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    Part One

  




  

    I am every dead thing . . . I am re-begot

  




  

    Of absence, darknesse, death; things which are not.

  




  

    John Donne, ‘A Nocturnall Upon S. Lucies Day’

  




  

    Prologue

  




  

    It is cold in the car, cold as the grave. I prefer to leave the a/c on full, to let the falling temperature keep me alert. The volume on the radio is low but I can still hear a tune, vaguely insistent over the sound of the engine. It’s early REM, something about shoulders and rain. I’ve left Cornwall Bridge about eight miles behind and soon I’ll be entering South Canaan, then Canaan itself, before crossing the state line into Massachusetts. Ahead of me, the bright sun is fading as day bleeds slowly into night.

  




  

    The patrol car arrived first on the night they died, shedding red light into the darkness. Two patrolmen entered the house, quickly yet cautiously, aware that they were responding to a call from one of their own, a policeman who had become a victim instead of the resort of victims.

  




  

    I sat in the hallway with my head in my hands as they entered the kitchen of our Brooklyn home and glimpsed the remains of my wife and child. I watched as one conducted a brief search of the upstairs rooms while the other checked the living room, the dining room, all the time the kitchen calling them back, demanding that they bear witness.

  




  

    I listened as they radioed for the Major Crime Scene Unit, informing them of a probable double homicide. I could hear the shock in their voices, yet they tried to communicate what they had seen as dispassionately as they could, like good cops should. Maybe, even then, they suspected me. They were policemen and they, more than anyone else, knew what people were capable of doing, even one of their own.

  




  

    And so they remained silent, one by the car and the other in the hallway beside me, until the detectives pulled up outside, the ambulance following, and they entered our home, the neighbours already gathering on their stoops, at their gates, some moving closer to find out what had happened, what could have been visited on the young couple beyond, the couple with the little blonde girl.

  




  

    ‘Bird?’ I ran my hands over my eyes as I recognised the voice. A sob shuddered through my system. Walter Cole stood over me, McGee further back, his face bathed by the flashes of the patrol-car lights but still pale, shaken by what he had seen. Outside there was the sound of more cars pulling up. An EMT arrived at the door, distracting Cole’s attention from me. ‘The medical technician’s here,’ said one of the patrolmen, as the thin, whey-faced young man stood by. Cole nodded and gestured towards the kitchen.

  




  

    ‘Birdman,’ Cole repeated, this time with greater urgency and a harder tone to his voice. ‘Do you want to tell me what happened here?’

  




  

    I pull into the parking lot in front of the flower shop. There is a light breeze blowing and my coat tails play at my legs like the hands of children. Inside, the store is cool, cooler than it should be, and redolent with the scent of roses. Roses never go out of style, or season.

  




  

    A man is bending down, carefully checking the thick, waxy leaves of a small, green plant. He rises up slowly and painfully as I enter.

  




  

    ‘Evening,’ he says. ‘Help you?’

  




  

    ‘I’d like some of those roses. Give me a dozen. No, better make it two dozen.’

  




  

    ‘Two dozen roses, yessir.’ He is heavy-set and bald, maybe in his early sixties. He walks stiffly, hardly bending his knees. The joints of his fingers are swollen with arthritis.

  




  

    ‘Air-conditioning is playing up,’ he says. As he passes by the ancient control unit on the wall, he adjusts a switch. Nothing happens.

  




  

    The store is old, with a long, glass-fronted hot-house along the far wall. He opens the door and begins lifting roses carefully from a bucket inside. When he has counted twenty-four, he closes the door again and lays them on a sheet of plastic on the counter.

  




  

    ‘Gift wrap ’em for ya?’

  




  

    ‘No. Plastic is fine.’

  




  

    He looks at me for a moment and I can almost hear the tumblers fall as the process of recognition begins.

  




  

    ‘Do I know you from someplace?’

  




  

    In the city, they have short memories. Further out, the memories last longer.

  




  

    

      	Supplemental Crime Report

    




    

      	NYPD



      	
Case Number: 96–12–1806


    




    

      	Offence:



      	Homicide

    




    

      	Victim:



      	Susan Parker, W/F


      Jennifer Parker, W/F

    




    

      	Location:



      	1219 Hobart Street, kitchen

    




    

      	Date:



      	
12 Dec 1996  Time: Around 2130 hrs


    




    

      	Means:



      	Stabbing

    




    

      	Weapon:



      	Edged weapon, possibly knife (not found)

    




    

      	Reporting Officer:



      	 Walter Cole, Detective Sergeant

    




    

      	Details:



      	

    


  




  

    On 13 December 1996, I went to 1219 Hobart Street in response to a request by Officer Gerald Kersh for detectives to work a reported homicide.

  




  

    Complainant Detective Second Grade Charles Parker stated he left house at 1900 hrs following argument with wife, Susan Parker. Went to Tom’s Oak tavern and remained there until around 0130 hrs on December 13th. Entered house through front door and found furniture in hallway disturbed. Entered kitchen and found wife and daughter. Stated that wife was tied to kitchen chair but daughter’s body appeared to have been moved from adjacent chair and arranged over mother’s body. Called police at 0155 hrs and waited at scene.

  




  

    Victims, identified to me by Charles Parker as Susan Parker (wife, 33 years old) and Jennifer Parker (daughter, 3 years old), were in kitchen. Susan Parker was tied to a kitchen chair in centre of floor facing door. A second chair was placed beside it, with some ropes still attached to rear struts. Jennifer Parker was lying across her mother, face up.

  




  

    Susan Parker was barefoot and wearing blue jeans and white blouse. Blouse was ripped and had been pulled down to her waist, exposing breasts. Jeans and underwear had been pulled down to her calves. Jennifer Parker was barefoot, wearing a white nightdress with blue flower pattern.

  




  

    I directed Crime Scene Technician Annie Minghella to make a full investigation. After victims were confirmed dead by Medical Examiner Clarence Hall and released, I accompanied bodies to hospital. I observed Dr Anthony Loeb as he used rape kit and turned it over to me. I collected following items of evidence:

  




  

    96–12–1806–M1: white blouse from body of Susan Parker (Victim No. 1)

  




  

    96–12–1806–M2: blue denim jeans from body of Victim 1

  




  

    96–12–1806–M3: blue cotton underwear from body of Victim 1

  




  

    96–12–1806–M4: combings from pubic hair of Victim 1

  




  

    96–12–1806–M5: washings from vagina of Victim 1

  




  

    96–12–1806–M6: scrapings from under Victim 1’s fingernails, right hand

  




  

    96–12–1806–M7: scrapings from under Victim 1’s fingernails, left hand

  




  

    96–12–1806–M8: combings from Victim 1’s hair, right front

  




  

    96–12–1806–M9: combings from Victim 1’s hair, left front

  




  

    96–12–1806–M10: combings from Victim 1’s hair, right rear

  




  

    96–12–1806–M11: combings from Victim 1’s hair, left rear.

  




  

    96–12–1806–M12: white/blue cotton nightdress from body of Jennifer Parker (Victim No. 2)

  




  

    96–12–1806–M13: washings from vagina of Victim 2

  




  

    96–12–1806–M14: scrapings from under Victim 2’s fingernails, right hand

  




  

    96–12–1806–M15: scrapings from under Victim 2’s fingernails, left hand

  




  

    96–12–1806–M16: combings from Victim 2’s hair, right front

  




  

    96–12–1806–M17: combings from Victim 2’s hair, left front

  




  

    96–12–1806–M18: combings from Victim 2’s hair, right rear

  




  

    96–12–1806–M19: combings from Victim 2’s hair, left rear.

  




  

    It had been another bitter argument, made worse by the fact that it followed our lovemaking. The embers of previous fights were stoked back into glowing life: my drinking, my neglect of Jenny, my bouts of bitterness and self-pity. When I stormed from the house, Susan’s cries followed me into the cold night air.

  




  

    It was a twenty-minute walk to the bar. When the first shot of Wild Turkey hit my stomach the tension dissipated from my body and I relaxed into the familiar routine of the drunk: angry, then maudlin, sorrowful, remorseful, resentful. By the time I left the bar only the hard-core remained, a chorus of drunks and sots battling with Van Halen on the juke-box. I stumbled at the door and fell down the steps outside, barking my knees painfully on the gravel at their base.

  




  

    And then I stumbled home, sick and nauseous, cars swerving wildly to avoid me as I swayed on to the road, the faces of the drivers wide with alarm and anger.

  




  

    I fumbled for my keys as I arrived at the door and scraped the white paint beneath the lock as I struggled to insert the key. There were a lot of scrapes beneath the lock.

  




  

    I knew something was wrong as soon as I opened the front door and stepped into the hall. When I had left, the house had been warm, the heating on full blast because Jennifer especially felt the winter cold. She was a beautiful but fragile child, as delicate as a china vase. Now the house was as cold as the night outside, as cold as the grave. A mahogany flower-stand lay fallen on the carpet, the flower-pot broken in two pieces amid its own soil. The roots of the poinsettia it had contained were exposed and ugly.

  




  

    I called Susan’s name once, then again, louder this time. Already the drunken haze was clearing and I had my foot on the first step of the stairs to the bedrooms when I heard the back door bang against the sink unit in the kitchen. Instinctively I reached for my Colt DE but it lay upstairs on my desk, upstairs where I had discarded it before facing Susan and another chapter in the story of our dying marriage. I cursed myself then. Later, it would come to symbolise all of my failure, all of my regrets.

  




  

    I moved cautiously towards the kitchen, the tips of my fingers glancing against the cold wall on my left. The kitchen door was almost closed and I edged it open slowly with my hand. ‘Susie?’ I called as I stepped into the kitchen. My foot slid gently on something sticky and wet. I looked down and I was in Hell.

  




  

    In the florist’s, the old man’s eyes are narrowed in puzzlement. He shakes his finger good-naturedly in front of me.

  




  

    ‘I’m sure I know you from someplace.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so.’

  




  

    ‘You from around here? Canaan, maybe? Monterey? Otis?’

  




  

    ‘No. Someplace else.’ I give him a look that tells him this is a line of inquiry he doesn’t want to pursue and I can see him backing off. I am about to use my credit card but decide not to. Instead, I count out the cash from my wallet and lay it on the counter.

  




  

    ‘Someplace else,’ he says, nodding as if it has some deep, inner meaning for him. ‘Must be a big place. I meet a lot of fellers from there.’

  




  

    But I am already leaving the store. As I pull away, I can see him at the window, staring after me. Behind me, water drips gently from the rose stems and pools on the floor.

  




  

    Supplemental Crime Report Contd.

  




  

    Case Number: 96–12–1806

  




  

    Susan Parker was seated in a pine kitchen chair, facing north towards the kitchen door. Top of the head was ten feet, seven inches from north wall and six feet three inches from east wall. Her arms were pulled behind her back and . . .

  




  

    tied to the bars at the back of the chair with thin cord. Each foot was in turn tied to a leg of the chair, and I thought her face, mostly concealed by her hair, seemed so awash with blood that no skin could be seen. Her head hung back so that her throat gaped open like a second mouth caught in a silent, dark-red scream. Our daughter lay splayed across Susan, one arm hanging between her mother’s legs.

  




  

    The room was red around them, like the stage of some terrible revenger’s tragedy where blood was echoed with blood. It stained the ceiling and the walls as if the house itself had been mortally wounded. It lay thick and heavy on the floor and seemed to swallow my reflection in a scarlet darkness.

  




  

    Susan Parker’s nose had been broken. Injury was consistent with impact against wall or floor. Bloodstain on wall near kitchen door contained fragments of bone, nasal hair and mucus . . .

  




  

    Susan had tried to run, to get help for our daughter and herself, but she had made it no further than the door. Then he had caught her, had grabbed her by the hair and smashed her against the wall before dragging her, bleeding and in pain, back to the chair and to her death.

  




  

    Jennifer Parker was stretched, facing upwards, across her mother’s thighs, and a second pine kitchen chair was positioned beside that of her mother. Cord wrapped around the back of the chair matched marks on Jennifer Parker’s wrists and ankles.

  




  

    There was not so much blood around Jenny, but her nightdress was stained by the flow from the deep cut in her throat. She faced the door, her hair hanging forward, obscuring her face, some strands sticking to the blood on her chest, the toes of her naked feet dangling above the tiled floor. I could only look at her for a moment because Susan drew my eyes towards her in death as she had in life, even amid the wreckage of our time together.

  




  

    And as I looked upon her I felt myself slide down the wall and a wail, half animal, half child, erupted from deep inside me. I gazed at the beautiful woman who had been my wife, and her bloody, empty sockets seemed to draw me in and envelop me in darkness.

  




  

    The eyes of both victims had been mutilated, probably with a sharp, scalpel-like blade. There was partial flensing of the chest of Susan Parker. The skin from the clavicle to the navel had been partially removed, pulled back over the right breast and stretched over the right arm.

  




  

    The moonlight shone through the window behind them, casting a cold glow over the gleaming countertops, the tiled walls, the steel faucets on the sink. It caught Susan’s hair, coated her bare shoulders in silver and shone through parts of the thin membrane of her skin pulled back over her arm like a cloak, a cloak too frail to ward off the cold.

  




  

    There was considerable mutilation of the genital areas of both victims and

  




  

    And then he had cut off their faces.

  




  

    It is darkening rapidly now and the headlights catch the bare branches of trees, the ends of trimmed lawns, clean white mailboxes, a child’s bicycle lying in front of a garage. The wind is stronger now and when I leave the shelter of the trees I can feel it buffeting the car. Now I am heading towards Becket, Washington, the Berkshire Hills. Almost there.

  




  

    There was no sign of forcible entry. Complete measurements and a sketch of the entire room were noted. Bodies were then released.

  




  

    Dusting for fingerprints gave the following results:

  




  

    Kitchen/hall/living room – usable prints later identified as those of Susan Parker (96–12–1806–7), Jennifer Parker (96–12–1806–8) and Charles Parker (96–12–1806–9).

  




  

    Rear door of house from kitchen – no usable prints; watermarks on surface indicate that door was wiped down. No indication of robbery.

  




  

    No prints were developed from tests on victims’ skin.

  




  

    Charles Parker was taken to Homicide and gave statement (attached).

  




  

    I knew what they were doing as I sat in the interrogation room: I had done it so many times myself. They questioned me as I had questioned others before, using the strange, formal locutions of the police interrogation. ‘What is your recollection as to your next move?’ ‘Do you recall in relation to the bar the disposition of the other drinkers?’ ‘Did you notice the condition as to the lock on the rear door?’ It is an obscure, convoluted jargon, an anticipation of the legalese that clouds any criminal proceedings like smoke in a bar.

  




  

    When I gave my statement Cole checked with Tom’s and confirmed that I was there when I said I was, that I could not have killed my own wife and child.

  




  

    Even then, there were whispers. I was questioned again and again about my marriage, about my relations with Susan, about my movements in the weeks coming up to the killings. I stood to gain a considerable sum in insurance from Susan, and I was questioned about that as well.

  




  

    According to the ME, Susan and Jennifer had been dead for about four hours when I found them. Rigor mortis had already taken hold at their necks and lower jaws, indicating that they had died at around 21.30, maybe a little earlier.

  




  

    Susan had died from severing of the carotid artery, but Jenny . . . Jenny had died from what was described as a massive release of epinephrine into her system, causing ventricular fibrillation of the heart, and death. Jenny, always a gentle, sensitive child, a child with a traitor-weak heart, had literally died of fright before her killer had a chance to cut her throat. She was dead when her face was taken, said the ME. He could not say the same for Susan. Neither could he tell why Jennifer’s body had been moved after death.

  




  

    Further reports to follow.

  




  

    Walter Cole, Detective Sergeant.

  




  

    I had a drunk’s alibi: while someone stole away my wife and my child I downed bourbon in a bar. But they still come to me in my dreams, sometimes smiling and beautiful as they were in life and sometimes faceless and bloodied as death left them, beckoning me further into a darkness where love has no place and evil hides, adorned with thousands of unseeing eyes and the flayed faces of the dead.

  




  

    It is dark when I arrive and the gate is closed and locked. The wall is low and I climb it easily. I walk carefully, so as not to tread on memorial stones or flowers, until I stand before them. Even in the darkness, I know where to find them and they, in their turn, can find me.

  




  

    They come to me sometimes, in the margin between sleeping and waking, when the streets are silent in the dark or as dawn seeps through the gap in the curtains, bathing the room in a dim, slow-growing light. They come to me and I see their shapes in the gloom, my wife and child together, watching me silently, ensanguined in unquiet death. They come to me, their breath in the night breezes that brush my cheek and their fingers in the tree branches tapping on my window. They come to me and I am no longer alone.

  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    The waitress was in her fifties, dressed in a tight black mini-skirt, a white blouse and black high heels. Parts of her spilled out of every item of clothing she wore, making her look as if she had swollen mysteriously some time between dressing and arriving for work. She called me ‘darlin” each time she filled my coffee cup. She didn’t say anything else, which was fine by me.

  




  

    I had been sitting at the window for over ninety minutes now, watching the brownstone across the street, and the waitress must have been wondering exactly how long I was planning to stay and if I was ever going to pay the check. Outside, the streets of Astoria buzzed with bargain-hunters. I had even read The New York Times from start to finish without nodding off in-between as I passed the time waiting for Fat Ollie Watts to emerge from hiding. My patience was wearing thin.

  




  

    In moments of weakness, I sometimes considered ditching the New York Times on weekdays and limiting my purchase to the Sunday edition, when I could at least justify buying it on the grounds of bulk. The other option was to begin reading the Post, although then I’d have to start clipping coupons and walking to the store in my bedroom slippers.

  




  

    I remembered a story I heard about the media tycoon Rupert Murdoch and how he approached Bloomingdale’s in the hope of getting its management to advertise in the Post after he took it over in the 1980s. In response, the head of Bloomingdale’s had arched an eyebrow and told him: ‘The problem, Mr Murdoch, is that your readers are our shoplifters.’ I wasn’t a big fan of Bloomingdale’s, but it was a persuasive argument against a subscription to the Post.

  




  

    Maybe in reacting so badly to the Times that morning I was simply killing the messenger. It had been announced that Hansel McGee, a state Supreme Court judge and, according to some, one of the worst judges in New York, was retiring in December and might be nominated to the board of the city’s Health and Hospitals Corporation.

  




  

    Even seeing McGee’s name in print made me ill. In the 1980s, he had presided over the case of a woman who had been raped when she was nine years old by a fifty-four-year-old man named James Johnson, an attendant in Pelham Bay Park who had convictions for robbery, assault and rape.

  




  

    McGee overturned a jury award of $3.5 million to the woman with the following words: ‘An innocent child was heinously raped for no reason at all; yet that is one of the risks of living in a modern society.’ At the time, his judgment had seemed callous and an absurd justification for overturning the ruling. Now, seeing his name before me again after what had happened to my family, his views seemed so much more abhorrent, a symptom of the collapse of goodness in the face of evil.

  




  

    Erasing McGee from my mind, I folded the newspaper neatly, tapped a number on my cellphone and turned my eyes to an upper window of the slightly run-down apartment building opposite. The phone was picked up after three rings and a woman’s voice whispered a cautious hello. It had a sound of cigarettes and booze to it, like a bar door scraping across a dusty floor.

  




  

    ‘Tell your fat asshole boyfriend that I’m on my way to pick him up and he’d better not make me chase him,’ I told her. ‘I’m real tired and I don’t plan on running around in this heat.’ Succinct, that was me. I hung up, left five dollars on the table and stepped out on to the street to wait for Fat Ollie Watts to panic.

  




  

    The city was in the middle of a hot, humid summer spell, which was due to end the following day with the arrival of thunderstorms and rain. Currently, it was hot enough to allow for T-shirts, chinos and overpriced sunglasses or, if you were unlucky enough to be holding down a responsible job, hot enough to make you sweat like a pig under your suit as soon as you left the a/c behind. There wasn’t even a gust of wind to rearrange the heat.

  




  

    Two days earlier, a solitary desk fan had struggled to make an impact on the sluggish warmth in the Brooklyn Heights office of Benny Low. Through an open window I could hear Arabic being spoken on Atlantic Avenue and I could smell the cooking scents coming from the Moroccan Star half a block away. Benny was a minor-league bail bondsman who had banked on Fat Ollie staying put until his trial. The fact that he had misjudged Fat Ollie’s faith in the justice system was one reason why Benny continued to be a minor-league bondsman.

  




  

    The money being offered on Fat Ollie Watts was reasonable and there were things living on the bottom of ponds that were smarter than most bail jumpers. There was a $50,000 bond on Fat Ollie, the result of a misunderstanding between Ollie and the forces of law and order over the precise ownership of a 1993 Chevy Beretta, a 1990 Mercedes 300 SE and a number of well-appointed sports vehicles, all of which had come into Ollie’s possession by illegal means.

  




  

    Fat Ollie’s day started to go downhill when an eagle-eyed patrolman, familiar with Ollie’s reputation as something less than a shining light in the darkness of a lawless world, spotted the Chevy under a tarpaulin and called for a check on the plates.

  




  

    They were false and Ollie was raided, arrested and questioned. He kept his mouth shut but packed a bag and headed for the hills as soon as he made bail in an effort to avoid further questions about who had placed the cars in his care. That source was reputed to be Salvatore ‘Sonny’ Ferrera, the son of a prominent capo. There had been rumours lately that relations between father and son had deteriorated in recent weeks, but nobody was saying why.

  




  

    ‘Fuckin’ goomba stuff,’ as Benny Low had put it that day in his office.

  




  

    ‘Anything to do with Fat Ollie?’

  




  

    ‘Fuck do I know? You want to call Ferrera and ask?’

  




  

    I looked at Benny Low. He was completely bald and had been since his early twenties, as far as I knew. His glabrous skull glistened with tiny beads of perspiration. His cheeks were ruddy and flesh hung from his chin and jowls like melted wax. His tiny office, located above a halal store, smelt of sweat and mould. I wasn’t even sure why I had said I would take the job. I had money: insurance money, money from the sale of the house, money from what had once been a shared account, even some cash from my retirement fund, and Benny Low’s money wasn’t going to make me happier. Maybe it was just something to do.

  




  

    Benny Low swallowed once, loudly. ‘What? Why are you lookin’ at me like that?’

  




  

    ‘You know me, Benny, don’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Fuck does that mean? Course I know you. You want a reference? What?’ He laughed half-heartedly, spreading his pudgy hands wide as if in supplication. ‘What?’ he said, again. His voice faltered and, for the first time, he looked scared. I knew that people had been talking about me in the months since the deaths, talking about things I had done, things I might have done. The look in Benny Low’s eyes told me that he had heard about them, too, and believed that they could be true.

  




  

    Something about Fat Ollie’s flight just didn’t sit right. It wouldn’t be the first time that Ollie had faced a judge on a stolen vehicles rap, although the suspected connection to the Ferreras had forced the bond up on this occasion. Ollie had a good lawyer to rely on, otherwise his only connection to the automobile industry would have come from making license plates on Rikers Island. There was no particular reason for Ollie to run, and no reason why he would risk his life by fingering Sonny over something like this.

  




  

    ‘Nothing, Benny. It’s nothing. You hear anything else, you tell me.’

  




  

    ‘Sure, sure,’ said Benny, relaxing again. ‘You’ll be the first to know.’

  




  

    As I left his office, I heard him mutter under his breath. I couldn’t be sure what he said but I knew what it sounded like. It sounded like Benny Low had just called me a killer like my father.

  




  

    It had taken me most of the next day to locate Ollie’s current squeeze through some judicious questioning, and another fifty minutes that morning to determine if Ollie was with her through the simple expedient of calling the local Thai food joints and asking them if they had made any deliveries to the address in the last week.

  




  

    Ollie was a Thai food freak and, like most skips, stuck to his habits even while on the run. People don’t change very much, which usually makes the dumb ones easy to find. They take out subscriptions to the same magazines, eat in the same places, drink the same beers, call the same women, sleep with the same men. After I threatened to call the health inspectors, an Oriental roach motel called the Bangkok Sun House confirmed deliveries to one Monica Mulrane at an address in Astoria, leading to coffee, The New York Times and a phone-call to wake Ollie up.

  




  

    True to form and dim as a ten-watt bulb, Ollie opened the door of 2317 about four minutes after my call, stuck his head out and then commenced an awkward shambling run down the steps towards the sidewalk. He was an absurd figure, strands of hair slicked across his bald pate, the elasticated waistband of his tan pants stretched across a stomach of awesome size. Monica Mulrane must have loved him a whole lot to stay with him, because he didn’t have money and he sure as hell didn’t have looks. It was strange, but I kind of liked Fat Ollie Watts.

  




  

    He had just set foot on the sidewalk when a jogger wearing a grey sweatsuit with the hood pulled up appeared at the corner, ran up to Ollie and pumped three shots into him from a silenced pistol. Ollie’s white shirt was suddenly polka-dotted with red and he folded to the ground. The jogger, left-handed, stood over him and shot him once more in the head.

  




  

    Someone screamed and I saw a brunette, presumably the by now recently bereaved Monica Mulrane, pause at the door of her apartment block before she ran to the sidewalk to kneel beside Ollie, passing her hands over his bald, bloodied head and crying. The jogger was already backing off, bouncing on the balls of his feet like a fighter waiting for the bell. Then he stopped, returned and fired a single shot into the top of the woman’s head. She folded over the body of Ollie Watts, her back shielding his head. Bystanders were already running for cover behind cars, into stores, and the cars on the street ground to a halt.

  




  

    I was almost across the street, my Smith & Wesson in my hand, when the jogger ran. He kept his head down and moved fast, the gun still held in his left hand. Even though he wore black gloves, he hadn’t dropped the gun at the scene. Either the gun was distinctive or the shooter was dumb. I was banking on the second option.

  




  

    I was gaining on him when a black Chevy Caprice with tinted windows screeched out from a side-street and stood waiting for him. If I didn’t shoot, he was going to get away. If I did shoot, there would be hell to pay with the cops. I made my choice. He had almost reached the Chevy when I squeezed off two shots, one hitting the door of the car and the second tearing a bloody hole in the right arm of the jogger’s top. He spun, firing two wild shots in my direction as he did so, and I could see his eyes were wide and ultra-bright. The killer was wired.

  




  

    As he turned towards the Chevy it sped away, the driver spooked by my shots, leaving Fat Ollie Watts’s killer stranded. He fired off another shot, which shattered the window of the car to my left. I could hear people screaming and, in the distance, the wail of approaching sirens.

  




  

    The jogger sprinted towards an alley, glancing over his shoulder at the sound of my shoes hammering on the road behind him. As I made the corner a bullet whined off the wall above me, peppering me with pieces of concrete. I looked up to see the jogger moving beyond the mid-point of the alley, staying close to the wall. If he got around the corner at the end, I would lose him in the crowds.

  




  

    The gap at the end of the alley was, briefly, clear of people. I decided to risk the shot. The sun was behind me as I straightened, firing twice in quick succession. I was vaguely aware of people at either side of me scattering like pigeons from a stone as the jogger’s right shoulder arched back with the impact of one of my shots. I shouted at him to drop the piece but he turned awkwardly, his left hand bringing the gun up. Slightly off balance, I fired two more shots from around twenty feet. His left knee exploded as one of the hollow points connected and he collapsed against the wall of the alley, his pistol skidding harmlessly away towards some trash cans and black sacks.

  




  

    As I closed on him I could see he was ashen-faced, his mouth twisted in pain and his left hand gripping the air around his shattered knee without actually touching the wound. Yet his eyes were still bright and I thought I heard him giggle as he pushed himself from the wall and tried to hop away on his good leg. I was maybe fifteen feet from him when his giggles were drowned by the sound of brakes squealing behind him. I looked up to see the black Chevy blocking the end of the alley, the window on its passenger side down, and then the darkness within was broken by a single muzzle flash.

  




  

    The gunman bucked and fell forward on the ground. He spasmed once and I could see a red stain spreading across the back of his sweatsuit top. There was a second shot, the back of his head blew a geyser of blood in the air and his face banged once on the filthy concrete of the alley. I was already making for the cover of the trash cans when a bullet whacked into the brickwork above my head, showering me with dust and literally boring a hole through the wall. Then the window of the Chevy rolled up and the car shot off to the east.

  




  

    I ran to where the jogger lay. Blood flowed from the wounds in his body, creating a dark red shadow on the ground. The sirens were close now and I could see onlookers gathered in the sunlight, watching me as I stood over the body.

  




  

    The patrol car pulled up minutes later. I already had my hands in the air and my gun on the ground before me, my permit beside it. Fat Ollie Watts’s killer was lying at my feet, blood now pooled around his head and linked to the red tide that was congealing slowly in the alley’s central gutter. One patrolman kept me covered while his partner patted me down, with more force than was strictly necessary, against the wall. The cop patting me down was young, no more than twenty-three or twenty-four, and cocky as hell.

  




  

    ‘Shit, we got Wyatt Earp here, Sam,’ he said. ‘Shootin’ it out like it was High Noon.’

  




  

    ‘Wyatt Earp wasn’t in High Noon,’ I corrected him, as his partner checked my ID. The cop punched me hard in the kidneys in response and I fell to my knees. I heard more sirens near by, including the tell-tale whine of an ambulance.

  




  

    ‘You’re a funny guy, hot shot,’ said the young cop. ‘Why’d you shoot him?’

  




  

    ‘You weren’t around,’ I replied, my teeth gritted in pain. ‘If you’d been here I’d have shot you instead.’

  




  

    He was just about to cuff me when a voice I recognised said, ‘Put it away, Harley.’ I looked over my shoulder at his partner, Sam Rees. I recognised him from my days on the force and he recognised me. I don’t think he liked what he saw.

  




  

    ‘He used to be a cop. Leave him be.’

  




  

    And then the three of us waited in silence until the others arrived.

  




  

    Two more blue and whites arrived before a mud-brown Nova dumped a figure in plain clothes on the kerb. I looked up to see Walter Cole walking towards me. I hadn’t seen him in almost six months, not since his promotion to lieutenant. He was wearing a long brown leather coat, incongruous in the heat. ‘Ollie Watts?’ he said, indicating the shooter with an inclination of his head. I nodded.

  




  

    He left me alone for a time as he spoke with uniformed cops and detectives from the local precinct. I noticed that he was sweating heavily in his coat.

  




  

    ‘You can come in my car,’ he said, when he eventually returned, eyeing the cop called Harley with ill-concealed distaste. He motioned some more detectives towards him and made some final comments in quiet, measured tones before waving me in the direction of the Nova.

  




  

    ‘Nice coat,’ I said appreciatively, as we walked to his car. ‘How many girls you got in your stable?’

  




  

    Walter’s eyes glinted briefly. ‘Lee gave me this coat for my birthday. Why do you think I’m wearing it in this goddamned heat? You fire any shots?’

  




  

    ‘A couple.’

  




  

    ‘You do know that there are laws against discharging firearms in public places, don’t you?’

  




  

    ‘I know that but I’m not sure about the guy dead on the ground back there. I don’t think the guy who shot him knows either. Maybe you could try a poster campaign.’

  




  

    ‘Very funny. Now get in the car.’

  




  

    I did as he said and we pulled away from the kerb, the onlookers gaping curiously at us as we headed off through the crowded streets.

  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    Five hours had elapsed since the death of Fat Ollie Watts, his girlfriend, Monica Mulrane, and the shooter, as yet unidentified. I had been interviewed by a pair of detectives from Homicide, neither of whom I knew. Walter Cole did not participate. I was brought coffee twice but otherwise I was left alone after the questionings. Once, when one of the detectives left the room to consult with someone, I caught a glimpse of a tall, thin man in a dark linen suit, the ends of his shirt collar sharp as razors, his red silk tie unwrinkled. He looked like a fed, a vain fed.

  




  

    The wooden table in the interrogation room was pitted and worn, caffeine-stamped by the edges of hundreds, maybe thousands, of coffee cups. At the left-hand side of the table, near the corner, someone had carved a broken heart into the wood, probably with a nail. And I remembered that heart from another time, from the last time I sat in this room . . .

  




  

    ‘Shit, Walter . . .’

  




  

    ‘Walt, it ain’t a good idea for him to be here.’

  




  

    Cole looked at the detectives ranged around the walls, slouched on chairs around the table.

  




  

    ‘He’s not here,’ he said. ‘As far as everyone in this room is concerned, you never saw him.’

  




  

    The interrogation room was crowded with chairs and an additional table had been brought in. I was still on compassionate leave and, as it happened, two weeks away from quitting the force. My family had been dead for two weeks and the investigation had so far yielded nothing. With the agreement of Lieutenant Cafferty, soon to retire, Cole had called a meeting of detectives involved in the case and one or two others who were regarded as among the best homicide detectives in the city. It was to be a combination of brainstorm and lecture, the lecture coming from Rachel Wolfe.

  




  

    Wolfe had a reputation as a fine criminal psychologist, yet the Department steadfastly refused to consult her. It had its own deep thinker, Dr Russell Windgate, but, as Cole once put it: ‘Windgate couldn’t profile a fart.’ He was a sanctimonious, patronising bastard but he was also the Commissioner’s brother, which made him a sanctimonious, patronising, influential bastard.

  




  

    Windgate was attending a conference of committed Freudians in Tulsa, and Cole had taken the opportunity to consult Wolfe. She sat at the head of the table, a stern but not unattractive woman in her early thirties, with long, dark-red hair which rested on the shoulders of her dark blue business suit. Her legs were crossed and a blue pump hung from the end of her right foot.

  




  

    ‘You all know why Bird wants to be here,’ continued Cole. ‘You’d all want the same thing, if you were in his place.’ I had bullied and cajoled him to let me sit in on the briefing. I had called in favours I didn’t even have the right to call in, and Walter had relented. I didn’t regret doing what I did.

  




  

    The others in the room remained unconvinced. I could see it in their faces, in the way they shifted their gaze from us, in the shrug of a shoulder and the unhappy twist of a mouth. I didn’t care. I wanted to hear what Wolfe had to say. Cole and I took seats and waited for her to begin.

  




  

    Wolfe lifted a pair of glasses from the table-top and put them on. Beside her left hand, a newly carved heart shone wood-bright. She glanced through some notes, pulled out two sheets from the sheaf and began.

  




  

    ‘Right, I don’t know how familiar you are with all this, so I’ll take it slowly.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Detective Parker, you may find some of this difficult.’ There was no apology in her voice, it was a simple statement of fact. I nodded and she continued. ‘What we’re dealing with here appears to be sexual homicide, sadistic sexual homicide.’

  




  

    I traced the carved heart with the tip of my finger, the texture of the wood briefly returning me to the present. The door of the interrogation room opened and, through the gap, I saw the fed pass by. A clerk entered with a white ‘I Love NY’ cup. The coffee smelt as if it had been brewing since that morning. When I put in the creamer it created only the slightest difference in the colour of the liquid. I sipped it and grimaced.

  




  

    ‘A sexual homicide generally involves some element of sexual activity as the basis for the sequence of events leading to death,’ continued Wolfe, sipping at her coffee. ‘The stripping of the victims and the mutilation of the breasts and genitals indicate a sexual element to the crime, yet we have no evidence of penetration in either victim by either penis, fingers or foreign objects. The child’s hymen was undamaged and there was no evidence of vaginal trauma in the adult victim.

  




  

    ‘We also have evidence of a sadistic element to the homicides. The adult victim was tortured prior to death. Flensing took place, specifically on the front of the torso and the face. Combined with the sexual elements, you’re dealing with a sexual sadist who obtains gratification from excessive physical and, I would think, mental torture.

  




  

    ‘I think he – and I’m assuming it’s a male, for reasons I’ll go into later – wanted the mother to watch the torture and killing of her child before she herself was tortured and killed. A sexual sadist gets his kicks from the victim’s response to torture: in this case, he had two victims, a mother and child, to play off against each other. He’s translating sexual fantasies into violent acts, torture and, eventually, death.’

  




  

    Outside the door of the interrogation room I heard voices suddenly raised. One of them was Walter Cole’s. I didn’t recognise the other. The voices subsided again, but I knew that they were talking about me. I would find out what they wanted soon enough.

  




  

    ‘Okay. The largest focus group for sexual sadists consists of white female adults who are strangers to the killer, although they may also target males and, as in this case, children. There is also sometimes a correspondence between the victim and someone in the offender’s own life.

  




  

    ‘Victims are chosen through systematic stalking and surveillance. The killer had probably been watching the family for some time. He knew the husband’s habits, knew that if he went to the bar then he would be missing for long enough to allow him to complete what he wanted to do. In this case, I don’t think the killer managed that completion.

  




  

    ‘The crime scene is unusual in this case. Firstly, the nature of the crime means that it requires somewhere solitary to give the offender time with his victim. In some cases, the offender’s residence may have been modified to accommodate his victim, or he may use a converted car or van for the killing. In this case, the killer chose not to do this. I think he may like the element of risk involved. I also think he wanted to make, for want of a better term, an “impression”.’

  




  

    An impression, like wearing a bright tie to a funeral.

  




  

    ‘The crime was carefully staged to impact in the most traumatic way on the husband when he returned home.’

  




  

    Maybe Walter had been right. Maybe I shouldn’t have come to the briefing. Wolfe’s matter-of-factness reduced my wife and child to the level of another gruesome statistic in a violent city, but I hoped that she would say something which would resonate inside me and provide some clue to drive the investigation forward. Two weeks is a long time in a murder case. After two weeks with no progress, unless you get very, very lucky, the investigation starts to grind to a halt.

  




  

    ‘This seems to indicate a killer of above-average intelligence, one who likes playing games and gambling,’ said Wolfe. ‘The fact that he appeared to want the element of shock to play a part could lead us to conclude that there was a personal element to what he did, directed against the husband, but that’s just speculation and the general pattern of this type of crime is impersonal.

  




  

    ‘Generally, crime scenes can be classified as organised, disorganised or some mix of the two. An organised killer plans the murder and targets the victim carefully, and the crime scene will reflect this element of control. The victims will meet certain criteria which the killer has set: age, hair colour maybe, occupation, lifestyle. The use of restraints, as we have in this case, is typical. It reflects the elements of control and planning, since the killer will usually have to bring them to the scene.

  




  

    ‘In cases of sexual sadism, the act of killing is generally eroticised. There’s a ritual involved, it’s usually slow, and every effort is made to ensure that the victim remains conscious and aware up to the point of death. In other words, the killer doesn’t want to end the lives of his victims or victims prematurely.

  




  

    ‘Now in this case he didn’t succeed, because Jennifer Parker, the child, had a weak heart and it failed following the release of epinephrine into her system. Combined with her mother’s attempted escape and the damage caused to her face by striking it against the wall, which may have resulted in temporary loss of consciousness, I believe the killer felt he was losing control of the situation. The crime scene moved from organised to disorganised and, shortly after he commenced flensing, his anger and frustration got the better of him and he mutilated the bodies.’

  




  

    I wanted to leave then. I had made a mistake. Nothing could come of this, nothing good.

  




  

    ‘As I said earlier, mutilation of the genitals and breasts is a feature of this type of crime but this case doesn’t conform to the general pattern in a number of crucial ways. I think the mutilation in this case was either a result of anger and loss of control, or it was an attempt to disguise something else, some other element of the ritual which had already commenced and from which the killer was trying to divert attention. In all likelihood, the partial flensing is the key. There’s a strong element of display – it’s incomplete, but it’s there.’

  




  

    ‘Why are you so sure it’s a white male?’ asked Joiner, a black homicide detective with whom I’d worked once or twice.

  




  

    ‘The most frequent perpetrators of sexual sadism are white males. Not women, not black males. White males.’

  




  

    ‘You’re off the hook, Joiner,’ someone said. There was a burst of laughter, an easing of the tension that had built up in the room. One or two of the others glanced at me but for the most part they acted as if I wasn’t there. They were professionals, concentrating on amassing any information that might lead to a greater understanding of the killer.

  




  

    Wolfe let the laughter fade. ‘Research indicates that as many as forty-three per cent of sexual murderers are married. Fifty per cent have children. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that you’re looking for some crazy loner. This guy may be the hero of his local PTA meetings, the coach of the Little League team.

  




  

    ‘He could be engaged in a profession that brings him into contact with the public, so he’s probably socially adept and he may use that to target his victims. He may have engaged in antisocial behaviour in the past, although not necessarily something serious enough to have gotten him a police record.

  




  

    ‘Sexual sadists are often police buffs or weapons freaks. He may try to stay in touch with the progress of the investigation, so watch out for individuals who ring in with leads or who try to trade off information. He also owns a clean, well-maintained car: clean so it doesn’t attract attention, well maintained because he has to be sure he doesn’t get stranded at or near the crime scene. The car could have been modified to allow him to transport victims: the door and window handles in the rear will have been removed, the trunk may have been soundproofed. If you think you have a possible suspect, check the trunk for extra fuel, water, ropes, cuffs, ligatures.

  




  

    ‘If you go for a search warrant, you’ll be looking for any items relating to sexual or violent behaviour: pornographic magazines, videos, low-end true crime stuff, vibrators, clamps, women’s clothing, particularly undergarments. Some of these may have belonged to victims or he may have taken other personal items from them. Look out also for diaries and manuscripts: they may contain details of victims, fantasies, even the crimes themselves. This guy may also have a collection of police equipment and almost certainly has a knowledge of police procedures.’ Wolfe took a deep breath and sat back in her chair.

  




  

    ‘Is he going to do it again?’ asked Cole. There was silence in the room for a moment.

  




  

    ‘Yes, but you’re making one assumption,’ said Wolfe. Cole looked puzzled.

  




  

    ‘You’re assuming this is the first. I take it a VICAP has been done?’

  




  

    VICAP, operational since 1985, was the FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. Under VICAP, a report was completed on solved or unsolved homicides or attempted homicides, particularly those involving abductions, or which were apparently random or motiveless or sexually orientated; missing persons cases, where foul play was suspected; and unidentified dead bodies where the manner of death was known, or suspected to be, homicide. These were then submitted to the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime at the FBI’s academy in Quantico, in an effort to determine if similar pattern characteristics existed elsewhere in the VICAP system.

  




  

    ‘It was submitted.’

  




  

    ‘Have you requested a profile?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but no profile as yet. Unofficially, the MO doesn’t match. The removal of the faces marks it out.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, what about the faces?’ It was Joiner again.

  




  

    ‘I’m still trying to find out more,’ said Wolfe. ‘Some killers take souvenirs from their victims. There may be some kind of pseudo-religious or sacrificial element to this case. I’m sorry, I’m really not sure yet.’

  




  

    ‘You think he could have done something like this before?’ said Cole.

  




  

    Wolfe nodded. ‘He may have. If he has killed before, then he may have hidden the bodies and these killings could represent an alteration in a previous pattern of behaviour. Maybe, after killing quietly and unobtrusively, he wanted to bring himself to a more public arena. He may have wanted to draw attention to his work. The unsatisfactory nature of these killings, from his point of view, may now cause him to go back to his old pattern. Alternatively, he could recede into a period of dormancy, that’s another possibility.

  




  

    ‘But if I was to gamble, I’d say that he’s been planning his next move carefully. He made mistakes the last time and I don’t think he achieved the effect he was looking for. The next time, he won’t make any mistakes. The next time, unless you catch him first, he’s really going to make an impact.’

  




  

    The door of the interrogation room opened and Cole entered with two other men.

  




  

    ‘This is Special Agent Ross, FBI, and Detective Barth from Robbery,’ said Cole. ‘Barth was working the Watts case. Agent Ross here deals with organised crime.’

  




  

    Close up, Ross’s linen suit looked expensive and tailored. Barth, in his JC Penney jacket, looked like a slob by comparison. The two men stood against opposite walls and nodded. When Cole sat, Barth sat as well. Ross remained standing against the wall.

  




  

    ‘Anything you’re not telling us here?’ Cole asked.

  




  

    ‘No,’ I said. ‘You know as much as I do.’

  




  

    ‘Agent Ross believes that Sonny Ferrera was behind the killing of Watts and his girlfriend and that you know more than you’re saying.’ Ross picked at something on the sleeve of his shirt and dropped it to the floor with a look of distaste. I think it was meant to represent me.

  




  

    ‘There was no reason for Sonny to kill Ollie Watts,’ I replied. ‘We’re talking stolen cars and false number plates here. Ollie wasn’t in a position to scam anything worthwhile from Sonny and he didn’t know enough about Sonny’s activities to take up ten minutes of a jury’s time.’

  




  

    Ross stirred and moved forward to sit on the edge of the table. ‘Strange that you should turn up after all this time – what is it? Six, seven months? – and suddenly we’re knee deep in corpses,’ he said, as if he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. He was forty, maybe forty-five, but he looked to be in good condition. His face was heavily lined with wrinkles, which didn’t seem as if they came from a life of laughter. I’d heard a little about him from Woolrich, after Woolrich left New York to become the feds’ Assistant Special Agent in Charge in the New Orleans field office.

  




  

    There was silence then. Ross tried to stare me out, then looked away in boredom.

  




  

    ‘Agent Ross here thinks that you’re holding out on us,’ said Cole. ‘He’d like to sweat you for a while, just in case.’ His expression was neutral, his eyes bland. Ross had returned to staring at me.

  




  

    ‘Agent Ross is a scary guy. He tries to sweat me, there’s no telling what I’ll confess to.’

  




  

    ‘This is not getting us anywhere,’ said Ross. ‘Mr Parker is obviously not co-operating in any way and I—’

  




  

    Cole held up a hand, interrupting him. ‘Maybe you’d both leave us alone for a time, get some coffee or something,’ he suggested. Barth shrugged and left. Ross remained seated on the table and looked as if he was going to say more, then he stood up abruptly and quickly walked out, closing the door firmly behind him. Cole exhaled deeply, loosened his tie and opened the top button of his shirt. ‘Don’t dump on Ross. He’ll bring a ton of shit down on your head. And on mine.’

  




  

    ‘I’ve told you all I know on this,’ I said. ‘Benny Low may know more, but I doubt it.’

  




  

    ‘We talked to Benny Low. The way Benny tells it, he didn’t know who the President was until we told him.’ He twisted a pen in his hand. ‘“Hey, it’s just bidness”, that’s what he said.’ It was a pretty fair imitation of one of Benny Low’s verbal quirks. I smiled thinly and the tension in the air dissipated slightly.

  




  

    ‘How long you been back?’

  




  

    ‘Couple of weeks.’

  




  

    ‘What have you been doing?’

  




  

    What could I tell him? That I wandered the streets, that I visited places where Jennifer, Susan and I used to go together, that I stared out of the window of my apartment and thought about the man who had killed them and where he might be, that I had taken on the job for Benny Low because I was afraid that, if I did not find some outlet, I would eat the barrel of my gun?

  




  

    ‘Not a lot. I plan to look up some old stoolies, see if there’s anything new.’

  




  

    ‘There isn’t, not at this end. You got anything?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘I can’t ask you to let it go, but . . .’

  




  

    ‘No, you can’t. Get to it, Walter.’

  




  

    ‘This isn’t a good place for you to be right now. You know why.’

  




  

    ‘Do I?’

  




  

    Cole tossed the pen hard on the table. It bounced to the edge and hung there briefly before dropping to the floor. For a moment I thought he was going to take a swing at me but then the anger went from his eyes.

  




  

    ‘We’ll talk about this again.’

  




  

    ‘Okay. You going to give me anything?’ Among the papers on the table, I could see reports from Ballistics and Firearms. Five hours was a pretty short time in which to get a report. Agent Ross was obviously a man who got what he wanted.

  




  

    I nodded at the papers. ‘What did Ballistics say about the bullet that took out the shooter?’

  




  

    ‘That’s not your concern.’

  




  

    ‘Walter, I watched the kid die. The shooter took a pop at me and the bullet went clean through the wall. Someone’s got distinctive taste in weaponry.’

  




  

    Cole stayed silent.

  




  

    ‘No one picks up hardware like that without someone knowing,’ I said. ‘You give me something to go on, maybe I might find out more than you can.’

  




  

    Cole thought for a minute and then flicked through the papers for the Ballistics report. ‘We got sub-machine bullets, 5.7mm weighing less than one-tenth of an ounce.’

  




  

    I whistled. ‘That’s a scaled-down rifle round, but fired from a handgun?’

  




  

    ‘The bullet is mainly plastic but has a full-metal jacket, so it doesn’t deform on impact. When it met the shooter’s body, it transferred most of its force so there was almost no energy when it exited.’

  




  

    ‘And the one that hit the wall?’

  




  

    ‘Ballistics reckons a muzzle velocity of over two thousand feet per second.’

  




  

    That was an incredibly fast bullet. A Browning 9-millimetre fires bullets of a quarter of an ounce at about eleven hundred feet per second.

  




  

    ‘They also reckon that this thing could blow through Kevlar body armour like it was rice paper. At six hundred feet, the thing could penetrate almost fifty layers.’ Even a .44 Magnum will only penetrate body armour at very close range.

  




  

    ‘But once it hits a soft target . . .’

  




  

    ‘It stops.’

  




  

    ‘Is it domestic?’

  




  

    ‘No, Ballistics say European. Belgian. They’re talking about something called a “Five-seveN” – that’s big F, big N, after the manufacturers. It’s a prototype made by FN Herstal for anti-terrorist and hostage rescue operations, but this is the first time one has turned up outside national security forces.’

  




  

    ‘You contacting the maker?’

  




  

    ‘We’ll try, but my guess is we’ll lose it in the middle men.’

  




  

    I stood up. ‘I’ll ask around.’

  




  

    Cole retrieved his pen and waved it at me like an unhappy schoolteacher lecturing the class wise-guy. ‘Ross still wants your ass.’

  




  

    I took out a pen and scribbed my cellphone number on the back of Cole’s legal pad.

  




  

    ‘It’s always on. Can I go now?’

  




  

    ‘One condition.’

  




  

    ‘Go on.’

  




  

    ‘I want you to come over to the house tonight.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry, Walter, I don’t make social calls any more.’

  




  

    He looked hurt. ‘Don’t be an asshole. This isn’t social. Be there, or Ross can lock you in a cell till Doomsday for all I care.’

  




  

    I stood up to leave.

  




  

    ‘You sure you’ve told us everything?’ asked Cole to my back.

  




  

    I didn’t turn around. ‘I’ve told you all I can, Walter.’

  




  

    Which was true, technically at least.

  




  

    Twenty-four hours earlier, I had found Emo Ellison.

  




  

    Emo lived in a dump of a hotel on the edge of East Harlem, the kind where the only guests allowed in the rooms are whores, cops or criminals. A Plexiglass screen covered the front of the super’s office and no one was inside. I walked up the stairs and knocked on Emo’s door. There was no reply but I thought I heard the sound of a hammer cocking on a pistol.

  




  

    ‘Emo, it’s Bird. I need to talk.’

  




  

    I heard footsteps approach the door.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know nothin’ about it,’ said Emo, through the wood. ‘I ain’t got nothin’ to say.’

  




  

    ‘I haven’t asked you anything yet. C’mon, Emo, open up. Fat Ollie’s in trouble. Maybe I can do something. Let me in.’

  




  

    There was silence for a moment and then the rattle of a chain. The door opened and I stepped inside. Emo had retreated to the window but he still had the gun in his hand. I closed the door behind me.

  




  

    ‘You don’t need that,’ I said. Emo hefted the gun once in his hand then put it on a bedside locker. He looked more comfortable without it. Guns weren’t Emo’s style. I noticed that the fingers of his left hand were bandaged. I could see yellow stains on the tips of the bandages.

  




  

    Emo Ellison was a thin, pale-faced, middle-aged man who had worked on and off for Fat Ollie for five years or so. He was an average mechanic but he was loyal and knew when to keep his mouth shut.

  




  

    ‘Do you know where he is?’

  




  

    ‘He ain’t been in touch.’

  




  

    He sat down heavily on the edge of the neatly made bed. The room was clean and smelt of air-freshener. There were one or two prints on the walls, and books, magazines and some personal items were neatly arrayed on a set of Home Depot shelves. ‘I hear you’re workin’ for Benny Low. Why you doin’ that?’

  




  

    ‘It’s work,’ I replied.

  




  

    ‘You hand Ollie over and he’s dead, that’s your work,’ said Emo.

  




  

    I leaned against the door. ‘I may not hand him over. Benny Low can take the loss. But I’d need a good reason not to.’

  




  

    The conflict inside him played itself out on Emo’s face. His hands twisted and writhed over each other and he looked once or twice at the gun. Emo Ellison was scared.

  




  

    ‘Why did he run, Emo?’ I asked softly.

  




  

    ‘He used to say you were a good guy, a stand-up guy,’ said Emo. ‘That true?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. I don’t want to see Ollie hurt, though.’

  




  

    Emo looked at me for a time and then seemed to make a decision.

  




  

    ‘It was Pili, Pili Pilar. You know him?’

  




  

    ‘I know him.’ Pili Pilar was Sonny Ferrara’s right-hand man.

  




  

    ‘He used to come once, twice a month, never more than that, and take a car. He’d keep it for a couple of hours, then bring it back. Different car each time. It was a deal Ollie made, so he wouldn’t have to pay off Sonny. He’d fit the car with false plates and have it ready for Pili when he arrived.

  




  

    ‘Last week, Pili comes, collects a car and drives off. I came in late that night, ’cos I was sick. I got ulcers. Pili was gone before I got there.

  




  

    ‘Anyway, after midnight I’m sittin’ up with Ollie, talkin’ and stuff, waitin’ for Pili to bring back the car, when there’s this bang outside. When we get out there, Pili’s wrapped the car around the gate and he’s lying on the wheel. There’s a dent in the front, too, so we figure maybe Pili was in a smash and didn’t want to wait around after.

  




  

    ‘Pili’s head is cut up bad where he smacked the windscreen and there’s a lot of blood in the car. Ollie and me push it into the yard and then Ollie calls this doc he knows and the guy tells him to bring Pili around. Pili ain’t movin’ and he’s real pale, so Ollie drops him off at the doc’s in his own car and the doc insists on packing him off to the hospital ’cos he thinks Pili’s skull is busted.’

  




  

    It was all flowing out of Emo now. Once he began the tale he wanted to finish it, as if he could diminish the burden of knowing by telling it out loud. ‘Anyway, they argue for a while but the doc knows this private clinic where they won’t ask too many questions and Ollie agrees. The doc calls the clinic and Ollie comes back to the lot to sort out the car.

  




  

    ‘He has a number for Sonny but there’s no answer. He’s got the car in back but he doesn’t want to leave it there in case, y’know, it’s a cop thing. So he calls the old man and lets him know what happened. So the old man tells him to sit tight, he’ll send a guy around to take care of it.

  




  

    ‘Ollie goes out to move the car out of sight but when he comes back in, he looks worse than Pili. He looks sick and his hands are shakin’. I say to him, “What’s wrong?”, but he just tells me to get out and not to tell no one I was there. He won’t say nothin’ else, just tells me to get goin’.

  




  

    ‘Next thing I hear, the cops have raided the place and then Ollie gets bail and disappears. I swear, that’s the last I heard.’

  




  

    ‘Then why the gun?’

  




  

    ‘One of the old man’s guys came by here a day or two back.’ He gulped. ‘Bobby Sciorra. He wanted to know about Ollie, wanted to know if I’d been there the day of Pili’s accident. I said to him, “No,” but it wasn’t enough for him.’

  




  

    Emo Ellison started to cry. He lifted up his bandaged fingers and slowly, carefully, began to unwrap one of them.

  




  

    ‘He took me for a ride.’ He held up the finger and I could see a ring-shaped mark crowned with a huge blister that seemed to throb even as I looked at it. ‘The cigarette lighter. He burned me with the car cigarette lighter.’

  




  

    Twenty-four hours later, Fat Ollie Watts was dead.

  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    Walter Cole lived in Richmond Hill, the oldest of the Seven Sisters neighbourhoods in Queens. Begun in the 1880s, it had a village centre and town common and must have seemed like Middle America re-created on Manhattan’s doorstep when Walter’s parents first moved there from Jefferson City shortly before the Second World War. Walter had kept the house, north of Myrtle Avenue on 113th Street, after his parents retired to Florida. He and Lee ate almost every Friday in Triangle Hafbrau, an old German restaurant on Jamaica Avenue, and walked in the dense woods of Forest Park during the summer.

  




  

    I arrived at Walter’s home shortly after nine. He answered the door himself and showed me into what, for a less educated man, would have been called his den, although den didn’t do justice to the miniature library he had assembled over half a century of avid reading: biographies of Keats and Saint-Exupéry shared shelf space with works on forensics, sex crimes and criminal psychology. Fenimore Cooper stood back to back with Borges; Barthelme looked uneasy surrounded by various Hemingways.

  




  

    A Macintosh PowerBook sat on a leather-topped desk beside three filing cabinets. Pictures by local artists adorned the walls and a small glass-fronted case in the corner displayed shooting trophies, haphazardly thrown together as if Walter was simultaneously proud of his ability yet embarrassed by his pride. The top half of the window was open and I could smell freshly mown grass and hear the sound of kids playing street hockey in the warm evening air.

  




  

    The door to the den opened and Lee entered. She and Walter had been together for twenty-four years and they shared each other’s lives with an ease and grace that Susan and I had never approached, even at the best of times. Lee’s black jeans and white blouse hugged a figure that had survived the rigours of two children and Walter’s love of Oriental cuisine. Her ink-black hair, through which strands of grey wove like moonlight on dark water, was pulled back in a ponytail. When she reached up to kiss me lightly on the cheek, her arms around my shoulders, the scent of lavender enfolded me like a veil and I realised, not for the first time, that I had always been a little in love with Lee Cole.

  




  

    ‘It’s good to see you, Bird,’ she said, her right hand resting lightly on my cheek, lines of anxiety on her brow giving the lie to the smile on her lips. She glanced at Walter and something passed between them. ‘I’ll be back later with some coffee.’ She closed the door softly behind her on the way out.

  




  

    ‘How are the kids doing?’ I asked, as Walter poured himself a glass of Redbreast Irish whiskey – the old stuff with the screw top.

  




  

    ‘Good,’ he replied. ‘Lauren still hates high school. Ellen’s going to study law in Georgetown in the fall so at least one member of the family will understand the way it works.’ He inhaled deeply as he raised the glass to his mouth and sipped. I gulped involuntarily and a sudden thirst gripped me. Walter noticed my discomfiture and reddened.

  




  

    ‘Shit, I’m sorry,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘It’s all right,’ I responded. ‘It’s good therapy. I notice you’re still swearing in the house.’ Lee hated swearing, routinely telling her husband that only oafs resorted to profanity in speech. Walter usually countered by pointing out that Wittgenstein once brandished a poker in the course of a philosophical argument, proof positive in his eyes that erudite discourse sometimes wasn’t sufficiently expressive for even the greatest of men.

  




  

    He moved to a leather armchair at one side of the empty fireplace and motioned me to its opposite number. Lee entered with a silver coffee pot, creamer and two cups on a tray and then left, glancing anxiously at Walter as she did. I knew they had been talking before I arrived: they kept no secrets from each other and their unease seemed to indicate that they had discussed more than their concerns about my well-being.

  




  

    ‘Do you want me to sit under a light?’ I asked. A small smile moved across Walter’s face with the swiftness of a breeze and then was gone.

  




  

    ‘I heard things over the last few months,’ he began, looking into his glass like a mystic examining a crystal ball. I stayed silent. ‘I know you talked to the Feds, pulled in some favours so you could take a look at files. I know you were trying to find the man who killed Susan and Jenny.’ He looked at me for the first time since he had begun talking.

  




  

    I had nothing to say, so I poured some coffee for both of us, then picked up my own cup and sipped. It was Javan, strong and dark. I breathed deeply. ‘Why are you asking me this?’

  




  

    ‘Because I want to know why you’re here, why you’re back. I don’t know what you’ve become if some of the things I’ve heard are true.’ He swallowed, and I felt sorry for him, for what he had to say and the questions he had to ask. If I had answers to some of them I wasn’t sure that I wanted to give them, or that Walter really wanted to hear them. Outside, the kids had finished their game as darkness drew in and there was a stillness in the air that made Walter’s words sound like a portent.

  




  

    ‘They say you found the guy who did it,’ he said, and this time there was no hesitation, as if he had steeled himself to say what he had to say. ‘That you found him and killed him. Is that true?’

  




  

    The past was like a snare. It allowed me to move a little, to circle, to turn, but, in the end, it always dragged me back. More and more, I found things in the city – favourite restaurants, bookshops, tree-shaded parks, even hearts carved bone-white into the wood of an old table – that reminded me of what I had lost, as if even a moment of forgetfulness was a crime against their memories. I slipped from present to past, sliding down the snake-heads of memory into what was and what would never be again.

  




  

    And so, with Walter’s question, I fell, back to late April, back to New Orleans. They had been dead for almost four months.

  




  

    Woolrich sat at a table at the rear of the Café du Monde, beside a bubblegum machine with his back against the wall of the main building. On the table before him stood a steaming cup of café au lait and a plate of hot beignets covered in powdered sugar. Outside, people bustled down Decatur, past the green and white pavilion of the café, heading for the cathedral or Jackson Square.

  




  

    He wore a tan suit, cheaply made, and his silk tie was stretched and faded so that he didn’t even bother to button his shirt at the collar, preferring instead to let the tie hang mournfully at half mast. The floor around him was white with sugar, as was the only visible part of the green vinyl chair upon which he sat.

  




  

    Woolrich was an Assistant SAC of the local FBI field office over at 1250 Poydras. He was also one of the few people from my police past with whom I’d stayed in touch in some small way and one of the only Feds I had ever met who didn’t make me curse the day Hoover was born. More than that, he was my friend. He had stood by me in the days following the killings, never questioning, never doubting. I remember him standing rain-soaked by the grave, water dripping from the rim of his outsized fedora. He had been transferred to New Orleans soon after, a promotion that reflected a successful apprenticeship in at least three other field offices and his ability to keep his head in the turbulent environment of the New York field office in downtown Manhattan.

  




  

    He was messily divorced, the marriage over for maybe twelve years. His wife had reverted to her maiden name, Karen Stott, and lived in Miami with an interior decorator whom she had recently married. Woolrich’s only daughter Lisa – now, thanks to her mother’s efforts, Lisa Stott – had joined some religious group in Mexico, he said. She was just eighteen. Her mother and her new husband didn’t seem to care about her, unlike Woolrich, who cared but couldn’t get his act together sufficiently to transfer his feelings into supportive actions. The disintegration of his family pained him in a very particular way, I knew. He came from a broken family himself, a white-trash mother and a father who was well meaning but inconsequential, too inconsequential to hold on to his hellcat wife. Woolrich had always wanted to do better, I think. More than the rest, I believed he shared my sense of loss when Susan and Jennifer were taken.

  




  

    He had put on more weight since I last saw him and the hair on his chest was visible through his sweat-soaked shirt. Rivulets rolled down from a dense thatch of rapidly greying hair and into the folds of flesh at his neck. For such a big man, the Louisiana summers would be a form of torture. Woolrich may have looked like a clown, may even have acted that way when it suited him, but no one in New Orleans who knew him ever underestimated him. Those who had in the past were either already rotting in Angola penitentiary or, if you believed some of the rumours, rotting in the ground.

  




  

    ‘I like the tie,’ I said. It was bright red and decorated with lambs and angels.

  




  

    ‘I call it my metaphysical tie,’ Woolrich replied. ‘My George Herbert tie.’

  




  

    We shook hands, Woolrich wiping beignet crumbs from his shirtfront as he stood. ‘Damn things get everywhere,’ he said. ‘When I die, they’ll find beignet crumbs up the crack of my ass.’

  




  

    ‘Thanks, I’ll hold that thought.’

  




  

    An Asian waiter in a white paper cap bustled up and I ordered coffee. ‘Bring you beignets, suh?’ he asked. Woolrich grinned. I told the waiter I’d skip the beignets.

  




  

    ‘How you doin’?’ asked Woolrich, taking a huge gulp of hot coffee that would have scarified the throat of a lesser man.

  




  

    ‘I’m okay. How’s life?’

  




  

    ‘Same as it ever was: gift-wrapped, tied with a red bow and handed to someone else.’

  




  

    ‘You still with . . . what was her name? Judy? Judy the nurse?’

  




  

    Woolrich’s face creased unhappily, as if he’d just encountered a hair in his beignet.

  




  

    ‘Judy the nut, you mean. We split up. She’s gone to work in La Jolla for a year, maybe more. I tell you, I decide to take her away for a romantic vacation a couple of months back, rent us a room in a two-hundred-dollar-a-night inn near Stowe, take in the country air if we left the window of the bedroom open, you know the deal. Anyway, we arrive at this place and it’s older than Moses’s dick, all dark wood and antique furniture and a bed you could lose a team of cheerleaders in. But Judy, she turns whiter than a polar bear’s ass and backs away from me. You know what she says?’

  




  

    I waited for him to continue.

  




  

    ‘She says that I murdered her in the very same room in a previous life. She’s backed up against the door, reaching for the handle and looking at me like she’s expecting me to turn into the Son of Sam. Takes me two hours to calm her down and even then she refuses to sleep with me. I end up sleeping on a couch in the corner, and let me tell you, those goddamn antique couches may look like a million bucks and cost more but they’re about as comfortable to sleep on as a concrete slab.’

  




  

    He finished off the last bite of beignet and dabbed at himself with a napkin.

  




  

    ‘Then I get up in the middle of the night to take a leak and she’s sitting up in bed, wide awake, with the bedside lamp upside down in her hand, waiting to knock my head off if I come near her. Needless to say, this put an end to our five days of passion. We checked out the next morning, with me over a thousand dollars in the hole.

  




  

    ‘But you know what the really funny thing is? Her regression therapist has told her to sue me for injuries in a past life. I’m about to become a test case for all those donut-heads who watch a documentary on PBS and think they were once Cleopatra or William the Conqueror.’

  




  

    His eyes misted over at the thought of his lost thousand dollars and the games Fate plays on those who go to Vermont looking for uncomplicated sex.

  




  

    ‘You heard from Lisa lately?’

  




  

    His face clouded over and he waved a hand at me. ‘Still with the Jesus huggers. Last time she rang me, it was to say that her leg was fine and to ask for more money. If Jesus saves, he must have had all his cash tied up with the Savings and Loan.’ Lisa had broken her leg in a roller-skating accident the previous year, shortly before she found God. Woolrich was convinced that she was still concussed.

  




  

    He stared at me for a time, his eyes narrowed. ‘You’re not okay, are you?’

  




  

    ‘I’m alive and I’m here. Just tell me what you’ve got.’

  




  

    He puffed his cheeks and then blew out slowly, marshalling his thoughts as he did so.

  




  

    ‘There’s a woman, down in St Martin Parish, an old Creole. She’s got the gift, the locals say. She keeps away the gris-gris. You know, bad spirits, all that shit. Offers cures for sick kids, brings lovers together. Has visions.’ He stopped and rolled his tongue around his mouth, and squinted at me.

  




  

    ‘She’s a psychic?’

  




  

    ‘She’s a witch, you believe the locals.’

  




  

    ‘And do you?’

  




  

    ‘She’s been . . . helpful, once or twice in the past, according to the local cops. I’ve had nothing to do with her before.’

  




  

    ‘And now?’

  




  

    My coffee arrived and Woolrich asked for a refill. We didn’t speak again until the waiter had departed and Woolrich had drained half of his coffee in a steaming mouthful.

  




  

    ‘She’s got about ten children and thousands of goddamn grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Some of them live with her or near her, so she’s never alone. She’s got a bigger extended family than Abraham.’ He smiled but it was a fleeting thing, a brief release before what was to come.

  




  

    ‘She says a young girl was killed in the bayou a while back, in the marshlands where the Barataria pirates used to roam. She told the sheriff’s office but they didn’t pay much attention. She didn’t have a location, just said a young girl had been murdered in the bayou. Said she had seen it in a dream.

  




  

    ‘Sheriff didn’t do nothing about it. Well, that’s not entirely true. He told the local boys to keep an eye out and then pretty much forgot all about it.’

  




  

    ‘What brings it up again now?’

  




  

    ‘The old woman says she hears the girl crying at night.’

  




  

    I couldn’t tell if Woolrich was just embarrassed by what he was saying, or whether he was spooked, but he looked towards the window and wiped his face with a giant grubby handkerchief.

  




  

    ‘There’s something else, though.’ He folded the handkerchief and stuffed it back in his trouser pocket.

  




  

    ‘She says the girl’s face was cut off.’ He breathed in deeply. ‘And that she was blinded before she died.’

  




  

    We drove north on 1–10 for a time, past the outlet mall and on towards West Baton Rouge with its truck stops and gambling joints, its bars full of oil workers and, elsewhere, blacks, all drinking the same rotgut whiskey and cheap, watery Dixie beer. A hot wind, heavy with the dense, decayed smell of the bayou, pulled at the trees along the highway, whipping their branches back and forth. Then we crossed on to the raised Atchafalaya highway, its supports embedded beneath the waters as we entered the Atchafalaya swamp and Cajun country.

  




  

    I had only been here once before, when Susan and I were younger and happier. Along the Henderson Levee Road we passed the sign for McGee’s Landing, where I’d eaten tasteless chicken and Susan had picked at lumps of deep-fried alligator so tough even other alligators would have had trouble digesting it. Then a Cajun fisherman had taken us on a boat trip into the swamps, through a semi-submerged cypress forest. The sun sank low and bloody over the water, turning the tree stumps into dark silhouettes like the fingers of dead men pointing accusingly at the heavens. It was another world, as far removed from the city as the moon was from the earth, and it seemed to create an erotic charge between us as the heat made our shirts cling to our bodies and the sweat drip from our brows. When we returned to our hotel in Lafayette we made love urgently and with a passion that superseded love, our drenched bodies moving together, the heat in the room as thick as water.

  




  

    Woolrich and I did not go as far as Lafayette this time, with its motels and gas stations and the promise of the food in Prejeans, better than Randol’s but with less atmosphere, where the Cajun bands played while locals and tourists mixed, drinking cold beers from Abita Springs and picking at catfish.

  




  

    Woolrich left the highway for a two-lane road that wove through the bayou country for a time before turning into little more than a rutted track, pitted by holes filled with dank, foul-smelling swamp water around which insects buzzed in thick swarms. Cypress and willow lined the road and, through them, the stumps of trees were visible in the waters of the swamp, relics of the harvestings of the last century. Lily-pads clustered at the banks and, when the car slowed and the light was right, I could see bass moving languidly in their shadows, breaking the water occasionally.

  




  

    I had heard that Jean Lafitte’s brigands had made their home here. Now others had taken their place, killers and smugglers who used the canals and marshes as hiding places for heroin and marijuana, and as dark, green graves for the butchered, their bodies adding to the riotous growth of nature, their decay masked by the rich stench of vegetation.

  




  

    We took one further turn, and here the cypress overhung the road. We rattled over a wooden bridge, the wood gradually returning to its original colour as the paint flaked and disintegrated. In the shadows at its far end I thought I saw a giant shadow watching us as we passed, his eyes white as eggs in the darkness beneath the trees.

  




  

    ‘You see him?’ said Woolrich.

  




  

    ‘Who is he?’

  




  

    ‘The old woman’s youngest son. Tee Jean, she calls him. Petit Jean. He’s kinda slow, but he looks out for her. They all do.’

  




  

    ‘All?’

  




  

    ‘There’s six of ’em in all in the house. The old woman, her son, three kids from her second eldest’s marriage – he’s dead, died with his wife in a car crash three years back – and a daughter. She has five more sons and three daughters all living within a few miles of here. Then the local folks, they look after her too. She’s kind of the matriarch around these parts, I guess. Big magic.’

  




  

    I looked to see if he was being ironic. He wasn’t.

  




  

    We left the trees and arrived in a clearing before a long, single-storey house raised above the ground on stripped stumps of trees. It looked old but lovingly built, the wood on the front unwarped and carefully overlapped, the shingles on the roof undamaged but, here and there, darker where they had been replaced. The door stood open, blocked only by a wire screen, and chairs and children’s toys littered the porch, which ran the length of the front of the house and disappeared around the side. From behind, I could hear the sound of children and the splashing of water.

  




  

    The screen door was opened and a small, slim woman appeared at the top of the steps. She was about thirty, with delicate features and lush, dark hair drawn back in a ponytail from her light coffee-coloured skin. Yet as we stepped from the car and drew nearer, I could see her skin was pitted with scars, probably from childhood acne. She seemed to recognise Woolrich for, before we said anything, she held the door open so I could step inside. Woolrich didn’t follow. I turned back towards him.

  




  

    ‘You coming in?’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t bring you here, if anyone asks, and I don’t even want to see her,’ he said. He took a seat on the porch and rested his feet on the rail, watching the water gleam in the sunlight.

  




  

    Inside, the wood was dark and the air cool. Doors at either side opened into bedrooms and a formal-looking living room with old, obviously hand-carved furniture, simple but carefully and skilfully crafted. An ancient radio with an illuminated dial and a band dotted with the names of far-flung places played a Chopin nocturne, which flowed through the house and into the last bedroom where the old woman waited.

  




  

    She was blind. Her pupils were white, set in a huge moon face from which rolls of fat hung to her breastbone. Her arms, visible through the gauze sleeves of her multicoloured dress, were bigger than mine, and her swollen legs were like the trunks of small trees ending in surprisingly small, almost dainty, feet. She sat, supported by a mountain of pillows, on a giant bed in a room lit only by a hurricane lamp, the drapes closed against the sunlight. She was at least three hundred and fifty pounds, I guessed, probably more.

  




  

    ‘Sit down, chile,’ she said, taking one of my hands in her own and running her fingers lightly over mine. Her eyes stared straight ahead, not looking at me, as her fingers traced the lines on my palm.

  




  

    ‘I know why you here,’ she said. Her voice was high, girlish, as if she were a huge speaking doll whose tapes had been mixed up with a smaller model. ‘You hurtin’. You burnin’ inside. Little girl, you woman, they gone.’ In the dim light, the old woman seemed to crackle with hidden energy.

  




  

    ‘Tante, tell me about the girl in the swamp, the girl with no eyes.’

  




  

    ‘Poor chile,’ said the old woman, her brow furrowing in sorrow. ‘She the fu’st here. She was runnin’ from sumpin’ and she loss her way. Took a ride wi’ him and she never came back. Hurt her so, so bad. Didn’t touch her, though, ’cept with the knife.’

  




  

    She turned her eyes towards me for the first time and I realised she was not blind, not in any way that mattered. As her hands traced the lines of my palm, my eyes closed and I felt that she had been there with the girl in her final moments, that she might even have brought her some comfort as the blade went about its business. ‘Hush, chile, you come with Tante now. Hush, chile, take my hand, you. He done hurtin’ you now.’

  




  

    And I heard and felt, deep within myself, the blade cutting, grating, separating muscle from joint, flesh from bone, soul from body, the artist working on his canvas, and I felt pain dancing through me, arcing through a fading life like a lightning flash, welling like the notes of a hellish song through the unknown girl in the Louisiana swamp. And in her agony I felt the agony of my own child, my own wife, and I felt certain that this was the same man. Even as the pain faded to its last for the girl in the swamp, she was in darkness and I knew he had blinded her before he killed her.

  




  

    ‘Who is he?’ I said.

  




  

    She spoke, and in her voice there were four voices: the voices of a wife and a daughter, the voice of an old obese woman on a bed in a wine-dark room, and the voice of a nameless girl who died a brutal, lonely death in the mud and water of a Louisiana swamp.

  




  

    ‘He the Travellin’ Man.’

  




  

    Walter shifted in his chair and the sound of his spoon against the china cup was like the ringing of chimes.

  




  

    ‘No,’ I said. ‘I didn’t find him.’

  




  

    Chapter Four

  




  

    Walter had been silent for a time, the whiskey now almost drained from his glass. ‘I need a favour, not for me but for someone else.’

  




  

    I waited.

  




  

    ‘It’s to do with the Barton Trust.’

  




  

    The Barton Trust had been founded in his will by old Jack Barton, an industrialist who made his fortune by supplying parts for the aeronautical industry after the war. The Trust provided money for research into child-related issues, supported paediatric clinics and generally provided childcare money that the state would not. Its nominal head was Isobel Barton, old Jack’s widow, although the day-to-day running of the business was the responsibility of an attorney named Andrew Bruce and the Trust’s chairman, Philip Kooper.

  




  

    I knew all this because Walter did some fund-raising for the Trust on occasion – prize draws, bowling competitions – and also because, some weeks before, the Trust had entered the news for all the wrong reasons. During a charity fête held in the grounds of the Barton house on Staten Island a young boy, Evan Baines, had disappeared. In the end, no trace of the boy had been found and the cops had pretty much given up hope. They believed he had somehow strayed from the grounds and been abducted. It merited some mention in the newspapers for a time and then was gone.

  




  

    ‘Evan Baines?’

  




  

    ‘No, at least I don’t think so, but it may be a missing person. A young woman, friend of Isobel Barton, seems to have gone missing. It’s been a few days and Mrs Barton’s worried. Her name’s Catherine Demeter. Nothing to link her with the Baines disappearance; she hadn’t even met the Bartons at that point.’

  




  

    ‘Bartons plural?’

  




  

    ‘Seems she was dating Stephen Barton. You know anything about him?’

  




  

    ‘He’s an asshole. Apart from that, he’s a minor drug pusher for Sonny Ferrera, grew up near the Ferreras on Staten Island and fell in with Sonny as a teenager. He’s into steroids, also coke, I think, but it’s minor league stuff.’

  




  

    Walter’s brow furrowed. ‘How long have you known about this?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘Can’t remember,’ I replied. ‘Gym gossip.’

  




  

    ‘Jesus, don’t tell us anything we might find useful. I’ve only known since Tuesday.’

  




  

    ‘You’re not supposed to know,’ I said. ‘You’re the police. Nobody tells you things you’re supposed to know.’

  




  

    ‘You used to be a cop too,’ Walter muttered. ‘You’ve picked up some bad habits.’

  




  

    ‘Gimme a break, Walter. How do I know who you’re checking up on? What am I supposed to do, go to confession to you once a week?’ I poured some hot coffee into my cup. ‘Anyway, you think there might be a connection between this disappearance and Sonny Ferrera?’ I continued.

  




  

    ‘It’s possible,’ said Walter. ‘The Feds were tracking Stephen Barton for a time, maybe a year ago, long before he was supposed to have started seeing Catherine Demeter. They were chasing their tails with that kid, so they let it go. According to the Narcotics file she doesn’t seem to have been involved, at least not openly, but what do they know? Some of them still think a crack pipe is something a plumber fixes. Maybe she could have seen something she wasn’t supposed to see.’

  




  

    His face betrayed how lame he thought the link was, but he left me to voice it. ‘C’mon, Walter, steroids and minor coke? There’s money in it but, like I said, it’s strictly minor league compared to the rest of Ferrera’s business. If he knocked off someone over musclehead drugs then he’s even more stupid than we know he is. Even his old man thinks he’s the result of a defective gene.’

  




  

    Ferrera Senior, sick and decrepit but still a respected figure, had been known to refer to his only son as ‘that little prick’ on occasion. ‘Is that all you’ve got?’

  




  

    ‘As you say, we’re the police. No one tells us anything useful,’ he replied drily.

  




  

    ‘Did you know Sonny is impotent?’ I offered.

  




  

    Walter stood up, waving his empty glass in front of his face and smiling for the first time that evening. ‘No, no, I didn’t. I’m not sure I wanted to know, either. What the hell are you, his urologist?’ He glanced over at me as he reached for the Redbreast. I waved my fingers in a gesture of disregard that went no further than my wrist.

  




  

    ‘Pili Pilar still with him?’ I asked, testing the waters.

  




  

    ‘Far as I know. I hear he pushed Nicky Glasses out of a window a few weeks back because he fell behind on the vig.’

  




  

    ‘Tough on Nicky. Another hundred years and he’d have had the loan paid off. Pili’d better ease up on his temper or he’s gonna run out of people to push through windows.’

  




  

    Walter didn’t smile.

  




  

    ‘Will you talk to her?’ he asked as he resumed his seat.

  




  

    ‘MPs, Walter . . .’ I sighed. Fourteen thousand people disappeared in New York every year. It wasn’t even clear if this woman was missing – in which case she didn’t want to be found or someone else didn’t want her found – or simply misplaced, which meant that she had merely upped sticks and moved off to another town without breaking the news to her good friend Isobel Barton, or to her lovely boyfriend Stephen Barton.

  




  

    Those are the kinds of issues PIs have to consider when faced with missing-persons cases. Tracing missing persons is bread and butter for PIs, but I wasn’t a PI. I had taken on Fat Ollie’s skip because it was easy work, or seemed to be at the time. I didn’t want to file for a PI license with the State Licensing Services in Albany. I didn’t want to get involved in missing-persons work. Maybe I was afraid it would distract me too much. Maybe I just didn’t care enough, not then.

  




  

    ‘She won’t go to the cops,’ said Walter. ‘The woman isn’t even officially missing yet, since no one has reported her.’

  




  

    ‘So how come you know about it?’

  




  

    ‘You know Tony Loo-Loo?’ I nodded. Tony Loomax was a small-time PI with a stammer who had never graduated beyond skips and white-trash divorces.

  




  

    ‘Loomax is an unusual candidate for Isobel Barton’s custom,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘It seems he did some work for one of the household staff a year or two back. Traced her husband who’d run off with their savings. Mrs Barton told him she wanted something similar done, but wanted it done on the QT.’

  




  

    ‘Still doesn’t explain your involvement.’

  




  

    ‘I have some stuff on Tony, mild overstepping of legal boundaries, which he would prefer I didn’t act on. Tony figured I might like to know that Isobel Barton had been making low-key approaches. I spoke to Kooper. He believes the Trust doesn’t need any more bad publicity. I figured maybe I could do him a favour.’

  




  

    ‘If Tony has the call, then why are you approaching me?’

  




  

    ‘We’ve encouraged Tony to pass it on. He’s told Isobel Barton that he’s passing her on to someone she can trust because he can’t take the case. Seems his mother just died and he has to go to the funeral.’

  




  

    ‘Tony Loo-Loo doesn’t have a mother. He was brought up in an orphanage.’

  




  

    ‘Well, someone’s mother must have died,’ said Walter testily. ‘He can go to that funeral.’

  




  

    He stopped and I could see the doubt in his eyes as the rumours he had heard flicked a fin in the depths of his mind. ‘And that’s why I’m approaching you. Even if I tried to do this quietly through the usual channels someone would know. Christ, you take a drink of water at headquarters and ten guys piss it out.’

  




  

    ‘What about the girl’s family?’

  




  

    He shrugged. ‘I don’t know much more but I don’t think there is one. Look, Bird, I’m asking you because you’re good. You were a smart cop. If you’d stayed on the force the rest of us would have been cleaning your shoes and polishing your shield. Your instincts were good. I reckon they still are. Plus you owe me one: people who go shooting up the boroughs don’t usually walk away quite so easily.’

  




  

    I was silent for a time. I could hear Lee banging around in the kitchen while a TV show played in the background. Perhaps it was a remnant of what had taken place earlier, the apparently senseless killing of Fat Ollie Watts and his girlfriend, the death of the shooter, but it felt as if the world had shifted out of joint and that nothing was fitting as it should. Even this felt wrong. I believed Walter was holding back on me.

  




  

    I heard the doorbell ring and then there was a muffled exchange of voices, one of them Lee’s and the other a deep male voice. Seconds later there was a knock on the door and Lee showed in a tall, grey-haired man in his fifties. He wore a dark blue double-breasted suit – it looked like Boss – and a red Christian Dior tie with an interlocking gold CD pattern. His shoes sparkled like they’d been shined with spit although, since this was Philip Kooper, it was probably someone else’s spit.

  




  

    Kooper was an unlikely figure to act as chairman and spokesman of a children’s charity. He was thin and pale, and his mouth managed the unique trick of being simultaneously slim and pursed. His fingers were long and tapering, almost like claws. Kooper looked like he had been disinterred for the express purpose of making people uneasy. If he had turned up at one of the Trust’s kids’ parties, all of the children would have cried.

  




  

    ‘This him?’ he asked Walter, after declining a drink. He flicked his head at me like a frog swallowing a fly. I played with the sugar bowl and tried to look offended.

  




  

    ‘This is Parker,’ nodded Walter. I waited to see if Kooper would offer to shake hands. He didn’t. His hands remained clasped in front of him like a professional mourner at a particularly uninvolving funeral.

  




  

    ‘Have you explained the situation to him?’

  




  

    Walter nodded again but looked embarrassed. Kooper’s manners were worse than a bad child’s. I stayed seated and didn’t say anything. Kooper sniffed and then stood in silence while he looked down on me. He gave the impression that it was a position with which he was entirely familiar.

  




  

    ‘This is a delicate situation, Mr Parker, as I’m sure you’ll appreciate. Any communication in this matter will be made to me in the first instance before you impart any information to Mrs Barton. Is that clear?’

  




  

    I wondered if Kooper was worth the effort of annoying and decided, after looking at Walter’s look of discomfort, that he probably wasn’t, at least not yet. But I was starting to feel sorry for Isobel Barton and I hadn’t even met her.

  




  

    ‘My understanding was that Mrs Barton was hiring me,’ I said eventually.

  




  

    ‘That’s correct, but you will be answerable to me.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so. There’s a small matter of confidentiality. I’ll look into it but, if it’s unconnected with the Baines kid or the Ferreras, I reserve the right to keep what I learn between Isobel Barton and myself.’

  




  

    ‘That is not satisfactory, Mr Parker,’ said Kooper. A faint blush of colour rose in his cheeks and hung there for a moment, looking lost in the tundra of his complexion. ‘Perhaps I am not making myself clear: in this matter, you will report to me first. I have powerful friends, Mr Parker. If you do not co-operate I can ensure that your license is revoked.’

  




  

    ‘They must be very powerful friends because I don’t have a license,’ I said. I stood up and Kooper’s fists tightened slightly. ‘You should consider yoga,’ I said. ‘You’re too tense.’

  




  

    I thanked Walter for the coffee and moved to the door.

  




  

    ‘Wait,’ he said. I turned back to see him staring at Kooper. After a few moments, Kooper gave a barely perceptible shrug of his shoulders and moved to the window. He didn’t look at me again. Kooper’s attitude and Walter’s expression conspired against my better judgement, and I decided to talk to Isobel Barton.

  




  

    ‘I take it she’s expecting me?’ I asked Walter.

  




  

    ‘I told Tony to tell her you were good, that if the girl was alive you’d find her.’

  




  

    There was another brief moment of silence.

  




  

    ‘And if she’s dead?’

  




  

    ‘Mr Kooper asked that question as well,’ said Walter.

  




  

    ‘What did you say?’

  




  

    He swallowed the last of his whiskey, the ice cubes rattling against the glass like old bones. Behind him, Kooper was a dark silhouette against the window, like a promise of bad news.

  




  

    ‘I told him you’d bring back the body.’

  




  

    In the end, that’s what it all came down to: bodies – bodies found and bodies yet to be found. And I recalled how Woolrich and I stood outside the old woman’s house and looked out over the bayou on that April day. I could hear the water lapping gently at the shore and, further out, I watched a small fishing boat bobbing on the water, two figures casting out from either side. But both Woolrich and I were looking deeper than the surface, as if, by staring hard enough, we could penetrate to the depths and find the body of a nameless girl in the dark waters.

  




  

    ‘Do you believe her?’ he said at last.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’

  




  

    ‘There’s no way we’re gonna find that body, if it exists, without more than we’ve got. We start trawling for bodies in bayous and pretty soon we’re gonna be knee deep in bones. People been dumping bodies in these swamps for centuries. Be a miracle if we didn’t find something.’

  




  

    I walked away from him. He was right, of course. Assuming there was a body, we needed more from the old woman than she had given us. I felt like I was trying to grip smoke, but what the old woman had said was the closest thing yet to a lead on the man who had killed Jennifer and Susan.

  




  

    I wondered if I was crazy, taking the word of a blind woman who heard voices in her sleep. I probably was.

  




  

    ‘Do you know what he looks like, Tante?’ I had asked her, watching as her head moved ponderously from side to side in response.

  




  

    ‘Only see him when he comes for you,’ she replied. ‘Then you know him.’

  




  

    I reached the car and looked back to see a figure on the porch with Woolrich. It was the girl with the scarred face, standing gracefully on the tips of her toes as she leaned towards the taller man. I saw Woolrich run his finger tenderly across her cheek and then softly speak her name: ‘Florence.’ He kissed her lightly on the lips, then turned and walked towards me without looking back at her. Neither of us said anything about it on the journey back to New Orleans.

  




  

    Chapter Five

  




  

    It rained throughout that night, breaking the shell of heat that had surrounded the city, and the streets of Manhattan seemed to breathe easier the next morning. It was almost cool as I ran. The pavement was hard on my knees but large areas of grass were sparse in this part of the city. I bought a newspaper on the way back to my apartment then showered, changed and read over breakfast. Shortly after 11.00 a.m. I called a cab and headed out to the Barton house.

  




  

    Isobel Barton lived in the secluded house her late husband had built in the seventies near Todt Hill, an admirable if unsuccessful attempt to replicate the antebellum houses of his native Georgia in an east-coast setting and on a smaller scale. Old Jack Barton, an amiable soul by all accounts, had apparently made up with money and determination for what he lacked in good taste.

  




  

    The gate to the drive was open as I arrived and the exhaust fumes of another car hung in the air. The cab turned in just as the electronic gates were about to rumble closed, and we followed the lead car, a white BMW 320i with tinted windows, to the small courtyard in front of the house. The cab looked out of place in that setting, although how the Barton household might have felt about my own battered Mustang, currently undergoing repairs, I wasn’t so sure.

  




  

    As I pulled up a slim woman dressed conservatively in a grey suit emerged from the BMW and watched me curiously as I paid the cab driver. Her grey hair was tied back in a bun, which did nothing to soften her severe features. A large black man wearing a chauffeur’s uniform appeared at the door of the house and moved quickly to intercept me as I walked from the departing cab.

  




  

    ‘Parker. I believe I’m expected.’

  




  

    The chauffeur gave me a look that told me if I was lying he’d make me wish I’d stayed in bed. He asked me to wait before turning back to the woman in grey. She glanced at me briefly but nastily before exchanging a few words with the chauffeur, who moved off to the back of the house as she approached me.

  




  

    ‘Mr Parker, I’m Ms Christie, Mrs Barton’s personal assistant. You should have stayed at the gate until we were sure who you were.’ In a window above the door, a curtain twitched slightly and then was still.

  




  

    ‘If you have a staff entrance I’ll use that in future.’ I got the impression from Ms Christie that she hoped that eventuality wouldn’t arise. She eyed me coldly for a moment then turned on her heel. ‘If you’ll come with me, please,’ she said over her shoulder, as she moved towards the door. The grey suit was threadbare at the edges. I wondered if Mrs Barton would haggle over my rates.

  




  

    If Isobel Barton was short of cash she could simply have sold off some of the antiques that furnished the house because the interior was an auctioneer’s wet dream. Two large rooms opened out at either side of a hallway filled with furniture that looked like it was only used when presidents died. A wide staircase curved up to the right; a closed door lay straight ahead while another nestled under the stairs. I followed Ms Christie through the latter and into a small but surprisingly bright and modern office with a computer in a corner and a TV and video unit built into the bookshelves. Maybe Mrs Barton wouldn’t haggle about the rates after all.

  




  

    Ms Christie sat down behind a pine desk, removed some papers from her valise and shuffled through them in obvious irritation before finding what she wanted.

  




  

    ‘This is a standard confidentiality agreement drawn up by the Trust’s legal advisers,’ she began, pushing it towards me with one hand while clicking a pen simultaneously with the other. ‘It is an undertaking on your behalf to keep all communication relating to the matter in hand between Mrs Barton, myself and yourself.’ She used the pen to point to the relevant sections on the agreement, like an insurance salesman trying to slip a bum contract past a sucker. ‘I’d like you to sign it before we proceed any further,’ she concluded.

  




  

    It seemed like nobody involved with the Barton Trust had a particularly trusting nature. ‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘If you’re concerned about possible breaches of confidentiality then hire a priest to do your work. Otherwise you’ll have to take my word that what passes between us will go no further.’ Perhaps I should have felt guilty about lying to her. I didn’t. I was a good liar. It’s one of the gifts God gives alcoholics.

  




  

    ‘That’s not acceptable. I am already unconvinced about the necessity of hiring you and I certainly feel it is inappropriate to do so without—’

  




  

    She was interrupted by the sound of the office door opening. I turned to see a tall, attractive woman enter, her age indeterminable through a combination of the gentleness of nature and the magic of cosmetics. At a glance I would have guessed she was in her late forties but if this was Isobel Barton, then I knew she was closer to fifty-five, maybe older. She wore a pale blue dress, which was too subtly simple to be anything but expensive and displayed a figure that was either surgically enhanced or extremely well preserved.

  




  

    As she drew closer and the tiny wrinkles in her face became clearer I guessed it was the latter: Isobel Barton did not look like the sort of woman who resorted to plastic surgery. Around her neck, gold and diamonds glittered and a pair of matching earrings sparkled as she walked. Her hair, too, was grey, but she let it hang long and loose on her shoulders. She was still an attractive woman and she walked like she knew it.

  




  

    Philip Kooper had borne the brunt of the media attention following the disappearance of the Baines boy, but that attention had not been significant. The Baines boy was from a family of dopers and no-hopers. His disappearance merited a mention only because of the Trust and even then the Trust’s lawyers and patrons had called in enough favours to ensure that speculation was kept to a minimum. The boy’s mother was separated from his father and they hadn’t been getting along any better since he left.

  




  

    The police were still trying to trace the father in case of a possible snatch, even though every indication was that the father, a petty criminal, hated his child. In some cases, that might be enough to justify taking the child and killing him to get at his estranged wife. When I was a rookie patrolman, I once arrived at a tenement to find a man had abducted his baby daughter and drowned her in the bath because his ex-wife wouldn’t let him have the TV after they separated.

  




  

    Only one piece of coverage of the Baines disappearance stuck in my mind: a picture of Mrs Barton snapped head-bowed as she visited the mother of Evan Baines in a run-down project. It was supposed to have been a private visit. The photographer, returning from the scene of a drug-killing, just happened to be passing. One or two papers took the picture, but they ran it small.

  




  

    ‘Thank you, Caroline. I’ll talk to Mr Parker alone for a time.’ She smiled as she said it but the tone brooked no argument. Her assistant affected a lack of concern at the dismissal but her eyes flashed fire. When she had left the room, Mrs Barton seated herself on a stiff-backed chair away from the desk and motioned me towards a black leather couch, then turned her smile on me.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry about that. I didn’t authorise any such agreement but Caroline can be over-protective of me at times. Can we offer you coffee, or would you prefer a drink?’

  




  

    ‘Neither, thank you. Before you go any further, Mrs Barton, I should tell you that I don’t really do missing-persons work.’ In my experience, searching for missing persons was best left to specialist agencies with the manpower to chase up leads and possible sightings. Some solo investigators who took on that kind of work were at best ill equipped and at worst little better than parasites who preyed on the hopes of those who remained to keep funding minimal efforts for even smaller returns.

  




  

    ‘Mr Loomax said you might say that, but only out of modesty. He told me to say he would regard it as a personal favour.’

  




  

    I smiled, despite myself. The only favour I would give Tony Loo-Loo would be not to piss on his grave when he died.

  




  

    According to Mrs Barton, she had met Catherine Demeter through her son, who had seen the girl working at DeVries’s department store and had pestered her for a date. Mrs Barton and her son – her stepson, to be accurate, since Jack Barton had been married once before to a Southern woman who had divorced him after eight years and moved to Hawaii with a singer – were not close. She was aware that her son was engaged in activities that were, as she put it, ‘unsavoury’, and had tried to get him to change his ways, ‘both for his own sake and the sake of the Trust’. I nodded sympathetically. Sympathy was the only possible emotion to feel for anyone involved with Stephen Barton.

  




  

    When she heard he was seeing a new girlfriend she asked if they could all meet together, she said, and a date had been arranged. In the end her son had failed to appear but Catherine had turned up and, after an initial awkwardness, the two quickly struck up a friendship far more amicable than the relationship that existed between the girl and Stephen Barton. The two had continued to meet occasionally for coffee and lunch. Despite invitations, the girl had politely refused offers from Mrs Barton to come out to the house and Stephen Barton had never brought her.

  




  

    Then Catherine Demeter had simply dropped out of sight. She had left work early on Saturday and had failed to keep an early dinner appointment on Sunday with Mrs Barton. That was the last anyone had heard of Catherine Demeter, said Mrs Barton. Two days had now passed and she had heard nothing from her.

  




  

    ‘Because of, well, the publicity that the Trust has received recently over the disappearance of that poor child I was reluctant to cause a fuss or draw any further adverse attention down on us,’ she said. ‘I rang Mr Loomax and he seemed to think that Catherine may simply have drifted on somewhere else. It happens a lot, I believe.’

  




  

    ‘Do you think there’s something more to it than that?’

  




  

    ‘I really don’t know, but she was so happy with her job and she appeared to be getting on well with Stephen.’ She stopped for a moment at this mention of her son’s name, as if considering whether or not to proceed. Then: ‘Stephen has been running wild for some time – since before his father’s death, in fact. Do you know the Ferrera family, Mr Parker?’

  




  

    ‘I’m aware of them.’

  




  

    ‘Stephen fell in with their youngest son, despite all of our efforts. I know he keeps bad company and I know he’s involved with drugs. I’m afraid he may have dragged Catherine into something. And . . .’ She paused again, briefly. ‘I enjoyed her company. There was something gentle about her and she seemed so sad sometimes. She said that she was anxious to settle down here, after moving around for so long.’

  




  

    ‘Did she say where she had been?’

  




  

    ‘All over. I gather that she had worked in a number of states.’

  




  

    ‘Did she say anything about her past, give any indication that something might be troubling her?’

  




  

    ‘I think something may have happened to her family when she was young. She told me that she had a sister who died. She didn’t say any more. She said she couldn’t talk about it and I didn’t press her on it.’

  




  

    ‘Mr Loomax may be right. She may simply have moved on again.’

  




  

    Mrs Barton shook her head insistently. ‘No, she would have told me, I’m sure of it. Stephen hasn’t heard from her and neither have I. I’m afraid for her and I want to know that she is safe. That’s all. She doesn’t even have to know that I hired you, or that I was concerned for her. Will you take the case?’

  




  

    I was still reluctant to do Walter Cole’s dirty work and to take advantage of Isobel Barton but I had little else on my plate, except an appearance in court the following day on behalf of an insurance firm, another case I had taken for the exercise.

  




  

    If there was a connection between the disappearance of Catherine Demeter and Sonny Ferrera, then she was almost certainly in trouble. If Sonny had been involved in the killing of Fat Ollie Watts, it was clear that he was going off the rails.

  




  

    ‘I’ll give it a few days,’ I said. ‘As a favour,’ I added. ‘Do you want to know my rates?’

  




  

    She was already writing a cheque, drawn on her private account and not that of the Trust. ‘Here’s three thousand dollars in advance and this is my card. My private number is on the back.’

  




  

    She moved her chair forward. ‘Now, what else do you need to know?’

  




  

    That evening, I had dinner in River on Amsterdam Avenue, close to 70th Street, where the classic beef made it the best Vietnamese in town and where the staff moved by so softly that it was like being waited on by shadows or passing breezes. I watched a young couple at a nearby table intertwining their hands, running their fingers over each other’s knuckles and fingertips, tracing delicate circles in their palms, then gripping their hands together and pressing the heel of each hand forcefully against the other. And as they simulated their lovemaking, a waitress drifted by and smiled knowingly at me as I watched.

  




  

    Chapter Six

  




  

    The day after I visited Isobel Barton, I made a brief visit to court in connection with the insurance case. A claim had been made against a phone company by a contracted electrician who said he had fallen down a hole in the road while examining underground cables and was no longer able to work as a result.

  




  

    He may not have been able to work but he had still been able to power-lift five hundred pounds in a cash contest in a Boston gymnasium. I had used a palm-size Panasonic video camera to capture his moment of glory. The insurance company presented the evidence to a judge, who suspended any further decision on the matter for one week. I didn’t even have to give evidence. Afterwards I had coffee in a diner and read the paper before heading over to Pete Hayes’s old gym in TriBeCa.

  




  

    I knew Stephen Barton worked out there sometimes. If his girlfriend had disappeared then there was a strong possibility that Barton might know where she had gone or, equally importantly, why. I remembered him vaguely as a strong, Nordic-looking type, his body obscenely pumped from steroid use. He was in his late twenties but the combination of training and sunbeds had worn his face to the consistency of old leather, adding at least ten years to his age.

  




  

    As artists and Wall Street lawyers had started moving into the TriBeCa area, attracted by loft-space in the cast-iron and masonry buildings, Pete’s gym had moved upmarket, filling what used to be a spit and sawdust place with mirrors and potted palms and, sacrilege upon sacrilege, a juice bar. Now heavyweight boneheads and serious power-lifters worked out alongside accountants with paunches and female executives with power-dress business suits and cellphones. The noticeboard at the door advertised something called ‘spinning’, which involved sitting on a bike for an hour and sweating yourself into a red agony. Ten years ago, even the suggestion that the gym might be used for such a purpose would have caused Pete’s regular clientele to bust the place up.

  




  

    A wholesome-looking blonde in a red leotard buzzed me into Pete’s office, the last bastion of what the gym had once been. Old posters advertising power-lifting competitions and Mr Universe shows shared wall space with pictures of Pete alongside Steve Reeves, Joe Weider and, oddly, the wrestler Hulk Hogan. Body-building trophies sat in a glass-fronted cabinet while behind a battered pine desk sat Pete himself, his muscles slackening in old age but still a powerful, impressive figure, his salt and pepper hair cut in a short military style. I had trained in the gym for almost six years, until I was promoted to detective and started to destroy myself.

  




  

    Pete stood and nodded, his hands in his pockets and his loose-fitting top doing nothing to conceal the size of his shoulders and arms.

  




  

    ‘Long time,’ he said. ‘Sorry about what happened to . . .’ He trailed off and moved his chin and shoulders in a kind of combination shrug, a gesture to the past and what it contained.

  




  

    I nodded back and leaned against an old gunmetal-grey filing cabinet adorned with decals advertising health supplements and lifting magazines.

  




  

    ‘Spinning, Pete?’

  




  

    He grimaced. ‘Yeah, I know. Still, spinning makes me two hundred dollars an hour. I got forty exercise bikes on the floor above us and I couldn’t make more money with a printing press and green ink.’

  




  

    ‘Stephen Barton around?’

  




  

    Pete kicked at some imaginary obstacle on the worn wooden floor. ‘Not for a week or so. He in trouble?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘Is he?’

  




  

    Pete sat down slowly and, wincing, stretched his legs out in front of him. Years of squatting had taken their toll on his knees, leaving them weak and arthritic. ‘You’re not the first person to come here asking about him this week. Couple of guys in cheap suits were in here yesterday trying to find him. Recognised one of them as Sal Inzerillo, used to be a good light-middleweight until he started taking falls.’

  




  

    ‘I remember him.’ I paused. ‘Works for old man Ferrera now, I hear.’

  




  

    ‘Might do,’ nodded Pete. ‘Might do. Might have worked for the old man in the ring too, if you believe the stories. This about drugs?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know,’ I replied. Pete glanced at me quickly to see if I was lying, decided I wasn’t and went back to examining the tops of his sneakers. ‘You hear of any trouble between Sonny and the old man, anything that might have involved Stephen Barton?’

  




  

    ‘There’s trouble between them, sure, otherwise what’s Inzerillo doing damaging my floor with his black rubber soles? Don’t know that it involves Barton, though.’

  




  

    I moved on to the subject of Catherine Demeter. ‘Do you remember a girl with Barton recently? She may have been around here sometimes. Short dark hair, slight overbite, maybe in her early thirties.’

  




  

    ‘Barton has lots of girls but I don’t remember that one. Don’t notice, mostly, unless they’re smarter than Barton, which makes me wonder.’

  




  

    ‘Not difficult,’ I said. ‘This one probably was smarter. Is Barton a hitter?’

  




  

    ‘He’s mean, sure. Popping pills frazzled his brain, gave him bad ’roid rage. It’s fight or fuck with him. Fuck mainly. My old lady could take him in a fight.’ He looked at me intently. ‘I know what he was into, but he didn’t sell here. I’d have force-fed his shit to him till he burst if he tried it.’ I didn’t believe Pete but I let it go. Steroids was part of the game now and there was nothing Pete could do except bluster.

  




  

    He pursed his lips and pulled his legs slowly in. ‘A lot of women were attracted to him by his size. Barton was a big guy and he sure talked big. Some women just want the protection someone like him seems to offer. Some just want to fuck a big guy and some want to be protected. They believe if they give the guy what he wants he’ll look out for them.’

  




  

    ‘Pity she chose Stephen Barton, then,’ I said.

  




  

    ‘Yeah,’ agreed Pete. ‘Maybe she wasn’t so smart after all.’

  




  

    I had brought my training gear with me and did ninety minutes in the gym. It had been some time since I trained properly. To avoid embarrassment I skipped the bench and stuck to shoulders, back and light arm work, enjoying the sensation of strength and movement in the bent-over rows and the pressure on my biceps during the curls.

  




  

    I still looked pretty good, I thought, although the assessment was a result of insecurity instead of vanity. At just under six feet, I still retained some of my lifter’s build – the wide shoulders, definition in the biceps and triceps and a chest which was at least bigger than two eggs frying on the sidewalk – and I hadn’t regained much of the fat I had lost during the year. I still had my hair, although there was grey creeping back from the temples and sprinkling the fringe. My eyes were clear enough to be recognisably grey-blue, set in a slightly long face now deeply etched at the eyes and mouth with the marks of remembered grief. Clean-shaven, with a decent haircut, a good suit and some flattering light, I could look almost respectable. In the right light, I could even have claimed to be thirty-two without making people snigger too loudly. It was only two years less than my age on my driver’s licence, but these little things become more important as you get older.

  




  

    When I was finished, I packed my gear, declined Pete’s offer of a protein shake – it smelt like rotten bananas – and stopped off for a coffee instead. I felt relaxed for the first time in weeks, the endorphins pumping through my system and a pleasant tightness developing across my shoulders and back.

  




  

    The next call I made was to DeVries’s department store. The personnel manager called himself a human resources manager and, like personnel managers the world over, was one of the least personable people one could meet. Sitting opposite him, it was difficult not to feel that anyone who could happily reduce individuals to resources, to the same level as oil, bricks and canaries in coal mines, probably shouldn’t be allowed to have any human relations that didn’t involve locks and prison bars. In other words, Timothy Cary was a first-degree prick from the tip of his close-cropped dyed hair to the toes of his patent leather shoes.

  




  

    I had contacted his secretary earlier that afternoon to make the appointment, telling her that I was acting for an attorney in the matter of an inheritance coming to Ms Demeter. Cary and his secretary deserved each other. A wild dog on a chain would have been more helpful than Cary’s secretary, and easier to get past.

  




  

    ‘My client is anxious that Ms Demeter be contacted as soon as possible,’ I told him, as we sat in his small, prissy office. ‘The will is extremely detailed and there are a lot of forms to be filled out.’

  




  

    ‘And your client would be . . .?’

  




  

    ‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that. I’m sure you understand.’

  




  

    Cary looked like he understood but didn’t want to. He leaned back in his chair and gently rubbed his expensive silk tie between his fingers. It had to be expensive. It was too tasteless to be anything else. Crisp lines showed along his shirt as if it had just been removed from its packet, assuming Timothy Cary would have anything to do with something so plebeian as a plastic wrapper. If he ever visited the shop floor it must have been like an angel descending, albeit an angel who looked like he’d just encountered a bad smell.

  




  

    ‘Miss Demeter was due in work yesterday.’ Cary glanced down at a file on his desk. ‘She had Monday off and we haven’t seen her since.’

  




  

    ‘Is that usual, to have Monday off?’ I wasn’t anxious to know but the question distracted Cary from the file. Isobel Barton didn’t have Catherine Demeter’s new address. Catherine would usually contact her or Mrs Barton would have her assistant leave a message at DeVries’s. As Cary brightened slightly at the opportunity to discuss a subject close to his heart and started mouthing off about work schedules, I memorised her address and SSN. I eventually managed to interrupt him for long enough to ask if Catherine Demeter had been ill on her last day in work, or had complained of being disturbed in any way.

  




  

    ‘I’m not aware of any such communication. Miss Demeter’s position with DeVries is currently under review as a result of her absence,’ he concluded smugly. ‘I hope, for her sake, that her inheritance is considerable.’ I don’t think he meant it.

  




  

    After some routine delaying tactics, Cary gave me permission to speak with the woman who had worked with Catherine on her last shift in the store. I met her in a supervisor’s office off the sales floor. Martha Friedman was in her early sixties. She was plump with dyed-red hair and a face so caked with cosmetics that the floor of the Amazon jungle probably saw more natural light, but she tried to be helpful. She had been working with Catherine Demeter in the china department on Saturday. It was her first time to work with her, since Mrs Friedman’s usual assistant had been taken ill and someone was needed to cover for her in the last hour before closing.

  




  

    ‘Did you notice anything unusual about her behaviour?’ I asked, as Mrs Friedman took the opportunity afforded by some time in the supervisor’s office to discreetly examine the papers on his desk. ‘Did she seem distressed or anxious in any way?’

  




  

    Mrs Friedman furrowed her brow slightly. ‘She broke a piece of china, an Aynsley vase. She had just arrived and was showing it to a customer when she dropped it. Then, when I looked around, she was running across the shop floor, heading for the escalators. Most unprofessional, I thought, even if she was sick.’

  




  

    ‘And was she sick?’

  




  

    ‘She said she felt sick, but why run for the escalators? We have a staff washroom on each level.’

  




  

    I got the feeling that Mrs Friedman knew more than she was saying. She was enjoying the attention and wanted to draw it out. I leaned towards her confidentially.

  




  

    ‘But what do you think, Mrs Friedman?’

  




  

    She preened a little and leaned forward in turn, touching my hand lightly to emphasise her point.

  




  

    ‘She saw someone, someone she was trying to reach before they left the store. Tom, the security guard on the east door, told me she ran out by him and stood looking around the street. We’re supposed to get permission to leave the store when on duty. He should have reported her, but he just told me instead. Tom’s a schvartze, but he’s okay.’

  




  

    ‘Do you have any idea who she might have seen?’

  




  

    ‘No. She just refused to discuss it. She doesn’t have any friends among the staff, far as I can tell, and now I can see why.’

  




  

    I spoke to the security guard and the supervisor, but they couldn’t add anything to what Mrs Friedman had told me. I stopped at a diner for coffee and a sandwich, returned to my apartment to pick up a small black bag my friend Angel had given me and then took another cab to Catherine Demeter’s apartment.

  




  

    Chapter Seven

  




  

    The apartment was in a converted four-storey redstone in Greenpoint, a part of Brooklyn populated mainly by Italians, Irish and Poles, the latter counting a large number of former Solidarity activists among them. It was from the Greenpoint Continental Ironworks that the ironclad Monitor had emerged to fight the Confederate ship Merrimac, when Greenpoint was Brooklyn’s industrial centre.

  




  

    The cast-iron manufacturers, the potters and printers were all gone now, but many of the descendants of the original workers still remained. Small clothing boutiques and Polish bakeries shared frontage with established kosher delis and stores selling used electrical goods.

  




  

    Catherine Demeter’s block was still a little run down, and kids wearing sneakers and low-slung jeans sat on the steps of most of the buildings, smoking and whistling and calling at passing women. She lived in apartment fourteen, probably near the top. I tried the bell but wasn’t surprised when there was no answer from the intercom. Instead I tried twenty and, when an elderly woman’s voice responded, I told her I was from the gas company and had a report of a leak but the supervisor’s apartment was empty. She was silent for a moment then buzzed me in.

  




  

    I guessed she’d probably check with the super so time was limited, although if the apartment didn’t reveal anything about where Catherine Demeter might have gone, I’d have to talk to the super anyway, or approach the neighbours or maybe even talk to the mailman. As I passed into the lobby I flipped open the mailbox for apartment fourteen and shone my flashlight inside, finding only a copy of the most recent New York magazine and what looked like two junk mail drops. I let the box close and took the stairs up to the third floor.

  




  

    It was silent, with six newly varnished apartment doors along the hall, three on each side. I walked quietly to number fourteen and took the black bag from under my coat. I knocked once more on the door, just to be sure, and removed the power rake from the bag. Angel was the best B&E man I knew and even as a cop I’d had reasons to use him. In return, I’d never hassled Angel and he’d stayed out of my way professionally. When he did go down, I’d done my best to make things a little easier for him inside. The rake had been a thank-you of sorts. An illegal thank-you.

  




  

    It looked like an electric drill but was smaller and slimmer, with a prong at its tip that acted as a pick and tension tool. I stuck the prong in the lock and squeezed the trigger. The rake clattered noisily for a couple of seconds and then the lock turned. I slipped in quietly and closed the door behind me, seconds before another door down the hall opened. I stayed still and waited until it closed again, then put the rake back in the bag, reopened the door and took a toothpick from my pocket. I snapped it into four pieces and jammed them into the lock. It would give me time to get to the fire-escape if someone tried to enter the apartment while I was there. Then I closed the door and turned on the lights.

  




  

    A short hallway with a threadbare rug led to a clean living room, cheaply furnished with a battered TV and a mismatched sofa and chairs. To one side was a small kitchen and to the other a bedroom.

  




  

    I checked the bedroom first. Some paperback novels stood on a small shelf beside the bed. The only other furniture consisted of a wardrobe and dressing table, both of which appeared to have been made up from IKEA kits. I checked under the bed and found an empty suitcase. There were no cosmetics on the dressing table, which meant that she had probably packed a small overnight bag when she left and taken them with her. She probably hadn’t intended to stay away for long and she certainly didn’t appear to have left for good.

  




  

    I checked the wardrobe but there were only clothes and a few pairs of shoes inside. The first two drawers in the dressing table also contained only clothes but the last one was filled with papers, the accumulated documents, tax forms and employment records of a life spent moving from city to city, from job to job.

  




  

    Catherine Demeter had spent a long time in the waitressing game, moving from New Hampshire to Florida and back again with the social season. She had also spent some time in Chicago, Las Vegas and Phoenix as well as numerous small towns, judging by the collection of wage slips and tax documents in her drawer. There were also various bank statements. She had about $39,000 in a savings account in a city bank, as well as some shares bound carefully with a thick blue ribbon. Finally, there was a passport, updated recently, and within it three extra passport-size photos of herself.

  




  

    Catherine Demeter, true to Isobel Barton’s description, was a small attractive woman in her mid-thirties, five-two, with dark hair cut short in a bob, pale blue eyes and a fair complexion. I took the extra photos and put them in my wallet, then turned to examine the only item of a very personal nature in the drawer.

  




  

    It was a photo album, thick and worn at the corners. Within it was what I assumed to be a history of the Demeter family, from sepia-tinted photos of grandparents, through the wedding of what I guessed were her parents and on through the photos of two girls growing up, sometimes with parents and friends, sometimes together, sometimes alone. Pictures from the beach, from family holidays, from birthdays and Christmas and Thanksgiving, the memories of two sisters starting off in life. The resemblance between the two was clear. Catherine was the younger, the overbite visible even then. The girl I took to be her sister was perhaps two or three years older, with sandy-coloured hair, a beautiful girl even at eleven or twelve.

  




  

    There were no more pictures of her after that age. The rest consisted of Catherine alone or with her parents and the record of her growth was more periodic, the sense of celebration and joyfulness gone. Eventually, they dwindled away to nothing with a final picture of Catherine on the day of her high-school graduation, a solemn-looking young woman with dark rings beneath eyes that seemed close to tears. The testimonial attached came from the principal of Haven High School, Virginia.

  




  

    Something had been removed from the final pages of the album. Small pieces of what appeared to be newspaper rested at the base of the album pages, most merely tiny fragments as thin as threads but one about an inch square. The paper was yellowing with age, with a fragment of a weather report on one side and part of a photo on the other, the tip of some sand-blonde hair visible in one corner. Tucked into the last page were two birth certificates, one for Catherine Louise Demeter dated 5 March 1962 and the other for Amy Ellen Demeter, dated 3 December 1959.

  




  

    I returned the album to the drawer and went into the bathroom next door. It was clean and neat, like the rest of the apartment, with soap, shower gels and foam bath arranged neatly on the white tile by the bath and towels stored on a small shelf under the sink. I opened one side of the medicine cabinet on the wall. It contained toothpaste, floss and mouthwash, as well as some non-prescription medicines for cold relief, water retention and evening primrose capsules. There were no birth-control pills or other contraceptives. Maybe Stephen Barton took care of that, although I doubted it. Stephen didn’t seem like the new-age type.

  




  

    The other side of the cabinet contained a miniature pharmacy with enough uppers and downers to keep Catherine moving like a roller-coaster. There was Librium, for mood swings, Ativan to combat agitation, and Valium, Thorazine and Lorazepam for anxiety. Some were empty, others half empty. The most recent came from a prescription from Dr Frank Forbes, a psychiatrist. I knew the name. ‘Fucking Frank’ Forbes had screwed or attempted to screw so many of his patients that it was sometimes suggested that they should charge him. He had been on the verge of losing his license on a number of occasions, but the complaints were either withdrawn, never got to court or were suppressed through the judicious application of some of Fucking Frank’s funds. I heard he had been unusually quiet lately after one of his patients had contracted a dose of the clap after an encounter with Frank and then had promptly slapped a lawsuit on him. This one, I gathered, was proving difficult for Fucking Frank to bury.

  




  

    Catherine Demeter was clearly a very unhappy woman and was unlikely to get any happier if she was seeing Frank Forbes. I wasn’t too keen on visiting him. He had once tried to come on to Elizabeth Gordon, the daughter of one of Susan’s divorced friends, and I’d paid him a visit to remind him of his duties as a doctor and to threaten to throw him from his office window if it ever happened again. After that, I tried to take a semi-professional interest in Frank Forbes’s activities.

  




  

    There was nothing else of note in Catherine’s bathroom, or in the rest of her apartment. As I was leaving I stopped at her telephone, picked it up and pressed the re-dial button. After the beeps subsided a voice answered.

  




  

    ‘Haven County Sheriff’s Office, hello?’

  




  

    I hung up and dialled a guy I knew in the telephone company. Five minutes later he came back with a list of local numbers called from Friday to Sunday. There were only three and they were all mundane – a Chinese takeaway, a local laundry and a movie-information line.

  




  

    The local company couldn’t give me details of any long-distance calls made, so I dialled a second number. This one connected me with one of the many agencies that offer PIs and those with a deep and abiding interest in other people’s business the opportunity to purchase confidential information illegally. The agency was able to tell me within twenty minutes that fifteen calls had been made to Haven, Virginia, numbers on Saturday evening through Sprint, seven to the sheriff’s office and eight to a private residence in the town. I was given both numbers and I dialled the second. The message on the answering-machine was terse: ‘This is Earl Lee Granger. I’m not here right now. Leave a message after the beep or, if it relates to police business, contact the sheriff’s office at . . .’

  




  

    I dialled the number, got the Haven County sheriff’s office again and asked to speak to the sheriff.

  




  

    I was told that Sheriff Granger wasn’t available, so I asked to speak to whoever was in charge in his absence. The ranking deputy was Alvin Martin, I learned, but he was out on a case. The deputy on the phone didn’t know when the sheriff would be back. From his tone, I guessed the sheriff hadn’t simply gone out to buy cigarettes. He asked me my name and I thanked him and hung up.

  




  

    It seemed that something had caused Catherine Demeter to get in touch with the sheriff in her home town, but not with the NYPD. If there was nothing else, I’d have to pay a visit to Haven. First, though, I decided to pay a visit to Fucking Frank Forbes.

  




  

    Chapter Eight

  




  

    I stopped off at Azure on Third Avenue and bought myself some expensive fresh strawberries and pineapple from the deli, then took them around to the Citicorp Building to eat in the public space. I liked the building’s simple lines and its strange, angled top. It was also one of the few new developments where a similar imagination had been applied to its interior: its seven-storey atrium was still green with trees and shrubs, its shops and restaurants were packed with people, and a handful of worshippers sat silently in its simple, sunken church.

  




  

    Two blocks away, Fucking Frank Forbes had a swish office in a seventies smoked-glass development, at least for the present. I took the elevator up and entered the reception area, where a young and pretty brunette was typing something on the computer. She looked up as I entered and smiled brightly. I tried not to let my jaw hang as I smiled back.

  




  

    ‘Is Dr Forbes available?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘Do you have an appointment?’

  




  

    ‘I’m not a patient, thankfully, but Frank and I go way back. Tell him Charlie Parker wants to see him.’

  




  

    Her smile faltered a little but she dialled through to Frank’s office and gave him the message. Her face paled slightly as she listened to his response but she held herself together remarkably well, all things considered.

  




  

    ‘I’m afraid Dr Forbes can’t see you,’ she said, the smile now fading rapidly.

  




  

    ‘Is that really what he said?’

  




  

    She blushed slightly. ‘No, not quite.’

  




  

    ‘Are you new here?’

  




  

    ‘This is my first week.’

  




  

    ‘Frank select you personally?’

  




  

    She looked puzzled. ‘Ye-es.’

  




  

    ‘Get another job. He’s a deviant and he’s on his way out of business.’

  




  

    I walked past her and entered Frank’s office while she took all this in. There was no patient in Frank’s consulting room, just the good doctor himself leafing through some notes on his desk. He didn’t look pleased to see me. His thin moustache curled in distaste like a black worm and a red bloom spread from his neck to his high, domed forehead before disappearing into his brush of wiry black hair. He was tall, over six feet, and he worked out. He looked real good, but looks were as far as it went. There was nothing good about Fucking Frank Forbes. If he handed you a dollar, the ink would be running before it got to your wallet.

  




  

    ‘Get the fuck out, Parker. In case you’ve forgotten, you can’t come barging in here any more. You’re not a cop now and the force is probably all the richer for your absence.’ He leaned towards the intercom button but his receptionist had already entered behind me.

  




  

    ‘Call the police, Marcie. Better still, call my lawyer. Tell him I’m about to file for harassment.’

  




  

    ‘Hear you’re giving him a lot of business at the moment, Frank,’ I said, taking a seat in a leather upright opposite his desk. ‘I also hear Maibaum and Locke are handling the lawsuit for that unfortunate woman with the social disease. I’ve done some business with them in the past and they’re real hot. Maybe I could put them on to Elizabeth Gordon. You remember Elizabeth, don’t you, Frank?’

  




  

    Frank cast an instinctive glance over his shoulder at the window and twisted his chair away from it.

  




  

    ‘It’s okay, Marcie,’ he said, nodding uneasily to the receptionist. I heard the door close softly behind me. ‘What do you want?’

  




  

    ‘You have a patient called Catherine Demeter.’

  




  

    ‘Come on, Parker, you know I can’t discuss my patients. Even if I could, I wouldn’t share shit with you.’

  




  

    ‘Frank, you’re the worst shrink I know. I wouldn’t let a dog be treated by you because you’d probably try to fuck it, so save the ethics for the judge. I think she may be in trouble and I want to find her. If you don’t help me I’ll be in touch with Maibaum and Locke so fast you’ll think I’m telepathic.’

  




  

    Frank tried to look like he was wrestling with his conscience, although he couldn’t have found his conscience without the aid of a shovel and an exhumation order.

  




  

    ‘She missed an appointment yesterday. She didn’t give any notice.’

  




  

    ‘Why was she seeing you?’

  




  

    ‘Involutional melancholia, mainly. That’s depression to you, characteristic of middle to later stages of life. At least that’s what it seemed like, initially.’

  




  

    ‘But . . .?’

  




  

    ‘Parker, this is confidential. Even I have standards.’

  




  

    ‘You’re joking. Go on.’

  




  

    Frank sighed and fiddled with a pencil on his blotter, then moved to a cabinet, removed a file and sat back down. He opened it, leafed through it, and began to talk.

  




  

    ‘Her sister died when Catherine was eight, or rather her sister was killed: she was one of a number of children murdered in a town called Haven in Virginia in the late sixties, early seventies. The children, males and females, were abducted, tortured and their remains dumped in the cellar of an empty house outside the town.’ Frank was detached now, a doctor running through a case history which might have been as distant as a fairy story to him for all the emotion he put into the telling.

  




  

    ‘Her sister was the fourth child to die, but the first white child. After she disappeared the police began to take a real interest. A local woman, a wealthy local woman, was suspected – her car had been seen near the house after one of the children disappeared and then she tried an unsuccessful snatch on a kid from another town about twenty miles away. The kid, a boy, raked her face with his nails, then gave a description to the cops.

  




  

    ‘They went after her but the locals heard and got to the house first. Her brother was there. He was a homosexual, according to locals, and the cops believed she had an accomplice, a male who might have driven the car while she made the snatches. The locals figured the brother was a likely suspect. He was found hanged in the basement.’

  




  

    ‘And the woman?’

  




  

    ‘Burned to death in another of the old houses. The case simply . . . faded away.’

  




  

    ‘But not for Catherine?’

  




  

    ‘No, not for her. She left the town after graduating from high school, but her parents stayed. The mother died about ten years ago, father shortly after. And Catherine Demeter just kept moving.’

  




  

    ‘Did she ever go back to Haven?’

  




  

    ‘No, not after the funerals. She said everything was dead to her there. And that’s it, pretty much. It all comes back to Haven.’

  




  

    ‘Any boyfriends, or casuals?’

  




  

    ‘None that she mentioned to me, and question time is over. Now get out. If you ever bring this up again, in public or in private, I’ll sue your ass for assault, harassment and anything else my lawyer can come up with.’

  




  

    I got up to leave.

  




  

    ‘One more thing,’ I said. ‘For Elizabeth Gordon and her continued non-acquaintance with Maibaum and Locke.’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘The name of the woman who burned to death.’

  




  

    ‘Modine. Adelaide Modine and her brother William. Now please, get the fuck out of my life.’

  




  

    Chapter Nine

  




  

    Willie Brew’s auto shop looked run-down and unreliable, if not blatantly dishonest, from the outside. Inside it wasn’t a whole lot better but Willie, a Pole whose name was unpronounceable and had been shortened to Brew by generations of customers, was just about the best mechanic I knew.

  




  

    I had never liked this area of Queen’s, only a short distance north from the roar of the cars on the Long Island Expressway. Ever since I was a boy, I seemed to associate it with used-car lots, old warehouses and cemeteries. Willie’s garage, close by Kissena Park, had been a good source of information over the years, since every deadbeat friend of Willie’s with nothing better to do than listen in on other people’s business tended to congregate there at some time or another, but the whole area still made me uneasy. Even as an adult, I hated the drive from JFK to Manhattan as it skirted these neighbourhoods, hated the sight of the run-down houses and liquor stores.

  




  

    After my father’s death, my mother had moved us back to Maine, to her hometown of Scarborough, where treelines replaced cityscapes and only the racing enthusiasts, travelling from Boston and New York to the races at Scarborough Downs, brought with them the sights and smells of the big cities. Maybe that was why I always felt like a visitor when I looked at Manhattan: I always seemed to be seeing the city through new eyes.

  




  

    Willie’s place was situated in a neighbourhood that was fighting gentrification tooth and nail. Willie’s block had been bought by the owner of the Japanese noodle house next door – he had other interests in downtown Flushing’s Little Asia and seemed to want to extend his reach further south – and Willie was involved in a partially legal battle to ensure that he wasn’t shut down. The Japanese responded by sending fish smells through the vents into Willie’s garage. Willie sometimes got his own back by getting Arno, his chief mechanic, to drink some beers and eat a Chinese, then stumble outside, stick his fingers down his throat and vomit outside the noodle house. ‘Chinese, Vietnamese, Japanese – all that shit looks the same when it comes out,’ Willie used to say.

  




  

    Inside, Arno, small, wiry and dark, was working on the engine of a beat-up Dodge. The air was thick with the smell of fish and noodles. My ’69 Mustang was raised up on a platform, unrecognisable bits and pieces of its internal workings strewn around on the floor. It looked no more likely to be on the road again in the near future than James Dean. I’d called earlier to tell Willie I’d be dropping by. The least he could have done was pretend to be doing something with it when I arrived.

  




  

    The sound of loud swearing came from inside Willie’s office, which was up a set of wooden stairs to the right of the garage floor. The door flew open and Willie rumbled down the steps, grease on his bald head and his blue mechanic’s overalls open to the waist to show a dirty white T-shirt straining over his huge belly. He climbed arduously up a set of boxes placed beneath the vent in a step pattern and put his mouth to the grille.

  




  

    ‘You slant-eyed sons of bitches,’ he shrieked. ‘Quit stinkin’ my garage out with fish or I’m gonna get nuclear on your ass.’ There was the sound of something shouted in Japanese from the other end of the vent and then a burst of Oriental laughter. Willie thumped the grille with the heel of his hand and climbed down. He squinted at me in the semi-darkness before recognising me.

  




  

    ‘Bird, how you doin’? You want a coffee?’

  




  

    ‘I want a car. My car. The car you’ve had for over a week now.’

  




  

    Willie looked crestfallen. ‘You’re angry with me,’ he said, in mock-soothing tones. ‘I understand your anger. Anger is good. Your car, on the other hand, is not good. Your car is bad. The engine’s shot to shit. What have you been running it on, nuts and old nails?’

  




  

    ‘Willie, I need my car. The taxi drivers are treating me like an old friend. Some of them have even stopped trying to rip me off. I’ve considered hiring a rental car to save myself embarrassment. In fact, the only reason I haven’t hit you for a car is that you said the repairs would take a day or two at most.’

  




  

    Willie slouched over to the car and nudged a cylindrical piece of metal with the toe of his boot.

  




  

    ‘Arno, what’s the story on Bird’s Mustang?’

  




  

    ‘It’s shit,’ said Arno. ‘Tell him we’ll give him five hundred dollars to scrap it.’

  




  

    ‘Arno says to give you five hundred dollars to scrap it.’

  




  

    ‘I heard him. Tell Arno I’ll burn his house down if he doesn’t fix my car.’

  




  

    ‘Day after tomorrow,’ came a voice from under the hood. ‘Sorry for the delay.’

  




  

    Willie clapped me on the shoulder with a greasy hand.

  




  

    ‘Come up for a coffee, listen to the local gossip.’ Then, quietly: ‘Angel wants to see you. I told him you’d be around.’

  




  

    I nodded and followed him up the stairs. Inside the office, which was surprisingly neat, four men sat around a desk drinking coffee and whiskey from tin mugs. I nodded to Tommy Q, who I’d busted once for handling pirated video-cassettes, and a thickly moustached hot-wire guy known, unsurprisingly, as Groucho. Beside him sat Willie’s other assistant, Jay, who, at sixty-five, was ten years older than Willie but looked at least ten years older than that again. Beside him sat Coffin Ed Harris.

  




  

    ‘You know Coffin Ed?’ said Willie.

  




  

    I nodded. ‘Still boosting dead guys, Ed?’

  




  

    ‘Naw, man,’ said Coffin Ed. ‘I gave all that up a long time ago. I got a bad back.’

  




  

    Coffin Ed Harris had been the kidnapper to beat all kidnappers. Coffin Ed figured that live hostages were too much like hard work, since there was no telling what they might do or who might come looking for them. Dead targets were easier to handle, so Coffin Ed took to robbing mortuaries.

  




  

    He would watch the death notices, pick a decedent who came from a reasonably wealthy family and then steal the corpse from the mortuary or the funeral home. Until Coffin Ed came along and bucked the system, funeral homes weren’t usually well guarded. Coffin Ed would store the corpses in an industrial freezer he kept in his basement and then ask for a ransom, usually nothing too heavy. Most of the relatives were quite happy to pay to get their loved ones back before they started to rot.

  




  

    He did well until some old Polish aristocrat took offence at his wife’s remains being held to ransom and hired a private army to go looking for Coffin Ed. They found him, although Coffin Ed just about got away through a bolt-hole in his basement, which led to his neighbour’s yard. He got the last laugh, too. The power company had cut off Ed’s electricity three days before because he hadn’t been paying his bills. The old Pole’s wife stank like a dead possum by the time they found her. Since then, things had gone downhill for Coffin Ed and he now presented a down-at-heel figure in the back of Willie Brew’s garage.

  




  

    There was an uneasy silence for a moment, which was broken by Willie.

  




  

    ‘You remember Vinnie No-Nose?’ said Willie, handing me a steaming cup of black coffee, which was already turning the tin mug red hot but still couldn’t hide the smell of gasoline from its interior. ‘Wait’ll you hear Tommy Q’s story. You ain’t missed nothing yet.’

  




  

    Vinnie No-Nose was a B&E guy out of Newark who had taken one fall too many and had decided to reform, or at least to reform as far as any guy can who has made a living for forty years by ripping off other people’s apartments. He got his nickname from a long unsuccessful involvement with amateur boxing. Vinnie, small and a potential victim for any New Jersey low-life with a penchant for inflicting violence, saw an ability to use his fists as his potential salvation, like lots of other short guys from rough neighbourhoods. Sadly, Vinnie’s defence was about as good as the Son of Sam’s and his nose was eventually reduced to a mush of cartilage with two semi-closed nostrils like raisins in a pudding.

  




  

    Tommy Q proceeded to tell a story involving Vinnie, a decorating company and a dead gay client which could have put him in court if he’d told it in a respectable place of employment. ‘So the fruit ends up dead, in a bathroom, with this chair up his ass and Vinnie ends up back in jail for peddling the pics and stealing the dead guy’s video,’ he concluded, shaking his head at the strange ways of non-heterosexual males.

  




  

    He was still laughing his ass off at the story when the smile died on his face and the laugh turned into a kind of choking sound in his throat. I looked behind me to see Angel in the shadows, with curly black hair spilling out from under his blue watch-cap and a sparse growth of beard that would have made a thirteen-year-old laugh. A dark blue longshoreman’s jacket hung open over a black T-shirt and his blue jeans ended in dirty, well-worn Timberlands.

  




  

    Angel was no more than five-six and, to the casual onlooker, it was difficult to see why he should have struck fear into Tommy Q. There were two reasons. The first was that Angel was a far better boxer than Vinnie No-Nose and could have pummelled Tommy Q to horsemeat if he wanted to, which might well have been the case since Angel was gay and might have found the source of Tommy’s humour less than amusing.

  




  

    The second and probably more compelling reason for Tommy Q’s fear was that Angel’s boyfriend was a man known only as Louis. Like Angel, Louis had no visible means of support, although it was widely known that Angel, now semi-retired at the age of forty, was one of the best thieves in the business, capable of stealing the fluff from the President’s navel if the money was good enough.

  




  

    Less widely known was the fact that Louis, tall, black and sophisticated in his dress sense, was a hitman almost without equal, a killer who had been reformed somewhat by his relationship with Angel and who now chose his rare targets with what might be termed a social conscience.

  




  

    Rumour had it that the killing of a German computer expert named Gunther Bloch in Chicago the previous year had been the work of Louis. Bloch was a serial rapist and torturer, who preyed on young, sometimes very young, women in the sex resorts of South East Asia where much of his business was transacted. Money usually covered all ills, money paid to pimps, to parents, to police, to politicians.

  




  

    Unfortunately for Bloch, someone in the upper reaches of the government in one of his nations of choice couldn’t be bought, especially after Bloch strangled an eleven-year-old girl and dumped her body in a trash can. Bloch fled the country, money was redirected to a ‘special project’ and Louis drowned Gunther Bloch in the bathroom of a $1,000-a-night hotel suite in Chicago.

  




  

    Or so rumour had it. Whatever the truth of the matter, Louis was regarded as very bad news and Tommy Q wanted in future to be able to take a bath, however rarely, without fear of drowning.

  




  

    ‘Nice story, Tommy,’ said Angel.

  




  

    ‘It’s just a story, Angel. I didn’t mean anything by it. No offence meant.’

  




  

    ‘None taken,’ said Angel. ‘At least, not by me.’

  




  

    Behind him, there was a movement in the darkness and Louis appeared. His bald head gleamed in the dim light and his muscular neck emerged from a black silk shirt within an immaculately cut grey suit. He towered over Angel by more than a foot and, as he did so, he eyed Tommy Q intently for a moment.

  




  

    ‘Fruit,’ he said. ‘That’s a . . . quaint term, Mr Q. To what does it refer, exactly?’

  




  

    The blood had drained from Tommy Q’s face and it seemed to take him a very long time to find enough saliva to enable him to gulp. When he did eventually manage, it sounded like he was swallowing a golf ball. He opened his mouth but nothing came out, so he closed it again and looked at the floor in the vain hope that it would open up and swallow him.

  




  

    ‘It’s okay, Mr Q, it was a good story,’ said Louis, in a voice as silky as his shirt. ‘Just be careful how you tell it.’ Then he smiled a bright smile at Tommy Q, the sort of smile a cat might give to a mouse to take to the grave with it. A drop of sweat ran down Tommy Q’s nose, hung from the tip for a moment and then exploded on the floor. By then, Louis had gone.

  




  

    ‘Don’t forget my car, Willie,’ I said, then followed Angel from the garage.

  




  

    Chapter Ten

  




  

    We walked a block or two to a late-nite bar and diner Angel knew. Louis strolled a few yards ahead of us, the late-evening crowds parting before him like the Red Sea before Moses. Once or twice women glanced at him with interest. The men mostly kept their eyes on the ground, or found something suddenly interesting in the boarded-up shopfronts or the night sky.

  




  

    From inside the bar came the sound of a vaguely folky singer performing open-guitar surgery on Neil Young’s ‘Only Love Can Break Your Heart’. It didn’t sound like the song was going to pull through.

  




  

    ‘He plays like he hates Neil Young,’ said Angel, as we entered.

  




  

    Ahead of us, Louis shrugged. ‘Neil Young heard that shit, he’d probably hate himself.’

  




  

    We took a booth. The owner, a fat, dyspeptic man named Ernest, shambled over to take our order. Usually, the waitresses in Ernest’s took the orders but Angel and Louis commanded a degree of respect, even here.

  




  

    ‘Hey, Ernest,’ said Angel, ‘how’s business?’

  




  

    ‘If I was an undertaker, people’d stop dying,’ replied Ernest. ‘And, before you ask, my old lady’s still ugly.’ It was a long-established exchange.

  




  

    ‘Shit, you been married forty years,’ said Angel. ‘She ain’t gonna get no better-lookin’ now.’

  




  

    Angel and Louis ordered club sandwiches and Ernest wandered away. ‘I was a kid and looked like him I’d cut my dick off and make money singin’ castrato, ’cos it ain’t gonna be no use no other way.’

  




  

    ‘Bein’ ugly ain’t done you no harm,’ said Louis.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know,’ grinned Angel. ‘I was better-looking, I coulda screwed a white guy.’

  




  

    They stopped bickering and we waited for the singer to put Neil Young out of his misery. It was strange meeting these two, now that I was no longer a cop. When we had encountered each other before – in Willie’s garage, or over coffee, or in Central Park if Angel had some useful information to impart, or if he simply wanted to meet to talk, to ask after Susan and Jennifer – there had been an awkwardness, a tension between us, especially if Louis was near by. I knew what they had done, what Louis, I believed, still did, silent partnerships in assorted restaurants, dealerships and Willie Brew’s garage notwithstanding.

  




  

    On this occasion, that tension was no longer present. Instead, for the first time I felt the strength of the bond of friendship that had somehow grown between Angel and me. More than that, from both of them I felt a sense of concern, of regret, of humanity, of trust. They would not be here, I knew, if they felt otherwise.

  




  

    But maybe there was something more, something I had only begun to perceive. I was a cop’s nightmare. Cops, their families, their wives and children, are untouchables. You have to be crazy to go after a cop, crazier still to take out his loved ones. These are the assumptions we live by, the belief that after a day spent looking at the dead, questioning thieves and rapists, pushers and pimps, we can return to our own lives, knowing that our families are somehow apart from all this and that, through them, we can remain apart from it too.

  




  

    But that belief system had been shaken by the deaths of Jennifer and Susan. Someone wasn’t respecting the rules and, when no easy answer was forthcoming, when no perp with a grudge could conveniently be apprehended, enabling all that had taken place to be explained away, another reason had to be found: I had somehow drawn it on myself, and on those closest to me. I was a good cop who was well on the way to becoming a drunk. I was falling apart and that made me weak, and someone had exploited that weakness. Other cops looked at me and they saw not a fellow officer in need, but a source of infection, of corruption. No one was sorry to see me go, maybe not even Walter.

  




  

    And yet what had taken place had somehow brought me closer to both Angel and Louis. They had no illusions about the world in which they lived, no philosophical constructions which allowed them to be at once a part of, and apart from, that world. Louis was a killer: he couldn’t afford delusions of that kind. Because of the closeness of the bond that existed between them, Angel couldn’t afford those delusions either. Now they had also been taken away from me, like scales falling from my eyes, leaving me to re-establish myself, to find a new place in the world.

  




  

    Angel picked up an abandoned paper from the booth next door and glanced at the headline.

  




  

    ‘You see this?’ I looked and nodded. A guy had tried to pull some heroic stunt during a bank raid in Flushing earlier in the day and ended up with both barrels of a sawn-off emptied into him. The papers and news bulletins were full of it.

  




  

    ‘Here’s some guys out doin’ a job,’ began Angel. ‘They don’t want to hurt nobody, they just want to go in, get the money – which is insured anyway so what does the bank care? – and get out again. They only got the guns ’cos no one’s gonna take them seriously otherwise. What else they gonna use? Harsh words?

  




  

    ‘But there’s always gotta be some asshole who thinks he’s immortal ’cos he’s not dead yet. The guy, he’s young, keeps himself in good condition, thinks he’s gonna get more pussy than Long Dong Silver if he busts up the bank raid and saves the day. Look at this guy: real estate agent, twenty-nine, single, pulling down one-fifty a year and he gets a hole blown in him bigger’n the Holland Tunnel. Lance Petersen.’ He shook his head in wonderment. ‘I never met anyone called Lance in my whole life.’

  




  

    ‘That’s ’cos they all dead,’ said Louis, glancing seemingly idly around the room. ‘Fuckers keep standing up in banks and getting shot. Guy was probably the last Lance left alive.’

  




  

    The clubs arrived and Angel started eating. He was the only one who did.

  




  

    ‘So how you doin’?’

  




  

    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Why the ambush?’

  




  

    ‘You don’t write, you don’t call.’ He smiled wryly. Louis glanced at me with mild interest then returned his attention to the door, the other tables, the doors to the restrooms.

  




  

    ‘You been doin’ some work for Benny Low, I hear. What you doin’ workin’ for that fat piece of shit?’

  




  

    ‘Passing time.’

  




  

    ‘You want to pass time, stick pins in your eyes. Benny’s just using up good air.’

  




  

    ‘Come on, Angel, get to it. You’re rattling away and Louis here is acting like he expects the Dillinger gang to walk in and spray the counter.’

  




  

    Angel put down his half-eaten section of club and dabbed almost daintily at this mouth with a napkin. ‘I hear you’ve been asking after some girlfriend of Stephen Barton’s. Some people are very curious to know why that might be.’

  




  

    ‘Such as?’

  




  

    ‘Such as Bobby Sciorra, I hear.’

  




  

    I didn’t know if Bobby Sciorra was psychotic or not, but he was a man who liked killing and had found a willing employer in old man Ferrera. Emo Ellison could testify to the likely result of Bobby Sciorra taking an interest in one’s activities. I had a suspicion that Ollie Watts, in his final moments, had found that out as well.

  




  

    ‘Benny Low was talking about some kind of trouble between the old man and Sonny,’ I said. ‘“Fuckin’ goombas fighting among themselves”, was how he put it.’

  




  

    ‘Benny always was a diplomat,’ said Angel. ‘Only surprise is the UN didn’t pick up on him before now. There’s something weird goin’ on there. Sonny’s gone to ground and taken Pili with him. No one’s seen them, no one knows where they are, but Bobby Sciorra’s looking real hard for both of them.’ He took another huge bite of his sandwich. ‘What about Barton?’

  




  

    ‘I figure he’s gone underground too but I don’t know. He’s minor league and wouldn’t have much to do professionally with Sonny or the old man beyond some muling, though he may once have been close to Sonny. May be nothing to it. Barton may not be connected.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe not, but you’ve got bigger problems than finding Barton or his girl.’

  




  

    I waited.

  




  

    ‘There’s a hit out on you.’

  




  

    ‘Who?’

  




  

    ‘It’s not local. It’s out of town, Louis don’t know who.’

  




  

    ‘Is it over the Fat Ollie thing?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. Even Sonny isn’t such a moron that he’d put a contract out over some hired gun who got himself wasted ’cos you stepped in. The kid didn’t mean anything to anyone and Fat Ollie’s dead. All I know is you’re irritating two generations of the Ferrera family and that can’t be good.’

  




  

    Cole’s favour was turning into something more complicated than a missing-persons case, if it was ever that simple.

  




  

    ‘I’ve got one for you,’ I said. ‘Know anyone with a gun that can punch holes through masonry with a tenth of an ounce 5.7-millimetre bullet? Sub-machine rounds.’

  




  

    ‘You gotta be fuckin’ kidding. Last time I saw something like that it was hangin’ on top of a tank turret.’

  




  

    ‘Well, that’s what killed the shooter. I saw him blown away and there was a hole knocked through the wall behind me. The gun’s Belgian-made, designed for anti-terrorist police. Someone local picked up a piece of hardware like that and took it to the range, it’s gotta get around.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll ask,’ said Angel. ‘Any guesses?’

  




  

    ‘My guess would be Bobby Sciorra.’

  




  

    ‘Mine too. So why would he be cleaning up after Sonny’s mess?’

  




  

    ‘The old man told him to.’

  




  

    Angel nodded. ‘Watch your back, Bird.’

  




  

    He finished his sandwich and then stood to go. ‘C’mon. We can give you a ride.’

  




  

    ‘No, I want to walk for a while.’

  




  

    Angel shrugged. ‘You packing?’

  




  

    I nodded. He said he’d be in touch. I left them at the door. As I walked, I was conscious of the weight of the gun beneath my arm, of every face I passed in the crowd and of the dark pulse of the city throbbing beneath my feet.

  




  

    Chapter Eleven

  




  

    Bobby Sciorra: a malevolent demon, a vision of ferocity and sadism who had appeared before the old man, Stefano Ferrara, when he was on the verge of insanity and death. Sciorra seemed to have been conjured up from some bleak corner of Hell by the old man’s anger and grief, a physical manifestation of the torture and destruction he wished to inflict on the world around him. In Bobby Sciorra he found the perfect instrument of pain and ugly death.

  




  

    Stefano had watched his own father build a small empire from the family’s modest house in Bensonhurst. In those days Bensonhurst, bordered by Gravesend Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, still had a small-town feel. The scent of deli food mingled with that of wood-burning ovens from the local pizza parlours. People lived in two-family homes with wrought-iron gates and, when the sun shone, they would sit out on their porches and watch their kids play in their tiny gardens.

  




  

    Stefano’s ambition would take him beyond his roots. When his time came to take over the operation, he built a big house on Staten Island; when he stood at his rear-facing windows, he could see the edge of Paul Castellano’s mansion on Todt Hill, the $3.5 million White House and, probably from his topmost window, the grounds of the Barton Estate. If Staten Island was good enough for the head of the Gambino family and a benevolent millionaire, then it was good enough for Stefano. When Castellano died after being shot six times at Sparks restaurant in Manhattan, Stefano was, briefly, the biggest boss on Staten Island.

  




  

    Stefano married a woman from Bensonhurst named Louisa. She hadn’t married him out of any kind of love familiar from romantic novels: she loved him for his power, his violence and, mainly, his money. Those who marry for money usually end up earning it. Louisa did. She was emotionally brutalised and died shortly after giving birth to her third son. Stefano didn’t remarry. There was no grief there; he just didn’t need the bother of another wife, especially after the first had produced his heirs.

  




  

    The first child, Vincent, was intelligent and represented the best hope for the family’s future. When he died in a swimming pool from a massive brain haemorrhage at twenty-three, his father didn’t speak for a week. Instead, he shot Vincent’s pair of Labradors and retired to his bedroom. By then Louisa had been dead for seventeen years.

  




  

    Niccolo, or Nicky, two years younger than his brother, took his place at his father’s right hand. As a rookie, I watched him roam the city in his huge, bullet-proofed Cadillac, surrounded by soldiers, carving himself a reputation as a thug to match his father. By the early 1980s, the family had overcome an initial distaste for the drugs trade and was flooding the city with every kind of drug it could lay its hands on. Most people stayed out of the way and any potential rivals were warned off or ended up as fish chum.

  




  

    The Yardies were another matter. The Jamaican gangs had no respect for established institutions, for the old ways of doing business. They looked at the Italians and saw dead meat; a shipment of cocaine worth two million dollars was boosted from the Ferreras and two soldiers were left dead. Nicky responded by ordering a cull of the Yardies: their clubs were hit, their apartments, even their women. In a three-day period, twelve of them died, including most of those responsible for the cocaine theft.

  




  

    Maybe Nicky imagined that would be the end of it and things would return to normal again. He still cruised the streets in his car, still ate in the same restaurants, still acted as if the threat of violence from the Jamaicans has dissipated in the face of this show of force.

  




  

    His favourite haunt was Da Vincenzo, an upmarket Mom and Pop operation in his father’s old Bensonhurst neighbourhood, which was smart enough not to forget its roots. Maybe Nicky also liked the echoes of his brother in the name but his paranoia led him to have the glass in the windows and doors replaced with some military-strength panes, the sort used by the President. Nicky could enjoy his fusilli in peace, undisturbed by the imminent threat of assassination.

  




  

    He had only just ordered one Thursday evening in November when the black van pulled into the side-street opposite, its back facing towards the window. Nicky may have glanced at it as it stopped, may have noticed that its windscreen had been removed and replaced with a black wire grille, may even have frowned as the rear doors sprang open and something white flared briefly in the darkness of its interior, the back-blast rattling the grille.

  




  

    He may even have had time to register the RPG-7 warhead as it powered towards the window at 600 feet per second, smoke trailing it from behind, its roar penetrating the thick panes before they exploded inwards, glass and hot metal fragments and the slug from the missile’s copper liner tearing Nicky Ferrera into so many pieces that his coffin weighed less than sixty pounds when it was carried up the aisle of the church three days later.

  




  

    The three Jamaicans responsible disappeared into the underworld and the old man vented his fury on his enemies and his friends in an orgy of abuse, of violence and of death. His business fell apart around him and his rivals closed in, recognising in his madness the opportunity to rid themselves of him once and for all.

  




  

    Just as his world seemed about to implode on itself, a figure appeared at the gates of his mansion and asked to speak with the old man. He told the guard he had some news about the Yardies, the guard passed on the message and, after a search, Bobby Sciorra was admitted. The search was not a complete one: Sciorra held a black plastic sack which he refused to open. Guns were trained on him as he approached the house and he was told to halt on the lawn, about fifty feet from the steps of the house where the old man stood in wait.

  




  

    ‘If you’re wasting my time, I’ll have you killed,’ said the old man. Bobby Sciorra just smiled and tipped the contents of the bag on the illuminated lawn. The three heads rolled and bumped against each other, the dreadlocks coiled like dead snakes with Bobby Sciorra smiling above them like some obscene Perseus. Thick, fresh blood hung languorously from the edges of the sack before dripping slowly on to the grass.

  




  

    Bobby Sciorra ‘made his bones’ that night. Within one year he was a made guy, an ascent up the family ladder made doubly unique by its speed and the relative obscurity of Sciorra’s background. The feds had no file on him and Ferrera appeared able to add little more. I heard rumours that he had crossed the Colombos once, that he had operated out of Florida for a time on a freelance basis, but nothing more than that. Yet the killing of the linchpins of the Jamaican posse was enough to earn him the trust of Stefano Ferrera and a ceremony in the basement of the Staten Island house, which resulted in the pricking of Sciorra’s trigger finger over a holy picture and his tie-in to Ferrera and his associates.

  




  

    From that day on, Bobby Sciorra was the power behind the Ferrera throne. He guided the old man and his family through the trials and tribulations of post-RICO New York, when the FBI’s Racketeer Influenced Corruption Organisation statutes allowed the feds to prosecute organisations and conspirators that benefited from crime, instead of just the individuals who committed those crimes. The major New York families – Gambino, Luchese, Colombo, Genovese and Bonnano – numbering maybe four thousand made guys and associates, all took big hits, losing the heads of their families to jail or the reaper. But not the Ferreras. Bobby Sciorra took care of that, sacrificing some minor players along the way to ensure the survival of the family.

  




  

    The old man might have preferred to take even more of a back seat in the family operation if it hadn’t been for Sonny. Poor dumb, vicious Sonny, a man without the intelligence of either of his brothers but with at least their combined capacity for violence. Any operations he controlled degenerated into bloodshed, but none of it troubled Sonny. Corpulent and bloated even in his twenties, he enjoyed the mayhem and the killing. The deaths of the innocent in particular seemed to give him an almost sexual thrill.

  




  

    Gradually, his father sidelined him and left him to his own devices of steroids, small-time drug deals, prostitution and occasional violence. Bobby Sciorra tried to keep him under some sort of control, but Sonny was beyond control or reason. Sonny was vicious and evil, and when his father died, a queue of men would form to ensure Sonny joined him as soon as possible.

  




  

    Chapter Twelve

  




  

    I never expected to end up living in the Village. Susan, Jennifer and I had lived out on Park Slope in Brooklyn. On Sundays we could stroll down to Prospect Park and watch the kids playing ball, Jennifer kicking at the grass with her small, pink sneakers, before heading to Raintree’s for a soda, the sound of the band in the band shell drifting in through the stained-glass windows.

  




  

    On such days, life seemed as long and welcoming as the green vista of Long Meadow. We would walk Jenny between us, Susan and I, and exchange glances over her head as she burst forth with an endless stream of questions, observations, strange jokes that only a child could understand. I would hold her hand in mine and, through her, I could reach out to Susan and believe that things would work out for us, that we could somehow bridge the gap that was growing between us. If Jenny ran ahead, I would move close to Susan and take her hand and she would smile at me as I told her that I loved her. Then she would look away, or look to her feet, or call Jenny, because we both knew that telling her I loved her was not enough.

  




  

    When I decided to return to New York at the start of the summer, after months of searching for some sign of their killer, I informed my lawyer and asked him to recommend a realtor. In New York, there are about three hundred million square feet of office space and not enough places to put the people who work in them. I couldn’t say why I wanted to live in Manhattan. Maybe it was just because it wasn’t Brooklyn.

  




  

    Instead of a realtor, my lawyer produced a network of friends and business acquaintances, which eventually led to me renting an apartment in a red-brick house in the Village with white shutters on the windows and a stoop that led up to a fanlighted front door. It was a little closer to St Mark’s Place than I might have preferred – since the days when W. H. Auden and Leon Trotsky had roomed there, St Mark’s had become the Village with a Vengeance, full of bars, cafés and overpriced boutiques – but it was still a good deal.

  




  

    The apartment was unfurnished and I pretty much left it that way, adding only a bed, a desk, some easy chairs, a stereo and small TV. I removed books, tapes, CDs and vinyl from storage, along with one or two personal belongings, and set up a living space to which I had only the minimum attachment.

  




  

    It was dark outside as I lined the guns before me on the desk, stripped them down and cleaned each one carefully. If the Ferreras were coming after me, I wanted to be prepared.

  




  

    In all my time on the force, I had been forced to draw my weapon to protect myself on only a handful of occasions. I had never killed a man while on duty and had only once fired at another human being, when I had shot a pimp in the stomach as he came at me with a long-bladed knife.

  




  

    As a detective, I had spent most of my time in robbery and homicide. Unlike vice, which was a world in which the threat of violence and death to a cop was a real possibility, homicide involved a different type of police work. As Tommy Morrison, my first partner, used to say, anybody who’s going to die in a homicide investigation is already dead by the time the cops arrive.

  




  

    I had abandoned my Colt Delta Elite after the deaths of Susan and Jennifer. Now I had three guns in my possession. The .38 Colt Detective Special had belonged to my father, the only thing of his I had retained. The ‘Prancing Pony’ badge on the left side of the rounded butt was worn and the frame was scratched and pitted, but it remained a useful weapon, light at just over a pound in weight and easily concealed in an ankle holster or a belt. It was a simple, powerful revolver, and I kept it in a sleeve beneath the frame of my bed.

  




  

    I had never used the Heckler & Koch VP70M outside a range. The 9mm semi-automatic had belonged to a pusher who had died after becoming hooked on his own product. I had found him dead in his apartment after a neighbour had complained about the smell. The VP70M, a semi-plastic military pistol holding eighteen rounds, lay, still unused, in its case, but I had taken the precaution of filing away the serial number.

  




  

    Like the .38, it had no safety. The attraction of the gun lay in the accessory shoulder stock which the pusher had also acquired. When fitted, it made an internal adjustment to the firing mechanism which turned the weapon into a full-automatic submachine-gun that could fire twenty-two hundred rounds per minute. If the Chinese ever decided to invade, I could hold them off for at least ten seconds with all the ammunition I had. After that, I’d have to start throwing furniture at them. I had removed the H&K from the compartment in the Mustang’s trunk where I usually stored it. I didn’t want anyone stumbling across it while the car was being serviced.

  




  

    The third-generation Smith & Wesson was the only gun I carried, a 10mm auto model specially developed for the FBI and acquired through the efforts of Woolrich. After cleaning it, I loaded it carefully and placed it in my shoulder holster. Outside, I could see the crowds making for the bars and restaurants of the Village. I was just about to join them when the cellphone buzzed beside me and thirty minutes later I was preparing to view the body of Stephen Barton.

  




  

    Red lights flashed, bathing everything in the parking lot with the warm glow of law and order. A patch of darkness marked the nearby McCarren Park and, to the south-west, traffic passed over the Williamsburg Bridge heading for the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. Patrolmen lounged by cars, keeping the curious and the ghoulish behind barriers. One reached out to block my way – ‘Hey, gotta keep back’ – when we recognised each other. Vecsey, who remembered my father and would never make it beyond sergeant, withdrew his hand.

  




  

    ‘It’s official, Jimmy. I’m with Cole.’ He looked over his shoulder and Walter, who was talking with a patrolman, looked over and nodded. The arm went up like a traffic barrier and I passed through.

  




  

    Even yards from the sewer I could smell the stench. A frame had been erected around the area and a lab technician in boots was climbing out of the manhole.

  




  

    ‘Can I go down?’ I asked. Two men in neatly cut suits and London Fog raincoats had joined Cole, who barely nodded. The FBI letters weren’t visible on the backs of their coats so I assumed they were keeping a low profile. ‘Uncanny,’ I said as I passed, ‘they could almost be regular people.’ Walter scowled. They joined in.

  




  

    I slipped on a pair of gloves and climbed down the ladder into the sewer. I gagged with my first breath, the river of filth that ran beneath the tree-lined avenues of the city forcing a taste of bile into the back of my throat. ‘It’s easier if you take shallow breaths,’ said a sewer worker, who stood at the base of the ladder. He was lying.

  




  

    I didn’t step from the ladder. Instead, I pulled my Maglite from my pocket and pointed it to where a small group of maintenance workers and cops stood around an arc-lit area, their feet sloshing through stuff about which I didn’t even want to think. The cops gave me a brief glance then returned with bored looks to watching the med guys go about their business. Stephen Barton lay about five yards from the base of the ladder in a tide of shit and waste, his blond hair moving wildly with the current. It was obvious that he had simply been dumped through the manhole at street level, his body rolling slightly when it hit the bottom.

  




  

    The ME stood up and pulled the rubber gloves from his hands. A plainclothes homicide detective, one I didn’t recognise, directed a quizzical look at him. He returned one of frustration and annoyance. ‘We’ll need to look at him in the lab. I can’t tell shit from shit down here.’

  




  

    ‘Come on, give us a fucking break,’ the detective whined lamely.

  




  

    The ME hissed through his teeth in irritation. ‘Strangled,’ he said, as he elbowed his way through the small group. ‘Knocked unconscious first with a blow to the back of the head, then strangled. Don’t even ask for a time of death. He could have been down here for a day or so, probably no longer. The body’s pretty flaccid.’ Then the sound of his feet echoed through the sewer as he clacked up the ladder.

  




  

    The detective shrugged. ‘Ashes to ashes, shit to shit,’ he said, then turned back towards the body.

  




  

    I climbed up to street level, the ME behind me. I didn’t need to look at Barton’s body. The blow to the head was unusual, but not extraordinary. It can take as long as ten minutes to kill a man by strangulation, assuming he doesn’t manage to break free in the process. I had heard of would-be assassins losing handfuls of hair, patches of skin and, in one case, an ear to a struggling victim. Far better, where possible, to tap him on the head first. Tap him hard enough and strangling him might not be necessary at all.

  




  

    Walter was still talking to the feds so I moved as far away from the sewer as I could get while still remaining within the police cordon and drew deep breaths of night air. The smell of human waste underpinned everything, clinging to my clothes with the grim resolution of death itself. Eventually the feds returned to their car and Walter walked slowly towards me, hands stuck in his trouser pockets.

  




  

    ‘They’re going to bring Sonny Ferrera in,’ he said.

  




  

    I snorted. ‘For what? His lawyer will have him out before he even has time to take a leak. That’s assuming he was even involved, or that they can find him. This bunch couldn’t find the ground if they fell over.’

  




  

    Walter wasn’t in the mood. ‘What do you know? The kid was running shit for Ferrera, he fucks him over and ends up dead, strangled what’s more.’ Strangulation had become the Mob’s preferred method of despatch in recent years: quiet and no mess. ‘That’s the feds’ line and, anyway, they’d bring Sonny Ferrera in on suspicion of ignoring a no-smoking sign if they thought it would stick.’

  




  

    ‘C’mon, Walter, this isn’t a Ferrera job. Dumping a guy in a sewer . . .’ But he was already walking away, a raised right hand indicating that he didn’t want to hear any more. I followed him. ‘What about the girl, Walter? Maybe she fits in somewhere?’

  




  

    He turned back to me and put a hand on my shoulder. ‘When I called you, I didn’t think you were going to come running in like Dick Tracy.’ He glanced back at the feds. ‘Any sign of her?’

  




  

    ‘I think she blew town. That’s all I’m saying for the present.’

  




  

    ‘The ME thinks Barton could have been killed early Tuesday. If the girl left town after that, it could tie her in.’

  




  

    ‘Are you going to mention her to the feds?’

  




  

    Walter shook his head. ‘Let them go chasing after Sonny Ferrera. You stay on the girl.’

  




  

    ‘Yassuh,’ I said. ‘I’ma keep lookin’.’ I hailed a cab, conscious that the feds were looking at me even as I got in and we drove away into the night.

  




  

    Chapter Thirteen

  




  

    It was common knowledge that the old man was having trouble keeping his only surviving son under control. Ferrera had watched the cosa nostra tear itself apart back in Italy as it tried, with increasing brutality, to intimidate and destroy the state’s investigators. Instead, its methods had served to reinforce the determination of the braver ones to continue the fight; the families were now like one of their own victims bound in the incaprettamento, the method of execution known as ‘the goat strangling’. Like a victim bound with ropes to his arms, legs and neck, the more the families struggled, the more the rope around them grew tighter. The old man was determined that this should not happen to his own organisation. By contrast, Sonny saw in the violence of the Sicilians a method of tyranny that suited his own aspirations for power.

  




  

    Maybe that was the difference between father and son. Wherever possible old Ferrera had used the ‘white lupara’ when an assassination was necessary, the complete disappearance of the victim without even a trace of blood to give away the truth of what had taken place. The strangling of Barton was certainly a Mafia hallmark but the dumping was not. If the old man had been responsible for his death then his final resting place would probably have been the sewers all right, but not before he had been dissolved in acid and poured down a drain.

  




  

    So I didn’t believe the old man had ordered the killing of Isobel Barton’s stepson. His death and the sudden disappearance of Catherine Demeter had come too close together to be mere coincidence. It was possible, of course, that Sonny had ordered them both to be killed for some reason, for if he was as crazy as he seemed then another corpse would be unlikely to trouble him. On the other hand, it was also possible that Demeter had killed her own boyfriend and then fled. Perhaps he hit her once too often, in which case Mrs Barton was now paying me to find someone who was not only a friend but, potentially, her son’s killer.

  




  

    The Ferrera house was set in tree-shrouded grounds. Entry was by a single iron gate, electronically operated. An intercom was set into the pillar on the left-hand side. I buzzed, gave my name and told the voice I wanted to see the old man.

  




  

    Some one hundred yards from the house sat a dark Dodge sedan with two males sitting in the front seats. I could expect a visit from the feds as soon as I got back to my apartment, possibly sooner.

  




  

    ‘Walk through. Wait inside the gate,’ said the voice from the intercom. ‘You’ll be escorted to the house.’ I did as I was told and the cab pulled away. A grey-haired man in a dark suit and standard-issue shades appeared from behind the trees, a Heckler & Koch MP5 held at port arms. Behind him was another younger man, similarly dressed. To my right I could see two more guards, also armed.

  




  

    ‘Lean against the wall,’ said the grey-haired man. He frisked me professionally while the others watched, removing the clip from my own Smith & Wesson along with the spare clip on my belt. He pulled back the slide to eject the round in the chamber and handed the gun back to me. Then he motioned me towards the house, walking to my right and slightly behind me so that he could keep an eye on my hands. One man shadowed us at either side of the road. It was hardly surprising that old man Ferrera had lived so long.

  




  

    The house was surprisingly modest from the outside, a long two-storey dwelling with narrow windows at the front and a gallery running along the lower level. More men patrolled the meticulously kept garden and the gravelled driveway. A black Mercedes stood at the right of the house, its driver waiting near by if needed. The door was already open as we approached and Bobby Sciorra stood in the hallway, his right hand clasping his left wrist like a priest waiting for the offerings.

  




  

    Sciorra was six feet five inches tall and probably weighed less than one-sixty, his long, thin limbs like blades beneath his grey single-breasted suit, his striated neck almost feminine in its length, its pallor enhanced by the pristine whiteness of the collarless shirt buttoned beneath it. Short dark hair surrounded a bald pate, which ended in a cone so sharp as to appear pointed. Sciorra was a knife made flesh, a human instrument of pain, both surgeon and scalpel. The FBI believed that he had personally committed more than thirty killings. Most of those who knew Bobby Sciorra believed the FBI was conservative in its estimate.

  




  

    He smiled as I approached, revealing perfectly white teeth glistening behind narrow, slash lips, but the smile never reached his blue eyes. Instead it disappeared in the jagged scar that ran from his left ear, across the bridge of his nose and ended just below the right earlobe. The scar devoured his smile like a second mouth.

  




  

    ‘You got some balls coming here,’ he said, still smiling, his head shaking gently from side to side as he said it.

  




  

    ‘That an admission of guilt, Bobby?’ I asked.

  




  

    The smile never faltered. ‘Why do you want to see the boss? He’s got no time for shit like you.’ The smile broadened perceptibly. ‘By the way, how are your wife and kid? Kid must be – what? – four by now.’

  




  

    A dull red throbbing began to pulse in my head but I held it back, my hands tightening at my sides. I knew I’d be dead before my hands closed on Sciorra’s white skin.

  




  

    ‘Stephen Barton turned up dead in a sewer this evening. The feds are looking for Sonny and probably for you as well. I’m concerned for your welfare. I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to either of you that I wasn’t a part of.’

  




  

    Sciorra’s smile remained the same. He seemed about to answer when a voice, low but authoritative, sounded over the house intercom system. Age gave it a gravelly resonance in which the rattle of death was present, lurking in the background like the traces of Don Ferrera’s Sicilian roots.

  




  

    ‘Let him in, Bobby,’ it said. Sciorra stepped back and opened a set of draught-excluding double doors half-way down the hall. The grey-haired guard walked behind me as I followed Sciorra, who waited until he had closed the draught doors before opening a second door at the end of the hall.

  




  

    Don Ferrera sat in an old leather armchair behind a big office desk, not entirely dissimilar from Walter Cole’s desk although its gilt inlay raised it into a different league from Walter’s comparatively Spartan possession. The curtains were drawn, and wall lights and table lamps gave a dim yellow glow to the pictures and bookshelves that lined the walls. I guessed from their age and condition that the books were probably worth a lot and had never been read. Red leather chairs stood against the walls, complementing Don Ferrera’s own chair and some sofas that surrounded a long low table at the far end of the room.

  




  

    Even sitting down and stooped by age, the old man was an impressive figure. His hair was silver and greased back from his temples, but an unhealthy pallor seemed to underly his tanned complexion and his eyes appeared rheumy. Sciorra closed the door and once more assumed his priestlike stance, my escort remaining outside.

  




  

    ‘Please, sit,’ said the old man, motioning towards an armchair. He opened a silver box of Turkish cigarettes, each ringed with small gold bands. I thanked him but refused. He sighed. ‘Pity. I like the scent but they are forbidden me. No cigarettes, no women, no alcohol.’ He closed the box and looked longingly at it for a moment, then clasped his hands and rested them on the desk before him.

  




  

    ‘You have no title now,’ he said. Among ‘men of honour’, to be called Mr when you had a title was a calculated insult. Federal investigators sometimes used it to belittle Mob suspects, dispensing with the more formal Don or Tio.

  




  

    ‘I understand no insult is intended, Don Ferrera,’ I said. He nodded and was silent.

  




  

    As a detective I had had some dealings with the men of honour and always approached them cautiously and without arrogance or presumption. Respect had to be met with respect and silences had to be read like signs. Among them, everything had meaning and they were as economical and efficient in their modes of communication as they were with their methods of violence.

  




  

    Men of honour only spoke of what concerned them directly, only answered specific questions and would stay silent rather than tell a lie. A man of honour had an absolute obligation to tell the truth and only when the behaviour of others altered so far as to make it necessary to break these rules of behaviour would he do so. All of which assumed that you believed pimps and killers and drug-dealers were honourable in the first place, or that the code was anything more than the incongruous trapping of another age, pressed into service to provide a sheen of aristocracy for thugs and murderers.

  




  

    I waited for him to break the silence.

  




  

    He stood and moved slowly, almost painfully, around the room and stopped at a small side-table on which a gold plate gleamed dully.

  




  

    ‘You know, Al Capone used to eat off gold plates? Did you know that?’ he asked. I told him that I hadn’t known.

  




  

    ‘His men used to carry them in a violin case to the restaurant and lay them on the table for Capone and his guests and then they’d all eat off them. Why do you think a man would feel the need to eat off a gold plate?’ He waited for an answer, trying to catch my reflection in the plate.

  




  

    ‘When you have a lot of money, your tastes can become peculiar, eccentric,’ I said. ‘After a while, even your food doesn’t taste right unless it’s served on bone china, or gold. It’s not fitting for someone with so much money and power to eat from the same plates as the little people.’

  




  

    ‘It goes too far, I think,’ he replied, but he no longer seemed to be talking to me and it was his own reflection he was examining in the plate. ‘There’s something wrong with it. There are some tastes that should not be indulged, because they are vulgar. They are obscene. They offend nature.’

  




  

    ‘I take it that isn’t one of Capone’s plates.’

  




  

    ‘No, my son gave it to me as a gift on my last birthday. I told him the story and he had the plate made.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe he missed the point of the story,’ I said. The old man’s face looked weary. It was the face of a man who had not enjoyed his sleep for some time.

  




  

    ‘The boy who was killed, you think my son was involved? You think this was a piece of work?’ he asked eventually, moving back into my direct line of vision and staring away from me at something in the distance. I didn’t look to see what it was.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. The FBI appears to think so.’

  




  

    He smiled, an empty, cruel smile which reminded me briefly of Bobby Sciorra. ‘And your interest in this is the girl, no?’

  




  

    I was surprised, although I should not have been. Barton’s past would have been common knowledge to Sciorra at least and would have been passed on quickly when his body was discovered. I thought my visit to Pete Hayes might have played a part too. I wondered how much he knew and his next question gave me the answer: not much.

  




  

    ‘Who are you working for?’

  




  

    ‘I can’t say.’

  




  

    ‘We can find out. We found out enough from the old man at the gym.’

  




  

    So that was it. I shrugged gently. He was silent again for a time.

  




  

    ‘Do you think my son had the girl killed?’

  




  

    ‘Did he?’ I responded. Don Ferrera turned back towards me, the rheumy eyes narrowing.

  




  

    ‘There is a story told about a man who believes he is being cuckolded by his wife. He approaches a friend, an old, trusted friend, and says, “I believe my wife is cheating on me but I don’t know with whom. I have watched her closely but I cannot find out the identity of this man. What do I do?”

  




  

    ‘Now his friend is the man who is cheating with his wife, but to divert the other’s attention he says that he saw the wife with another man, a man with a reputation for dishonourable conduct with other men’s wives. And so the cuckold turns his gaze on this other man and his wife continues to cheat on him with his best friend.’ He finished and gazed intently at me.

  




  

    Everything has to be interpreted, everything is codified. To live with signs is to understand the necessity of understanding meanings in seemingly irrelevant pieces of information. The old man had spent most of his life looking for the meanings in things and expected others to do likewise. In his cynical little anecdote lay his belief that his son was not responsible for Barton’s death but that whoever was responsible stood to benefit from the concentration of the police and FBI on his son’s assumed guilt. I glanced at Bobby Sciorra and wondered how much Don Ferrera really knew about what went on behind those eyes. Sciorra was capable of anything, even of undermining his boss for his own gains.

  




  

    ‘I hear maybe Sonny has taken a sudden interest in my good health,’ I said.

  




  

    The old man smiled. ‘What kind of interest in your health, Mr Parker?’

  




  

    ‘The kind of interest which could result in my health suddenly ceasing to be good.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know anything about that. Sonny is his own man.’

  




  

    ‘That may be, but if anyone pulls anything on me I’ll see Sonny in Hell.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll have Bobby look into it,’ he said.

  




  

    That didn’t make me feel a whole lot better. I stood up to leave.

  




  

    ‘A clever man would be looking for the girl,’ said the old man, also standing up and moving towards a door in a corner of the room behind the desk. ‘Alive or dead, the girl is the key.’

  




  

    Maybe he was right, but the old man must have had his own reasons for pointing me towards her. And as Bobby Sciorra escorted me to the front door, I wondered if I was the only person looking for Catherine Demeter.

  




  

    There was a cab waiting at the gates of the Ferrera house to take me back to the Village. As it turned out, I had enough time to shower and make a pot of coffee at my apartment before the FBI came knocking on my door. I had changed into jogging pants and a sweatshirt so I felt a little casual next to Special Agents Ross and Hernandez. The Blue Nile were playing in the background, causing Hernandez to wrinkle his nose in distaste. I didn’t feel the need to apologise.

  




  

    Ross did most of the talking while Hernandez ostentatiously examined the contents of my bookshelf, looking at covers and reading the dustjackets. He hadn’t asked if he could and I didn’t like it.

  




  

    ‘There are some picture ones on the lower shelf,’ I said. ‘No Crayolas, though. I hope you brought your own.’

  




  

    Hernandez scowled at me. He was in his late twenties and probably still believed everything he had been taught about the agency in Quantico. He reminded me of the tour guides in the Hoover Building, the ones who herd the Minnesota housewives around while dreaming of gunning down drug-dealers and international terrorists. Hernandez probably still refused to believe that Hoover had worn a dress.

  




  

    Ross was a different matter. He had been involved with the Feds’ Truck Hijack Squad in New York in the seventies and his name had been linked to a number of high-profile RICO cases since then. I believed he was probably a good agent, but a lousy human being. I had already decided what I was going to tell him: nothing.

  




  

    ‘Why were you at the Ferrera house this evening?’ he began, after declining an offer of coffee like a monkey refusing a nut.

  




  

    ‘I’ve got a paper route. It’s one of my drops.’ Ross didn’t even grin. Hernandez’ scowl deepened. If I’d been of a nervous disposition, the strain might have proved too much for me.

  




  

    ‘Don’t be an asshole,’ said Ross. ‘I could arrest you on suspicion of involvement with organised crime, hold you for a while, let you go, but what good would that do either of us? I’ll ask you again: why were you at the Ferrera house this evening?’

  




  

    ‘I’m conducting an investigation. Ferrera might have been connected to it.’

  




  

    ‘What are you investigating?’

  




  

    ‘That’s confidential.’

  




  

    ‘Who hired you?’

  




  

    ‘Confidential.’ I was tempted to put on a sing-song voice, but I didn’t think Ross was in the right frame of mind. Maybe he was right: maybe I was an asshole, but I was no nearer to finding Catherine Demeter than I had been twenty-four hours ago, and her boyfriend’s death had opened up a range of possibilities, none of which was particularly appealing. If Ross was out to nail Sonny Ferrera or his father then that was his problem. I had enough of my own.

  




  

    ‘What did you tell Ferrera about Barton’s death?’

  




  

    ‘Nothing he didn’t know already, seeing as how Hansen was at the scene before you were,’ I replied. Hansen was a reporter with the Post, a good one. There were flies that envied Hansen’s ability to sniff out a corpse, but if someone had had time to tip Hansen off it was pretty certain that someone had informed Ferrera even earlier. Walter was right: parts of the police department leaked like a poor man’s shoes.

  




  

    ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I don’t know any more than you do. I don’t think Sonny was involved, or the old man. As for anyone else . . .’

  




  

    Ross’s eyes flicked upwards in frustration. After a pause, he asked if I’d met Bobby Sciorra. I told him I’d had that pleasure. Ross stood and picked at some microscopic speck on his tie. It looked like the sort you picked up in Filene’s Basement after the good stuff had gone.

  




  

    ‘Sciorra’s being mouthing off about teaching you a lesson, I hear. He thinks you’re an interfering prick. He’s probably right.’

  




  

    ‘I hope you’ll do everything in your power to protect me.’

  




  

    Ross smiled, a minute hitching of the lips that revealed small, pointed canines. He looked like a rat reacting to a stick poked in its face.

  




  

    ‘Rest assured, we’ll do everything in our power to find the culprit when something happens to you.’ Hernandez smiled, too, as they headed for the door. Like father, like son.

  




  

    I smiled back. ‘You can let yourselves out. And, Hernandez . . .’ He stopped and turned.

  




  

    ‘I’m gonna count those books.’

  




  

    Ross was right to be concentrating his energies on Sonny. He may have been strictly minor league in many ways – a few porn parlours near Port Authority, a social club on Mott with a handwritten notice taped above the phone reminding members that it was bugged, assorted petty drug deals, shylocking and running whores hardly made him Public Enemy Number One – but Sonny was also the weak link in the Ferrera chain. If he could be broken, then it might lead to Sciorra and to the old man himself.

  




  

    I watched the two FBI men from my window as they climbed into their car. Ross paused at the passenger side and stared up at the window for a time. It didn’t crack under the pressure. Neither did I, but I had a feeling that Agent Ross wasn’t really trying, not yet.

  




  

    Chapter Fourteen

  




  

    It was after ten the next morning when I arrived at the Barton house. An unidentified flunkey answered the door and showed me into the same office in which I had met Isobel Barton two days before, with the same desk and the same Ms Christie with what looked like the same grey suit on and the same unwelcoming look on her face.

  




  

    She didn’t offer me a seat so I stood with my hands in my pockets to stop my fingers getting numb in the chilly atmosphere. She busied herself with some papers on the desk, not sparing me a second look. I stood by the fireplace and admired a blue china dog that stood at the far end of the mantelpiece. It was part of what had probably once been a pair, since there was an empty space on the opposite side. He looked lonely without a friend.

  




  

    ‘I thought these things usually came in twos?’

  




  

    Ms Christie glanced up, her face crumpled in annoyance like an image on old newspaper.

  




  

    ‘The dog,’ I repeated. ‘I thought china dogs like that came in matching pairs.’ I wasn’t particularly concerned about the dog but I was tired of Ms Christie ignoring me and I derived some petty pleasure from irritating her.

  




  

    ‘It was once part of a pair,’ she replied, after a moment. ‘The other was . . . damaged some time ago.’

  




  

    ‘That must have been upsetting,’ I said, trying to look like I meant it while simultaneously failing to do so.

  




  

    ‘It was. It had sentimental value.’

  




  

    ‘For you, or Mrs Barton?’

  




  

    ‘For both of us.’ Ms Christie realised she had been forced to acknowledge my presence despite her best efforts, so she carefully put the cap on her pen, clasped her hands together and assumed a businesslike expression.

  




  

    ‘How is Mrs Barton?’ I asked. What might have been concern moved swiftly across Ms Christie’s features and then disappeared, like a gull gliding over a cliff face.

  




  

    ‘She has been under sedation since last night. As you can imagine, she took the news badly.’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t think she and her stepson were that close.’

  




  

    Ms Christie tossed me a look of contempt. I probably deserved it.

  




  

    ‘Mrs Barton loved Stephen as if he were her own son. Don’t forget that you are merely an employee, Mr Parker. You do not have the right to impugn the reputation of the living or the dead.’ She shook her head at my insensitivity. ‘Why are you here? There’s a great deal to be done before—’

  




  

    She stopped and, for a moment, looked lost. I waited for her to resume. ‘Before Stephen’s funeral,’ she finished, and I realised that there might be more to her apparent distress at the events of last night than simple concern for her employer. For a guy who had all the higher moral qualities of a hammerhead shark, Stephen Barton had certainly attracted his share of admirers.

  




  

    ‘I have to go to Virginia,’ I said. ‘It may take more than the advance I was given. I wanted to let Mrs Barton know before I left.’

  




  

    ‘Is this to do with the killing?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know.’ It was becoming a familiar refrain. ‘There may be a connection between Catherine Demeter’s disappearance and Mr Barton’s death but we won’t know unless the police find something or the girl turns up.’

  




  

    ‘Well, I can’t authorise that kind of spending at the present time,’ began Ms Christie. ‘You’ll have to wait until after—’

  




  

    I interrupted her. Frankly, I was getting tired of Ms Christie. I was used to people not liking me but most at least had the decency to get to know me first, however briefly. ‘I’m not asking you to authorise it and, after my meeting with Mrs Barton, I don’t think you have anything to do with it. But as a common courtesy I thought I’d offer my sympathies and tell her how far I’ve got.’

  




  

    ‘And how far have you got, Mr Parker?’ she hissed. She was standing now, her knuckles white against the desk. In her eyes something vicious and poisonous raised its head and flashed its fangs.

  




  

    ‘I think the girl may have left the city. I think she went home, or back to what used to be home, but I don’t know why. If she’s there I’ll find her, make sure she’s okay and contact Mrs Barton.’

  




  

    ‘And if she isn’t?’

  




  

    I let the question hang without a reply. There was no answer, for if Catherine Demeter wasn’t in Haven then she might as well have dropped off the face of the earth until she did something that made her traceable, like using a credit card or making a telephone call to her worried friend.

  




  

    I felt tired and frayed at the edges. The case seemed to be fragmenting, the pieces spinning away from me and glittering in the distance. There were too many elements involved to be merely coincidental and yet I was too experienced to try to force them all together into a picture that might be untrue to reality, an imposition of order upon the chaos of murder and killing. Still, it seemed to me that Catherine Demeter was one of those pieces and that she had to be found so that her place in the order of things could be determined.

  




  

    ‘I’m leaving this afternoon. I’ll call if I find anything.’

  




  

    Ms Christie’s eyes had lost their shine and the bitter thing that lived within her had curled back on itself to sleep for a time. I was not even sure that she heard me. I left her like that, her knuckles still resting on the desk, her eyes vacant, seemingly staring somewhere within herself, her face slick and pale as if troubled by what she saw.

  




  

    As it turned out, I was delayed by further problems with my car and it was 4.00 p.m. before I drove the Mustang back to my apartment to pack my bag.

  




  

    A welcome breeze blew as I walked up the steps, fumbling for my keys. It sent candy wrappers cartwheeling across the street and set soft-drink cans tolling like bells. A discarded newspaper skimmed the sidewalk with a sound like the whisperings of a dead lover.

  




  

    I walked the four flights of stairs to my door, entered the apartment and turned on a table lamp. I prepared a brew of coffee and packed as it percolated. About thirty minutes later I was finishing my coffee, my overnight bag at my feet, when the cellphone rang.

  




  

    ‘Hello, Mr Parker,’ said a man’s voice. The voice was neutral, almost artificial, and I could hear small clicks between the words as if they had been reassembled from a completely different conversation.

  




  

    ‘Who is this?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, we’ve never met, but we had some mutual acquaintances. Your wife and daughter. You might say I was with them in their final moments.’ The voice alternated between sets of words: now high, then low, first male, then female. At one point, there appeared to be three voices speaking simultaneously, then they fell away to a single male voice once again.

  




  

    The apartment seemed to drop in temperature and then fall away from me. There was only the phone, the tiny perforations of the mouthpiece and the silence at the other end of the line.

  




  

    ‘I’ve had freak calls before,’ I said, with more confidence than I felt. ‘You’re just another lonely man looking for a house to haunt.’

  




  

    ‘I cut their faces off. I broke your wife’s nose by slamming her against the wall by your kitchen door. Don’t doubt me. I am the one you’ve been looking for.’ The last words were all spoken by a child’s voice, high-pitched and joyous.

  




  

    I felt a stabbing pain behind my eyes and my blood sounded loudly in my ears like waves crashing against a headland, bleak and grey. There was no saliva in my mouth, just a dry dusty sensation. When I swallowed, the feeling was that of dirt travelling down my throat. It was painful and I struggled to find my voice.

  




  

    ‘Mr Parker, are you all right?’ The words were calm, solicitous, almost tender, but spoken by what sounded like four different voices.

  




  

    ‘I’ll find you.’

  




  

    He laughed. The synthesised nature of the sound was more obvious now. It seemed to break up into tiny units, just as a TV screen does when you get too close and the picture becomes merely a series of small dots.

  




  

    ‘But I’ve found you,’ he said. ‘You wanted me to find you, just as you wanted me to find them and to do what I did. You brought me into your life. For you, I flamed into being.

  




  

    ‘I had been waiting so long for your call. You wanted them to die. Didn’t you hate your wife in the hours before I took her? And don’t you sometimes, in the deep dark of the night, have to fight back your sense of guilt at the feeling of freedom it gave you knowing she was dead? I freed you. The least you could do is show some gratitude.’

  




  

    ‘You’re a sick man, but that isn’t going to save you.’ I pressed caller ID on the phone and a number came up, a number I recognised. It was the number of the call-box at the corner of the street. I moved towards the door and began making my way down the stairs.

  




  

    ‘No, not man. In her final moments your wife knew that, your Susan, mouth to mouth’s kiss, as I drew the life from her. Oh, I lusted for her in those last, bright-red minutes but, then, that has always been a weakness of our kind. Our sin was not pride, but lust for humanity. And I chose her, Mr Parker, and I loved her in my way.’ The voice was now deep and male. It boomed in my ear like the voice of a god, or a devil.

  




  

    ‘Fuck you,’ I said, the bile rising in my throat as I felt sweat bead my brow and run in rivulets down my face, a sick, fearful sweat that defied the fury in my voice. I had come down three flights of stairs. There was one flight left to go.

  




  

    ‘Don’t go yet.’ The voice became that of a female child, like my child, my Jennifer, and in that moment I had some inkling of the nature of this ‘Travelling Man’. ‘We’ll talk again soon. By then, maybe my purpose will be clearer to you. Take what I give you as a gift. I hope it will ease your suffering. It should be coming to you right . . . about . . . now.’

  




  

    I heard the buzzer sound in my apartment upstairs. I dropped the phone to the floor and drew the Smith & Wesson from my holster. I took the remaining steps two at a time, racing down the stairs with adrenaline pumping through my system. My neighbour Mrs D’Amato, startled by the noise, stood at her apartment door, the one nearest the front entrance, a housecoat held tight at her neck. I rushed past her, wrenched open the door and came out low, my thumb already clicking down the safety.

  




  

    On the step stood a black child of no more than ten years, a cylindrical, gift-wrapped parcel in his hand and his eyes wide in fear and shock. I grabbed him by the collar and flung him inside, shouting for Mrs D’Amato to hold him, to get both of them away from the package, and ran down the steps of the brownstone and on to the street.

  




  

    It was deserted except for the papers and the rolling cans. It was a strange desertion, as if the Village and its inhabitants had conspired with the Travelling Man against me. At the far end of the street, beneath the street-lamp, a telephone booth stood. There was no one there and the handset was hanging in its place. I ran towards it, moving away from the corner wall as I approached in case anyone was waiting at the other side. Here, the street was alive with passers-by, gay couples hand in hand, tourists, lovers. In the distance I saw the lights of traffic and I heard around me the sounds of a safer, more mundane world I seemed to have left behind.

  




  

    I spun at the sound of footsteps behind me. A young woman was approaching the phone, fumbling in her purse for change. She looked up as she saw me approach and backed off at the sight of the gun.

  




  

    ‘Find another,’ I said. I took one last look around, clicked the safety and stuck the gun in the waistband of my pants. I braced my foot against the pillar of the booth and with both hands I wrenched the connecting cable from the phone with a strength that was not natural to me. Then I returned to my apartment house, carrying the receiver before me like a fish on the end of a line.

  




  

    Inside her apartment Mrs D’Amato was holding the kid by his arms while he struggled and fought, with tears rolling down his cheeks. I held his shoulders and squatted down to his level.

  




  

    ‘Hey, it’s okay. Take it easy. You’re not in any trouble, I just want to ask you some questions. What’s your name?’

  




  

    The boy quieted down a little, although he still shook with sobs. He glanced around nervously at Mrs D’Amato and then made an attempt to break for the door. He nearly made it, too, his jacket slipping from his body as he pulled out his arms, but the force of his efforts made him slip and fall and I was on him. I hauled him to a chair, sat him down and gave Mrs D’Amato Walter Cole’s number. I told her to tell him it was urgent and to get over here fast.

  




  

    ‘What’s your name, kid?’

  




  

    ‘Jake.’

  




  

    ‘Okay, Jake. Who gave you this?’ I nodded towards the parcel, which stood on the table beside us, wrapped in blue paper decorated with teddy bears and candy cane and topped with a bright blue ribbon.

  




  

    Jake shook his head, the force sending tears flying off in both directions.

  




  

    ‘It’s all right, Jake. There’s no need to be scared. Was it a man, Jake?’ Jake, Jake. Keep using his name, calm him, get him to concentrate.

  




  

    His face swivelled towards me, the eyes huge. He nodded.

  




  

    ‘Did you see what he looked like, Jake?’

  




  

    His chin crumpled and he started to cry in loud sobs, which brought Mrs D’Amato back to the kitchen door.

  




  

    ‘He said he’d hurt me,’ said Jake. ‘He said he’d cu-cut my face off.’

  




  

    Mrs D’Amato moved beside him and he buried his face in the folds of her housecoat, wrapping his small arms around her thick waist.

  




  

    ‘Did you see him, Jake? Did you see what he looked like?’

  




  

    He turned from the housecoat.

  




  

    ‘He had a knife, like doctors use on TV.’ The boy’s mouth hung wide with terror. ‘He showed it to me, touched me with it here.’ He lifted a finger to his left cheek.

  




  

    ‘Jake, did you see his face?’

  




  

    ‘He was all dark,’ said Jake, his voice rising in hysteria. ‘There was nuh-nuhthin’ there.’ His voice rose to a scream: ‘He didn’t have no face.’

  




  

    I told Mrs D’Amato to take Jake into the kitchen until Walter Cole arrived then sat down to examine the gift from the Travelling Man. It was about ten inches high and eight inches in diameter and it felt like glass. I took out my pocket knife and gently prised back an edge of the wrapping, examining it for wires or pressure pads. There was nothing. I cut the two strips of tape holding the paper in place and gently removed the grinning bears, the dancing candy cane.

  




  

    The surface of the jar was clean and I smelt the disinfectant he had used to erase any traces of himself. In the yellowing liquid it contained I saw my own face doubly reflected, first on the surface of the glass and then inside, on the face of my once-beautiful daughter. It rested gently against the side of the jar, now bleached and puffy like the face of a drowning victim, scraps of flesh like tendrils rising from the edges and the eyelids closed as if in repose. And I moaned in a rising tide of agony and fear, hatred and remorse. In the kitchen, I could hear the boy named Jake sobbing and, mingled with his cries, I suddenly heard my own.

  




  

    I don’t know how much time elapsed before Cole arrived. He stared ashen-faced at the thing in the jar and then called Forensics.

  




  

    ‘Did you touch it?’

  




  

    ‘No. There’s a phone as well. The number matches the caller ID but there won’t be any traces. I’m not even sure he was at that phone. His voice was synthesised in some way. I think he was running his words through some form of sophisticated software, something with voice recognition and tone manipulation, and maybe bouncing it off that number. I don’t know. I’m guessing, that’s all.’ I was babbling, words tripping over each other. I was afraid of what might happen if I stopped talking.

  




  

    ‘What did he say?’

  




  

    ‘I think he’s getting ready to start again.’

  




  

    He sat down heavily and ran his hand over his face and through his hair. Then he picked up the paper by one edge with a gloved hand and almost gently used it to cover the front of the jar, like a veil.

  




  

    ‘You know what we have to do,’ he said. ‘We’ll need to know everything he said, anything at all that might help us to get a lead on him. We’ll do the same with the kid.’

  




  

    I kept my eyes on Cole, on the floor, anywhere but on the table and the remains of all that I had lost.

  




  

    ‘He thinks he’s a demon, Walter.’

  




  

    Cole looked once again at the shape of the jar.

  




  

    ‘Maybe he is.’

  




  

    As we left for the station, cops milled around the front of the building, preparing to take statements from neighbours, passers-by, anyone who might possibly have witnessed the actions of the Travelling Man. The boy Jake came with us, his parents arriving shortly after with that frightened, sick look that poor, decent people get in the city when they hear that one of their children is with the police.

  




  

    The Travelling Man must have been following me throughout the day, watching my movements so he could put into action what he had planned. I traced back my movements, trying to remember faces, strangers, anyone whose gaze might have lingered for just a moment too long. There was nothing.

  




  

    At the station, Walter and I went through the conversation again and again, pulling out anything that might be useful, that might stamp some distinguishing feature on this killer.

  




  

    ‘You say the voices changed?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘Repeatedly. At one point, I even thought I heard Jennifer.’

  




  

    ‘There may be something in that. Voice synthesis of that kind would have to be done using some sort of computer. Shit, he could simply have routed the call through that number, like you said. The kid says he was given the jar at four p.m. and told to deliver it at four thirty-five exactly. He waited in an alley, counting the seconds on his Power Rangers digital watch. That could have given this guy enough time to get to his home base and bounce the call. I don’t know enough about these things. Maybe he needed access to an exchange to do what he did. I’ll have to get someone who knows to check it out.’

  




  

    The mechanics of the voice synthesis were one thing, but the reasons for the synthesis were another. It might have been that the Travelling Man wanted to leave as few traces of himself as possible: a voice pattern could be recognised, stored, compared and even used against him at some point in the future.

  




  

    ‘What about the kid’s comment, that this guy with the scalpel had no face?’ asked Walter.

  




  

    ‘A mask of some kind, maybe, to avoid any possibility of identification. He could be marked in some way, that’s another option. The third choice is that he is what he seems to be.’

  




  

    ‘A demon?’

  




  

    I didn’t reply. I didn’t know what a demon was, if an individual’s inhumanity could cause him to ‘cross over’ in some way, to become something less than human; or if there were some things that seemed to defy any conventional notion of what it meant to be human, of what it meant to exist in the world.

  




  

    When I returned to the apartment that night, Mrs D’Amato brought me up a plate of cold cuts and some Italian bread and sat with me for a time, fearful for me after what had taken place that afternoon.

  




  

    When she left, I stood beneath the shower for a long time, the water as hot as I could take it, and I washed my hands again and again. I lay awake then for a long time, sick with anger and fear, watching the cellphone on my desk. My senses were so heightened that I could hear them hum.

  




  

    Chapter Fifteen

  




  

    ‘Read me a story, Daddy.’

  




  

    ‘What story do you want to hear?’

  




  

    ‘A funny story. The three bears. The baby bear is funny.’

  




  

    ‘Okay, but then you have to go to sleep.’

  




  

    ‘Okay.’

  




  

    ‘One story.’

  




  

    ‘One story. Then I go to sleep.’

  




  

    In an autopsy, the body is first photographed, clothed and naked. Certain parts of the body may be X-rayed to determine the presence of bone fragments or foreign objects embedded in the flesh. Every external feature is noted: the hair colour, the height, the weight, the condition of the body, the colour of the eyes.

  




  

    ‘Baby Bear opened his eyes wide. “Somebody’s been eating my porridge, and it’s all gone!”’

  




  

    ‘All gone!’

  




  

    All gone.

  




  

    The internal examination is conducted from top to bottom, but the head is examined last. The chest is examined for any sign of rib fractures. A Y-shaped incision is made by cutting from shoulder to shoulder, crossing over the breasts, then moving down from the lower tip of the sternum to the pubic region. The heart and lungs are exposed. The pericardial sac is opened and a sample of blood is taken to determine the blood type of the victim. The heart, lungs, oesophagus and trachea are removed. Each organ is weighed, examined and sliced into sections. Fluid in the thoracic pleural cavity is removed for analysis. Slides of organ tissue are prepared for analysis under a microscope.

  




  

    ‘And then Goldilocks ran away and the three bears never saw her again.’

  




  

    ‘Read it again.’

  




  

    ‘No, we agreed. One story. That’s all we have time for.’

  




  

    ‘We have more time.’

  




  

    ‘Not tonight. Another night.’

  




  

    ‘No, tonight.’

  




  

    ‘No, another night. There’ll be other nights, and other stories.’

  




  

    The abdomen is examined and any injuries are noted before the removal of the organs. Fluids in the abdomen are analysed and each separate organ is weighed, examined and sectioned. The contents of the stomach are measured. Samples are taken for toxicological analysis. The order of removal is usually as follows: the liver, the spleen, the adrenals and kidneys, the stomach, pancreas and intestines.

  




  

    ‘What did you read?’

  




  

    ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears.’

  




  

    ‘Again.’

  




  

    ‘Again.’

  




  

    ‘Are you going to tell me a story?’

  




  

    ‘What story would you like to hear?’

  




  

    ‘Something dirty.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I know lots of stories like that.’

  




  

    ‘I know you do.’

  




  

    The genitalia are examined for injuries or foreign material. Vaginal and anal swabs are obtained and any foreign matter collected is sent to a DNA lab for analysis. The bladder is removed and a urine sample is sent to toxicology.

  




  

    ‘Kiss me.’

  




  

    ‘Kiss you where?’

  




  

    ‘Everywhere. On my lips, my eyes, my neck, my nose, my ears, my cheeks. Kiss me everywhere. I love your kisses on me.’

  




  

    ‘Suppose I start with your eyes and move down from there.’

  




  

    ‘Okay. I can live with that.’

  




  

    The skull is examined in an effort to find evidence of injury. The intermastoid incision is made from one ear to the other, across the top of the head. The scalp is peeled away and the skull exposed. A saw is used to cut through the skull. The brain is examined and removed.

  




  

    ‘Why can’t we be like this more often?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know. I want us to be, but I can’t.’

  




  

    ‘I love you like this.’

  




  

    ‘Please, Susan . . .’

  




  

    ‘No . . .’

  




  

    ‘I could taste the booze on your breath.’

  




  

    ‘Susan, I can’t talk about this now. Not now.’

  




  

    ‘When? When are we going to talk about it?’

  




  

    ‘Some other time. I’m going out.’

  




  

    ‘Stay, please.’

  




  

    ‘No. I’ll be back later.’

  




  

    ‘Please . . .’

  




  

    Rehoboth Beach in Delaware has a long boardwalk bordered on one side by the beach and on the other by the sort of amusement arcades you remember from your childhood: 25-cent games played with wooden balls which you roll into holes to score points; horse races with metal horses loping down a sloped track with a glass-eyed teddy bear for the winner; a frog-pond game played with magnets on the end of a child’s fishing line.

  




  

    They’ve been joined now by noisy computer games and space-flight simulators, but Rehoboth still retains more charm than, say, Dewey Beach further up the coast, or even Bethany. A ferry runs from Cape May in New Jersey to Lewes on the Delaware coast and, from there, it’s maybe five or six miles south to Rehoboth. It’s not really the best way to approach Rehoboth, since you run the gamut of burger joints, outlet stores and shopping malls on Highway One. The approach north through Dewey is better, running along the shore with its miles of dunes.

  




  

    From that direction, Rehoboth benefits from the contrast with Dewey. You cross into the town proper over a kind of ornamental lake, past the church and then you’re on Rehoboth’s main street, with its bookstores, its T-shirt shops, its bars and restaurants set in big old wooden houses, where you can drink on the porch and watch people walk their dogs in the quiet evening air.

  




  

    Four of us had decided on Rehoboth as the place to go for a weekend break to celebrate Tommy Morrison’s promotion, despite its reputation as something of a gay hotspot. We ended up staying in the Lord Baltimore, with its comfortable, antiquated rooms harking back to another era, less than a block away from the Blue Moon bar where crowds of well-tanned, expensively dressed men partied loudly into the night.

  




  

    I had just become Walter Cole’s partner. I suspected Walter had pulled strings to have me assigned as his partner, although nothing was ever said. With Lee’s agreement, he travelled with me to Delaware, along with Tommy Morrison and a friend of mine from the Academy named Joseph Bonfiglioli, who was shot dead a year later while chasing a guy who had stolen eighty dollars from a liquor store. Each evening at 9.00 p.m., without fail, Walter would call Lee to check on her and the kids. He was a man acutely aware of the vulnerability of a parent.

  




  

    Walter and I had known each other for some time – four years by then, I think. I met him first in one of the bars in which cops used to hold court. I was young, just out of uniform and still admiring my reflection in my new tin. Great things were expected of me. It was widely believed that I would get my name in the papers. I did that, although not in the way that anyone would have imagined. Walter was a stocky figure wearing slightly down-at-heel suits, a dark shadow of a beard on his cheeks and chin even when he had shaved only an hour before. He had a reputation as a dogged, concerned investigator, one who had occasional flashes of brilliance that could turn an investigation around when legwork had failed to produce a result and the necessary quota of luck upon which almost every investigation depends was not forthcoming.

  




  

    Walter Cole was also an avid reader, a man who devoured knowledge in the same way that certain tribes devour their enemies’ hearts in the hope that they will become braver as a result. We shared a love of Runyon and Wodehouse; of Tobias Wolff, Raymond Carver, Donald Barthelme; the poetry of e.e. cummings and, strangely, of the Earl of Rochester, the Restoration dandy tortured by his failings – his love of alcohol and women and his inability to be the husband that he believed his wife deserved.

  




  

    I recall Walter wandering along the boardwalk at Rehoboth with a Popsicle in his hand, a garish shirt hanging over a pair of khaki shorts, his sandals slapping lightly on the sand-scattered wood and a straw hat protecting his already balding head. Even as he joked with us, examining menus and losing money on the slots, stealing fries from Tommy Morrison’s big Thrasher’s paper tub, paddling in the cool Atlantic surf, I knew that he was missing Lee.

  




  

    And I knew, too, that to live a life like Walter Cole’s – a life almost mundane in the pleasure it derived from small happinesses and the beauty of the familiar, but uncommon in the value it attached to them – was something to be envied.

  




  

    I met Susan Lewis, as she then was, for the first time in Lingo’s Market, an old-style general store which sold produce and cereals alongside expensive cheeses and boasted its own in-store bakery. It was still a family-run operation – a sister, a brother and their mother, a tiny, white-haired woman with the energy of a terrier.

  




  

    On our first morning in the resort, I stumbled out to buy coffee and a newspaper in Lingo’s, my mouth dry, my legs still unsteady from the night before. She stood at the deli counter, ordering coffee beans and pecans, her hair tied loosely in a ponytail. She wore a yellow summer dress, her eyes were a deep, dark blue and she was very, very beautiful.

  




  

    I, on the other hand, was very much the worse for wear, but she smiled at me as I stood beside her at the counter, oozing alcohol from my pores. And then she was gone, trailing a hint of expensive scent behind her.

  




  

    I saw her a second time that day, at the YMCA as she stepped from the pool and entered the dressing rooms, while I tried to sweat out the alcohol on a rowing machine. It seemed to me that, for the next day or two, I caught glimpses of her everywhere: in a bookshop, examining the covers of glossy legal thrillers; passing the launderette, clutching a bag of donuts; peering in the window of the Irish Eyes bar with a girlfriend; and, finally, I came upon her one night as she stood on the boardwalk, the sound of the arcades behind her and the waves breaking before her.

  




  

    She was alone, caught up in the sight of the surf gleaming white in the darkness. Few people strolled on the beach to obscure her view and, at the periphery, away from the arcades and the fast-food stalls, it was startlingly empty.

  




  

    She looked over at me as I stood beside her. She smiled. ‘Feeling better now?’

  




  

    ‘A little. You caught me at a bad time.’

  




  

    ‘I could smell your bad time,’ she said, her nose wrinkling.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry. If I’d known you were going to be there, I’d have dressed up.’ And I wasn’t kidding.

  




  

    ‘It’s okay. I’ve had those times.’

  




  

    And, from there, it began. She lived in New Jersey, commuted to Manhattan each day to work in a publisher’s office and every second weekend she visited her parents in Massachusetts. We were married a year later and we had Jennifer one year after that. We had maybe three very good years together before things started to deteriorate. It was my fault, I think. When my parents married they both knew the toll a policeman’s life could take on a marriage, he because he lived that life and saw its results reflected in the lives around him, she because her father had been a deputy in Maine and had resigned before the cost became too high. Susan had no such experience.

  




  

    She was the youngest of four children, both of her parents were still alive and they all doted on her. When she died, they ceased to speak to me. Even at the graveside, no words passed between us. With Susan and Jennifer gone, it was as if I had been cut adrift from the tide of life and left to float in still, dark waters.

  




  

    Chapter Sixteen

  




  

    The deaths of Susan and Jennifer attracted a great deal of attention, although it soon faded. The more intimate details of the killing – the skinning, the removal of the faces, the blindings – were kept from the public, but it didn’t stop the freaks from coming out of the woodwork. For a time, murder tourists would drive up to the house and videotape each other standing in the yard. A local patrolman even caught one couple trying to break in through the back door in order to pose in the chairs where Susan and Jennifer had died. In the days after they had been found, the phone rang regularly with calls from people who claimed to be married to the killer, or who felt certain that they had met him in a past life or, on one or two occasions, called only to say they were glad my wife and child were dead. Eventually I left the house, remaining in touch by phone and fax with the lawyer who had been entrusted with the business of selling it.

  




  

    I had found the community near Portland, Maine, when I was returning to Manhattan from Chicago after chasing up one more obscure non-lead, a suspected child-killer named Byron Able who was dead by the time I arrived, killed in the parking lot of a bar after he tangled with some local thugs. Maybe I was also looking for some peace in a place I knew, but I never got as far as the house in Scarborough, the house that my grandfather had left me in his will.

  




  

    I was sick by that time. When the girl found me retching and crying in the doorway of a boarded-up electronics store and offered me a bed for the night I could only nod. When her comrades, huge men with muddied boots and shirts that smelt of sweat and pine needles, dragged me to their pick-up and dumped me in the back I half-hoped that they were going to kill me. They nearly did. By the time I left their community, out by Sebago Lake, six weeks later I had lost fourteen pounds and my stomach muscles stood out like the plates on an alligator’s back. I worked on their small farm and attended group sessions where others like me tried to purge themselves of their demons. I still craved alcohol but fought back the desire as I had been taught. There were prayers in the evenings and every Sunday a pastor would give a sermon on abstinence, tolerance, the need for each man and woman to find a peace within himself or herself. The community funded itself through the produce it sold, some furniture it made and donations from those who had availed of its services, some of them now wealthy men and women.

  




  

    But I was still sick, consumed by a desire to revenge myself upon those around me. I felt trapped in a limbo: the investigation had ground to a halt and would not resume again until a similar crime was committed and a pattern could be established.

  




  

    Someone had taken my wife and child from me and escaped unpunished. Inside me, the hurt and anger and guilt ebbed and flowed like a red tide waiting to spill its banks. I felt it as a physical pain that tore at my head and gnawed at my stomach. It led me back to the city, where I tortured and killed the pimp Johnny Friday in the toilet of the bus station where he had been waiting to feast on the waifs and strays drifting into New York.

  




  

    I think now that I had always set out to kill him but I had hidden the knowledge of what I intended to do in some corner of my mind. I draped it with self-serving justifications and excuses, the sort I had used for so long each time I watched a shot of whiskey poured in front of me, or heard the gassy snap of a beer cap. Frozen by my own inability and the inability of others to find the killer of Susan and Jennifer, I saw a chance to strike out and I took it. From the moment I packed my gun and gloves and set out for the bus station, Johnny Friday was a dead man.

  




  

    Friday was a tall, thin black man who looked like a preacher in his trademark dark three-buttoned suits and his collarless shirts fastened to the neck. He would hand out small Bibles and religious pamplets to the new arrivals and offer them soup from a flask and, as the barbiturates it contained began to take effect, he would lead them from the station and into the back of a waiting van. Then they would disappear, as surely as if they had never arrived, until they turned up on the streets as beaten junkies, whoring for the fix that Johnny supplied at inflated prices while they pulled in the tricks that kept him rich.

  




  

    His was a ‘hands-on’ operation and, even in a business not noted for its humanity, Johnny Friday was beyond any kind of redemption. He supplied children to paedophiles, delivering them to the doors of selected safe-houses where they were raped and sodomised before being returned to their owner. If they were rich and depraved enough, Johnny would give them access to ‘The Basement’ in an abandoned warehouse in the garment district. There, for a cash payment of $10,000, they could take one of Johnny’s stable and, boy or girl, child or teen, they could torture, rape and, if they wished, kill, and Johnny would take care of the body. He was noted, in certain circles, for his discretion.

  




  

    In my search for the killer of my wife and child, I had learned of Johnny Friday. I had not intended to kill him, or at least I did not admit that intention to myself. From a former snitch I learned that Johnny sometimes dealt in pictures and videos of sexual torture, that he was a leading source of this material and that anyone whose tastes ran in that direction would, at some point, come into contact with Johnny Friday or one of his agents.

  




  

    And so I watched him for five hours from an Au Bon Pain in the station and when he went to the washroom I followed him. It was divided into sections, the first mirrored with sinks, the second lined with urinals along the end wall and two sets of stalls opposite, divided by a central aisle. An old man in a stained uniform sat in a small, glass-lined cubicle beside the sinks but he was engrossed in a magazine when I entered behind Johnny Friday. Two men were washing their hands at the sinks, two were standing at the urinals and three of the stalls were occupied, two in the section to the left, one in the section to the right. Piped music was playing, some unrecognisable tune.

  




  

    Johnny Friday walked, hips swinging, to the urinal at the far right of the wall. I stood two urinals away from him as I waited for the other men to finish. As soon as they had finished I moved behind Johnny Friday, clasping my hand on his mouth and pressing the Smith & Wesson into the soft skin beneath his chin as I pushed him into the end stall, the furthest away from the other occupied stall on that side.

  




  

    ‘Hey, don’t, man, don’t,’ he whispered, his eyes wide.

  




  

    I brought my knee up hard into his groin and he fell down heavily on his knees as I locked the door behind us. He tried weakly to rise and I hit him hard in the face. I brought the gun close to his head again. ‘Don’t say a word. Turn your back to me.’

  




  

    ‘Please, man, don’t.’

  




  

    ‘Shut up. Turn.’

  




  

    He inched slowly round on his knees. I pulled his jacket down over his arms and then cuffed him. From my other pocket I took a rag and a roll of duct tape. I stuffed the rag in his mouth and wrapped the tape around his head two or three times. Then I pulled him to his feet and pushed him down on to the toilet. His right foot came up and caught me hard on the shin and he tried to push himself up, but he was off balance and I hit him again. This time he stayed down. I held the gun on him and listened for a moment in case anyone came to see what the noise was. There was only the sound of a toilet flushing. No one came.

  




  

    I told Johnny Friday what I wanted. His eyes narrowed as he realised who I was. Sweat poured from his forehead and he tried to blink it from his eyes. His nose was bleeding slightly and a thin trickle of red ran from beneath the duct tape and rolled down his chin. His nostrils flared as he breathed heavily through them.

  




  

    ‘I want names, Johnny. Names of customers. You’re going to give them to me.’

  




  

    He snorted in disdain and blood bubbled from a nostril. His eyes were cold now. He looked like a long, black snake with his slicked-back hair and slitted, reptilian eyes. When I broke his nose they widened in shock and pain.

  




  

    I hit him again, once, twice, hard blows to the stomach and head. Then I pulled the tape down hard and dragged the bloodied rag from his mouth.

  




  

    ‘Give me names.’

  




  

    He spat a tooth from his mouth. ‘Fuck you,’ he said. ‘Fuck you and your dead bitches.’

  




  

    What happened after is still not clear to me. I remember hitting him again and again, feeling bone crunch and ribs break and watching my gloves darken with his blood. There was a black cloud in my mind and streaks of red ran through it like strange lightning.

  




  

    When I stopped, Johnny Friday’s features seemed to have melted into a bloody blur of what they had once been. I held his jaw in my hands as blood bubbled from his lips.

  




  

    ‘Tell me,’ I hissed. His eyes rolled towards me and, like a vision of some craggy entrance to Hell, his broken teeth showed behind his lips as he managed one last smile. His body arched and spasmed once, twice. Thick black blood rolled from his nose and mouth and ears and then he died.

  




  

    I stood back, breathing heavily. I wiped my blood-spattered face as best I could and cleaned some of the blood from the front of my jacket, although it hardly showed against the black leather and my black jeans. I took the gloves from my hands, stuffed them in my pocket and then flushed the toilet before peering carefully out and pulling the door closed behind me as I left. Blood was already seeping out of the stall and pooling in the cracks between the tiles.

  




  

    I realised that the noise of Johnny Friday’s dying must have echoed around the washroom but I didn’t care. As I left I passed only an elderly black man at the urinals and he, like a good citizen who knows when to mind his own business, didn’t even glance at me. There were other men at the sinks who gave me a cursory look in the mirror. But I noticed that the old man was gone from his glass cubicle and I ducked into an empty departure gate as two cops came running towards the washroom from the upper level. I made my way to the street through the ranks of buses beneath the station.

  




  

    Perhaps Johnny Friday deserved to die. Certainly, no one mourned his passing and the police made little more than a cursory effort to find his killer. But there were rumours, for Walter, I think, had heard them.

  




  

    But I live with the death of Johnny Friday as I live with the deaths of Susan and Jennifer. If he did deserve to die, if what he got was no more than he deserved, yet it was not for me to act as his judge and executioner. ‘In the next life we get justice’, someone once wrote. ‘In this one we have the law.’ In Johnny Friday’s last minutes there was no law and only a kind of vicious justice that was not for me to give.

  




  

    I did not believe that my wife and child were the first to die at the hands of the Travelling Man, if that was who he was. I still believed that somewhere in a Louisiana swamp lay another, and in her identity was the clue that would open up the identity of this man who believed he was more than a man. She was part of a grim tradition in human history, a parade of victims stretching back to ancient times, back to the time of Christ and before that, back to a time when men sacrificed those around them to placate gods who knew no mercy and whose natures they both created and imitated in their actions.

  




  

    The girl in Louisiana was part of a bloody succession, a modern-day Windeby Girl, a descendant of that anonymous woman found in the fifties in a shallow grave in a peat bog in Denmark where she had been led nearly two thousand years before, naked and blindfolded, to be drowned in twenty inches of water. A path could be traced through history leading from her death to the death of another girl at the hands of a man who believed he could appease the demons within himself by taking her life but who, once blood had been spilled and flesh torn, wanted more and took my wife and child.

  




  

    We do not believe in evil any more, only evil acts, which can be explained away by the science of the mind. There is no evil and to believe in it is to fall prey to superstition, like checking beneath the bed at night or being afraid of the dark. But there are those for whom we have no easy answers, who do evil because that is their nature, because they are evil.

  




  

    Men such as Johnny Friday and others like him prey on those who live on the periphery of society, on those who have lost their way. It is easy to stray in the darkness on the edge of modern life and, once lost and alone, there are things waiting for us there. Our ancestors were not wrong in their superstitions: there is reason to fear the dark.

  




  

    And just as a trail could be followed from a bog in Denmark to a swamp in the South, so I came to believe that evil, too, could be traced throughout the life of our race. There was a tradition of evil, which ran beneath all human existence like the sewers beneath a city, which continued on even after one of its constituent parts was destroyed because it was simply one small part of a greater, darker whole.

  




  

    Perhaps that was part of what made me want to find out the truth about Catherine Demeter; as I look back, I realise that evil had found its way to touch her life too and taint it beyond retrieval. If I could not fight evil as it came in the form of the Travelling Man, then I would find it in other forms. I believe what I say. I believe in evil because I have touched it, and it has touched me.

  




  

    Chapter Seventeen

  




  

    When I telephoned Rachel Wolfe’s private practice the following morning, the secretary told me that she was giving a seminar at a conference in Columbia University. I took the subway from the Village and arrived early at the main entrance to the campus. I wandered for a time around the Barnard Book Forum, students jostling me as I stood browsing in the literature section, before making my way to the main college entrance.

  




  

    I passed through the college’s large quadrangle, with the Butler library at one end, the administration building at the other and, like a mediator between learning and bureaucracy, the statue of Alma Mater in the grass centre. Like most city residents, I rarely came to Columbia and the sense of tranquillity and study only feet away from the busy streets outside was always surprising to me.

  




  

    Rachel Wolfe was just finishing her lecture as I arrived, so I waited for her outside the theatre until the session ended. She emerged talking to a young, earnest-looking man with curly hair and round spectacles, who hung on her every word like a devotee of a god. When she saw me she stopped and smiled a goodbye at him. He looked unhappy and seemed set to linger but then turned and walked away, his head low.

  




  

    ‘How can I help you, Mr Parker?’ she asked, with a puzzled but not uninterested look.

  




  

    ‘He’s back.’

  




  

    We walked over to the Hungarian Pastry Shop on Amsterdam Avenue, where intense young men and women sat reading textbooks and sipping coffee. Rachel Wolfe was wearing jeans and a chunky sweater with a heart-shaped design on the front.

  




  

    Despite all that had happened the previous night, I was curious about her. I had not been attracted to a woman since Susan’s death and my wife was the last woman with whom I had slept. Rachel Wolfe, her long, red hair brushed back over her ears, aroused a sense of longing in me that was more than sexual. I felt a deep loneliness within myself and an ache in my stomach. She looked at me curiously.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I was thinking of something.’

  




  

    She nodded and picked at a poppy-seed roll before pulling off a huge chunk and stuffing it in her mouth, sighing with satisfaction. I must have looked slightly shocked, because she covered her mouth with her hand and giggled softly. ‘Sorry, but I’m a sucker for these things. Daintiness and good table manners tend to go out the window when someone puts one in front of me.’

  




  

    ‘I know the feeling. I used to be like that with Ben and Jerry’s until I realised I was starting to look like one of the cartons.’

  




  

    She smiled again and pushed at a piece of roll, which was trying to make a break for freedom from the side of her mouth. The conversation sagged for a time.

  




  

    ‘I take it your parents were jazz fans,’ she said eventually.

  




  

    I was puzzled for a moment and she smiled in amusement as I tried to take in the question. I had been asked it many times before but I was grateful for the diversion, and I think she knew that.

  




  

    ‘No, my father and mother didn’t know the first thing about jazz,’ I replied. ‘My father just liked the name. The first time he heard about Bird Parker was at the baptismal font when the priest mentioned it to him. The priest was a big jazz fan, I was told. He couldn’t have been happier if my father had announced that he was naming all of his children after the members of the Count Basie Orchestra.

  




  

    ‘My father, by contrast, wasn’t too happy at the idea of naming his first-born after a black jazz musician but by then it was too late to think of another name.’

  




  

    ‘What did he call the rest of his children?’

  




  

    I shrugged. ‘He didn’t get the chance. My mother couldn’t have any more children after me.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe she thought she couldn’t do any better.’ She smiled.

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so. I was nothing but trouble for her as a child. It used to drive my father crazy.’

  




  

    I could see in her eyes that she was about to ask me about my father but something in my face stopped her. She pursed her lips, pushed away her empty plate and settled herself back in her chair.

  




  

    ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

  




  

    I went through the events of the night before, leaving nothing out. The words of the Travelling Man were burned into my mind.

  




  

    ‘Why do you call him that?’

  




  

    ‘A friend of mine led me to a woman who said that she was receiving, uh, messages from a dead girl. The girl had died in the same way as Susan and Jennifer.’

  




  

    ‘Was the girl found?’

  




  

    ‘No one looked. An old woman’s psychic messages aren’t enough to launch an investigation.’

  




  

    ‘Even if she exists, are you sure it’s the same guy?’

  




  

    ‘I believe it is, yes.’

  




  

    Wolfe looked like she wanted to ask more, but she let it go. ‘Go back over what this caller, this “Travelling Man”, said again, slowly this time.’

  




  

    I did until she lifted her hand to stop me. ‘That’s a quote from Joyce: “mouth to mouth’s kiss”. It’s the description of the “pale vampire” in Ulysses. This is an educated man we’re dealing with. The stuff about “our kind” sounds Biblical, but I’m not sure of it. I’ll have to check it. Give them to me again.’ I spoke the words slowly as she took them down in a wire-bound notebook. ‘I have a friend who teaches theology and Biblical studies. He might be able to identify a source for these.’

  




  

    She closed the notebook. ‘You know that I’m not supposed to get involved in this case?’

  




  

    I told her that I hadn’t known.

  




  

    ‘Following our earlier discussions, someone got in touch with the Commissioner. He wasn’t best pleased at the snub to his relative.’

  




  

    ‘I need help with this. I need to know all I can.’ Suddenly I felt nauseous and, when I swallowed, my throat hurt.

  




  

    ‘I’m not sure that’s wise. You should probably leave this to the police. I know that’s not what you want to hear but, after all that’s happened, you risk damaging yourself. Do you understand what I mean?’

  




  

    I nodded slowly. She was right. Part of me wanted to draw back, to immerse myself once again in the ebb and flow of ordinary life. I wanted to unburden myself of what I felt, to restore myself to some semblance of a normal existence. I wanted to rebuild but I felt frozen, suspended, by what had happened. And now the Travelling Man had returned, snatching any possibility of that normality from me and, simultaneously, leaving me as powerless to act as I had been before.

  




  

    I think Rachel Wolfe understood that. Maybe that was why I had come to her, in the hope that she might understand.

  




  

    ‘Are you all right?’ She reached over and touched my hand and I almost cried. I nodded again.

  




  

    ‘You’re in a terribly difficult situation. If he has decided to contact you, then he wants you to be involved and there may be a link that can be exploited. From an investigative point of view, you probably shouldn’t deviate from your routine in case he contacts you again, but from the point of view of your own well-being . . .’ She let the unstated hang in the air. ‘You might even want to consider some professional help. I’m sorry for being so blunt about it, but it has to be said.’

  




  

    ‘I know, and I appreciate the advice.’ It was strange to find myself attracted to someone after all this time and then have her advise me to see a psychiatrist. It didn’t hold out the promise of any relationship that wasn’t conducted on an hourly basis. ‘I think the investigators want me to stay.’

  




  

    ‘I get the feeling you’re not going to do it.’

  




  

    ‘I’m trying to find someone. It’s a different case, but I think this person may be in trouble. If I stay here, there’s no one to help her if she is.’

  




  

    ‘It may be a good idea to get away from this for a time but from what you’re saying, well . . .’

  




  

    ‘Go on.’

  




  

    ‘It sounds like you’re trying to save this person but you’re not even sure if she needs saving.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe I need to save her.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe you do.’

  




  

    I told Walter Cole later that morning that I would continue looking for Catherine Demeter and that I would be leaving the city to do so. We were sitting in the quietness of Chumley’s, the Village’s old speakeasy at Bedford. When Walter called, I had surprised myself by nominating it for our meeting, but as I sat sipping a coffee I realised why I had chosen it.

  




  

    I enjoyed its sense of history, its place in the city’s past, which could be traced back like an old scar or the wrinkle at the corner of an eye. Chumley’s had survived the Prohibition era, when customers had escaped raids by leaving hastily through the back door, which led on to Barrow Street. It had survived world wars, stock-market crashes, civil disobedience and the gradual erosion of time, which was so much more insidious than all the rest. For a brief period, I wanted to be part of its stability.

  




  

    ‘You have to stay,’ said Walter. He still had the leather coat, now hanging loosely over the back of his chair. Someone had whistled at him when he entered wearing it.

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘What do you mean, “No”?’ he said angrily. ‘He’s opened an avenue of communication. You stay, we wire up the phone and we try to trace him when he calls again.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think he will call again, at least not for a while, and I don’t believe we could trace him anyway. He doesn’t want to be stopped, Walter.’

  




  

    ‘All the more reason to stop him, then. My God, look at what he’s done, what he’s going to do again. Look at what you’ve done for his—’

  




  

    I leaned forward and broke in on him, my voice low. ‘What have I done? Say it, Walter. Say it!’

  




  

    He stayed silent and I saw him swallow the words back. We had come close to the edge, but he had pulled back.

  




  

    The Travelling Man wanted me to remain. He wanted me to wait in my apartment for a call that might never come. I could not let him do that to me. Yet both Cole and I knew that the contact he had established could well be the first link in a chain that would eventually lead us to him.

  




  

    A friend of mine, Ross Oakes, had worked in the police department of Columbia, South Carolina, during the Bell killings. Larry Gene Bell abducted and smothered two girls, one aged seventeen and snatched close to a mail-box, the other aged nine and taken from her play area. When investigators eventually found the bodies they were too decomposed to determine if they had been sexually assaulted, although Bell later admitted to assaulting both.

  




  

    Bell had been tracked through a series of phone calls he made to the family of the seventeen-year-old, conversing primarily with the victim’s older sister. He also mailed them her last will and testament. In the phone calls he led the family to believe that the victim was still alive until her body was eventually found one week later. After the abduction of the younger girl he contacted the first victim’s sister and described the abduction and killing of the girl. He told the first victim’s sister that she would be next.

  




  

    Bell was found through indented writing on the victim’s letter, a semi-obliterated telephone number, which was eventually tracked to an address through a process of elimination. Larry Gene Bell was a thirty-six-year-old white male, formerly married and now living with his mother and father. He told Investigative Support Unit agents from the FBI that ‘the bad Larry Gene Bell did it’.

  




  

    I knew of dozens of similar cases where contact with the killer by the victim’s family sometimes led to his capture, but I had also seen what this form of psychological torture had done to those who were left behind. The family of Bell’s first victim were lucky because they only had to suffer Bell’s sick wanderings for two weeks. A family in Tulsa, whose toddler daughter had been raped and dismembered by a male nurse, received phone calls from the killer for over two years.

  




  

    Amid the anger and pain and grief that I had felt the night before, there was another feeling, which caused me to fear any further contact with the Travelling Man, at least for the present.

  




  

    I felt relief.

  




  

    For over seven months there had been nothing. The police investigation had ground to a halt, my own efforts had brought me no nearer to identifying the killer of my wife and child and I feared that he might have disappeared.

  




  

    Now he had come back. He had reached out to me and, by doing so, opened the possibility that he might be found. He would kill again and, in the killing, a pattern would emerge that would bring us closer to him. All these thoughts raced through my head in the darkness of the night but, in the first light of dawn, I had realised the implications of what I felt.

  




  

    The Travelling Man was drawing me into a cycle of dependency. He had tossed me a crumb in the form of a telephone call and the remains of my daughter and, in doing so, had caused me to wish, however briefly, for the deaths of others in the hope that their deaths might bring me closer to him. With that realisation came the decision that I would not form such a relationship with this man. It was a difficult decision to make but I knew that if he decided to contact me again, then he would find me. Meanwhile, I would leave New York and continue to hunt for Catherine Demeter.

  




  

    Yet deep down, perhaps only half recognised by me and suspected by Rachel Wolfe, there was another reason for continuing the search for Catherine Demeter.

  




  

    I did not believe in remorse without reparation. I had failed to protect my wife and child and they had died as a result. Maybe I was deluded, but I believed that if Catherine Demeter died because I stopped looking for her then I would have failed twice and I was not sure that I could live with that knowledge. In her, maybe wrongly, I saw a chance to atone.

  




  

    Some of this I tried to explain to Walter – my need to avoid a dependent relationship upon this man, the necessity of continuing the search of Catherine Demeter for her sake, and my own – but most of it I kept to myself. We parted uneasily and on bad terms.

  




  

    Tiredness had gradually taken hold of me throughout the morning and I slept fitfully for an hour before setting off for Virginia. I was bathed in sweat and almost delirious when I awoke, disturbed by dreams of endless conversations with a faceless killer and images of my daughter before her death.

  




  

    Just as I awakened, I dreamed of Catherine Demeter surrounded by darkness and flames and the bones of dead children. And I knew then that some terrible blackness had descended on her and that I had to try to save her, to save us both, from the darkness.

  




  

    Part Two

  




  

    Eadem mutata resurgo

  




  

    Though changed, I shall arise the same.

  




  

    Epitaph on the tombstone of Jacob Bernoulli,

  




  

    Swiss pioneer of fluid dynamics and

  




  

    spiral mathematics.

  




  

    Chapter Eighteen

  




  

    I drove down to Virginia that afternoon. It was a long ride but I told myself that I wanted time to open out the engine of the car, to let it cut loose after its time off the road. As I drove, I tried to sort through what had happened in the last two days, but my thoughts kept coming back to the remains of my daughter’s face resting in a jar of formaldehyde.

  




  

    I spotted the tail after about an hour, a red Nissan four-wheel-drive with two occupants. They kept four or five vehicles behind but when I accelerated, so did they. When I fell back they kept me in view for as long as they could, then they began to fall back too. The plates were deliberately obscured with mud. A woman drove, her blonde hair pulled back behind her ears and sunglasses masking her eyes. A dark-haired male sat beside her. I put them both in their thirties but I didn’t recognise them.

  




  

    If they were feds, which was unlikely, then they were lame. If they were Sonny’s hired killers, then it was just like Sonny to hire cheap labour. Only a clown would use a 4WD for a tail, or to try to take out another vehicle. A 4WD has a high centre of gravity and rolls easier than a drunk on a slope. Maybe I was just being paranoid, but I didn’t think so.

  




  

    They didn’t make a move and I lost them in the back roads between Warrenton and Culpeper as I headed towards the Blue Ridge. If they came after me again, I’d know: their jeep stood out like blood in snow.

  




  

    As I drove, fading sunlight speared the trees, causing the web-like cocoons of caterpillars to glisten. I knew that, beneath the strands, the white bodies of the larvae were twisting and writhing like victims of Tourette’s syndrome as they reduced the leaves to brown lifelessness. The weather was beautiful for most of the journey and there was a kind of poetry to the names of the towns that skirted Shenandoah: Wolftown, Quinque, Lydia, Roseland, Sweet Briar, Lovingston, Brightwood. To that list could be added the town of Haven, but only if you decided not to spoil the effect by actually visiting it.

  




  

    It was raining heavily by the time I reached Haven. The town lay in a valley south-east of the Blue Ridge, almost at the apex of a triangle formed with Washington and Richmond. A sign at the limits read ‘A Welcome in the Valley’ but there was little that was welcoming about Haven. It was a small town over which a pall of dust appeared to have settled and which even the driving rain seemed unable to dislodge. Rusting pick-ups sat outside some of the houses and, apart from a single fast-food joint and a convenience store attached to a garage, only the weak neon of the Welcome Inn bar and the lights of the late-nite diner opposite beckoned the casual visitor. It was the sort of place where, once a year, the local Veterans of Foreign Wars got together, hired a bus and went somewhere else to commemorate their dead.

  




  

    I checked into the Haven View Motel at the outskirts of the town. I was the only guest and a smell of paint hung around the halls of what might once have been a considerable house but had now been converted into a functional, anonymous three-storey inn.

  




  

    ‘Second floor’s being redecorated,’ said the clerk, who told me his name was Rudy Fry. ‘Have to put you upstairs, top floor. Technically, we shouldn’t be accepting guests at all but . . .’ He smiled to indicate the big favour he was doing me by letting me stay. Rudy Fry was a small, overweight man in his forties. There were long-dried yellow sweat stains under his arms and he smelt vaguely of rubbing alcohol.

  




  

    I looked around. The Haven View Motel didn’t look like the sort of place that would attract visitors at the best of times.

  




  

    ‘I know what you’re thinkin’,’ said the clerk, his smile revealing sparkling dentures. ‘You’re thinkin’: “Why would anyone bother throwin’ good money away by decoratin’ a motel in a shithole like this?”’ He winked at me before leaning over the desk conspiratorially. ‘Well, I’m tellin’ you, sir, it ain’t gonna be a shithole much longer. Them Japanese is comin’, and when they do, this place is gonna be a goldmine. Where else they gonna stay round here?’ He laughed. ‘Shit, we gonna be wipin’ our asses with dollar bills.’ He handed me a key with a heavy wooden block chained to it. ‘Room twenty-three, up the stairs. Elevator’s busted.’

  




  

    The room was dusty but clean. A connecting door led into the next room. It took me less than five seconds to break the lock with my pocket knife, then I showered, changed and drove back into town.

  




  

    The recession of the seventies had hit Haven hard, putting paid to what little industry there was. The town might have recovered, might have found some other way to prosper had its history been other than it was, but the killings had tainted it and the town had fallen into decay. And so the rain fell and washed and sluiced its way over the stores and streets, over the people and the houses, over trees and pick-ups and cars and Tarmac, and when it ceased to fall there was no freshness about Haven, as if the rain itself had been sullied by the contact.

  




  

    I called into the sheriff’s office but neither the sheriff nor Alvin Martin was available. Instead, a deputy named Wallace sat scowling behind the desk and shovelling Doritos into his mouth. I decided to wait until the morning in the hope of finding someone more accommodating.

  




  

    The diner was closing as I walked through the town, which left only the bar or the burger joint. The interior of the bar was ill lit, as if it was expending too much power on the pink neon sign outside. The Welcome Inn: the sign glowed brightly, but the interior seemed to give the lie to the sign.

  




  

    Some kind of bluegrass music was playing over a speaker and a TV above the bar was showing a basketball game with the volume turned down, but no one seemed to be listening or watching anyway. Maybe twenty people were scattered around the tables and the long, dark wood bar, including a mountainous couple who looked like they’d left the third bear with a babysitter. There was a low tide of conversation, which ebbed slightly when I entered, although it refused to cease entirely, and then resumed at its previous level.

  




  

    Near the bar, a small knot of men lounged around a battered pool table, watching a huge, heavy-set man with a thick dark beard playing an older man who shot pool like a hustler. They eyed me as I walked by but continued playing. No conversation passed between them. Pool was obviously a serious business in the Welcome Inn. Drinking wasn’t. The hard men around the pool table were all clutching bottles of Bud Light, the real drinker’s equivalent of a lady’s white umbrella.

  




  

    I took an empty stool at the bar and asked for a coffee from a barman whose white shirt seemed dazzlingly clean for such a place. He studiously ignored me, his eyes seemingly intent on the basketball game, so I asked again. His glance moved lazily to me, as if I were a bug crawling on the bar and he had just had his fill of squashing bugs, but was wondering whether he couldn’t squash one more for the road.

  




  

    ‘We don’t do coffee,’ he said.

  




  

    I glanced along the bar. Two stools down an elderly man in a lumber jacket and a battered Cat cap sipped at a mug of what smelt like strong black coffee.

  




  

    ‘He bring his own?’ I inquired, gesturing with a nod down the bar.

  




  

    ‘Yep,’ said the barman, still looking at the TV.

  




  

    ‘A Coke’ll do. Right behind your knees, second shelf down. Don’t hurt yourself leaning over.’

  




  

    For a long time it seemed he wasn’t going to move, then he shifted slowly, leaned down without taking his eyes from the screen and found the opener on the edge of the counter by instinct. Then he placed the bottle in front of me and set an iceless glass beside it. In the mirror behind the bar, I saw the amused smiles of some of the other patrons and heard a woman’s laugh, low and boozy with a promise of sex in it. In the mirror over the bar, I traced the laugh to a coarse-featured woman in the corner, her hair huge and dark. Beside her, a stout man whispered sour somethings in her ear like the cooings of a sick dove.

  




  

    I poured the drink and took a long draught. It was warm and sticky and I felt it cleave to my palate, my tongue and my teeth. The barman spent a while idly polishing glasses with a bar-towel which looked like it had last been cleaned for Reagan’s inauguration. When he got bored with redistributing the dirt on the glasses he wandered back towards me and put the bar-towel down in front of me.

  




  

    ‘Passin’ through?’ he asked, although there was no curiosity in his voice. It sounded more like advice than a question.

  




  

    ‘Nope,’ I said.

  




  

    He took it in and then waited for me to say more. I didn’t. He gave in first.

  




  

    ‘Whatcha doin’ here, then?’ He looked over my shoulder at the pool-players behind and I noticed that the sound of balls colliding had suddenly ceased. He smiled a big shit-eating grin. ‘Maybe I can . . .’ He stopped and the grin got wider, his tone changing to one of mock-formality. ‘. . . be of some a-ssistance.’

  




  

    ‘You know anyone named Demeter?’

  




  

    The shit-eating grin froze and there was a pause. ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Then I don’t believe you can be of any a-ssistance.’ I stood up to leave, placing two dollar bills on the counter. ‘For the welcome,’ I said. ‘Put it towards a new sign.’

  




  

    I turned to find a small, rat-featured guy in a worn blue denim jacket standing in front of me. His nose was dotted with blackheads and his teeth were prominent and yellow-stained like walrus tusks. His black baseball cap was marked with the words ‘Boyz ’N the Hood’ but this wasn’t any logo John Singleton would have liked. Instead of homies, the words were surrounded by the hooded heads of Klan figures.

  




  

    Beneath his denim jacket, I could see the word Pulaski under a seal of some sort. Pulaski was the birthplace of the Ku Klux Klan and the site of an annual rally for Aryan crackers everywhere, although I bet the face of old Thom Robb, grand high ass-wipe of the Klan, must have just lit up at the sight of Rat Features and his pinched, sub-intelligent face arriving to take in the Pulaski air. After all, Robb was trying to make the Klan appeal to the educated élite, the lawyers and the schoolteachers. Most lawyers would have been reluctant to have Rat Features as a client, still less a brother in arms.

  




  

    But there was probably still a place for Rat Features in the new Klan. Every organisation needs its foot-soldiers and this one had cannon fodder written all over him. When the time came for the Boyz to storm the steps of the Capitol and reclaim the Jewnited States for their own, Rat Features would be in the front line where he could be certain to lay down his life for the cause.

  




  

    Behind him, the bearded pool-player loomed, his eyes small, piggy and dumb-looking. His arms were enormous but without definition and his gut bulged beneath a camouflage T-shirt. The T-shirt bore the legend ‘Kill ’em all – Let God sort ’em out’, but the big guy was no Marine. He looked as close to retarded as you can get without someone coming by twice a day to feed you and clean up your mess.

  




  

    ‘How you doin’?’ said the Rat. The bar was quiet now and the group of men at the pool table were no longer lounging but stood rigid in anticipation of what was to come. One of them smiled and poked his neighbour with an elbow. Obviously, the Rat and his buddy were the local double act.

  




  

    ‘Great till now.’

  




  

    He nodded as if I’d just said something deeply profound with which he had a natural empathy.

  




  

    ‘You know,’ I said, ‘I once took a leak in Thom Robb’s garden.’

  




  

    Which was true.

  




  

    ‘It’d be better if you just got back on the road and kept driving, I reckon,’ said the Rat, after a pause to figure out who Thom Robb was. ‘So why don’t you just do that?’

  




  

    ‘Thanks for the advice.’ I moved to go past him but his pal put a hand like a shovel against my chest and pushed me back against the bar by flexing his wrist slightly.

  




  

    ‘It wasn’t advice,’ said the Rat. He gestured back at the big guy with his thumb.

  




  

    ‘This here’s Six. You don’t get back in your fuckin’ car now and start raisin’ dust on the highway, Six is gonna fuck you up bad.’

  




  

    Six smiled dimly. The evolutionary curve obviously sloped pretty gently where Six came from.

  




  

    ‘You know why he’s called Six?’

  




  

    ‘Let me guess,’ I replied. ‘There are another five assholes like him at home?’

  




  

    It didn’t look like I was going to find out how Six got his name, because he stopped smiling and lunged past the Rat, his hand clutching for my neck. He moved fast for a man his size, but not that fast. I brought my right foot up and released it heel-first on to Six’s left knee. There was a satisfying crunching sound and Six faltered, his mouth wide with pain, and stumbled sideways and down.

  




  

    His friends were already coming to his aid when there was a commotion from behind them and a small, tubby deputy in his late thirties pushed his way through, one hand on the butt of his pistol. It was Wallace, Deputy Dorito. He looked scared and edgy, the kind of guy who became a cop to give him some sort of advantage over the people who used to laugh at him in school, steal his lunch money and beat him up, except he found that now those people still laughed at him and didn’t look as if they’d let the uniform stand in the way of another beating. Still, on this occasion he had a gun and maybe they figured he was scared enough to pull it on them.

  




  

    ‘What’s goin’ on here, Clete?’

  




  

    There was silence for a moment and then the Rat spoke up. ‘Just some high spirits got out of hand, Wallace. Ain’t nothin’ to concern the law.’

  




  

    ‘I wasn’t talking to you, Gabe.’

  




  

    Someone helped Six to his feet and brought him to a chair.

  




  

    ‘Looks like more than high spirits to me. I reckon you boys better come on down to the station, cool off for a time.’

  




  

    ‘Let it go, Wallace,’ said a low voice. It came from a thin, wiry man with cold, dark eyes and a beard flecked with grey. He had an air of authority about him and an intelligence that went beyond the low cunning of his associates. He watched me carefully as he spoke, the way an undertaker might eye up a prospective client for his casket.

  




  

    ‘Okay, Clete, but . . .’ Deputy Dorito’s words trailed off as he realised there was nothing he could say that would matter to any of the men before him. He nodded to the crowd, as if the decision not to pursue things any further had been his to make.

  




  

    ‘You’d better leave, Mister,’ he said, looking at me.

  




  

    I stood up and walked slowly to the door. No one said anything as I left.

  




  

    Back at the motel, I rang Walter Cole to find out if anything had developed in the Stephen Barton killing but he was out of the office and his machine was on at home. I left the number of the motel and tried to get some sleep.

  




  

    Chapter Nineteen

  




  

    The sky was grey and dark the next morning, heavy with impending rain. My suit was wrinkled from the previous day’s travel, so I abandoned it for chinos, a white shirt and a black jacket. I even dug out a black silk-knit tie, so I wouldn’t look like a bum. I drove once through the town. There was no sign of a red jeep or the couple I had seen driving it.

  




  

    I parked outside the Haven diner, bought a copy of the Washington Post in the gas station across the road and then went into the diner for breakfast. It was after nine but people still lounged around at the counter or at the tables, mumbling about the weather and, I guessed, about me, since some of them glanced knowingly in my direction, directing the attention of their neighbours towards me.

  




  

    I sat at a table in the corner and scanned the paper. A mature woman in a white apron and blue uniform with ‘Dorothy’ embossed at her left breast walked over to me carrying a pad and took my order of white toast, bacon and coffee. She hovered over me after I finished ordering. ‘You the fella whupped that Six boy in the bar last night?’

  




  

    ‘That’s me.’

  




  

    She nodded in satisfaction. ‘I’ll give you your breakfast for free, then.’ She smiled a hard smile, then added, ‘But don’t you go confusin’ my generosity with an invitation to stay. You ain’t that good-lookin’.’ She strolled back behind the counter and pinned my order to a wire.

  




  

    There wasn’t much traffic on Haven’s main street. Most of the cars and trucks seemed to be passing through on their way to someplace else. Haven didn’t look much better in the daylight than it did at night. I could see a used-car dealership, the roof of a high school and, further down the street, some stores and the Inn. There was little human activity. Haven seemed to be permanently stuck in a grim Sunday afternoon.

  




  

    I finished my food and left a tip on the table. Dorothy slouched forward over the counter, her breasts resting on its polished surface. ‘’Bye now,’ she said, as I left. The other diners briefly looked over their shoulders at me before returning to their breakfast and coffee.

  




  

    I drove to the Haven public library, a new single-storey building at the far side of the town. A pretty black woman in her early thirties stood behind the counter with an older white woman whose hair was like steel wool and who eyed me with obvious distaste as I entered.

  




  

    ‘Morning,’ I said. The younger woman smiled, slightly anxiously, while the older one tried to tidy the already immaculate area behind the counter. ‘What’s the local paper around here?’

  




  

    ‘Used to be the Haven Leader,’ answered the younger woman after a pause. ‘It’s gone now.’

  




  

    ‘I was looking for something older, back issues.’

  




  

    She glanced at the other woman, as if for guidance, but she continued to shift pieces of paper behind the counter.

  




  

    ‘They’re on microfiche, in the cabinets beside the viewer. How far back do you want to go?’

  




  

    ‘Not far,’ I said, and strolled over to the cabinets. The Leader files were arranged in date order in small square boxes in ten drawers but the three boxes of files for the years of the Haven killings were not in their place. I ran through them all, in case they had been misfiled, although I had a feeling that those files weren’t available to the casual visitor.

  




  

    I returned to the counter. The elderly woman was no longer in sight.

  




  

    ‘The files I’m looking for don’t appear to be there,’ I said. The younger girl looked confused but I didn’t get the impression that she was.

  




  

    ‘What year were you looking for?’

  




  

    ‘Years. Nineteen sixty-nine, ’seventy, maybe ’seventy-one.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry, those files aren’t . . .’ She seemed to search for an excuse that might be plausible. ‘. . . available. They’ve been borrowed for research.’

  




  

    ‘Oh,’ I said. I smiled my best smile. ‘Never mind, I’ll manage with what’s there.’

  




  

    She seemed relieved and I returned to the viewer, idly flicking through the files for anything useful with no return other than boredom. It took thirty minutes before an opportunity presented itself. A party of schoolchildren entered the junior section of the library, separated from the adult lending by a half-wood, half-glass screen. The younger woman followed them and stood with her back to me, talking to the children and their teacher, a young blonde who didn’t look long out of school herself.

  




  

    There was no sign of the older woman, although a brown door was half open in the small lobby beyond the adult section. I slipped behind the counter, and began rifling through drawers and cupboards as quietly as I could. At one point I passed, crouching, by the entry door to the junior section but the librarian was still dealing with her young clients.

  




  

    I found the missing files in a bottom drawer, beside a small coin-box. I slipped them into my jacket pockets and was just leaving the counter area when the office door outside slammed and I heard soft footsteps approaching. I darted beside a shelf as the senior librarian entered. She stopped short at the entrance to the counter and shot an unpleasant look in my direction and at the book in my hand. I smiled gamely and returned to the viewer. I wasn’t sure how long it would be before the dragon behind the counter checked that drawer and decided to call for back-up.

  




  

    I tried the 1969 files first. It took some time, even though the Haven Leader had only been a weekly newspaper in 1969. There was nothing about any disappearances in the paper. Even in 1969, it seemed that black folks didn’t count for much. The paper contained a lot about church socials, history society lectures and local weddings. There was some minor crime stuff, mostly traffic offences and drunk and disorderlies, but nothing that might lead a casual reader to suppose that children were disappearing in the town of Haven.

  




  

    Then, in a November issue, I came upon a reference to a man named Walt Tyler. There was a picture of Tyler beside the piece, a good-looking man being led away in handcuffs by a white deputy. ‘Man held in Sheriff Attack’, read the headline above the picture. The details contained in the piece below were sketchy but it seemed Tyler had come into the sheriff’s office and started busting the place up before taking a swing at the sheriff himself. The only indication of a reason for the attack came in the last paragraph.

  




  

    ‘Tyler was among a number of negroes questioned by the Haven County Sheriff’s Office in connection with the disappearance of his daughter and two other children. He was released without charge.’

  




  

    The 1970 files were more productive. On the night of 8 February 1970, Amy Demeter had disappeared after heading out to a friend’s house to deliver a sample of her mother’s jam. She never made it to the house and the jar was found broken on a sidewalk about five hundred yards from her home. A picture of her was printed beside the story, along with details of what she had been wearing and a potted history of the family: father Earl an accountant, mother Dorothy a housewife and a school board member, younger sister Catherine a well-liked child with some artistic potential. The story ran for the next few weeks: ‘Search Goes On for Haven Girl’; ‘Five More Questioned in Demeter Mystery’; and, finally, ‘Little Hope Left for Amy’.

  




  

    I spent another half-hour going back and forth through the Haven Leader but there was nothing more on the killings or their resolution, if any. The only indication was a report of the death of Adelaide Modine in a fire four months later, with a reference to her brother’s death buried in the piece. There was no indication of the circumstances of the death of either, but there was one hint, once again in the last paragraph. ‘The Haven County Sheriff’s Office had been anxious to talk to both Adelaide and William Modine in their ongoing investigation into the disappearance of Amy Demeter and a number of other children.’

  




  

    It didn’t take a genius to read between the lines and see that either Adelaide Modine or her brother William, or possibly both, had been the main suspects. Local newspapers don’t necessarily print all the news: there are some things everyone knows already and sometimes the local press merely prints enough to throw outsiders off the scent. The old librarian was giving me the evil eye so I finished printing off copies of the relevant articles, then gathered them and left.

  




  

    A Haven County Sheriff’s Office cruiser, a brown and yellow Crown Victoria, was pulled up in front of my car and a deputy, wearing a clean, well-pressed uniform, was leaning against my driver’s door, waiting. As I drew closer I could see the long muscles beneath his shirt. His eyes were dull and lifeless. He looked like an asshole. A fit asshole.

  




  

    ‘This your car?’ he asked, in a Virginia drawl, his thumbs tucked inside a gun-belt that glittered with the spotless tools of his trade. On his chest, the name Burns stood out on his perfectly straight identity badge.

  




  

    ‘Sure is,’ I said, mimicking his accent. It was a bad habit I had. His jaw tightened, if it was actually possible for it to tighten more than it was already.

  




  

    ‘Hear you were looking up some old newspapers?’

  




  

    ‘I’m a crossword fan. They were better in the old days.’

  




  

    ‘You another writer?’

  




  

    Judging from his tone I didn’t think he read much, at least nothing that didn’t have pictures or a message from God. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You get a lot of writers around here?’

  




  

    I don’t think he believed I wasn’t a writer. Maybe I looked bookish to him or maybe anyone with whom he wasn’t personally acquainted was immediately suspected of covert literary leanings. The librarian had sold me out, believing me to be simply another hack trying to make a buck out of the ghosts of Haven’s past.

  




  

    ‘I’m escorting you to the town line,’ he said. ‘I’ve got your bag.’ He moved to the patrol car and took my travelling bag from the front seat. I was starting to get very tired of Deputy Burns.

  




  

    ‘I’m not planning on leaving just yet,’ I said, ‘so maybe you could put it back in my room. By the way, when you’re unpacking, I like my socks on the left side of the drawer.’

  




  

    He dropped the bag on the road and started towards me. ‘Look’, I began, ‘I have ID.’ I reached into the inside pocket of my jacket. ‘I’m . . .’

  




  

    It was a dumb thing to do but I was hot and tired and pissed at Deputy Burns and I wasn’t thinking straight. He caught one flash of the butt of my gun and his own piece was in his hands. Burns was quick. He probably practised in front of the mirror. Within seconds I was up against his car, my gun was gone and Deputy Burns’s shiny cuffs were biting into my wrists.

  




  

    Chapter Twenty

  




  

    I was left cooling my heels in a cell for what I reckoned to be three or four hours, since the careful Deputy Burns had taken my watch along with my gun, my wallet and ID, my notes and my belt and laces, in case I decided to hang myself in a fit of remorse for annoying the librarians. These had been entrusted to the safe care of Deputy Wallace, who made some passing reference to Burns of my involvement in the previous night’s incident in the bar.

  




  

    Still, the cell was just about the cleanest one I had ever visited in my life – even the can looked like it could safely be used without needing a course of penicillin later. I passed the time by mulling over what I had learned from the library microfiche, trying to fit the pieces of the puzzle into some recognisable picture and refusing to let my mind drift to the Travelling Man and what he might be doing.

  




  

    Eventually, there was a noise outside and the cell door opened. I looked up to see a tall black man in a uniform shirt watching me. He looked to be in his late thirties but something about the way he walked and the light of experience in his eyes told me he was older. I guessed he might have boxed at one time, probably middle to light-heavy, and he moved gracefully on his feet. He looked smarter than Wallace and Burns put together, although no one was likely to hand out gold stars for that particular feat. This, I guessed, was Alvin Martin. I didn’t rush to get up, in case he thought I didn’t like his nice clean cell.

  




  

    ‘You want to stay there another couple of hours or you waiting for someone to carry you out?’ he asked. The voice wasn’t Southern: Detroit, Chicago, maybe.

  




  

    I stood and he moved aside to let me pass. Wallace waited at the end of the corridor, his thumbs tucked into his belt to take the weight off his shoulders.

  




  

    ‘Give him back his things, Deputy.’

  




  

    ‘Even his gun?’ asked Wallace, not making a move to do as he was told. Wallace had that look about him, the look that told you he wasn’t used to taking orders from a black guy and didn’t like it when he had to. It struck me that he might have more in common with the Rat and his friends than was really wise for a conscientious lawman.

  




  

    ‘Even his gun,’ replied Martin calmly but wearily, giving Wallace the eye. Wallace shoved off from the wall like a particularly ugly ship setting out to sea and steamed behind the counter, surfacing eventually with a brown envelope and my gun. I signed and Martin nodded me towards the door.

  




  

    ‘Get in the car, please, Mr Parker.’ Outside, the light was starting to fade and there was a cool wind blowing from the hills. A pick-up rattled by on the road beyond, a covered gun rack on the back guarded by a mangy hound.

  




  

    ‘Back or front?’ I asked.

  




  

    ‘Get in the front,’ he replied. ‘I trust you.’

  




  

    He started the cruiser and we drove for a time in silence, the a/c blasting cool air into our faces and on to our feet. The town limits receded behind us and we entered woods thick with trees, the road twisting and winding as it followed the contours of the land. Then, in the distance, a light shone. We pulled up in the parking lot of a white diner, topped by a green neon sign blinking Green River Eaterie on to the road beyond.

  




  

    We took a booth at the rear, far away from the handful of other patrons, who cast a curious glance at us before returning to their food. Martin took off his hat, ordered coffee for both of us, then sat back and looked at me. ‘It’s usually considered good manners for an investigator packing a pistol to drop in to the local lawmen and state his business, at least before he goes around beating up pool-players and stealing library files,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘You weren’t around when I called,’ I said. ‘Neither was the sheriff, and your friend Wallace wasn’t too keen on offering me cookies and swapping race jokes.’

  




  

    The coffee arrived. Martin added creamer and sugar to his. I stuck with milk.

  




  

    ‘I made some calls about you,’ said Martin, stirring his coffee. ‘A guy called Cole vouched for you. That’s why I’m not kicking your ass out of town, least not yet. That and the fact that you weren’t afraid to whip some cracker ass last night. Shows you got a sense of civic pride. So maybe now you’d like to tell me why you’re here.’

  




  

    ‘I’m looking for a woman named Catherine Demeter. I think she might have come to Haven in the last week.’

  




  

    Martin’s brow furrowed.

  




  

    ‘She anything to Amy Demeter?’

  




  

    ‘Sister.’

  




  

    ‘I figured. Why do you think she might be here?’

  




  

    ‘One of the last calls she made from her apartment was to the home of Sheriff Earl Lee Granger. She made a number of calls to your office as well the same night. Since then, there’s been no sign of her.’

  




  

    ‘You hired to find her?’

  




  

    ‘I’m just looking for her,’ I replied neutrally.

  




  

    Martin sighed. ‘I came here from Detroit six months ago,’ he said, after about a minute of silence. ‘Brought my wife and boy. My wife’s an assistant librarian. I think you may have met her.’

  




  

    I nodded.

  




  

    ‘The governor decided there weren’t enough blacks in the police force here and that relations between the local minority population and the cops might not be the best. So, a post came up here and I applied, mainly to get my kid away from Detroit. My father came from Gretna, just a ways from here. I didn’t know about the killings before I came here. I know more now.

  




  

    ‘This town died along with those kids. No new people came to live here and anyone with an ounce of sense or ambition got the hell out. Now the gene pool here’s so shallow you couldn’t drown a rat in it.
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