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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.’
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