “Did you know her?”

“Yes.” Though no one else would ever see now what she could have been. He had been robbed, the world of art cheated, because of some talentless hack. He forced himself to look away, up at the boy and his shivering lover, both staring back at him with huge saucer eyes. “I’ll stay with her,” he told them. “Go get help.”

The couple stumbled off, picking up speed as they ran. Oliver sat beside the body, smoothing her fiery hair. His eyes burned with tears, his heart with loss, his soul with inspiration thwarted. “This will not go unpunished,” he whispered to her. “This atrocity will be avenged.

I promise you.”

***
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The man who brought Oliver the mug of black coffee introduced himself as Detective Sam McCaffrey. Oliver recoiled from the mug, and politely declined. He’d endured far too much police station coffee over the last two hours. Detective McCaffrey shrugged and gulped the brew himself. He had the build and dark looks of an ancient warrior, a Biblical hero with a five o’clock shadow and a pistol strapped to his hip. A brief image of the man shattering the pillars of a Philistine temple flitted across Oliver’s mind. He tucked it away. Another time. “How can I help you, Detective?”
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