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′And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you′

FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

 



 



 



Dedicated to all those who looked into the abyss, and yet never lost their balance.




For a long time John Costello tried to forget what happened.

Perhaps pretended that it had not.

The Devil came in the form of a man, around him the smell of dogs.

 He wore an expression as if a stranger had handed him a fifty-dollar bill on the street. Surprise. A sort of self-satisfied wonder.

John Costello remembered the panic of wings as pigeons rushed away from the scene.

As if they knew.

He remembered how darkness approached in a hurry, delayed somewhere and now anxious to meet its schedule.

It was as if the Devil possessed the face of an actor - an unremembered actor, his name forgotten yet his face dimly recognized.

′I know him . . . that′s . . . that′s . . . honey, this guy here? What the hell is his name?′

Many names.

All of them meant the same thing.

The Devil owned the world, but he remembered his roots. He remembered he was once an angel, cast down to Gehenna for treason and mutiny, and he withheld himself as best he could. But sometimes he could not.

It was ironic, like sex in cheap motels with unattractive hookers. Sharing something so intense, so close, and yet never speaking your given name. Believing yourself guilty of nothing significant, and thus innocent.

John Costello was nearly seventeen. His father owned a restaurant where everybody came to eat.

After it happened, John was never the same.

After it happened . . . hell, none of them were.

 



Jersey City, out near Grove Street Station, always the smell of the Hudson; place looked like a fistfight, even on a Sunday morning when most of the Irishers and Italians were dressed up for church.

John Costello′s father, Erskine, standing out front of The Connemara diner - named after the mountains where his ancestors fished in Lough Mask and Lough Corrib, and hauled their catch home after dusklight,  and lit fires, and told tales, and sang songs that sounded like history before the first verse was done.

Erskine was a quiet tree of a man - bold eyes, his hair black like soot; spend enough time with him and you′d wind up answering your own questions out of loneliness.

The Connemara sat beneath the shadow of the El train platform with its wrought-iron steps and gantries like walkways to some other world - a world beyond all of this, beyond this universe, beyond the dreams of sex and death and the denial of hope for all that this strange and shadowed quarter of the city had to offer.

John was an only child, and he was sixteen years old in January of ′84.

It was an important year.

The year she came to stay.

Her name was Nadia, which was Russian for hope.

He met her on a Sunday at The Connemara. She came on an errand for her father. She came for soda bread.

Always there was music from the radios, the rumble of laughter, the slap of dominoes. The Connemara was a hub for the Irish, the Italians, the Jews, and the drunks - the ebullient, the aggressive, the angry - all of them silenced by the food Erskine Costello made.

Nadia was seventeen, five months older than John Costello, but she had a world in her eyes that belied her age.

′You work here?′ she asked.

First question. First of many.

A great moment can never be taken away.

 



John Costello was a shy boy, a quiet boy. He′d lost his mother some years before. Anna Costello, née Bredaweg. John remembered his mother well. She forever wore an expression of slight dismay, as if she′d entered a familiar room and found the furniture moved, perhaps a seated stranger when no visit had been scheduled. She started sentences but left them incomplete, perhaps because she knew she′d be understood. Anna Costello conveyed multitudes with a single look. She angled herself between the world and her son. Mom the buffer. Mom the shock absorber. She challenged the world, dared it to pull a trick, a fast one, some sleight of hand. Other mothers lost children. Anna Costello had only one, and this one she would never lose. She never thought to consider that he could lose her.

And she spoke with some kind of instinctive maternal wisdom.

′They call me names at school.′

′Kind of names?′

′Whatever . . . I don′t know. Just names.′

′Names are just sounds, John.′

′Eh?′

′Think of them as sounds. Just make believe they′re throwing sounds at you.′

′And what good would that do?′

Smiled, almost laughed. ′Why . . . in your mind you just catch them and throw them back.′

And John Costello wondered later - much later - if his mother would have seen the Devil coming and protected them both.

 



He smiled at the girl. ′I work here, yes.′

′You own the place?′

′My father does.′

She nodded understandingly. ′I came for soda bread. You have soda bread?′

′We have soda bread.′

′How much?′

′Dollar and a quarter.′

′Only have a dollar.′ She held out the note as if to prove she wasn′t lying.

John Costello wrapped a loaf of soda bread in paper. Brown-bagged it. Passed it over the counter. ′You can owe me.′

When he took the dollar their fingers touched. Like touching electric.

′What′s your name?′ she asked.

′John . . . John Costello.′

′My name is Nadia. That′s Russian for hope.′

′Are you Russian?′

′Sometimes,′ she said. And then she smiled like a sunset and walked away.

 



Everything changed afterwards, after the winter of ′84.

John Costello realized he would become someone else, but he could not have predicted how.

Now he finds safety in routines. In counting. In making lists.

He does not wear latex gloves.

He is not afraid to drink milk from the carton.

He does not take plastic cutlery to restaurants.

 He does not collect psychotic episodes to share with some shallow pervert mind-voyeur on a five thousand-dollar couch.

 He is not afraid of the dark, for he carries all the darkness he needs inside him.

 He does not collect clipped fingernails or locks of shorn hair for fear that  hoodoo will be performed and he will die suddenly, unexpectedly, in Bloomingdale′s, his heart bursting in the elevator, blood from his ears while people scream hysterically. As if screaming could serve some purpose.

 He would not go gently into that sweet goodnight.

 And sometimes, when New York was bleeding the heat of its summer from every brick and every stone, when the heat of a thousand earlier summers seemed collected in everything he touched, he had been known to buy bottled root beer from the chilled counter, and press the bottle against his face, even touch it to his lips, with no fear of what fatal disease or virulent germ might be there upon the glass.

See him in the street and he would look like a million others.

Talk to him and he would appear to be just like you.

 But he was not. And never would be.

 Because he saw the Devil in the winter of ′84, and once you see the Devil you don′t forget his face.

 



She came again the following day.

She brought the quarter, and paid her debt.

′How old are you, John Costello?′ she asked.

She had on a skirt, a tee-shirt. Her breasts were small and perfect. Her teeth were matchless. She smelled like cigarettes and Juicy Fruit.

′Sixteen,′ he said.

′When are you seventeen?′

′January.′

′You got a girlfriend?′

He shook his head.

′Okay,′ she said, then turned and walked away.

He opened his mouth to speak but there was silence inside.

The door closed behind her. He watched her reach the corner, and then he watched her disappear.

 



The Connemara was never empty. It always held atmosphere, if nothing else. But the people who came were real people with real lives. They all carried stories. More than the stories themselves, it was the words they used to build them; no-one talked like that anymore. The detractions and minor anecdotes they employed to fill the gaps, like mortar between bricks. It was the way those words sounded - the timbre, the pitch, the cadence - as they followed one another out of their mouths and into the world. Words the world had waited for.

Old men who selected pieces of their varicolored lives for sharing - different hues for different days - and unfolded them carefully, as if they were delicate gifts, fashioned to survive just one telling, and then  they were gone. Gossamer stories, perhaps cobwebs or shadows. They told stories to be heard, so their lives would not go unnoticed by the world when their work was done. Some of these men had known one another twenty, thirty years, but knew nothing of occupations. They spoke of externals - baseball, automobiles, sometimes girls, all things outside, all things definable with phrases from newspapers and TV, some of which they used with no real understanding. Often their conversations were not conversations in the real sense of the word. Ask a question and then they′d tell you what you thought about it. Everything was a matter of opinion: their own. But they didn′t see it. They saw a discussion, a two-way thing, structured and balanced, a meeting of minds. But it was not.

These old men, the ones who haunted The Connemara, perhaps they also saw their end when the Devil came. Perhaps they looked back at the gaping yaw of the past and they saw a world that would never return. Their time had been and gone. Their time had run out.

They heard of what happened to Costello′s boy, to the girl who was with him, and they closed their eyes.

A deep breath. A silent prayer. A wonder as to what had become of everything, and how it all would end.

And then said nothing to one another, for there was nothing more to say.

 



Erskine Costello told his son that Man was the Devil in human form.

 ′A man went for cigarettes and never came home,′ he said. ′You will hear that. It has become a thing all its own. Means something other than the words used. Like most things. Italians. Irish sometimes. He went out for cigarettes, he went to buy a pack of Luckies. Sure he went out for cigarettes, but whatever cigarettes he bought they were his last, you know? He′ll be in the bottom of the Sound without his fingers and toes.′

 Later - dental recognition, other scientific advances - they used to break the teeth.

 Axes, hawsers, machetes, butchers′ knives, hammers - ball-peen and flathead.

 Burned a man′s face off with a blowtorch. Smelled bad. Smelled so bad they never did it again.

 ′These things happen,′ Erskine said. ′You go looking for the Devil, you′ll find all the Devil you could ever want right there in a man.′ He smiled. ′You know what they say about the Irish and the Italians? First son to the church, second to the police, third to jail, fourth to the Devil.′ He laughed like a smoky train in a dark tunnel. Ruffled John′s hair.

 And John Costello listened. He was a little kid without a mother. His father was everything to him, and he could never lie.

 And later - afterwards - John realized that his father had not lied. You could not lie about something you did not understand. Ignorance influenced his understanding, gave him a slanted view.

 John saw the Devil, and thus he knew whereof he spoke.

 



She came three times in the following week.

Nadia. Russian for hope.

′I am studying art,′ she said.

′Art.′ A statement, not a question.

′You know what art is.′

John Costello smiled with certainty.

′So I am studying art, and one day I′ll go to New York, the Metropolitan perhaps, and I will—′

Costello′s mind drifted, away to the sidewalk, the street beyond. It was raining.

′Do you have an umbrella?′ he asked, a question out of left field with a curve in its tail.

She stopped mid-sentence, looked at him as if the only acceptable response was a headlock. ′An umbrella?′

He glanced toward the window. ′Rain,′ he said matter-of-factly.

She turned and looked. ′Rain,′ she echoed. ′No, I don′t have an umbrella.′

′I do.′

′Well that′s good for you then, isn′t it?′

′I′ll get it. You can bring it back whenever you like.′

She smiled. Warmth. A real sense of something. ′Thank you,′ she said, and for a moment looked embarrassed. ′That′s very thoughtful of you, John.′

′Thoughtful,′ he said. ′Yes, I s′pose it is.′

He crossed from the counter to the window after she′d left the diner. He watched her hopscotch between puddles toward the corner. A sudden gust caught the umbrella, her skirt, her hair. Looked as if she′d blow away.

And then she was gone.

 



Now he lives in New York.

He writes everything down. Prints in blocks. He used to write down sentences, but these days he abbreviates.

 He still keeps a diary, more a ledger, a journal if you like. He has filled many  of them. If he has no event to describe he conveys the feeling of the day in single words.

 Exigent.

 Palpable.

Manipulation.

Something he likes, he learns all about it. Often he learns things by heart.

 Subway stations: Eastern, Franklin, Nostrand, Kingston, Utica, Sutter, Saratoga, Rockaway, Junius. The stations on the 7th Avenue Express, all the way through Gun Hill Road to Flatbush.

 Why? No reason. He just finds comfort in it.

 Mondays he eats Italian, Tuesdays French, Wednesdays he has hot dogs with ketchup and German mustard, Thursdays he leaves open to chance. Fridays he eats Persian - gheimeh and ghormeh and barg. A small restaurant on the corner near Penn Plaza in the Garment District where he lives. It is called Persepolis. Weekends he eats Chinese or Thai, and if inspired he makes tuna casserole.

 Lunch he takes in the same place every day, a block and a half from the newspaper where he works.

 Routines. Always routines.

 And he counts things. Stop signs. Traffic lights. Stores with awnings. Stores without. Blue cars. Red cars. Station wagons. Disabled people.

 Safety in numbers.

 He invents names for people: Sugarface, PaleSocrates, Perfectsilentchild, Deepfearhopeless, Drugmadfrightened.

 Made-up names. Names that suit them. Suit the way they appear to be.

 He is not crazy. He knows this for a fact. He just has a way of dealing with things, that′s all.

 Doesn′t harm anyone, and no-one would know.

 Because, on the face of it, he looks just like everyone else.

 Same as the Devil.

 



John Costello and Nadia McGowan ate lunch together for the first time on Saturday, October 6th, 1984.

They ate corned beef on rye with mustard, and green pickles, and they shared a tomato the size of a fist. Scarlet, a blood-red thing, sweet and juicy.

They ate together and she told him something that made him laugh.

The following day he took her to the movies. Places In The Heart. John Malkovich. Sally Field. Won two Oscars, best actress and screenplay. John Costello did not kiss Nadia McGowan, nor did he try, though he did hold her hand for the last half hour.

He was nearly seventeen, and wanted so much to see her perfect breasts, the way her hair would fall across her naked shoulders.

Later, after everything, he would remember that evening. He walked her home, to a house on the corner of Machin and Wintergreen. Her father waited for her on the doorstep, and he shook John Costello′s hand and said, I know your father. From the soda bread. And he looked at John closely, as if to ascertain intentions from appearance alone.

Nadia McGowan watched John Costello from her bedroom window as she took off her sweater. John Costello, she thought, is quiet and sensitive, but beneath that he is strong, intelligent, and he listens, and there is something about him that I can love.

I hope he asks me out again.

He did. The following day. A date fixed for the subsequent Saturday. They saw the same movie, but this time they paid attention to one another and not to the screen.

She was the first girl he kissed. Proper kisses. Lips parted, the feeling of a tongue other than your own. Later, in the darkened hallway of her house, there behind the front door, her parents out for the evening, she removed her bra and let him touch her perfect breasts.

And then later: the second day of November.

′Tonight,′ she said. They sat together on a narrow wooden bench at the end of Carlisle Street near the park.

He looked at her, his head to one side as if bearing a weight on his shoulder.

′Did you ever . . .′ she said. ′You know . . . did you ever have sex before?′

′In my mind,′ he whispered. ′With you. A thousand times. Yes.′

She laughed. ′Seriously. For real, John, for real.′

He shook his head. ′No. You?′

She reached out and touched his face. ′Tonight,′ she whispered. ′The first time for both of us.′

 



They fell into a rhythm, as if this was somehow familiar territory. It was not, but it didn′t matter, for discovery was as much a part of the journey as the destination. Perhaps more than half.

She stood ahead of him and she held out her arms to close around him, but he smiled and moved to the right, and he stood beside her so she could rest her head against his shoulder.

′You smell great,′ he said, and she laughed, and said, ′Good. I wouldn′t want to smell bad.′

′You are—′

Ssshhh, she mouthed, and pressed her finger to his lips, and she kissed  him, and he could feel her hand on the flat of his stomach, and he pulled her in closer.

They made love for the first time.

She said it did not hurt, but the sound she made when he pushed himself inside her told him something different.

And then they found the rhythm, and though it seemed to last no time at all it didn′t matter.

They did it again later, and it lasted so much longer, and then they slept while her parents stayed overnight in Long Island City and were none the wiser.

John Costello woke in the early hours of the morning. He woke Nadia McGowan just so they could talk. Just so they could appreciate the time they had together.

She told him she wanted to sleep, and he let her.

Had she known she would be dead before the month was out . . . if she had known, she perhaps would have stayed awake.


 



He remembers so many things, which - he is sure - is the only reason he keeps his job.


 He is an index.

 He is an encyclopedia.

 He is a dictionary.

 He is a map of the human heart and what can be done to punish it.

 He was sixteen when she died. She was his first love. The only one he really, really loved. He convinced himself of that. It didn′t take much effort.

 He has been through everything a thousand times and he knows it was not his fault.

 It happened on the same bench, the one at the end of Carlisle Street near the park.

 He could go right back there now, in his mind or in person, and he could feel something, or he could feel nothing at all.

 It changed him. Of course it did. It made him curious about the nature of things, about why things happened. Why people love and hate and kill and lie and hurt and bleed, and why they betray one another, and why they steal one another′s husbands and wives and children.

 The world had changed.

 When he was a kid it was like this: A child′s trike on the corner of the street. Mom must have called the kid for supper. A passer-by would pick it up, set it to the edge of the sidewalk for later collection, so as no-one would fall over it and hurt themselves. A simple, nostalgic smile. A memory of their own childhood perhaps. Never a second thought.

 And now, the first thought would be abduction. The child snatched inside a  single heartbeat, bundled wholesale into the back of a car. The trike was all that would remain of them. The child would be found in three weeks′ time - beaten, abused, strangled.

 The neighborhood had changed. The world had changed.

 John Costello believed that they were the ones who′d changed it.

 After the death of Nadia McGowan the community fell apart. Her death seemed to mark the end of all they held important. People no longer brought their children to The Connemara. They stayed home.

 His father watched it come to pieces, and though he tried to reach John it didn′t really work. Perhaps his mother would have found him, hiding within whatever world he had created for himself.

 But she was gone.

 Gone for good.

 Like Nadia, which was Russian for hope.

 



It was not easy, finding enough time to be together. John Costello worked and Nadia McGowan studied, and there were parents to consider. She would run errands to The Connemara as often as she could, and sometimes Erskine Costello would be there, and John was nowhere to be seen, and Erskine saw something in her anticipation, the way she hung back at the door before leaving, something that told him that soda bread was not the only reason she came.

′She′s a pretty girl that one,′ he told his son.

John hesitated, didn′t look up from his plate. ′Which one?′

′You know which one, lad. The redheaded one.′

′The McGowan girl?′

Erskine laughed. ′That′s not what you call her to her face now is it?′

They did not make eye contact, and neither of them said another thing.

Saturday November 17th, the McGowans out to see Nadia′s grand-mother once more. Anniversary of her grandfather′s death, Nadia staying back saying she had work to do. As soon as the parents′ car pulled into the street she walked to The Connemara, found John, told him that her folks were away for the night, would be gone until the following evening.

John left his room a little before eleven. He crept downstairs, feet to the edges of the treads, for the treads were old and they strained and creaked with his weight.

Erskine was waiting for him at the back door. ′Away are you?′ he said.

John didn′t speak.

′To see the girl,′ Erskine added matter-of-factly, his voice monotone,  his expression saying nothing. Smell of good whiskey about him, a familiar ghost.

John couldn′t lie to his father. Had never been able to, and would never learn.

′She′s a sweet girl she is. A studious one, no doubt.′

John smiled.

′You and your books and your writing things down . . . wouldn′t be right for you to get a wild one with no sense for reading and things.′

′Dad—′

′Away with you, boy, away with you. You′ll only be doing what I wished I′d been doing at your age.′

John made to step by him.

′Remember your mother, eh?′ Erskine added. ′And don′t do anything you′d be ashamed to tell her.′

John looked up at his father. ′I won′t.′

′I know that, boy. I trust you. That′s why I′m letting you go.′

Erskine watched as his only child, now a man, went down the back steps and hurried across the street. He had more of his mother in him, and she′d have been proud, but he was not one to be staying in Jersey City, at least not for long. He was a reader, a literary one, forever thinking of smart ways to say things that didn′t need to be said.

Erskine Costello closed the door of The Connemara and walked back to the kitchen. The smell of good whiskey followed him, the familiar ghost.


 



To see someone die, someone you love, and to see them die so terribly, so brutally, is something you cannot forget.


 I am the Hammer of God, he said.

 John remembers the voice, that more than anything, though he never saw the face, and for years later wished that he had. So he would know.

 He saw photographs of the man, of course, but there is no substitute for seeing the person themselves. There is something about a human being that a picture can never capture, not even a film, and that is their personality, the feeling around them, their smell, their thoughts, all those things that can be sensed.

 If he had only seen him . . .

 By the time John Costello spoke she was already buried.

 Erskine had believed his boy might never speak again.

 For the first days - four, perhaps five - he came every day and sat beside John′s bed. And then it seemed Erskine Costello could not face the silence, the waiting, the fear, so he went home, and he drank, and he stayed drunk until New Year.

 John could not blame him. To see his only son, his only child, lying there in a hospital bed, his head bandaged, nothing visible but his eyes, and those eyes closed, and tubes and pipes and lines of glucose, and saline drips, and the sound of monitors beeping, the constant hum of a room filled with electricity . . .

 John could not blame him.

 John Costello woke on the sixth day, the 29th of November, and the first person he saw was a nurse called Geraldine Joyce.

 ′Like the writer,′ she said. ′James Joyce. Mad bastard that he was.′

 He asked her where he was, and when he heard his own voice it was like listening to someone else.

 ′You′ll sound like yourself after a while,′ Nurse Geraldine told him. ′Or maybe you′ll just get used to it and start thinking that that′s the way you′ve always sounded.′

 She told him there was a police detective outside who wanted to talk to him.

 By then John Costello knew that Nadia was dead.

 



She was waiting on the stoop. The front door was open and upstairs there was a light in the window of her room. The rest of the house was in darkness.

She held out her hand, and the last few yards he ran toward her, as if they were meeting at the train station. He′d been away to the war. His letters had never arrived. For a long while she thought he might have been killed, but had never dared to believe it.

′Come in,′ she said quickly. ′Before someone sees you.′ The Irish lilt in her voice, gentle yet distinct.

They′d made love twice before. Now they were professionals. Now they were no longer shy or embarrassed, and she left her clothes along the upstairs hallway as they hurried to her room.

Outside it started raining.

 



′Do you know what love is?′ she asked him when light started to find a way between the drapes.

′If this is it, then yes,′ he said. ′I know what love is.′

Later, they sat beside one another at the window, naked beneath a blanket, and they watched the world as it rained. Saw an old man in slow-motion, his angular gait distorted through the rivulets of water on the glass. Come daylight there would be a gaggle of children in slickers and galoshes, the excitement of puddles, hand-in-hand on the way to church.

′Do you need to get back?′ she asked.

He shook his head. ′It′s okay.′

′Your dad—′

′He knows where I am.′

A sudden intake of breath. ′He . . . oh my God, he′ll tell my parents . . .′

John laughed. ′No he won′t.′

′God, John, if they find out they′ll kill me.′

′No they won′t,′ he said, meaning that they wouldn′t find out, never thinking to mean that they wouldn′t kill her.

Because they wouldn′t.

That, it seemed, was to be someone else′s job.


 



Most people who kill people look normal.


 The man who said that to John Costello was a Jersey City homicide detective called Frank Gorman.

 ′My name is Frank,′ he said. He held out his hand. He told John that the girl was dead. Nadia McGowan. The funeral had already taken place the day before. Apparently it was a small affair, primarily a family thing, but the wake was held in The Connemara and it filled the place to bursting, and out along Lupus and Delancey, all the way down Carlisle Street near the park, there were people crowding to make themselves known to the grieving parents. More friends in death than ever in life. Wasn′t that always the way of things? And they left flowers near the bench where she′d died. So many flowers it wasn′t long before the bench disappeared beneath them. Lilies. White roses. A wreath of something yellow.

 So Frank shook John′s hand, and asked if he was okay, if he wanted a drink of water or something. He was the first one to ask questions, and he would come the most times, and he would ask more questions than anyone else, and there was something in his face, in his eyes, that told John that he was persistent and determined and unforgiving of failure. He was also Irish, which helped when it came down to it.

 ′A serial,′ he said. ′This guy . . . the one that attacked you.′ He looked away toward the hospital room window as if something silent demanded attention.

 ′We know of four victims . . . two couples. Perhaps there′s more, we don′t know. You′re the only one—′ He smiled understandingly. ′You′re the only one who′s survived.′

 ′That you know of,′ John said.

 Frank Gorman took a notebook from his jacket pocket, a pen also, and he leafed through page after page to find some space in which to write.

 ′He attacks couples . . . we presume couples who are out together, you know . . . doing things that couples do when they′re together . . .′ His voice trailed away into silence.

 ′I feel like I can′t remember anything.′

 ′I know, John, I know, but I′m here to help you try.′

 



′First loves are the most important,′ Erskine Costello told his son.

Seated in the back kitchen, there across a table, a meal finished, a glass of beer on the side.

′Have to tell you, your mother was not my first love.′

′You sound like you′re apologizing for something.′

′Wouldn′t want you to be disappointed.′

′Disappointed? Why would I be disappointed?′

Erskine shrugged his broad shoulders. Raised his hand and ran it through coal-black hair.

′That Nadia McGowan . . . she′s a beautiful girl.′

′She is.′

′Her parents know you′re courting?′

′Courting?′ John said. ′Who says courting? It′s 1984. I think people stopped courting in 1945.′

′Okay, John, okay, so let′s be blunt like a fist, eh? Do her good Catholic God-fearing parents know their daughter is having sex with a sixteen-year-old whose father is a drunk who hasn′t stepped inside a church for thirty years or more? That blunt enough for you, lad?′

John nodded. ′It is. And no, they don′t know.′

′And if they found out?′

′There′d be trouble I′m sure.′ He looked up at his father, expected the Riot Act, but Erskine Costello, the sharp edges of his mind and tongue worn smooth by the gentle insistence of good Irish whiskey, merely said, ′So be careful you don′t get caught, eh?′

′I′ll be careful,′ John Costello said, and knew that if his mother were alive there′d be a storm.

 



′How can I remember what I don′t remember?′

 Frank Gorman, Jersey City homicide detective, didn′t answer the question. He merely smiled as if he knew something of which the world remained ignorant, and once again looked away toward the window.

 ′Can you go back through it for me?′ he said.

 John opened his mouth to speak, to tell him that he′d gone over this time and again in his mind, but whenever he looked there was nothing.

 ′I know you′ve gone through this for yourself,′ Gorman said, ′but not with me . . . not with me here listening, and I need you to do this.′

 John looked at him, at the way he smiled - like a child who′d made a mistake, and just wanted you to be patient with him, to be understanding, sympathetic.

 ′Please . . .′ he said quietly. ′Just lean back, close your eyes, and walk me right through it from the beginning to the end. Start with the morning of that day, and tell me about the first thing you can remember . . .′

 John Costello looked at Frank Gorman for a moment longer, and then he moved the pillow behind his neck and leaned back. He closed his eyes as Frank had asked, and he tried to recall how he′d felt that morning.

 ′It was cold,′ he said . . .

 



And John Costello turned sideways and lay for a while beneath the covers of his bed. It was six days after the night he′d stayed over with Nadia.

He glanced at the clock beside his bed: four minutes to five. Any moment his father would hammer on the door and shout his name. Beneath the covers he was warm, but when he edged his foot out from beneath the blanket, he felt the chill of the room. He relished those few minutes before the day began, lying there aware that life had changed more than ever he could have imagined.

Three minutes past five and he rose and opened his bedroom door a handful of inches to let his father know he was up.

Bread to make. Bacon to fry, sausage, pancakes, hash browns; and bucketfuls of coffee beans to grind.

Could hear the run of water from the bathroom. Erskine Costello still used a straight razor, gave it an edge on a leather strop, whipped that thing back and forth without a second thought and then shaved with cold water and a froth of coal tar. Old school. A regular guy.

The day ran as any other. Breakfast eased seamlessly into lunch, from there into mid-afternoon sandwiches, flasks of coffee and slices of apple pie to ferry over to the lumber crew in McKinnon′s Yard. Darkness started somewhere around four, and it was less than an hour until it filled up the spaces between things and hung shadows around the lights.

He saw her as she crossed Delancey Street. It was something past seven. She had on a pair of jeans, a red flower embroidered on the hip, flat shoes, a suede windbreaker. Her hair was tied up on one side, and she wore a diamante barrette like a butterfly.

He opened the door and went out onto the sidewalk.

′Hey,′ she said. Reached out her hand, touched his arm.

′Hey.′ Wanted to kiss her but there were customers.

′Time you done?′

′Nine, maybe nine-thirty.′

′Meet me down on Carlisle at nine-thirty. Have something to tell you.′

′What?′

Nadia McGowan glanced at her watch. ′Two hours . . . you can wait two hours.′

′Tell me now.′

She shook her head, kind of laughed. ′Nine-thirty, the bench on the corner of Carlisle, okay?′

′You hungry?′

′No . . . why?′

′Got some cinnamon Danish . . . made it myself.′

′I′m good, Johnny, I′m good.′

She reached out, touched his cheek with the back of her hand, and then she turned and walked away, reached the corner before she looked back over her shoulder once more.

He raised his hand and he saw her smile . . .

 



′And you saw no-one?′

 John Costello shook his head without opening his eyes.

 ′And the people in the diner?′

 ′Were just the same people that were always in the diner. No-one different.′

 ′And in the street—′

 ′No-one in the street,′ he interjected. ′Like I said before, there was no-one . . .′

 ′Okay,′ Detective Frank Gorman said. ′Go on.′

 ′So I watched her cross the junction, and then she went around the corner . . .′

 



And then she was gone.

Used up two hours waiting. Dragged like a heavy thing, and John forever glancing at the clock by the mirror, the hands weighted, running slow.

Erskine was back and forth, saw the frustration in his son′s face. ′Get away early why don′t you?′ he asked.

′Not meeting her ′til after nine,′ John replied.

′So go out back and clean the enamels. Time′ll fly if you′re doing something.′

He did as his father asked, hosing down pots and pans, a box of salt on the side with which to scrub them.

Eight-thirty came and went in a heartbeat. John cleaned himself up, changed his shirt, combed his hair.

Carlisle Street was no more than a five-minute walk, but he left The Connemara at ten past nine.

 



′And you saw no-one then either . . . as you left?′

John shook his head. He opened his mouth to speak, but felt there was nothing to say.

Frank Gorman stared at him for a little while, possibly no more than seconds, but those seconds were well disguised as minutes, even hours. It felt that way in the confines of the room. Tense. A little claustrophobic.

Gorman′s right eye was not centered. Gave him a curious look. John wondered if such a physiological idiosyncrasy enabled him to see angles that others could not.

 ′And so you walked from the restaurant to Carlisle Street?′

′Yes,′ John said.

′And you saw no-one on the way?′

′No, I saw no-one.′

 ′And when you reached the corner of Carlisle Street . . . ?′

 



He sat down on the bench, and pulled his windbreaker around him. He looked out toward Machin, the direction from which Nadia would come. Pools of sodium yellow beneath the streetlights. The sound of a dog howling for something only a dog would understand. The distant hum of cars on Newark Avenue. Skywards there were the faraway lights of planes heading out of Irvington and Springfield. It was a cold night, but it was a good night.

John Costello zipped up his jacket, dug his hands into his pockets, and waited . . .

 



′For how long?′

John could feel the tension of the bandages. ′Ten minutes, fifteen maybe.′ He looked directly at Gorman. It was hard to catch him straight, one eye dead-center, the other five degrees starboard and watching for storms.

′And what happened then, John? Once you saw her coming?′

′When I saw her coming, I stood up . . .′

 



And started walking toward her, and she raised her hand as if to slow him down. She was smiling, and there was something anticipatory about that moment, as if he knew something was coming, and there was every possibility that it was something good.

′Hey,′ he said as she reached the corner of Carlisle.

′Hey back,′ she replied, and she walked toward him, reaching out her hands.

′What′s up?′ he asked.

′Let′s sit down,′ she said. Looked at him, and then glanced away, a  sudden flash in her eyes that told him that maybe the something wasn′t so good.

And had he known that she would never tell him, that he would learn of it from a stranger in a hospital room, and had he understood why such a truth would be denied in that moment, he would have pressed his finger to her lips, stayed her words, taken her hand and hurried her away to safety.

But hindsight arrives after the fact, never before, and the irony was that after her death, after the terrible thing that happened, the foresight - the intuitive shift that he felt for such things - would have been so useful.

The shift would have told him to run back home, to take her with him, to let it be someone else′s night to die.

But it wasn′t.

Always the way of such things.

It was Nadia McGowan′s time to die, and there was nothing that John Costello could have done about it.

 



′She was going to New York City to study,′ Gorman said.

 John was silent, absorbing this thing. Had she planned to leave him there? Would she have asked him to go with her?

 He looked up at Gorman. ′She didn′t have a chance to say anything.′

 ′And you heard nothing? I mean, until he was right there behind you?′

 John Costello shook his head, once more felt the tension of bandages.

 ′And what did you see?′

 John closed his eyes.

′John?′

 ′I′m looking.′

 Gorman fell silent, and suddenly a sense of unease and disquiet came over him.

 ′I saw the pigeons . . . a sudden rush of pigeons . . .′

 



And Nadia was startled, a little afraid of the sound, and she sort of fell against John and he grabbed her arm and pulled her close, and she laughed at herself for being scared of something so silly.

′You all right?′ John said.

She nodded, she smiled, she let go of his arm and walked toward the bench.

John followed her, sat beside her, and she leaned against him and he felt the weight and warmth of her body.

′What is it you wanted to tell me?′ he said.

She turned and looked up at him. ′You love me?′

′Of course I love you.′

′How much do you love me?′

′I don′t know. How much is it possible to love someone?′

She held her arms wide like a fisherman telling tales. ′This much,′ she said.

′Five times that,′ John replied. ′Ten even.′

She looked away, and John followed her line of sight, all the way down to the end of Carlisle and across toward Pearl Street and Harbor-side.

′Nadia?′

She turned back toward him . . .

 



 ′And it was then that he appeared?′

 ′I don′t know that appeared is exactly the right word. I don′t even know what word you would use.′

 ′How d′you mean?′

 ′Appeared. Yes, maybe it was like that. It was as if he suddenly materialized out of thin air. There was no-one, and then there was someone.′

 ′And there was the sound of the pigeons again?′

 John nodded. ′Yes, she turned back toward me . . .′

 



And she took his hand, and she leaned her head against his shoulder.

′I′ve been thinking,′ she said, and her voice was almost a whisper.

′About what?′

′About what we talked about before . . . what I said that time—′

The pigeons had returned. A crowd of them around the base of a tree no more than five yards from the bench. Old women sometimes came and sat; they brought breadcrumbs, had for years, and the pigeons congregated in anticipation for when they would return.

′What time?′

A breeze, back and to the left of John, and . . .

 



′I felt it against the side of my face - a breeze - and if I′d turned at that moment . . .′

 ′You can′t do that John. It doesn′t do any good.′

 ′Can′t do what?′

 ′Keep asking yourself what would have happened if. Everyone does that, and it just prolongs the pain.′

 John looked down at his hands, his wrist still in its cast, his fingernails black, the swelling on his right thumb that would be there for the rest of his life. ′But you can′t help it,′ he said. ′You can′t help going back through it, can you?′

 ′I s′pose not.′

 ′Something this bad ever happen to you?′ John asked.

 Gorman looked back at him with his off-center gaze and said, ′No, nothing like that ever happened to me.′

 ′But you′ve seen it happen to others, right?′

 ′All the time. Well, not seen it happen as such, but seen the effects of it. That′s what I do. I am a police detective. I look behind the barriers and the yellow tapes. The terrible things that human beings are capable of doing to one another.′

 ′And why do you think things like this happen?′

 ′I don′t know, John.′

 ′Psychiatrists know, right? They know why people do these kinds of things?′

 ′No, I don′t think so, John. Not in my experience. If they knew why people were crazy then they′d be able to do something to help them. In all the years I′ve been working, I′ve never seen one of those guys do anything to help anyone.′

 ′So why do you think it happens? Why do people hurt other people, Detective?′

 ′Seems to me that everybody does whatever they do for the same reason.′

 ′Which is?′

 ′So other people will know they′re there.′

 ′Seems a hell of a way to let people know that you′re there, doesn′t it?′

 ′It does, John, it does . . . but then I don′t profess to understand what this is all about. I just do everything I can to find the people who are responsible and insure they don′t have a chance to do it again.′

 ′By killing them.′

 ′Sometimes, yes. Most times by taking them into custody, seeing that they get to trial, seeing them in prison for the rest of their lives.′

 John was silent for some time. ′Do you believe in hell, Detective Gorman?′

 ′No son, I don′t believe in Hell.′

 ′Neither do I,′ John replied.

 ′But I can′t say the same about the Devil,′ Gorman said. ′If only from the viewpoint that—′

 ′That he can occupy a man′s thoughts,′ John interjected. ′Can make him do things . . . like the Devil isn′t a person as we are, but more like—′

 ′A concept,′ Gorman said. ′More like an idea that gets hold of people and makes them do things that they wouldn′t otherwise do.′

 ′Exactly,′ John said.

 ′Exactly,′ Frank Gorman echoed.

 Silence for a little while, and then Gorman looked up at John Costello.

 ′So you felt a breeze,′ he said.

 ′Yes, and then . . .′

 



He squeezed Nadia′s hand, and sort of tugged her toward him. There was something she needed to say, and she was having difficulty saying it. In that moment it did not worry him. He did not feel a sense of concern for what it might be. He did not suspect that she was leaving him, for such a thing had never happened, and he did not believe it could.

′Nadia?′

She looked back at John, and it was as she looked back that the pigeons rushed away for the second time.

She jumped again, started to laugh, and as she opened her mouth to laugh the shadow grew up behind her.

Dark. Black almost. And around the shadow was the smell of dogs, and the shadow obscured the streetlight, and it was as if someone had flipped a switch and suddenly there was midnight behind her.

She saw John′s expression change, and she frowned. A momentary flash of anxiety in her eyes.

John looked away from her, looked up, and it was then that he saw the vague impression of a face within the shadow. A man′s face. A face punctuated by eyes that seemed distant, expressionless, absent of light. Eyes that gave the impression that there was no-one behind them.

John smiled - an involuntary reaction, the smile you would give a stranger, perhaps someone that interrupted you to ask for the time, to ask for directions, for that was all it was. Wasn′t it? Someone late. Someone lost. Someone needing something.

And whoever it was just stood there for a moment, and didn′t speak, didn′t say a word, and John opened his mouth to ask what was up, and it was then that . . .


 



′He just raised his hand, and I could see there was something there . . .′


 ′But you didn′t know what it was?′

 ′Not then, not until he swung his hand down and . . . and he said that thing . . .′

 Gorman frowned. ′He said something?′

 John nodded. ′Yes. He said, ′′I am the Hammer of God′′, and that was when I saw that he actually had a hammer in his hand. ′

 Gorman wrote in his book. ′And his face?′

 John tried to shake his head, an involuntary response to the question, but found he could not do so without causing a sharp pain at the back of his neck. ′I didn′t see his face, not really. There was just darkness, and then the sense of someone′s face inside the darkness. It wasn′t like really looking at anyone.′

 ′And he hit Nadia first?′

 John wanted to cry but he could not. His eyes ached with emptiness. The pain, the bandages around his face - he could feel them so clearly, but he could not feel the emotion that he wanted to experience. He had drifted back and forth through unconsciousness, and much of the time it had possessed the awkward uncertainty of dreams. The images. The sounds. The sudden realization of what was happening. The fact that this man had brought the hammer down upon Nadia′s head so swiftly, with such finality. Brought that hammer down upon her head in a single uninterrupted blow . . . a blow of such force that her head was split from hairline to jaw.

 ′She was dead before she even realized what had happened,′ Nurse Geraldine Joyce had told him earlier. ′Believe me, I know.′ Telling him this to reassure him, to make him understand that she had felt no pain, that the man with the hammer had been generous enough, big-hearted and compassionate enough to insure that when he killed Nadia McGowan he′d made it swift, definitive, precise and exact. Do it once. Do it right. That was his philosophy.

 I am the Hammer of God.

 ′Yes,′ John whispered. ′He hit Nadia first . . .′

 



And for a moment, a handful of seconds, John did not understand what had happened.

There was no point of reference. There was no way for him to explain what he was seeing.

The shadow rose up behind her. A man. A man with a face, and eyes in that face which looked at him with such blankness, with such absence of light, that there was no way of determining what it was that the man wanted. He just stood there, and there was a half-smile, an awkward little half-smile, playing around the edges of his lips - the kind of expression you′d expect from someone who was about to tell you a joke, a humorous anecdote, and they knew the punchline and they were just about to hit you with it.

But he didn′t.

He stood there for a moment, and then his hand came up to his side, and he raised his arm and brought it down with such force, and the hammer connected with the top of her head, right there behind her hairline, and for a moment she seemed to feel nothing at all, and after a second, perhaps less than a second, a thin line of blood, needle-fine, as thin as thread, wound its way from the point of impact and started down the side of her nose, and then the flow increased, as if someone was slowly opening up a faucet, and the expression on Nadia McGowan′s face changed, and whatever light might have existed there behind her eyes seemed to dim, and John sat there trying to make sense  of what he was seeing, and then the blood was running down her cheek, and then there was blood running over her eye, and Nadia, panicked by the sensation, instinctively raised her hand to brush it away.

And the back of her hand touched her cheek, and it was as if the movement caused her to lose all sense of balance, and she leaned sideways just in time for the man to say that thing again: I am the Hammer of God.

The voice was calm and self-assured, and then he brought the hammer down one more time to connect with the side of her head, a point just above her ear, and the sound was like something dropped from a great height, the sound of something reaching the sidewalk after a seven-floor descent, the sound of something so powerful she would never come back from it . . .

And even as John Costello felt her hand slip from his, even as he rose from the bench and tried to stop her falling, he saw that arm raised up one more time, saw the momentary light of a yellow streetlamp reflected in the steel head of the ball-peen hammer, and heard him say for the third time . . .

 



′I am the Hammer of God.′

 ′And that′s when he hit you?′ Gorman asked.

 For a little while John didn′t speak, and then he looked at Gorman closely, looked at him as if trying to understand reason and rationale.

 ′Can we go back for a moment?′ Gorman asked. ′After he hit her for the second time? I′m interested in anything else he might have said.′

 ′If he said anything else then I didn′t hear it.′

 Gorman wrote in his book again. ′And then?′

 



John tried to stand, tried to reach out toward her, to hold his hand up as some sort of defense against the blows that were raining down, but the Hammer of God turned and came at him like a flash of lightning, and he broke the force of the first blow with his hand, and his wrist was shattered, and then the second blow struck his shoulder, the third his arm, and by this time John Costello was bleeding and screaming, and he knew that he was going to die . . .

He fell sideways, his knee against the edge of the bench, and for a moment he was caught in indecision, in the conflict between self-preservation and his instinctive need to protect Nadia from further attack - even though he knew in that very moment that the blows must have killed her.

He tried to get up, to put his hand on the back of the bench, but the  hammer came down and glanced off his ear, down the side of his neck, broke his collarbone, dropped him to the ground like deadweight.

It was then that he heard screaming.

Someone screamed.

It was not Nadia, it was not himself. The sound came from across the street . . .

And the fact that someone across the street had seen the attack, the fact that some woman across the street had seen what was happening and screamed, was the only reason that he survived.

The hammer came down one more time, was already on its way when the woman screamed, and it connected with the side of John Costello′s face, and there was enough force brought to bear against the jaw beneath his ear that his nervous system shut down.

He saw nothing then. Nothing at all.

Everything went cold and lightless, and there was the smell of blood and there was the smell of dogs and there was the sound of running feet.

John Costello didn′t wake up for a long time, and when he did the world had changed.

 



Gorman turned as the door opened.

Nurse Geraldine Joyce. ′Enough now,′ she said quietly. ′He needs to rest.′

 Gorman nodded, stood up. He leaned toward John Costello. ′We′ll talk again,′ he said, and then he thanked him for his time, and told him that he was sorry about the girl, and then he walked away from the edge of the bed and went through the door without looking back.

 He came four or five times in the subsequent days, and they talked about the same handful of minutes over and over again.

 It was Nurse Joyce who brought the paper on the following Wednesday.

 She left it on the edge of the small table beside John Costello′s bed, and he saw it when he woke.


 JERSEY CITY TRIBUNE

Wednesday, 5 December 1984

City Arrest in Hammer Killings Case

 



A statement released by the Jersey City District Attorney′s Office today confirmed earlier reports that an arrest has been made in the recent hammer murders case. Though the name of the suspect has not been released, Detective Frank Gorman of the Jersey City Police  Department Homicide Task Force was quoted as saying ′We have reason to believe that the individual in custody can give us some important information regarding these recent murders.′

Jersey City has been terrorized by the deaths of five teenagers in the last four months, beginning with the brutal killings of Dominic Vallelly (19) and Janine Luckman (17) on Wednesday August 8th, subsequently the slaying of Gerry Wheland (18) and Samantha Merrett (19) on Thursday October 4th, and the fatal attack on Nadia McGowan (17) on the evening of Friday, November 23rd. All the killings are believed to have been carried out by the same person. The young man who was with Nadia McGowan at the time of the attack, John Costello (16), suffered serious head injuries but was reported as stable in Jersey City Hospital.



 Frank Gorman came after lunch. Stood in the doorway - silently, patiently - and waited until John Costello spoke.

 ′You got him.′

 Gorman nodded.

 ′He gave himself up?′

 ′No, not exactly.′

 ′What′s his name?′

 Gorman shook his head, stepped into the room and walked to the edge of John′s bed. ′I can′t tell you that just yet.′

 ′What happened?′

 ′We followed a lead . . . we found his house. We went there, knocked on the door, he opened it, and that′s when he confessed.′

 ′What did he say?′

 ′He said the same thing. I am the Hammer of God.′

 ′And he confessed to the attacks.′

 ′He confessed to attacking a total of three couples. You were the last ones.′

 ′And what happens to him now?′

 ′He gets psych evaluation. He gets all the routine things. He goes to trial. He goes to Death Row. We execute him.′

 ′Unless he′s declared insane.′

 ′Right.′

 ′Which he will be.′

 ′There′s a good possibility, yes.′

 John Costello was quiet for a little while, considering. Then, ′How do you feel about that?′ he asked.

 ′About the fact that he might be declared insane and not be executed?′

 ′Yes.′

 ′I try not to feel anything about it. Why? How do you feel?′

 John hesitated, and then he frowned, almost as if he was surprised at his own answer. ′I don′t feel anything either, Detective Gorman . . . I don′t feel anything at all.′

 ′Is there anything else that you can remember now? Anything else that you remember him saying?′

 ′Why does it matter now? He′s confessed.′

 ′Because it might give us a better understanding of what was going through his mind.′

 ′Why would you want to know what was going through his mind?′

 ′Because we are trying to find everything we can that will convince the District Attorney and the judge that he knew what he was doing. That he had some sense of awareness of his actions. That he was really aware of what he was doing.′

 ′Why? So you can prove he was not insane?′

 Gorman nodded. ′Yes. So we can say he was responsible for the consequences of his own actions.′

 ′So you can execute him.′

 ′Yes.′

 John Costello closed his eyes. He tried to think, but there was nothing.

 ′No,′ he said. ′I′m sorry, Detective . . . I don′t think he said anything else.′

 



 



WARREN HENNESSY/FRANK GORMAN-ROBERT MELVIN CLARE INTERVIEWS. SECTION ONE (PAGES 86-88).

 




WH: So, Robert. Tell us again, tell us what the deal was with the hammer?


RMC: What do you want to know?


WH: Why they had to be killed with a hammer.


FG: Yes, Robert. Why the hammer? Why not just get a gun or a knife or something?


RMC: Part of the ritual.


FG: The ritual?


RMC: The cleansing ritual. They had to be cleansed.


WH: Cleansed of what, Robert?


RMC: Of what had been done to them.


WH: The things that you did to them?


RMC: No. I didn′t do anything to them. They had to be cleansed of the sexual things that had been done to them. Can I get a drink? Can I get like a drink or something? Can I get a 7-Up here or what?


WH: We can get you a 7-Up in a minute, Robert.


RMC: I′m thirsty. Wanna 7-Up here. Too much to freakin′ well ask for, is it? Can′t talk much if your mouth is full of sand and sawdust, right? Need a 7-Up . . . need a 7-Up . . . need a 7-Up.


FG: I′ll get you a 7-Up, Robert . . . you tell Detective Hennessy here what the deal was with the cleansing, okay?


RMC: Okay. [Note: At this point Detective Frank Gorman left the interview room for approximately two minutes.]


WH: So let′s get back to the cleansing, Robert.


RMC: Right, the cleansing.

WH: So what was the deal with that?


RMC: The deal? There was no deal, Detective Hennessy. I didn′t make any deal with anyone. It was just what had to be done.


WH: Okay, okay, okay, we′re getting away from ourselves here, Robert. Let′s just go back to what you were saying about how these kids had to be cleansed after what had been done to them.


RMC: After what had been done to them, yes.


WH: So tell me again.


RMC: They had to be cleansed. [Note: At this point Detective Gorman returned and handed an opened can of 7-Up to the interview subject, Robert Melvin Clare.]


RMC: Thank you, Detective Gorman.


FG: You′re very welcome, Robert. Sorry to interrupt you. You were telling Detective Hennessy about something?


RMC: I was telling him about the cleansing.


FG: Right, right . . . so carry on with what you were saying.

RMC: The things that were done were dirty things, you see? They were very dirty things . . . the kind of things that would blemish the mind and the soul forever. There is nothing that can be done to wash away that kind of dirt. You have to make them look different.


WH: The kids?


RMC: Right, the boys and the girls. You have to make them look different.

WH: Why, Robert? Why d′you have to make them look different? [Subject is silent for approximately fifteen seconds]


WH: Why, Robert? Tell us why you had to make the girls and boys look different?


RMC: You don′t know?


WH: No, Robert, we don′t know. Tell us.


RMC: So God wouldn′t recognize them. So he wouldn′t recognize them as the ones who did those dirty, dirty things.


FG: And what would happen to them if God recognized them?


RMC: He wouldn′t let them into Heaven, would he? He would cast them down into Hell. But I cleansed them, you see? I made them look different and God didn′t recognize them.


WH: And so what happened to them, Robert?

[Subject is silent for approximately eighteen seconds.]


FG: Robert?

RMC: They became angels, Detective Gorman. Every single one of them. God didn′t recognize them. They got in through the gates of Heaven. They got all the way into Heaven and became angels.


JERSEY CITY TRIBUNE

Friday, 7 December 1984

Hammer Killings Suspect Named and Charged

In an official statement from the Jersey City Police Department, Detective Frank Gorman, head of the Second Precinct Homicide Task Force, was quoted as follows: ′This morning we have charged Robert Melvin Clare, a resident of Jersey City, with the murders of Dominic Vallelly, Janine Luckman, Gerry Wheland, Samantha Merrett and Nadia McGowan. He has also been charged with attempted murder in the case of John Costello. At this time no formal request for representation has been made by Mr Clare, and a Public Defender will be assigned to afford him all necessary service as he prepares for trial.′

Robert Clare (32), a Jersey City native, currently residing in Van Vorst Street and employed as an auto mechanic at Auto-Medic Vehicle Repair and Recovery on Luis Muñoz Marin Boulevard, was reported by work colleagues to be ′kind of intense′. The owner of Auto-Medic, Don Farbolin, refused to comment beyond saying that ′just because I give someone a job doesn′t make me responsible for what they do when they go home′.






WARREN HENNESSY/FRANK GORMAN-ROBERT MELVIN CLARE INTERVIEWS. SECTION TWO (PAGES 89-91) 


FG: You truly believe that′s what happened to them, Robert? That they became angels and got into Heaven?


RMC: Yes, that′s what happened.


FG: All five of them? [Subject is silent for approximately twenty-three seconds.]


WH: Robert?


RMC: There were six.


FG: Five, Robert. The last one, the boy . . . he′s gonna make it.


RMC: Make it? That′s exactly what he will not do, Detective.


WH: Apparently so. Doctors say he′s gonna come through this.


RMC: Doctors? I′m not talking about doctors. I′m talking about making it . . . making it in the eyes of the Lord. Making it into the Heaven. The five will make it. The sixth, unfortunately for him, will not. He is now cursed. He carries the curse. Always will.


FG: So tell us how these kids were chosen, Robert. Tell us about how that was done.


RMC: They all looked the same, didn′t they? They were all young and beautiful and innocent, and they were doing things that they shouldn′t have been doing. Doing things out in the street, in public. All of them. All of them were doing those things, and their faces had to disappear. I had to make them disappear, you see? I had to make them go away, and that was the only way they could ever get into Heaven.


FG: Did you choose them beforehand, or did you just go out at night with your hammer?


RMC: It was not my hammer.


WH: Whose was it?


RMC: God′s Hammer. It was God′s Hammer. Have you not listened to anything I′ve said?




WARREN HENNESSY/FRANK GORMAN-ROBERT MELVIN CLARE INTERVIEWS. SECTION THREE (PAGES 93-94) 


FG: Tell us about the first couple, Robert . . . tell us about Dominic and Janine. Did you watch them for a while? Did you select them, or was it something random?


RMC: They were selected.


WH: And how was the selection process carried out, Robert?


RMC: They had to look a certain way, I think. I don′t know how they are chosen.


WH: Do you choose them, or does someone choose them for you? RMC: They are chosen for me.


WH: And who does the choosing for you, Robert?


RMC: I don′t know.


FG: You don′t know, or you don′t remember?


RMC: I don′t know. I know that someone is sent, and someone shows me who has been chosen.


FG: Someone is sent?


RMC: I am not saying anything more about that.


FG: Okay, okay. So tell us what you remember about the first two you attacked.


RMC: I remember how she screamed . . . like she thought if she made enough noise someone might hear and come and help her. I hit the boy first. That was a mistake. I learned that you have to hit the girl first because they always make the most noise, but you have to be fast and hit the girl hard enough to silence her. Then you have to hit the boy before he has a chance to react.


FG: And what did you do to her, Robert?


RMC: I cleaned her up real good, you know? I can call you Frank? Is it okay if I call you Frank, Detective Gorman?


FG: Sure you can, Robert.


RMC: Frank and Warren. Okay.


FG: You were saying?


RMC: Yes . . . she got fixed up real good, Frank. That′s a good name. Frank. Frank is a good name . . . a good masculine name, simple, no mistaking Frank, eh, Frank?


FG: No, Robert, no mistaking Frank. Carry on telling us what happened to her.


RMC: She had on white socks, I think - and sneakers. Yes, white socks and sneakers. And there was blood all over her. A lot of blood, I think. But she had this expression like there was something hopeful inside of her, something that told her to make like she was enjoying herself, and she might walk away alive.


WH: But she didn′t, right, Robert? She didn′t walk away from it did she?


RMC: No she didn′t, Warren . . . she didn′t ever walk again.


FG: And then?


RMC: And then nothing. I hit the boy, I hit the girl, everything was finished. I went home. I was gonna stop for pizza on the way back but I wasn′t really hungry.


JERSEY CITY TRIBUNE

Thursday, 20 December 1984

Editor′s Viewpoint The Death of Community

As the Editor of a major city newspaper I am constantly alerted to the fact that our society has dramatically changed. In my twenty-three year career as a journalist and newspaperman, I have seen the headlines week after week, year after year, and it seems that the job of reporting has now become less a matter of relaying the facts as a matter of stomaching the brutal truth of what human beings are capable of doing to one another.

It is a tragic comment on our community when a man has to apply to the District Attorney′s Office to protect his home and business premises from people he refers to as ′murder freaks′. (See Page 1 of this edition: ′Hammer of God′ Boss Instigates Legal Action Against Trespassers′.) Don Farbolin has lived and worked in Jersey City for nineteen years. His wife, Maureen, works alongside him at the company they own, a small but moderately successful car repair and renovation shop called ′Auto-Medic Vehicle Repair and Recovery′ on Luis Muñoz Marin Boulevard. Mr Farbolin has stated that his business has collapsed since the arrest of Robert Clare, currently being held in the State Psychiatric Facility in Elizabeth awaiting evaluation for fitness for trial for five recent murders. This collapse is due to loss of custom, the majority of this loss down to the fact that both his home and his business premises have been overrun by people seeking some sort of ′memento′ of Clare, a serial murderer. ′I don′t understand it,′ Mr Farbolin said. ′Who, in their right mind, would want to own something that belonged to a person like Robert Clare? The guy killed people. He was a bad person, it′s as simple as that. I feel like I′ve been targeted by people simply because I had the decency to give someone a job. It′s not right. This isn′t the American Way.′ (Continued on Page 23)






WARREN HENNESSY/FRANK GORMAN-ROBERT MELVIN CLARE INTERVIEWS. SECTION FOUR (PAGE 95) 


WH: What happened then, after you went home, Robert?


RMC: I don′t know what happens right away . . . later, when everything . . .


WH: Everything what, Robert?


RMC: I don′t remember.


FG: Tell us something you do remember.


RMC: The blood. I remember the blood. I remember the sound of the hammer when it hit the boy. Again when it hit the girl afterwards. That was the first time I did it, and for a little while it made me sick to my stomach, but I didn′t have a choice. I remember watching the first girl . . . the way her expression changed, you know? The things that were done to her . . . the way she became a woman before she was even old enough to understand what being a woman was all about. I saw those things. They made me crazy, Frank, really crazy. All that kissing and touching . . .


FG: And how did you feel later? You know, later, when you got home. How did you feel after the first one? [Subject is silent for forty-nine seconds]


FG: Robert?


RMC: How did I feel? How would anyone feel after such a thing? I felt like the Hammer of God.




SECTION FIVE (PAGES 96-97) 


FG: And what about the second one?


RMC: The second one?


FG: The one after Dominic Vallelly and Janine Luckman? You remember them Robert? The 4th of October. Gerry Wheland and Samantha Merrett. RMC: I remember them.


WH: Tell us what happened between the first attack and the second. RMC: Happened? Nothing happened.


FG: You waited nearly two months to attack again. How come so long?


RMC: Everything was out of my control, Frank. Everything was way beyond my control by that point.


FG: What d′you mean, way beyond your control?


RMC: Everything took on a life of its own. It was like something possessed me . . . something got inside of me and I couldn′t stop it. There they were - they were right in front of me - and there was nothing  I could do to stop any of it happening. If I hadn′t done it then everything would have been so much worse. I can′t expect you to understand what it was like . . . you haven′t ever seen anything like the things I saw—WH: What you saw? Saw where?


RMC: The night I went out again. The second night. In October. I thought it wouldn′t happen again, thought maybe two were enough. But that night I got the message again . . . the message to go out to work again . . .


WH: Where did the message come from, Robert?


RMC: I don′t know. Didn′t I already tell you I don′t know? I don′t know where the message came from . . . it′s all dark inside, dark all the time, like there are no windows, and I go down there and I can see them, and hear them crying and screaming like their souls are crying and screaming . . . like they know what they′re doing is wrong and they need to be cleansed, but they′re too afraid to do it for themselves so they need me to help them . . . and I could feel how afraid they were, and I knew the only thing that would stop them being so afraid is if they were wished all the way up into Heaven. The instruction comes, and you don′t ignore it, right? It was like a light came on above them and I knew they were the ones . . . And it proves beyond all doubt the compassion of God, that He loves all men regardless of what they have done.


FG: How so, Robert?


RMC: Because even the bad ones, you know . . . even the bad ones are given a chance. They′re given a chance, and they take it, and all I had to do was go there and fix it so they′d get their chance when it was right.


FG: So what happened after the second attack? What did you do?


RMC: I went home and took a shower.


FG: You took a shower?


RMC: Right.


FG: To wash off the blood?


RMC: No, because I always take a shower. Every night before I go to bed I take a shower and then I have a glass of milk, and then I go to bed. I can′t sleep if I feel dirty.


WH: So you went home and took a shower and went to bed?


RMC: Right. Oh, wait. No, I took a shower and had some milk and I watched TV for a little while.


FG: What did you watch, Robert?


RMC: I watched The Rockford Files.


FG: And this happened the same way with the next couple?


RMC: What did?


FG: The sequence of events . . . you went out, you attacked them, and once you were done you went home and had a shower and watched TV?


RMC: The third time I didn′t watch TV. I went to bed early and read a book.


FG: Which book?


RMC: I was reading Raymond Chandler. I like Raymond Chandler. Do you like Raymond Chandler, Frank?


FG: Haven′t read any, Robert.


RMC: You should, Frank, you should . . . being a detective and everything. You should read Raymond Chandler.


JERSEY CITY TRIBUNE

Thursday, 27 December 1984

′Hammer of God′ Killer Suicide at Elizabeth Facility

 



Robert Melvin Clare (32), arrested and charged with five counts of murder and one of attempted murder, was this morning found dead in his room at the Jersey State Psychiatric Facility in Elizabeth. Initial reports suggest Clare hung himself with a rope fashioned from strips of sheeting. Head of the Facility, Dr Mitchell Lansden, was unavailable for comment, but a spokesman for the Facility said that a full and complete inquiry would be instigated immediately to determine how such an event could have taken place. Clare had already been questioned by Detective Frank Gorman, head of the Jersey City Homicide Task Force, regarding the recent ′Hammer of God′ murders and had been bound over to the care of the Jersey State Psychiatric Facility for evaluation regarding fitness for trial. When asked for comment, Detective Gorman was reported as having been disappointed that Clare would not be tried for these murders. He also allowed that he was certain of Clare′s guilt, and that with his suicide the State would not have to bear the cost of a trial, and the families of the victims would not have to endure the heartbreak of seeing their sons′ and daughters′ names and pictures in the newspapers. No official statement has been made by the District Attorney′s Office.



 ′You heard what happened?′ Gorman asked.

 ′Heard he killed himself.′

 ′He hung himself . . . made a rope by tearing a sheet into strips, and then he wound them together like a rope.′

 ′Where did he hang himself from?′

 ′Lifted up his bed and leaned it vertically against the wall. Truth was that he didn′t so much as hang himself as choke himself to death. He had to keep his feet up off the ground.′

 John Costello was silent for a while. With difficulty he turned his head and looked toward the window. ′You think he was the one?′

 ′No doubt about it,′ Gorman replied.

 ′He confessed?′

 Gorman was quiet for a few moments. ′I′m not supposed to say anything about his interrogation but yes, he confessed.′

 ′He say why he did it?′

 ′He did, yes.′

 John smiled weakly, turned his head and looked at Gorman.

 ′It was crazy stuff, John. There was no reason. Of course there wasn′t any rational reason. You can′t rationalize irrational behavior.′

 ′But he had a reason he believed in, didn′t he?′

 ′He did.′

 ′You wanna tell me what it was?′

 ′No, of course I don′t want to.′

 ′But you will, right?′

 ′You think it′ll do any good?′

 ′To me?′ John asked. ′No, I don′t think so. Like you said, it′s crazy stuff. I mean it would have to be crazy, wouldn′t it? Sane people don′t go out and smash peoples′ heads in with a hammer.′
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A serial killer's out there — but only one man knows it.
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