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ONE


PARDONEZ MOI, MONSIEUR. OU EST LA LUNE?  Alors, mon ancien, la lune est ici, ouvre la Seine, énorme, rouge et humide.



Merci, mon ami, I see it now Et actualment, name of a dog, it is a night for the moon, a night made just for the sharp pleasures of the moonlight, the dance macabre between Dexter of the Dark and some special friend.

But merde alors! The moon is over la Seine? Dexter is in Paris!  Quelle horreur! The Dance is not possible, not in Paris! Here there is no way to find the special friend, no sheltering Miami night, no gentle welcoming ocean waters for the leftovers. Here there are only the taxis, the tourists, and that huge, lonely moon.

And Rita, of course. Rita everywhere, fumbling with her phrase book and folding and unfolding dozens of maps and guidebooks and pamphlets, all promising perfect happiness and, miraculously, delivering it - to her. Only to her. Because her newly wedded Parisian bliss is strictly a solo act, and her newly acquired husband, former high priest of lunar levity - Dexter the Drastically Deferred - can  only marvel at the moon and hold tightly to the impatiently twitching Dark Passenger and hope that all this happy insanity will end soon and send us back to the well-ordered normal life of catching and carving the other monsters.

For Dexter is used to carving freely, with a neat and joyful hand that now must merely clutch at Rita’s and marvel at the moon, savoring the irony of being on a honeymoon, wherein all that is sweet and lunar is forbidden.

And so, Paris. Dexter trudges meekly along in the wake of the Good Ship Rita, staring and nodding where these things are required and occasionally offering a sharp and witty comment, like, ‘Wow,’ and, ‘Uh-huh,’ as Rita trammels through the pent-up lust for Paris that has surged in her all these many years and which now, at last, has found consummation.

But surely even Dexter is not immune to the legendary charms of the City of Light? Surely even he must behold the glory and feel some small synthetic twitch stirring in response, somewhere in the dark and empty pit where a soul should be? Can Dexter truly come to Paris and feel absolutely nothing?

Of course not. Dexter feels plenty; Dexter feels tired, and bored. Dexter feels slightly anxious to find someone to play with sometime soon. The sooner the better, to be perfectly honest, since for some reason Being Married seems to sharpen the appetites somewhat.

But this is all part of the bargain, all part of what Dexter must do in order to do what Dexter does. In Paris, just like at home, Dexter must maintenir le d’guisement. Even the worldly wise French might pause and frown at the thought of a monster in their midst, an inhuman fiend who lives only to tumble the other monsters off the edge into well-earned death. And Rita, in her new incarnation as blushing bride, is the perfect d’guisement for all I truly am. No one could possibly imagine that a cold and empty killer would stumble meekly along behind such a perfect avatar of American tourism. Surely, not mon frère. C‘est impossible.


For the moment, alas, très impossible. There is no hope of  slipping quietly away for a few hours of much deserved recreation. Not here, where Dexter is not known and does not know the ways of the police. Never in a strange and foreign place, where the strict rules of the Harry Code do not apply. Harry was a Miami cop, and in Miami all that he spake was just as he ordained it to be. But Harry spake no French, and French cops are so very unknown to me; the risk is far too high here, no matter how strongly the pulse of darkness may throb in the shadowy back seat.

A shame, really, because the streets of Paris are made for lurking with sinister intent. They are narrow, dark, and possess no logical order that a reasonable person can detect. It’s far too easy to imagine Dexter, wrapped in a cape and clutching a gleaming blade, sliding through these gloomy alleys with an urgent appointment somewhere nearby in one of these same old buildings that seem to lean down at you and demand that you misbehave.

And the streets themselves are so perfect for mayhem, made as they are out of large blocks of stone that, in Miami, would have been pried out long ago and flung through the windshields of passing cars, or sold to a building contractor to make new roads.

But this is not Miami, alas. This is Paris. And so I bide my time, solidifying this vital new phase of Dexter’s disguise, hoping to live through only one week more of Rita’s dream honeymoon. I drink the French coffee - weak by Miami standards - and the  vin de table - disturbingly, reminiscently, red as blood - and marvel at my new wife’s capacity for soaking up all that is French. She has learned to blush very nicely as she says, ‘table pour deux, s’il vous plaît,’ and the French waiters instantly understand that this is a brand new two and, almost as if they got together ahead of time and agreed to feed Rita’s romantic fantasies, they smile fondly, bow us to a table, and all but break into a chorus of ‘La vie en rose.’

Ah, Paris. Ah, l’amour.

We spend the days trudging through the streets and stopping at  terribly important map references. We spend the nights in small and quaint eating spots, many of them having the added bonus of some form of French music playing. We even attend a performance of The Imaginary Invalid at the Com’die Franc¸aise. It is performed entirely in French for some reason, but Rita seems to enjoy it.

Two nights later she seems to enjoy the show at Moulin Rouge just as much. She seems, in fact, to enjoy nearly everything about Paris, even riding a boat up and down the river. I do not point out to her that much nicer boat rides are available at home in Miami, boat rides that she has never shown any interest in, but I do begin to wonder what, if anything, she might be thinking.

She assaults every landmark in the city, with Dexter as her unwilling shock troop, and nothing can stand before her. The Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, Versailles, the cathedral of Notre Dame; they all fall to her fierce blonde focus and savage guidebook.

It begins to seem like a somewhat high price to pay for  d’guisement, but Dexter is the perfect soldier. He plods on under his heavy burden of duty and water bottles. He does not complain about the heat, his sore feet, the large and unlovely crowds in their too-tight shorts, souvenir T-shirts and flip-flops.

He does, however, make one small attempt to stay interested. During the Hop-On-Hop-Off Bus Tour of Paris, as the recorded voice drones out, in eight languages, the names of the different fascinating locations with massive historical significance a thought comes unasked-for into Dexter’s slowly suffocating brain. It seems only fair that here in the City of Eternal Accordion Music there is some small cultural pilgrimage available to a long suffering monster, and I know now what it is. At the next stop, I pause at the door of the bus and ask the driver a simple and innocent question.

‘Excuse me,’ I say. ‘Do we go anywhere near the Rue Morgue?’

The driver is listening to an iPod. He pulls one ear bud out with an annoyed flourish, looks me over from head to toe, and raises an eyebrow.

‘The Rue Morgue,’ I say again. ‘Do we go by the Rue Morgue?’

I find myself speaking in the too-loud tones of the American non-linguist, and I stumble to a stop. The driver stares at me. I can hear tinny hip-hop music coming from the dangling ear bud. Then he shrugs. He launches into a brief and passionate explanation of my complete ignorance in very rapid French, pops the ear bud back in, and opens the door to the bus.

I follow Rita off the bus, meek, humble, and mildly disappointed. It had seemed like such a simple thing to make a solemn stop at the Rue Morgue, to pay my respects to an important cultural landmark in the world of Monsters, but it is not to be. I repeat the question later, to a taxi driver, and receive the same answer, and Rita interprets with a somewhat embarrassed smile.

‘Dexter,’ she says. ‘Your pronunciation is terrible.’

‘I might do better in Spanish,’ I say.

‘It wouldn’t matter,’ she says. ‘There is no Rue Morgue.’

‘What?’

‘It’s imaginary,’ she says. ‘Edgar Allen Poe made it up. There is no real Rue Morgue.’

I feel like she has just announced there is no Santa Claus. No Rue Morgue? No happy historical pile of Parisian corpses? How can this be? But it is certain to be true. There is no questioning Rita’s knowledge of Paris. She has spent too many years with too many guidebooks for any possibility of a mistake.

And so I slide back into my shell of dumb compliance, the tiny flicker of interest killed as dead as Dexter’s conscience.

With only three days left before we fly back home to the blessed malice and mayhem of Miami, we come to our Full Day At The Louvre. This is something that has raised mild interest even in me; just because I have no soul does not mean I don’t appreciate art. Quite the opposite, in fact. Art is, after all, all about making patterns in order to create a meaningful impact on the senses. And isn’t this just exactly what Dexter does? Of course, in my case ‘impact’ is a little more literal, but still - I can appreciate other media.
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So it was with at least a small interest that I followed Rita across the huge courtyard of the Louvre and down the stairs into the glass pyramid. She had chosen to go this alone and forsake the tour groups - not out of any distaste for the grungy mobs of gaping, drooling, woefully ignorant sheep who seemed to coalesce around each tour guide, but because Rita was determined to prove that she was a match for any museum, even a French one.

She marched us right up to the ticket line, where we waited for several minutes before she finally bought our tickets, and then we were off into the wonders of the Louvre.

The first wonder was immediately obvious as we climbed out of the admissions area and into the actual museum. In one of the first galleries we came to, a huge crowd of perhaps five large tour groups was clustered around a perimeter marked by a red velvet rope. Rita made a noise that sounded something like ‘Mrmph,’ and reached for my hand to drag me past. As we walked rapidly past the crowd I turned for a look; it was the  Mona Lisa.

‘It’s so tiny,’ I blurted out.

‘And very overrated,’ Rita said primly.

I know that a honeymoon is meant to be a time for getting to know your new lifepartner, but this was a Rita I had never encountered before. The one I thought I knew did not, as far as I could tell, ever have strong opinions, especially opinions that were contrary to conventional wisdom. And yet, here she was calling the most famous painting in the world overrated. The mind boggled; at least, mine did.

‘It’s the Mona Lisa,’ I said. ‘How can it be overrated?’

She made another noise that was all consonants and pulled on my hand a little harder. ‘Come look at the Titians,’ she said. ‘They’re much nicer.’

The Titians were very nice. So were the Reubens, although I did  not see anything in them to explain why they should have a sandwich named for them. But that thought did make me realize I was hungry, and I managed to steer Rita through three more long rooms filled with very nice paintings and into a caf’ on one of the upper levels.

After a snack that was more expensive than airport food and only a little tastier, we spent the rest of the day wandering through the museum looking at room after room of paintings and sculptures. There really were an awful lot of them, and by the time we finally stepped out into the twilit courtyard again my formerly magnificent brain had been pounded into submission.

‘Well,’ I said, as we sauntered across the flagstones, ‘that was certainly a full day.’

‘Oohhh,’ she said, and her eyes were still large and bright, as they had been for most of the day. ‘That was absolutely incredible!’ And she put an arm around me and nestled close as if I had been personally responsible for creating the entire museum. It made walking a bit more difficult, but it was, after all, the sort of thing one did on a honeymoon in Paris, so I let her cling on and we staggered across the courtyard and through the gate into the street.

As we turned the corner a young woman with more facial piercings than I would have thought possible stepped in front of us and thrust a piece of paper into Rita’s hands. ‘Now to see the real art,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow night, eh?’

‘Merci,’ Rita said blankly, and the woman moved past, thrusting her papers at the rest of the evening crowd.

‘I think she probably could have gotten a few more earrings on the left side,’ I said as Rita frowned at the paper. ‘And she missed a spot on her forehead.’

‘Oh,’ said Rita. ‘It’s a performance piece.’

Now it was my turn to stare blankly, and I did. ‘What is?’

‘Oh, that’s so exciting,’ she said. ‘And we don’t have anything to do tomorrow night. We’re going!’

‘Going where?’

‘This is just perfect,’ she said.

And maybe Paris really is a magical place after all. Because Rita was right.




TWO


PERFECTION WAS IN A SMALL AND SHADOWED STREET NOT too far from the Seine, in what Rita breathlessly informed me was the Rive Gauche, and it took the form of a store-front performance space called R’alit’. We had hurried through dinner - even skipping dessert! - in order to get there at 7.30, as the flyer had urged. There were about two dozen people inside when we got there, clustered together in small groups in front of a series of flat-screen TV monitors mounted on the walls. It all seemed very gallery-like, until I picked up one of the brochures. It was printed in French, English and German. I skipped ahead to the English and began to read.

After only a few sentences I felt my eyebrows climbing up my forehead. It was a manifesto of sorts, written with a clunky passion that did not translate well, except possibly into German. It spoke of expanding the frontiers of art into new areas of perception, and destroying the arbitrary line between art and life drawn by the archaic and emasculated Academy. Even though some pioneering work had been done by Chris Burden, Rudolf Schwarzkogler, David  Nebreda and others, it was time to smash the wall and move forward into the twenty-first century. And tonight, with a new piece called  Jennifer’s Leg, we were going to do just that.

It was all extremely passionate and idealistic, which I have always found to be a very dangerous combination, and I would have found it a little funny - except that Someone Else was finding it so, more than a little; somewhere deep in the dungeons of Castle Dexter I heard a soft and sibilant chuckle from the Dark Passenger, and that amusement, as always, heightened my senses and brought me up on point. I mean, really; the Passenger was enjoying an art exhibit?

I looked around the gallery with a different sort of awareness. The muted whispering of the people clustered by the monitors no longer seemed to be the hush of respect toward art. Now I could see an edge of disbelief and even shock in their near-silence.

I looked at Rita. She was frowning as she read, and shaking her head. ‘I’ve heard of Chris Burden, he was American,’ she said. ‘But this other one, Schwarzkogler?’ She stumbled over the name - after all, she had been studying French all this time, not German. ‘Oh,’ she said, and began to blush. ‘It says he, he cut off his own—’ She looked up at the people around the room, staring silently at something or other on the screens. ‘Oh my God,’ she said.

‘Maybe we should go,’ I suggested, as my inner friend’s amusement climbed steadily up the scale.

But Rita had already moved to stand in front of the first screen, and as she saw what it showed her mouth dropped open and began to twitch slightly, as if she was trying and failing to pronounce a very long and difficult word. ‘That’s, that’s, that’s—’ she said.

And a quick look at the screen showed that Rita was right again: it really was.

On the monitor a video clip showed a young woman dressed in an archaic stripper’s costume of bangles and feathers. But instead of the kind of sexually provocative pose the outfit might have called for, she stood with one leg up on the table and, in a short and soundless loop of about fifteen seconds, she brought a whirring table saw down on her leg and threw her head back, mouth wide open in  anguish. Then the clip jumped back to the start and she did the whole thing again.

‘Dear God,’ Rita said, shaking her head. ‘That’s, that’s some kind of trick photography. It has to be.’

I was not so sure. In the first place, I had already been tipped off by the Passenger that something very interesting was going on here. And in the second place, the expression on the woman’s face was quite familiar to me from my own artistic endeavors. It was genuine pain, I was quite sure, real and extreme agony - and yet, in all my extensive research I had never before encountered someone willing to inflict this much of it on themselves. No wonder the Passenger was having a fit of the giggles. Not that I found it funny; if this sort of thing took hold I would have to find a new hobby.

Still, it was an interesting twist, and I might have been more than willing to look at the other video clips under ordinary circumstances. But it did seem to me that I had some kind of responsibility toward Rita, and this was clearly not the sort of thing she could see and still maintain a sunny outlook. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Let’s go get some dessert.’

But she just shook her head and repeated, ‘It has to be a trick,’ and she moved on to the next screen.

I moved with her and was rewarded with another fifteen second loop of the young woman in the same costume. In this one she actually appeared to be removing a chunk of flesh from her leg. Her expression here moved into dumb and endless agony, as if the pain had gone on long enough that she was used to it, but it still hurt. Strangely enough, this expression reminded me of the face of the woman at the end of a movie Vince Masuoka had shown at my bachelor party - I believe it was called Frat House Gang Bang. There was a gleam of ‘I showed you’ satisfaction showing through the fatigue and the pain as she looked down at the six-inch patch between her knee and her shin where all the flesh was peeled off to reveal the bone.

‘Oh my God,’ Rita murmured. And for some reason she continued to the next monitor.

I do not pretend to understand human beings. For the most part I try to maintain a logical outlook on life, which is usually a real disadvantage in trying to figure out what people really think they’re doing. I mean, as far as I could tell, Rita truly was as sweet and pleasant and optimistic as Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. The sight of a dead cat beside the road could move her to tears. And yet here she was, methodically moving through an exhibit that was clearly far worse than anything she had ever imagined. She knew that the next clip would be more of the same, graphic and appalling beyond belief. And yet, instead of sprinting for the exit she was calmly wanting more.

More people drifted in, and I watched them go through the same process of recognition and shock. The Passenger was clearly enjoying things, but to be perfectly truthful I was beginning to think that the whole affair was wearing a little thin. I couldn’t really get into the spirit of the event and gain any sense of fun from the audience’s suffering. After all, where was the point? Okay, Jennifer cut off pieces of her leg. So what? Why bother inflicting enormous pain on yourself when sooner or later Life would certainly get around to doing it for you? What did it prove? What happened next?

Still, Rita seemed determined to make herself as uncomfortable as possible, moving relentlessly from one video loop to the next. I could think of nothing else to do but follow along in her wake, nobly enduring as she repeated, ‘Oh, God. Oh my God,’ at each new horror.

At the far end of the room, the largest clump of people stood looking at something on the wall that was angled so that we could only see the metal edge of the frame. It was clear from their faces that this was a real doozy, the climax of the show, and I was a little impatient to get to it and get things over with, but Rita insisted on seeing every clip along the way first. Each one showed the woman doing ever more dreadful things to her leg, until finally, in the last one, a slightly longer clip which showed her sitting still and staring down at her leg, there was nothing left but smooth white bone between her knee and her ankle. The flesh on the foot was left intact,  and looked very odd at the end of the pale length of bone.

Even odder was the expression on Jennifer’s face, a look of exhausted and triumphant pain that said she had clearly proved something. I glanced again at the program, but I found nothing to say what that something was.

Rita had no apparent insight either. She had fallen into a numb silence, and simply stared at the final clip, watching it three times before shaking her head a last time and moving on as if hypnotized to where the larger group of people stood clustered around the Something in the metal frame at the far end of the room.

It proved to be by far the most interesting piece in the exhibit, the real clincher as far as I was concerned, and I could hear the Passenger chuckling agreement. Rita, for the first time, was unable even to muster another repeat of ‘Oh my God’.

Mounted on a square of raw plywood and set in a steel frame was Jennifer ’s leg bone. The whole thing this time, including everything from the knee down.

‘Well,’ I said. ‘At least we know for sure it isn’t trick photography.’

‘It’s a fake,’ Rita asserted, but I don’t think she believed it.

Somewhere outside in the bright lights of the world’s most glamorous city the church bells were striking the hour. But inside the little gallery there was very little glamour at that moment, and the bells sounded unusually loud - almost loud enough to cover another sound, the sibilance of a small familiar voice letting me know that things were about to get even more interesting, and because I have learned that this voice is almost always right, I turned around to look.

Sure enough, the plot was thickening even as I glanced at the front of the room. As I watched, the door swung open and with a rustle of spangles, Jennifer herself came in.

I had thought the room was quiet before, but it had been Mardi Gras compared to the silence that followed her as she clumped down the length of the room on crutches. She was pale and gaunt. Her stripper’s costume hung loosely from her body, and she walked  slowly and carefully, as if she was not yet used to the crutches. A clean white bandage covered the stump of her newly missing leg.

As Jennifer approached us where we stood in front of the mounted leg bone, I could feel Rita shrink back, away from any possible contact with the one-legged woman. I glanced at her; she was nearly as pale as Jennifer, and she had apparently given up breathing.

I looked back up. Just like Rita had done, the rest of the crowd, with their unblinking eyes fixed on Jennifer, edged away from her path, and she finally came to a halt only a foot in front of her leg. She stared at it for a long moment, apparently unaware that she was depriving an entire roomful of people of oxygen. Then she raised one hand off the crutches, leaned forward, and touched the leg bone.

‘Sexy,’ she said.

Rita fainted.




THREE


WE ARRIVED HOME IN MIAMI ON A FRIDAY EVENING, two days later, and the mean-spirited surge of the crowd in the airport as they cursed and shoved each other around the baggage carousel nearly brought a tear to my eye. Someone tried to walk off with Rita’s suitcase, and then snarled at me when I took it away, and this was all the welcome I needed. It was good to be home.

If any further sentimental greeting was necessary, I got it bright and early on Monday morning, my first day back at work. I stepped off the elevator and bumped into Vince Masuoka. ‘Dexter,’ he said, in what I am sure was a very emotional tone of voice, ‘did you bring doughnuts?’ It was truly heart-warming to realize that I had been missed, and if only I had a heart I am sure it would have been warmed.

‘I no longer eat doughnuts,’ I told him. ‘I only eat croissants.’

Vince blinked. ‘How come?’ he said.

‘Je suis Parisien,’ I replied.

He shook his head. ‘Well, you should have brought doughnuts,’  he said. ‘We got a really weird one out on South Beach this morning, and there’s no place out there to get doughnuts.’

‘Comme c’est tragique!’ I said.

‘Are you gonna stay like this all day?’ he said. ‘’Cause this could be a really long one.’

It was, in fact, a long one, made longer by the mad crush of reporters and other gawkers who already stood three deep at the yellow crime-scene tape strung up around a chunk of beach not too far from the southernmost tip of South Beach. I was already sweating when I worked my way through the crowd and onto the sand, over to where I saw Angel Batista-No-Relation already down on his hands and knees examining something that no one else could see.

‘What’s weird?’ I asked him.

He didn’t even look up. ‘Tits on a frog,’ he said.

‘I’m sure you’re right. But Vince said there’s something weird about these bodies.’

He frowned at something and bent closer to the sand.

‘Don’t you worry about sand mites?’ I asked him.

Angel just nodded. ‘They were killed somewhere else,’ he said. ‘But one of them dripped a little.’ He frowned. ‘But it’s not blood.’

‘How lucky for me.’

‘Also,’ he said, using tweezers to put something invisible into a plastic bag, ‘they got . . .’ He paused here, not for any reason connected with unseen objects, but as if to find a word that wouldn’t frighten me, and in the silence I heard a rising whirr of stretching wings from the dark back seat of the Dexter-mobile.

‘What?’ I said, when I could stand it no longer.

Angel shook his head slightly. ‘They got - arranged,’ he said, and as if a spell had been broken he jerked into motion, sealing his plastic bag, placing it carefully to one side, and then going back down on one knee.

If that was all he had to say on the subject, I would clearly have to go see for myself what all the silence was about. So I walked another twenty feet to the bodies.

Two of them, one male and one female, apparently in their  thirties, and they had not been chosen for their beauty. Both were pale, overweight and hairy. They had been carefully arranged on gaudy beach towels, the kind so popular with tourists from the Midwest. Casually spread open on the woman’s lap was a bright pink paperback novel with the kind of trashy cover that people from Michigan love to carry around on vacation: Tourist Season. A perfectly ordinary married couple enjoying a day at the beach.

To underline the happiness they were supposed to be experiencing, each of them had a semi-transparent plastic mask stuck onto their face and apparently held in place with glue, the kind of mask that gave the wearer’s face a large and artificial smile while still allowing the real features to show through. Miami, the home of permanent smiles.

Except that these two had somewhat unusual reasons to smile, reasons that had my Dark Passenger burbling with what sounded like laughter. These two bodies had been split open from the bottom of the ribcage down to the waist line, and then the flesh had been peeled back to show what was inside. I did not need the surge of hissing hilarity that rose up from my shadowy friend to appreciate that what was inside was just a little bit out of the ordinary.

All of the standard-issue messiness had been removed, which I thought was a very nice start. There was no awful gooey heap of intestines or glistening horrible guts. All the dreadful bloody gunk had been scooped out. The woman’s body cavity had then been neatly and tastefully converted into a tropical fruit basket, the kind that might welcome special guests to a good hotel. I could see a couple of mangoes, papayas, oranges and grapefruits, a pineapple, and of course some bananas. There was even a bright red ribbon attached to the ribcage, and poking up out of the middle of the fruit was a bottle of cheap champagne.

The man had been arranged with a somewhat more casual diversity. Instead of the bright and attractive fruit medley, his emptied gut had been filled with a huge pair of sunglasses, a dive mask and snorkel, a squeeze bottle of sunscreen, a can of insect repellent, and a small plate of pasteles, Cuban pastries. It seemed  like a terrible waste in this sandy wilderness without doughnuts. Propped up on one side of the cavity was some kind of large pamphlet or brochure. I couldn’t see the cover, so I bent over and looked closer; it was ‘The South Beach Swimsuit Calendar’. A grouper’s head peeked out from behind the calendar, its gaping fishy face frozen into a smile eerily similar to the one on the plastic mask glued to the man’s face.

I heard the crunch of feet through the sand behind me and turned around.

‘Friend of yours?’ my sister Deborah asked as she walked over and nodded at the bodies. Perhaps I should say Sergeant Deborah, since my job requires me to be polite to someone who has reached her exalted rank in the police force. And polite I generally am, even to the point of ignoring her snarky remarks. But the sight of what she held in her hand wiped away all my political obligations. Somehow, she had managed to come up with a doughnut - a Bavarian Creme, my favorite - and she took a large bite. It seemed horribly unfair. ‘What do you think, bro?’ she said through a mouthful.

‘I think you should have brought me a doughnut,’ I said.

She bared her teeth in a large smile, which did not help anything, since her gums were lined with chocolate frosting from the doughnut in question. ‘I did,’ she said. ‘But I got hungry and ate it.’

It was nice to see my sister smile, since it was not something she had been doing much of for the last few years; it just didn’t seem to fit in with her cop self-image. But I was not filled with the warm glow of brotherly affection at seeing her - mostly because I was not filled with doughnut, either, and I wanted to be. Still, I knew from my research that the happiness of one’s family was the next best thing, so I put the best possible face on it. ‘I’m very happy for you,’ I said.

‘No you’re not, you’re pouting,’ she said. ‘What do you think?’ And she crammed the last chunk of Bavarian Creme into her mouth and nodded down at the bodies again.

Of all people in the world, Deborah had the right to ask for the  benefit of my special insight into the sick and twisted animals who killed like this, since she was my only relative and I was sick and twisted myself. But aside from the slowly fading amusement of the Dark Passenger, I had no particular clue as to why these two bodies had been arranged like a welcome message from a very troubled civic booster. I listened intently for a long moment, pretending to study the bodies, but I neither heard nor saw anything, except a faint and impatient clearing of the throat from the shadows inside Chateau Dexter. But Deborah was expecting some sort of pronouncement.

‘It seems awfully contrived,’ I managed to say.

‘Nice word,’ she said. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’

I hesitated. I was drawing a blank. Even a true expert like myself has limits, and whatever trauma created the need to turn a pudgy woman into a fruit basket was beyond me and my interior helper.

Deborah looked at me expectantly. I didn’t want to give her any casual chatter that she might take for genuine intuition and charge off in the wrong direction. On the other hand, my reputation required that I offer some kind of learned opinion.

‘It’s nothing definite,’ I said. ‘It’s just that . . .’ And I paused for a moment, because I realized that what I was about to say actually was bona fide perception, and the small encouraging chuckle from the Passenger confirmed it.

‘What, goddamn it?’ Deborah said, and it was something of a relief to see her return to her own cranky normality.

‘This was done with a kind of cold control you don’t see normally,’ I offered.

Debs snorted. ‘Normally?’ she said. ‘Like, what - normal like you?’

I was surprised at the personal turn her remarks were taking, but I let it go. ‘Normal for somebody who could do this,’ I said. ‘There needs to be some passion, some sign that whoever did this was really, uh - feeling the need to do it. Not this. Not just like, what can I do after that’s fun.’

‘This is fun for you?’ she said.

I shook my head, irritated that she was deliberately missing the point. ‘No, it’s not, that’s what I’m trying to say. The killing part is supposed to be fun, and the bodies should reveal that. Instead, the killing wasn’t the point at all, it was just a means to an end. Instead of the end itself . . . Why are you looking at me like that?’

‘Is that what it’s like for you?’ she said.

I found myself somewhat taken aback, an unusual situation for Dashing Dexter, always ready with a quip. Deborah was still coming to terms with what I was, and what her father had done with me, and I could appreciate that it was difficult for her to deal with on a daily basis, especially at work - which for her, after all, involved finding people like me and sending them to Old Sparky.

On the other hand, it was truly not something I could talk about with anything approaching comfort. Even with Deborah, it felt like discussing oral sex with your mother. So I decided to side-step ever so slightly. ‘My point is,’ I said, ‘that this doesn’t seem to be about the killing. It’s about what to do with the bodies afterwards.’

She stared at me for a moment, and then shook her head. ‘I would love to know what the fuck you think that means,’ she said. ‘But even more, I think I would love to know what the fuck goes on in your head.’

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It sounded like a soothing sound the Passenger might make. ‘Look, Debs,’ I said. ‘What I’m saying is, we’re not dealing with a killer - we’re dealing with somebody who likes to play with dead bodies, not live ones.’

‘And that makes a difference?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does he still kill people?’ she asked.

‘It sure looks like it.’

‘And he’ll probably do it again?’

‘Probably,’ I said over a cold chuckle of interior certainty that only I could hear.

‘So what’s the difference?’ she said.

‘The difference is that there won’t be the same kind of pattern. You can’t know when he’ll do it again, or who he’ll do it to, or any  of the things you can usually count on to help you catch him. All you can do is wait and hope you get lucky.’

‘Shit,’ she said. ‘I never was good at waiting.’

There was a little bit of a commotion over where the cars were parked, and an overweight detective named Coulter come scuffling rapidly over the sand to us.

‘Morgan,’ he said.

‘Yeah?’ we both said.

‘Not you,’ he told me. ‘You. Debbie.’

Deborah made a face - she hated being called Debbie. ‘What?’

‘We’re supposed to partner on this,’ he said. ‘Captain said.’

‘I’m already here,’ she said. ‘I don’t need a partner.’

‘Now you do,’ Coulter said. He took a swig from a large soda bottle. ‘There’s another one of these,’ he said, gasping for breath. ‘Over at Fairchild Gardens.’

‘Lucky you,’ I said to Deborah. She glared at me and I shrugged. ‘Now you don’t have to wait.’




FOUR


ONE OF THE GREAT THINGS ABOUT MIAMI HAS ALWAYS been the total willingness of its residents to pave everything. Our fair city began as a sub-tropical garden teeming with wildlife, both animal and vegetable, and after only a very few years of hard work all the plants were gone and the animals were dead. Of course, their memory lingers on in the condo clusters that replace them. It is an unwritten law that each new development is named after whatever was killed to build it. Destroy eagles? Eagle’s Nest Gated Community. Kill off the panthers? Panther Run Planned Living. Simple and elegant, and generally very lucrative.

I don’t mean to suggest by this that Fairchild Gardens was a parking lot where all the Fairchilds and their tulips had been killed. Far from it. If anything, it represented the revenge of the plants. You had to drive past a certain number of Orchid Bays and Cypress Hollows to get there, but when you arrived, you were greeted by a vast natural-looking wilderness of trees and orchids nearly devoid of hedge-clipping humanity. Except for the busloads of tourists, of course. Still, there were actually one or two places where you could  look at a genuine palm tree without seeing neon lights in the background, and on the whole I usually found it a relief to walk among the trees and vegetate far from the hurly-burly.

But this morning, the parking area was overflowing when we arrived, since the gardens had been closed with the discovery of Something Awful, and the crowds of people who had scheduled a visit had backed up at the entrance, hoping to get inside so they could mark it off on their itinerary, and maybe even see something horrible so they could pretend to be shocked. A perfect vacation visit to Miami; orchids and corpses.

There were even two elfin young men with video cameras circulating through the crowd and filming, of all things, the people standing around and waiting. As they moved they called out, ‘Murder in the gardens!’ and other encouraging remarks. Perhaps they had a good parking spot and didn’t want to leave it, since there was absolutely no place left to park anything larger than a unicycle.

Deborah, of course, was a Miami native, and a Miami cop; she pushed her motor-pool Ford through the crowd and parked it right in front of the main entrance to the park, where several other official cars were already parked, and jumped right out. By the time I got out of the car she was already talking to the uniformed officer standing there, a short beefy guy named Meltzer, whom I knew slightly. He was pointing down one of the paths on the far side of the entrance, and Deborah was already headed past him along the trail he had indicated.

I followed as quickly as I could. I was used to tagging along behind Deborah and playing catch-up, since she always rushed onto a crime scene. It never seemed quite politic to point out to her that there was really no need to hurry. After all, the victim wasn’t going anywhere. Still, Deborah hurried, and she expected me to be there to decipher the scene. And so, before she could get lost in the carefully tended jungle, I hurried after her.

I finally caught up to her just as she skidded to a halt in a small clearing off the main trail, an area called Rain Forest. There was a bench where the weary nature lover could pause and recuperate  amid the blooms. Alas for poor panting Dexter, breathing hard now as a result of racing pell-mell after Debs, the bench was already occupied by someone who clearly needed to sit down far more than I did.

He sat beside running water in the shade of a palm tree, dressed in baggy cotton shorts, the flimsy kind that have somehow become acceptable to wear in public recently, and he wore the rubber flip-flops that invariably go with the shorts. He also had on a T-shirt that said, ‘I’m with Butthead’ and he was draped with a camera and pensively clutching a bouquet. Although I say pensively, it was a very different kind of pensiveness, because his head had been neatly removed and replaced with a colorful spray of tropical flowers. Instead of flowers the bouquet consisted of a bright and festive heap of intestines, topped by what was almost certainly a heart and surrounded by an appreciative cloud of flies.

‘Son of a bitch,’ Deborah said and it was hard to argue with her logic. ‘Son of a god damn bitch. Three of ’em in one day.’

‘We don’t know for sure that they’re connected,’ I said carefully, and she glared at me.

‘You want to tell me we got two of these assholes running around at the same time?’ she demanded.

‘It doesn’t seem very likely,’ I admitted.

‘You’re goddamned right it doesn’t. And I’m about to have Captain Matthews and every reporter on the Eastern Seaboard on my ass.’

‘Sounds like quite a party,’ I said.

‘So what am I supposed to tell them?’

‘“We are pursuing a number of leads and hope to have something more definite to tell you shortly,”’ I said.

Deborah stared at me with the look of a large and very angry fish, all teeth and wide eyes. ‘I can remember that shit without your help,’ she said. ‘Even the reporters can remember that shit. And Captain Matthews invented that shit.’

‘What kind of shit would you prefer?’ I asked.

‘The kind of shit that tells me what this is about, asshole.’

I ignored my sister’s term of endearment and looked again at our nature-loving friend. There was an air of studied ease to the position of the body that created a very large contrast to the fact that it was actually a very dead and headless former human being. It had apparently been posed with extreme care, and once again I got the distinct impression that this final diorama was more important than the actual killing had been. It was a little bit disturbing, in spite of the mocking chuckle from the Dark Passenger. It was as if someone admitted they went through all the bother and mess of sex only to smoke a cigarette afterwards.

Equally disturbing was the fact that, as at the earlier scene, I was getting no hints at all from the Passenger, beyond a kind of disconnected and appreciative amusement.

‘What this seems to be about,’ I said hesitatingly, ‘is making some kind of statement.’

‘Statement?’ Deborah said. ‘What kind of statement?’

‘I don’t know.’

Deborah stared at me for a moment longer, then shook her head. ‘Thank God you’re here to help,’ she said and before I could think of some suitable stinging remark in my defense, the forensic team bustled into our peaceful little glen and began to photograph, measure, dust, and peer into all the tiny places that might hold answers. Deborah immediately turned away to talk to Camilla Figg, one of the lab geeks, and I was left alone to suffer in the knowledge that I had failed my sister.

I am sure the suffering would have been terrible if I was capable of feeling remorse, or any other crippling human emotion, but I am not built for it, and so I didn’t feel it - or anything else except hunger. I went back out to the parking area and talked to Officer Meltzer until someone came along who could give me a ride back to the South Beach site. I had left my kit there, and had not even made a start on looking for any blood evidence.

I spent the rest of the morning shuttling back and forth between the two crime scenes. There was very little actual spatter work for me to do, no more than the few small, nearly dry spots in the sand  that suggested the couple on the beach had been killed elsewhere and brought out onto the beach later. I was pretty sure we had all assumed this already, since it was very unlikely that somebody would do all that chopping and re-arranging quite so publicly, so I didn’t bother to mention this to Deborah, who was already in a pointless frenzy, and I didn’t want any more of it aimed at me.

The only real break I got all day was at almost one o’clock, when Angel-no-relation offered to drive me back to my cubicle, and stop along the way at Calle Ocho for lunch at his favorite Cuban restaurant, Habanita. I had a very nice Cuban steak with all the trimmings, and two cafecitas with my flan dessert, and I felt a whole lot better about myself as I headed into the building, flashed my credentials, and stepped into the elevator.

As the elevator doors slid shut I felt a small flutter of uncertainty from the Passenger, and I listened hard, wondering if this was a reaction to the morning’s carnival of carnage, or perhaps the result of too many onions with my steak. But I could get nothing more from it beyond a certain tensing of invisible black wings, very often a sign that things were not what they should be. How this could happen in an elevator I did not know, and I considered the idea that the Passenger ’s recent sabbatical in the face of Moloch might have left it in a mildly dithering and unsettled state. It would not do, of course, to have a less than effective Passenger, and I was pondering what to do about that when the elevator doors opened and all questions were answered.

As if he had known we would be aboard, Sergeant Doakes stood glaring and unblinking at the exact spot where we stood, and the shock was considerable. He had never liked me; had always had the unreasonable suspicion that I was some kind of monster, which of course I was, and he had been determined to prove it somehow. But an amateur surgeon had captured Doakes and removed his hands, feet, and tongue, and although I had endured considerable inconvenience in trying to save him - and really, I did help save most of him - he had decided his new, trimmed-down form was my fault, and he liked me even less.

Even the fact that without his tongue he was now incapable of saying anything that was minimally coherent was no help; he said it anyway, and the rest of us were forced to endure what sounded like a strange new language made up of all ‘G’ and ‘N’ sounds, and spoken with an urgent and threatening delivery that made you look for an emergency exit even while you strained to understand.

So I braced myself for some angry gibberish and he stood there looking at me with an expression that is usually reserved for grand-mother-rapers, and I began to wonder if I could possibly just push past him, but then the elevator doors began to close automatically. Before I could escape back downstairs, Doakes shot out his right hand - actually a gleaming steel claw - and stopped the doors from closing.

‘Thank you,’ I said, and took a tentative step forward. But he did not budge and he did not blink and without knocking him down, I did not see how I could get by.

Doakes kept his unblinking loathing stare on me and brought up a small silver thing about the size of a hardcover book. He flipped it open to reveal that it was a small hand-held computer or PDA and, still without looking away from me, he jabbed at it with his claw.

‘Put it on my desk,’ said a disjointed male voice from the PDA, and Doakes snarled a little more and jabbed again. ‘Black with two sugars,’ the voice said, and he poked again. ‘Have a nice day,’ it said in a very pleasant baritone that should have come from a happy, pudgy white American man, instead of this glowering dark cyborg so bent on revenge.

But at least he finally had to look away, down to the keyboard of the thing he held in his claw, and after staring for a moment at what was clearly a cluster of pre-recorded sentences, he found the right button.

‘I am still watching you,’ said the happy voice. Its cheerful, positive tone should have made me feel very good about myself, but the fact that it was Doakes saying it by proxy somehow spoiled the effect.

‘That’s very reassuring,’ I said. ‘Would you mind watching me get off the elevator?’

For a moment I thought he did mind, and he moved his claw to the keyboard again. But then he remembered that it hadn’t worked out too well before to poke it without looking, so he glanced down, punched a button, and looked up at me as the cheerful voice said, ‘Motherfucker,’ in a tone that made it sound like, ‘Jelly doughnut.’ But at least he moved aside slightly so I could get by.

‘Thank you,’ I said, and because I am sometimes not a very kind person, I added, ‘And I will put it on your desk. Black with two sugars. Have a nice day.’ I stepped past him and headed down the hall, but I could feel his eyes on me all the way down to my cubicle.




FIVE


THE ORDEAL OF THE WORKING DAY HAD BEEN nightmarish enough, from being stranded without doughnuts in the morning all the way through to the terrifying encounter with what was left of Sergeant Doakes, the vocally-enhanced version. Even so, none of this prepared me for the shock of arriving home.

I’d been hoping for the warm and fuzzy glow of a good meal and some down time with Cody and Astor my adopted children - perhaps a game of Kick the Can out in the yard before dinner. But as I pulled up and parked at Rita’s house - now my house, too, which took some getting used to - I was surprised to see the two small tousled heads sitting in the front yard, apparently waiting for me. Since I knew full well that SpongeBob was on TV right now, I could not imagine what would make them do this. So it was with a growing sense of alarm that I climbed out of my car and approached them.

‘Greetings, citizens,’ I said. They stared at me with a matched set of mournful looks, but said nothing. That was to be expected  from Cody, who never spoke more than four words at a time. But for Astor, it was alarming, since she had inherited her mother’s talent for circular breathing, which allowed them both to talk without pausing for air. To see her sit there without speaking was almost unprecedented. So I switched languages and tried again. ‘What up, yo?’ I asked them.
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