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For my Father





Grateful acknowledgement is made for permission to reprint from the following copyrighted work:



Extract from ‘For the Time Being’ by W. H. Auden (Collected Poems) reprinted by permission of Faber & Faber Ltd, 3 Queen Square, London WC1N 3AU



Part One

Alone, alone, about a dreadful wood
Of conscious evil runs a lost mankind,
Dreading to find its Father.

W.H. Auden, For the Time Being



Prologue

The Dodge Intrepid stood beneath a stand of firs, its windshield facing out to sea, the lights off, the key in the ignition to keep the heater running. No snow had fallen this far south, not yet, but there was frost on the ground. From nearby came the sound of the waves breaking on Ferry Beach, the only sound to disturb the stillness of this Maine winter night. A floating jetty bobbed close to the shore, lobster pots piled high upon it. Four boats lay shrouded in tarpaulin behind the red wooden boathouse, and a catamaran was tied down close to the public access boat ramp. Otherwise, the parking lot was empty.

The passenger door opened and Chester Nash climbed quickly into the car, his teeth chattering and his long brown coat drawn tightly around him. Chester was small and wiry, with long dark hair and a sliver of a moustache on his upper lip that stretched down beyond the corners of his mouth. He thought the moustache made him look dashing. Everyone else thought it made him look mournful, ergo Cheerful Chester. If there was one thing guaranteed to make Chester Nash mad, it was people calling him Cheerful Chester. He had once stuck his gun in Paulie Block’s mouth for calling him Cheerful Chester. Paulie Block had almost ripped his arm off for doing it, although, as he explained to Cheerful Chester while he slapped him repeatedly across the head with hands as big as shovels, he understood the reason why Chester had done it. Reasons just didn’t excuse everything, that was all.

‘I hope you washed your hands,’ said Paulie Block, who sat in the driver’s seat of the Dodge, maybe wondering why Chester couldn’t have taken a leak earlier like any normal individual instead of insisting on pissing against a tree in the woods by the shore and letting all of the heat out of the car while he did it.

‘Man, it’s cold,’ said Chester. ‘This is the coldest goddamn place I have ever been in my whole goddamn life. My meat nearly froze out there. Any colder, I’d a pissed ice cubes.’

Paulie Block took a long drag on his cigarette and watched as the tip flared briefly red before returning to grey ash. Paulie Block was aptly named. He was six-three, weighed two-eighty and had a face that looked like it had been used to shunt trains. He made the interior of the car look cramped just by being there. All things considered, Paulie Block could have made Giants Stadium look cramped just by being there.

Chester glanced at the digital clock on the dash, the green numerals seeming to hang suspended in the dark.

‘They’re late,’ he said.

‘They’ll be here,’ said Paulie. ‘They’ll be here.’

He returned to his cigarette and stared out to sea. He probably didn’t look too hard. There was nothing to be seen, just blackness and the lights of Old Orchard Beach beyond. Beside him, Chester Nash began playing with a Game Boy.

Outside, the wind blew and the waves washed rhythmically on the beach, and the sound of their voices carried over the cold ground to where others were watching, and listening.



‘… Subject Two is back in vehicle. Man, it’s cold,’ said FBI Special Agent Dale Nutley, unconsciously repeating the words that he had just heard Chester Nash speak. A parabolic microphone stood beside him, positioned close to a small gap in the wall of the boathouse. Next to it, a voice-activated Nagra tape recorder whirred softly and a Badger Mk II low-light camera kept a vigil on the Dodge.

Nutley wore two pairs of socks, long Johns, denims, a T-shirt, a cotton shirt, a wool sweater, a Lowe ski jacket, thermal gloves and a grey alpaca hat with two little flaps that hung down over the headphones and kept his ears warm. Special Agent Rob Briscoe, who sat beside him on a tall stool, thought the alpaca hat made Nutley look like a llama herder, or the lead singer with the Spin Doctors. Either way, Nutley looked like a clown in his alpaca hat, with its damn flaps to keep his ears warm. Agent Briscoe, whose ears were very cold, wanted that alpaca hat. If it got any colder, he figured he might just have to kill Dale Nutley and take the hat from his dead head.

The boathouse stood to the right of the Ferry Beach parking lot, giving its occupants a clear view of the Dodge. Behind it, a private road followed the shore, leading to one of the summer houses on the Neck. From the lot, Ferry Road snaked back to Black Point Road, leading ultimately to Oak Hill and Portland to the north and Black Point itself to the south. The boathouse windows had received a reflective coating barely two hours before, in order to prevent anyone from seeing the agents inside. There had been a brief moment of apprehension when Chester Nash had peered in the window and tested the locks on the doors before running quickly back to the Dodge.

Unfortunately, the boathouse had no heating, at least none that worked, and the FBI had not seen fit to provide the two special agents with a heater. As a result, Nutley and Briscoe were about as cold as they had ever been. The bare boards of the boathouse were icy to the touch.

‘How long we been here?’ asked Nutley.

‘Two hours,’ replied Briscoe.

‘You cold?’

‘What sort of a stupid question is that? I’m covered in frost. Of course I’m fucking cold.’

‘Why didn’t you bring a hat?’ asked Nutley. ‘You know, you lose most of your body heat through the top of your head? You should have brought a hat. That’s why you’re cold. You should have brought a hat.’

‘You know, Nutley?’ said Briscoe.

‘What?’ said Nutley.

‘I hate you.’

Behind them, the voice-activated recorder whirred softly, taking in the conversation of the two agents through the microphones attached to their jackets. Everything was to be recorded, that was the rule on this operation: everything. And if that included Briscoe’s hatred of Nutley because of his alpaca hat, then so be it.



The security guard, Oliver Judd, heard her before he saw her. Her feet made a heavy, shuffling noise on the carpeted floor and she was speaking softly to herself as she walked. Regretfully, he stood up in his booth and walked away from his TV and the heater that had been blasting warm air onto his toes. Outside, there was a kind of stillness that presaged further snow. There was no wind, though, which was something. It would soon get worse – December always did – but, this far north, it got worse sooner than it did anywhere else. Sometimes, living in northern Maine could be a bitch.

He walked swiftly towards her. ‘Hey, lady, lady! What are you doing out of bed? You’re gonna catch your death.’

The old woman started at the last word and looked at Judd for the first time. She was small and thin but carried herself straight, which gave her an imposing air among the other occupants of St Martha’s Home for the Elderly. Judd didn’t think she was as old as some of the other folks in the home, who were so old that they’d bummed cigarettes from people who died in World War I. This one, though, was maybe sixty at most. Judd figured that if she wasn’t old then she was probably infirm which meant, in layman’s terms, that she was mad, plumb loco. Her hair was silver grey and hung loose over her shoulders and almost to her waist. Her eyes were bright blue and looked straight through Judd and off into the distance. She wore a pair of brown, lace-up boots, a nightgown, a red muffler and a long blue overcoat, which she was buttoning as she walked.

‘I’m leaving,’ she replied. She spoke quietly but with absolute determination, as if it was nothing out of the ordinary that a sixty-year-old woman should try to leave a home for the elderly in northern Maine wearing only a nightdress and a cheap coat on a night when the forecast promised more snow to add to the six inches that already lay frozen on the ground. Judd couldn’t figure out how she had slipped past the nurses’ station, still less almost to the main door of the home. Some of these old folks were cunning as foxes, Judd reckoned. Turn your back on them and they’d be gone, heading for the hills or their old house or off to wed a lover who had died thirty years before.

‘Now you know you can’t leave,’ said Judd. ‘Come on, you got to go back to bed. I’m going to call for a nurse now, so you stay where you are and we’ll have someone down to take care of you before you know it.’

The old woman stopped buttoning her coat and looked again at Oliver Judd. It was then that Judd realised for the first time that she was scared: truly, mortally afraid for her life. He couldn’t tell how he knew, except that maybe some kind of primitive sense had kicked in when she came near him. Her eyes were huge and pleading and her hands shook now that they were no longer occupied with her buttons. She was so scared that Judd began to feel a little nervous himself. Then the old woman spoke.

‘He’s coming,’ she said.

‘Who’s coming?’ asked Judd.

‘Caleb. Caleb Kyle is coming.’

The old woman’s stare was almost hypnotic, her voice trembling with terror. Judd shook his head and took her by the arm.

‘Come on,’ he said, leading her to a vinyl seat beside his booth. ‘You sit down here while I call the nurse.’ Who in hell was Caleb Kyle? The name was almost familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it.

He was dialing the number for the nurses’ station when he heard a noise from behind. He turned to see the old woman almost on top of him, her eyes now narrow with concentration, her mouth set firmly. Her hands were raised above her head and he lifted his eyes to see what she was holding, his face rising just in time to see the heavy glass vase falling towards him.

Then all was darkness.



‘I can’t see a fucking thing,’ said Cheerful Chester Nash. The windows of the car had steamed up, giving Chester an uncomfortably claustrophobic feeling that the huge bulk of Paulie Block did nothing to ease, as he had just told his companion in no uncertain terms.

Paulie wiped the side window with his sleeve. In the distance, headlights raked the sky.

‘Quiet,’ he said. ‘They’re coming.’



Nutley and Briscoe had also seen the headlights, minutes after Briscoe’s radio had crackled into life to inform the agents that a car was on its way down Old County Road, heading in the direction of Ferry Beach.

‘You think it’s them?’ asked Nutley.

‘Maybe,’ replied Briscoe, brushing icy condensation from his jacket as the Ford Taurus emerged from Ferry Road and pulled up alongside the Dodge. Through their ‘phones, the agents heard Paulie Block ask Cheerful Chester if he was ready to rumble. They heard only a click in response. Briscoe couldn’t be certain, but he thought it was the sound of a safety clicking off.



In St Martha’s Home for the Elderly, a nurse placed a cold compress on the back of Oliver Judd’s head. Ressler, the sergeant out of Dark Hollow, stood by with a reserve patrolman, the patrolman still laughing quietly to himself. There was the faintest trace of a fading smile on Ressler’s lips. In another corner stood Dave Martel, the chief of police in Greenville, five miles south of Dark Hollow, and beside him one of the Fisheries and Wildlife wardens from the town.

St Martha’s was technically in the jurisdiction of Dark Hollow, the last town before the big industrial forests began their sweep towards Canada. Still, Martel had heard about the old woman and had come to offer his help in the search if it was needed. He didn’t like Ressler, but liking had nothing to do with whatever action needed to be taken.

Martel, who was sharp, quiet and only Greenville’s third chief since the foundation of the town’s small department, didn’t see anything particularly funny about what had just happened. If they didn’t find her soon, she would die. It didn’t require too much cold to kill an old woman, and there was plenty to spare that night.

Oliver Judd, who had always wanted to be a cop but was too short, too overweight and too dumb to make the grade, knew the Dark Hollow cops were laughing at him. He figured that they probably had a right to laugh. After all, what kind of security guard gets cold-cocked by an old lady? An old lady, what’s more, who now had Oliver Judd’s new Smith & Wesson 625 somewhere on her person.

The search team prepared to move off, headed by Dr Martin Ryley, the director of the home. Ryley was wrapped up tightly in a hooded parka, gloves and insulated boots. In one hand he carried an emergency medical kit, in the other a big Maglite flashlight. At his feet lay a backpack containing warm clothing, blankets and a thermos filled with soup.

‘We didn’t pass her on the way in here, so she’s moving across country,’ Judd heard someone say. It sounded like Will Patterson, the warden, whose wife ran a drugstore in Guilford and who had an ass like a peach waiting to be bitten.

‘It’s all hard going,’ said Ryley. ‘South is Beaver Cove, but Chief Martel didn’t see her on his way up here. West is the lake. Looks like she may be just wandering aimlessly through the woods.’

Patterson’s radio buzzed and he moved away to talk. Almost immediately, he turned back. ‘Plane’s spotted her. She’s about two miles north east of here, moving farther into the forest.’

The two Dark Hollow cops and the warden, accompanied by Ryley and a nurse, moved off, one of the cops shouldering the backpack of clothing and blankets. Chief Martel looked at Judd and shrugged. Ressler didn’t want his help, and Martel wasn’t about to stick his nose in where it wasn’t wanted, but he had a bad feeling about what was happening, a very bad feeling. As he watched the group of five heading into the trees, the first small flurries of snow began to fall.



‘Ho Chi Minh,’ said Cheerful Chester. ‘Pol Pot. Lychee.’

The four Cambodians looked at him coldly. They wore matching blue wool overcoats, blue suits with sombre ties, and black leather gloves on their hands. Three were young, probably no more than twenty-five or twenty-six, Paulie reckoned. The fourth was older, with strands of grey seeping through his slicked-back dark hair. He wore glasses and smoked an unfiltered cigarette. In his left hand, he held a black leather briefcase.

‘Tet. Chairman Mao. Nagasaki,’ continued Cheerful Chester.

‘Will you shut up?’ said Paulie Block.

‘I’m trying to make them feel at home.’

The older guy took a last drag on his cigarette and flicked it toward the beach.

‘When your friend is finished making a fool of himself, perhaps we can begin?’ he said.

‘See,’ said Paulie Block to Cheerful Chester. ‘That’s how wars start.’



‘That Chester sure is an asshole,’ said Nutley. The conversation between the six men carried clearly to them in the chill night air. Briscoe nodded in agreement. Beside him, Nutley adjusted the camera to zoom in on the case in the Cambodian’s hand, clicked off a frame, then pulled back a little to take in Paulie Block, the Cambodian and the case. Their brief was to watch, listen and record. No interference. The interference part would come later, as soon as all of this – whatever ‘this’ was, since all they had was the meeting point – could be traced back to Tony Celli in Boston. A car containing two other agents was waiting to pick up the Dodge at Oak Hill, while a second car would follow the Cambodians.

Briscoe picked up a Night Hawk scope and trained it on Cheerful Chester Nash.

‘You see anything unusual about Chester’s coat?’ he said.

Nutley moved the camera a little to the left.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Wait. It looks like it’s fifty years old. He doesn’t have his hands in his pockets. He’s got them in those slits below the breast. Pretty awkward way to keep warm, don’t you think?’

‘Yeah,’ said Briscoe. ‘Real awkward.’



‘Where is she?’ said the older Cambodian to Paulie Block.

Paulie gestured to the trunk of the car. The Cambodian nodded and handed the briefcase to one of his associates. The case was flicked open and the Cambodian held it, facing forward, so that Paulie and Chester could see what was inside.

Chester whistled. ‘Shit,’ he said.



‘Shit,’ said Nutley. ‘There’s a lot of cash in that case.’

Briscoe trained the scope on the notes. ‘Ouch. We’re talking maybe three mil.’

‘Enough to buy Tony Celli out of whatever jam he’s in,’ said Nutley.

‘And some.’

‘But who’s in the trunk?’ asked Nutley.

‘Well, son, that’s what we’re here to find out.’



The group of five moved carefully over the hard ground, their breath puffing white as they went. Around them, the tips of evergreens scraped the sky and welcomed the flakes with their spread branches. The ground here was rocky, and the new snow had made it slick and dangerous. Ryley had already stumbled once, painfully scraping his shin. In the sky above them, they could hear the sound of the Cessna’s engine, one of Currier’s planes from Moosehead Lake, and could see its spotlight picking out something on the ground ahead of them.

‘If this snow keeps up, the plane’s going to have to turn back,’ said Patterson.

‘Nearly there,’ said Ryley. ‘Another ten minutes and we’ll have her.’

A gunshot exploded in the darkness ahead of them, then a second. The light on the plane tilted and started to rise. Patterson’s radio burst out with an angry blast of speech.

‘Hell,’ said Patterson, with a look of disbelief on his face. ‘She’s shooting at them.’



The Cambodian stayed close to Paulie Block as he moved to the rear of the car. Behind them, the younger men pulled back their coats to reveal Uzis hanging from straps on their shoulders. Each kept a hand on the grip, one finger just outside the trigger guard.

‘Open it,’ said the older man.

‘You’re the boss,’ said Paulie, as he inserted the key in the lock and prepared to lift the trunk. ‘Paulie’s just here to open the trunk.’ If the Cambodian had been listening more intently, he would have noticed that Paulie Block said the words very loudly and very distinctly.



‘Gun slits,’ said Briscoe suddenly. ‘Fucking gun slits, that’s what they are.’

‘Gun slits,’ repeated Nutley. ‘Oh, Jesus.’



Paulie Block opened the trunk and stepped back. A blast of heat greeted the Cambodian as he moved forward. In the trunk was a blanket, and beneath it was a recognisably human form. The Cambodian leaned in and pulled the blanket back.

Beneath it was a man: a man with a sawn-off shotgun.

‘What is this?’ said the Cambodian.

‘This is goodbye,’ said Paulie Block, as the barrels roared and the Cambodian jerked with the impact of the shots.



‘Fuck,’ said Briscoe. ‘Move! Move!’ He drew his SIG and ran for the back door, flipping a switch on his handset and calling for the Scarborough backup to move in as he flipped the lock and headed into the night in the direction of the two cars.

‘What about non-interference?’ said Nutley as he followed the older man. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this at all.



Cheerful Chester’s coat flew open, revealing the twin short barrels of a pair of Walther MPK submachine guns. Two of the Cambodians were already raising their Uzis when he pulled the triggers.

‘Sayonara,’ said Chester, his mouth exploding into a grin.

The 9mm parabellums ripped into the three men, tearing through the leather of the briefcase, the expensive wool of their coats, the pristine whiteness of their shirts, the thin shell of their skin. They shattered glass, pierced the metal of the car, pockmarked the vinyl of the seats. It took less than four seconds to empty sixty-four rounds into the three men, leaving them wrinkled and slumped, their warm blood melting the thin layer of frost on the ground. The briefcase had landed face down, some of the tightly packed wads scattering as it fell.

Chester and Paulie saw what they had done, and it was good.

‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ said Paulie. ‘Let’s get the money and get the fuck out of here.’

Behind him, the man with the shotgun, whose name was Jimmy Fribb, climbed from the cramped trunk and stretched his legs, his joints creaking. Chester loaded a fresh clip into one of the MPKs and dumped the other in the trunk of the Dodge. He was just leaning down to pick up the fallen money when the two shouts came almost together.

‘Federal Agents,’ said the first voice. ‘Let me see your hands now.’


The other voice was less succinct, and less polite, but probably strangely familiar to Paulie Block.

‘Get the fuck away from the money,’ it said, ‘or I’ll blow your fucking heads off



The old woman stood in a patch of clear ground, watching the sky. Snow fell on her hair, on her shoulders and on her outstretched arms, the gun clasped in her right hand, her left hand open and empty. Her mouth was gaping and her chest heaved as her aging body tried to cope with its exertions. She seemed not to notice Ryley and the others until they were only thirty feet from her. The nurse hung back behind the others. Ryley, despite Patterson’s objections, took the lead.

‘Miss Emily,’ he said softly. ‘Miss Emily, it’s me, Dr Ryley. We’re here to take you home.’

The old woman looked at him and Ryley suspected, for the first time since they had set out, that the old woman was not mad. Her eyes were calm as she watched him, and she almost grinned as he approached.

‘I’m not going back,’ she said.

‘Miss Emily, it’s cold. You’re going to die out here if you don’t come with us. We’ve brought you blankets and warm clothes and I have a thermos of chicken soup. We’ll get you warm and comfortable, then we’ll bring you safely back.’

The old woman actually smiled then, a broad smile with no humour to it, and no trust.

‘You can’t keep me safe,’ she said softly. ‘Not from him.’

Ryley frowned. He recalled something about the old woman now, an incident with a visitor and a report the night before from one of the nurses after Miss Emily claimed that someone had tried to climb in her window. They’d dismissed it, of course, although Judd had taken to wearing his gun on duty as a result. These old folks were nervous, fearful of illness, of strangers, of friends and relatives sometimes, fearful of the cold, of the possibility of falling, fearful for their meagre possessions, for their photos, for their fading memories.

Fearful of death.

‘Please, Miss Emily, put the gun down and come back with us. We can keep you safe from harm. No one’s going to hurt you.’

She shook her head slowly. Above them, the plane circled, casting a strange white light over the old woman, turning her long grey hair to silver fire.

‘I’m not going back. I’ll face him out here. This is his place, these woods. This is where he’ll be.’

Her face changed then. Behind Ryley, Patterson thought he had never seen an expression of such abject terror. Her mouth curled down at the edges, her chin and lips trembled and then the rest of her body began to shake, a strange, violent quivering that was almost like an ecstasy. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she began to speak.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry …’

‘Please, Miss Emily,’ said Ryley, as he moved toward her. ‘Put the gun down. We have to take you back.’

‘I’m not going back,’ she repeated.

‘Please, Miss Emily, you must.’

‘Then you’ll have to kill me,’ she said simply, as she pointed the Smith & Wesson at Ryley and pulled the trigger.



Chester and Paulie looked first to their left and then to their right. To their left, in the parking lot, stood a tall man in a black jacket with a handset in one hand and a SIG held before him in the other. Behind him stood another, younger man, also holding a SIG, this time in a two-handed grip, with a grey alpaca hat on his head and flaps hanging down over his ears.

To their right, beside a small wooden hut used to collect parking fees during the summer, stood a figure dressed entirely in black, from the tips of his boots to the ski-mask covering his head. He held a Ruger pump-action in his hands and he breathed heavily through the round slit in the mask.

‘Cover him,’ said Briscoe to Nutley. Nutley’s SIG shifted from Paulie Block to the black-garbed figure near the edge of the woods.

‘Drop it, asshole,’ said Nutley.

The Ruger wavered slightly.

‘I said Drop it,’ repeated Nutley, his voice rising to a shout.

Briscoe’s eyes moved briefly to take in the figure with the shotgun. It was all Chester Nash needed. He spun and opened fire with the MPK, hitting Briscoe in the arm and Nutley in the chest and head. Nutley died instantly, his alpaca hat turning red as he fell.

Briscoe opened fire from where he lay on the road, hitting Chester Nash in the right leg and the groin, the MPK tumbling from his hands as he fell. From the woods came the sound of the Ruger opening up and Paulie Block, his gun in his right hand, bucked as he was hit, the window behind him shattering as the shots exited. He slumped to his knees and then fell face down on the ground. Chester Nash tried to reach for the MPK with his right hand, his left hand clasping his injured groin, when Briscoe fired two more shots into him and he ceased moving. Jimmy Fribb dropped his shotgun and raised his hands, just in time to stop Briscoe from killing him.

Briscoe was about to rise when, from in front of him, he heard the sound of a shotgun shell being jacked.

‘Stay down,’ said the voice.

He did as he was told, placing the SIG on the ground beside him. A black-booted foot kicked the gun away, sending it spinning into the undergrowth.

‘Put your hands on your head.’

Briscoe lifted his hands, his left arm aching as he did so, and watched as the masked figure moved towards him, the Ruger still pointing down. Nutley lay on his side close by, his open eyes staring out at the sea. Christ, thought Briscoe, what a mess. Beyond the trees, he could see headlights and hear the sound of approaching cars. The man with the shotgun heard them too, his head twisting slightly as he placed the last of the cash in the briefcase and closed it. Jimmy Fribb used the distraction to make a lunge for the discarded SIG but the gunman killed him before he could reach it, firing a shot into his back. Briscoe tightened his grip on his head, his injured arm aching, and started to pray.

‘Stay flat on the ground and don’t look up,’ he was told.

Briscoe did as he was told, but kept his eyes open. Blood flowed on the ground beneath him and he moved his head slightly to avoid it. When he looked up again, there were headlights in his eyes and the figure in black was gone.



Dr Martin Ryley was forty-eight, and was anxious to see forty-nine. He had two children, a boy and a girl, and a wife called Joanie who cooked him pot roast on Sundays. He wasn’t a very good doctor, which was why he ran an old folks’ home. When Miss Emily Watts fired at him, he hit the ground, covered his head with his hands and began alternately praying and blaspheming. The first shot went somewhere to his left. The second sprayed wet dirt and snow on his face. Behind him, he heard the sound of safety catches clicking off and he shouted: ‘No, leave her, please. Don’t shoot.’

Once again the woods were silent, with only the high buzzing of the Cessna as a distraction. Ryley risked a glance up at Miss Emily. She was crying openly now. Carefully, Ryley rose to his feet.

‘It’s all right, Miss Emily.’

The old woman shook her head. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘It will never be all right.’ And she put the mouth of the Smith & Wesson to her left breast and fired. The impact spun her backwards and to her left, her feet tangling beneath her as she fell and the fabric of her coat igniting briefly from the muzzle flare. She bucked once then lay still upon the ground, her blood staining the earth around her, the snow falling on her open eyes, her body lit by the light from above.

And around her, the woods watched silently, their branches shifting occasionally to allow the passage of the snow.



This is how it began for me, and for another generation: two violent occurrences, taking place almost simultaneously one winter’s night, bound together by a single dark thread that lost itself in tangled memories of distant, brutal acts. Others, some of them close to me, had lived with it for a long, long time, and had died with it. This was an old evil, and old evil has a way of permeating bloodlines and tainting those who played no part in its genesis: the young, the innocent, the vulnerable, the defenceless. It turns life to death and glass to mirrors, creating an image of itself in everything that it touches.

All of this I learned later, after the other deaths, after it became clear that something terrible was happening, that something old and foul had emerged from the wilderness. And in all that would come to pass, I was a participant. Perhaps, looking back into the past, I had always been a participant without ever really understanding how, or why. But that winter, a whole set of circumstances occurred, each incident separate yet ultimately connected. It opened a channel between what had been and what should never have been again, and worlds ended in the collision.

I look back over the years and see myself as I used to be, frozen in former times like a figure in a series of vignettes. I see myself as a young boy waiting for the first sight of my father as he returns from his day’s exertions in the city, his policeman’s uniform now put away, a black gym bag in his left hand, his once muscular form now running a little to fat, his hair greyer than it used to be, his eyes a little more tired. I run to him and he sweeps me up into the crook of his right arm, his fingers closing gently on my thigh, and I am amazed at his strength, at the muscles bunched below his shoulder, his biceps tight and hard. I want to be him, to emulate his achievements and to sculpt my body in his likeness. And when he begins to come apart, when his body is revealed only as the flawed shield for a fragile mind, then I, too, start to fall to pieces.

I see myself as an older boy, standing by my father’s grave, only a handful of policemen straight and tall beside me, so that I too have to be straight and tall. These are his closest friends, the ones who are not ashamed to come. This is not a place where many wish to be seen: there is bad feeling in the city at what has taken place, and only a loyal few are willing to have their reputations frozen in the flare of a newsman’s flashbulb.

I see my mother to my right, coiled in grief. Her husband – the man she has loved for so long is – gone, and with him the reality of him as a kind man, a family man, a father who could sweep his boy into the air like a leaf on the wind. Instead, he will forever be remembered as a murderer, a suicide. He has killed a young man and a young woman, both unarmed, for reasons that no one will ever properly explain, reasons that lay in the depths of those tired eyes. They had taunted him, this thug making the transition from juvenile to adult courts and his middle-class girlfriend with his dirt under her manicured nails, and he had killed them, seeing in them something beyond what they were, beyond even what they might become. Then he had put his gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.

I see myself as a young man, standing at another grave, watching as they lower my mother down. Beside me now is the old man, my grandfather. We have travelled down from Scarborough, Maine – the place to which we fled after the death of my father, the place in which my mother was born – for the funeral, so that my mother can be buried beside my father, as she has always wished, for she has never stopped loving him. Around us, old men and women have gathered. I am the youngest person present.

I see snowfalls in winter. I see the old man grow older. I leave Scarborough. I become a policeman, like my father, like my grandfather. There is a legacy to be acknowledged, and I will not be found wanting. When my grandfather dies, I return to Scarborough and fill in the grave myself, spadefuls of earth carefully falling on the pine casket. The morning sun shines down on the cemetery and I can smell the salt on the air, carried from the marshes to the east and the west. Nearby, a golden-crowned kinglet chases cluster flies, filthy grey vermin that parasitise earthworms by laying their eggs in them and seek shelter from the winter in the chinks and cracks of houses. Above, the first of the Canada geese fly south for the winter, a pair of ravens flanking them like black fighters escorting a flight of bombers.

And as the last patch of wood disappears, I hear the sound of children’s voices coming from the Lil Folks Farm nursery school which borders on the cemetery, the noise of their games high and joyful, and I cannot help but smile, for the old man would have smiled as well.

And then there is one more grave, one more set of prayers read from a tattered book, and this one tears my world apart. Two bodies are lowered down to rest side by side, just as I used to find them resting close to each other when I returned at night to our Brooklyn home, my three-year-old daughter sleeping quietly in the curled quarter-moon of her mother’s form. In one instant, I ceased to be a husband. I ceased to be a father. I had failed to protect them, and they had been punished for my failings.

All of these images, all of these memories, like the forged links of a chain, stretch back into the darkness. They should be put away, but the past is not so easily denied. Things left unfinished, things left unsaid, they all, in the end, come back to haunt us.

For this is the world, and the echo of worlds.


Chapter One

Billy Purdue’s knife bit deeper into my cheek, sending a trickle of blood down my face. His body was pressed hard against mine, his elbows pinning my arms to the wall, his legs tensed against my legs so that I couldn’t go for his groin. His fingers tightened on my neck and I thought:

Billy Purdue. I should have known better …



Billy Purdue was poor, poor and dangerous with some bitterness and frustration added to spice up the pot. The threat of violence was always imminent with him. It hung around him like a cloud, obscuring his judgment and influencing the actions of others, so that when he stepped into a bar and took a drink, or picked up a pool cue for a game, then sooner or later, trouble would start. Billy Purdue didn’t have to pick fights. Fights picked him.

It acted like a contagion, so that even if Billy himself managed to avoid conflict – he generally didn’t seek it, but when he found it he rarely walked away – five would get you ten that he would have raised the testosterone level in the bar sufficiently to cause someone else to consider starting something. Billy Purdue could have provoked a fight at a conclave of cardinals just by looking into the room. Whichever way you considered it, he was bad news.

So far, he hadn’t killed anybody and nobody had managed to kill him. The longer a situation like that goes on, the more the odds are stacked in favour of a bad end, and Billy Purdue was a bad beginning looking for a worse end. I’d heard people describe him as an accident waiting to happen, but he was more than that. He was a constantly evolving disaster, like the long, slow death of a star. His was an ongoing descent into the maelstrom.

I didn’t know a whole lot about Billy Purdue’s past, not then. I knew that he’d always been in trouble with the law. He had a rap sheet that read like a catalogue entry for minor crimes, from disrupting school and petty larceny to DWD, receiving stolen goods, assault, trespassing, disorderly conduct, non-payment of child support … The list went on and on. He was an adopted child and had been through a succession of foster homes in his youth, each one keeping him for only as long as it took the foster parents to realise that Billy was more trouble than the money from social services was worth. That’s the way some foster parents are: they treat the kids like a cash crop, like livestock or chickens, until they realise that if a chicken acts up you can cut its head off and eat it for Sunday dinner, but the options are more limited in the case of a delinquent child. There was evidence of neglect by many of Billy Purdue’s foster parents, and suspicion of serious physical abuse in at least two cases.

Billy had found some kind of home with an old guy and his wife up in the north of the state, a couple who specialised in tough love. The guy had been through about twenty foster kids by the time Billy arrived and, when he got to know Billy a little, maybe he figured that this was one too many. But he’d tried to straighten Billy out and, for a time, Billy was happy, or as happy as he could ever be. Then he started to drift a little. He moved to Boston and fell in with Tony Celli’s crew, until he stepped on the wrong toes and got parcelled back to Maine, where he met Rita Ferris, seven years his junior, and they married. They had a son together, but Billy was always the real child in the relationship.

He was now thirty-two and built like a bull, the muscles on his arms like huge hams, his hands thick and broad, the fingers almost swollen in their muscularity. He had small pig eyes and uneven teeth, and his breath smelt of malt liquor and sourdough bread. There was dirt under his nails and a raised rash on his neck, the heads white, where he had shaved himself with an old, worn blade.

I was given the opportunity to observe Billy Purdue from close quarters after I failed to put an arm-lock on him and he pushed me hard against the wall of his silver Airstream trailer, a run-down thirty-footer out by Scarborough Downs that stank of unwashed clothes, rotting food and stale seed. One of his hands was clasped hard around my neck as he forced me upwards, my toes barely touching the floor. The other held the short-bladed knife that had pierced my skin an inch beneath my left eye. I could feel the blood dripping from my chin.

The arm-lock probably hadn’t been a good idea. In fact, on the scale of good ideas, it ranked somewhere between voting for Ross Perot and invading Russia in the winter. I would have had a better chance of successfully arm-locking the trailer itself; even with all of my strength pulling on it, Billy Purdue’s arm had stayed as rigid and immobile as the statue of the poet in Longfellow Square. While my mind was registering just how bad an idea it had been to go for the lock, Billy had pulled me forward and slapped me hard across the head, open palmed, with his enormous right hand, then pushed me up against the side wall of the trailer, his huge forearms holding my arms in place. My head was still ringing from the blow and my ear ached. I thought my eardrum had burst but then the pressure on my neck started to increase and I realised that I might not have to worry about my eardrum for much longer.

The knife twisted in his hand and I felt a fresh burst of pain. The blood was running freely now, spilling from my chin onto the collar of my white shirt. Billy’s face was almost purple with rage and he was breathing heavily through clenched teeth, spittle erupting as he wheezed out.

He was completely focused on squeezing the life from me as I moved my right hand inside my jacket and felt the cool grip of the Smith & Wesson. I thought I was about to black out when I managed to wrench it free and move my arm enough to stick the muzzle into the soft flesh beneath Billy’s jaw. The red light in his eyes flared briefly and then began to fade. The pressure on my neck eased, the knife slid out of the wound and I slumped to the floor. My throat ached as I pulled shallow, rattling breaths into my starved lungs. I kept the gun on Billy but he had turned away. Now that his tide of rage had begun to ebb he seemed unconcerned about the gun, and about me. He took a cigarette from a pack of Marlboros and lit up. He offered the pack to me. I shook my head and the pain in my ear started raging again. I decided to stop shaking my head.

‘Why’d you put the lock on me?’ asked Billy in an aggrieved tone. He looked at me and there was genuine hurt in his eyes. ‘You shouldn’t have put the lock on me.’

The guy was certainly a character. I drew some more breaths, deeper now, and spoke. My voice sounded hoarse and my throat felt as if someone had rubbed grit into it. If Billy had been less of a child, I might have used the butt of the gun on him.

‘You said you were going to get a baseball bat and beat the living shit out of me, as I recall,’ I said.

‘Hey, you were being rude,’ he said and the red light seemed to glow again for a brief moment. I still had the gun pointed at him and he still didn’t seem concerned. I wondered if he knew something about the gun that I didn’t. Maybe the stench in the trailer was rotting the bullets as we spoke.

Rude. I was about to shake my head again when I remembered my ear and decided that it might be better, all things considered, to keep my head steady. I had come to visit Billy Purdue as a favour to Rita, now his ex-wife, who lived in a small apartment over on Locust Street in Portland with her two-year-old son, Donald. Rita had been granted her divorce six months before and since then Billy hadn’t paid over a nickel of child support. I knew Rita’s family when I was growing up in Scarborough. Her father had died in a botched bank raid in Bangor in ‘83 and her mother had struggled and failed to keep her family together. One brother was in jail, another was on the run from drug charges and Rita’s elder sister was living in New York and had cut off all contact with her siblings.

Rita was slim and pretty and blonde but already the raw deal life had dealt her was taking its toll on her looks. Billy Purdue had never hit her or physically abused her but he was prone to black rages and had destroyed the two apartments in which they had lived during their marriage, setting fire to one after a three-day binge in South Portland. Rita had woken up just in time to get her then one-year-old son out, before hauling Billy’s unconscious body from the apartment and setting off the alarm to evacuate the rest of the building. She filed for divorce the next day.

Now Billy marked time in his bullet-shaped trailer and lived a life that was on nodding terms with poverty. During the winter he did some lumber work, cutting Christmas trees or heading farther north to the timber company forests. The rest of the time he did what he could, which wasn’t a lot. His trailer stood on a patch of land owned by Ronald Straydeer, a Penobscot Indian from Old Town who had settled in Scarborough after returning from Vietnam. Ronald was part of the K-9 corps during the war, leading army patrols down jungle trails with his German shepherd dog Elsa by his side. The dog could smell Vietcong on the wind, Ronald told me, even found freshwater once when a platoon ran dangerously low. When the Americans pulled out, Elsa was left behind as ‘surplus equipment’ for the South Vietnamese army. Ronald had a picture of her in his wallet, tongue lolling, a pair of dog tags hanging from her collar. He figured the Vietnamese ate her as soon as the Americans left, and he never got himself another dog. Eventually, he got Billy Purdue instead.

Billy knew his ex-wife wanted to move to the West Coast and start a new life and that she needed the money Billy owed her to do that. Billy didn’t want her to go. He still believed that he could salvage their relationship, and a divorce and an order preventing him from going within one hundred feet of his ex-wife hadn’t altered this belief.

I had agreed to approach him as a favour to Rita, after she called me and I met her back at her apartment. It was about the time that I told Billy Purdue that she wasn’t coming back to him and that he had a legal obligation to pay her the money she was owed that Billy had gone for the baseball bat and things had fallen apart.

‘I love her,’ he said, puffing on his cigarette and sending twin columns of smoke shooting from his nostrils like the exhalations of a particularly mean-tempered bull. ‘Who’s gonna look out for her in San Francisco?’

I struggled to my feet and wiped some of the blood from my cheek. The sleeve of my jacket came back damp and stained. It was lucky my jacket was black, although the fact that I considered that lucky said a lot about the kind of day I was having.

‘Billy, how can she and Donald survive if you don’t pay her the money the judge told you to pay?’ I replied. ‘How’s she going to get by without that? If you do care about her, then you have to pay her the money.’

He looked at me and then looked at his feet. His toe shifted on the filthy linoleum.

‘Sorry I hurt you, man, but …’ He reached behind his neck and scratched at his dark, unruly hair. ‘You gonna go to the cops?’

If I was going to the cops, I wouldn’t tell Billy Purdue. Billy’s regret was about as genuine as Exxon’s when the Exxon Valdez went down. Plus, if I went to the cops, Billy would be banged up and Rita still wouldn’t get her money. But there was something in his tone when he asked about the cops, something that I should have picked up on but didn’t. His black T-shirt was soaked with sweat, and there was mud caked at the cuffs of his pants. He had so much adrenaline coursing through his system, he made ants look calm. It should have told me that Billy wasn’t concerned about the cops because of some assault beef, or unpaid child support. Hindsight: it’s a wonderful thing.

‘If you pay the cash, I’ll let it go,’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘I ain’t got much. Ain’t got a thousand dollars.’

‘Billy, you owe nearly two thousand dollars. I think you’re missing the point here.’

Or maybe he wasn’t. The trailer was a dump, he drove a Toyota with holes in the floor and he made one hundred, maybe one-fifty, each week hauling junk and lumber. If he had two thousand dollars, he’d be someplace else. He’d also be somebody else, because Billy Purdue was never going to have two thousand dollars to his name.

‘I got five hundred,’ he said eventually, but there was something new in his eyes as he said it, a kind of low cunning.

‘Give it to me,’ I replied.

Billy didn’t move.

‘Billy, if you don’t pay me, the cops are going to come and lock you up until you do pay. If you’re locked up, you can’t make any cash to pay anyone and that looks like a vicious circle to me.’

He considered that for a time, then reached beneath the filthy sofa at the end of the trailer and produced a crumpled envelope. He turned his back to me and counted out five hundred-dollar bills, then replaced the envelope. He handed over the cash with a flourish, like a magician producing someone’s wristwatch after a particularly impressive conjuring trick. The bills were brand new, consecutively numbered. From the look of the envelope, they had left a lot of friends behind.

‘You go to the cash machine over at Fleet Bank, Billy?’ I asked. It seemed unlikely. The only way Billy Purdue would get money from a cash machine was by breaking it out of the wall with a bulldozer.

‘You tell her something from me,’ he said. ‘You tell her that maybe there’s more where this came from, understand? You tell her that maybe I ain’t such a loser no more. You hear me?’ He smiled a knowing smile, the kind of smile someone really dumb shoots at you when he thinks he knows something that you don’t. I figured that if Billy Purdue knew it, then it wasn’t anything I’d want to share. I was wrong.

‘I hear you, Billy. Tell me you’re not still doing work for Tony Celli. Tell me that.’

His eyes retained that gleam of dim cunning, but the smile faltered a little. ‘I don’t know no Tony Celli.’

‘Let me refresh your memory. Tall wiseguy out of Boston, calls himself Tony Clean. Started off running whores, now he wants to run the world. He’s into drugs, porn, shylocking, anything there’s a statute against, so his hopes of a good citizen award are currently so low they’re off the scale.’ I paused. ‘You used to work for him, Billy. I’m asking if you still do.’

He twitched his head as if trying to dislodge water from his ear, then looked away. ‘Y’know, I did stuff, maybe, sometimes, y’know, for Tony. Sure, sure I did. It beat hauling junk. But I ain’t seen Tony in a long time. Long time.’

‘You’d better be telling the truth, Billy, or else a lot of people are going to have some harsh words to say to you.’

He didn’t respond and I didn’t push it. As I took the bills from his hand he moved closer to me and I brought the gun up again. His face was an inch from mine, the muzzle of the gun against his chest.

‘Why are you doing this?’ he asked, and I could smell his breath and see the embers of that red glare flickering into life again. The smile was gone now. ‘She can’t afford no private dick.’

‘It’s a favour,’ I said. ‘I knew her family.’

I don’t think he even heard me.

‘How’s she gonna pay you?’ His head turned to one side as he considered his own question. Then: ‘You fucking her?’

I held his gaze. ‘No. Now back off.’

He stayed where he was, then scowled and moved slowly away. ‘You better not be,’ he said as I backed out of the trailer and into the dark December night.

The money should have alerted me, of course. There was no way Billy Purdue could have come by it honestly, and maybe I should have pushed him on it, but I was sore and just glad to be getting away from him.

My grandfather, who was himself once a policeman, until he found the tree with the strange fruit far to the north, used to tell a joke that was more than a joke.

A guy tells his buddy that he’s heading off to a card game.

‘But it’s crooked,’ protests his buddy.

‘I know,’ says the guy. ‘But it’s the only game in town.’

That joke, a dead man’s joke, would come back to me in the days that followed, as things began to fall apart. Other things that my grandfather had told me came back to me as well, things that were far from jokes for him, although many had laughed at them. Within seventy-two hours of the deaths of Emily Watts and the men at Prouts Neck, Billy Purdue would be the only game in town, and an old man’s fancies would flame into violent being.



I stopped off at the bank at Oak Hill and withdrew two hundred dollars from my account through the automatic teller. The cut beneath my eye had stopped bleeding, but I figured if I tried to clean away the encrusted blood it would start bleeding all over again. I called into Ron Archer’s office on Forest Avenue, where he saw patients two nights a week, and he put in three stitches.

‘What were you doing?’ he asked, as he prepared to give me a shot of anaesthetic. I was going to ask him not to bother, but I figured he’d just think I was playing up to him. Dr Archer was sixty, a handsome, distinguished-looking man with fine silver hair and the kind of bedside manner which made lonely women want him to climb into bed beside them and conduct intimate and unnecessary medical examinations.

‘Trying to get an eyelash out,’ I said.

‘Use eyedrops, you’ll find they don’t hurt as much and you’ll still have an eye afterwards.’

He cleaned the wound with a swab, then leaned over me with the needle. I winced a little as he delivered the shot.

‘That’s the big, brave boy,’ he muttered. ‘If you don’t cry, I’ll give you an M & M when it’s all over.’

‘I’ll bet you were the talk of med school with your doctor-patient wit.’

‘Seriously, what happened?’ he asked, as he began to stitch. ‘Looks like someone stuck a sharp blade into this and you’ve got some bruising coming up on your neck.’

‘I tried to put an arm-lock on Billy Purdue. It wasn’t a big success.’

‘Purdue? The crazy sonofabitch who nearly burned his wife and child to death?’ Archer’s eyebrows shot to the top of his forehead like a pair of startled crows. ‘You must be even more postal than he is.’ He began stitching. ‘You know, as your doctor, I should advise you that if you keep doing dumb things like that you’re likely to need more specialised treatment than I can offer.’ He slipped the needle through once more then cut the thread. ‘Although I imagine you’ll find the transition to senility pretty smooth.’

He stepped back and examined his handiwork proudly. ‘Wonderful,’ he said with a sigh. ‘A lovely piece of embroidery.’

‘If I look in the mirror and find you’ve stitched a little heart on my face, I’ll have to burn your surgery down.’

He wrapped the used needles carefully and dumped them in a protective container. ‘Those stitches will dissolve in a few days,’ he said. ‘And don’t play with them. I know what you kids are like.’

I left him laughing to himself and drove to Rita Ferris’s apartment, close by the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception and the Eastern Cemetery, where the two young fools Burrows and Blythe were buried. They died in an unnecessary naval combat between the American brig Enterprise and the British Boxer, of which they were the respective captains, off Monhegan Island during the War of 1812. They were interred in the Eastern Cemetery after a huge double funeral which paraded through the streets of Portland. Close by them is a marble memorial to Lieutenant Kervin Waters, who was injured in the same battle and took two agonising years to die. He was just sixteen when he was injured, and eighteen when he died. I don’t know why I thought of them as I approached Rita Ferris’s apartment. Maybe, after meeting Billy Purdue, I was acutely conscious of young, wasted lives.

I turned into Locust, passing St Paul’s Anglican on my right and the St Vincent de Paul thrift shop on my left. Rita Ferris’s building was at the end of the street, across from the Kavanagh School. It was a run-down, white three-storey, with stone steps leading up to a door lined on one side with buzzers and apartment numbers and on the other with a row of unlocked mailboxes.

A black woman with a small girl, probably her daughter, opened the door of the building as I approached and looked at me with suspicion. There are comparatively few black people in Maine: in the early nineties, the state was still ninety-nine per cent white. It takes a long time to catch up on that kind of lead, so maybe she was right to be cautious.

I tried to give the woman my best smile to reassure her. ‘I’m here to see Rita Ferris. She’s expecting me.’

If anything, her features hardened even more. Her profile seemed to have been carved from ebony. ‘She’s expecting you, then ring the buzzer,’ she said, as she closed the door in my face. I sighed and rang the buzzer. Rita Ferris answered, the door clicked and I headed up the stairs to the apartment.

Through the closed door of Rita’s second floor apartment I could hear the sound of Seinfeld on the TV and an infant’s soft cough. I knocked twice and the door opened. Rita stood aside to let me in, Donald, dressed in blue rompers, resting on her right hip. Her hair was tied back in a bun and she wore a shapeless blue sweatshirt over blue jeans with black sandals. The sweatshirt was stained with food and child spit. The apartment, small and neat despite the worn furniture, smelt of the child as well.

A woman stood a couple of feet behind Rita. As I watched, she placed a cardboard box filled with diapers, canned food and some fresh produce on the small couch. A plastic bag filled with second-hand clothes and one or two used children’s toys lay on the floor, and I noticed that Rita was holding some bills in her hand. When she saw me, she blushed bright red, crumpled the cash and shoved it into the pocket of her denims.

The woman with her looked at me curiously and, I thought, hostilely. She was probably in her late sixties, with permed silver hair and large brown eyes. She wore a long wool coat, which looked expensive, with a silk sweater and tailored cotton pants beneath it. Gold twinkled discreetly at her ears, her wrists and around her neck.

Rita closed the door behind me and turned to the older woman.

‘This is Mr Parker,’ she said. ‘He’s been talking to Billy for me.’ She slipped her hands into the back pockets of her denims and nodded her head shyly to the older woman. ‘Mr Parker, this is Cheryl Lansing. She’s a friend.’

I stretched out a hand in greeting. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said. After a moment’s hesitation, Cheryl Lansing took my hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong.

‘Likewise,’ she said.

Rita sighed, and decided to elaborate a little on her introduction. ‘Cheryl helps us out,’ she explained. ‘With food and clothes and stuff. We couldn’t get by without her.’

Now it was the older woman’s turn to look uncomfortable. She raised a hand in dismissal and said ‘Hush, child’ once or twice. Then she pulled her coat tightly around her, and kissed Rita lightly on the cheek before turning her attention to Donald. She ruffled his hair, and the infant smiled.

‘I’ll drop in on you again in a week or two,’ she said to Rita.

Rita looked a little pained, as if she felt that she was somehow being rude to her guest. ‘You sure you won’t stay?’ she asked.

Cheryl Lansing glanced at me, and smiled. ‘No, thank you. I have quite a ways to go tonight, and I’m sure you and Mr Parker have a lot to talk about.’

With that, she nodded a goodbye to me, and left. I watched her as she walked down the stairs: social services, I guessed, maybe even someone from St Vincent de Paul. After all, they were only across the street. Rita seemed to guess what I was thinking.

‘She’s a friend, that’s all,’ she said softly. ‘She knew Billy. She knew what he was like, what he’s still like. Now, she tries to make sure that we’re okay.’

She closed and locked the door, then took a look at my eye. ‘Did Billy do that?’

‘We had a misunderstanding.’

‘I’m sorry. I really didn’t think he’d try to hurt you.’ There was genuine concern on her face and it made her seem pretty, despite the dark patches beneath her eyes and the frown lines that were working their way across her features like cracks through old plaster.

She sat down and balanced Donald on her knee. He was a large child, with huge blue eyes and a permanent expression of mild curiosity on his face. He smiled at me, raised a finger, then dropped it again and looked at his mother. She smiled down at him and he laughed, then hiccuped.

‘Can I get you some coffee?’ she asked. ‘I don’t have any beer, otherwise I’d offer you a drink.’

‘Thanks, I don’t drink. I just came by to give you this.’

I handed her the seven hundred dollars. She looked a little shocked, until Donald tried to take a fifty-dollar bill and stick it in his mouth.

‘Uh-uh,’ she said, moving the money beyond his reach. ‘You’re expensive enough to keep as it is.’ She peeled away two fifties and offered them to me.

‘Please, take it,’ she said. ‘For what happened. Please.’

I folded her hand over the money and pushed it gently back towards her.

‘I don’t want it,’ I told her. ‘Like I told you, it’s a favour. I’ve had a talk with Billy. I think he has a little cash right now and maybe he might start coming around to his obligations. If he doesn’t, it may be a matter for the cops.’

She nodded. ‘He’s not a bad person, Mr Parker. He’s just confused, and he hurts a lot inside, but he loves Donnie more than anything in the world. I think he’d do just about anything to keep me from taking him away.’

That was what worried me. That red flame in Billy’s eyes flared up a little too easily, and he had enough rage and resentment inside him to keep it burning for a long, long time.

I stood up to leave. On the floor beside my feet I saw one of Donald’s toys, a red plastic truck with a yellow hood that squeaked when I picked it up and placed it on a chair. The noise briefly distracted Donald, but then his attention returned to me.

‘I’ll drop by next week, see how you are.’ I reached out a finger to Donald and he gripped it in his little fist. I was suddenly seized by an image of my own daughter doing the same thing to me and a terrible sadness welled up inside me. Jennifer was dead now. She had died with my wife at the hands of a killer who believed that they were worthless enough to tear apart and display as a warning to others. He was dead as well, hunted to death in Louisiana, but it didn’t make me feel any better. The books don’t balance that way.

I gently removed my finger from Donald’s grip and patted his head. Rita followed me to the door, Donald once again at her hip.

‘Mr Parker …’ she began.

‘Bird,’ I said, opening the door. ‘That’s what my friends call me.’

‘Bird. Please stay.’ With her free hand, she reached out and touched my cheek. ‘Please. I’m putting Donald to bed now. I got no other way to thank you.’

I carefully removed her hand and kissed her palm. It smelt of hand cream and Donald.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t,’ I said.

She looked a little disappointed. ‘Why not? You don’t think I’m pretty enough?’

I reached out and ran my fingers through her hair, and she leaned her head into my hand.

‘It’s not that,’ I said. ‘It’s not that at all.’

She smiled then, a small smile but a smile nonetheless.

‘Thank you,’ she said and kissed me softly on the cheek. Our reverie was disturbed by Donald, whose face had darkened when I touched his mother and who now began to strike at me with his little hand.

‘Hey!’ said his mother. ‘Stop that.’ But still he struck, until I took my hand away from her.

‘He’s very protective of me,’ she said. ‘I think he thought you were trying to hurt me.’ Donald buried his head in her breast, his thumb in his mouth, and looked out at me with suspicious eyes. Rita stood in the dark hallway as I went down the stairs, framed by the light of the apartment. She lifted Donald’s hand to make him wave goodbye, and I waved back.

It was the last time I saw either of them alive.


Chapter Two

I rose early the day after Rita Ferris spoke to me for the last time. The darkness outside was still and oppressive as I drove to the airport to catch the first commuter flight to New York. There were early reports on the news bulletin of a shooting incident at Scarborough, but the details were still sketchy.

From JFK, I caught a cab, the Van Wyck and Queens Boulevard dense with traffic, to Queens Boulevard and 51st. There was already a small crowd gathered at the New Calvary Cemetery: groups of police in uniform smoking and talking quietly at the gates; women in funeral black, their hair carefully arranged, their makeup delicately applied, nodding solemnly to one another; younger men, some barely out of their teens, uncomfortable in too-tight collars, with cheap, borrowed black ties knotted untidily at their necks, the knots too small, too thin. Some of the cops glanced at me and nodded, and I nodded back. I knew many of them by their last names, but not their first.

The hearse approached from Woodside, three black limousines following, and entered the cemetery. The waiting crowd moved behind in twos and threes as, slowly, we made our way towards the grave. I saw a mound of earth, green matting thrown across it, wreaths and other floral tributes ranged against it. There was a larger crowd here: more police in uniform, others in plain clothes, more women, a sprinkling of children. I spotted some deputy chiefs, an assistant chief, half a dozen captains and lieutenants, all come to pay their last respects to George Grunfeld, the old sergeant in the 30th Precinct, who had finally succumbed to his cancer two years before he was due to retire.

I knew him as a good man, a decent cop in the old mould who had the misfortune to work a precinct which had been plagued for years by rumours of shakedowns and corruption. The rumours eventually became complaints: guns and drugs, mainly cocaine, were routinely confiscated from dealers and resold; homes were raided illegally; threats were made. The precinct, over at 151st Street and Amsterdam Avenue, was investigated. In the end, thirty-three officers, who had been involved in two thousand prosecutions, were convicted, many for perjury. On top of the Dowd incident in the 75th – more arms and cocaine dealing, more payoffs – it made for bad coverage for the NYPD. I guessed that there was more to come: there were whispers that Midtown South was under the gun, the result of an ongoing deal with local prostitutes involving recreational sex for officers on duty.

Maybe that was why so many people had turned out for Grunfeld’s funeral. He represented something good and fundamentally decent, and his passing was something to mourn. I was there for very personal reasons. My wife and child were taken from me in December 1996, while I was still a homicide detective in Brooklyn. The ferocity and brutality of the manner in which they were torn from this world, and the inability of the police to find their killer, caused a rift to develop between me and my fellow officers. The murders of Susan and Jennifer tainted me in their eyes, exposing the vulnerability of even a policeman and his family. They wanted to believe that I was the exception, that somehow, as a drunk, I had brought it on myself, so that they would not have to consider the alternative. In a way, they were right: I did bring it on myself, and on my family, but I had never forgiven them for forcing me to confront this alone.

I resigned from the NYPD barely one month after the deaths. Few people had tried to argue me out of my decision, but one of them was George Grunfeld. He met me one bright Sunday morning at John’s on Second Avenue, close by the UN building. We ate pink grapefruit and English muffins while sitting in a booth by the window, Second Avenue quiet with little traffic and few pedestrians. Slowly, patiently, he listened to my reasons for leaving: my growing ostracisation, the pain of living in a city where everywhere reminded me of what I had lost; and my belief that maybe, just maybe, I could find the man who had taken everything I valued from me.

‘Charlie,’ he said (he never called me Bird), thick grey hair topping a full-moon face, eyes dark like craters, ‘those are all good reasons, but if you quit then you’re alone and there’s a limit to the help anyone can give you. With the force, you still have family, so stay. You’re a good cop. It’s in your blood.’

‘I can’t, I’m sorry.’

‘You leave, and maybe a lot of people will think you’re running away. Some of them will probably be glad that you are, but they’ll hate you for caving in.’

‘Let them. Those ones aren’t worth worrying about anyway.’

He sighed, sipped his coffee. ‘You were never the easiest man to get along with, Charlie. You were too smart, too likely to go off the handle. We all have our demons, but you wore yours on your sleeve. I think you made people nervous, and if there’s one thing a cop doesn’t like, it’s being made to feel nervous. It goes against the grain.’

‘But I don’t make you nervous?’

Grunfeld twisted his mug on the table with his little finger. I could tell that he was debating whether or not to tell me something. What he said when he spoke made me feel a little ashamed, and increased my admiration for him tenfold, if such a thing were possible with a man like this.

‘I have cancer,’ he said quietly. ‘Lymphosarcoma. They tell me I’m going to get real sick in the next year, and I’ve got maybe another year after that.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, the words so small that they were quickly lost in the enormity of what he was facing.

Grunfeld raised a hand and gave a little shrug. ‘I’d like to have more time. I got grandchildren. I’d like to watch them grow. But I’ve watched my own kids grow, and I feel for you because that’s been taken away from you. Maybe it’s the wrong thing to say, but I hope that you get a second chance at that. In the end, it’s the best thing you get in this world.

‘As for you making me nervous, the answer’s no. I got death coming for me, Charlie, and that puts things in perspective. Every day I wake up and thank God that I’m still here and that the pain isn’t too bad. And I go into the 30th, and I take my seat at the muster desk and watch people piss their lives away for nothing, and I envy them every minute they waste. Don’t you go doing that, Charlie, because when you’re angry and grieving and you’re looking for someone to blame, the worst thing you can do is turn on yourself. And the next worst thing is to turn on someone else. That’s where the structure, the routine can help. That’s why I’m still at that desk, because otherwise I’d tear myself and my family to pieces.’

He finished his coffee and pushed the mug away. ‘In the end, you’ll do what you have to do, and nothing I can say will change that. You still drinking?’

I didn’t resent the bluntness of the question, because it contained no deeper implication. ‘I’m trying to quit,’ I said.

‘That’s something, I guess.’ He raised his hand for the check, then scribbled a number on a napkin. ‘My home number. You need to talk, you give me a call.’ He paid the check, shook my hand, and walked out into the sunlight. I never saw him again.

At the graveside, a figure raised its head and I felt its attention focus on me. Walter Cole gave a small nod in my direction, then returned his attention to the priest as he read from a leather-bound prayer-book. Somewhere, a woman cried softly and, in the dark skies above, a hidden jet roared its way through the clouds. And then there were only the low, muted tones of the priest, the soft rustle as the flag was folded, and the final, muffled echo as the first handfuls of earth hit the casket.
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