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				Carol O’Connell is the New York Times bestselling creator of Kathy Mallory, and the author of thirteen books, eleven featuring her acclaimed detective, most recently IT HAPPENS IN THE DARK, as well as the stand-alone thrillers JUDAS CHILD and BONE BY BONE. She lives in New York City.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PRAISE

				Acclaim for Carol O’Connell and the Mallory series of novels:

				‘If any writer could make me break my New Year’s resolution to avoid serial killer novels, it’s the brilliant Carol O’Connell . . . her books are moving as well as thrilling’ Daily Telegraph

				‘As I read Mallory’s Oracle, I kept wanting to hug both Kathy Mallory and Carol O’Connell, and that is the mark of a story and an author who really involve you, and make you care – and that is so rare!’ James Patterson

				‘Mallory is one of the most original and intriguing detectives you’ll ever meet . . . Wild, sly and breathless – all things a good thriller ought to be’ Carl Hiaasen

				‘Mallory grips us like a hand on the throat’ The Times

				‘Readers, beware! That sly (and oh so gifted) Carol O’Connell is just as cunning as her beautiful, near-sociopathic heroine, Kathy Mallory, creeping up on unsuspecting readers with softly caressing words and languidly flowing sentences, then sucker-punching them with shockingly explicit violence that’s as vivid as it is grisly’ Booklist

				‘With Winter House, Carol O’Connell proves once again the enduring power of Mallory’ Karin Slaughter

				‘A smart, skilful practitioner of the mystery-writing arts, O’Connell writes discreetly dazzling books’ New York Times

				‘O’Connell is a consummate storyteller – a unique talent who deserves to be a household name’ Val McDermid

				‘Memorable characters and blazingly original prose. Once again, O’Connell transcends the genre’ Kirkus Reviews

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ABOUT THE BOOK

				Detective Kathy Mallory. New York’s darkest. You only underestimate her once.

				The jury must die . . .

				It’s the highest profile acquittal in recent history – and when a serial killer starts taking justice into his own hands, interest hits fever pitch.

				NYPD detective Kathy Mallory finds herself in a race against time to save the remaining three members of the jury before the Reaper gets to them first.

				And before the radio shock-jock Ian Zachary plays the next round in his deadly ratings-grabbing game of ‘hunt the juror’.

				Only a monster can play this game
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				This book is dedicated to the walking wounded, in and out of uniform, all around the town, and to those who came from far away to help us. Though New York City is the prime character in my novels, the event of 11 September 2001 does not appear in these pages, not even in passing, no mention at all. There will be readers who find that odd, for it changed the very landscape, but one does not have to draw a tragedy literally in order to draw from it. Some New Yorkers still stop and raise their eyes to the sound of overhead planes, but then they move on down the sidewalk. Life goes on. It’s a very tough town – unbreakable.
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				PROLOGUE

				Johanna could hear cat’s paws madly thudding on the bathroom door, and the animal was crying in a human way – so frightened. Or was he merely hungry? She had fed the poor beast, but how long ago? No matter. The cat’s cries receded, as though her front room had decamped from the hotel suite, floating up and away with utter disregard for gravity.

				And time? What was that to her?

				The whole day long, Johanna had not moved from her perch at the edge of a wooden chair. She sat there, wrapped in a bathrobe, as the sun moved behind the window glass, as shadows crawled about the room with a slow progress that only a paranoid eye could follow. One of the shadows belonged to herself, and the dark silhouette of her body was dragged across the wallpaper, inch by inch, extending her deformity to a cruel extreme.

				Inside her brain was the refrain of a rock ’n’ roll song from another era. ‘Gimme me shelter,’ the Rolling Stones sang to her, and she resisted this mantra as she always did, for there were no safe places.

				Perhaps another hour had passed, maybe three. She could not say when night had fallen. Johanna unclenched her hands and looked down at a crumpled letter, as if, in absolute darkness, she could read the words of a postscript: Only a monster can play this game.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				The black van had no helpful lettering on the side to tell the neighbors what business it was about on this November afternoon. Here and there, along the street of tall brownstones, drapes had parted and curious eyes were locked upon the vehicle’s driver. Even by New York City standards, she was an odd one.

				Johanna Apollo’s skin was very fair, the gift of Swedes on her mother’s side. And yet, from any distance, she might be taken for a large dark spider clad in denim as she climbed out of the van, then dropped to the pavement in a crouch. Dark brown was the color of her leather gloves, her work boots and the long strands of hair spread back across the unnatural curve of her spine. Her torso was bent forward, her body forever fused into a subtle question mark as her face angled toward the ground, hidden from the watchers at their windows. They never saw the great dark eyes – the beauty of the beast. And now the neighbors’ heads turned in unison, following her progress down the street. Dry yellow leaves cartwheeled and crackled alongside as she walked with delicacy on slender spider-long legs. Such deep grace for one so misshapen – that was how the neighbors would recall this moment later in the day. It was almost a dance, they would say.

				And none of them noticed the small tan car gliding into Eighty-fourth Street, quiet as a swimming shark. It stopped near the corner, where another vehicle had just taken the last available parking space.

				The young driver of the tan sedan left her engine idling as she stepped out in the middle of the street. Nothing about her said civil servant; the custom-tailored lines of her designer jeans and long, black leather coat said money. And the wildly expensive running shoes allowed her to move in silence as she padded toward a station wagon. She leaned down and rapped on the driver’s window. The pudgy man behind the wheel gave her the grin of a lottery winner, for she was that lovely, that ilk of tall blondes who would never go out with him in a million years, and he hurried to roll down the window.

				Oh, happy day.

				‘I want your parking place,’ she said, all business, no smile of hello – nothing.

				The wagon driver’s grin wobbled a bit. Was this a joke? No man would give up a parking space on any street in Manhattan, not ever, not even for a naked woman. Was she nuts? He summoned up his New Yorker attitude, saying, ‘Yeah, lady – over my dead body.’ And she raised one eyebrow to indicate that this might be an option. The long slants of her eyes were unnaturally green – unnaturally cold. A milk-white hand rested on the door of his car, long red fingernails tapping, tapping, ticking like a bomb, and it occurred to him that those nails might be dangerous.

				Oh, shit!

				One hand had gone to her hip, opening the blazer for just a tease, a peek at what she had hidden in her shoulder holster, a damn cannon that passed for a gun.

				‘Move,’ she said, and move he did.

				Kathy Mallory had a detective’s gold shield, but she rarely used the badge to motivate civilians. Listening to angry tirades on abuse of police power was time-consuming; fear was more efficient. And now she drove her tan car into the hastily vacated parking space. After killing the engine, she never even glanced at the black van.

				It was her day off and this covert surveillance was the closest she could come to an idea of recreation.

				The routine of the van’s driver was predictable, and Mallory was settling in for a long wait when a large white Lincoln with rental plates rounded the corner. This motorist was less enterprising, settling for double-parking his car across the street from the vehicle that so interested Mallory – until now. The driver of the rented car became her new target when he craned his neck to check the black van’s plates. His head was slowly turning, eyes scanning the street, until he located the deformed figure of Johanna Apollo walking down the sidewalk in the direction of Columbus Avenue.

				Mallory smiled, for this man had just identified himself as another player in the mother of all games.

				The company uniform was stowed in Johanna Apollo’s duffel bag along with the rest of her gear. She never wore it when meeting the clients. The moonsuit was far more unsettling than the sudden appearance of a hunchback at the door.

				A man her own age, late thirties, awaited her on the front steps of a brownstone built in the nineteenth century. He wore a flimsy robe over his pajamas, and, though his feet were bare, he seemed not to mind the cold. When Johanna lifted her head to greet him, his face was full of trepidation, and then he nearly smiled. She could read his mind. He was thinking, Oh, how normal, so glad to see her conventional human face. He adjusted his spectacles for a better look at her warm brown eyes, and he took some comfort there, even before she said, ‘I’ll be done in an hour, and then you can have your life back.’

				That was all he wanted to hear. Relieved, he sighed and nodded his understanding that there would be no small talk, not one more chorus of I’m so sorry, false notes in the mouth of a stranger.

				Johanna followed him into the house and through another door to his front room. It was decorated with period furniture and smeared with the bloody handprints of an intruder. She recognized the spots on the wall as a splatter pattern from the back-strike of a knife. The chalk outline sketched on the rug was that of a small, lean victim who had died quickly, though her blood was spread thin all about the room, giving the impression that the attack had gone on forever. She wondered if anyone had told the husband that his wife had not suffered long. Johanna turned to the sorry man beside her. It was her art to put disturbed people at ease; she did it with tea.

				‘You don’t have to stay and watch. Why not wait in the kitchen?’ She pulled a small packet of herbal tea from the pocket of her denim jacket. ‘This is very soothing.’

				The client took the packet and stared at it, as though the printed instructions for steeping in hot water might be difficult to comprehend. He waved one hand in apology to say that he was somewhat at sea today. ‘My wife usually handles these—’ Suddenly appalled, he lowered his head. His wife had usually handled the messes of their lives. How could he have forgotten that she was dead? His hands clenched tightly, and Johanna knew that he was silently berating himself for this bizarre breach of etiquette.

				The murder was recent, and she would have guessed that even without the paperwork to release the crime scene. Judging by the growth of stubble on the man’s face, only a few days had passed since his wife’s death. Unshaven, unwashed, the widower walked about in a stale ether that the bereaved shared with the bedridden. His head was still bowed as he edged away from her and ambled down a narrow passageway. Upon opening a door at the far end of this hall, he raised his face in expectation, perhaps believing that he would meet his dead wife in the kitchen – and she would make him some tea.

				Johanna knelt on the floor and opened her duffel bag. One hand passed over the hood and the respirator. No need for them today. She pulled out a protective suit and gloves for working with blood products in the age of AIDS – even the blood of children, nuns and other virgins. Her employer had given her the basic vocabulary of the job: fluids and solids and hazardous waste, though she had never seen the common debris of brains and shattered bone, feces and urine as anything but human remains. She had also been encouraged to remove photographs of the victim before she began, and this was another trick to dehumanize the task. But Johanna never disturbed the wedding portrait on the wall, and the bride with downcast eyes continued to shyly smile at the chalk outline of her own corpse.

				Johanna sponged the stains on the cream-white wall and charted a thief’s progress around this room, going from drawer to pulled-out drawer. She knew where he had been standing when a policeman had barreled through the door with a drawn gun. The bullet had been pried out of the wall, but the hole remained. The thief must have had the knife in his hand, and the officer must have been very young, untried and nervous.

				She filled the hole with a ready-mix plaster. A small brush and a few deft strokes of tint made it blend into the paint. Below this patch were red drops of hazardous waste from a murderer. He was wiped away with one wet rag, and, though no one would ever know, she placed it in a separate bag so the blood of the innocent woman would not mingle with his. Next, she replaced the contents spilled from the drawers, then went on to the problem of a torn lampshade and resolved it with a bit of mending tape. Last, she pulled out a hairdryer and moved it across the wet areas where she had spot-cleaned the rug, the couch and the drapes. Some of her services went beyond the job description, but she wanted the widower to find no trace of murder, no damp ghost of a stain that he might commit to memory.

				No more than an hour had passed, as promised, and now the client inspected her work. She watched his fearful eyes search the wall for the bullet hole, but there was no sign of it anymore. And, by his wandering gaze, she could tell that he had forgotten the exact location of that scar in the plaster and his wife’s chalk silhouette on the floor. The room seemed so normal, as though no violence had ever taken place here – and his wife had never died – so said his brief smile as he wrote out a check.

				Four months ago in another city, her first crime scene had required less work, and she had been her own client on that unpaid job. The armchair had absorbed most of the FBI agent’s blood, and so it had been a simple matter of furniture disposal after mopping up the puddle on the floor and the red drops spattered on the wall. In that room, death had been a drawn-out affair, for Timothy Kidd had not struggled enough to spend all his blood at once, and there had been ample time for him to be afraid.

				However, that event had occurred in a previous life lived by another version of herself, though the dead man did remain with her as a constant presence, a haunt. And so it was neither odd nor coincidental to be thinking of Timothy when she emerged from the building to find an unpleasant reminder of his death.

				Marvin Argus was waiting for her on the sidewalk. His trench coat flapped open in the wind, exposing a dark-gray suit with a slept-in look. She guessed that he had taken the red-eye flight from Chicago to New York, and there had been no time for a change of clothes after landing, that or his fastidious grooming habits were deteriorating. Perhaps there had been some urgency in tracking her down today.

				No, that was not it.

				Argus had found time to carefully style his sparse brown hair so that no strand could escape the gelled fringe of bangs covering his receding hairline. The effect was juvenile and so at odds with his forty-year-old face.

				‘Hello, Johanna.’ He smiled to show her all of his perfect teeth, acting as if this meeting might be a happy chance encounter and not an ambush, not a defiance of the court order to keep him at a distance.

				Did he seem a little jittery – just on the verge of a tic or a twitch? She looked through him, then passed him by on her way back to the black van.

				He walked alongside her, keeping his tone light, fighting down all the high notes of runaway anxiety. ‘You’re looking well.’

				‘Still alive, you mean, and you’re wondering why.’

				‘No, seriously, I think physical labor agrees with you,’ he said. ‘But I suppose this new line of work is your idea of penance.’

				Much could be read into that clumsy little barb, perhaps some desperate situation coming to a head. Johanna’s bent posture had made her a student of footwear, and now she gleaned more from his shoes than his words. The black leather was, as always, fanatically shiny, but both laces had been broken and repairs effected with knots. The man was coming undone.

				Good.

				She raised her face to his, not bothering to hide her contempt. ‘You don’t look well, Argus. You seem a little shaky today. Under a lot of stress?’ Did that sound like a taunt, like getting even? She hoped so. ‘And you’re losing weight.’

				He dismissed this with a wave of one hand, saying, ‘Long hours.’ He drew back his shoulders in an effort to appear larger and less the nervous rabbit. Eyebrows arched, he folded his arms to strike a condescending pose, exuding an arrogance that invited every passerby to punch him in the face. ‘I met your boss today.’ Argus staged a pause. ‘We had a long talk about you.’

				‘Really?’ That was unlikely, for Riker was tight with his words. And so she could surmise that this lie was an implied threat. Yes, Argus would want her to worry about what he might have shared with her employer. She stared at him, wondering, How frightened are you?

				‘That guy Riker, he’s a heavy drinker, isn’t he? Yeah,’ said Argus. ‘Couldn’t help but notice. You can tell by the eyes, all those red veins.’ He was still pressing what he believed was his advantage over her. A few seconds of silence dragged by before he realized that she was not at all threatened, and neither was she inclined to banal conversation. The man looked up at the sky, unwilling to meet her steady gaze anymore.

				‘He tried to grill me on your background.’ The old familiar pomposity was back in his voice. ‘I could tell Riker was an ex-cop by his interrogation style. They never lose that, do they? On or off the job, they can never have just a normal conversation. I figure he doesn’t know the first thing about you, Johanna. That or you fed him some fairy tale – and he knows it.’ Argus smiled, awaiting praise for this insight. Failing in that, he flicked imaginary lint from the sleeve of his coat. ‘Of course, I didn’t tell him anything. Not who I was or what I—’

				‘So you lied to him. You think Riker didn’t pick up on that?’ She swung her body up into the driver’s seat and slouched deep into worn upholstery that received the hump on her back like a cupped hand. She faced the windshield.

				Marvin Argus rushed his words. ‘Does your boss know—’

				‘I told Riker my history was none of his damn business.’ She slammed the door and put the van in gear.

				Argus reached up and gripped the door handle, as if that could prevent her from driving away. He yelled to be heard through the rolled-up window. ‘Johanna! About Timothy! Did you believe him – while he was still alive?’

				If the man had held on to the van another moment, he would have lost his hand when she pulled into the street. Johanna pressed the accelerator pedal to the floor and sped toward the broad avenue at the end of the street. She passed through a red light amid the screech and squeal of braking cars and a cabdriver’s hollered obscenities.

				Marvin Argus had grown smaller in her rearview mirror, only insect high when she rounded the corner.

				The young detective slouched down behind the wheel of her tan car and watched the black van speed away. Her eavesdropping device was picking up a clear conversation between the van’s driver and the radio dispatcher for Ned’s Crime Scene Cleaners. The vehicle was heading for the company parking lot in Greenwich Village.

				Mallory reached out for the small silver camera on her dashboard. It contained a photographic record of the hunchback’s meeting with the driver of the white Lincoln. After downloading the new images into her laptop computer, she admired the array on the glowing screen. No public record had such clear likenesses of Johanna Apollo. The blurry portrait on a Chicago driver’s license had been, in Mallory’s view, deliberately sabotaged by the subject, who had moved in the moment the picture was taken. A perusal of prep school and college yearbooks had been of no help either, for the camera-shy hunchback had always been absent on the days when school photographs were taken.

				The last photograph was the best of the lot, for the wind had swept the hair away from Apollo’s body. With one red fingernail, Mallory traced the outline of the hump that rode the woman’s back, bending her spine and bowing her head. This was the soft spot.

				Mallory smiled.

				With a tap of keys, her computer returned to another file and an official portrait of the man in the double-parked Lincoln. Not content with running the rental plate and billing for his car, she had spent the past hour acquiring a dossier on the renter, Marvin Argus from Chicago, who now smiled at her from the glowing screen. His brow was fringed with ludicrous bangs, but she did approve of the double-breasted blazer and the tie.

				Argus was the solid connection that she had been waiting for – living proof.

				The detective closed her laptop and set it on the passenger seat where her partner used to ride. Riker had been a constant fixture in her life since she was ten years old, but now he would not return her phone calls. And he was never home to her when she came knocking on his door, looking for a word with him alone. But that would change when he read her report on the hunchback. It mattered nothing to Kathy Mallory that this case belonged to federal investigators, that it was well outside the purview of a New York City cop. This was a national contest, and anyone with the stomach for it could play the game on the radio five nights a week.

				Marvin Argus slid behind the wheel of the white rental car and drove off. Detective Mallory’s vehicle eased up the street at a discreet distance, then crept into the southbound stream of traffic on Central Park West, following the man from the FBI.

				Riker’s gray eyes were hooded, always had been, and his constant squint gave him the air of a man who was damn suspicious all the time. Mixed with this message was the attitude and posture of an easygoing soul, and the total effect said to everyone, I know you’re lying, but what the hell.

				The man who ran Ned’s Crime Scene Cleaners was not named Ned. Ned was his brother. Riker did have a first name and even a middle name – Detective Sergeant, though no one had called him by that moniker for the past six months, not since acquiring the scars of four gunshot wounds. He had spent most of his medical leave in charge of a glorified janitorial service. His brother, niece and sister-in-law were away on an extended visit to the fatherland. They had not intended to stay away so long, but distant relations had held the small family hostage, dragging them up and down the Rhine, in and out of German castles and other tourist traps – poor Ned. Riker had been placed in charge of the business and left to consider his brother’s offer of a partnership.

				He could not picture himself filling out the forms for his separation from NYPD, though this was common enough for cops at the age of fifty-five. His younger brother had left the force three years ago, and maybe it was time to follow suit. True or not, he believed his hair had gone grayer since leaving the hospital. And there was one more hint that the good years were gone; his wounds hurt him each time it rained – just like Dad’s arthritis.

				Riker planted his elbows in the mess of papers that littered the desk, causing the top layer to avalanche to the floor. The office window gave him a view of gray bricks, a sliver of sky and a parking lot enclosed by a chain-link fence – a view of the future? Could he really do this job for a living?

				At least, he had been liberated from suits and ties. That was something.

				He wore the jeans and flannel shirt of a working man, though he never traveled with the cleaning crews anymore. His last time out with a new trainee, he had nearly wrecked a van. That was the day he had discovered his one remaining infirmity, a sorry little secret that he had chosen not to share with his doctors.

				Most of his time was spent in the office, where he was daily nibbled to death by forms, federal, state and local, for the management of hazardous waste, quarterly taxes, payroll deductions and other mind-numbing bits of paper. And all the while, he listened to a police scanner on the pretext of noting addresses for sudden deaths and potential customers. At midday he followed his brother’s custom of buying lunch for homicide cops, the real source of new business. He had eaten two lunches today, one in a Brooklyn precinct and one in the Bronx, so he had missed the hunchback when she had reported for work. And, in another sense, he simply missed Jo when she was not around.

				He walked to the front window, called there by the sound of a dying muffler on the worst vehicle in the small fleet of three. He leaned both hands on the sill and winced as the van limped into the parking lot on one soft tire – more money out the window.

				The woman he knew as Josephine Richards cut the engine and climbed out.

				Lady, what long legs you’ve got.

				Those mile-long gams were a subject of much discussion around the office. On the day of her hire, he had seen in her the makings of a Vegas showgirl spliced with a carnival freak. Over the past four months, he had become comfortable with her looks, her face in particular; it was saved from being ordinary by big brown eyes, warm and velvety, that held a man’s attention. Oh, and her mouth – some might call it too wide, too large; he called it generous. Oddly enough, of all the employees, she was the easiest to look at. And he would not be a complete man if he did not occasionally speculate about the legs beneath the blue jeans. They strolled, graceful and naked, through his fantasy life at least once a day.

				Jo looked so tired as she crossed the lot, bent forward, eyes to the ground.

				He could have made her workdays easier by giving her the lightest jobs, but he never deferred to her handicap. That would have ruined his new mythology of himself: it was said that he was so mean only silver bullets could kill him; conventional lead had failed every time. And legend had it that, during his seven hours of surgery, the doctors had removed what passed for his heart, a hard little knot of a thing mistaken for a wayward prune pit. It was also rumored that he had once kicked Jo’s cat clear across a room, and he would have kicked the poor animal through a window but his aim was off that day.

				Riker had started these rumors himself, and none had taken hold. The employees insisted upon believing him to be a decent, likeable sort, a peg higher than a cat killer. In truth, he had only extended one hand to Jo’s cat to stroke it. He had taken no revenge for the savage mauling of claws that had followed this friendly overture. And Riker was a man of such sweet nature that he never failed to ask after the health of Jo’s pet whenever the lady walked in the door, as she did now.

				He yelled, ‘Is that fleabag, shit-for-brains cat of yours dead yet?’

				‘Not yet!’ Jo called out from the reception room as she set off the buzzer beneath the floor mat. A moment later, she stood on the threshold of his private office, saying, ‘Mugs is just fine.’

				He shook his head to convey regret, then settled into the chair behind his desk and hunted through the pile of papers. ‘I got a note here – a name and a phone number. Some guy dropped by today – a real flake.’

				And, with only that description, she said, ‘Marvin Argus? I don’t need the number.’ She tossed a set of keys on the desk. ‘The van needs a new tire.’

				Of course, this was sarcasm. They both knew that the van needed a whole new van. She signed her name in the logbook, then checked her watch before adding the time, five-thirty, and handed him two checks totaling an even thousand dollars.

				‘Not bad, Jo – for less than half a day. You can put in more time if you want.’

				‘Don’t start.’ Her eyes were fixed on a clipboard as she made note of all the supplies she had used and the containers of hazardous waste to be disposed of. Bent over her paperwork this way, she seemed almost normal, and he half expected her to straighten up at any moment.

				‘Hey, Jo, just try it out for a week or so. What’s the harm?’

				She met his eyes and wordlessly told him, I’m tired of discussing this, okay? Aloud she said, ‘I don’t need more hours.’

				The lady only worked on murder scenes. She had no interest in cleaning up the debris of landlords whose tenants had died of natural causes, leaving a stinking mess beyond the sensibilities of ordinary cleaning services. Early on, he had wondered about this woman’s penchant for murder. Forays into her mind-set had always proven fruitless, and he could not shake the idea that Jo had racked up many hours in interviews with other cops. He also wondered why she paid extravagant rates to live in a hotel instead of finding some cheaper, more permanent address. It would have been an hour’s work to run a background check, but where was the fun in that?

				‘Stay awhile.’ He smiled and gestured toward the chair beside his desk.

				Whenever Jo sat down with him at the end of a day, he always had the sense of some ritual examination taking place. He could swear that her brown eyes were looking deep inside of him, visually probing his innards, body and brain – just checking to see that everything was where it ought to be and working well. And now came her brief smile that pronounced him A-okay. He felt so safe in Jo’s eyes. When she was not scheduled to work, the structure of his day collapsed.

				She leaned forward in the chair, arms braced on her thighs. In this posture, she seemed not at all deformed, merely tired. Jo’s head tilted to one side, suddenly wary of Riker as he reached into a drawer and brought out the good stuff – a bottle of cheap bourbon instead of the usual beer cans. She also seemed suspicious of the clean coffee cups, a rarity so late in the day, for Miss Byrd, the receptionist and dishwasher, only worked mornings. Oh, and now the pièce de résistance – goat cheese. Outside of work, all they had in common was this weird cheese addiction inherited from Nordic mothers. And, with these offerings, he telegraphed a bribe in the making.

				‘Given any more thought to that radio show?’ He handed her a cup and waited out the silence.

				Many times she had declined the offer to plug his brother’s business on the hottest radio program in America. Riker had actually given up on this gift-from-God advertising, but the request from the star of shock radio had raised some interesting questions. ‘I know this guy Zachary’s got a real smart mouth. Now I could probably never hold my own in an interview with him.’ He widened his smile. ‘But you’re smarter than me.’

				Was she buying this flattery?

				No, she merely took this as an obvious statement of fact – and it was.

				He poured a shot of liquor into her cup. ‘All you gotta do is mention the name of the company three times, then hit the road. What could be easier?’ He opened the package of cheese and pushed it across the desk – all for her. Was there a more generous boss in the entire—

				‘No.’ Johanna sliced off a hunk of cheese with the letter opener that passed for a paring knife after hours. ‘Get someone else to do it.’

				‘I tried. I told the producer I got five guys with more experience. Then Ian Zachary phones me himself. Says he only wants you. I call that odd.’ It could not be the novelty of a hunchback that so enticed the talk-show host; this was radio, not television. ‘The guy wants a woman crime-scene cleaner, but he hasn’t tried any competitors yet, and they’ve got more broads than we do. Me, I never heard the guy’s act. You ever tune in to his show?’

				‘Every night,’ she said.

				It surprised him that she would admit to being a shock-radio listener, but then, he had always suspected her of being dead honest at core – even though he was ninety-nine percent sure that she had lied on her job application. But this only enhanced the ongoing mystery of Jo. It was a little taste of police work, The Job, the only one that had ever mattered.

				A chill breeze of outside air ruffled the papers on the desk. Every muscle in Riker’s body tensed, and his hand went to that place where he had once carried a shoulder holster. The feeling of cold panic was not unreasonable, not this time, for the intruder in the next room had neatly stepped over the doormat, avoiding the concealed buzzer that loudly announced each exit and entry.

				Paranoia was a contagious thing. Jo was also staring at the office door.

				Kathy Mallory appeared on the threshold. The young detective wore a long, black duster in the best tradition of the Old West – a gunslinger with a subscription to Vogue Magazine.

				You spooky kid.

				Riker smiled, always glad to see his partner on these rare occasions when she stopped by to discover that they had nothing to say to one another anymore. He had missed her so much – and he wished that she would never come back again.

				Poor Jo was startled into spilling her drink. Stunning Mallory, straight and tall, always had an adverse effect on her. By luck or design, his partner only visited when Jo was in the office, and that was a pity. It was almost an assault to put Mallory in the same room with her.

				Jo rose from the chair, making exit apologies with her mouth full of goat cheese, not wanting to spend one more second in the younger woman’s company. Perhaps it was the way Mallory looked at her with the eye of a predator that had not fed recently. When the office door had been softly shut, Mallory waited a beat until she heard the buzzer and then the close of the outer door. She turned on Riker.

				‘Hey, Kathy.’ His greeting was met with a cold glare to remind him of the rules: it was always Mallory now and never Kathy anymore, not since she had joined NYPD. As if he could throw away all of her puppy days – watching Kathy grow, though his old friend’s foster daughter had never been a real child, not in terms of innocence. After a little girl had lived on the streets awhile, homeless and eating her dinner from trash cans, childhood was over. But Riker had done his small part to make certain that she never went hungry again. He had a favorite memory of taking Kathy to a baseball game when she was eleven years old. He had bought her enough hot dogs and soda to bring on projectile vomit.

				Food was love.

				In that same spirit, he pushed the remaining goat cheese in her direction. It was all that he had to offer her these days. ‘Mallory,’ he said. ‘Hungry?’

				She leaned over his desk to drop a computer spit-out on top of his mountain of bills and forms, time sheets and invoices. Without even glancing at her offering, he guessed that she had made good on a threat, and this was the background check on Jo.

				‘Her name isn’t Josephine Richards,’ said Mallory. ‘That’s an alias.’

				‘Yeah, yeah. Big surprise.’ Riker picked up the sheet, and, without reading it, he wadded it into a ball. ‘You might’ve noticed—’ He dropped it into a wastebasket. ‘I don’t need any more paper today. But thanks anyway.’

				She glared at the pile on his desk and the other pile that had slopped to the floor, all the paperwork that was burying him alive. He could see that she was longing to create order out of the chaos, to align every sheet and envelope, every paper clip and pencil at right angles. Mallory was freakish about neatness, and that was her most benign personality trait.

				With a slow shift of strategy, she settled into a chair. Her head rolled to one side, eyes closing to languid slits of green, calm and drowsy. Riker had seen Jo’s cat do this, and he knew it was a trick to lull him into a false idea that he was safe from attack.

				‘You haven’t been reading your personal mail,’ she said. ‘I bet you’re wondering how I know that.’

				Riker did not like to repeat himself, so this time he only waved one hand to say, Yeah, yeah. Letters from One Police Plaza had been stacking up unopened in his new SoHo apartment for months. He could guess that most of them required his immediate attention. One clue was a slew of stamped messages on the outside of last month’s envelopes, words in red ink and capital letters, OPEN IMMEDIATELY. The heaviest one had been pushed under his door, and it had borne a more expansive wording in Mallory’s machine-perfect penmanship: Open this IMMEDIATELY, you bastard!

				‘Well, I’m not much of a reader,’ he said. ‘Haven’t touched a newspaper in six months.’ Riker preferred to spend his time cocooning in the company of a quiet bartender. ‘But I do open some of my mail.’ He held up both hands. ‘See? Paper cuts.’ This was what came of handling dangerous utility bills in the evening hours after the lights had been turned off for nonpayment due to apathy.

				His partner was not amused, and he could hardly blame her. The young cop deserved a better explanation for her abandonment. Regardless of the circumstances, she took every desertion so personally. She had yet to forgive her foster parents for dying. Helen Markowitz had been wheeled away into surgery, then returned to her family as a corpse. Unfair. And Lou Markowitz, Riker’s oldest friend, had died in the line of duty. Kathy Mallory was not about to stand for any more defections.

				‘Your leave time expired.’ Her voice was a bit testy, and this was akin to Jo’s cat switching its tail. ‘You never showed up for the physical or the psych evaluation.’ And that was an accusation. ‘They ran you out of the department on a medical discharge.’ She leaned forward, a prelude to a lunge. ‘If you’d bothered to open your damn mail, you’d know that they pensioned you off.’ She slammed her hand on the desk and sent papers flying to the floor. ‘Is that what you wanted?’

				Riker shrugged as if this meant nothing. It meant the world to him.

				She held up an envelope, and by its thickness, he guessed it was a twin to the one on his kitchen table at home. ‘This is the form to appeal your discharge. I’ve got Lieutenant Coffey’s signature. Now I need yours.’ After pulling out the sheets and unfolding them, she pointed to a red X so large that he could find his signature line without the bifocals he never wore in public. Mallory had often pointed out to him that his refusal to wear eyeglasses was an absurd vanity in a man with a shabby wardrobe, scruffy shoes and a bad haircut. And she had also meant well on that occasion.

				She handed the heavy document across the desk. ‘Sign it,’ she said to him, ordered him. ‘Then I’ll set up new dates for your exams.’

				He could not even touch it. ‘I’ll read the form tonight, okay?’

				No, that was obviously not okay, but she let the bundle of sheets fall from her hand to the desk, then leaned down to retrieve the crumpled ball he had tossed in the wastebasket. ‘Now, back to your hunchback, Johanna Apollo.’

				So that was the lady’s real name.

				Mallory tossed the wadded paper at him, and he caught it in one hand. Was she testing his reflexes – wondering if he could pass the police physical? Or had she guessed that he was most afraid of the psychiatric test?

				‘Are you listening to me?’

				‘Yeah, I hear you,’ he said.

				She rose from her chair, braced both hands on the edge of the desk and stared him down, settling for no less than his complete attention. ‘But you never listen to the radio, do you, Riker?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				Johanna Apollo’s eyes were downcast as she crossed the avenue, moving toward the Italianate row houses along St Luke’s Place. She lacked a hunchback’s gooseneck aspect, for she rarely raised her head to cope with the curious faces of strangers. Instead, she studied their feet, and, based solely upon the science of shoes, made personal judgments on her more upright fellowman. A cab stopped up ahead, and the trendy loafers of a soulless yuppie stepped out on to the pavement to cross paths with the dusty work boots of a blue-collar man who could not afford the rents in this Greenwich Village neighborhood. In her previous life, Johanna had often mused that she should have cultivated foot fetishists, for they would have had more to talk about.

				Behind her, she heard the hesitation steps of clicking high heels, some woman in a pedestrian dilemma of political correctness: how to get past the cripple on a sidewalk made narrower by lines of garbage cans? Impatience won out, and the shoes of an office girl walked abreast of her, hurrying to pass the leisurely hunchback. Without raising her head, Johanna knew the girl would be young. These were the dangerous spiked heels of an on-the-job man hunter, seeking fun or rescue in that other sex. The shoe design was flirty and flimsy, not made for the dead run at a moment’s notice – like now. Two rats slithered out of a mound of trash bags torn open by sharp little teeth. The office girl’s feet turned skittish, skipping to the side, followed by a sudden breathy surprise when she collided with a garbage pail and knocked it over.

				‘Turn at the corner,’ said Johanna, raising her eyes to the younger woman’s face. ‘The vermin aren’t your worst problem.’ She pointed toward the ragged man standing in the center of the sidewalk on the next block.

				And now that the beggar had an audience, his arms rose slowly, then flapped up and down in the manner of demented pump handles. Bunny was what he called himself, but Johanna knew him by all his street names: Bum, Fool, and You Crazy Son of a Bitch. He was waiting for his tribute money, but first – a little fun, another fright night.

				The office girl obediently turned at the corner to take another route to the subway station. Johanna did not. As she closed the distance between herself and the homeless man, she raised her face once more and sighed, resigned to the trial ahead.

				Behind a fringe of matted hair was the pug nose of a boy and a grin that insisted on innocence. Bunny’s face belied the adage that the homeless life aged people well beyond their years. Though he was in his thirties, she always saw him as a child. Closer now, Johanna stared at one blackened ankle. It was too late to save his foot. Soon the skin would slough away, and he would die from massive infection. Ah, but his shoes said more – the cold wind leaking in, life leaking out, tired leather parting with the sole and showing a peek at sockless, gangrenous toes. By the shoes alone, she knew that he had been defeated in two great themes of the ancient Greeks: man against nature, and man against himself. He stank of disease and soiled underwear.

				Bunny’s hand struck out and batted the air an inch from her face. She had dodged the first shot and neatly evaded the second, yet she was falling, her feet slip-sliding on marbles that crashed to the sidewalk from Bunny’s outstretched hand. She hit the ground and felt the searing pain of her elbow smashing into cement. The agitated man stood over her, waving his arms, though this was hardly frightening. His hands were arthritic claws after too many winters without the protection of gloves. He could barely make a fist, and any damage he might do unto others would hurt Bunny more. Nevertheless, she raised her hands in surrender. ‘I’ve got money,’ she said, and these ritual words appeased him, as they always did.

				She rose to her feet, careful to avoid the other marbles around her work boots. And now she must keep Bunny still, or he might fall and break a bone. Such an injury could mean death for a man in his shape and circumstance. She handed him the same ten-dollar toll she paid each time they met. ‘Well, Bunny, you learned a new trick tonight. The marbles. That was very smart.’

				He had finally found a means to keep people from running away at the first sign of madness. But she knew this trick was well beyond his reasoning ability. It was also a bad joke, the cliché of lost marbles, lost mind. And whose sick bit of humor was this? Had some neighborhood child taught him the new stunt? It hardly mattered. He would forget it in a few hours’ time. Short-term memory also had a way of outrunning Bunny.

				‘You’re quick. That’s what he says.’ Bunny tapped his head in a knowing way and made a sly face as he looked down at the fallen marbles. ‘He gave me those. Says I gotta play it smart to catch – Oh, oh, ooooh.’ He laughed and shifted his weight from foot to foot in a bob and a weave, so excited. ‘I got a message for you.’ His eyes closed and his teeth clenched in fierce concentration. And now he had it, and his eyes opened wide. ‘It’s a message from Timothy Kidd. He says it’s real cold in hell, and ain’t that a surprise.’

				Johanna’s mouth rounded in a silent No.

				‘Where did you hear that name?’ Was there a siren of alarm in her voice? Yes, but it was well beyond the pitch of Bunny’s impaired perception. He had no empathy with the fears of others. ‘Tell me – where did you hear that name?’

				Bunny kept tapping his skull. ‘In here. He lives with me.’

				It was useless to pursue this little horror, impossible to distinguish between Bunny’s real and imagined people, though she knew the messenger was a living human being, someone who had spent a great deal of time with the homeless man. Only constant repetition over days and days would have made that sentence remain in his mind; it was so crowded in Bunny’s head, where so many people talked to him all the time.

				Johanna pulled a newspaper from one of the trash cans and used it to sweep the marbles off the sidewalk so he would not trip and hurt himself. Should she call the police? And tell them what? From NYPD’s point of view, it was the rest of the citizenry who needed protection from Bunny. She shook her head, giving up on the idea of asking them to look after the homeless man. From now on, she would take a different route home from work, and perhaps that would keep Bunny from harm. As the last marble rolled off the curb, her injured elbow throbbed with pain, and this was only the first leg of her gauntlet. There was still the cat to deal with at the other end of her odyssey.

				At the West Fourth Street station, she boarded a subway car crammed with passengers who made space to accommodate her. Johanna was that rare straphanger who was offered a seat by men, women and, most humiliating – children. During the short ride home, she observed the egalitarian meeting of the city’s shoes, real leather and faux, sneakers and Oxfords.

				Out of the subway, tired and sore, she made her way down Twenty-third Street, heading toward her hotel. The Chelsea was a bastard castle, Victorian and Gothic, striped with long rows of wrought-iron balconies and crowned on the twelfth floor with tall chimneys and dormer windows set into a pitched gray roof. All told, the redbrick giant had two hundred windows overlooking the street. It was not the tallest building in this neighborhood of lesser architecture, but certainly the grandest.

				Grandeur ended as Johanna passed through the front door. The lobby was rimmed with nineteen-sixties track lights surrounding the crystal chandelier of a more distant period, and the statue of a fat pink girl perched upon a swing was also suspended from the high ceiling. Abstract pieces of sculpture sat on the marble floor beside contemporary and antique furniture, and the walls were covered with the large canvases of an ever-changing art show. The eclecticism was so extreme that nothing – not a live elephant – nothing would seem out of place here. And then there were the tenants, permanent and transient: the Chelsea was a haven for certifiable creative types, artists and the like, and proudly advertised itself as haunted by a history of suicide and murder. In the past four months of residence, Johanna had encountered no earthbound spirits other than the ghosts she had checked in with, ten of them, including Timothy Kidd.

				She crossed the dark carpet, eyes fixed on a parade of luggage on wheels and the out-of-town shoes of visitors. Only one pair was familiar, spit-shine black and memorable for the broken laces and the knotty repairs. They were ten steps in front of her, when she raised her head to see the FBI agent, Marvin Argus, approach the front desk. Johanna waved at the clerk, begging him in dumb show not to give her away as she rounded the corner and pushed the elevator button. The door slid open, and she slipped inside.

				Moving through the Chelsea in any direction was like a trip through time and other places. She rode upward in a small box with midcentury gas station decor. Its doors opened on to the seventh-floor foyer and an ornate staircase from her exchange-student days in Paris. Turning left, she opened a fire door of wood and glass and passed into a silent corridor leading to her rear apartment and its tall windows with southern plantation shutters. The last skirmish of the day lay before her as she fitted a key into her lock. The moment she cracked the door open, a white furry paw appeared, claws extended and swatting air, so anxious to get at all comers and rake them till they bled.

				Johanna lived with New York City’s only attack cat.

				She guessed that her apartment had been cleaned late in the day, for Mugs was still angry and up for a fight. The formidable hotel maid always came armed with a water pistol to keep the cat at bay. Johanna had no such defenses, only denim jeans to protect her legs from the needle-sharp claws. She edged past the animal. Mugs followed her down the short hallway to the spacious front room with an armchair in front of fireplace – so inviting – but before she even removed her coat, she quickly entered the kitchen. The cat would be hungry, and food would buy her a small respite from his attentions. On the days when she was feeling fragile, Mugs was locked in a bathroom, but most of the time he roamed free, rubbing up against her legs, purring, then clawing her when he felt the agony of close association. A nerve along the cat’s spine had been damaged long before she found him, and any physical contact caused him excruciating pain. Yet Mugs came looking for love each time she walked into a room.

				While he was distracted by his bowl of gourmet cat food, she inspected the doors to a maple armoire, one of the few pieces of custom-made furniture that she had brought with her from Chicago. The cat hair in the lock opening had not been disturbed in her absence. She inserted the key, and the paneled doors opened to rows of shelves, cubbyholes and a desktop littered with newspaper clippings on the men and women who had died in fear and violence and those who were still in the game. Her journal lay open to a blank page, and she penned a few lines about Bunny’s message from the late Timothy Kidd. Then she tidied up the desktop, sorting papers for the jurors who had survived. Material on the dead was consigned to the drawers below the desktop, and Timothy had a drawer all to himself.

				She was so in tune with him tonight, almost paranoid enough. Johanna slowly revolved, taking in the entire room. Everything was in neat order, no objects added or taken away, no obvious signs of trespass. The only disturbance was a pile of mail knocked to the floor, and she credited this to the cat’s revenge on the maid and her water pistol. All was as it should be, but she could never lose the sense of something tall and wobbly teetering on the verge of a crash. Even within the perfect silence of these thick walls, peace was a rare thing. She lived every day in a heightened state of readiness – waiting.

				Mugs padded away from his empty bowl and paused to stretch on the way to his basket, where he completed three turns on a red pillow, never fewer, never more, then curled up for a postprandial nap. His eyes closed on an expression of sweetness which lured strangers into the deception that he could be petted and stroked. Johanna lay back in a reclining chair, dry-mouthing pain pills and watching the evening news on television.

				All the major networks had developed the macabre murder spree into a miniseries format, replete with original theme music for the Reaper’s segment. The serial killer, not trusting his name and fame to the vagaries of tabloid reporters, had christened himself with the crude sketch of a scythe drawn in blood on the walls of every crime scene. It was also his habit to write the score in blood, keeping the tally of murdered jurors current. His last message had figured nine down—

				‘– and three to go,’ said the smiling broadcaster on the screen.

				His guest for the evening was a retired federal judge railing against the incompetence of the FBI to stop this assault on the American judicial system. ‘If we cannot guarantee the safety of every juror, then the law becomes impotent.’

				The broadcaster listened with mock sympathy, then broke in on the judge’s tirade to complain that ‘It’s been nearly a month since the last murder—’

				And his story was getting stale. Tonight’s program gave Johanna no new information. It was rather like a tired rerun, repeating old encounters with the bereaved friends and families of the dead. Some of these people had become inadvertent players, giving up clues to the whereabouts of runaway jurors, and others had taken money for this information. Several family members had settled for fame as payment, becoming media personalities over the past six months, always good for an interview on a slow news day.

				Johanna closed her tired eyes for a brief nap, one of the most underrated luxuries of life. Soon she would be delivered from angst and pain. Her concept of heaven was not a place of eternal peace, but a small window in time, a few tranquil moments between consciousness and sleep, blessed sleep.

				Mallory’s present was tucked under one arm as Riker strolled past the old men’s social club, a small gathering that convened in Ned’s parking lot every night. Four old fellows with their folding chairs sat in a circle with a jug of wine to fortify them against the cold air. They nodded to him in passing, then turned up the volume of a portable radio and rocked their chair legs to a Spanish rhythm. Riker’s feet weighed less and less, then nothing at all, walking him back to a warmer season.

				The summer of his seventeenth birthday, he had left his father’s house and run two thousand miles. He had made it all the way to Mexico, past the tourist traps of the borderland and further south along roads that had no names or signposts, only piles of sand to trap the rusty old Volkswagen van. He had bought the vehicle for next to nothing, a necessary expense: in those days, he would go nowhere without the giant amplifiers for his electric guitar. Every ten miles, he had climbed out of the van to dig his bald tires out of foreign sand, every ten miles all the way to Cholla Bay. He had found that place under a sky of a billion brilliant stars. Until that moment, he had not known that they were up there, for the stars of city skies had been stingy and few. By the close of that summer, the Brooklyn boy, barefoot and sun brown, had learned some new words and another kind of music that went into his blood, swimming backward to the heart, and lying there in wait for a day like today.

				He had spent the best part of his life trying to forget that place – or was it a time? – when he had been happy. Riker walked on in dreams of Mexico, knowing that he would never get back to Cholla Bay. Happiness had not been on his wish list when he had decided to become a cop.

				Could he ever make his way back to the police force?

				The Latin beat of the old men’s social club was blocks behind him when he stopped to look up at the sky.

				No stars.

				He turned left instead of right, taking a different route home, one that would lead him by a bar where he could run a tab, drink all night and clear his head of music.

				It seemed that only seconds had passed before Johanna Apollo started awake. Mugs’s front paws were kneading her chest as he licked her face with a sandpaper tongue. She looked past the cat to the clock on the mantelpiece. So much time had been lost, hours and hours. She rose from her chair to switch off the television set, and Mugs was dumped from her lap to the floor. Deeply offended and tail held high, he returned to his basket pillow.

				Johanna reached out to the radio by her chair and tuned in to the familiar voice of Ian Zachary. The game master was recapping the life-and-death plight of twelve human beings. The surviving jurors had fled from Chicago, where their verdict had been so unpopular that three of them had been put to death within the city limits. The rest had peeled away from their government bodyguards after a fourth juror had died while under the protection of the FBI. The fifth kill had occurred on an isolated farm in Kansas. Other jurors had gone to hide among family in small towns, and now only three of them remained alive and at large. One of the shock-jock’s callers had sighted a live one hiding in San Francisco, but no contest prize had been awarded for lack of photographic evidence. The game had strict rules.

				‘Who’s next?’ asked Ian Zachary, called Zack by his fans. The Englishman’s voice was deep-throated, and the tenor was seductive. ‘Come on, all my idiot children, retard bastards every one of you, talk to me. Daddy loves you.’

				Riker unlocked the door to his apartment, flicked on the light switch and stepped over the notes pushed under his door by well-wishers who could never find him at home or in his favorite cop bar. He spent his evening hours supporting a different saloon in a neighborhood where he would not encounter detectives from Special Crimes Unit. One of the notes on his floor was an invitation in Charles Butler’s handwriting. His old friend and new landlord had not yet grasped the fact that Riker preferred to drink his dinner alone, ungrateful as that might seem.

				This SoHo apartment was bigger than anything he could afford, and Charles had insisted on chopping off more than half the rent. Riker knew it was a better place than he deserved, and so he compensated for this by turning every surface into a trash magnet. His dirty laundry had been scattered to four corners and the ashtrays filled to overflowing.

				He entered the generously proportioned sit-down kitchen, a collection dump for his unopened mail. He had no other use for this room except as an additional storage area for the empty Chinese take-out containers, pizza cartons, crushed beer cans and bottles. With one hand, he swiped a pile of envelopes from the table, then set down his gift from Mallory, a radio. She had accurately guessed that his own had worn out and that this damage had gone unnoticed for years. The television had also been broken, or he had assumed as much since the screen had been cracked by a bullet. The TV set had been left behind in his old apartment in Brooklyn, where he had lain bleeding and shaking, hearing the distant scream of sirens and believing that he would die. He believed it still, though all the bloody holes in his body had been neatly closed and stitched.

				He walked through the rooms turning on all the lights.

				It was not yet midnight, and there was still time to catch the last twenty minutes of Ian Zachary’s program. He returned to the kitchen and set up the antenna per Mallory’s advice for the best reception. She had already tuned in the station for him, and then, distrustful brat, she had fixed the position of the dial with tape. Contrary to her style of complex electronics, this was a very simple appliance, only a few knobs to work. He could tell that a good deal of thought had gone into Mallory’s selection of this model; she had wanted something that a drunk could easily operate. Plugging it in was a problem; his hand wavered back and forth, always missing the wall socket. Finally, he rammed the plug home, turned on the radio and recognized the voice of a transplanted Englishman dabbling in American slang. This was the man who had telephoned him six times to request an interview with Jo.

				‘No, you imbecile!’ yelled the talk-show host. ‘The Reaper is not an escaped mental patient. He only kills on the weekends. That means he’s a working stiff with a regular job and a leisure-time avocation of justice.’

				‘You mean murder!’ This second voice revealed a genuine Bronx pedigree. ‘I’m tellin’ you the guy’s a nutcase. So I figure—’

				‘The Reaper’s not crazy,’ said Ian Zachary. ‘He’s a man on a mission to cull the brain-dead from the judicial system. And you don’t win any prizes for your damn opinion, fool. I want hard information – facts and proof.’

				Zachary tapped a button to cut off the caller, then lowered his voice to speak to the wider audience. ‘All right, this is my fault. Too many big words. We’ll review the rules one more time, people. While I go to the next commercial break, get out your damn crayons so you can take notes.’ He looked up at the window separating his dark studio from the well-lit booth of his sound engineer. The young woman behind the glass gave him a cutthroat signal to say he was off the air.

				His eyes darted to the next booth window, the one where the light never shone, though he doubted that it was always empty. His producer, an abject coward, had yet to show his face, but that was not to say that the man did not occasionally look in on the radio show. Zachary used the reflective dark glass as a mirror, and his fingers combed back unruly strands of long black hair to expose a widow’s peak. This was a sign of the black arts in his grandmother’s lexicon. And his ears tapered down to the skin, no lobes, another granny omen that he would turn out badly. Yet he had evolved into God or God the Son. The station manager told him so every day when the man answered each telephone call with the words, Oh, God, it’s you, oh, Jesus freaking Christ.

				But women liked him.

				His full lips and a bad-boy smile promised the ladies a roller-coaster ride of a real bad time. Women were also attracted to the hazel eyes that changed color depending upon ambient light or his mood: dark as bullet holes if he was angry; greenish brown when he was merely sardonic; and sunshine brought out the bits of blue, though he was only awake in the daylight for staff meetings and pretaped interviews. Ian Zachary had a preference for vampire hours, and his skin tone bordered on prison pallor. Slouching deep in his chair, lean and languid, he propped his cowboy boots on the console. His black shirt and jeans had designer chic and the tightness of a second skin. He was that new creature – Cool Goth.

				A polar opposite was that lump of girl in the control booth. She obviously cut her own hair over the bathroom sink, and her shapeless clothes were more appropriate to the prairie town she hailed from. This homely youngster with thick ankles and prissy thin lips was his new sound engineer, call screener, personal assistant and whipping girl. Zachary had chosen her from a lineup of less ugly mutts with more experience. He had found her fragile personality . . . appealing.

				His new pet sat in her cage of glass and steel, electronics and blinking ruby call buttons. Each red light represented a fool who actually believed he had a chance of getting on the air, though only one would make the cut in the final segment. On his own side of the window, best described as a cave, darkness was alleviated only by the glow of his control panel and the screen on his laptop computer. In the next room, his engineer sat shell-shocked beneath fluorescent lights that faded her freckles and leached the healthy farm-girl glow from her skin. After hours of being ridiculed on the air, her eyes were no longer bright, and gone was that smile of eagerness to do good on the first day of her brand-new job.

				Zachary checked the digital clock on his panel as it counted down the seconds before live air. The commercial break was almost done. ‘Babe?’ All employees of both sexes were called babe. What was the point of remembering names when so many did not last an entire shift? ‘Prep the next caller. We’ll take the moron with the lisp.’

				She looked down at her phone board, suddenly frightened, and then she shook her head to tell him that the lisping caller’s light had gone dark. Zachary left his chair and crossed the room, walking toward her window, saying, ‘No, babe, don’t tell me you lost that one.’ Ah, but she had. This incompetence was the downside of hiring the tender mental cases. He returned to his panel to check the screen for the most overt flaws of call-in fans. ‘Okay, babe, we’ll take the next one – that guy who squeaks like a girl.’ And if the next caller did not squeak as promised, he was going to fire the engineer as a finale to the show.

				He sat back in his chair, glaring at her until she cued him to pick up line six. The commercial interlude was over. He hit the button for the next caller, saying, ‘So you’re Randy from SoHo.’

				‘Hi,’ said a small reedy voice almost lost in the dark. ‘I’m waiting to talk to Zack.’

				‘You’re talking to me now, you fool. When you hear my voice, that means you’re on the air. My idiot engineer never mentioned that?’ He heard a sudden intake of breath, then dead silence from the stagestruck Randy of SoHo.

				‘Don’t be afraid,’ said Zachary to the caller. ‘Daddy loves you, you useless twit. What’ve you got for me? It better be damn good. If you’re as lame as the last one, I’ll have to fire the little girl who screened you.’ He imagined the caller’s sweaty hands worming round a telephone receiver. ‘That’s right, you geek. Her job is hanging on you. Randy? Still there, sport? Yes, I hear you breathing. And now, for the listening pleasure of my audience, I’ll describe my engineer’s reaction to her impending redundancy while we all do a slow countdown from ten. If Randy can’t get his little dick up in time to save her, she’s history. Ten. Did I mention that she was young? Oh, yes, fresh off the farm – just a little lost girl a thousand miles from home. Nine. She’s wearing shiny new shoes and an outfit she bought for her first trip to New York City. She must’ve thought we all dressed like Catholic schoolgirls.’

				He swiveled around to face the plate glass. ‘She’s just sitting there so pale and still – so exposed. Can you see her? Every pimple, every pucker of cellulite? Oh, and that hairy patch on one knee, a spot she missed with her razor this morning. Eight! She seems quiet. But you just know inside her head, she’s running round in circles, flapping like a duck and screaming.’

				Her shoulders slumped as she died a little. They all did that. She was probably wondering if she should risk a nervous laugh. Could she risk not laughing? What if he was serious? He could see all of this flashing through her mind.

				‘Well, people, so far, this isn’t much fun. She’s about as animated as a corpse.’

				Stupid, boring cow.

				‘Seven. Randy? You think her parents are listening tonight? Of course they are. Six. She would’ve told all her friends and relatives to tune in for her first big break in show business. Five seconds to go, people. Will our hero on the phone make it in time? Four. Will the little girl lose her job and take the next bus back to the farm?’

				She snapped.

				Finally.

				‘Our girl’s not dead yet. Her chair is spinning round and round. Her eyes are glazing over as she stares at the ceiling. Looking for flights of angels, babe? Her chair just came to a dead stop. Her head is slowly swiveling. Oh – scary. I swear to God, people, it’s like a scene from a horror movie. Her eyes are bulging, going medieval on me. She’s raising a fist – extending her middle finger – a suggestion that I commit a physically impossible sexual act on myself. Wait. There’s more. She could’ve let it go at that, a simple elegant gesture that pretty much said it all. But she just mimed a well-known slang word for the anal orifice. I’m guessing that’s my new name. Is that right, babe?’

				She mouthed the words, Die, you bastard.

				He liked that. He liked it a lot. Ah, and now the angry tears. She was shredding all the careful notes written at the start of the day, making confetti of pages lined with her schoolgirl penmanship.

				‘Uh, Zack?’ Randy the timid caller had found his voice. ‘I got a photograph of a live juror right here in Manhattan. So . . . what do I win?’

			



OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/Deadfamous_TTP_fmt.jpeg
Carol

O’Connell
DEAD





OEBPS/images/Author_photo_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Deadfamous_cover.jpg
How fast can you run?





