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  FOREWORD


  BY JASON HENDERSON


  I’m honored to have a chance to write an introduction to The Sculptor by Michael Aronovitz. I first met Michael about a year and a half ago, when he submitted a story to the Castle of Horror Anthology, a series of short horror story collections now on its fifth volume. The one thing I noticed about Michael’s work is how he has remarkably broad focus in his writing. He presents texture that is instantly evocative and recognizable, so that you can feel your way through his worlds. The corners and edges of Michael’s world seem dangerous. But he also has a keen understanding of the way people tick. So I was thrilled to get to look at his new novel.


  On its face The Sculptor is a highly commercial piece of work (as a publisher this is something that matters to me; it might not matter to anyone else, but there it is). The “Sculptor” of the title is a serial killer known, like Ted Bundy, for stalking universities and choosing what in the Bundy days were called “pretty young coeds.” And after murdering them in various torturous ways, he leaves them mounted upon a rod and displayed to be found later. It’s this display that has led the police to call them Scarecrows. In one of several unreliable narratives, we learn (at least we probably do) that the Sculptor has very particular ideas about the value of leaving the bodies on display, that the most amazing moments are those when cars are zipping past in the early morning, as the sunlight only begins to shine on the bodies. It is this moment, without the context of flashing police lights there later, that the casual passersby would most experience complete cognitive dissonance as they saw these bodies. It’s the pure, strange moment of discovery the Sculptor most enjoys.


  The story in The Sculptor is very fast moving, but we meet a number of characters who will be familiar to us in the world of the commercial thriller. Most reliable to us is Captain Bill Canfield, the policeman who has no intention of getting involved in investigating a serial killer—until he happens to be dragged into it. Erika, the “unsworn hired help” (that is, an office worker) with the police has caught the eye of the serial killer, and now her presence has a tendency to put Canfield in danger. We meet a whole array of cops, sad victims, and loved ones. With each of these, Michael Aronovitz takes the time to show us how they’re thinking and how sometimes, they don’t tick right, whether that means they deserve to die or not.


  What really sets the book apart is that in the end, The Sculptor is not really so much a serial killer book. It’s a book about stories and narrative and the way we understand ourselves. Over the course of The Sculptor, we hear many different variations on the history of the killer. In a narrative move that I don’t think I’ve ever seen before, we receive almost an entire chapter of reflections on the killer’s early life that may or may not be true at all—and that’s not the shocking part. Many times in the book, even when we know that the story we’re hearing is false, we sense there is more truth there than the characters know. For instance, when one of the characters writes what is clearly a piece of fiction, we as the reader are lulled into a sense that what we are reading is truer than any of the narratives we have seen so far. The Sculptor is a book where we are constantly needing to be convinced about who is to be believed, and which story is to be countenanced.


  I really admire Michael Aronovitz’s writing, especially in the way that he conveys the almost mystical power that men can ascribe to distracting beauty. There is a meditation on beautiful college students that is angry, perverse, and instantly recognizable to the reader. These are ugly thoughts we have heard and avoided and sometimes stumble into ourselves. We recognize the writer as somebody very akin to those “incels”—self-labeled “involuntary celibates”—whom we’ve heard about and who sometimes commit awful crimes. And yet this too is exactly the sort of assumption that Aronovitz has his character or characters constantly taunt us with. Because that might just be what the killer wants us to think.


  The character of the Sculptor himself is very much like a writer—he knows that words matter in a way people don’t always think of. Little details he shares will not just convey ideas but trigger responses. “Incidentally,” of course, but that’s just the narrator’s sleight of hand—witness how one character on the road convinces another of a third character’s depravity through an unrelated story full of carefully chosen details. I don’t want to give it away, so I’ll have to leave it vague. But the Sculptor—and therefore Aronovitz, of course—can predict where we as the reader are going to go next. But not vice-versa. If you are the kind of reader who likes serial killer stories, you will definitely enjoy The Sculptor. There are twists upon twists and you will not see them coming.


  But I think you’ll enjoy The Sculptor even more if you’re the kind of reader who enjoys knowing how readers think. Pay attention, as you read the book, to how many times you’re being narrated to in such a way that you’re being asked to make associations, and then see if it turns out, not that you were wrong, but that something in the story was relying on you making those assumptions.


  I was honored to have a chance to give this book an early read. You have a lot to look forward to.


  Jason Henderson


  Publisher, Castle Bridge Media


  Denver, Colorado


  May 2021


  CHAPTER 1


  PETALS


  (1986)


  “Daddy.”


  “Hmm?”


  “There’s a dead girl in the flower bed.”


  He was standing there in the archway, soaking wet because he’d been in the backyard again, pretending to be a scary clown running through the sprinklers.


  “What?” I said.


  “A dead girl,” he repeated. “Out back. She’s staring up into the sun, and I saw it make her eyes change colors.”


  “What do you mean, change colors?” I was buried in weekend work, writing up price policies and clearances for bakery, seafood, and deli at the Shoprite where I’d been recently moved up to day manager.


  “Michael …”


  “You know,” he said, nodding, smiling, exposing the vacancies where his baby teeth hadn’t yet been replaced. “First her eyes were dark blue like the flag, but then they faded to a color like robins’ eggs.”


  He ran off, feet pounding down the stairs, the hard rhythm broken only at the bottom where he jumped the last three to the living room floor. I squeezed my eyes shut and pushed up my glasses with my thumb and forefinger.


  “Michael!” I called. “Mi—”


  I stopped myself when I heard the back door slam. He’d be waiting now and wouldn’t budge until he had satisfaction. Back at the flower bed.


  To show me the dead girl.


  I pushed up out of my chair, feeling it in my Achilles tendons. Time for less take-out and a few workouts at the gym. But we’d stopped going last year when Michael had crept away from his group at day camp during first lunch and found a dead squirrel under the walking bridge. The story went that he grabbed it by the tail and ran back with it, whipping it around his head lasso-style and finally dancing around it like a wild Injun in view of the kiddie pool.


  I walked down the stairs. Passing through the kitchen, I thought about the way Michael was always asking me weird shit at the dinner table, like whether your eyes dried and cracked when you were dead before your kidneys shriveled or how they kept fitting bodies in the boneyard when the property borders never changed. That one had sent me to the library, and when I told him they honeycombed the caskets, he found it hysterically funny.


  I pulled hard on the back door because it always stuck in the summer, and the construction paper partly scotch-taped to the glass of the storm door wafted up from the suction and settled. It was Michael’s drawing of the creature he’d named “Shadow Man,” untethered at the top now, hanging upside down and backward. Had to fix that. I mean, a kid’s creativity was important. I’d seen it on the shows, and like most kids, Michael was always sketching phantoms and creatures. He also said monsters lived in “the pockets” we could see when we blinked, and that wasn’t like most kids. None I’d ever heard of. Maybe he was going to be a poet or something.


  Outside, the sun made me put my hand above my eyes for a second as if I was saluting, and I moved down the walkway, avoiding the bird-shit splattered on the old decorator stones. Michael was waiting for me there at the bottom of the backyard hillside that was a bitch to mow, down where it flattened out and Madeline had her flower garden in front of the lattice fencing.


  I went sidestepping, since it was steep enough to make you pull a hammy, and when I reached the bottom and continued on, looking up, Michael had his hands over his mouth, laughing.


  “I know,” I said, “I look like a dork, but it isn’t nice to …”


  I stopped about ten feet away from the garden presentation. There was no dead girl there, of course, but there were impressions in the mulch, like a chalk-line sketch where you could see the vague shape of a small person that had been lying there: head, shoulder, hip, and knee. The outline was pressed into the woodchips between a grouping of Madeline’s tulips and a larger throng of daffodils that were bordered at the back edge by two of those elf garden gnomes.


  I moved closer, arms folded across my chest, and leaned over it. Some of the loose flower petals were pressed into the black mulch, flattened as if something of weight had reshaped them as part of the imprint.


  I called the police. Not that I thought a dead girl had been lying back here, not really, but a family that lived over on Trent Street had reported their little girl missing last night—everyone knew this, it had been on the news. Michael had seen the show with my wife and I. We never hid things from him, and just in case, I had a responsibility to be over-cautious. Silly, I know. Nine times out of ten the missing kid showed up, there was a mundane explanation, and I would consider myself to have been ridiculous in thinking the mulch had been shaped in some suspicious way to begin with.


  The cop didn’t think it ridiculous.


  He squatted down at the edge of the garden, picked up a flower petal or two, then looked up at me quite mechanically through his mirrored sunglasses. I thought he was going to take something for evidence, maybe for that new-fangled “DNA testing” I’d heard about, but he didn’t. He explained a couple of things, gave a few theories, then glanced over at Michael and called him a genius. He also suggested that I get the kid some therapy, and I thanked him for his time.


  Evidently, this was Michael’s first art project in the great outdoors. The cop—his name was Officer Bill Canfield—showed me one of the flower petals up close. There was a faint tracing on it, and when you looked hard you could see that the mark was made up of extremely small flecks of paint, the metallic type. It was a ghosted capital “E” and part of the “V” that followed. Michael had flattened the petals one by one with the double-A Eveready batteries we kept in a Ziploc bag on a shelf in the pantry. He’d been affected by the girl on the news, sweet little thing that she was, and had made a bed in the mulch looking as if she had been lying there.


  The cop asked him why.


  Michael smiled, rocking side to side.


  “She looked like a dolly on TV,” he said. “And I thought she’d like flowers.”


  He ran off, up the incline that was a bitch to mow, far faster than I think even Officer Canfield could have run if he wanted to show off his skills of pursuit, and I shook his hand stiffly, wondering to myself what to make of all this. I trudged back to the house, got Michael in the shower, and helped with the groceries when Madeline came back from the store.


  At the table for an early lunch, she was reaching across for the pitcher of iced tea, and Michael was staring at her chest. She was wearing her loose, off-white slouch T-shirt with the wide neck off the shoulder, and for a second you could see the top of her breast, almost down to the nipple. Eyes turned to slits, Michael started groaning through one of his rictus grins, and I noticed he was doing something under the table. I cocked my head and glanced down, and he had his spoon, the one that he’d been using to eat his oatmeal, inside his shorts.


  “Michael,” I said.


  “Ahh,” he said back. Wide-eyed, I looked over at Madeline, and she said simply:


  “It’s normal. Michael, get your spoon out of your pants. It’s a breast. Women have them.” She adjusted her shirt. “Honey, I need a new Walkman. It’s eating my Jane Fonda tapes. Michael, stop scratching.” She took a bite of her Caesar salad, all teeth on the fork, making it “ping” on the exit. Swallowing, she pointed it at me a couple of times. “Forgot to tell you, I took out a hundred for the Phils game next weekend, but the teller said we were overdrawn. I had to fill out a form. Michael, stop turning your eyelids inside out, it’s disgusting.” She shifted so she could cross her legs along the other corner of the chair. “We need to get the car inspected and the washing machine is making a noise. Michael, use a napkin, not your forearm.” She kept her eyes on him, then put down her fork daintily, scrunched her shoulders, and smiled as if she was about to tell him a secret. “Michael, sweetie, you need deodorant or something. You smell like boy.” She turned to me, beaming. “A red-letter moment! You can welcome him to manhood with your Old Spice. It’s like a Disney story or one of those telephone commercials that make you tear up!”


  I nodded along, but I was still stuck five issues back, wondering what a first-grader was thinking in the first place, looking at a grown woman’s chest, especially a strange camper like Michael. Breasts weren’t Maddy’s thing in my eyes, I was a leg-dog for life, but she was, in fact, built firm up and down, being an ex-college cheerleader who was sweet, petite, and elite and all that. But what the fuck … I mean, when did you start getting “feelings” as a kid? This wasn’t puberty, couldn’t be, but stuff came before that, didn’t it? Shit. Now I had to hit the library. Again. This kid was making me a regular book-nerd, I swear it.


  But I forgot about the library. I had all that work to do in the upstairs office, and it took me through until dinner. Then I ate too much pasta with clam sauce, drank too many Miller Genuine Drafts, and got loopy in front of the living room television that had those fucking green blurry shadow-traces no matter where we positioned Maddy in the room with the rabbit-ear antennas. I went upstairs, turned in early, and in the middle of the night my eyes flew open.


  I’d been dreaming, and it was a bad one, the type with flying in it and monsters advancing through strobe lights.


  I sat up. I’d been sweating in the air conditioning. The television was on with the volume off, and I looked down watching the images wash over Maddy lying on her tummy, covers down to her waist showing the curve of her back. She had big ole hair like a country singer, I teased her about it all the time, and it flowed long on the shoulder except for a renegade strand stuck to her lip. Her profile there on the pillow looked perfect, like one of those artsy outlines that they could have used to animate a logo for perfume or a clothing line. She was a living Barbie doll, so tiny and pristine. Shit. Michael had gotten a big dose of my thick clumsy genes and was almost as tall as she was at this point, the top of his head about an inch from her chin-line.


  I thought of something … connected to the flying dream that had those maniac images as flash-points … smiling jesters juggling dead puppies … carnival creatures squatting around a campfire eating spotted human remains … Michael’s fascination with a missing girl who looked to him like a “dolly.”


  Like his mother?


  Oh.


  Fuck me royal.


  But no, he couldn’t be that smart, that twisted and “advanced” for lack of a better word.


  I was careful coming out from under the covers, and after putting on shorts and a tee I moved into the hall, closing the door ever so carefully, turning the knob so the latch would catch slowly, slowly, and then I walked off down the dark hallway as quickly as I was able.


  To make my way downstairs to the pantry. To get a flashlight and slip outside.


  To the tool shed.


  To get a spade shovel.


  Soon I was standing over the mulch in the flower bed out back, training down the harsh cone-shaped light of the Rayovac, making the image at my feet stark and over-bright. Michael’s artwork. Impressions in the mulch, head, shoulder, hip, and knee, with flower petals flattened by Eveready batteries to match with the contours of the imprint. It had prompted me to call the police, and Michael had earned a measured and critical evaluation from Officer Canfield. He also might have set up one of the greatest pieces of misdirection and hiding something in plain sight by a first-grader in all history. Shit, I’d have to look that one up too, though I didn’t look forward to it.


  Was it possible?


  Was it at all plausible that Michael made it seem as if the issue was on the top of the mulch, making the presentation the thing to “figure out,” therefore causing the figurer to think he was himself a real Sherlock Holmes to connect the batteries and flecked paint? Had my seven-year-old son actually come to what would have otherwise been a seasoned adult’s conclusion that when a pro like Canfield investigated and evaluated something with such “clever insight,” he would check off that box, move on to other scenarios, other mulch beds as it were?


  I set the flashlight on the ground about a foot away from the imprint of the head and placed the tip of the spade between it and the indentation made by the “shoulder.” Adjusted my position. Put my foot on it and pressed down.


  The tip of the blade went through the mulch and the dirt fair enough, yet three-quarters of the way down to being buried to the hilt, I felt something change. It went from the gritty feel of steel working through soil to the smoother and more distinct sensation of running a good knife through meat product.


  Startled, I looked up.


  Michael was at his bedroom window looking down at me. The moon reflected off the glass, giving him ghost-glare and a slight red tint to his eyes the same as when you used a flash taking pictures of dogs.


  He was smiling.


  Wide as the world.


  Because he had in, fact, properly predicted the deductions, assumptions, and actions of Officer Canfield, and that being said, my son knew exactly what I was going to do with that shovel.


  CHAPTER 2


  UNSWORN HIRED HELP


  (TODAY)


  She had a great ass. She was a tall, Scandinavian blonde, daringly thin, “statuesque” even. She’d always worn slacks at the station, even in July and August, but you still couldn’t help but happen a glance after her now and again. Women’s dress pants were sterile by design, but they never could hide a good ass. Not Erika’s anyway.


  She was bending over the coffee machine just outside the office, reaching for the cup of red swivel sticks. Captain Bill Canfield wasn’t looking. It looked as if he wasn’t looking, but his open-door policy worked both ways, keeping him visible, subject to scrutiny. Fair trade. There was no door at all; in fact, he’d had it removed. His desk was centered next to the Westinghouse fan facing up so it wouldn’t blow around all the papers, and he wanted the sightline regardless of the things he chose not to stare at.


  From his position in here, he could survey the front entrance, public information and complaints, and the space for his desk sergeant, watch commander, and patrol supervisor. If he leaned left, he could see who was going in and out of equipment storage and the report writing room, and if he rolled his old wooden banker’s chair a foot to the right, he had a clear view of department communications and dispatch. The view was panoramic. He liked that word … liked to be “panoramic,” it kept him connected. And this had nothing to do with Erika Shoemaker’s ass, even though he’d never quite gotten around to moving the coffee pot to a more peripheral location.


  Officer Blake poked his head in.


  “Evidence repository is almost fully reorganized,” he said. “I’ll have a report on your desk by ten o’clock.”


  “Nine-thirty’s better.” Canfield looked back down to review the annual grant proposal in front of him. Needs, Approach, and Outcomes looked good, but the subsection covering Future Funding needed more finite explanation and detail. Someone walked by and Canfield didn’t even look up.


  “Tully,” he said.


  “Yes, Captain?”


  “Those shoes have clicky heels. Get rubber soles. Then you can run faster and you won’t advertise around here like a broad in stilettos.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The officer clacked off and another figure was soon in the doorway.


  “Chief … sir.”


  Canfield looked up.


  It was the jumpy new kid, redhead, chin-zits showing through his peach-fuzz goatee. Probably safe to assume he had a beanbag chair at home, a long-board, a pet snake, and the latest version of Call of Duty. Canfield leaned back and webbed his fingers behind his head.


  “As far as titles go around here,” he said, “Captain is good enough for me. That’s my rank. ‘Chief of Police’ just means I get stuck with more paperwork, which I do, so let’s keep it plain.”


  “Well, Captain, my service revolver is faulty.”


  “What you mean, faulty?”


  “Feels sticky.”


  “It’s a Glock Nineteen,” Canfield assured him, “an oldie but goodie like a greatest hits record. If it feels sticky, go beg Sullivan for some table space, get some Radcolube, and take a dry cloth to the trigger assembly. You replace something, fill out a req.”


  “I want a Smith and Wesson M and P Nine. Sir.”


  “Why?”


  “The Picatinny rail.”


  “What about it?”


  “Takes accessories. Want to install a laser sight. Bought it myself.”


  Canfield sat forward and rested his beef-bull forearms on the edge of the desk. He had to have some Tums around here somewhere, or an old bottle of Pepto-Bismol.


  “If the schedule hasn’t been changed,” he said, “you’re on parking lots and meters this month, speed traps by the high school the rest of the spring. Stick to the purview, no lasers.”


  Officer Mullin’s eyes went half-lidded, and he gave a strange gentle smile.


  “Of course, Captain,” he said softly. “Your feelings are paramount.” Canfield was about to say that his feelings had nothing to do with it, but the kid moved out of the doorway too fast. Detective Bronson filled it. He’d been waiting there behind the jamb. He was always doing that … lurking behind the jamb. He was a big man, black moustache, thick neck bulging over the collar. He pressed his palms above the archway and leaned in, ducking his head.


  “You hear about it, Bill?”


  “What?”


  “The thing.”


  “What thing? I got shit to do.”


  Bronson grunted, took a step in, and fished out his Newports. He didn’t smoke them. He’d quit two months ago, but he liked playing with a new pack every few days, squeezing it like a stress doll.


  “They found another scarecrow,” he said. Canfield stared at him for a second.


  “Don’t call them that.”


  “Why not?”


  “Gives the press an easy headline, that’s why. Helps nobody. And it’s not our case.”


  Bronson smiled unevenly.


  “This one was discovered at the edge of a construction site on the Northeast Extension up by the Lehigh Tunnel. The bastard’s getting closer.” Canfield sighed. Heartburn. He hated heartburn.


  “It’s not our jurisdiction just the same,” he said. “He’s for the Feds and the Staties. If he puts one of those poor girls up on a pole here in Lower Merion, I’ll give you first dibs.”


  Bronson’s eyes were shimmering. He was still smiling, but the flavor had changed.


  “Have you seen one of them?” he said. “One of the victims?”


  Captain Canfield didn’t like lying. He did anyway.


  “No.”


  “I’ve got a file. I can show you.”


  “No, thanks. You have other fish to fry, and I don’t need you running off, trying to validate the size of your prick and giving some maniac’s handiwork shape and contour. He kills coeds. He disfigures them. He puts them up on display thinking he’s haunting the highway or some such lame horseshit. Don’t help round his edges.”


  Bronson opened his mouth to say something, then closed it, putting the wrinkled pack of cigarettes back in his pocket.


  “All my life I played by the rules,” he said softly. “I got food issues, I got bad skin, I got allergies.”


  “You have plenty of solid convictions.”


  “Small fish.”


  “Lots of small fish change the color of the water.”


  “And some criminals get to swim in it anyway, keeping us tied to the dock by our own rules and protocol. That’s a paradox.”


  “That’s the job,” Canfield said. “Why don’t you get going doing it, here in your own jurisdiction where we need you?”


  “All for one and one for all, huh?”


  “That’s the idea.”


  “Minor vice and domestic disputes.”


  “We’re a small town on the Main Line, Detective, white picket fences and all that, so don’t be so eager to rewrite the script. We got it good. We keep it simple. You want to be a hero, go join the Peace Corps. Or try teaching kids in public school, special ed., maybe. That’s heroic. I’ll write you a rec.”


  Bronson gazed at the floor for a second and then ducked out of the doorway.


  “And put that file in the shredder,” Canfield called after him. “If it’s on your hard drive, delete it, or else I’ll go through your desktop and give it an enema.” He pulled open the drawer in front of him, noted the two empty antacid bottles he hadn’t yet tossed, and hauled out his hardcover thesaurus. The wide spine was worn and the cloth binding was ripped at the top, the Scotch tape coming loose. He’d have to use Gorilla tape. This was a real synonym finder, the thick kind, old school, tons of words, far superior to Webster’s or the shit that came up on a Google search. It was better than a dictionary too. Instead of explaining the word with harder words, it gave you alternatives, made you figure it out, made you learn it.


  He turned to the P’s and looked for the word “paradox.” Hmm. “Puzzle, Maze, Quandary, Dilemma.” He had initially thought it was an unsolvable riddle, like the chicken and the egg business. Pretty close; in fact, his version was better. He loved it when that happened.


  “Captain.”


  “Come.”


  It was Erika, files in her arms, stacked up to her chin. She’d removed the blue slim-fit blazer she usually had on like a uniform, showing that her white dressy blouse was sleeveless. Nice forearms and biceps. Tan and lean. Maybe she played weekend beach volleyball or did Namaste in the park.


  “Morning,” she said. “You mind?”


  He nodded and brushed aside the pile of parking citations that had to have the appeals weeded.


  “What’s all that?” he said.


  She clapped the pile down and faint dust rose into the light bars coming through the slats of the blinds.


  “Correspondence from the mayor,” she said, “five complaints from the school board, twenty-five complaints from concerned parents about the school board, two messages from that family on Sycamore claiming the renters across the back alley are using their trash cans again, the electric bill, a statement from Aqua, a few DWI’s, a few more underage drinking citations, and a ton of formal appeals to get rid of the township siren at the firehouse, the usual.”


  She curled the backs of her knuckles on her hips and did that subtle head-juke that made her hair gather down the back. She had nice hair, long, fine, and tailored at the edges. She taught a grooming and cosmetology elective at Upper Darby High School and the local JCC up on Haverford Avenue on her off days. Beauty and brains. She’d graduated from Penn, the Wharton Business School, and she’d said she was saving up for her own salon. Captain Canfield had no doubt that she’d be successful. Though “unsworn hired help,” she pretty much ran things around here.


  “Ruben is out today,” she continued, “so we’ll have to dump the trash ourselves. We’re good with arrest forms, but I’m running short on offense and complaints. I need extra paper towels signed out of supply for the ladies’, and the holding tank needs a wipe-down. Something with industrial sanitizers. Smells like a barn.” She turned to go. “Oh, wait.” She stepped out toward the coffee table, grabbing her aluminum storage folder, and she came back in, thumbing through stuff bunched under the clip. “Sorry, Captain. This was at the bottom of my in-bin. Addressed to you. Wasn’t sure if you’d want it left buried in the pile.”


  She slid off a small envelope. Looked like something that would hold a bar mitzvah invitation. Canfield bent forward and took it between the tips of his index and middle fingers.


  “For me, huh?”


  “By name.”


  He leaned back in his chair, making it creak on its worn tilt-lock, flipping the envelope to the front side. It was his name all right. CAPTAIN WILLIAM TIMOTHY CANFIELD: CHIEF OF POLICE, spelled out with small magazine letters, all uniform so they came from the same article apparently, and so finely cut in outline that it almost looked like professional labeling.


  “Gloves,” he said softly. “And the letter opener.” He’d only touched it at the edge, and Erika’s prints were on file. Maybe there was something pristine. She was swift with it and handed him the implements like a nurse assisting a surgeon.


  He opened it carefully, but he didn’t need to work hard at it. The top flap was only stuck at its corner-point, and he was willing to bet it hadn’t been licked. Sponged. Probably with a cheap, generic product taken right out of the package from Walmart with a pair of powdered rubber gloves. Gingerly, he unfolded the page.


  The magazine letters on it were a contrast with the modest presentation on the outside—big and slashing, alternating in size, purposefully cut for uneven dissonance. To establish a brand. For newspaper headlines and people like Bronson.


  
    I MAKE PRETTY DOLLS, NOT SCARECROWS, CAPTAIN.


    CALL THE FEDS, AND I KILL ANOTHER COED.


    DO NOT CALL THE FEDS, AND I KILL ERIKA SHOEMAKER.


    TONIGHT.


    GET IN THE GAME


    LOVE


    THE SCULPTOR

  


  CHAPTER 3


  GUESS WHAT’S IN MY HEAD


  Erika’s apartment was more a workspace than a portrait of comfort, the living room filled with makeup tables, cosmetic cases on wheels, a vanity with a double-sided round looking glass, and two oblong mirrors on tilt frames. There were also a number of mannequin heads on tripods or straight-rods affixed to the desktops by table clamps. The heads were adorned with wigs she could practice on, cutting, coloring, straightening, and curling, and Canfield felt bad for her.


  Protection and protocol outweighed social semantics, and Erika had been the one treated like a criminal, standing by rather helplessly as the CSI unit had advanced methodically through the living room and the galley kitchen with the open-wall bar space. They checked the hallway linen closet, the cloak closet, the bedroom and bath, and finally the closet catty-cornered by the back-door terrace exit. They engineered two meticulous walk-throughs, making a final determination that there were no hidden explosives on the premises, no traces of poison laced in her drinking glasses, no potential hazards in the wiring, nothing nefarious in the airducts. And when the last of them had finally exited, the apartment looked ravaged, as if dogs had gotten into the laundry basket. Erika seemed exhausted. Canfield politely adjusted the brim of his cap in an indication that it was time for him to be on his way, and she made to follow him to the door.


  “Well, you sure know how to treat a girl,” she said.


  “Only the best.”


  “I’m not good at small talk.”


  “Nor I.” He turned. “Erika, there are two black and whites in front of the complex and one out back in the parking area by the Goodwill storage bin. No one is getting in here, repeat, no one.”


  “And who are the officers in the squad cars?”


  “Dutton and Ramos, Trigoso and Clark, and White and Scarduzio.”


  “They’re clean?”


  “To the best of my knowledge, yes.”


  “To the best …”


  “Yes, Erika. I made sure the timesheets ruled them out as potential persons of interest. I concede that we are being observed, but I haven’t yet determined the vantage point. Admittedly, I haven’t ruled out the idea that someone at the station could be suspect, but I’m convinced there is some other explanation.”


  “That letter wasn’t mailed, Captain. It was planted in my in-bin by someone with access behind the glass.”


  Canfield nodded.


  “Noted, and today I interviewed almost everyone at the station on day shift with a W-2.”


  “Almost.”


  “Yes. As you had said, Ruben is out sick, and Bronson had a series of field interviews in the Morrison case that took top priority. Henderson, Dietrich, Getz, and Albano are still open, and I have details to confirm concerning Brooks, Willis, Sanchez, and Youngblood. I passed down the order to Deputy Chief McMaster to alert Internal Affairs, and I called the FBI three times as well as giving a report to the commissioner. This hasn’t been taken lightly, Erika. We’ve covered every angle except getting you to a safe house.”


  She moved across to one of her long tables where there was a litter of accessories from different makeup cases mixed and strewn across the surface. Among the disorder were a few mannequin heads lying sideways, and she took up one and twisted it gingerly back onto its clamp-rod.


  “No safehouse,” she said reflectively. “Stuck on a cot somewhere with bars on the windows.”


  “You don’t know it would be like that.”


  “Thanks anyway, no.” She peered back at him. “So where were the Feds today, anyway?” she said. “I would have thought they’d be all over the station like storm troopers.”


  Canfield pushed his tongue into his cheek. He’d been thinking the same thing.


  “Don’t know,” he said finally.


  “Who did you talk to?”


  “Special Agent Rutledge.”


  “No, you did not,” a voice said. Erika banged back against an end table, knocking over a lamp, and Canfield reached for his sidearm. The voice was robotic and insectile, the product of one of those voice-changer apps, and it came from the flat-screen positioned over the mantel, no picture, just audio.


  “You spoke to me, Captain Canfield,” it continued. “There is no ‘Special Agent Rutledge.’ I have control over all the station telephones, car radios, and two-way Motorolas. I’m listening, and your methodology today was weak and predictable. First, your search of the apartment was a waste of time and resources. There are no explosives except those I wired to the undercarriages of the squad cars outside. Attempt to signal them or anyone else on the force in the next ten minutes, and I detonate all three, killing six field officers. The responsibility will be all yours, Captain Canfield, just like the coed you sentenced to death by calling the FBI in the first place. Is she not real to you? What do you think her parents would say if they knew the killer made a specific demand, specifically to you, Captain Canfield, that would have saved their dear daughter’s life if simply obeyed? Would you have responded differently if you knew her? What if we made this up close and personal?”


  An image on the flat-screen clicked on, and Erika gasped. It was a live feed, seemingly, from a fixed camera showing a dingy warehouse space with moisture-stains on the walls beneath exposed overhead piping. There was a steel chair bolted to the floor center-screen, and a young woman was sitting on it, naked, feet duct-taped together at the ankles, hands bound similarly at the wrists on her knees.


  She was fixed at the waist with a belly-chain snaked through the bars of the backrest. She had sassy brown shoulder-length hair, arched bangs, pouting lips. Wetness that shined on her cheeks jigsawed down like broken glass, indicating she’d been sitting there long enough for new tears to cut through those that had dried. There was a noose around her neck made of thick manila rope, going straight up behind her out of the shot with only the barest hinting of slack.


  Expressionlessly, Canfield tried to see her as the kidnapper might … college girl, unassumingly pretty, wholesome, confident, probably a tomboy until she discovered Revlon, upturned breasts, small mole inner-right just below the tan line. Long waist, flat stomach, belly ring, dull silver ball stud, narrow hips, long legs, she was an athlete maybe, lacrosse or field hockey, possibly soccer. She was weeping. Begging. Saying the word “please” over and over.


  “Captain,” the mechanized voice interrupted from off screen, “here is your second chance. Please follow these simple directions and consider the basic stipulations. I have been torturing my plaything. You must guess what exactly I have been doing to her. She is not allowed to move. If she were to shift or jerk more than half an inch it would trigger the cable and pulley system I have hooked up to her noose, applying a foot-pound of torque per five seconds, separating her spine vertebra by vertebra. Slowly and lovingly. Once tripped, there’d be no going back, and to this point she has been a good girl. So what torture have I been inflicting upon her, Captain Canfield? Look at her closely. Use your deductive methodology. I have not groped nor raped her. There is nothing planted in any orifice, and the duct tape does not conceal anything. The chain holds her in place around her middle firmly, yet comfortably, and has not been tightened. I have not fed her anything harmful. She has not been given electro-shocks of any kind and she has not been tazed. I have not touched her teeth, nor anything in her mouth or nostrils. There has been no use of gasses or pepper spray, no needles or pinpricks, toxins, eye drops, or pharmaceuticals. There is no corrosive, acid, or chemical on the chair, and I repeat, she has not been penetrated in any way, shape, or form.”


  “Wait,” Canfield said.


  “No waiting,” the voice replied. “I am torturing this poor girl. You must guess how. I’m going to continue doing it every three seconds. She’s not crying the way I want her to. Not yet; that’s a hint. Guess what I am doing to her and her life will be spared. Fail, and she becomes Doll Fourteen. Clock’s ticking.”


  The screen went blank.


  Canfield was silent for a long moment, considering the idea that there was no way to elicit help without putting six of his officers at risk, let alone the girl, considering the time limitation. In a way, the killer had already won. He’d gotten Canfield involved, gotten him to play, and besides that, Erika had become his new sidekick. But why? She was no cop.


  He sucked on his front teeth and looked down at the floor. That one was obvious. Erika was pretty. They were both single. He liked her. This altered the social conventions between polite co-workers, and it was probable that the killer wanted them to fuck. It would make her better collateral. For later. But Canfield thought there was more to it.


  She had taken a seat on the sofa. She looked as if she was trying not to shake.


  “Any ideas?” she managed.


  “No. He’s listening, Erika. He could be watching somehow as well.”


  She shuddered and folded her arms so that she was cupping her elbows. Canfield stayed silent. The killer evidently wanted him to listen to his receptionist’s input, and there was no choice but to play this through as it seemed to be scripted. Erika rested her hands on her knees.


  “He’s playing with words,” she offered. “And I don’t trust him. He claimed he was going to kill the coed if you called in the Feds, then he didn’t, and he never claimed he wouldn’t kill her in the first place if you hadn’t.”


  “I thought of that.”


  “He wanted me here with you, that was the point,” she said hollowly. “But why?”


  “Thought of that too. I don’t know,” he lied. Second time today, a red-letter moment.


  She looked at him.


  “Do you have any idea what he’s doing to her?”


  “No.”


  “Should I?” she said. It was a whisper.


  “I don’t know that either.” He moved to the couch, sitting next to her a full cushion over. He put his elbows on his knees and folded his hands. “He thinks he’s an artist. You’re an artist with makeup and hairstyles. Maybe he feels you’ll understand him in some fundamental way that’s relevant.”


  Her eyes widened and she straightened archly, flipping the hair on one side of her face back over the shoulder.


  “I don’t see that I could possibly have anything in common with him,” she said. “He’s a monster.”


  “Making sculptures.”


  “Statues are beautiful. Those disfigured girls, impaled on poles on the highway, are hideous.”


  “You’ve seen them?”


  “Bronson showed me. I think he thought I’d be impressed or awed. Speaking of which …”


  “It’s not him, let’s eliminate that as a possibility.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yes, Erika. I’ve known him for twenty years.”


  “Well, the images are disgusting.”


  “Not to the killer,” Canfield said. “There’s a reason, some kind of bizarre explanation. This is the kind of guy who wants to change our perspective. Play guessing games so we’re questioning the way we see things.” His hands slowly made fists. “So what does our ‘number fourteen’ have to do with the paradigm? She’s not disfigured. He’s torturing her, but there is absolutely no visible evidence of this. Sculptures are physical entities, so I doubt he’d be going for some sort of smoke-and-mirror psychology.”


  Erika stiffened. “Wait,” she said.


  “What?”


  She closed her eyes, leaned forward, elbows on the knees, and made her hands into the praying shape.


  “I style hair.”


  “And?”


  She opened her eyes and looked at him square.


  “We didn’t see the back of her.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  She blinked. “Captain, have you ever tweezed your eyebrows?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Well, it stings. We get used to it. But what if he has been tweezing out strands of her hair from the back? A single application wouldn’t mean much, but it’s cumulative, like the Chinese water torture. My God, he’s been scalping her one follicle at a time!”


  “Too slow,” the mechanized voice barked through the television speaker bar, making them jump. “And you only decoded the initial, more obvious clues, passing over the more important latter. This will not do. If you are going to operate with such sluggish dysfunctionality, Captain, I’ll find someone else to share secrets with.”


  The picture blinked on, and the camera had been taken out of the tripod, handheld now, slightly unsteady, showing the victim from behind. She was motionless, head drooping, noose raised, and rope taut. The back of her bared skull was a scattershot of blood-points, the few remaining strands making her witchlike and haggard. The hair had been plucked out all along the brain casing up to the forehead region, where it cropped back in to give the frontal illusion they’d been first subjected to. And the bastard had worked all the way down past the cranial base to lay bald the whole of her neck, where the rope had yanked it to a curved apex. There you could see the shapes of the separated vertebrae jutting up into the skin as clear as dinosaur bones in a museum case.


  The killer slowly walked the camera around her.


  “While the two of you fumbled around, wasting precious seconds figuring out the more global theme of my removing her hair, her false periphery, you missed the most obvious crucial detail. Did I not tell you quite bluntly that she wasn’t crying the way that I wanted? Well, don’t fret. All’s well that ends well, as your ignorance helped transform her into a purer, more classic type of beauty. Just look at her now, Captain … so pure and so haunting … the glorious mask of Greek tragedy both you and Erika helped me create.”


  The camera shot came to full front, and for an awful moment Captain Bill Canfield didn’t see a dead coed.


  He saw a lovely broken statue weeping blood.


  The killer had ripped out her eyelashes.


  CHAPTER 4


  MOVING PICTURES


  Detective Bronson lived on the far side of Montgomery Avenue in a nook of dense woodland, and he no more believed that the Captain’s letter had been planted by someone employed at the station than he trusted the Feds, who hadn’t yet made their grand aristocratic appearance. Truth be told, he was glad to have been given the green light to get the hell out of there, though it had meant a long day of tedious field interviews he’d inherited from the Juvenile Division because of his expertise in narcotics—a marijuana ring orchestrated by a couple of high school juniors who’d gotten in over their heads. Depressing. Bronson didn’t like interrogating teenagers. He preferred to be immersed in lab analysis, biology, photography, and criminalistics, getting his geek on, and he’d been chomping at the bit to get home.


  Now, like every night, he was in his living room wearing the flannel-lined rugby bathrobe with the hood up. The curtains behind him were closed on either side of the hearth, which was also flanked by two steel contractor’s storage containers housing all his investigative paraphernalia. The desk lamp was cocked left. Up the staircase the hall light was off, but the bathroom had the vanity lights turned to the dimmest setting. The middle room, which he called the “hoarding den,” had a path snaking through all the accumulated bric-a-brac, brightened only faintly by the stove light he always kept on in the kitchen back there, no overheads.


  He settled into his chair. Before him, the desktop computer was on, the cursor blinking in the Google surf bar. The unit was sitting on the double-pedestal rolltop desk with the plinth base. The old dinosaur belonged in the office upstairs, but Bronson had hired Gentle Giant Movers to bring it down here. That was one year, three months, and five days ago, when the first scarecrow was discovered next to a pyramid of concrete piping and two Bobcat mini-dozers a hundred yards west of the Blue Mountain Service Plaza on the Pennsylvania Turnpike.


  Bronson took a deep breath that made his nostrils flare; today’s events changed nothing. Few on the force knew exactly what had been in the Captain’s threat-letter, but Bronson had seen it. To him it was no more than a massive inconvenience, a hoax, most probably kids. This killer wasn’t about involving cops, let alone manipulating them. This killer was about stealth and voyeurism, fetish and obsession.


  This killer was all about the girls.


  The first scarecrow’s name had been Brittany Barnes. Her file and spare folders took up a good amount of the drawer bottom-left, and it stuck for a second when Bronson made to pull it open. He thumbed past the divider and pulled up a fat manila pouch stuffed with pictures he’d downloaded and printed from her Facebook and Instagram accounts, along with all the exchanges she’d shared publicly on both platforms before her parents had deleted them. There were also all the newspaper clippings discussing her disappearance, online blogs talking about her, and three or four tablets of yellow lined paper filled with Bronson’s notations about comments he’d found from friends, family, and acquaintances. He’d drawn possible connections, made inferences and multitudes of spare notations when it seemed he’d found something between the lines.


  At the end of the Barnes girl’s fourth tablet, there were a few blank pages. This is where he’d pick up where he’d left off to do the compare and contrast after he’d officially “mapped” the new corpse. Then he’d get out the file on Victim #2, then the next, and the next. It was becoming an all-nighter. And he was running out of drawers. He jotted down on his “to-do” pad that along with new tablets, he had to get a few plastic hanging file units at Staples or Ikea. Soon he’d have to rent out warehouse space …


  The latest victim was named Melissa Baumgardner, freshman at Widener University, Chester, Pennsylvania, nursing major, found yesterday morning three hundred yards from the south side of the Lehigh Tunnel up the Northeast Extension. She’d been positioned on the high shoulder past the breakdown lane where PennDOT was setting the foundation for sound barrier walls. She had been decapitated, the head reattached and disfigured, the whole of her body impaled on a pole set in some sort of flag-base seated by a pile of crushed stone and a border-ring of dented steel drums.


  Victim # 1, Brittany Barnes, had attended Shippensburg University, which sat at the bottom of the state, halfway to Pittsburgh from here. Her dump-spot had been a mere six miles away from her dorm residence. Melissa Baumgardner went to school up 476 South, twenty-five minutes from where Bronson was currently sitting, and her dump-spot was an hour and twenty-nine minutes north, 75 miles. The longest the killer had driven to deposit a body was Victim #10, Trisha Sugarhill, sophomore at the Penn State Brandywine Campus who’d been left impaled on the roof of the construction trailer on I-68, Eastbound Mile Marker 6, down in Maryland.


  Bronson grunted, put down the tablet, pushed up, and reached for the shoebox with the two jars of pushpins—one with yellow, the other dark blue. There were also a few balls of red yarn and a small pair of sewing scissors, and he approached the wall in front of the desk with a sort of ritualistic reverence. He’d glued cork to the paneling going from the inlaid shelving to the corner by the stairs with the stereo system and old-school CD tower he rarely used anymore, and upon this makeshift board presentation he’d tacked up a detailed map, now littered with Post-It Notes marking times and dates and arrows drawn with a Sharpie tagging rest stops along what would have been the most convenient routes, as well as the weigh stations, gas stations, welcome centers, and motels, anywhere the killer might have been seen. The yarn connected the points of contact (yellow pushpins) and dump sites (blue), for perspective and overview, and it created what was now a complex patterning that looked more like a Native American dreamcatcher than an instrument that tracked spatial tendencies.


  One thing, however, was blatantly clear. Though the killer was steadily putting more distance between point of first contact and that of disposal, his general choice of hunting ground had gotten closer. To Philly and its suburbs. Bronson had a gut feeling, in fact, that the son of a bitch lived somewhere nearby, and that’s why that prank letter to the Captain was so goddamned frustrating. False alarms were alarms, after all. They were loud and obnoxious, getting everyone’s radar up, just when this guy had been getting more comfortable.


  Bronson put in his pushpins and tied off the yarn, then shimmied out from the short space between the desk and the wall. He backed up and gave it a look. Dreamcatcher, hell! It was like a movie cliché, or worse, the efforts of the sap on the Car Gurus commercial who mapped out where to buy a used clunker like some obsessed stalker. Looked like a shrine. It was only missing the candles.


  He moved back behind his desk and sat, rubbed his thick moustache, one side, then the other. Charts and graphs were a necessary part of the process, but logistics weren’t the final point. Bronson had known all along that he wasn’t going to catch the killer by interpreting (and acting on) the travel patterns; he didn’t have the resources. He had to do it the other way, victim-first through the eyes of the killer, and he’d spent months trying to figure out what made someone a mark. What was the trigger specifically? What was the reason? All the victims were females between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one, all of them students living at college, all of them fit and attractive. That part was a no-brainer, but what was that special something, that sexual specificity that had made these particular coeds unique? He had notes, cross-notes, details, and inferences, but much of his work looked like random annotations from a modeling agency, each girl described in detail, with cross-references that sometimes matched, sometimes didn’t. Collectively, it read like a blur of “t & a” that evaded a pattern. Frustrating, but Bronson knew he had to be patient.
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