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Show me the two so closely bound


As we, by the wet bond of blood.


Robert Graves, ‘Two Fusiliers’







Amsterdam


March 22, 1819


On the third day of his madness Dr Rinus van Laar tasted the mouth of the devil.


He stepped from the ruin of his home, into the orchard where the body of his wife, dead these three days past, had begun to soften and color. He remembered the first time he had seen Anna that day by the river, the way the summer sun had brushed her hair with honey. She was now the color of winter.


Anna’s killer lay scattered beside her in seven pieces. Six, Rinus amended. He could not remember where he had put the man’s head. He longed to look one last time into those feral, lifeless eyes.


As he uncapped the amber vial he considered the aviary snare tucked beneath the eaves. The white bird studied him, watching, waiting, scheming, the thin leather strap tightly coiled around one leg.


Rinus van Laar raised the vial to his lips, let seven drops of mandragora fall onto his tongue. He lay next to his wife, took her cold hand in his own, and beckoned the fire.


At dawn, Rinus van Laar carefully returned the drawings to the leather portfolio. Fourteen sketches by the master, already more than two centuries old.


Seven vices. Seven virtues.


It was this treasure the killer sought. It was in defence of this treasure that Anna had given her life.


He placed the portfolio into the steamer trunk, latched it, and secured the iron lock. He tacked funeral instructions and payment to the front door.


As he prepared to leave, he looked one last time at his wife, and saw the bright green leaf seeking sunlight through the matte claret of Anna’s dried blood.


In her virtue there was life.


Six hours later, his infant son in his arms, Rinus van Laar left for America.




Being the true diary and journal of Eva Claire Larssen




July 21, 1868


We left Richmond before dawn. I am riding back wagon with Deirdre Samuelsson and her brother Jonah. Jonah is still small, and thinks of all this as an adventure. Deirdre is my age, just fourteen, and terribly shy due to her stammer.


They say six hundred thousand died in the war. Imagine. Daddy was killed at Manassas. Mama also died from Yankee hellfire, but not right away. Not Sonja Larssen. She held ground three years, and breathed her last yesterday at noon. Our first day’s journey took us seven miles.


The dead walk behind us.


August 7, 1868


The rain is endless. We got stuck twice on the road out of Rowleton, where we picked up two weeks’ domestic work. Mr Samuelsson had to ask some local boys and their mules to help pull the wagon from the culvert. My sweater got soaking wet, and as the wool dried by the fire last night it smelled of Mama. I cried myself to sleep again.


August 19, 1868


We crossed the Ohio River at Wheeling this morning. Deirdre and I went to the general store and bought nails and tobacco for Mr Samuelsson. He let us buy some fruit, and I had the most delicious pear.


Ohio looks like home before the war.


September 1, 1868


I awoke to the sound of church bells. When I climbed down from the wagon I saw that we were stopped on the crest of a hill overlooking the most beautiful valley I have ever seen.


When I stepped to the edge I saw them for the first time. Two grand houses facing each other across a field of green, houses so important they even have names. Veldhoeve and Godwin Hall. I will be working at one, and staying in the other.


Imagine.


September 2, 1868


All the buildings here are freshly painted and well cared for. The war did not come to this place. When we reached the town square I looked at the plaque.


ABBEVILLE, OHIO. EST. 1790


Perched on top of the plaque was a beautiful white bird, its pearl feathers glossed with early morning rain. I sat on the bench across from it and took out my pencils and pad. This is my drawing.


[image: image]


Although I am not taken by such notions, as I left the square, I could swear that bird was watching me.


Tomorrow morning I will begin work at Godwin Hall. If you are reading this, if the sun now shines where you stand, it means I am long forgotten.


If you are reading this, it means I never made it back home again.







Autumn – The Fire Boy
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At just after 4 a.m., five days before the flames ended his world for the third time, Will Hardy stood on the corner of Mercer Street and West Houston.


There was a time of day, Will believed, a still and transient moment when an outright silence came to New York City, a time when he could ride his Cervélo through the darkened streets and allow his mind to fill with things other than traffic and stray dogs and noise, or the vagaries and brutal competitiveness of academia.


A tenure-track professor at New York University for the past six years, Dr William Michael Hardy, thirty-eight, was well published in his field of forensic psychology. His work had appeared in the Journal of Clinical Psychology and Psychological Trauma, as well as many other peer-reviewed publications. He had lectured at universities in both the US and Great Britain, and was slated to be on a panel on the foundations of psychopathology in Stockholm this coming winter.


He had consulted many times with the NYPD, most recently on the case of a serial rapist hunting the Brownsville section of the city. Because of his work on that case, Will had been profiled in New York Magazine, and had twice appeared on the Today Show.


By the time Will reached 14th Street the morning sky had begun to lighten, casting a soft lavender radiance onto the buildings.


As he had every morning for the past three weeks, Will rode slowly onto the sidewalk at Union Square, and stopped in front of Barnes & Noble. He checked and reset his watch. Near record time.


He leaned his bicycle against a leg of the aluminum scaffolding, removed his helmet and gloves, and regarded the collection of books on the racks facing the street. His heart still fluttered when he saw the cover, the clever photo of black and white 35 mm movie film curled onto the smooth and seductive curve of a woman’s shoulder.


It had been nearly a month, and he still found it hard to believe. Somehow, Dr William Hardy had the No. 13 hardcover on the New York Times non-fiction list, a surprise hit called A Flicker of Madness. The book was an informal study examining seven classics of film; each, in the author’s opinion, a masterful depiction of criminal psychosis.


For Will, the hardest part of writing the book was picking only seven films to feature, in the end selecting, among them, The Night of the Hunter, The Silence of the Lambs, and Fritz Lang’s M.


Ego stroked for the moment, as he turned onto University Place, and headed back, he saw the black birds silhouetted against the morning sky. For Will Hardy it marked the beginning of a new day, and led the way home.


Twenty minutes later, Will sat on the bus bench across from the brownstone on Prince Street. Eighty-eight days earlier this had been his home.


He sipped his coffee, looked at the third floor, at the lights coming on, at the shadows essayed on the blinds.


Inside, his wife of sixteen years was just starting her day. The daughter of a New Rochelle surgeon and a concert pianist, Amanda Kyle Hardy worked as a juvenile social worker in the Administration for Children’s Services, as well as a counselor for a variety of drug and alcohol dependence facilities. If there was one thing at which she was more proficient than Northern Italian cooking, it was landscape watercolors. At thirty-seven, she was often taken for a woman in her late twenties.


Will glanced at the corner window of his daughter’s room. An early riser like her father, Will knew that fifteen-year-old Bernadette – who went by Detta, and then only to her father and mother, as well as a few close friends – had already been up for an hour, making her mother’s favorite coffee, toasting the cocoa bread from the Ghanaian bakery on Greene Street, poaching two eggs.


After sixteen years of marriage Will Hardy had awakened one day to find himself blindsided by his own blindness. Somehow he had not seen any of the warning signs of his life and marriage drifting away.


The main reasons, at least as Will saw it, or wanted to believe, were his long hours and dozens of added responsibilities on the tenure track, obligations that kept him away from home for sixty to seventy hours a week, and many times the weekends.


Will and Amanda had been at chilly arm’s length all spring, saying things like ‘excuse me’ when they passed each other in the narrow hallway of the apartment. They’d done much of their communicating, such as it was, via Post-It notes on the refrigerator.


It was Will’s decision to move out, not wanting it to get to the point where it would be Amanda’s choice. He figured if he moved first, moving back would still be possible.


And all this time Detta Hardy had been the tolerant and reluctant referee, living an only-child’s nightmare, the daughter of a psychologist and a social worker, two people who were supposed to fully understand all this.


In the early years of their marriage Will and Amanda had tried to have a second child, seeing every fertility doctor in Manhattan that either of their benefit packages would allow. It was not to be. There would only be Bernadette and for that Will Hardy felt eternally blessed.


He wondered if she was faithfully taking her meds.
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Located in the heart of Greenwich Village, New York University was one of the largest private non-profit institutions in the country, with centers on the Upper East side, as well as the MetroTech Center in Brooklyn.


On this Monday morning Will’s first class of the new year was a forensic core course with thirty-two students. The class was held in a tiered, medium-sized lecture hall with one hundred seats, fitted with a pull-down screen and state of the art video projector.


Psychology of Violence covered, among other topics, case law as it applied to risk assessment and the treatment of violent patients, as well as sexual violence.


Today’s lecture was titled Medium Cruel, the designation a play on Haskell Wexler’s Medium Cool.


Will took a deep breath before opening the door to the hall. He had done this many times, and each time, at the precipice of a new year, he felt the same trepidation, the same sense of anxiety and unease, the belief that he was in all ways a fraud, taking his salary under false pretenses.


He opened the door anyway.


‘Good morning,’ Will said as the last two students hurried in and found their seats. He knew only a handful of the students, but they surely knew him. In addition to his CV and publishing history he had also consulted on the TV police dramas Brooklyn Steel and Station 21.


At a smaller school, these credits might have made Will Hardy a modest celebrity. At NYU the star-bar was much higher, being the alma mater of Woody Allen, Burt Lancaster, Philip Seymour Hoffman, Neil Simon, and Martin Scorsese.


After welcoming the students to the new academic year, and to his class, Will offered a brief introduction to the lecture.


‘We’ve all seen these TV shows and asked ourselves if they are accurate depictions of not only crime in America, but also of the men and women who fight the good fight. As of this fall season, nearly fifty percent of all primetime drama is about police, fire departments, or medical facilities. Clearly, the interest in these subjects is as high as ever.’


Will lowered the lights, and started the video, a compendium of scenes from popular police TV dramas over the years: Blue Bloods, Homicide: Life on the Street, Beretta, Miami Vice, NYPD Blue, Cagney and Lacey, even the original NYPD, starring Frank Converse and Jack Warden.


When the lights came up, Will began his talk.


‘It seems, especially in western societies, that what happens at eight p.m., on prime time television – where we see no end to gun play, extreme physical violence, and sexual sadism – at eleven p.m. becomes tragedy, with newscasters offering solemn expressions and an earnest, sotto voce recounting of the day’s horrors.


‘Violence sells deodorant and cell phones and beer and luxury sedans at eight o’clock. At eleven o’clock the news presents the same heinous acts as fact, but this time our reaction is not to immediately jump on Amazon to buy the widgets, but rather to wring our hands and walk around with signs saying stop the violence.


‘Which is the real culture?’ Will asked of the room. ‘Prime time or night-time? If violence is truly abhorrent to us all, why do we watch it for three hours every night, reveling in each gunshot, each thrown punch, each citizen violated in some terrible way?’


A hand went up. The student was David Kleinman, a near genius twenty-year-old who had already earned his BA. Will acknowledged him.


‘I read somewhere that you worked on Brooklyn Steel.’


‘That’s right.’


‘If you don’t mind me asking, what, exactly, did you do on the show?’


The truth was Will did quite a bit of standing around, eating craft service, and watching the younger female extras on the show adjust their costumes.


‘I answered their questions about procedure and motivation,’ Will said. ‘To the best of my ability.’


‘That show was canceled mid-season.’


Will amended his posture, gearing up for a skirmish. ‘It is called show business, after all. Sometimes compromises must be made.’


‘What sort of compromises?’


Let’s see, Will thought. Reality, character, plot, plausibility, motivation.


‘Not much,’ Will said. ‘Once in awhile we discussed procedural aberrations.’


Another raised hand. A pretty young woman named Jenny Barclay, a sociology major from Evanston, Illinois. Will called on her.


‘What sort of aberrations?’ she asked.


It was a soft grounder.


‘Well, on any given prime time cop show, we are usually presented with a crime before the credits roll and the first ad break. Yes?’


Nodding heads. A few students shifted in their seats.


‘As the show progresses our intrepid detectives conduct due diligence, and eventually discover where the suspect is working, usually at a loading dock. Cut to our cops spotting the subject from a block or so away. It is at this point they yell the man’s name. Invariably, the suspect takes off running, which allows for an exciting foot chase through the streets of Manhattan. Ultimately, the suspect gets hit by a cab, and is triumphantly taken into custody. Cue pithy exit line, roll end credits.’


Will looked at the class. These agreeably cynical students were rapt.


‘I submit that it might be better procedure to quietly sneak up behind the subject, and place him in handcuffs. That said, this would not allow for the ubiquitous overturned fruit cart.’


Kleinman again. ‘Are there any police shows you do like?’ he asked. ‘Do any of them get it right?’


‘I quite like the original Prime Suspect. Can’t go far wrong with Helen Mirren, can you?’


Silence.


‘Then there’s Robson Green. Small but mighty. Touching Evil, Wire in the Blood, all that.’


Will hit the pedal.


‘There used to be a show called Cracker. The main character was an alcoholic, degenerate gambler, an unapologetic womanizer called Edward “Fitz” Fitzgerald. Fitz was a criminal psychologist, not unlike your esteemed Dr Hardy. Except for the unapologetic part.’


A few polite laughs.


‘The character was played by Robbie Coltrane, who also played—’


‘Hagrid,’ Kleinman said. ‘In the Harry Potter films.’


‘Exactly. You know your crime shows.’


‘Don’t like them, don’t watch them,’ he said. ‘I know my Harry Potter films.’


Will cleared his throat, headed for the finish line. ‘I also quite like Broadchurch. It’s a bit of a soap opera, but I think it’s one of the—’


‘Those are all British shows.’


Another gauntlet. ‘I suppose they are,’ Will said, as if this was just coming to him for the first time. He’d spent a year abroad at Oxford and it was there that he began his love affair with British crime shows. Add to this his ten months of DVDs while attached to a British Army Intelligence unit in Iraq, and his tastes were all but set.


‘Aside from the ones you were paid to consult on, any American shows?’ Kleinman added.


Will glanced at the wall clock. Was he really only forty minutes into his first class of the new semester? Did he really have another three months of this? He looked back at David Kleinman and asked:


‘Does Dragnet count?’
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Growing up in Dobb’s Ferry, a small town in Westchester County, Will had never considered a life in academia, had indeed been nothing more than an average student of limited attention span and scant ambition. His sports were baseball and basketball; his music was whatever was in the top 40.


Will’s father Michael had been a firefighter with FDNY, as well as an outdoorsman, shade tree mechanic and writer, introducing his only son in equal measure to the finer points of tying lures, changing the points and plugs on muscle cars, as well as the works of Jack London and William Trevor.


After ten years working ladder companies in Brooklyn and Staten Island, Michael Hardy was assigned to Rescue Company One. Organized in 1915, the company was called in to incidents where rescue operations were needed, often to rescue injured or trapped firefighters.


It took less than a year for Michael to receive his first commendation for bravery, and less than three years to be promoted. There were many in the company, and indeed across FDNY, who believed Michael Hardy was being fast tracked to captain.


It all ended on a hot July day in Will’s tenth year.


The call came in of a firefighter trapped in the basement of an apartment on 125th Street in West Harlem. Rescue Company 1 responded.


As young Will would learn over the following weeks, his father entered the building through a broken window on the first floor, making his way to the basement laundry room, where the fire had started due to faulty wiring. There Michael Hardy found James Wilton, probationary firefighter, just twenty-three years old, a father with two small children.


When Michael Hardy extracted the fallen firefighter, the barely conscious Wilton told him that there was a baby still trapped in the laundry room. Michael, against his captain’s orders, ran back in to the burning building.


It was somewhere on the concrete steps leading to the lower level that a fuel oil tank exploded, the shards of steel slicing through his protective gear like bullets.


It would be an hour before the captain of Rescue Company 1 would learn the truth, that James Wilton had been mistaken. The infant had already been rescued.


Michael Hardy died during surgery that night in Mt Sinai Hospital.


For the next three years, in the wake of his numbing grief, young Will Hardy read everything he could on the causes, nature and characteristics of fire, its mythos and lore. He studied everything he could find at the libraries regarding the mindset of those who started fires, their motives and twisted rationales, often attempting to absorb texts far beyond his reading comprehension level. He learned the difference between the mind of an arsonist and that of a pyromaniac. He learned about the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, the Hartford Circus fire, the tragedy of Our Lady of the Angels. He learned the names Peter Dinsdale and David Berkowitz.


In the next three years, as only child, with no extended family nearby, Will also learned to care for his mother.


Sarah Hardy was a brittle woman, even before the tragedy of her husband’s death. A lifelong sufferer of depression, she was often lost for weeks to her moods, but was always there for her family, if only in daily constancy, the mechanics and rote of suburban life.


Each morning Sarah Hardy would rise before dawn, dress for the day as if she were going to an office, artfully apply her makeup and perfume. With breakfast dishes cleared, she would walk to the living room where she would sit for hours, china cup growing cold, the newspaper opened to the Style section, often unread.


After her husband’s death Sarah grew increasingly morose and distant, sometimes going days and weeks without uttering a word.


The only times Sarah Hardy would talk, really opening up to her son, was when she came down from her manic states. In those rare moments, late at night, she would tell Will about her childhood, her hopes and dreams as a young girl, her fantasies and fears. In these times Will saw the woman who had lived a life of imagination and insight, a woman who felt the grass beneath her feet, the sunlight on her face.


On the day Will Hardy’s world ended for the second time he came home from school a few minutes late. It was a Wednesday afternoon in mid-March. Will found his mother, still in her robe and slippers, sitting on the couch instead of her favorite chair. Her eyes were closed, her hands folded. At first Will thought she was asleep, but his mother never took naps during the day. She barely slept at night.


When Will stepped closer he saw that something was wrong with her makeup. She had applied it too heavily, too hastily. It gave her a spectral, clownish appearance. When he saw the empty pill vials neatly arranged on the end table, their caps orderly placed on the seat cushion next to her, he knew.


He watched for many minutes, waiting and hoping for his mother to draw a breath, to stir, to open her eyes. She did not. In those long minutes Will lost all sense of time and motion. He would later recall standing in the basement at his father’s workbench, the smells of natural gas and 3-in-One, the flinty redolence of oil on sandstone.


The first recollection that stayed in his memory was sitting on his bicycle in Gould Park. He remembered riding home as fast as he could, certain that when he arrived he would find himself mistaken, that he would discover his mother in the kitchen methodically preparing their supper, finding that all would be as it was when the day began.


But he did not return to find his nightmare dissolved.


He returned to an inferno.
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The Palladium Athletic Facility was on East 14th Street. In addition to its deep-water pool, and 3,000 square foot weight room, it housed a lower level with state of the art stair-steppers, treadmills, elliptical trainers, and stationary bicycles.


When Will turned the corner, at just after noon, he saw Trevor standing near the entrance. One of his closest friends, NYPD Detective Trevor Butler was a barge of a man, broad through the waist and chest, with fiery red hair and beard to match.


They’d met when Will was studying at Oxford. Trevor had lectured on the psychology of community policing, a concept in its infancy at the time, and the two men became fast pub mates.


While Will had never considered joining any branch of the armed services – had indeed fully expected to apply to FDNY, only to decide in his junior year in college that he could be of greater service as a behavioral therapist and teacher – Trevor Butler was a reservist with the Territorial Army. Third generation soldier, third generation cop.


Before the UK military launched Operation Telic, and Trevor was called up, he told Will of an attachment that was deploying with the regular army. Trevor’s interest and education in psychological operations placed him in a unit that interrogated captured prisoners in the field, and he put in a word that Will might be a good fit for an American contractor of civilian deployment.


Will had thought the idea insane, but after a few weeks of coaxing from Trevor, along with more than a few bottles of Jameson, he agreed.


What had started as a fast friendship in the pubs of Oxfordshire, became a bond forged on the sand-choked highways of Fallujah.


As Will got closer to his friend, who had agreed to start an exercise regimen with Will as his taskmaster, Will noticed that the big man’s hoodie and matching sweat pants still had the price tags on them.


Will tried not to look.


As they warmed up on their stationary bicycles Trevor told Will about some of the cases he was working. As a detective in the 112th Precinct, there was never a shortage of tales.


In turn, Will told Trevor about his first day, specifically about being grilled about Brooklyn Steel. Trevor Butler also consulted on the show.


‘The student asked me what TV cop shows I liked,’ Will said.


‘You didn’t mention Broadchurch, did you?’


‘I did.’


‘Oy.’


Will laughed. ‘What is everybody’s problem with that show? I kind of like it.’


‘I think it’s a David Tennant/Doctor Who thing. Once you play The Doctor …’


While Will was in half-committed training mode for an upcoming triathlon in Lake Dunmore, Trevor Butler was here because of a recent health scare. Doctor’s orders to lose twenty pounds and cut out all added sugar.


Will had a kyokushin session scheduled for one o’clock. He’d considered inviting Trevor to the full-contact karate class, but decided to take this one step at a time.


As they began to slow, and Trevor could once again breathe, he asked: ‘Whatever happened with that kid? The one from the video store. What was his name again?’


‘Anthony,’ Will said. ‘Anthony Torres.’


A few weeks earlier Will received an email from a member of one of his professional organizations, the New York Behavioral Therapy Association. He did not know the sender of the email, but that was not unusual. Along with curriculum vitae and publishing history, the organization’s registry listed a brief biography and special areas of interest of its members.


The email contained a short case history of a fifteen-year-old boy named Anthony Torres who had recently been arrested for stealing merchandise from a West Village video store. The NYBTA member tagged the email with the note that suggested Will might be interested in taking the boy on as a pro bono patient, if time and circumstance allowed.


Will was interested. He immediately called Trevor and had him pull Anthony Torres’s file.


If the boy was convicted of this crime, which had the potential to become a strong-arm robbery charge, there was a chance he would be forced to leave his current accommodation, a minimum security group residence called Near Home, and be placed in a much tougher juvenile facility upstate.


Will had not done much patient work in the past few years, but it was clear that Anthony Torres was on the cusp of going deeper into the system, and looked to be heading to Riker’s Island. His plight, and specifically his history, got Will’s attention.


‘Are you going to follow up?’ Trevor asked.


‘I already did,’ Will said. ‘I talked to him on the phone for an hour last week.’


‘Wow,’ Trevor said. ‘Most of the kids I collar don’t say two words.’


‘He’s a smart kid. Probably fronting most of his thug behavior. I’ll let you know in the next few days.’


‘How so?’


‘I’m meeting with him this afternoon.’


Abandoned on the steps of New York Hospital at the age of eleven months, Anthony Torres entered the foster care system, being placed with his first permanent family at two. The boy seemed to thrive. The father was a lineman for Con Ed; the mother was a seamstress who took in work from department stores.


When Anthony was seven, a case worker for ACS noted bruises on the boy’s arms. An investigation uncovered a pattern of abuse from Anthony’s older foster brother, a boy named DeAndre. The adult DeAndre Tillman was serving a five-year sentence for aggravated assault.


Anthony was removed from the home, and not placed until two years later, this time with a family in Harlem. During the next few years he got into minor scrapes with the law, including a number of incidents surrounding fires being set at his grade school. Nothing was ever proven, but the suspicions were enough for Anthony’s foster family to petition to have him removed from their home. He was.


Since that time Anthony had bounced around the system, not staying in any one facility more than six months.


Will had also read the summary of Anthony’s recent arrest for shoplifting. When apprehended on the sidewalk outside the video store, Anthony had four items in his possession; DVDs for which he had not paid. The movies were Backdraft, Ladder 49, and Frequency, as well as a boxed set of the first season of the Denis Leary TV series, Rescue Me.


All stories of firefighters.


All stories of fire.
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They met at the McDonald’s on West Third. Will knew that Anthony Torres, who had been released pending his court case, was currently in Non-Secure Detention. An NSD facility was a supportive, home-like environment housing about a dozen kids, with close supervision. Anthony had to return to the facility by five-thirty.


At just after two o’clock Will noticed a shadow to his right, near the entrance.


Even though Will had the boy’s particulars in the file, had a pair of recent photographs, he was bigger than Will expected.


Anthony was about two inches shorter than Will’s six-foot-one, but more muscular. As Will watched him enter the restaurant, looking around for the man he was supposed to meet, Will noticed a slow, deliberate grace.


Will stood, got the boy’s attention.


‘Anthony,’ he said.


The boy looked over. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Will Hardy.’


*


‘So, let me get this straight, you say the ’61 Yankees would’ve taken the ’69 Mets in four straight?’ Anthony asked.


They’d begun their small talk with the weather. It was Will’s idea, and not a good one. It never was with a teenager. They quickly moved on to sports.


‘If they let the series go, say, seventy games, the Mets might’ve scored three runs total,’ Will said. ‘It would’ve been a bloodbath.’


Anthony shook his head. ‘No way. The Amazins had Tom Seaver and Cleon Jones and Donn Clendenon. Nolan Ryan, man.’


In the lore of the city, and the sport, the 1969 Mets – the first expansion team to ever win the World Series – had been dubbed the Amazing Mets, instantly shortened to the Amazins.


‘All honorable men,’ Will said. ‘Fine baseball players who rose to the challenge. They’re just not Yankees.’


It was an argument as old as the Mets franchise. That said, Anthony Torres wasn’t yet old enough to know the true heartbreak of being a Mets fan.


‘Maybe you’re right.’ Anthony nodded as he drained his Coke. ‘Mantle and Maris,’ he said. ‘That would’ve been the bomb, man. I was born too late.’


Will wanted to add that he, too, was born too late to see the 1961 Yankees, but kept it to himself.


It did not go unnoticed to Will that Anthony had called him man. This was good. It implied a level of camaraderie and kinship.


At that moment an FDNY ladder truck siren rose in the near distance. Will tried not to look at Anthony; Anthony looked anywhere but at Will. After a few moments the truck passed, turning the corner onto Avenue of the Americas.


The shrill sound brought them to the reason they were meeting in the first place, and how their time was moving quickly along.


Before Will could attempt a segue, his cell phone chirped. He usually turned his phone off during a session, but today was different. He was waiting to hear from Amanda. He glanced at the screen. She had texted him.


‘Let me guess,’ Anthony said. ‘You gotta get that.’


‘I do.’


Anthony shook his head. ‘Shrinks.’


‘Gotta represent,’ Will said. ‘I’ll be right back.’


‘I’ll be right here.’


Will stepped out of the restaurant for a moment, tapped his Messages icon. He read his wife’s text.




We on for Friday?





Will texted back, hoping it wasn’t too soon, therefore revealing the excitement and desperation he felt.




Friday is good.





Seconds later:




OK. Let me know where.





While the text itself was the best news he could imagine, the postscript sent his heart soaring. After the word where she had typed:




xo





Will put his phone away, floated back into the McDonald’s.


‘All good?’ Anthony asked.


‘Golden.’ Will pointed at the counter. ‘You want anything else?’


Anthony shook his head. ‘Stuffed. Thanks.’


Will looked at his watch. Of the three mistakes he would make this day – the first being meeting with the boy in the first place – this would be the second.


‘We still have a little time,’ Will said. ‘Want to come up to my office? It’s not too far away.’


Anthony seemed to weigh it all for a few moments.


‘Yeah,’ Anthony said. ‘Okay.’


Will’s office was on the fourth floor. It was small and overcrowded and piled high with papers and textbooks, but it had two windows, one of which offered a view of Washington Square, and a corner of the famous arch.


Anthony stood, his hands half in and half out of his pockets, clearly apprehensive and uncertain in this new space. He looked at the photos on the wall.


‘That’s my wife and daughter,’ Will said of a photograph of Amanda and Detta in front of the Schoenfeld Theater on 45th Street. It was taken on the night that Will’s good friend and savior Brian Zoldessy – it was on Brian’s couch Will had been camping the last three months – had just appeared in a starring role in The Normal Heart.


Anthony gave each photograph on the wall a few seconds of his attention. He then turned to Will and said, ‘I guess it’s about that time, isn’t it?’


‘Not sure what you mean.’


‘It’s about that time when you say “our time is almost up”.’


Of course, Will thought. Anthony Torres had seen many therapists in his short life.


Will sat down, opened the file. He kept it tilted toward himself, out of Anthony’s line of sight. Anthony sat down on a chair in front of Will’s desk.


‘Tell me what happened,’ Will said. ‘On the day in question, as they say.’


‘I told them. Like, a million times. Two million times.’


‘I know what it says here. I’d just like to hear your side. Your words.’


‘It was that pregnant lady.’


‘What about her?’


‘She had two little kids. I opened the door for her when she was leaving the store.’


‘And then what?’


‘I was on the sidewalk, right? I was holding the door because the lady had her hands full. I was trying to be a gentleman, you know? Trying to do a nice thing. Next thing I know the dude in the Hawaiian shirt comes running out and goes all RoboCop on me. Talkin’ about me robbing him. Laid hands on me, man.’


‘So you say you weren’t stealing the items?’


‘The DVDs were under my arm. I was going to walk back into the store. I wasn’t stealing. I don’t steal.’


‘What about this report stating that you assaulted the man?’


‘I put my hands up. I was defending myself and I accidentally hit him. What would you have done?’


‘So you didn’t strike him.’


‘I made contact, but I didn’t throw a punch. Didn’t even slap him, although I should have. Man.’


There were so many reasons not to believe the boy. Will had heard every excuse, every dodge, every maneuver.


‘What about this other stuff?’ Will asked. ‘These incidents at PS 206?’


‘All of that was bullshit.’


Anthony did not raise his voice, did not say this with any heat or malice or anger. ‘There’s bullshit and there’s bullshit,’ Will said. ‘What flavor is this?’


Anthony shook his head, as if to say it was all the same flavor, and maybe it was. He remained silent. Will moved on.


‘There were four separate incidents at that school,’ Will said. ‘Let’s talk about the last one.’


‘What do you want to know?’


‘It says when the fire broke out in the teachers’ lounge, no one could put you in that room.’


‘That’s right.’


‘But based on your history, when they brought you down to the office, they searched you. You had twenty disposable lighters in your pockets.’


‘Twenty?’


‘That’s what it says.’


‘See? Right there. That’s straight up bullshit.’


‘How so?’


‘I had twenty-two.’


Will tried to stifle his laugh. Laughing would be unprofessional. He laughed anyway.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Fair enough.’


At this they were interrupted. At the door was Janelle Hirsch, an assistant to four profs in the department. Janelle was in her mid-forties, as efficient as she was discreet.


She glanced at Anthony, back at Will. Her face registered that Anthony was not a student. ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


‘Not a problem,’ Will said. ‘What’s up?’


‘I just need you to sign something. I can come back.’


Will glanced at Anthony. ‘Do you mind? It will only take a minute.’


‘All good.’


Will stepped out, closed the door behind him. In fact there were three things for him to sign. All were related to the upcoming budget brawls over funding the department. Will dutifully signed, shot off two text messages. When he was done he reentered his office.


‘Sorry about that,’ Will said.


‘No problem.’ Anthony gestured at the family photos. ‘You really got it going on, man.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Living the life.’


If you only knew, Will thought.


Anthony walked over to the window, looked down at the street below. He seemed to be collecting his thoughts. Will gave him the time.


‘I know we’re not here to talk about those DVDs,’ Anthony finally said. ‘Not really.’


‘Okay. What would you like to talk about?’


Anthony rocked back on his heels, lowered his shoulders.


‘I like looking at it,’ he said. ‘That’s all I can say.’


The statement caught Will off guard. The kid was opening up. It was a moment therapists live for, and Will suddenly felt conscious of every muscle, every nerve, every movement. He knew the answer to his question, but he asked anyway.


‘You’re talking about fire?’


Anthony took a deep breath. On the exhale he said, softly: ‘Yeah.’


‘Okay.’


‘They say it’s about damage, you know? About causing damage. About destroying things. Sometimes they say it’s about money, too. I don’t understand that. Burning things down for the insurance money. That’s just stealing, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ Will said. ‘It is.’


‘I don’t get that part. For me, when I look at it, I see … I don’t know … things.’


‘What sorts of things?’


Another long, collecting pause.


‘I see faces. Faces of people I don’t even know. People I never met.’


‘Who do you see, Anthony?’


The boy glanced up. This was clearly difficult for him. ‘My father,’ he said. ‘I’ve never met him, never even seen a picture of him, but sometimes, in the fire, I see my father’s face. He looks like me.’


For a brief moment, Will felt all the air leave the room. He had not expected this boy’s wall to come down so soon, if at all.


At that moment, a door slammed in the outer office. Anthony looked back at Will, the spell broken, and in that instant Will knew the boy was done talking.


Will shuffled some papers on his desk, then brought the conversation back around to the moment. There were realities on the table here, and Will felt obligated to discuss them before they were done.


‘I’ll be honest with you, Anthony. It doesn’t look good, you know? The incidents at PS 206 and now this. All these movies about fire. Like you said, we’re not just talking about a misdemeanor shoplifting charge. We both know you’ll walk on that, pick up another program, maybe go upstate for a while. We’re talking big picture. This stuff goes into a jacket, and it sticks with you for a long time. For the duration, if you want to know the truth. And I think you know the truth. I think you know how it all works.’


‘What about you? What are you gonna put in that jacket about me?’


Will had not committed to releasing his notes on this session in any official capacity. In fact, he was nowhere on paper as having seen Anthony in any legal or formal sense.


Against his better judgment, against every tenet of proper therapeutic conduct, Will made his third mistake of the day.


‘I want you to have this,’ he said. He reached into his messenger bag, took out a small package, unwrapped it.


For a few seconds Anthony did not move. He looked at the cell phone in Will’s hand, then back at Will. Will understood the reticence. Here was a kid who’d had things given to him and taken away his whole life.


‘That’s for me?’


‘It’s yours,’ Will said.


‘For real?’


‘For real.’


Will handed the phone to Anthony.


‘It’s topped up for three months or so,’ Will said. ‘The minute count will be up on that screen.’


Anthony flipped open the phone. Will continued.


‘You press and hold down the number 1 to retrieve your voicemail. You press and hold down the number 2 to call me. I programmed in my cell number.’


Anthony did not put the phone into his pocket. ‘I gotta ask.’


‘You want to know why.’


‘Yeah. I mean, it’s really cool and all, but I don’t really—’


Will held up a hand, stopping him. ‘You know what a life preserver is, Anthony?’


‘That’s the thing in those boats, right? The little boats hanging off the side of the big boats?’


‘Yes.’


‘They named that candy after it.’


Will smiled. Somehow, this had never occurred to him. ‘I guess they did,’ he said. ‘Think of this phone as a life saver. You don’t ever have to use it, but if you need it, it’s there.’


‘So, I can keep this?’


‘Absolutely,’ Will said. ‘It’s yours.’


Anthony put the phone in his jacket pocket.


‘Tell you what,’ Will said. ‘I’d like to continue our work together, but only if you want to. You don’t have to decide now. Even if you and I don’t continue, I think you should move forward with therapy.’


‘What’s it going to cost me?’


‘It won’t cost you a dime.’


Will could see that the young man was trying to process it all. Free phone, free therapy. There had to be a catch. There always was.


‘You have my number,’ Will said. ‘If you want to have another session, you call me and we’ll work it out.’


Will extended his hand. Anthony took a moment, then shook hands with him. Anthony’s grip was hesitant at first, but firmed up.


‘Thanks for, you know,’ Anthony said, trailing off. He glanced out the window, back. ‘Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome.’


As Will prepared to leave, putting the papers he needed for the night into his briefcase, he could not find his Day-Timer. In it were all his important contact numbers, as well as his schedule for the next few months. Although he had all the data on his phone, and his desktop, he still liked to use a paperbound book. It was a holdover from his mother. Sarah Hardy was a meticulous planner and note-taker.


He gave the search a few extra minutes, then relented.


He must have left it at home.
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The man was taller than she remembered, but this was not as surprising as it might have been to some. He was nearing sixty, with dyed black hair and jumpy, little dog eyes. He wore a tan duffel coat, frayed at the cuffs.


His name was Elton T Matthews, but she expected him to lie about this, if they got to that stage, just as he lied to the world about his height.


This Rivertown Buffet had nearly fifty steam pans split between three lines: roast beef to Gulf shrimp to bread pudding to creamed spinach, even an omelet station. The management put up their all-you-can-shovel shingle on Route 44 around 4 p.m., and the place was starting to get mobbed.


Elton Matthews was bringing up the rear of a group heading to the main entrée line. She edged up behind the man, stepped to the side, gave her hair a quick toss, then cleared her throat. When he glanced at her, she made eye contact. Deep eye contact.


‘Hey there,’ she said.


The man looked her over, as if she were a Holstein, not the least bit shy in his appraisal. ‘Hey, yourself.’


‘Something smells really good.’ She made some high drama of sniffing the air.


The man smiled. Yellowed uppers with a gold cap on the right. ‘Must be my Old Spice.’


She wondered if they still made Old Spice. She’d long ago figured it went the way of English Leather, Brut and Hai Karate, but you never knew.


‘Name’s June,’ she said.


Elton Matthews hesitated a telling second. ‘Arthur.’


She was right. He lied about his name. Then again, so did she. June was her mother’s middle name.


After picking up plastic trays, they each grabbed a dinner plate and a pre-rolled silverware package.


‘I’ve seen you around, you know,’ she said, seasoning the words with a little extra spice.


‘Have you now?’


‘I have. Good-looking man such as yourself gets noticed. Especially by an old bird like me.’


‘Old? I’ve got cardigan sweaters older than you, darlin’.’


She laughed. She was supposed to blush, too, but it had been a while. Too long, in fact. She made a mental note to work on this.


‘I’ll tell you how old I am,’ she said. ‘You know how they say people start shrinking with age?’


‘I’ve heard that very thing.’


‘Well, I believe I’m getting smaller by the day.’ She picked up a pair of tongs, put some pulled pork on her plate. Then a little more. ‘Was a time when I was heading the other way, if the truth be known. Mama used to call me Dandy when I was a little girl. Short for dandelion because I grew like a weed in summer.’


As they moved down the line, she checked the day’s date on her watch. ‘You were here last Tuesday, am I right about that?’


Elton Matthews pretended to think about this for a long moment. ‘As a matter of fact I was.’


‘I was here with my sister, see, and we came up to this barbecue bar for seconds. You were bellied up right about where you’re standing now.’


‘You do have a good memory.’


‘For some things.’


‘I like that in a woman.’


He moved a little too close to her. It was a violation of her personal space, as they say in the big city, but she had expected this, too. Hell, she’d asked for it.


‘So, either I’m shrinking, or you’ve gotten a bit taller in the past week or so,’ she said.


His expression slot-machined from trust to suspicion then back. In the end, he went with trust. It was a mistake.


‘You got me,’ he said.


‘I do?’


Matthews looked around the restaurant with a conspirator’s eye, leaned in, and whispered, ‘Can you keep a secret?’


‘I’d like to tell you I can, but I simply cannot,’ she said. ‘Proceed with caution, sir.’


He looked down, lifted a pant leg, revealing a gaudy red sock, and one of his cheap loafers. He said, even more softly now, ‘I’m wearing the lifts. Got them mail order a few years back. Secret Tall is the brand.’


‘You don’t say.’


‘I do so.’


Plates piled high, they walked over to an empty booth. With a glance at the table he asked her to join him. With a nod she agreed. They put down their trays. Before they sat she said, ‘Got a question for you, Arthur.’


‘Shoot.’


‘If you were to slip off those shoes and lifts, and I were to measure from the floor to the tip of your nose, what do think I would find?’


‘What?’


‘I’m thinking it would be precisely sixty-two and one-quarter inches. Give or take nothing at all.’


Suddenly, Elton Matthews – who also went by the names Arthur Kendrick, William Pastor, and Findlay Grimes – was no longer interested in invading her personal space. In fact, it appeared as if he wanted nothing better than to be out of her orbit all together. ‘What kind of question is that?’


She reached into her bag, pulled out a five by seven color photograph. The picture was a racked-focus shot of a double hung window. She pointed at the top pane. ‘See that smudge right there? That smudge was made by a man’s nose.’


It was clear that Matthews recognized the location, and the window. He said nothing. His hands began to tremble.


‘They tell me that the tip of a man’s nose is as unique as his fingerprints,’ she said. ‘No two alike in the entirety of the world. Ain’t that something?’


She had no idea if this were true or not, but sweet Jesus in a gold Corvette it sounded good.


‘Of course, it would be higher up on the window if you were wearing your lifts, but you weren’t wearing them on the night in question. No, sir. You were wearing your running shoes. A pair of size nine Asics purchased from the Shoe Barn in Eastlake.’


Matthews opened his mouth but, for a few seconds, nothing came out. ‘How did you—’


‘Running shoes for a man running afoul of the law. What you did was, you stood on the back porch – this one right here, at 5665 Cheshire Lane – and you peeked in the window. You always peek for awhile, don’t you? Then you broke down the back door and you attacked Miss Wanda Chester.’


As Elton Matthews made a slow move for his weapon, a Buck knife he kept in a sheath at the small of his back, she edged over the hem on her suit coat to reveal the SIG-Sauer holstered on her hip. Right next to that was her badge. She’d considered packing her Beretta, but that was a more elegant weapon, as firearms go, and she reserved it for formal affairs.


When Elton Matthews saw the firearm his eyes got appropriately wide. His hand stopped halfway to the sheath. Moments later two mammoth shadows drew across the table.


For so many reasons, she had requested the Reese twins for this detail. Deputies Dale and Donald Reese – Dale had the sideburns, Donnie had the mustache, it was the only way to keep them straight, seeing as their nametags both read d reese – clocked in at somewhere north of six-foot-two each, and close to five-hundred pounds total. They weren’t too good in a sprint, but they were all-state when it came to grappling.


Chief of Police Ivy Lee Holgrave was hoping Elton Matthews would insist on a grapple. He did not disappoint.


After Dale Reese carefully slipped the knife from the man’s waistband, Donnie Reese took the suspect to the ground. Hard. During the process, Elton’s pulled pork went flying, as the story would be told later that night. Ivy stepped back, checked the front of her suit. It was her working best, purchased at the Calvin Klein outlet store at Aurora Farms. There was not a drop of barbecue sauce on her. This day was getting better and better.


Donnie cuffed the man, then he and Dale lifted Elton Matthews to his feet like an empty bag of Doritos.


‘Elton Thomas Matthews, I am arresting you for the aggravated sexual battery of Wanda Marie Chester,’ Ivy said. ‘You have the right to remain silent.’


Matthews remained so, to Ivy’s delight. She leaned close to the man’s right ear.


‘Not sure if they’ll let you bring your Secret Tall lifts with you to state prison,’ she said. ‘Not to worry, though. I’m thinking you’re going to have your dance card pretty full. Good looking man such as yourself.’


Elton Matthews just stared at the middle distance. Apparently, he’d had the sass punched out of him.


‘Boys?’ Ivy asked.


‘Yes, ma’am?’ Dale and Donnie answered in unison.


God she loved the Reese brothers. She’d hire them away from the Sheriff’s office if she had the budget.


‘Please take out the trash.’


The Abbeville Police Department was located in six rooms behind the village library on the east side of the town square. A marked door off the parking lot gave way to a short hallway, and a bulletproof Plexiglas window and security drawer to the left. At least, bulletproof was the prevailing theory. In all the time since it had been installed – forty-six years next spring – it had never been tested.


The steel door at the end of the hallway opened with a keypad entry code, and led to a small meeting area. To the right was a battered desk for the duty officer; a hard right led to the village’s only holding cell.


To the left of the entryway was a cramped coffee room which served as a storage area for the detritus of police work. Ivy had petitioned six years running at the town council meetings for either the funds to put an addition on the station, or funds to rent a secure storage facility. Not a penny so far.


At the back of the station, in what was no more than a large windowless cubicle, was the chief’s office, such as it was. Being a bit claustrophobic, upon getting the job, Ivy had immediately bought some framed posters of sunny settings, travel placards for Bermuda, Fiji, and Cancun.


Since buying the posters at a flea market Ivy had not set toe number one on tropical sand. Maybe she’d go this winter, she thought, or perhaps the ghost of Paul Newman would walk into this dreary place, sweep her off her feet, and take her to Ibiza.


Neither scenario seemed likely.


When Ivy returned to her office it was just after 7 p.m. She made herself a pot of coffee, her stomach rebelling at having been exposed to the bounty at the Rivertown Buffet and not eating a bite of it.


She finished her report on the arrest of Elton Matthews and checked the day’s activity. With a population of just over two thousand, Abbeville supported three full-time officers, and three part-timers. The two patrol officers on duty this day had responded to seven calls ranging from a domestic disturbance on Martinsville Road, and a break-in at the Culpepper farm on Route 87. Ivy made note of this call, as there had been a few more break-ins at remote farmhouses of late.
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