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The rains came, and they did not stop for days.


Ulysses, New York – no more than fifteen miles from the banks of Lake Ontario – caught between the Oswego River wetlands and the tributaries that fed the Finger Lakes – was caught in a crossfire of flooding that gave no respite or sanctuary. When the levees finally broke, the town lost three children within the first twelve hours.


The Oswego, drawing homesteaders towards it with the promise of fertile land for more than two centuries, itself the promise of life and sustenance, was now – once again – a murderer. It was not the first time the river had burst its banks and carried people away to the lakes. Back in 1909, the same thing had happened, but those who were present had long since passed. No one had spoken of it for years. The river had a history of both life and death, the former outweighing the latter in time and memory, and thus the natural human instinct to celebrate that which gave over that which took away prevailed.


On February 15th, 1975, the storm now heading north towards Canada, emergency services, Police, the Sheriff’s Department and numerous volunteers from Syracuse and Rochester, began the weeks-long, laborious and heartbreaking process of salvage and recovery.


The body count rose to seven. Beyond that, a further two were missing, presumed drowned, their bodies now lost forever in the depths of the Ontario.


An eighth body was then discovered on Monday 17th – a wenty-three-year-old schoolteacher called Caroline Lassiter. Caroline did not drown. She was found lying in her own bed, her position one of repose, her hair brushed and laid out across the pillow like some pre-Raphaelite study, clutched in her right hand a carefully-folded piece of paper.


In a precise blocked script were written the words, ABANDON HOPE, ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE.


Present at the Lassiter apartment, charged with maintaining the integrity of the crime scene until the coroner arrived, was a police officer called Rachel Hoffman. Younger than the deceased girl, Rachel was a recent Syracuse Police Academy graduate. On loan to Ulysses from the Patrol Division, her initial posting order had been approved for three months. She had been there for a week shy of six. She had raised this issue with her superiors on two occasions. Each time she’d been told it wouldn’t be much longer before she was transferred home.


Caroline Lassiter was the first dead person Rachel had seen up-close and personal. And if her death proved to be a homicide, it would also be the first murder Rachel had attended.


Standing in the neat, very feminine bedroom – as still as a cigar-store Indian – Rachel could not help but feel like an intruder. To her, it seemed that birth and death were somehow sacrosanct, inviolate events that should only be witnessed by those who were bound by blood or friendship to the players in this unfolding drama. Caroline’s eyes were open, as dull as old pennies. Had they been closed, she would have appeared to be sleeping, such was her composure. The bedcover was drawn up to her neck, her arms on top of it, her shoulders bare. The stillness of her form was unsettling. Rachel willed the girl to move, to suddenly exhale as if she’d been merely holding her breath for as long as she could. A game, perhaps. A child’s game. A prank to scare her siblings.


Rachel stood for close to an hour, and then she heard voices in the hallway from which each room of the small apartment was accessed.


The Tri-County Coroner – early-fifties, bespectacled, his rumpled corduroy suit and woven tie giving him the appearance of a college professor – covered Onondaga, Oswego and Oneida from his office in Syracuse.


He entered the bedroom, looked at the dead girl, then looked at Rachel.


‘You’ve been here alone?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Sir? We’re not on parade here, my dear. What’s your name?’


‘Hoffman. Rachel Hoffman. Syracuse Patrol Division.’


‘Lawrence Hill. I hate it, but everyone calls me Larry.’


Rachel gave a faint smile. ‘Then I’ll call you Dr. Hill. Or Lawrence.’


‘Lawrence is fine,’ Hill said. ‘And I like you already.’


Hill set down his bag.


‘So what do we have here?’


‘Caroline Lassiter,’ Rachel said. ‘Twenty-three. Schoolteacher. That’s it. Nothing has been touched aside from the piece of paper that was in her hand. It’s over there on the chiffonier.’


Hill laughed. ‘Where are we? Nineteenth-century France?’


‘Sorry. That’s my grandmother.’


Hill crossed the room and looked at the paper. ‘So, she wrote this herself?’


‘I don’t know. As I said, it was in her hand. Apart from removing it and putting it over there, nothing else has been touched.’


‘And you did that?’


‘No, that was the first responder.’


‘Well, we’ll know soon enough. There’s bound to be examples of her handwriting around the apartment.’


Hill opened his bag and put on latex gloves.


Standing over the body, leaning down until his face was mere inches from the dead girl, he said nothing. The only sound Rachel could hear was that of her own breathing.


It seemed a small forever until Hill stood up once more.


‘I need forensics here,’ he said. ‘I need pictures before I remove the bed cover.’


‘As far as I know, they’re on the way,’ Rachel said. ‘Shouldn’t be much longer.’


Hill walked to the window and looked out into the street. There was a single police car.


‘You’re from Ulysses?’ Hill asked without turning around.


‘Born in Utica,’ Rachel replied. ‘My folks moved to Syracuse when I was five. And now I’ve been stationed here for the past six months.’


‘And you always wanted to be police?’


‘I wanted to be a ballet dancer.’


Hill turned, smiling. ‘And why aren’t you a ballet dancer?’


‘Because it turns out I’m as clumsy as hell. All the grace of a newborn foal.’


Hill laughed. ‘Seems to me that a police officer is quite the change of direction.’


Rachel was about to speak when further voices could be heard.


Entering the bedroom, Detective Tom Marcus was accompanied by two forensic technicians and a crime scene photographer.


Rachel had met Marcus before. Laconic, seemingly diffident, she had never warmed to him. During her training, he had given a series of presentations on crime scene protocol, preservation of evidence, fingerprinting, other such things. He wore an expression of perpetual irritation, as if the world provided an inexhaustible supply of things he was obligated to tolerate.


‘I know you,’ he said to Rachel.


‘Hoffman, sir. From the academy.’


‘Right. They exiled you to the sticks, then?’


Rachel didn’t reply.


‘And now you have to deal with a dead schoolteacher and the worst flood in a century at the same time.’


Marcus paused for a second, as if figuring out the best wisecrack.


‘Out of your depth?’ he asked.


‘Funny,’ Rachel said. ‘You should get a half-hour slot at the Comedy Club. The world shouldn’t be deprived of such great material.’


‘I need your guys to take pictures before I remove the bedcover,’ Hill said, interrupting whatever road Rachel and Marcus were heading down.


Marcus gave instructions. Rachel and Hill stepped out of the room and waited for them to be done.


‘Okay, come on back,’ Marcus told Hill.


Hill approached the bed once more. He carefully lifted each of Caroline Lassiter’s arms in turn, bringing the bedcover down to reveal her breasts, her stomach. He folded it neatly as he went, laying it flat at the foot of the bed. Her naked form was exposed, and – once again – he stepped back to let the photographer take a dozen or more photographs from various points in the room.


‘So, whaddya reckon?’ Marcus asked. ‘Doesn’t seem to be any indication of foul play.’


‘I’ll do my preliminaries here,’ Hill said. ‘More than likely we won’t know until I perform the full autopsy.’


‘There’s a note, sir,’ Rachel said. She nodded towards it.


Using a pen to hold it flat, Marcus read the single sentence.


‘What the hell is this?’ he asked.


‘It was there when I came in.’


‘Did you move this, Hoffman?’


‘No, sir. The first responder. He said it was in her hand.’


‘To see if it was a suicide note,’ Marcus said.


‘That’s what I figured.’


‘Well, someone’s gonna get a harsh word or two, aren’t they?’


Marcus instructed one of the technicians to bag the note and then find a sample of the dead woman’s handwriting.


Hill stepped away from the bed. ‘I need her on the table,’ he said. ‘Could be an OD, but I need to do blood tests and all else.’


Marcus turned to Rachel. ‘You go on up to Syracuse with the body. I’ll clear it with your chief.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You guys all done?’ Marcus asked the technicians.


They were. There was nothing to see of any significance. Marcus left with his people.


‘Looks like it’s just the three of us, then,’ Hill said. ‘You ever seen an autopsy?’


‘No.’


‘Brace yourself,’ Hill said. ‘First few times can be pretty grim.’
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Grim was an understatement. It was as if Rachel was witnessing the unzipping of a human being. As the scalpel made its way through flesh and muscle – a precise Y from below each shoulder to a point between the breasts, and then down to the navel – Caroline Lassiter’s innards were at last being released from twenty-three years of captivity.


‘Wait until you get a ripened one,’ Hill said. ‘A week undiscovered, all swollen up, and it smells like … well, it doesn’t smell like anything, to be honest. That stink stays in your nostrils for days.’


Rachel tried to focus as one organ after another was hefted out of the cadaver and placed on a weighing scale.


‘If you need to take a break, do so,’ Hill said, recognizing at once that she was struggling.


Standing in a small courtyard behind Syracuse Coroner’s Office in a small courtyard, she breathed deeply, quelling the rising wave of nausea that threatened to paint the sidewalk with her lunch.


Rachel was outside for a good fifteen minutes. She didn’t vomit, but she retched several times and experienced a wave of dizziness and cold sweats. How someone could get used to such things she didn’t know. She had no intention of finding out.


By the time the blood analysis came back, it was past 8.00 in the evening.


‘Barbiturates and chloroform,’ Hill told Rachel. ‘Barbiturates knocked her out so she wouldn’t struggle, and the chloroform killed her.’


‘I thought chloroform made someone pass out immediately.’


‘A very common misconception. Takes a good four or five minutes of uninterrupted inhalation. Someone is going to fight like hell against that. And there are no signs of a struggle, no bruising or lacerations anywhere on the body. And after they’re unconscious, it takes a great deal longer for them to ingest enough to bring about death. And the chin needs to be supported from beneath to keep the tongue out of the airway. Hence the barbiturates. At least that’s my opinion of what happened here. She was drugged so she didn’t resist, and then someone stayed right there and made her inhale enough to kill her.’


‘So we have a murder.’


‘Undoubtedly.’


‘When can we get a report?’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘And what happens now?’ Rachel asked.


‘With her? I stitch her up and put her on ice. Your guys inform her family. That’s if they haven’t already. I’m guessing the charming Detective Marcus or one of the others gets to work on finding your perp.’


Hill paused for a moment, and then he said, ‘How do you deal with that? People like Tom Marcus.’


‘I deal with it,’ Rachel replied.


‘Is he threatened by you, or what?’


‘I have no idea, and I really have no interest in finding out.’


‘Is it this way with all the men you work with?’


‘There’s always going to be a few, and it would be the same in any line of work. Hell, they even get into head-butting with each other. The amount of time that’s wasted by lack of cooperation between different units and departments is incredible. Sometimes it seems that taking the credit is more important than solving the case.’


‘Egos, eh? I guess I’m lucky I work with people who can’t talk back.’ Hill smiled. ‘Even when I open them up from gullet to gizzard.’


‘This is just a regular day for you, isn’t it?’


‘I’ve been doing this a good many years, Rachel. There’s not a great deal I haven’t seen.’


‘And you can just go home, kiss your wife, watch TV, have your dinner and forget about it.’


‘All of the above except the wife part.’


‘You’re not married?’


‘No.’


‘How come?’


‘Just lucky, I guess.’


‘You are too cynical.’


‘Don’t get emotional about it. That’s the trick. Whoever she was, she’s gone. The personality, everything that they were, is not hanging around in cells and bones and blood. The moment the heart stops beating, something goes. Don’t ask me what it is, because I sure as hell don’t know. The spark goes out, and it’s like switching off a light. There’s just a hundred and fifty pounds of muscle and bone left behind. It’s like a house with no one home.’


‘Doesn’t change the fact that it’s a tragedy. She’s pretty much the same age as me.’


‘And there we go,’ Hill said. ‘That train of thought stops right there. You didn’t know it was going to happen, and so there was nothing you could’ve done about it. Now all you have to do is make sure that whoever did this doesn’t get to do it again.’


‘I’m not a detective. Not yet, anyway.’


‘Is that where you’re headed?’


‘Yes,’ Rachel said. ‘That’s what I want.’


‘Well, I guess you better hang out with me a bunch. Get yourself all bullet-proof. You get into Homicide, you’re gonna see the very worst that human beings are capable of doing to one another. That’s something to look forward to, right?’


Rachel drove back to Ulysses.


Circumventing the roadblocks that were still in place, taking a winding route back towards the center of town, it was past 10.00 by the time she closed her front door behind her.


She took a shower, opened a bottle of wine, and then sat in her kitchen with the lights out.


Trying her best not to think about the events of that evening, her mind was nevertheless assaulted by images of Caroline Lassiter’s autopsy. To die so young was a tragedy; to die in such a manner made it so much worse. Perhaps, as Hill had said, you became inured to such things. Not insensitive, not unaffected, but somehow emotionally and psychologically detached. And for any chance of being a detective, detachment and objectivity were key. This was now a homicide investigation, nothing more nor less. She didn’t know the victim. They had never crossed paths, never shared a single word. That, in and of itself, did not reduce the urgency or diligence required for the investigation, but that investigation was not her remit. Syracuse PD was running the case, and the best she could hope for was to be somehow kept in the loop regarding its progress. However, if Marcus was primary, then there was very little chance of that. To Marcus, Rachel was little more than a passenger in a squad car, required to merely monitor the radio while the men did the heavy lifting.


Sleep was evasive. Somewhere near 2.00 on Tuesday morning, Rachel drifted off. Her last thought was for the note found in Caroline Lassiter’s hands. Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.


Whoever had sat so patiently with Caroline as she suffocated had something to say, and if that message was understood then they might be a little closer to understanding who had left it.
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A week went by.


Tom Marcus was assigned primary on the Lassiter case. As far as Rachel could determine, it had yet to break. Forensics had found nothing indicative of the killer’s identity. There were no leads, no further developments, no fragments of information that indicated the motive for Caroline Lassiter’s death.


Rachel had accompanied another officer when the woman’s parents were informed. She sat and watched; she was required to say nothing, and for this she was grateful. She observed the shock, dismay, disbelief and heartbreak of a mother and father as they tried to absorb the profound weight of the news being delivered. Biased though they might have been, they described their daughter as a gentle soul – caring, considerate, patient and kind. All she’d ever wanted to do was teach. There was no one they could imagine would wish her harm. Of course, they asked why. Why would someone do such a thing? There was no way to answer that question, and thus no answer was given. Until the perpetrator was identified, arrested, interrogated, there would be no explanation, and – even then – the explanation might have no understandable rationale.


Sometimes people were killed for no reason other than that which existed in the mind of the killer. Those reasons could be beyond all reason. Ultimately, it seemed, it was impossible to rationalize irrationality.


The very nature of Caroline Lassiter’s death was in defiance of Nature. Parents should not bury their children. That was not the way things were meant to be.


On the morning of Tuesday 25th, Rachel received a call from Lawrence Hill.


‘You remember that note in the girl’s hand?’ he asked. ‘Well, it bugged the hell out of me, so I did some digging. I spoke to a few friends, one of whom is an English professor up at the university. He told me it’s a line from something called The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri.’


‘Okay, so we need to go talk to this Alighieri guy.’


Hill laughed. ‘Unless you have a time machine, that will be something of a challenge. The book was written about six hundred and fifty years ago.’


‘Right,’ Rachel said. ‘In one sentence I have demonstrated how ignorant and uneducated I am.’


‘Don’t take it personally,’ Hill said. ‘I’d heard of it, but I had no real clue what it was.’


‘And what is it?’


‘A poem, essentially. It’s about the afterlife, about Purgatory and Hell and whatever. In essence, it’s the journey of the soul to Heaven.’


Rachel was quiet for a moment.


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Hill said. ‘You’re thinking that maybe we have a crazy out there.’


‘Actually, I was thinking that there must have been a reason for whoever killed her to have left that particular line. And that maybe they have more to say.’


‘Well, see what you can do with that. Give it to whoever’s running the investigation. See whether it sheds any light on anything.’


‘I really appreciate the call, Lawrence.’


‘You’re welcome, Rachel.’


Tom Marcus looked at Rachel with such a dismissive expression that she wanted to floor him.


‘Why is Hill calling you?’ was his first question.


‘I guess because I was there for the autopsy.’


‘And how does he think this is going to help us any?’


‘I don’t know, sir. I guess we could check the libraries, see who’s withdrawn the book. Seems like it’s a pretty unusual title. I sure as hell had never heard of it.’


‘You have any idea how many libraries there are in the state?’


‘No, sir.’


‘And who’s to say that whoever did this is from New York?’


Rachel didn’t respond. This was going to be a one-sided conversation; she was going to be shot down no matter what she suggested.


‘Has there been any further progress on the case, sir?’ Rachel asked.


‘Nothing that concerns you, Officer Hoffman. Now, don’t you have some traffic citations to chase up or something?’


‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir.’


Rachel backed up a step, turned and left the office.


At her desk she breathed slowly and purposefully. There was no point getting riled. Men like Marcus would always be men like Marcus. It wasn’t even misogyny. It was more basic than that. Such people – inflated with a sense of self-importance that seemingly knew no bounds – treated everyone but their superiors in the same manner. To the captain, Marcus was polite, matter-of-fact, businesslike. He said what was required to curry favor, to protect his reputation, to evade criticism or censure. No doubt Marcus was working whatever angle he could to ascend ever higher in the ranks. His goal was to be in a position where everything could be delegated. From such a vantage point, anything that went well would be something for which he could take credit; everything that didn’t would be someone else’s fault.


By the end of the first week in March, Rachel knew that Caroline Lassiter’s investigation had been abandoned. Marcus was heading up other investigations. That file, along with so many others, would gather dust in a cabinet. The girl would be forgotten, relegated to a statistic, remembered solely by those who knew her and missed her. Why it haunted Rachel, she could not explain. Perhaps their similarity in age, perhaps the mere fact that Caroline had been the first murder case in her police service, perhaps because she believed Caroline’s parents when they’d said that there was no imaginable reason for someone to kill her. A truly innocent victim.


There was also the manner of death – meticulous, even surgical. It had not been a crime of passion, nor had it been spontaneous and unintentional as in the case of an interrupted burglary. This has been planned and executed with forethought and preparation. No forced entry, no struggle, no sexual assault, no violence. Caroline Lassiter had been put to sleep. Like an animal. Like a sick, old animal that would merely live to suffer if mercy played no part.


Rachel knew she would have to let it go. If she reacted in such a way to every murder in her career, her mind would be crowded with the dead, each periodically surfacing to the forefront of her thoughts clamoring for an answer. She had no answer, and – it seemed – there might never be one.


Whoever had done this was out there. They walked and talked, they ate dinner, they watched TV, they visited friends and family. They wore a face for the world, and behind that face was another face entirely; perhaps a gallery of different faces, each of them carefully constructed to present a different persona dependent upon the circumstances. They had undertaken research; they had obtained barbiturates and chloroform; they knew that to bring about death the victim’s chin had to be raised to prevent the tongue from blocking the airway. Perhaps they had done this before, perhaps not. And, if this was as methodical and conscientious as Rachel believed it to be, then – in all likelihood – there would be another, and yet another. Of this she felt sure, and there sensed a conflict. Motivated by an intense dislike for the attitude of Tom Marcus, she wanted him proven wrong. Against that was the knowledge that in order for that to happen, another human being’s life would have to end. If it did, would she carry that on her conscience, as if she had somehow possessed the power to influence an outcome? That was crazy talk. She could not go there.


Perhaps every human being on Earth walked a narrow tightrope strung between birth and death. At some point they would fall, whether through loss of balance, perhaps stepping off voluntarily, sometimes because they were pushed. And maybe that moment was preordained, a destiny that was mapped out before they took their first breath. You live for so many years, in some cases months, other times merely days or hours, and then the lights go out. Darkness descends, and all that remains are the memories of those you left behind.


It was a dangerous thought, as likely to prompt apathy as a hunger for life. We have the time we have. We make the most of it, or we succumb to the whims of fate with no belief in our power to avert them.
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Raymond Keene was forty-eight years old, and his second marriage had just come to an end.


The first one had begun much the same as most courtships. Each of them had woven a web of lies. He, in truth, had never served in the military; she had never been Homecoming Queen three years in a row. After less than two years, the marriage finally collapsed beneath the weight of falsehoods. One afternoon, facing one another in a roadside diner booth, Raymond and his wife saw one another for who they really were. He said he’d drive her to her folks in Buffalo. She declined, said she’d call her brother to come pick her up. That was the last they ever saw of one another. The divorce had been finalized through phone calls, letters from one lawyer to another. They owned nothing, so there was nothing to divide. There were no children, so custody arrangements never had to be considered.


Four years after the divorce, Raymond met Gayle Willard at an all-you-can-eat buffet in a Chinese restaurant in downtown Rochester. Having unceremoniously failed to make the slightest positive impression at a job interview that same afternoon, he’d decided to book himself into a motel, grab some dinner, and then drink himself into a stupor before heading back to Syracuse the following morning.


As he helped himself to the last four wafer-wrapped king prawns, Gayle – waiting in line behind him – gave an audible sigh of disappointment. Turning to look at her, Raymond apologized and put two back on the hotplate.


‘It’s okay,’ Gayle said. ‘You go ahead and eat everything and leave nothing for anyone else.’


And then she touched the sleeve of his jacket. Raymond caught the faintest ghost of her perfume.


‘You can apologize with a drink, Mr. Greedy.’


They talked for three hours. They navigated their way through two bottles of wine. Later that night and into the early hours of the morning, they fumbled their way through awkward, drunken sex in Raymond’s featureless low-cost motel room.


The following morning, they shared breakfast. She was five years out of a long-term relationship. She wasn’t looking for anything serious. This had been fun. She’d like to do it again.


They met weekly for the next six months. By Christmas they were talking about the possibility of getting a place together.


‘If we’re gonna live together,’ Raymond said one Tuesday in January, ‘then why don’t we …’


‘Get married?’


‘I mean, I don’t want you to feel …’


‘If you mean it, ask me properly, Raymond.’


He did. He got down on one knee. He didn’t have a ring in his pocket. That could wait. It was the right moment to ask her, and there wasn’t going to be a better one.


Gayle said yes.


The wedding was a small affair. They bought a place together in the Syracuse suburbs. Once again, the marriage lasted less than two years.


‘The way you look at me, I know you’re going to lie before you open your mouth,’ she said.


To Raymond, the pitch of her voice gave everything she uttered the ominous sense of an ultimatum. Even when she told him she wanted to make it work, it sounded like a warning.


Raymond understood that when it came to women, he’d spent his entire life trying to figure out the right words without ever realizing that the right words did not exist.


The end of the marriage was like a house fire. A bad one. Kicking through the ash and rubble, there seemed to be nothing worth salvaging.


Their divorce was finalized in April of 1974.


With what little remained of their halved assets, Raymond put down a deposit on a first-floor, one-bedroom apartment in Baldwinsville. He changed jobs, then changed again. Since November 1974, he’d worked in the accounts department of a Home Depot in Rochester. He was responsible for stock control, reorders, returns processing and refund administration. He drank too much. He ate the wrong food. He did not belong to a gym. He drove a crappy car that had too many miles on the clock and rarely started when the temperature dropped. He spent his weekends alone in front of the TV. He’d stopped asking himself when his life would get better.


Returning home on the evening of Wednesday, March 5th, 1975, Raymond took off his jacket, loosened his tie, kicked off his shoes and walked through to the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and surveyed the contents. Cheese, two eggs, a jar of pasta sauce, an overripe tomato, half a carton of milk. Putting his shoes back on, he figured he’d get a burger and a couple of beers somewhere. He picked up his car keys, paused for a moment, and then put them down again. The way he felt in that moment, two beers would be followed by two or three more, and then he might make everything go away with a couple of shots. He would aim for one of the watering holes within walking distance, preferably a straight line from the apartment so he wouldn’t get lost on the way back.


Opening the front door, Raymond turned at the sound of something from the kitchen. He frowned, left the door ajar, and walked back. There was insufficient time for him to consider where the sound might have originated from, but any uncertainty he might have had was resolved when he saw a man standing facing the window ahead of the sink.


‘What the hell?’ Raymond said. ‘Who the fuck are you?’


The man turned. He was a head taller than Raymond. He had on work clothes – jeans and a canvas jacket. His hair was cut short, almost to the scalp.


‘Sit down, Raymond,’ the man said.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ Raymond repeated. ‘What the hell are you doing in my house?’


From his jacket pocket, the man produced a .38. He pointed it directly at Raymond’s head.


‘Christ almighty,’ Raymond said. ‘Okay, okay.’


Raymond took a seat.


‘I’ve got no money,’ Raymond said. ‘A few bucks, that’s all.’


Reaching into his jacket pocket, he took out his wallet. Opening it, he withdrew a half-dozen notes and put them on the table.


‘That’s all I’ve got, I swear. I’m not a wealthy guy, mister.’


The man put the .38 back in his pocket. He picked up a bag and set it on the floor by the table. He took a seat facing Raymond. For the longest time he just looked, expressionless but for a faint kind of curiosity in his eyes.


‘I don’t want your money, Raymond,’ the man said.


‘Then what do you want? And how do you know my name?’


Raymond could feel his heart hammering through his chest.


‘For a while, I just want to talk,’ the man said.


‘Talk? Talk about what?’


The man didn’t respond.


‘You’re not going to hurt me, are you? You’re not going to kill me, right?’


Again, the man said nothing.


A profound wave of panic assaulted Raymond. He felt dizzy, nauseous, more afraid than he’d ever been in his life.


‘I want to talk about life,’ the man said.


Leaning forward, Raymond better saw his face. He was young – perhaps in his mid-thirties – and edging out from his collar was a tattoo, the design of which Raymond could not discern. Everything about the man was quiet. That was the only way Raymond could describe it. When he moved, he moved as if he had all the time in the world. His voice was calm, measured, absent of any identifying accent.


‘Life?’ Raymond asked.


The man nodded.


‘What about it?’


‘Its transience. Its fragility. Its lack of meaning.’


Raymond frowned. He shook his head. Was he dreaming? Would he suddenly bolt upright and realize that he’d already been out, already eaten, already drunk far too much, and now he was sitting on the edge of his bed – sick and dehydrated – struggling to slow his heart and dispel the sense of dread that had accompanied a nightmare?


‘I don’t understand,’ Raymond said.


‘I know,’ the man replied. ‘So very few people do.’


They sat in silence – Raymond and the uninvited guest – for a minute.


Wishing to break the deadlock, Raymond said, ‘Did we meet somewhere? Do I know you?’


The man shook his head.


‘But you know my name?’


‘Raymond Keene.’


Raymond hesitated. ‘Look, mister. I really don’t understand why you’re here. You don’t want money, but you have a gun—’


The intruder raised his hand. Raymond stopped talking.


‘Do you want to be free, Raymond?’


‘Free? Free of what?’


‘Free from, Raymond. It’s free from.’


‘Okay, free from what?’


The intruder raised his hand and indicated the kitchen. ‘This. All of this. The ties that bind you to misery and loneliness. The need to do something you hate to support a life that has no meaning or consequence. The empty days, the lonely nights, the sense that you will never feel true joy or peace or worth. Your life is a hollow shell, Raymond. It began and then it will end, and nothing of any true meaning will ever have taken place in the intervening years. I am here to offer you a way out of the trap. I am here to offer you freedom.’


The intruder smiled. He leaned back in the chair – relaxed and utterly self-possessed.


‘Is this a gag?’ Raymond asked. ‘Is this like one of those TV stunt shows? Is there a camera somewhere?’ He smiled as he grasped for a fragile thread of explanation.


‘Did I win something? Are you going to tell me I’ve won ten thousand bucks or something?’


‘What you have won, Raymond, is priceless.’


Raymond laughed involuntarily. ‘Oh man,’ he said. ‘I knew it! I knew my luck would change one day. Hell, you really had me sweating. You really scared the living hell out of me, buddy! What a stunt, eh? Good job I don’t have a weak heart or you might’ve had a cardiac arrest on the TV, right?’


‘Right.’


‘So what happens now?’ Raymond looked around, expecting any moment to see a cameraman, a pretty girl with a bouquet of balloons, some kind of game show host with a briefcase packed with clean, new fifty-dollar bills.


There was no one. The room and the apartment were silent.


‘So, do you want to be free, Raymond?’ the intruder asked.


‘Well, sure. Who the hell wouldn’t want to be free from all this crap? You’d have to be crazy not to want a better fucking deal than this.’


‘Because it’s been disappointing, hasn’t it?’


‘I’ll say. Disappointing is an understatement.’


‘And you have always believed you were meant for better things.’


‘Yes. Yes, absolutely.’


‘Then we should have a drink together. A drink to celebrate the moment that Raymond Keene secures his freedom.’


‘Hell, yeah. I’m always ready for a drink.’ Raymond started to get up. ‘But I don’t have anything here. Maybe we could go to a bar or something.’


‘It’s okay, Raymond. Sit down.’


Raymond sat.


The intruder reached down and fetched a bottle of bourbon from the bag on the floor. He then produced two glasses. He filled them in turn, sliding one across the table to Raymond.


The man raised his glass. Raymond followed suit.


‘Drink,’ the man said.


Raymond complied.


The glass was refilled twice, three times, and it was only after the glass was filled for the fourth time that Raymond realized the man had not taken a sip of his own.


‘Are you not going to …’


Raymond paused. Going to what? The word had escaped him.


‘Drink?’ he finally said, but the sound left his lips in slow-motion and seemed to hang in the air between them.


The walls moved. That’s how it felt. And then the floor beneath his feet seemed a hundred miles below him. An out-of-body experience. He knew about this. He’d watched a documentary one time.


Raymond’s eyes were deadweight. He fought to focus, to keep them open. He jolted forward, and the glass of bourbon was swept from the table and clattered against the cupboard door to his left.


‘What …’ he murmured, and then he folded forward, his arms hanging down, the side of his face on the cold Formica table.


As his eyes closed for the last time, he could hear nothing but the sound of his own breath, the faint murmur of his heart. Throughout his body was a sense of emptiness, as if he was indeed no more substantial than a fairground balloon.


Next came the darkness, and it swallowed him whole.





5



The body of Raymond Keene lay undiscovered for eight days.


Numerous calls were made to his apartment. On two occasions, a Home Depot employee was dispatched to see if he was present. Mail – most of it promotional leaflets and unsolicited junk – accumulated in his mailbox until it started to spill out. It was the mailman who finally called the police.


A Palmyra squad car arrived in the late afternoon of Thursday, March 13th. The attending officers found the back door open. Entering the premises, they were at once assaulted by the putrescent hydrogen sulfide odor of a decomposing body. They called out for Mr. Keene, knowing all too well that no answer would be forthcoming.


Raymond’s corpse was found in the bedroom of his one-level apartment. The cover was pulled up to his neck, his arms over the top of it, his hands across his chest. He was clutching a folded piece of paper.


To all intents and purposes, he appeared to have died in his sleep.


Baldwinsville was Onondaga County, hence Lawrence Hill was summoned from Syracuse. He arrived a little after seven.


Untroubled by the smell, he attended the scene with the two officers. He made a wisecrack about how much sicker they’d feel it if was high summer.


From appearances, Hill guessed Raymond Keene was a bachelor. The mere fact that he’d evidently been dead for a week or more before anyone called it in suggested that he possessed neither a high-powered job nor a vibrant social calendar.


Seeing the note in Raymond’s hands, Hill instructed one of the officers to call for a forensics unit. He also told them to find Tom Marcus in Syracuse and get him over there.


Hill waited an hour in the yard behind the apartment. Even he did not need to spend any longer than necessary being assaulted by the vast number of chemicals emitted from the orifices and ruptures of a cadaver in decay.


Marcus could not be located. In his stead, Detective Jim Hibbert arrived with a technician and a crime scene photographer.


Once the preliminaries had been completed, Hill showed Hibbert the note in Raymond’s hands.


‘We had one of these less than a month ago in Ulysses,’ he said. ‘If that’s what I think it is, then this is now a second murder.’


‘And what do you think it is?’ Hibbert asked.


‘A quote from Dante Alighieri’s The Divine Comedy.’


‘And what the fuck might that be?’


‘It’s a poem written by an Italian a few hundred years ago.’


Using tweezers, Hibbert removed the note from Raymond’s grasp. Sodden with bodily fluids, he tentatively unfolded it on the bed cover. Smudged, though legible, were the words: I DID NOT DIE, AND YET I LOST LIFE’S BREATH.


‘Tom Marcus was primary on the last one,’ Hill said. ‘You should coordinate with him.’


Hibbert gave a wry smile. ‘Tom Marcus is right at the very end of a long list of people I don’t want to coordinate with.’


‘That’s as may be, Detective, but it appears you have yourselves a second victim by the same hand in less than a month.’


‘Any indication of cause of death?’


‘Outward signs, no. Last one was barbiturates and chloroform. This could very well be the same, but I’ll only be able to confirm that upon autopsy.’


‘Well, let’s get him bagged and in the back of your wagon, then,’ Hibbert said. ‘Leave it much longer and he’ll come away in pieces.’


Bloodwork and analysis gave Hill the answer he didn’t want by lunchtime on Friday.


It was same MO. By his reading, the victim was incapacitated with barbiturates and then suffocated with chloroform. He was put to sleep, just as had been the case with the Lassiter girl.


Calling Syracuse PD, he tracked down Marcus.


‘Did Jim Hibbert speak to you about the body we found in Palmyra?’ Hill asked.


‘I only just got in. What’s happened?’


‘Another chloroform victim with a note.’


‘Oh fuck,’ Marcus said.


‘This was a forty-eight-year-old Home Depot employee by the name of Raymond Keene.’


‘So our guy’s not just into cute girls, then?’


‘Guess not, Detective.’


‘I’ll come fetch what info you’ve got and get to work.’


‘Seems that’d be the smart move. Family needs to be tracked down. All the usual.’


Marcus hung up without another word.


Syracuse PD authorized a two-man team for ‘The Sleeper’ as the perp was unofficially named. Marcus was primary, his second a relatively new detective by the name of Michael Ridgway.


Ridgway, keen to make his bones, contacted Hill directly with some pertinent questions.


‘Can you tell me the weight of the victim?’


‘About one-sixty,’ Hill told him.


‘So our guy is strong,’ Ridgway said. ‘Unless something very strange went on, then Keene didn’t just lie down on the bed and agree to be chloroformed to death. From what I can see – and this is just hypothesis – there was some kind of exchange that went on in the kitchen. There was a glass on the table, empty, no prints, and then a second one on the floor with Keene’s prints on it. I’m going with a loaded drink. Our perp drugs him cold, and then carries him through to the bedroom. Same as with the girl in Ulysses. No struggle, no bruising, no defensive wounds. He lays him out and then he chloroforms him. Does that seem realistic to you, Dr. Hill?’


‘Seems as plausible as anything else I could come up with.’


‘So something happens that enforces compliance. I’m guessing he’s armed,’ Ridgway said.


‘I’d say so, yes.’


‘So we got the method, we have the opportunity, and now we need the motive.’


‘Right.’


‘And this Italian poetry stuff. You got any insight on that?’


‘I have a friend up at the university,’ Hill said. ‘He was the one who identified the line from the first killing. It comes from a book about the journey the human spirit makes after death. You know, through Hell, Purgatory and then to Heaven.’


‘Like a religious thing, right?’


‘I haven’t read it, but I would assume so.’


‘You think your friend would be willing to talk to us?’


Hill smiled. ‘There’s two things you need to know about university professors, Detective Ridgway. One, they love the sound of their own voices. Two, they never pass up an opportunity to show off about how much they know.’


Hill gave Ridgway a name and number.


‘I appreciate your time, Dr. Hill.’


‘You’re welcome, Detective Ridgway, and I wish you the best of luck.’


The call ended, Hill dialled the police department in Ulysses. He asked for Rachel Hoffman.


‘Rachel, this is Lawrence Hill.’


‘Hey, how are you?’


‘I’m good. Look, the reason I’m calling is to let you know that there was another murder – same MO as the Lassiter girl. This time in Palmyra. A man in his late forties. Your buddy Tom Marcus is on it, but there’s another detective called Michael Ridgway. I just got off the phone with him. He seems very motivated.’


There was silence at the other end of the line.


‘Rachel?’


‘Yes, yes I’m here.’


‘I just thought you might want to know.’


‘Yes. And thank you. I don’t know that I’ll be able to do anything about it. I’m still out here in Ulysses. And no one’s given me a Detective Shield since we last spoke.’


‘I have no doubt that’ll come in time. I guess I just wanted to let you know in case you were still stuck in the Is there anything I could have done? mindset. Whoever’s doing this is intent on doing it. He’s crossed counties. Who’s to say he won’t go out-of-state for the next one?’


‘If he does, it’ll be federal.’


‘Well, let’s hope Marcus and Ridgway get something substantive, eh?’


‘Sure thing.’


Hill was set to end the call.


‘Oh, Dr. Hill?’


‘Yes.’


‘There was a note, right?’


‘There was, yes.’


‘What did it say?’


‘I’m assuming it was another line from the same book. It said “I did not die, and yet I lost life’s breath.” ’


‘I’m thinking someone needs to read that book.’


‘Well, if you want to wade through several hundred pages of medieval Italian verse, then knock yourself out. I gave Detective Ridgway the name and number of a friend at the university. He’ll be able to shed some light on it.’


‘I hope they make some progress.’


‘And even though it’s always a pleasure to speak to you, I hope I don’t need to call you again.’


‘You take care, Dr. Hill.’


‘You too, Rachel.’


Rachel called Syracuse. She asked for Ridgway.


‘This is Detective Ridgway.’


‘Hi. My name’s Rachel Hoffman. I’m Syracuse but on loan to Ulysses. I was on crime scene at the Lassiter girl’s place.’


‘Okay. What can I do for you?’


‘I just spoke to the coroner. He told me there was a second murder, same MO, and the perp left a note just as he did here in Ulysses.’


‘And if that’s true, why would the coroner tell you this, Officer Hoffman?’


‘I was there. I went up to Syracuse with the body.’


‘And … ?’


‘I’m interested, Detective Ridgway. That’s all there is to it. I’m not chasing a shield or whatever. I just spent a good few hours with a girl that should be teaching kids in school right now, but she’s dead.’


‘And you want me to keep you posted?’


‘I’d just be interested to know if you make any progress on this.’


‘Give me your number.’


Rachel did so.


‘I’ll call you,’ Ridgway said. ‘When that will be, your guess is as good as mine. But if there’s news, I’ll let you know.’


‘Appreciated, Detective.’


The line went dead.
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It was Tuesday the 18th before Professor Allan Cambridge, Head of Syracuse English and Literature Department, could make time to see Detective Michael Ridgway.


Cambridge was apologetic as he showed Ridgway into his office. The walls, lined floor-to-ceiling with books, the desk laden with piles of papers, the floor a maze of further texts, volumes and pamphlets, was exactly as Ridgway had imagined a university professor’s office would be.


Once seated, Ridgway explained who he was, why he was there, that Lawrence Hill had directed him to Cambridge for some information.


‘As I understand it, you have a well-read killer on your hands,’ Cambridge said.


‘I have someone who kills people and leaves notes at the murder scene. Those notes are lines from a book—’


‘But not just any book, Detective Ridgway. Do you know anything of this text at all, or its author perhaps?’


‘I don’t, sir.’


The book is called The Divine Comedy. The author was an Italian poet, writer and philosopher by the name of Dante di Alighierodegli Alighieri. He’s now simply referred to as Dante. He was born in Florence in the middle of the thirteenth century. He wrote a great many things, but The Divine Comedy is considered not only his finest work, but also one of the greatest works in European literary history.’


‘And it’s a religious text?’


‘Religious, philosophical, imaginary, prophetic, mythical, realist, surrealist. It encompasses so many ideas and themes that it’s impossible to classify it as any particular genre.’


‘So, for an uneducated cop … ?’


Cambridge sat back. He seemed genuinely pleased to be given the opportunity to explain something. His manner was neither condescending nor superior.


‘Very simply, there’s a pilgrim called Dante. In that sense, the author is speaking of himself. Dante has to make a journey to Heaven. He must pass through Hell and Purgatory to get there. He has a guide called Virgil. Virgil represents human reason. Once he reaches Heaven, Dante’s guide is Beatrice. She represents divine revelation, grace, faith and other such things. In the last part of his journey into Paradiso, he’s accompanied by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux. Bernard was an twelfth-century mystic, an abbot, and a founding member of something called the Knights Templar. That’s a different subject entirely and not necessarily relevant here. Anyway, back to the point. Dante begins his journey in a dark wood. The wood is widely considered to represent sin. He cannot find his way. He is lost. He is rescued by Virgil, and they start off towards Hell. In Hell, the punishment for each sin is what’s known as a contrapasso, a sort of poetic justice if you like. Whatever sins have been committed in life, the punishment is the reverse. For example, a gambler spends every tormented hour losing money. A promiscuous person is forever denied release from their sexual urges. That kind of thing. Anyway, Virgil guides Dante and they find their way out of Hell to Purgatory. Purgatory is symbolized by a mountain on an island. There are seven terraces on the mountain, each corresponding to the seven deadly sins.’


Cambridge looked at Ridgway. ‘You’ve heard of those, right?’


‘Yes, of course. I don’t know that I could name them, but I have heard of them.’


‘Wrath, envy, pride, gluttony, greed, sloth and lust. All of these correspond to the way in which love can be tainted and debased by humanity. Maliciously, love becomes wrath and envy. Love that is too strong becomes greed and lust. You get the idea.’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘And then finally we have Heaven, or Paradiso as it’s known in the text. Here are celestial spheres that symbolize prudence, fortitude, justice, temperance, faith, hope and love. That’s a simple version of things because there’s also spheres that relate to Medieval astronomy and the true essence of God.’


‘Okay, so …’


‘So how does this text relate to a motive for someone killing another human being?’


Cambridge smiled. ‘I have not the faintest idea, Detective Ridgway. I am an English teacher, not a criminal psychologist. All I can say is that people have been using religious texts as a justification for murder, for war, for genocide for thousands of years. “My God is better than your God” and all that.’


‘Is the book rare?’


‘No, not at all. I would imagine it could be found in pretty much every library in the world. Most bookstores would carry it, too. Like I said, it’s considered one of the most important works in European literature, and – depending on your viewpoint – one of the most important in the history of the written word.’


‘Which doesn’t help me.’


‘No, I can see that, Detective Ridgway.’


‘I would ask you to keep all of this to yourself, Professor Cambridge. The presence of a written note, the connection to this book. That’s not something that has been made public.’


‘Oh absolutely. Not a word shall pass my lips.’


Ridgway got up.


‘Thank you for your time.’


Cambridge showed him to the door and they shook hands.


‘Let me know if there’s anything else you think I might be able to help with. Tragic though it is, I have to say it’s injected a little excitement into what is a very quiet, academic existence.’


‘Of course, sir, and thank you again for seeing me.’


Cambridge smiled. ‘Let’s hope you can find your own Virgil to guide you out of Hell.’
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Upstate New York was home to the Adirondack Mountains. Part of the New York Forest Preserve, the range possessed over two hundred thousand acres of old-growth forests, within it endless tracts of fallen trees, as if giants departing had discarded their broken furniture. Close to ten million tourists – hunting, fishing, canoeing, trekking, climbing, those who sought merely space and air and nature – visited each year.


At the northernmost point of Lake Ontario, up through Mexico Bay towards Watertown, the Black River began its southerly journey to Lyons Falls. On its route, and just below Fort Drum, was Carthage – a blink and you miss it village on the edge of Wilna, Jefferson County.


Arriving in the late afternoon of Friday, April 18th, accompanying a group of retirees who planned a week of walking and sightseeing in the mountains, was Maria Fischer. Maria was a registered nurse employed under seasonal contract by a Syracuse-based outfit called Wilderness Wonders. Offering ‘unparalleled adventures for the young at heart’, Wilderness had established itself as a respected and thriving vacation management company for those seniors who gravitated towards the outdoors. Trips to Niagara Falls, the Great Lakes and the Adirondacks were their specialty, and they prided themselves on value for money, attention to detail and their flawless customer service. With each party, a nurse was assigned. So as not to spook the clientele, the nurse was called a ‘Wilderness Care Manager’. Prior to final booking confirmation, prospective vacationers were obligated to inform the Care Manager of ongoing treatments, medication schedules, adverse conditions such as high blood pressure, respiratory issues, any recent illnesses, and any long-term health contraindications. Throughout the April mountain week, Maria would be on hand to deal with any and all medical requirements or emergencies, fully qualified to administer first aid, also to provide information to attending medical personnel in the event of a serious illness or life-threatening condition.


In the third week of April, Maria’s party was comprised of twelve guests – four couples, three single women, one single man. The youngest was sixty-one, the eldest seventy-seven. They were booked in at the Lakeland Retreat, a substantial hotel and cabin complex that sat between Carthage and the banks of the Black River. Lakeland was a preferred facility for Wilderness. Guests could stay in the hotel itself, or choose a self-contained cabin. The setting was picturesque, the accommodation more than comfortable, and the mark-up that Wilderness added for themselves was generous.


The first meal, as was tradition, was held in the hotel restaurant. This was an opportunity for Maria to introduce herself properly, to tell the guests that she was there for anything they might require, and also for those assembled to get to know a little of one another. As was so often the case, the exuberance and enthusiasm of the gathering was contagious. Wine flowed, stories unfolded, and it was well past midnight by the time the ensemble began to disperse, some of them to their respective hotel rooms, others chaperoned by a member of the hotel staff to their cabins.


John ‘Frenchie’ Wilson and his wife, Vivian, were one of the couples who’d selected a cabin. His nickname – even used by his wife – was the only name by which he was known. No one called him John. No one called him Mr. Wilson. He was just Frenchie, plain and simple. He used the name with pride, and he had no reservations when it came to telling people exactly how he’d earned it.


On June 6th, 1944, by then a corporal in the 82nd Airborne Division, Wilson – one among the dozens dropped by twelve planes – parachuted into the marshes south of Carentan and entered a German-occupied town called Grainges. The battle that ensued was bloody and brutal. Finally the Americans were overrun. The Germans killed over forty civilians and a number of US soldiers. Despite their surrender, the battalion surgeon, two medics and fourteen paratroopers were divided into two groups. Five were marched at gunpoint to a nearby pond, bayoneted and thrown into the water. The remainder were marched over three miles to a field near Le Mesnil-Angot. Here they were forced to dig a pit, to kneel ahead of it, and then they were shot in the back of the head.


The SS that remained in Grainges looted it for valuables, killed civilians, and then torched it.


Wilson had evaded capture and survived. Having manned a mortar position for fourteen hours straight, he then headed south and joined another infantry company moving east.


Following the end of the war, Wilson remained in France until 1948. He learned the language, acted as an interpreter for French Jews who’d survived the Holocaust, and when he returned to New York just before Christmas of that year, he brought one of those survivors with him. Marrying her, they settled in Albany. They raised four children, the youngest – Benjamin – now a thoracic surgeon at Hartford Hospital in Connecticut.


Both Frenchie and Vivian were in good shape for their age. Though Vivian suffered a little with rheumatism, she was never one to complain. Periodically, Frenchie drank a little too much, and that welcome dinner at Lakeland was one of those occasions.


By the time the lights went off in their cabin a little after one in the morning, Frenchie was out-for-the-count. Inured through close to three decades of experience, Vivian was not troubled by her husband’s sometimes thunderous snoring, and the day had been long and tiring. Her breathing slowed gradually, her body welcoming the warmth beneath the generous covers, and she drifted into a sleep from which she would never awaken.


The absence of Frenchie and Vivian Wilson was noted by Maria Fischer on the morning of Saturday the 19th of April.


The first of the group’s daily trips into the Adirondacks was scheduled to depart by bus into the foothills a mile or two west of Fort Drum at 10.30. The remainder of the guests – a little worse-for-wear, certainly a great deal less vociferous and rowdy than they’d been the night before – had all shown by 9.00. Breakfast, as had been the case with the previous evening’s dinner, was a buffet in the hotel restaurant.


At 10.00, leaving the remainder of her charges to their own devices, Maria went to the hotel reception desk and asked to see a plan of the resort. Identifying which cabin housed the Wilsons, she headed over there alone. Knocking repeatedly on the locked front door and getting no response, she walked around the cabin. Every window was closed and curtained.


Back at the hotel, Maria requested assistance from security. Hearing this, the duty manager came out of his office.


‘I’m Carl,’ he said. ‘I’m the early shift manager.’ He asked her what was happening.


‘I have a couple,’ Maria explained. ‘Mr. and Mrs. Wilson. They’re in one of the cabins. They’re supposed to have joined us for breakfast.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘The trip we’re scheduled to take today is due to leave in ten minutes.’


‘And you’ve been out to the cabin?’ the manager asked.


‘I have, yes. Nothing. Not a sound.’


Unable to disguise his concern, the manager said he would accompany her.


Fearing the worst, Maria was overcome by a sense of foreboding. Her mind, needing to find some rationale for what was happening, refused to give up on an explanation. She was not unused to death. She was a nurse, after all, and had specialized in the care of the elderly for much of her career. People died. That was just the way things were, and there was nothing that could be done to prevent the inevitable. If one of the Wilsons had died, then the other would have wasted no time in alerting someone. However, in that moment, she vaguely recalled reading of a case some years before. A wife had died in her sleep. The husband, distraught, lost, confused, had stayed with her for two days until he’d finally gathered sufficient will to make it out of the bedroom to call someone. Was that what had happened here? Would they enter the room and find a heartbroken and utterly devastated husband or wife holding the hand of their loved one?


The door opened into semi-darkness, and Carl stepped back to let her inside.


‘Mr. Wilson? Mrs. Wilson?’ Maria called out. ‘It’s Maria. Are you alright?’


Silence greeted her.


Carl then called out for them. Again, no response.


‘That’s the bedroom,’ he said, indicating the door to the right.


Everything slowed down. The world beyond the walls disappeared. Her heart raced. There was moisture on her palms, so much so that as she tried to open the door the handle just slipped between her fingers.


‘Let me,’ Carl said, and Maria stepped aside.


Inside the bedroom, it was even darker. Nothing moved. The silence was almost physical in its intensity. And the smell – that of disinfectant, but somehow sweeter, more cloying – filled her nostrils.


Ether, she thought. I can smell ether.


Carl walked to the window and drew the curtains.


The recumbent forms of Frenchie and Vivian Wilson, their eyes closed, the cover drawn up, lay beside one another with their arms down by their sides. The fingers of the hands that were closest were entwined, as if – in their last moment – they’d each held onto the person that meant more to them than anyone else in the world.


They had survived war and death and indescribable horror together. They had made their way out of Hell – hand-in-hand, side by side – and then, as they’d taken their final breaths, they had departed life with a gesture that symbolized their resolute unity.


‘Are they dead?’ Carl asked.


‘Yes,’ Maria said.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’m sure.’


‘Oh my God,’ Carl said quietly. He backed out of the room and left Maria alone with the Wilsons, her heart in her throat, her eyes filled with tears.
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The Cause of Death report was submitted to Carthage PD by the Tri-County coroner. John and Vivian Wilson had died of chloroform poisoning. The small slip of paper that had been discovered at the crime scene – on it the words, O HUMAN RACE, BORN TO FLY UPWARD, WHEREFORE AT A LITTLE WIND DOST THOU FALL? – was filed as evidence and catalogued in lock-up. Perhaps it would have remained there indefinitely, never once coming to the attention of either Tom Marcus or Michael Ridgway had it not been for the insistence of the youngest of the Wilsons. Dr. Benjamin Wilson, he of Hartford Hospital, took it upon himself to call Carthage PD repeatedly until he threatened to go to the press if someone in a position of authority didn’t take his call. Carthage – ill-equipped to deal with a double homicide – called in assistance from Major Crimes Unit, Homicide Division. A week later, Benjamin Wilson arrived at the office of Lieutenant Ross McCarthy in Syracuse.


McCarthy listened to Wilson. He expressed his commiserations for the loss of his parents, and assured him that everything that could be done was already being done to bring the perpetrator of this terrible crime to justice.


Wilson was used to dealing with officials of all sorts – from over-eager hospital accounts managers all the way up to the Head of Surgery and the Hospital Administrator. He knew when he was being sold a bill of goods and he wasn’t buying.


‘Who’s running the case?’ Wilson asked.


‘Ultimately, I am,’ McCarthy replied. ‘We’re responsible for pretty much every homicide investigation in most of the counties between Rochester and Albany. We cover the north as well, and that’s why Jefferson County falls under our jurisdiction.’


‘So if Jefferson County is under your jurisdiction, why did I have to phone Carthage a hundred times to get anyone to do anything?’


‘All I can do is apologize, Dr. Wilson.’


‘But you have a team of detectives, right?’


‘We do, sir, yes.’


‘So which detective is heading up this specific investigation into the murder of my parents?’


‘I don’t have that information to hand at this very moment, sir.’


‘Then I’ll sit here until you find out.’


‘Sir, if you could—’


‘Just nothing, Lieutenant. My parents were killed. They were supposed to be on vacation. Someone broke into their cabin and killed them. My father was a decorated World War Two veteran. My mother was a Holocaust survivor. They were hard-working, tax-paying, contributing members of society. They raised four children, all of them career professionals. My sister happens to be an attorney. I have no doubt that police negligence and ineptitude would be manna for the Journal or the Tribune—’


‘I fully appreciate how you must be feeling right now, but—’


‘Oh fuck off, Lieutenant. You have absolutely no fucking idea how I feel. My parents are dead. From what I understand, they were killed with chloroform. Do you have even the faintest idea how hard that is? I am a surgeon. I know medicine, seemingly a great deal better than you know police work. Such a thing would take preparation, time, care, precision. This wasn’t some crime of fury. This wasn’t some random drive-by shooting. This was calculating, premeditated, and very, very intentional. Now, are we going to sit here and bullshit one another for the rest of the afternoon, or are you going to tell me what the living fuck is going on?’


Thirty minutes later, Benjamin Wilson was in an interview room with Michael Ridgway. As yet, the case had not yet crossed his desk. Perhaps, had Wilson not shown up, it might never have done. Ridgway listened, took notes, asked questions, and gave Wilson the very definite impression that he knew what he was doing. Though the interview gave Wilson no further information about what had happened to his parents, and – more importantly – nothing regarding the identity or motive of the perpetrator, it did reassure him that someone in Syracuse PD gave a damn.


An hour later, Ridgway located the note that had been left in the cabin. He arranged to have it faxed from Carthage. As soon as it arrived, he was in McCarthy’s office.


‘We now have four, sir. The first in Ulysses, a schoolteacher called Caroline Lassiter. The second was in Baldwinsville, a guy called Raymond Keene. And now we have the Wilsons. That’s four with the same MO, and at each scene the perp left a handwritten note. I have all three notes, sir, and the writing is the same. I’ve done some legwork on this already, and I want to go primary.’


‘You were running the first two?’


‘No, sir. Detective Marcus was primary. Let Marcus run with the cases he already has. Give me this one, and give me an officer to handle the admin and cover the phones.’


‘And where the hell am I supposed to magic you up an assistant from, eh?’


‘There must be someone who can be transferred, even if it’s for a short while, just until I get this thing off the ground.’


‘Let me take a look.’


‘There was an officer out in Ulysses. She was stationed at the first crime scene. She’s on loan from here.’


‘Her name?’


‘I have it written down, sir.’


‘Get it for me. I’ll check it out.’
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Rachel Hoffman stood inside the doorway of Michael Ridgway’s Syracuse PD office. It was Wednesday, May 7th. The call had come in for her to transfer back from Ulysses the previous afternoon.


On a board to her right were pinned pictures of the four chloroform victims – Caroline Lassiter, Raymond Keene, Frenchie and Vivian Wilson. Beneath them were copies of the three notes that had been left behind at the crime scenes.


‘You asked for me, didn’t you?’ Rachel asked.


‘I did.’


‘You said you’d keep me posted.’


‘I did say that, yes. I forgot. My mind was elsewhere.’


Rachel turned and looked at the board.


She indicated the Wilsons.


‘Elderly couple,’ Ridgway said. ‘Found dead in a vacation cabin outside of Carthage. Side by side in bed.’


‘What is that, Jefferson County?’


‘Yes.’


‘You have the coroner’s tox report?’


‘I do.’


‘Barbiturates and chloroform?’


‘Yes.’


‘That’s four dead in two months.’


‘That we know of,’ Ridgway said.


‘And you know about this book, right? Where the quotes come from.’


‘A basic idea, yes. I went over to the university and spoke to a professor there. The coroner on the first two introduced us.’


Rachel looked at the faces. A young schoolteacher in her early twenties, a Home Depot employee in his late forties, a retired couple.


‘For someone who is so prepared and methodical, it seems to me that there must be some sort of link between these people,’ Rachel said. ‘Surely, this can’t be a case of random selection.’


‘That’s what we’re here to find out.’


Rachel turned and looked at Ridgway. ‘And I’m not just here to make coffee and photocopies, right?’


‘You’re here to help with every aspect of this investigation, Officer Hoffman.’


‘And what about Tom Marcus?’


‘What about him?’


‘I’m assuming that you’ve now been assigned primary on this. Marcus was primary on Caroline Lassiter. Is he not going to be pissed that you’ve taken over?’


‘Tom Marcus has more than enough work to be getting on with. Don’t concern yourself with what he might or might not think.’


Rachel nodded. ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘So, we’re gonna need everything. Caroline Lassiter’s parents, siblings, work colleagues, friends. Same for Keene. People at the Home Depot where he worked. Ex-wives, girlfriends, neighbors. As for the Wilsons, I met their youngest son. He’s a surgeon over in Connecticut. He’s threatened to go to the press if we don’t get moving on this. The father was a World War Two veteran, the mother a Holocaust survivor. Public relations-wise, we need to keep a lid on that. That’s precisely the kind of story that the Tribune would headline. Police incompetence an’ all that. You know the deal.’


‘And the notes are something only the attending officers and the respective coroners know about.’


‘Yes. You, me, Detective Marcus, my Lieutenant, crime scene photographers, Forensics and Coroner’s office staff.’


‘We have means and method, but no clue as to motive.’


‘Right.’


Rachel stepped back from the board and sat facing Ridgway.


‘Criminal psychologist?’ she asked.


‘We can look at that, yes, but first we need to get as much information about all of these people as we can. We put a picture together of their lives, professional and personal. We see if we can’t find any connection between them. If there is, then we’re some way towards identifying the reason for their selection. If not, then we look at other angles.’


‘You ever been primary on a homicide before?’ Rachel asked.


‘Once, yes. It was closed within a week.’


‘So we’re both green as grass on this kind of thing.’


‘We are, but the basics are the basics. Information is everything. The more we get, the better. Then it’s a matter of prioritizing. Eliminate the irrelevant, hold onto whatever remains. The trick is to know what’s important and what’s not.’


‘Is that a quote from detective class?’


‘Yes, absolutely. And once we’d learned it verbatim, we got to do coloring and jigsaws.’


Rachel looked towards the window. ‘Can I ask you a personal question?’


‘Sure.’


‘Are you single?’


Ridgway smiled and frowned simultaneously. ‘What?’


‘You don’t understand the question?’


‘Sure I do. I’m just surprised to be asked. And yes, I’m single.’


‘Okay.’


‘Why did you ask me that?’


‘I guess it doesn’t make a great deal of difference. Married guys can be worse sometimes.’


‘What? You think I’m gonna hit on you?’


‘Fifty-fifty.’


‘I have absolutely no intention of this being anything other than a professional, working relationship.’


‘That’s what you say now, Detective Ridgway. And after we’ve spent countless hours together, after we’ve stayed up nights, eaten crappy take-out food, after we’ve sat here poring over statements and testimonials until we can no longer keep our eyes open, things can get awkward.’


‘Is this something you’ve experienced?’


‘I’m sure you can guess what it’s like to be me in a work environment like this.’


‘Whatever guys you’re talking about, I’m not one of them.’


‘I’ll take your word for it.’


‘So, are we gonna discuss sexual harassment in the Syracuse PD, or are we gonna get to work, Officer Hoffman?’


‘In here, you can call me Rachel. And yes, we’re gonna get to work.’
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The investigation unfolded exactly as Rachel had predicted.


Throughout the following six weeks, herself and Ridgway interviewed everyone they thought might give some indication of the direction they could take: Home Depot cashiers and delivery drivers, employees at the Lakeland Retreat, the staff of both Wilderness Wonders and Caroline Lassiter’s school, relatives of each of the victims, their numerous friends, work colleagues, previous employers and ex-partners. They went back through every aspect of the four autopsies. They listed medical centers, schools, veterinarian clinics, chemical companies and pharmaceutical suppliers who stocked chloroform. They approached every university medical department in the state, made enquiries about drop-outs, failed graduates, anyone who’d left any kind of lasting impression on the relevant professors. They looked for earlier instances of barbiturates or chloroform being employed in any crime, no matter what it was.


Rachel also bought a copy of The Divine Comedy. She lost count of the nights she fell asleep with the book on her face.


There were late nights and early mornings; there was endless driving, bad food, too much coffee, too little sleep. The edges wore thin. There were days when Rachel Hoffman and Michael Ridgway struggled to remain cooperative and amicable.


Finally, as they started into the third week of June, they came to the bitter and blunt conclusion that they really were no farther forward then they’d been at the outset of May.


The office that had now become their second home was crowded with files, photographs and an endless stack of notebooks. The frustration was palpable. Ridgway’s lieutenant was making noises about transferring Rachel back to routine duties. Yes, she could stay in Syracuse, but he needed her out in a squad car, not locked up in an office poring over reams of paperwork. Despite the endless hours invested, they had yet to progress the investigation at all.
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