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    Impure means result in an impure end.
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  PROLOGUE




  AUGUST 3, 2005, 3:33 A.M.




  He was barefoot, in a white linen tunic and nothing else, as prescribed by Scripture. His hands were ungloved. Rays of colored light fell upon the body on the

  dissecting table before him. Sterilized stainless steel instruments were perfectly aligned on a sterling silver tray at his side.




  He picked up the scalpel and ran it smoothly along the skin over the spine, laying open the flesh, revealing glorious fans of muscle with equally glorious names: trapezius, splenius, cervicus.

  He fastened retractors to hold back the severed tissues, then cut deeper, through fascia and ligament, to bone.




  His operatory was built entirely of stone, according to the golden section, a rectangle sixty-two percent longer than it was wide, the same proportions used in the design of the pyramids, the

  Parthenon, the Venetian Church of St. Mark, even the paragraphs of Virgil’s Aeneid. The hipped roof was built to the same ideal: each face sixty-two percent longer than its height.

  Every wall held a gothic, stained-glass window of precisely the same proportions, each depicting a pitched battle between forces of good and evil: God and Leviathan, Zeus and the Titan, the Pandava

  and an army of demons, and Krishna and the Kauravas.




  Handel’s Messiah drifted from speakers hidden in the walls. The scent of myrtle filled the air.




  He exposed several vertebrae at shoulder level, paused, and took a dreamy breath. This was his reward. Entry to the inner sanctum. A window on God’s great design. He loved the

  spine’s perfect marriage of structure and function, rigid enough to protect the cord coursing through it, supple enough for a man to gaze at the stars, to spoon against a lover, to crouch, to

  spring.




  Were he a more humble servant, he would have become a surgeon, dedicated to repairing the body when warped by illness or injury or age. But he needed to create beauty, not simply restore it.




  He moved the blade lower, hungry to lay eyes on the cauda equina, the waterfall of nerves pouring from the base of the spine to power the legs.




  He felt no more remorse for the blood on his hands than a sculptor would for chips of stone scattered on the ground. Destruction was simply a part of creation, a sweeping aside to reveal

  something more perfect.




  He used a surgical saw to remove the backs of three vertebrae near the tailbone, dissected down to the sheath surrounding the spinal cord, coaxed it open with forceps. Then, trembling with

  excitement, he ran a fingertip along the moist, white bundle inside. He could almost feel the waves of charged ions that had once surged inside it. And he felt certain that he had indeed been

  chosen, that his greatest challenge would soon be at hand.




  He looked over at a series of silver-framed photographs on the wall: an aerial view of the White House, a shot of President Warren Buckley strolling in the Rose Garden, a family portrait of the

  president with his wife, his two sons and his daughter, a close-up of the girl—the freak, the accident. His eyes stayed on her, his pupils dilating, his lungs expanding, his heart pumping.

  And when he looked back at the family portrait, she was gone.




  





  ONE




  AUGUST 10, 2005, 3:20 P.M.




  A map of the United States glowed on the flat-panel monitor at the front of the room.




  “You’ll remember the first two bodies were found in Darien and Greenwich,” FBI analyst Bob White, a forty-something former street cop, said.




  Two stars glowed over Connecticut.




  “August and October, 2003. Both deep in the woods. The bizarre condition of the corpses got headlines, but things quieted down within a couple months.” He cleared his throat, but his

  gravelly voice didn’t change. “Until last year,” he said. “The third body. A twelve-year-old boy in Big Timber, Montana.”




  Another star.




  “He crossed state lines, we got involved. Now, two more in the last six months: Southampton, New York . . .”




  A fourth star.




  “Ironwood, Michigan.”




  A fifth.




  “The press is all over us.”




  Forensic psychiatrist Frank Clevenger, forty-nine, looked over at Ken Hiramatsu, the agency’s chief pathologist. “Tell me about the bodies.”




  Hiramatsu motioned the control room for the next series of images.




  The screen filled with what looked like a photo from Gray’s Anatomy.




  “His dissection is beyond competent,” Hiramatsu said, with what sounded like admiration. “In each victim, a different organ or vessel or joint is masterfully exposed. In

  Darien, it was the heart of a twenty-seven-year-old woman.”




  Clevenger could see the sternum and rib cage of the victim had been neatly cut away, the muscles and fascia beneath them held back by silver nails, giving a full view of the heart, freed even

  from the fibrous, pericardial sac that normally clings to it like a glove.




  “He goes deep,” Hiramatsu said, motioning the control room again. “He wants to see everything.”




  The image on screen changed to a close-up of forceps holding open a window cut into the left ventricle, revealing the aortic and mitral valves. It changed again to show a second window onto the

  tricuspid valve, inside the right ventricle.




  “You get the idea,” Hiramatsu said. He twirled a finger in the air. The slides began cycling.




  Clevenger watched one image of meticulous carnage after another. A section of abdominal wall excised to reveal the kidney of a teenage boy, the renal artery and ureter brought into view by

  threads tied around them, pulled tight and anchored by silver nails. The right hip of a middle-aged woman open to show the neck and head of the femur, with the gluteus medius, quadratus femoris,

  and iliopsoas muscles stripped clean. The jugular veins and carotid arteries of a beautiful, thirty-something woman. The spine of a man face down in a bed of leaves.




  “The spine is the one from Michigan,” Hiramatsu said. “His most accomplished work.”




  Clevenger glanced at him.




  “In its attention to detail,” Hiramatsu said quickly. “Each and every spinal nerve tied off. The vertebral arteries pristinely dissected. Not one of them torn. Not even a

  nick.”




  “Any evidence of sexual abuse?” Clevenger asked.




  “None,” Hiramatsu said.




  “Cause of death?” Clevenger asked.




  “Poisoning.” Hiramatsu said. “We found traces of chloroform and succinylcholine in every body.”




  Chloroform was a sedative-hypnotic agent. Succinylcholine was a potent paralytic. Just three milligrams would freeze every muscle in the body, including the heart.




  “We’ve thought about a surgeon,” Dorothy Campbell, an older, elegant woman who ran the PROFILER computer system, said. “The blade is consistent

  with a scalpel.”




  “You’d think he’d get enough in the O.R.,” Clevenger said.




  “Maybe some hotshot fired for drugs or malpractice,” White said. “Out to show everyone just how competent he is.”




  “Possible,” Clevenger said.




  “What we know for sure,” White said, “is that he’s got a ticket. All five victims are from serious money, even the kid.”




  “He can’t meet these people by chance,” Campbell said. “They know him. They trust him.”




  “Do they know each other?” Clevenger asked.




  “The husband of one victim and the father of another served on the board of National Petroleum together,” White said. “We could never make anything of it.”




  “Other leads?” Clevenger asked, looking around the table.




  A few seconds passed in silence before White cleared his throat again. He winked. “If we were making a lot of headway, you wouldn’t be here.”




  





  TWO




  Dr. Whitney McCormick, director of the FBI’s Behavioral Sciences Unit, had left instructions with her secretary to let Clevenger wait in her office.




  He took the armchair opposite her grand mahogany desk and looked at a picture of himself on her credenza, beside others of her with her ex-U.S. congressman father, her mother and sister, her

  black Lab, her Nantucket cottage.




  He focused on McCormick. She was just a teenager in the photo, with a girlish smile and hair down to her waist. Yet even then he could see the rare combination of wisdom and vulnerability in her

  eyes that attracted him so powerfully to her.




  It was no secret that McCormick and he were on-again, off-again lovers, though no one at the agency could ever guess whether they were on or off on any given day. He wasn’t always sure

  himself.




  He knew they couldn’t go a month without seeing one another, at least for a couple of hours in bed. He knew they couldn’t go a whole season playing house, shuttling back and forth

  between his Chelsea loft outside Boston and her apartment in D.C. And he knew some of the reasons why.




  They were extraordinarily well-matched intellectually, equally fascinated by the human psyche and its pathologies, with equally stubborn minds that worked problems ceaselessly until they were

  solved. And they were extraordinarily well-matched sexually. Lock and key. Clevenger liked taking control in the bedroom; McCormick liked yielding it.




  They could talk for hours and they could make love for hours and they knew what a rare thing that is in this world. But, somehow, knowing it didn’t trump the stuff that kept splitting them

  apart—this time for a little over three weeks.




  “Get what you needed?” McCormick asked, walking in.




  He turned to her, kept looking at her as she took a seat behind her desk. She was thirty-seven now, hair just off her shoulders, wearing black silk pants and a simple black camisole shirt under

  a black blazer. He noticed she’d taken off the diamond crescent moon necklace he’d given her for her birthday two years before. “I’m up to speed,” he said. “Take

  any heat for bringing me on board?”




  “I’d bring bin Laden on board if it meant catching this guy.”




  That put him in rare company. “Listen, I’m sorry,” he said, leaning forward. “We should talk about—”




  “The case. Let’s talk about the case.”




  He settled back in his chair.




  “Obviously, we’re dealing with someone organized. He knows exactly who he wants to kill and exactly how.”




  “Beyond organized,” Clevenger said. “Obsessive. Maybe, literally, OCD.” He was getting lost in McCormick’s deep brown eyes. “This is hard,” he said.




  “You can handle it.” She waited a few seconds. “OCD . . .”




  He forced himself to focus. “I don’t know about you, but my cadaver in med school didn’t look like any of the photos I just saw. I was always in a rush to get where the

  dissection guide said to go. Things got messy. Not with this guy. He takes his sweet time. He’s a perfectionist.”




  “Which goes with the way he disposes of the bodies—shallow graves, arms folded over their chests, wrapped in plastic sheets.”




  “Mummies. Clean, protected from the elements,” Clevenger said. “He’s not angry at these people. No overkill here. He puts them to sleep with chloroform first. He wants

  them dead, but he doesn’t want them to suffer.”




  “How kind,” McCormick said, smiling for the first time since she’d walked in the room. “And he only dissects one area of the body. Nice and neat.”




  “He loves human anatomy the way some people love fine wine. Savors every drop. He doesn’t let himself get drunk on it.”




  “A connoisseur.” She tilted her head, squinted at him.




  “What?”




  “You haven’t been drinking, have you?”




  “Not lately,” he said.




  She kept looking at him, diagnosing.




  “If you want to play doctor, I’ll get undressed for you.”




  “ ‘Not lately,’ as in hours, or years?”




  “I thought we were gonna stick to the case.”




  She stared at him.




  He looked away, then back at her. “I miss you.”




  Her eyes went ice-cold. “Let me tell you something: If you’re drinking and saying I’m to blame, you can get out right now. We could really use the help, but—”




  “Don’t flatter yourself,” he shot back. “Two years sober. I don’t miss you enough to blow that.”




  She didn’t look convinced. “This isn’t any easier for me than it is for you. But this time I’m sticking with what I said: I need things you can’t give me. If you

  love me, you’ll respect that.”




  “I do,” Clevenger said. He paused, took a breath. “And I will.”




  “Thank you.” She paused. “What do you need to get started?”




  “Everything. All crime scene evidence back to 2003—every fiber and drop of fluid, every photo. All police reports and agent field reports, including internal memos. Direct access to

  the bodies, if they haven’t been buried. Maybe even if they have.”




  “No problem. For starters, you can go through the file before you leave. Order copies of whatever you want.”




  “And North Anderson comes aboard.”




  North Anderson, a former Baltimore cop and the first black chief of police on Nantucket, was Clevenger’s partner in Boston Forensics—and one of his few friends.




  “That’s fine,” McCormick said. She looked like she had something else to say.




  “What?”




  “This can’t leave the room. Two people at the agency know: me, and the director.”




  “I don’t keep secrets from North.”




  “We’re trying to keep this—”




  “Ever,” Clevenger said. “You know that.”




  She hesitated. “North, no one else,” she said, finally. “Your word.”




  He nodded.




  A few seconds passed in silence.




  “He sent the president a note,” she said.




  “The president?” He leaned forward again. “Of the United States?”




  “It was opened by a staffer at the White House five days after the first body.”




  “How do they know it was from him?” Clevenger asked.




  “The victim’s driver’s license was enclosed.”




  Not subtle. “What did it say?”




  “I guess the president has his support.” She unlocked a drawer at the side of her desk and took out a sheet of paper. She handed it to Clevenger.




  It was a photocopy of the card, words typed in the center, a simple cross drawn over them:




   




  Keep faith. One country at a time or one family at a time, Our work serves one God.





  





  THREE




  West Crosse rang the bell at 11204 Beach Drive in Miami, then turned to the horizon, shielding his eyes from the sun, peering at the thick blue line of the Atlantic

  Ocean, broken only by crests of foam over distant sand bars. A wave of disgust washed over him. Everything was wrong, and he felt it at the core of his being. The roof over the doorway was a slab

  of white cantilevered concrete, too short to block the glare, yet weighty enough to fill him with the vague anxiety that he might be crushed to death. The marble under his feet was too white and

  too highly polished, suggesting that his very presence, the fact that he had lived life, that his shoes were used, their leather soles worn, would stain the premises. The walkway

  that stretched thirty yards to the street was straight and narrow, bordered on either side by a low-cut, square hedge that warned against strolling or gazing or chatting or thinking. Come and go,

  if you must. Do not linger.




  “May I help you?” a woman with a Hispanic accent asked through the intercom.




  He turned around, faced a set of nine-foot glass doors, tall enough for a knight on horseback, too tall to welcome anyone else. “West Crosse to see Mr. and Mrs. Rawlings.” He held up

  a rolled sheet of architectural paper.




  “One moment.”




  Half a minute later the door opened, and a woman about twenty-two, with long, platinum-blond hair, wearing a short white skirt and ribbed, white T-shirt smiled at him. “They’re in

  the library.”




  “The library,” Crosse said. That sounded hopeful. Maybe a touch of walnut or pine to feed his soul.




  “I’m Maritza, Mr. Rawlings’s assistant.” She extended her hand.




  Crosse took it, noting her long pink nails, her diamond tennis bracelet, a pavé diamond peace sign dangling from it. He looked into her eyes, much less sparkly. Then he looked down and

  watched her neck start to flush.




  He knew women were moved by him. He was thirty-eight, six feet tall, with a sturdy frame, olive skin, jet black hair, gray-blue eyes, full lips. His features would have been, in fact, too

  perfect—making him unapproachable—were it not for a jagged scar that began over his left cheekbone and ran halfway to the corner of his lip. The effect was an irresistible combination

  of refinement and recklessness, strength and fragility. Women wanted to take care of him and be taken by him at the very same time.




  He was no less moved by them, and he had designed his scar specifically with them in mind. At twenty, standing in front of a gilded, full-length mirror in his bedroom, realizing that God had

  given him too much of a good thing, he had cut himself with a straight razor, turning his head quickly to create the jagged line of the wound.




  So intense was his determination to re-create himself, so certain his vision of what he had to do, that he had felt no pain.




  “I’d be happy to show you in,” Maritza said, sounding taken aback by what she was feeling. She slowly let go of his hand.




  “After you, then,” Crosse said.




  He followed her into a low-ceilinged foyer dominated by a wall of glass, then down a long, cramped white corridor that dumped them into a sun-drenched, nondescript concrete box of a room. He

  glanced up at three massive, cylindrical skylights jutting six feet into the air like smokestacks.




  “Mr. Crosse for you,” Maritza announced. She turned and headed back toward the foyer.




  Ken Rawlings and his wife, Heather, late forties, in designer jeans and matching, white Prada nylon jerseys, stood up from their seats at a glass conference table in the center of the room. He

  was about five-foot-eight, powerfully built, with silver hair and a deep tan. She was a full-figured, bleached blonde, an inch or so taller than he.




  The money was hers, from Abicus, a diamond mining company she had inherited from her father. Ken Rawlings was an investment banker on the Morgan Stanley team that had taken it public. They had

  just purchased five thousand acres in Montana and were interviewing architects to design a main house and three guest houses, a total of more than twenty thousand square feet. Design fees alone

  would run close to a million dollars.




  “Please, join us,” Ken Rawlings said.




  Crosse looked around the room. No walnut. No pine. A few thousand books, all of them nearly the same height, all of their bindings flush to one another, filled recessed shelves lined with

  varnished plywood. In front of them were eight pavillion chairs of black leather and tubular steel, designed by legendary architect Mies van der Rohe.




  Ten, fifteen seconds passed.




  “Mr. Crosse?” Ken Rawlings said.




  Another few seconds. “I’m sorry,” Crosse said, trying to focus on him. “I was taking in the space.”




  “We’d love your thoughts,” Heather Rawlings said.




  He looked at her. “I can be honest to a fault.”




  “So we’ve heard,” Ken Rawlings said. “Fire away.”




  “Fair enough,” Crosse told him. “It’s dead space. Every inch of it.”




  Heather Rawlings’s face went blank.




  Ken Rawlings worked to keep his irritation from showing. “It’s a particular thing, of course,” he said. “But I guess you could say that about the whole international

  style. Our architect studied with Gropius himself. He stayed true to form.”




  Crosse smirked. He considered “international style” an oxymoron. German and French architects including Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe, and Le Corbusier had spearheaded the

  movement during the first half of the twentieth century, proclaiming “less is more” and “form follows function.” Fueled by a socialistic, anti-bourgeois vision of the world,

  they saw no reason for creature comforts, no place for indulgences like vaulted roofs, crown moldings, columns, cornices, bay windows, casings, plants, or draperies. No need even for color. As Le

  Corbusier put it, “The house is a machine for living in.”




  “You find something funny,” Ken Rawlings said coldly.




  “Tragic funny,” Crosse said. The smile left his face. He knew Rawlings had been a marine, so he knew the question he was about to ask might cost him the job he had come to

  get—and a million in fees. But that didn’t matter to him. Only the truth mattered. “What are you so afraid of?”




  “Excuse me?”




  “May I sit down?”




  Rawlings didn’t respond, but his wife motioned toward the brushed nickel chair across from them. “Please,” she said. She took a seat herself, looked up at her husband, who

  reluctantly did the same.




  Crosse sat down. The chair felt stiff and cold. He placed his rolled drawing on the table, laid a hand on the glass. Then he looked Ken Rawlings directly in the eyes. “You’re

  living—or trying to live—in someone else’s house. Because it feels safe. But it isn’t.”




  “I’m not following you,” Rawlings said.




  “This is Walter Gropius’s house,” Crosse said. He glanced at Heather Rawlings. “It has nothing to do with you, nothing to do with your wife.” He felt his own

  passion beginning to stir, the passion to liberate people from the tombs of fear that kept them from expressing the truest parts of themselves, kept them from feeling completely, exquisitely alive.

  “Gropius was fond of telling his students in Germany to ‘start from zero.’ He insisted they throw out every convention, every nuance that spoke to the past. Nothing was worthy

  unless it was utterly new, pristine. A blank slate. And why? Germany had been destroyed, the German people humiliated. He wanted the past to die. That was his truth.”




  “I know the history,” Rawlings said flatly.




  “But that’s not the history that matters,” Crosse said, speaking quietly. “Where you live and how you live should be about your history. And your

  wife’s.”




  Heather Rawlings grinned slightly, the first emotion she had shown. “I’m afraid that would mean living in a fair amount of chaos.”




  That stirred Crosse even more. He looked at her. “You don’t need to be afraid. Chaos is the best place to start.” He gripped the table with both hands. “Ask yourselves,

  ‘What is it we yearn to do in our home? Who do we yearn to be inside it?’ Is it about walking through gardens together, getting to know one another even better? Or is it about private

  time to read on a terrace built for a single chair? Will you feel most yourselves entertaining in a home with two thousand feet of deck, or in a refuge behind stone walls? Or must it be

  both—a grand reception hall with a sweeping semicircular drive, entirely separate from a main house deep in the woods? Maybe one of you has a hidden desire to become a painter, but no studio

  where you can start working—start awakening. Living.” He could barely contain himself. “Maybe you’ve fantasized about making love in a secret garden. On a rooftop

  deck under—?”




  “Let’s see if we can get back on track,” Ken Rawlings said. He crossed his arms. “I’m sure you received the photographs of our parcel in Montana. You brought

  drawings?”




  Crosse saw that Heather Rawlings’s neck had turned a splotchy red. “Only one,” he said.




  Rawlings nodded at it.




  Crosse picked up the drawing, slowly pushed the elastic band off. “I always do my homework,” he said.




  “Your references were impeccable,” Ken Rawlings said grudgingly.




  “Truly extraordinary,” Heather Rawlings said. “The Binghams and Fishers couldn’t have been more complimentary.”




  Crosse knew that was the only reason Ken Rawlings hadn’t thrown him out. His clients didn’t just appreciate what he did for them, they loved him for it. He changed their lives

  forever.




  He stood up and unrolled the drawing on the table, never taking his eyes off Ken Rawlings’s face. He saw disbelief, then anger tinged with sadness.




  “What the hell?” Rawlings whispered.




  The drawing was of stables, grander, but clearly inspired by those where Rawlings had ridden as a boy in Pennsylvania, on his grandparents’ farm. Post-and-beam construction, curved corner

  brackets, mortised and tenoned joinery, a gambrel roof, board and batten siding front and back, arched windows loft-height at either end. And just under the roofline, in the center of the facade,

  Crosse had drawn a circular insert of repeating cut-glass triangles, a kaleidoscope to catch the sun or the moon. “October 18, 1971. You were sneaking a cigarette in the stables. The hay

  caught fire. Three horses died. It made the West Chester Gazette. The local library keeps it on microfiche back to 1932.”




  “You’ve been to West Chester?” Rawlings asked, still looking at the drawing.




  “I said I do my homework.”




  “I had no idea you rode horses,” Heather Rawlings said, looking at her husband.




  He didn’t look up, didn’t say a word.




  “More than ‘rode.’ He was county jumping champion, headed to Nationals,” Crosse said. He paused. “I found a dozen articles about competitions you won before the

  fire, none afterward. You gave it up.”




  Ken Rawlings touched the edge of the drawing. His sadness had already eclipsed his anger. “Maybe by way of apologizing.”




  “It was an accident. You loved those horses. You loved the sport.”




  “I grew up. Sometimes, you leave things you love behind, even things that are part of you,” Rawlings said. He finally looked up at Crosse.




  “By mistake,” Crosse said. “Not by design. At least, not by mine.”




  





  FOUR




  Clevenger caught the shuttle out of D.C. and landed in Boston at 8:40 P.M. He thought of stopping by his office to put things in order for the

  next day, but knew he would just be avoiding whatever mess his son Billy had gotten himself into that day. So he headed straight for his loft in Chelsea.




  He didn’t see Billy’s car anywhere on the street and was relieved to find the loft empty. But feeling that way about Billy bothered him. He walked into the kitchen and reached high

  into a cabinet for a sealed bottle of Absolut vodka that had sat there for over two years—a symbol of his resolve to stay sober. Now, having snuck a few glasses of merlot in the last few

  days, all it symbolized was his hypocrisy.




  Billy had been in trouble almost constantly since becoming a father himself, at nineteen. He started walking out of classes at Chelsea High, then stopped showing up at all. Chelsea

  superintendent of schools Brian Coughlin, who happened to be a friend of Clevenger’s, cut Billy plenty of slack. After all, Billy had never gotten very good at taking care of himself. All of

  a sudden he was supposed to help care for a newborn. How was he supposed to focus on calculus with his head wrapped around that kind of equation?




  Clevenger had adopted Billy Bishop at age sixteen, after clearing his name in the murder of his infant sister on Nantucket. The case had ended with Billy’s brutal father sentenced to

  twenty years, and his equally destructive mother declared unfit to parent.




  No one had predicted anything but calamity when Clevenger first came up with the adoption idea. Billy already had his own history of drug abuse and violence, which explained his being the lead

  suspect in his sister’s murder to begin with. Clevenger had just gotten sober. But Clevenger couldn’t walk away from the kid, probably because it felt like walking away from something

  broken inside himself.




  They had honeymoon successes. Billy put down the drugs. He walked away from fights. He started to talk to Clevenger about his painful childhood, instead of trying to drink it away or smoke it

  away or give it away to anyone foolish enough to miss the predatory gleam in his eye and take a swing at him. He started to feel for himself, which is the only way to start feeling for

  others.




  But all those gains evaporated on September 11, 2004, when Jake Bishop was just twenty days old. That was the day three members of a gang called the Royals decided there was enough safety in

  numbers to ignore that gleam in Billy’s eye, ignore his broad shoulders and lightning-fast reflexes, ignore even the fact that he was Golden Gloves out of Somerville Boxing Club. They figured

  none of that mattered more than his having seriously dissed them by stealing Casey Simms away from Mario Probasco, their jailed leader.




  The problem for Billy was that only one of the three Royals who blocked his path that day got to throw a punch before all of them hit the pavement. And all of them were bleeding.




  Even that overwhelming response might not have outweighed Superintendent Coughlin’s goodwill toward Clevenger, but Billy hadn’t stopped. He had to be stopped. It took eight

  students and two teachers to hold him back.




  “I talked the police out of charging him,” Coughlin told Clevenger. “They know what the Royals are. But the truth is, he easily could have killed somebody. You’re the

  shrink, but I think he was trying to tell us something by walking out of class. He can’t hold it together.”




  Clevenger watched the label give way as he twisted the top off the bottle of Absolut. He poured some into a glass, stood there looking down into it. He felt like he deserved a drink, which made

  him shake his head. Alcohol had nearly killed him. Feeling entitled to it was like feeling entitled to hemlock. But maybe that was the point. Maybe he was trying to kill the part of himself that

  was feeling all the pain—the part that knew Whitney McCormick was right to be asking for a child of her own, or the part that knew Billy Bishop wasn’t even close to being father

  material, or the part that wondered whether he was any closer.




  He threw his head back, poured the poison down, put the bottle back up in the cabinet.




  He walked over to an old library table he used as a desk and looked out a row of Palladian windows at the green steel spine of the Tobin Bridge arching into Boston. Beneath it, an LNG tanker

  under Coast Guard escort moved slowly toward one of the fuel depots that dotted Chelsea’s shore.




  He had chosen to live this side of the bridge even though he could have afforded the Back Bay or Beacon Hill. He loved Chelsea, a two-square-mile jumble of brick row houses, converted factories,

  storefront, and triple-deckers that had played host to wave after wave of immigrants—the Irish speaking Gaelic, Russian Jews escaping anti-Semitism, Italians, Poles, Puerto Ricans,

  Vietnamese, Cambodians, Salvadorans, Guatemalans, Serbs. The raw energy of their struggle to survive was everywhere. The streets had absorbed it, and, twice, in 1908 and 1973, the city had burned

  nearly to the ground. It seemed to Clevenger the kind of place that would forever remind him that people live in pain most of their lives. But sometimes—like tonight—he still

  couldn’t bear his own.




  The warm feeling in his gut was spreading into his head. He sat down and picked up an August 5 USA Today article he had printed out the night before, headlined, “Bizarre Killer

  Claims Another Victim.” He reread it:




  

    

      Pacific Heights, California




      Special to USA Today




      Opening another front in the terror that has struck four prominent American families across the nation, police yesterday discovered the body of colorful real estate

      developer Jeffrey Groupmann, 46, in Ironwood, Michigan, not far from a hotel and office complex he was developing there. Mr. Groupmann, builder of San Francisco’s Cloud Marina and Big Sky

      Mall during the late 1990s, was also a philanthropist who endowed theaters and concert halls on the West Coast and in his native state of Illinois. He leaves a wife, Shauna, son, Loren, and

      daughter, Lexi.




      Ironwood Chief of Police Richard Owens had no comment on cause of death, but issued a statement confirming that Mr. Groupmann had been murdered and that his injuries included

      “multiple lacerations consistent with a dissection of the body postmortem.” He also confirmed that Michigan State Police and the FBI are working with local detectives and consider

      Mr. Groupmann the fifth victim of a bizarre killer who has taken lives in Connecticut, Montana, and New York.


    


  




   




  He put down the printout and dialed American Airlines to book a flight to San Francisco for the next morning.




  While he waited on hold, he turned on his desktop to search for more articles on Groupmann. Google came up with 11,234 entries. He scrolled through them. Most were from the San Francisco

  Chronicle, Los Angeles Times, Chicago Tribune, and local newspapers around them, with headlines heralding Groupmann’s real estate deals and donations to charity. But a

  few hundred entries down was a GQ article from July 2004, “California’s Jeffrey Groupmann: Bankruptcy by Design.” He clicked on it:




  

    

		

      San Franciso-based entrepreneur Jeffrey Groupmann has always believed good business and good design go hand-in-hand. He is, after all, the maverick,

      jeans-and-T-shirt-clad patron of the arts who gave San Francisco its Cloud Marina, a breathtaking residential fantasy of fifty oversized boathouses and docks. Shoppers still wait in line for

      twenty glass elevators to rocket them 250 feet to his Big Sky Mall, carved into the side of Mount Rafael. But Groupmann’s uncompromising passion for beauty in business, the trademark that

      propelled him to star status, may also be his Achilles’ heel.




      The story starts with a meeting at Starbucks between Groupmann and architect David Johnson. Order: Two caramel lattes, two blueberry scones. Topic: The ultimate skyscraper. A gauntlet

      thrown down to Frank Gehry and Daniel Libeskind, reigning kings of Deconstructivism. Projected costs: $2.5 billion. Who knows what the tab might have run to if they’d been drinking

      espresso?


	  


    


  




   




  A photograph showed a titanium model of the skyscraper, a twisted rectangle cleaved partway down the middle, each half bent away from the other, leaving it open like a divining rod at the top.

  The windows were asymmetrical sizes and shapes, giving the whole building the appearance of having tumbled to earth, partly melting on reentry and fracturing on impact.




  The American Airlines representative finally came on the line. “May I ask when and where you’re traveling?” he asked.




  “Tomorrow morning, Boston to San Francisco, with an open return.” He heard the iron door to the loft slide open and swiveled around in his chair.




  Billy walked in. He was wearing baggy jeans torn at both knees and a tight, ribbed white tank top. His long, dirty blond hair, done up in dreadlocks, looked like it belonged to an exotic breed

  of dog overdue for a shampoo. A tattoo of a Roman cross in flames covered his biceps. But none of that was enough to overshadow his brilliant blue eyes, chiseled features, or perfectly sculpted

  body, let alone his infectious smile. And that was a big part of Billy’s problem: He looked too good to be so troubled. Friends, especially girlfriends, followed his lead, instead of running

  in the opposite direction or leading him to a better place.
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