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Stella Bonasera shook rain from her face and hair and started to take pictures amidst the mounds of rubble that was once a proud New York City building. She was about to suggest that Hawkes examine the bodies, but when she looked over her shoulder she saw that he was already squatting next to the body of Henry Doohan.

Sheldon Hawkes, kit on the ground beside him, leaned over the corpse, wiped rain from his eyes and looked at Doohan’s bruised and dirty face. He turned the body on its side.

Stella had just taken her last photograph when she heard Hawkes call out, “This one was shot.”

She put the camera away and was about to step toward the kneeling Hawkes when he said, “I think I hear something.”

He pointed down a few feet from Doohan’s body.

Stella backhanded rain from her face and looked in the direction Hawkes indicated. It was time to change gloves, but it wouldn’t be easy taking off and putting on wet ones.

A sound. A crack. A deep breath from the earth.

Stella looked toward Hawkes to see if he had heard the sound, too. But Sheldon Hawkes had disappeared.
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SEVEN INCHES OF RAIN had fallen in Central Park. Worms inched out of warm mud in a doomed search for dry ground. Homeless men and women had long since gathered whatever possessions they had in makeshift bundles and made their way out of the park in soggy shoes and sneakers.

One of the homeless, a woman named Florence who was prone to delusions, wandered off the no-longer-discernable path and into the lake where she drowned, clutching a photograph of two dogs.

Signs were posted for people to stay out of the park, though the park seemed no more a victim of the deluge than the rest of the island of Manhattan.

But it would be all right, everything would be under control, if the weather got no worse. But it did get worse. Much worse.

 

The hard-driving September rain slapped against Dexter Hughes’s rain poncho as he stepped over the river that rushed wildly next to the curb on the north side of Eighty-seventh Street. Thunder crashed in the 9 a.m. morning dimness. It was music; loud, drums, brass. Music.

He paused to catch his breath and to make sure his St. Paul medal was still around his neck and that none of his wares had escaped from the bulging plastic Bloomingdale’s bags he held.

Nothing was lost. Dexter smiled. Yes, it was his kind of day. The radio had said it would probably be the heaviest rain the city had experienced in more than a century. Eight inches, maybe more, today alone.

The malodorous water rushed along the street next to the curb in front of him. An empty plastic pill bottle bobbed down the river. Dexter could make out a blue disposable razor, a filthy work glove, a discarded Metrocard, a mangled white ballpoint pen and the inch-high upper torso of a Betty Boop figurine.

Half a block away he could make out men and women running, leaping, hunching over with purses, newspapers and umbrellas over their heads. It was going to be a good day.

He pushed open the door of the Brilliance Deli and stepped inside. The narrow aisle leading to the six tables in the rear was thick with people exuding heavy, musty dampness, jammed together waiting for a break in the rain, a break that wasn’t coming. They drank coffee, ate muffins and bagels and donuts, made calls on their cell phones, lost their tempers. Waited.

Dexter looked at Achmed, the deli’s owner, who paused in his rush from grill to cash register. Dexter caught his eye and Achmed nodded his approval.

Dexter called out, “Umbrellas five dollars, rain ponchos three dollars.”

He had picked up three dozen umbrellas and the same number of ponchos from Alvino Lopez at a graffitti-covered garage on 101st Street. He would have charged a dollar more if the merchandise did not carry the distinctive smell of motor oil.

Arms stretched out, eager for his wares. Dexter served out rain gear to cash-filled hands.

Rain beat down on the awning in front of the Brilliance. So did runoff water from the roof of the three-story brick building. A hole in the awning looked like an open faucet.

The sight was a godsend for Dexter, a sign to those huddled inside the deli that they needed protection.

Under his poncho, Dexter was a stick figure, as black and narrow as one of his umbrellas. Once, not all that many years ago, Dexter Hughes had commanded combat companies in battle in two wars. In the second of those wars, a small steel ball, one of hundreds released from a single bomb, had screeched through the night and torn out his right eye, taking part of the socket with it. Friendly fire tragedy. The army had fitted him with a state-of-the-art eye that looked natural enough if his good eye happened to be facing the same direction as the artificial one.

“Umbrellas imported from the South American rain forests, five dollars,” Dexter called over the rain and voices. “Ponchos from Central America that defy rain, three dollars.”

He shrugged inside his poncho to demonstrate how the water flew off. Customers nearby took a step back and then moved forward again. Ten-and twenty-dollar bills were held out.

“Umbrella.” “Poncho.” “Umbrella and a poncho, ten dollars. I need change, single dollar bills.”

Hands were still reaching. Dexter shoved bills in his pockets. The Bloomingdale’s bags grew lighter.

“That’s it,” said Dexter, giving out change for a twenty to a man who reeked of wet tobacco.

His bags empty, Dexter was considering a run back to the garage on 101st for more goods. Few wanted the rain to continue, but Dexter was one of the few.

“What the hell?” came a man’s voice.

“Oh my God,” said a woman.

“What is it?” said another woman. “What?”

They were looking over Dexter’s shoulder. He turned and saw red rain gush through the tear in the awning.

Dexter could smell it. He had smelled it in two wars. Blood. He knew the look of blood in water, the dark, languid look.

The people in the deli and outside of it under the awning were talking. He sensed that Achmed had made his way through the crowd.

Dexter stepped out into the rain, avoiding the bloody stream. He looked up, blinking through the downpour.

Three stories above him, Dexter could see a man standing at the edge of the roof, something in his hand. The man was wearing a dark GI raincoat. The man’s eyes met Dexter’s. A torrent of blood and water poured from a drainage spout on the roof just beneath the man, who slowly straightened and turned. Then the man was gone.

Dexter wouldn’t be going back to pick up more umbrellas and ponchos and he wouldn’t be waiting around for the police. He had had more than enough encounters with the police, thank you.

Dexter turned and headed into the deluge, resisting the urge to look over his shoulder and up at the roof behind him.

Dexter knew the man on the roof and the man on the roof knew him.

 

The man limped away from the edge of the roof. The black man in the yellow poncho had met his gaze. They had recognized each other. Then the black man had moved away into the almost painful slam of thick, demanding rain.

A half century of stones on the roof mixed with the detritus of broken beer bottles, shriveled condoms, and discarded syringes that were carried away in the red river. The potted plants lined up against the knee-high walls were overflowing and adding black dirt and chemicals to the rushing water.

The flat rooftop had a simple drainage system that allowed rainwater to run off to prevent ponding, which would damage the roof covering. Around the outside edge of the rooftop were low places that served as funnels. The funnels or scuppers emptied into holes in the parapet wall toward both the street and alley. Inside these scuppers were rusting screens to catch debris. From time to time, particularly after a hard rain, someone would clear away the debris from the screen. The woman that the man had just killed had been on the roof to clear those screens.

The man was transfixed, nearly hypnotized, knowing he should move, get away. He had a lot left to do and very little time. Instead he stared down at the dead woman.

She was spread-eagled, dress hiked up, skin ex-posed. There was a look of horror on her face, horror and pain. Her hair was beaten back, clamped to her head. She looked almost bald. Her open mouth was filled with water that bubbled as if from an overfilled pool.

The man hadn’t known what he would feel when he killed her. He’d hoped that he wouldn’t regret it, wouldn’t be haunted, wouldn’t shake or weep. He wanted to savor the moment. He wanted elation, satisfaction, not this dull, dreamy sensation echoing to the beat of thoughtless, demanding rain.

He lifted his head and closed his eyes. Rain pelted his face. He drank, gulped with thirst, broke the spell, folded the knife and pocketed it.

He took one last look at the mutilated body sprawled on the stones of the roof. It was time to go. He was satisfied.

He limped toward the door.

 

About half the students of Wallen School on West End Avenue had not shown up for classes that morning. All the teachers had made their way, some coming from Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, places where they could afford the rent on teachers’ salaries and still have something left over so they could eat.

Wallen, grades K through 12, had a strict policy and exclusive criteria for admission. If you could afford the tuition, which was twenty-seven thousand a year, you were in.

Wayne O’Shea, thirty-four, who the students called Brody behind his back because of his faint resemblance to the actor Adrien Brody, was one of those who made the daily pilgrimage from Brooklyn. He had been doing it for the past six years, long enough for his salary to climb up to a living wage. Wayne was gay, which was not a drawback at Wallen, where the faculty included two blacks, three Hispanics, one gay man, and a bearded Muslim who were proudly displayed for prospective parents.

First period, English Literature II, had gone as he had expected. Only seven students, the ones who lived within fifteen minutes of the school, sat in a gray state of dream unable to resist the sight of the torrent, easily able to resist D. H. Lawrence. Wayne couldn’t blame them. He himself had gone from avid champion of Lawrence when he was in college to bored adult when Lady Chatterly’s Lover came around on the reading list.

Five minutes before class ended, Gayle Swoops, whose father was a famous rapper, was lazily trying to come up with an answer to the question Wayne had posed. It should have been easy. Wayne had no specific answer in mind.

There was a thud and crash in Alvin Havel’s chemistry lab next door. Nothing unusual. From time to time, students, especially those coming in in the morning still high from some new designer drug, were known to drop some fragile things and knock over other not-so-fragile things.

Neither Gayle nor any of the other students, drummed into oblivion by rain and Lawrence, had noticed.

“Give it a try,” Wayne said in an attempt to rescue Gayle Swoops. “As Lawrence once said, ‘When one jumps over the edge, one is bound to land somewhere.’”

Through the speakers in the hall outside the classrooms and throughout Wallen, the gentle two notes of a mallet against a hollow wooden box announced the end of class. The students slowly rose. A few smiled at Wayne. They all had a long day ahead of them.

Ten minutes between classes. Wayne, casual, hands in pockets, ambled into the uncrowded hall, the voices and footsteps of the students muted by polished oak floors and thick. dark-stained wooden walls.

The chemistry lab door was closed. It was common for either Wayne or Alvin to seek each other out between classes to exchange a few words of support or a witty and not always kind observation about one of the kids or one of the other teachers.

Alvin was straight, thirty-seven, married, two daughters, and a wife who made more money than he did. Alvin had been working forever at night to finish his PhD and find a college-level job, preferably in New York, but anywhere but Wallen Prep would do. If it happened, Wayne would miss him. When he opened the door to the chemistry lab, Wayne was certain it would never happen.

Alvin was seated, head turned on the steel-topped desk facing Wayne. Alvin wore a mask of blood. A pencil jutted out of his left eye. Another pencil was plunged into his neck.

Wayne stood there for a few seconds, registering what he saw before him. He swayed, felt dizzy.

“Little fucking bastards,” Wayne, who never cursed, said, and took a step toward the desk. The door behind him opened. Voices.

Wayne started to turn, felt acrid bile rise in his throat.

Then he passed out.

 

Malcom Cheswith had ambition. He someday wanted to be a renowned Cajun and Creole chef, but for now he was a short-order cook. Malcom could be patient. Things would take a turn for the better soon.

In the meantime, whenever possible, Malcom made magic in the small space that passed for a kitchen in Doohan’s Bar on Catherine Street. Malcom could barely turn around in the kitchen, even though he was weasel thin from the years of drenching kitchen heat and the gift of his mother’s genes.

There was no real reason for him to be there this early in the morning with the rain coming down in thick, dark curtains. The few morning regulars there were not eaters. Doohan was the morning bartender. Doohan was also the owner of Doohan’s, but whatever he could pull in without paying a barkeep was more money for the mortgage, which Doohan had been having trouble meeting. Malcom was on half salary for the morning, a grudging concession by Doohan, who didn’t want to lose his short-order cook.

One reason the very fat Doohan didn’t want to lose his cook was that Doohan appreciated fine cooking and was a willing consumer and critic when Malcom decided to prepare something special. This morning Malcom was preparing Eggs Sardou; poached eggs and creamed spinach on artichoke bottoms with hollandaise sauce. Malcom was practicing his culinary skill and Doohan would normally be practicing his gluttony. Today, however, he had no appetite.

There were three customers in the dark bar, which smelled more than faintly of beer and where music was never played. Later, more customers, mostly cops who were working out of the courthouse a few blocks away on Worth Street, would join the blue-collar retirees, who, like Doohan, were comfortable with the smell and the silence.

Thunder rattled the window where the neon Miller Lite Beer sign flickered for an instant. The bar went dark. One of the regulars, Frank Zvitch, did not flinch. He adjusted his railroad engineer’s cap, waited, and when it was clear the lightning had stopped and the lights would stay on at least for a while, he resumed the story he was telling and nursed his beer.

Today Frank talked to Anthony DeLuca, who stood no more than five foot two and wore flannel shirts and suspenders to remind people that he had been a longshoreman. Over the years, Anthony had told his stories so often that he couldn’t be sure if they had happened to him or if he had picked them up by watching Pop Doyle too many times in On the Waterfront. Whenever possible, Anthony demonstrated his permanent slouch and the fact that one arm, his right, was shorter than his other. Unlike Frank, Anthony kept the frosty mugs of frothy beer coming. He held his drink well, never got drunk, not even close.

Malcom looked up from time to time as he cooked, wiped his brow and consumed glass after glass of cold tap water that today tasted a bit suspicious. Doohan was standing by the window, his back to Malcom, looking out even though it was nearly impossible to see through the thick sheets of rain.

The sauce was almost ready. Malcom, born in Chicago, had been lured by the kitchens of New Orleans and tales of a brother who had acted in theaters in Dublin, Canberra, London, Toronto and the American South. But Malcom had been pulled by necessity and a now dead, sick sister to Manhattan. Hopefully he could leave one day. Malcom’s Eggs Sardou could be a step in the right direction.

When Malcom looked up again, Frank and Anthony were listening to each other and Doohan was stepping out the door into the rain.

Through the steamy window flowing with rivulets, he could make out the almost cartoon outline of Doohan. He was wearing no raincoat. Next to him was another shape, a man, taller than the bar owner, erect, about Malcom’s height, wearing a raincoat and hood. Were they arguing? The taller man started to move away, but Doohan grabbed his arm, or it looked to Malcom as if he were grabbing the tall man’s arm. It looked like a struggle. Doohan looked at the window. His eyes would have met Malcom’s had Doohan been focused beyond the window.

Lightning. The tall man’s face hidden by the hood; Doohan’s face open, white, panicked. The few hairs on his head plastered to his scalp, a Zero Mostel imitation.

The tall man took another step away into the torrent. Doohan again pulled at the tall man’s sleeve. The tall man tried to get away but he slipped on the sidewalk. Both men tripped through the front door of the bar, Doohan still holding on to the sleeve of the tall man. What Malcom and the regulars at the bar saw next was incredible, unbelievable and also the last thing they ever saw.

The world ended.

The explosion came from Malcom’s right. The wall began to crumble and squeal. Frank and Anthony just managed to get off their bar stools as the ceiling groaned and began to fall slowly like an elevator in slow motion. There was a second explosion and Malcom was thrown back against the grill. He put a hand behind him to steady himself as the building screeched. His hand rested on the searing grill. He smelled burning flesh but knew that he had a far bigger problem than a scorched palm.

Pots, pans toppled. Sauce spilled. Artichokes flew. Malcom tried to remain standing, tried to make his way to the narrow kitchen door without falling. He failed.

The building was imploding. He could no longer see Frank or Anthony nor the bar or the window or Doohan or the tall man. Malcom went down when the refrigerator rose toward him and the floor came up at a rollercoaster angle.

Then there was an instant of silence.

Then there was a settling groan of walls, ceiling, tilted furniture and a section of the bar falling with a delayed thud.

Then there was a voice.

Then there was the rain.
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IT WAS THE SIXTH DAY of rain. Ten people had been reported electrocuted by fallen power lines. Flooding in some subway lines had stopped trains. An Indonesian cab driver driven mad by the inching traffic on Second Avenue shot a Jamaican cabbie who had stalled out in front of him. Trash cans and dumpsters were turned over and garbage cascaded down streets. Rats scurried up from the sewers, running for the nearest building.

“Alf the sacred river is running amok,” shouted one of Manhattan’s army of mad street corner and subway prophets. He was a gangly creature with obligatory scraggly beard. He called out calmly, loudly over the beat, beat, beat of the rain. He would have been completely ignored if it weren’t for the fact that he was completely nude. As it was, almost everyone passing by either ignored him or pretended to.

New Yorkers had seen it all. Well, almost all. There was still plenty to behold.

 

Under the crime scene tent on the rooftop above the Brilliance Deli, Detective Mac Taylor snapped photographs of the mutilated corpse, the few faint traces of blood that hadn’t been washed away, the potted plants along the walls, the runoff holes and funnels. The dead woman whose skirt was pushed up was about fifty years old, slightly heavy-set, short dark hair with visible graying at the roots.

Mac had already taken dozens of photographs of the roof before he even entered the tent.

At Mac’s side, Officer George Weathers, young, stone faced, shrouded in his dark raincoat, looked at Mac. Weathers had seen enough of the corpse.

“Call came at two minutes after nine,” said Weathers over the beating sound of the rain on the tent. “Deli owner downstairs. Said blood was pouring on his awning. I got here just before ten. I was over on Lex helping an old man with a heart attack.”

Weathers was talking to avoid looking at the corpse, thinking about it, being haunted by it. Mac understood. “Who is she?” he asked.

“Patricia Mycrant, resident in this building, apartment sixteen. Lives…lived with her mother, Gladys Mycrant.”

Mac nodded again. The scene had been badly compromised by rain and the delay in his getting here. It had taken him and Detective Donald Flack forty minutes. Normally, it would have taken ten minutes from the forensics lab. If it hadn’t been for Flack’s stock car driving, it would have taken at least twenty minutes longer.

Water dribbled down Mac’s neck under his raincoat. He ignored it.

“Search the roof for a weapon. Then search the ground on all sides of the building. After that, the hallways and the rooftop next door. Talk to the deli owner, anyone else, customers, waiters, cooks,” said Mac. “Ask if they saw anyone going into the building before nine or coming out after they saw the bloody rain.”

He and Flack would go over the rooftops and hallways and check on every tenant in the building. It didn’t hurt to keep Weathers busy and he might turn something up.

“Right,” said Weathers, who quickly left the tent.

Mac knelt next to the dead woman, took a dozen more photographs and then placed the waterproof camera in his kit. Then he examined the corpse of Patricia Mycrant.

There was a blood-tinged slit next to her left breast, just under her arm. Mac carefully unbuttoned her rain-drenched shirt and examined the neat wound. With latex gloves on his hands he gently touched the flesh around the wound. No ribs were broken. Whoever struck this blow either knew what he or she was doing or got very lucky.

It was very possible, even likely, given the look on the dead woman’s face, that she had been alive while the mutilation occurred.

Mac removed small glass vials from his kit a few feet away and took samples from the wounds. Mac didn’t use plastic containers. The possibility of the plastic contaminating a sample was a chance he was unwilling to take. His team had been stung at trial once because of possible contamination of evidence in a plastic vial. It wouldn’t happen again.

The body would have to be taken to the lab where an autopsy would determine how many times the woman had been stabbed, how deep the wounds had been. If they were lucky and thorough, the autopsy would also provide some information about the weapon including its length, thickness, width and, if the weapon chipped off or hit bone or hard tissue, there might be enough evidence to identify the knife if it was found. If the weapon was found in the possession of the killer, residue—blood, shards of metal—could also identify it as the murder weapon.

The attack appeared to be sexual, but that could be a cover-up. An examination would determine if there had been penetration. If there had, there might be semen, which meant there might be DNA.

He moved the body slightly to check lividity and determined from the dark layer on the corpse’s back that the woman had probably died where she lay. Beneath the body was a crumpled Starbucks coffee cup.

Mac took a photograph of the cup, then carefully deposited the cup in an evidence bag. Mac checked the dead woman’s hands, scraped under her fingernails and deposited the residue in a tube.

After bagging her hands, Mac examined the pebbled rooftop around the body. He used a compact Alternate Light Source to look at and around the body again. The ALS was made up of a powerful lamp containing the ultraviolet visible and infrared components of light. The unit then filtered down the light into individual color bands or wavelengths that enhanced the visibility of evidence by the glow or fluorescence of evidence, the darkness of the evidence and small particles revealed by the light.

Although invisible to the naked eye, the ALS revealed a faint trail of blood that led beyond the tent. Mac followed the trail. It led him to the edge of the roof and to one of the drain funnels, the one through which the torrent of blood and rain had cascaded down to the awning below. Without touching the tile rim, Mac examined it. In the oily dirt there was a handprint the rain had not washed away.

Mac thought he could make out the hint of blood in the print. A scan of the print proved him right. There were no visible ridges in the print. The killer had probably worn gloves very much like the ones Mac was wearing. The prints would yield nothing, but the fact that the killer had stood at the edge of the roof might. Someone could have looked up, seen the killer. Not an outlandish possibility. Blood had cascaded down to the awning below. People had seen it. Someone might reasonably be curious enough to step out in the street and look up to see the killer with blood on his hands looking down.

 

Flack sat patiently, sympathetically across from Gladys Mycrant in her apartment. He had taken off his raincoat. She had hung it on a hanger in the bathroom after shaking it out.

He had his notebook and a pen in his lap. Until recently, members of the New York Police Department took notes in pencil. Pencil notes could be erased, altered. The district attorney’s office did not like pencil notes.

Flack felt himself wince. Two, three, five times a day a shock of pain shot through him and he had to resist putting his hand to his chest to reassure himself that he wasn’t bleeding, that his heart wasn’t exposed and beating madly.

He had pills in his pocket, pills for the pain. He took them as seldom as possible. They dulled not only the pain but his senses.

Mac had saved his life in the rubble of a bombed-out office building in which they had been trapped. Flack had come very close to death. Sometimes he felt that life had not fully returned.

Gladys offered coffee. He had accepted both because he could use a cup of coffee and because it created a slightly less clinical atmosphere. The coffee was instant, not very hot, served in delicate, ornate, too small china cups. Flack usually took his coffee black. This time he took it with milk and sugar.

“She got a phone call, Patricia did,” she said.

Gladys was sixty-eight, thin, wearing a robe that might have been authentic Chinese silk. Her hair was pulled back and her face made up. She was a professionally handsome woman. She was also remarkably calm for someone who had just been informed that her daughter had been murdered on the roof.

“Who called?” Flack asked.

“Don’t know,” she said, starting to lift her cup of coffee and changing her mind.

“The call came on that phone?” Flack asked, looking at the phone on the table between them.

“Yes.”

“What did she say when she got the call?”

“She said she’d be right back, but she was wrong, wasn’t she?”

“Yes,” said Flack.

“She knew it was raining but she went out without an umbrella. She looked angry and frightened and in a hurry.”

“You have any idea of who might want to hurt her?”

Gladys Mycrant smiled and shook her head.

“I can’t think of a single person who would want to hurt Patricia.”

“Anyone she’s had an argument with? Boyfriend?”

“No boyfriend,” said Gladys. “Not Patricia.”

“Who were her friends?”

“None.”

“None?”

“She was a lonely, bitter woman,” said Gladys.

“Bitter?”

“Unlucky in love many years ago, more than once.”

“Any names?”

“Lost in antiquity, Detective. Another lifetime. A decade ago.”

Flack forced himself to drink some coffee. Maybe he and Mac could pick up a real cup in the deli downstairs.

“Did she have a job?”

“My daughter managed this building and the one right next door.”

“Who owns the buildings?”

“I do. I should have offered you some Rugers. I’m fond of them but I ration my allotment. The carbs.”

“Yes,” said Flack.

“I own the buildings but I also work,” she said. “Sales at Found Again on Ninth Avenue, the charity resale shop. We deal only in donated items from celebrities. People vie to give their clothes and costume jewelry to us, and customers love the idea of wearing a skirt that was recently worn by Britney Spears or a pair of Antonio Banderas’s discarded shoes.”

“Sounds interesting,” said Flack.

“Fascinating,” said Gladys with a sad smile. “This gown I’m wearing belonged to Cher.”

“You don’t seem…?”

“Devastated by the gruesome murder of my daughter? We all suffer in different ways. I’ve learned to suffer in increments, not explosions, to expect disappointment. I’ll grieve in my own way and not the way the world expects me to. Does that answer your question?”

“It does,” said Flack. “Anything else you can think of that might help?”

“No, but I’m sure you will give me a card with your name and phone number on it should something come to me.”

“I will,” he said. “May I look at your daughter’s room?”

“You may not,” she said.

He put away his notebook. “You have some reason?”

“I need none. My daughter just died. I dislike the image of you rustling around through her underclothes, her privacy.”

“I can get a search warrant,” he said gently. “This is a murder investigation.”

“I’m sure you can and will, but on this issue you will not have my cooperation.”

“There may be something in her room that can lead us to whoever killed her,” Flack pressed. “The faster we move, the more likely we are to find him.”

“Or her,” Gladys Mycrant added. “Your plea would suggest that I have a vested interest in finding out who murdered my daughter. I have none. She is dead and not returning. Punishing the guilty party strikes me as irrelevant. It is your concern and business, not mine.”

Flack knew that by the time he got a warrant, Gladys would be able to hide or dispose of anything in her daughter’s room or the apartment that she didn’t want the police to see. It wouldn’t necessarily have anything to do with the murder, but it might.

“If the rain lets up, I’ll be going to work this afternoon,” she said, rising from her seat along with Flack. “It will take my mind off of what has happened. Good-bye, Detective.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” he said, moving to the door.

“Why?” she asked. “You barely know me and you did not know Patricia.”

“I’m sorry for anyone who loses a child,” he said.

“Patricia was forty-six years old, hardly a child.”

Flack gave up. He had been doing interviews of suspects, victims and their families for more than ten years. He had met crazies who would confess to anything, killers who were sure they could get around the evidence, religious fanatics who didn’t know the difference between real and unreal, but he had never met anyone like Gladys Mycrant. All he could be sure of about her was that she was both lying and hiding something. He wanted to find out what her secrets were. Those secrets might lead to a murderer.

Flack went to find Mac. Before calling to arrange for a search warrant, he was determined to have a real cup of coffee and maybe, just maybe, one of the pills in his pocket.

 

Earlier that morning, before his execution of Patricia Mycrant, the limping man paused in the hall-way of an office building twenty-one blocks away. He had pulled the waterproof hood of his raincoat back so he could drink the tall Starbucks coffee he had purchased minutes before. The latex gloves made it slightly awkward, but only slightly.

The rain, deep, dark, protective, beat noisily, a dull tom-tom beat, a million drums, relentlessly uncaring, which was just what he wanted, why he had chosen this day, why he now stood in the hallway outside of Strutts, McClean & Berg on the eighth floor of the Stanwick Oil Building.

The limping man hadn’t needed to follow James Feldt. He knew where Feldt would be. He was certain that Feldt would not be stopped by the rain. He knew enough about the man to know that staying in his studio apartment alone for even one full day would be intolerable. The limping man had counted on it.

James Feldt had no friends. His relatives had little to do with him and what contact they had was by snail mail, never face-to-face. James Feldt was fifty-two, pink baby face; luxuriant, fine, short white hair neatly combed at all times. The limping man had never seen James Feldt when he wasn’t wearing a suit, and Feldt seemed to have an endless supply of suits, or at least sartorial variations.

Feldt wore granny glasses and thought he looked like John Lennon, which he decidedly did not.

James Feldt was an auditor, a good one judging by the number of clients he had throughout Manhattan. All of his work came by way of referrals. Most of his income was spent on books he kept in shelves in his apartment. Hundreds of books. Classics, ancient, old and modern. The books were all purchased used so they would look as if he had read them. He had not. James Feldt spent his free time on the Internet, in therapy sessions and working. His solace, his meditation was in numbers, not words. He clung to his laptop like a novitiate might cling to his Bible.

The limping man knew him well.

He finished the coffee. James Feldt was alone in the office. Most of the offices in the building were closed because of the weather. In most cases, employees, partners and management had just assumed it would not be business as usual. And they were right. Power kept flicking on and off. Now it was dark inside and outside the door to Strutts, McClean & Berg.

Feldt did not pause. Glasses perched on the end of his nose, he played at the keys of his battery-powered laptop and kept working.

The desktop computer he had turned off sat silently. He would turn it back on when the power was restored or the backup building generator kicked in. He had plenty to do until that happened.

The limping man drained the last few drops of coffee from the cup, crushed the cup and stuffed it into one deep pocket of his raincoat. With his free hand, he reached into the other deep pocket and took out the knife, the knife he would later use to carve, abuse, punish and kill Patricia Mycrant on a roof twenty-one blocks away.

The glass outer door wasn’t locked. James Feldt had seen no reason to lock it. It wouldn’t have mattered much if he had. The man would simply have knocked and waited till the curious auditor had opened the door. But this was much better.

The man, knife now open in his pocket, went through the outer door and walked to the inside office door that James had left open. He walked silently, though James wouldn’t have heard him in any case against the background of rain.

Clap of thunder. Perfect. Perfect. A horror movie. A lone victim in an isolated room, a mad or calculating killer. But the limping man was most assuredly not mad.

He stood in the office doorway, waiting. He was not in a hurry, at least not in a big hurry. He waited for James to look up or sense that he was there. It didn’t take long.

When James Feldt looked up, fingers arched lightly over the keyboard like a piano virtuoso, he was startled but not instantly surprised.

When James Feldt recognized the man in the doorway of the office, the man who was closing the door behind him, he was not frightened. He was puzzled.

“You working in the building?” he asked, looking down at his screen, typing in a few words, finishing his thought before looking up again.

The limping man shook his head.

James was completely confused now, wrenched from the numbers he had danced with seconds ago.

“Then what are you doing here?”

The limping man took out the knife and showed the blade to the man seated behind the desk. James adjusted his glasses so he could better see what the man was holding.

The lights came back on and James had a good look at the man’s face, but it wasn’t the face that suddenly frightened him as much as the clear vision of the knife and the latex glove gripping it.

James sighed deeply, turned off his laptop and closed the lid.

“Which one?” James asked.

The man with the knife understood.

“All of them.”

James rose quickly and ran to the window. The limping man was ready. He cut him off. James Feldt would not cheat him by throwing himself out the window.

The limping man pushed Feldt with his free hand and slid the blade under his arm just below the left armpit. Feldt let out a sound like the air leaving a flat tire. He sank to the floor in a sitting position, trying to reach the wound.

He couldn’t reach it. Not in time. He looked up. The sensation was strange, as if he had expected this or something very like it for some time.

James Feldt closed his eyes and prayed that the end would come quickly, but somehow he knew that it wouldn’t.
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