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Shifting colors on a monster billboard bled through the April evening mist, showed me a shadow in the alley.

My heart sped up but I didn’t, just walked past, to my door. Maybe I had time to unlock the door and slip inside, but if I did that, whatever this was might happen again sometime when I wasn’t ready.

I unzipped my jacket, reached inside, just a guy looking for his keys. Uneven footsteps came up the block, pseudo-soft like a stage whisper. If he went on past, that would be that. But I didn’t think he would and he didn’t. He stopped behind me.

I spun around, arm out, gun level. “Hold it there.”

“Whoa! Whoa, man, put that down.” The shadow stumbled back, reaching for the sky like a desperado in a bad western. In his right hand was a silver automatic, small but enough to do damage. “I just need to talk to you.”

“Then what’s the gun for?”

“To make you listen.”

The words were slurred but the voice was familiar. I said, “Step into the light.”

“It’s Sam.” The shadow lurched forward. “Sam Tabor.”

And it was. Skinny and pale; jittery hands; eyes that looked everywhere but into yours. Six years since I’d seen him, and I couldn’t say he’d changed.

My adrenaline blast faded. “Give me the gun.”

“The…” He peered at the automatic as though it were news to him. “It’s not mine.”

“I won’t hurt it.”

With a shrug he gave it over. He grinned crookedly and asked, “Surprised to see me?”

“At my door with a gun, yes. In general, no. I knew you were out.”

“Everybody does, huh? Everybody knows all about Sam Tabor. I need to talk to you. Let’s get a drink.” He ticked his head at the Budweiser sign in Shorty’s window.

“I don’t drink with ex-cons waving guns at me.”

“Shit.” He slumped against the wall, wiped a hand down his face. “I fucked this up, didn’t I?”

“Depends what you were trying to accomplish.”

“I need your help.”

“Then yeah, you did. The gun…?”

“Because you’d say no. If you knew what I wanted.”

“And then you were going to shoot me?”

He shook his head, back and forth, back and forth, the exaggeration of alcohol. “I said. To make you listen. So you’d see I’m serious.”

I had to concede he’d made that point. Pocketing his gun, holstering mine, I said, “No drink.” I unlocked my door and held it open for him. “Coffee.”

Upstairs, I pointed Sam to an armchair, boiled water, and put coffee through while he sank against the cushions. He didn’t move at all, except for his hands, fingers drumming in ever-changing rhythms, and his eyes. His gaze wandered the room randomly, the way you drive when you’re so lost all ways are equally likely, and equally unpromising.

I wondered how long this bender had been going on and when he’d last eaten. A few nights ago Lydia had brought over a box of Chinese almond cookies; I put them on a plate.

“You take anything in your coffee?” I asked.

“Scotch.”

I gave him the cookies, and his coffee black. I took mine to the couch the same way. He held the mug in both hands and sipped slowly, resigned to this medicine he’d been taking most of his life for his chronic condition—drinking. Between sips, he said, “At least you’re not telling me how good I look.”

“You look like hell.”

“But my public loves it! The tortured artist.”

“I saw the Art Now cover.”

“You weren’t impressed? Come on, that was a Tony Oakhurst photo. You didn’t think I looked like a mad genius?”

“You looked like twelve miles of bad road. But better than you do now.”

He nodded earnestly, got into the rhythm of it, shook his head to stop himself. “You see? You see? That’s why I’m here. You never lied to me. And you’re not afraid of me.”

“Why would I be? Now that I have your gun in my pocket.”

“Not the gun, I don’t mean the gun. It’s not even loaded. Because of how I am. But you always treated me like a regular person. I liked it when you came to meetings.”

“I don’t recall any of those meetings did much good, in the end.”

Abruptly, Sam met my eyes. As always on the rare occasions when he did that, his were unnervingly clear and sharp. “Yeah, well, you see,” he said, “the trouble with the insanity defense you guys were pushing is, it makes people think you’re insane. Then they send you to the bin. You forget I’ve been to the bin before, all on my own. I didn’t need anyone to slip anything into my drink and I didn’t need to kill anyone to get there the first time.”

“I didn’t forget. But that was twenty-five years ago. You were young, you’d had a breakdown, you were drinking.”

“I’m still drinking.”

“The point is, before you killed Amy Evans, you’d never been violent. Never, until the night those girls gave you PCP.”

“No, the point is, I stabbed Amy seven billion times!”

“When you were high on a drug you didn’t know you’d taken.”

“Eleven other people drank that punch. None of them killed anyone.”

“Two were hospitalized with hallucinations.”

“For fuck’s sake! They didn’t kill anyone. A jury might have bought the idea I was temporarily out of my mind, but the point, like you say, the point is, I really am out of my mind. The thing about temporary insanity is, it’s temporary. They let you out when you get sane. Which I will never be, never, never, Smith, never!”

Six years ago, Sam’s defense attorney, Susan Tulis; Sam’s younger brother, Peter; and I, tag-teaming, had all lost this argument with Sam. Sam, as he said, might have been out of his mind, but the court declared him sane enough to participate in his own defense. His participation amounted to pushing everyone’s advice aside and taking a plea deal. He got fifteen-to-life and was sent upstate. The image of skinny, confused Sam in Greenhaven never sat well with me, and over the years I dropped him a couple of notes, which he didn’t answer, and I called Peter a couple of times, to be told Sam was doing “as well as could be expected.” I didn’t expect, myself, that that was very well.

Then, about a year ago, I picked up a leaflet at a Chelsea art gallery and learned there was a campaign to get him out. A thrilling genius of an outsider artist, a man with a unique, electrifying vision, had been discovered behind prison walls by a therapist, who, unable to contain his excitement, had sent slides of the man’s work—without the man’s knowledge—to a friend at a gallery. There on the leaflet was the work, and there was the artist. It was the same skinny, confused Sam.

The gallerist friend showed the slides to a critic, the critic wrote a piece in an art magazine, and a whole lot of people got excited as hell. They visited the prison; they wrote about the painter and the paintings. The campaign hit the culture pages soon after I saw the pamphlet, with strategically planted curator interviews, photos of the work, and artists’ and critics’ comments.

I wasn’t part of the Free Sam Tabor crusade; the art world VIPs orchestrating it didn’t need me. Or Susan Tulis, or even, really, Peter Tabor. The Free Sam Tabor Committee hired a hotshot celebrity attorney. They told Peter what letters to write, what petitions to sign, and when to appear at the parole board. Sometimes Peter’s wife and partner, Leslie, went with him; most of the time he showed up without her, but even at those hearings, he was never alone. Peter was an architect with a solid reputation, regularly published and never lacking for work, but he was definitely B-list in the Free Sam Tabor crowd.

“I saw your show,” I said to Sam.

“What?” His focus had drifted.

“Your show. It got good reviews.”

“It got great reviews.” A strange bitterness edged his words. “You really went?”

“I was curious. The whole time I was working on your case I never knew you painted.”

He pointed across the room. “Until now, I never knew you played the piano.”

“It’s nobody’s business.”

“That’s what I used to say. Now it’s everybody’s. Ain’t life grand? You weren’t at the opening.”

“I don’t do openings.”

“I should try that. I’ll just tell them I don’t do openings. You think they’d let me stay home if I said that?” His hopeless tone made it clear he knew the answer. “So, tell me. Did you like my work?”

“Is that why you came here with a gun? For a review?”

“You know good art. I didn’t know that before, but I can see. Those are Santlofers. That’s an Ellen Eagle.”

“You’re not serious.”

“You didn’t answer me.”

I lit a cigarette, shook out the match. “All right. No, I don’t like it. I’m impressed by your skill, your craft, especially someone self-taught. But I can’t separate out the content.”

“Come on, that’s my unique daring, my horrifying genius.” He lifted a lecturing finger. “ ‘Only at first glance does Tabor’s work resemble the nostalgic folk-based traditions of much outsider art. His true and dazzling gift is to subvert and interrogate that maudlin aesthetic, forcing us to acknowledge the ghastly basis of our banal quotidian existence.’ Art Now said so. ‘Quotidian.’ I had to look it up.”

“Well, I’m sure they’re right.” I drank more coffee, waited, but whatever he’d come for, he wasn’t ready yet. “As long as you’re waving guns around,” I said, “I want a free question.”

“Seems fair.”

“What I saw: is that the kind of work you did before you went upstate? Or did the content change in prison?”

“That’s a goddamn indirect question, isn’t it? What you mean is, Did you always paint such pretty violence, Mr. Tabor, or did that only start after you butchered that blond girl?”

I said nothing.

“Christ, Smith, before I went upstate, I was a waiter! I painted in a basement in Queens and no one except my brother ever saw my shit. God, I wish it was still like that!”

“What you painted,” I said evenly, when he was done. “Was it what you paint now?”

“You never give up. I remember that, too. It’s supposed to be one of the good things about you, like not lying. Yes. Yes! All right, yes, it was. It’s all I’ve ever painted. Over and over. Always.” The agitation of his hands and voice began to spread to the rest of him. With an obvious effort he pulled himself back under control. “But you’re not saying all that blood and destruction creeps you out? Big, gun-carrying macho man like you?”

I put my coffee down. “All right, Sam. You got your review. You want more coffee, or are you ready to leave now?”

“That’s not why I came.”

“Oh, no shit?”

He seemed not to hear my sarcasm. “I knew you wouldn’t like my work. I just asked to make sure you still wouldn’t lie to me.” He picked up his mug, wrapped his hands around it, but didn’t drink. “There’s a serial killer in New York. Did you see it on the news?”

“No.”

“Fox had it, and the Post. The rest will pick it up any minute now. A woman last week, and one six months ago.”

“Two? Who says it’s a serial killer?”

“Why, that’s not enough? You want more? Half a dozen? Ten? Would that make you happy?”

Without heat, I said, “They’re careful with that term. Whatever the news says, the cops won’t call it a serial killer at two, even if they’re sure those two were the same guy.”

“There might be three soon. Is that good enough?”

“I think that’s the technical threshold, yes. Why are we talking about this?”

“Because it’s me.”
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I got up, poured myself more coffee, filled Sam’s cup, too. This time I put milk and sugar in his. I handed it to him; he took a sip and said, “Yecch. What is this shit?”

“Ballast.”

I took a cookie from the plate by his elbow; maybe that would encourage him to eat. As I sat, he said, “Aren’t you going to tell me I’m not the serial killer type?”

“I don’t know that.”

“I guess in some weird way that’s a compliment.”

“It’s not. Why did you come here, Sam? Anyone else, I might think he was trying to impress me, but not you.”

“I’m not the type?” A sly smile.

“I hope you didn’t come for help leaving town, laying low, something like that. If you killed those women, you know I’m going to have to turn you in.”

“Good luck.”

“I have the guns,” I reminded him.

“You won’t need them but they won’t help. I already tried it.”

“Tried what?”

“Turning myself in. The detective told me to get lost. She said I wasn’t the type. Actually, what she said was, I’d better get my ass the hell out of her squad room, because she didn’t need another nutcase trying to claim the credit so he could join the serial killer club.”

“What made her think you were a nutcase?”

“First of all, I am a nutcase.”

“Sam.”

“Okay, okay. Because I couldn’t give her any details. I don’t remember either one.” His words were steady, but his hands were trembling.

“So what makes you think you did them?”

“I don’t remember killing Amy, either.”

“That’s your logic? You must have done them because you don’t remember them, just like you don’t remember the one you actually did? What’s your plan, to confess to every crime in New York you don’t remember?”

“Goddamn it!” He jumped up, started pacing. “That wiseass shit from you, I remember that, too. Fuck, Smith, I came here for help!” As he strode the room, his hands made meaningless gestures, waving things away, reaching for things not there.

“Sam? Tell me what you want.”

He stopped all movement, stood completely still. “Prove it,” he said. “Prove it’s me.”



Another pot of coffee, a lot of theorizing from Sam, a lot of questions from me, and this was as far as we’d gotten: both the women the Post described as victims of a serial killer were blondes, like Amy Evans, and had been stabbed to death, which was how Sam had killed Amy Evans. Sam drank, and his drinking led to blackouts.

“But I’m a high-functioning alcoholic,” he said in the jargon of recovery, a road he’d gone down so many times he’d put ruts in it. “I could’ve been drunk as a skunk and pulled off something like this, easy. Like before.”

I don’t know how high-functioning you can call a wasted waiter painting in a basement, but I didn’t argue that point. “When you killed Amy Evans, you weren’t drunk,” I said. “You were high on PCP you didn’t know you’d taken. And if by ‘pull it off’ you mean do it and not get caught, you didn’t pull it off. You just sat there crying and waiting for the cops.”

“Big scary killer, huh?”

“That’s my point.”

“I guess I must have learned.”

Sam’s logic, because it was never reasonable, was never refutable. He didn’t look at me, or at anything but the floor. His right-hand fingers massaged his left-hand fingers.

“Sam, I don’t buy it.”

“You still think I’m not the type?”

“I don’t know what the type is. I just don’t think it’s you. Everything you know about these murders you read in the paper. You don’t remember anything about either one, and you say there’s no physical evidence, no blood, nothing. What’s to say you were anywhere but in your own bed all night, either time?”

“Not my bed, the first time. That night I was still at Peter and Leslie’s.”

“Even better. You think you could have snuck out, killed someone, and snuck back in, the day after you got out of prison, and they wouldn’t have noticed?”

“But there it is. The timing. You want facts? That’s a fact.”

The timing was Sam’s strongest, and to me his only, interesting evidence against himself. The first killing had happened the day after he’d gotten out, and the second last week, the day after his one-man show opened.

“You see? Big events,” he insisted. “Times like that, I get stressed, I drink more. All my life.”

“Even in prison?”

“Did you take a stupid pill? We were swimming in moonshine inside. We used to bottle it for the COs so they wouldn’t ‘find’ the still.”

“So you think—”

“I think I get stressed, I get drunk, I kill women. Is that so hard to understand?”

“No, to believe. But say I did believe you. What do you want me to do about it? Babysit you so you don’t do it again?”

“Follow me around for the rest of my life? That’s idiotic.”

“I’m glad you think so, because I wasn’t planning on it.”

“It wouldn’t work anyway. I could give you the slip. I could fire you. I could wait months, until we were both sure I wouldn’t do it again. I read a book that said some serial killers can go for years between murders.”

“I read one that said silver bullets kill vampires.”

“Goddamn it, Smith! Do not laugh at me!”

“Sit down, Sam. I’m sorry. I’m not laughing. But monsters are monsters. Scary stories. If you’d read a different book, you wouldn’t have come to me, you’d have gone to an exorcist.”

“In the monster stories I read when I was a kid, the scary part was the monster getting you. Not being the monster.”

“The scary part is whatever scares you. If you want my two-bit analysis, this all has to do with your guilt about the past and your fear of the future.”

“Thank you, Dr. Fucking Freud! No, I don’t want your two-bit bullshit.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I told you. I want you to investigate. Find evidence. Prove it’s me.”

“Why?”

The crimson anger faded from his face. “Don’t you get it?”

“No. Tell me.”

He waited a long time before he spoke again. When he did, his voice was low and muffled, a directionless echo across a great distance.

“If you bring the cops something real, they’ll arrest me.”

“And that would be good?”

“Of course it would.” Now his words were almost too soft to hear. “If I’m inside, I can’t kill anyone else. Smith? I don’t want to kill anyone else.” He sat folded tight, arms wrapping his chest. “And soon,” he whispered. “You have to do it soon.”

“Why soon?”

“They stuck me in a group show at the Whitney. At the last minute. Aren’t I lucky? It opens tomorrow.” Abruptly, he boomed, “Stress, stress, stress! That stress train is coming, it’s speeding down the track! Chugga chugga chugga blam!”

“You think you’ll kill someone? The day after?”

His voice dropped back to normal. “My, you catch on quick.”

“If you’re really worried, there are ways to get locked up without being arrested. You could commit yourself.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. If you think I’m going back to the bin, you’re crazy! The one I went to, it was a nice private bin, gardens and everything. Eight months. It made me the man I am today. Drugs, restraints, bright lights, other lunatics screaming all night. No. Never again.”

“But prison? Sam, if you are this killer and I prove it, they’ll put you back in for the rest of your life.”

He smiled. “You know how I survived inside? Scrawny little white guy like me? I did drawings of the other cons. And the COs, sometimes. They’d give them to their girlfriends or their kids. A lifer told me his wife had a picture of him a guy in Central Park did but mine was better. He meant it as high praise and I took it that way. So they all looked after me. Isn’t that a joke? My whole life I never showed anyone my work, like I was afraid of something, and the first time I let people see it, it’s gangbangers and killers. And they love it.”

“Those drawings must be valuable now.”

“I know, right? That’s even funnier. All those hard men’s baby mamas with signed Sam Tabors. Cracks me up. I can handle prison, Smith. But not the bin.”

He was trembling all over. I got up, got the coffee, poured him what was left.

“Shit,” he said. “Don’t you have any scotch around here?”

I said nothing.

“What, no lecture? ‘Sam, you need to stop drinking, you’re a fucking alkie drunk no-good boozehound’?”

“I thought we agreed I wasn’t babysitting.”

“Peter still lectures me. He’s still trying to make me a responsible adult. Don’t tell him I came here, okay? He’s not paying you for this. I am. I’m Sam Tabor now, you know. I’m rich.” Sam paused. “Oh, shit.”

“What?”

“I think I asked him for your address.”

“You think?”

“No, I did. But don’t tell him why. I don’t want him to know about this until…” He threw back some coffee, made a face. “When we were kids, I did stupid things all the time. Not Peter. I was older, but he was smarter. He knew painting the couch was a bad idea, even if Mom and Dad hated the upholstery. They’d beat the crap out of me, and Peter would beg them to stop. They would, because he was so adorable, crying like that. Later, everyone would yell and scream. Dad would yell at Mom how I couldn’t help it, it was just how I was, and Mom would yell back that I had to learn. And Peter would scream at me. It was all…

“See, they all, even Dad, thought I did stupid stuff on purpose. That I knew it was stupid and did it anyway. But it wasn’t like that. I just… I just… There are so many things I don’t get, Smith. Does that make sense?”

“Sam,” I said, “I’m not arguing that you’re not crazy. I just don’t think you’re a serial killer.”

He lifted his coffee again, this time sipping it slowly, savoring it like the fine liqueur he no doubt wished it were. Gently, he put the mug down on the table. “Fine,” he said, his voice tired. “Then prove that.”
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I sat for a long time after Sam left, just looking at my own walls, the drawings and photographs there. Finally I went to the piano. I was working on a Schubert Impromptu and I’d been having trouble with the fingering. I tried a few things, but I couldn’t get anything to work. I gave it up and went to bed.

What felt like ten minutes later, the phone blasted me out of a deep sleep. I fumbled for it, croaked, “Smith.”

“Smith, it’s Peter Tabor. I’m sorry to call so early.”

“Peter?” A current surged through me. “Is Sam all right?”

“As far as I know,” Peter said. “Do you have a few minutes?”

“What the hell time is it?” I moved the blind aside. A streak of light sliced the floor.

“Seven thirty. I have an eight o’clock meeting. I wanted to talk to you before my day got started.”

We were already talking long before my day usually did. I slumped back against the pillow, reached for my cigarettes. “Okay,” I said. “Go.”

“It’s about Sam, of course.” Peter paused. “Did he go see you last night?”

“Yes.”

“Did he try to hire you?”

“You’ll have to ask him.” I lit up, felt that first flash of nicotine.

“You may be misunderstanding me. I’m not asking why, just if.”

“And if?”

“Did you agree?”

“Peter, I’m sorry, but that’s between me and Sam.”

A breath, while Peter collected his thoughts. “Smith, listen to me. Whatever he wants—please, remember he’s crazy. He may be out and walking around, his paintings may be selling for a fortune, but that doesn’t mean he knows whether he’s in Kansas or Oz.”

“That didn’t come up.”

“You can imagine the pressure he’s been under. He’s not handling it well.”

“It would be hard for anyone to handle.”

“He’s… On and off, he’s been delusional. Nothing enormous, nothing dangerous. Actually, nothing so different from the way he’s always been. But I’m sure whatever he told you sounded strange, bizarre…”

“You’re fishing. I’m not biting.”

“No, no, I’m not. I’m not asking what he wanted. It’s just, no matter how bizarre it sounded, I’m hoping you agreed to do it.”

“You are?”

“Yes. If you turned him down, I’d like you to reconsider. If you don’t feel he offered you enough money, tell me what you need.”

He was right, I’d misunderstood. “Why?”

Peter paused. “This is the first time in Sam’s life he’s ever had a chance. The first time he’s somebody. Lemuria Gallery, Sherron Konecki, these are major players. Other galleries wanted him, too, do you understand? For any artist to have a New York gallery is a big deal. To be courted when you’re new instead of going from one gallery to another on your knees, that’s just about unheard of. But Lemuria! Sherron gave him the whole gallery, both levels—”

“I saw the show.”

“You did?” Peter stopped, sounding as surprised as Sam had.

“I was curious.”

“I—What did you think?”

I gave him my review, the same one I’d given Sam.

“Well, a lot of people agree with you,” Peter said. “The paintings are unnerving. But a lot of people also do not agree with you, including the art world establishment. The critics, the collectors, they think Sam Tabor’s the greatest thing since sliced bread. He got reviews in the Times and the Journal. He had the Art Now cover. He’s important.”

I thought of Sam, hunched over, saying, I painted in a basement in Queens… I wish it was still like that.

“But lately,” Peter said, “lately he’s been getting more agitated. It happened just before he got out, just before his show opened, and now again, leading up to the Whitney. It’s partly my fault. We’ve been really busy in the office, and Leslie keeps pushing me to focus here and not on Sam. But still, I should have seen it coming. I should’ve backed those people off. The press, Sherron, the collectors. That gonzo photographer who wants to live in Sam’s pocket.”

“Tony Oakhurst?”

“What a jerk.”

I didn’t know Oakhurst, so I couldn’t pass judgment on the man, but his work was oddly similar to Sam’s: striking surfaces with an underlayer of violence and threat. I wondered if Peter saw the resemblance.

“But we owe them,” Peter said. “They got Sam out. So I let them come around. Up to the prison, over to the house when he got out, now to his studio. By the time I realized what was happening, it was too late.”

“Too late how?”

“I’ve seen Sam in stress situations all his life. He cooks up delusions to distract himself. And he revs up his drinking. But those things don’t always keep the demons under the bed. The Whitney opening is tonight, and Sam’s right on the edge. He’s got this idea you can help him. Help him do what, I don’t know. Stop the Martians from beaming him up or something. Whatever it is, I’d like you to do it. Or pretend you’re doing it. To keep him from capsizing. Do it very, very quietly so it doesn’t get around that Sam Tabor’s afraid of the Martians, but do it.”

“You think these important art people don’t already know Sam’s crazy?”

“Of course they do. It’s part of his attraction. That he’s a convicted killer, that he was discovered in prison. They see the violence in the work, they think it’s also in him, and they adore it. ‘Oh, yes, darling, you must meet him, I get the shivers when he looks at me.’ ” Peter’s voice had gone up and nasal, mimicking a vapid patron of the arts, and pretty well, too. “ ‘We bought one of his newest, we hung it where the Koons used to be.’ ” Himself again: “But it’s a haunted house in a theme park. You can let it scare you because it’s not real. It’s under control. But Sam isn’t. He needs to be at the Whitney tonight, maybe not in a suit and tie, but with his pants on. And sober enough to stand. If he thinks you hunting the Martians will help, then please, do it?”

“All right,” I said.

“You will?” Peter almost audibly stumbled, like a man pushing on an open door. “That’s great. I appreciate that. Thank you. I’ll send you a check, will that be okay? Or you could come by.”

“No, this was Sam’s idea. I’m sure, these days, he’s good for it.”

“He is,” said Peter. “But if he writes you a check from the National Bank of Oz, let me know.”

I hung up, made coffee, poured a cup, and thumbed the speed dial on my phone.

“You have to be kidding me,” Lydia answered, before I said anything. “You’re still up from last night, right?”

“Wrong. A potential client woke me from a sound sleep and offered me a lot of money. If you’d spent the night, you’d know that.”

“And you’d be explaining yourself to my mother right now. Besides, except for the money, that doesn’t sound like a client you’ll be happy to have.”

“I didn’t take it. You free for lunch?”

“Why? You want to give me the client because our clocks are in synch?”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“Good, because that would be dopey.”

“You’re undervaluing a good night’s sleep. Anyway, I may need you, or I may not.”

“I thought you always needed me.”

“For the case.”

“That’s better.”

“I’ll know by midday. Either way, you’ll get lunch out of it.”

“Can I pick the restaurant?”

“Keep in mind I didn’t take the money.”

“The Fatty Crab. Hudson Street. Haute Malaysian.”

“I’ve heard of it. I don’t think I’m cool enough.”

“No, but I am.”

I made two other calls, then headed out. By now, it was half past eight. Traffic choked the streets, and pedestrians wove complex patterns on the sidewalks. All traces of last night’s mist had burned away under the April sun. The slanting whiteness of the light, the thin freshness of the day, dazzled me.

Lydia’s suggested any number of times that I consider changing my ways, getting up earlier, taking this in more often. She thinks it’s laziness and old habit that keep me from it. But she’s wrong. This unsullied light, this bright vision, they’re beautiful, but they’re false. They paint over the truth. They promise something they can’t deliver. It’s not until the day gets older, wearier, that it stops making the effort to lie.
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The 19th Precinct is a modern building behind an old façade. I remember when they built it. They tore off the roof, razed the interior, left the brick fronts of the police station and the firehouse next to it standing like movie sets propped by steel beams. Then they started to build. The old openings were fitted with new doors and windows and given new rooms to open on, designed for uses the old rooms couldn’t have envisioned or fulfilled. Everything behind the stage-set fronts is new, but from outside it looks like nothing’s changed.

The desk sergeant grunted me upstairs. Twisting corridors took me to the squad room, where half a dozen detectives sat behind scarred desks. Only one of the appraising stares leveled at me as I walked in came from a woman. I headed in her direction.

“Smith?” she asked. When I nodded she said, “Grimaldi. Go on, sit down.”

Detective Angela Grimaldi looked a little younger than I, probably midthirties. Her brown hair was blond-streaked and wild, the kind of tight curls a lot of women cut short; she wore it shoulder-length, with a comb stuck in one side to persuade it to mind its manners. Her shirtsleeves were rolled up over smooth, muscular forearms.

I sat. The other stares dropped back to paperwork, coffee, and keyboards, but no question every cop in that room knew where I was every minute.

“Thanks for seeing me,” I said.

“Yeah, well, what I’m thinking, I talk to you, you keep that whack job away from me.” Grimaldi’s chair creaked and bounced as she leaned back, crossing her legs.

“You mean Sam.”

“Freaking lunatic,” she said cheerfully. “I got too much to do, I don’t need him. Creepy, the way he sits all squeezed in like that, won’t look you in the eye.”

“He’s afraid he killed those women.”

“Afraid.” Grimaldi snorted. “Hoping, you mean. So, what can I do for you?”

“I’d like whatever you can give me on those two homicides. The one here, and the one on the West Side.”

“What makes you think I got anything on the West Side one?”

“I know it’s too soon for the NYPD to call this a serial killer. But the papers did, which means the cases have a family resemblance. You and whoever caught the one across town would have shared information by now. One of you would be the lead. If it weren’t you, you’d have sent me across town when I called to see the other guy.”

She tilted her head, maybe reappraising me. “Okay, it’s true. No task force yet or anything like that, and officially the department’s still telling the Post they’re full of shit. Mason over at the two-oh is working his like just another homicide. Which it might be, except it’s a cold case by now, almost six months. I’m working mine that way, too. But I’m the clearinghouse. In case another one turns up. There’s a whole protocol for this serial killer shit, you know.”

“I didn’t know, but I’m not surprised.”

“I spent time at Quantico two years ago. Did the FBI serial killer course.”

“Is it like Silence of the Lambs?”

“Quantico? It’s a pit. Roommates, reveille—I wanted that, I’d’ve stayed in the army.”

“Sounds like you didn’t enjoy it.”

“You kidding? I loved it. Put in for the advanced course next summer. But I’ll tell you this for free: your guy, Tabor, he don’t fit the profile.”

“Why not?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to nail him for this. Not a cop in New York wouldn’t. Lots of crying in the beer when he got sprung.”

“He spent five years upstate.”

“And it should’ve been life. No new evidence, no one saying he didn’t kill that girl, but suddenly the guy’s Picasso, he can’t rot behind bars like normal mutts. Gimme a freaking break! And you seen the shit he paints? Kind of pretty, like what my folks have over the couch, until you look close. You seen it?”

“Yes.”

“So you know. But there you go. I just lock ’em up. People with juice want ’em out walking the streets, what can I do?”

“I’m not sure Sam wouldn’t agree with you.”

“I told you he was a whack job.”

“He is. But then why do you say he doesn’t fit the profile?”

“Before I answer that, what exactly are you supposed to be doing here? You said you were working for him, you didn’t say doing what.”

“He thinks he killed those women. He wants me to prove it, or disprove it.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you think a guy would want to know whether he did something like that?”

“I’m just saying. Not a lot of people, they can’t get arrested, they hire private talent to prove they’re good for it.”

“He’s afraid he’ll do it again. If it is him, he wants to be stopped.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“No.”

“He wants his ass locked up, you mean? Tell him to jaywalk. Spit on the sidewalk. Carry a gun.”

I didn’t mention the gun Sam had been carrying last night. “Detective, he wants to know.”

“What a crock.” She shook her head. The comb in her hair loosened, threatening a cascade. “So,” she said, jabbing it tight again. “You and me, are we at cross purposes here? I’m trying to find who killed my vic. I got no one I like for it right now, but I know I don’t like your client. You don’t like your client for it either, but he does. I got to tell you, this is a new one on me. Am I going to be tripping over you? You going to confuse my witnesses, contaminate my evidence?”

“I’ll try to keep out of your way. I won’t go to the witnesses unless I have to.”

“What means ‘have to’?”

“I’m hoping to be able to prove it couldn’t have been Sam. If I had the facts, the timelines, all that, I might be able to eliminate him without talking to anyone.”

Grimaldi nodded. “Well, I already talked to people. So did Mason. No one puts Tabor anywhere near either crime scene. No evidence he ever laid eyes on either vic.”

“You did? I thought you thought he was a whack job.”

“I do. But being as it’s him, I had to at least think about it. Even called Ike Cavanaugh, detective from the Amy Evans case, to ask what he thought. He, by the way, almost jumped through the phone and punched my face for sending Tabor away.”

“He thinks it’s him?”

“Wants it to be. So does his captain. And in case you’re wondering, so does my captain. The whole NYPD and Sam Tabor, everyone wants the same thing, and here’s Grimaldi saying, hold your horses. Like I’m that little Dutch kid with his finger in the dike. Ain’t that a kick?”

She didn’t seem too upset about her lonely position, so I let it go. “What makes you so sure it’s not?” I asked.

A uniformed cop walked by, dropped some papers on an empty desk. He didn’t give me a glance. That was someone who’d never make detective.

Grimaldi, on the other hand, kept her eyes on him until he was gone. “Like I told you, Tabor don’t fit the profile.” She turned to me. “There’s two kinds of serial killers. Quantico calls them ‘organized’ and ‘disorganized.’ You know about this?”

“No, tell me.”

“The organized ones are the charming, handsome ones, the ones everyone says afterward, ‘Oh my God, I had no idea, he was just the nicest guy.’ The others are the drooling lunatic head cases. The ones people say, ‘I always knew something was off about him.’ If Tabor was one, that would be his category. But what makes us think maybe these two killings are related is, they’re organized. The vics looked alike: short-haired, skinny little blondes in their late twenties.”

“The woman Sam killed looked something like that.”

“That’s true. But these were both drinking in hot bars, bars with a scene. The killer either picked them up there, or followed them when they left. Your guy, no way a bouncer would’ve let him in one of those places. And they were stabbed a couple times, not a couple dozen, like he did Adams. And both outdoors, in the park, not in a basement. With a different kind of knife than he used.”

“The same knife in both?”

“Can’t tell, which is one of the reasons we haven’t called it yet. But the same kind. And this guy, it looks like he took trophies. They do that sometimes, to remember by. Your guy didn’t do that with Adams.”

“What kind of trophies?”

Grimaldi wagged a finger at me. “Nuh-uh, sorry. We’re holding that back, to ask each of the loonies that confesses. Before you ask, of course I tried it on your guy. He has no idea. See what I’m getting at? The things that make these two like each other make them different than the one Tabor did.”

“Sam was in prison for five years. And he lives in his own head. Isn’t it possible he changed? Hardened?”

“I thought you didn’t think it was him.”

“I don’t. But I can’t help but wonder.”

“What you’re asking is, could a disorganized killer get organized? I never heard of that. It happens the other way. The organized ones crack up near the end. A lot of them, that’s how they get caught. People talk about them getting careless, but it’s not careless. They want to keep it together like at the beginning, but they just can’t.”

“Still, wouldn’t it be worthwhile to search Sam’s place? You wouldn’t need a warrant. He’d let you in.”

She frowned. “What are you talking about? Of course I did.”

“You did? He didn’t tell me that.”

“Jerk. He was wasted, so he probably doesn’t remember.”

“He said you threw him out.”

“I told him he was a fucking lunatic and I wanted him out of my squad room. Then I drove him home. All the way to goddamn Greenpoint. He was drunk as a lord. Fell asleep on the way. Woke up when we got there, giggled, told me to come on in, have a look around. Goddamn right I was going to have a look around, what did he think, I was an Uber? Head case fell down on the couch and started snoring. You know there’s nothing on the walls, almost no furniture? Mattress on the floor, couch, chair, table. And one of those paintings, tacked on the wall. Up close and personal, that stuff is still revolting.”

“I wish he’d told me you did that.”

“Look, the guy’s a convicted killer. I swear to God, he’s blowing smoke out of his ass, but I had to look.”

“And you didn’t find anything?”

“Of course not. If your boy wants the world to think he’s a serial killer, he’s going to have to try harder than that. Jesus, you have any idea how many confessions we have since the Post came out? Fourteen. Not including the one who said it wasn’t him, it was his twin brother. Jerkoff doesn’t have a twin brother. Three of them are ex-cons, one with a homicide sheet. Mason and I looked at all of them. They’re all full of shit, and we knew it, but we gotta look.”

“Are you planning to check out Sam’s studio?”

She nodded reluctantly. “Sometime this afternoon. Waste of time and taxpayer dollars.”

“What about forensic evidence?”

“What, at Tabor’s place? You got the budget to send a forensic team where there’s no probable-cause reason for them to go, I’m sure my captain will be happy to hear it. Otherwise, I say your guy’s a fruitcake and he can go to hell.” She sat back and crossed her arms.

“All right,” I said. “I hope we’re both right about Sam. And I hope you find the real killer fast. But can I have the information I came for?”

“Yeah, okay.” Grimaldi pushed to her feet. “I still think he should just jaywalk.” She picked up a file folder. “Let me go xerox some of this, whatever’s okay for you to have. I can’t give you the autopsy reports, but there’s some stuff. Just remember, I wouldn’t even be giving you anything”—a stern look—“except you’re going to keep that freak out of my face from now on, right? Oh, oh, check it out.”

I twisted to face the door. Filling it was a big-bellied, mustached man with an NYPD twenty-year pin in his lapel.

“Hey, Ike,” Grimaldi said evenly. “You didn’t say you were coming.”

“Yeah, but I’m here. This him?”

I stood as he crossed the room. “Bill Smith.” I offered my hand. To Grimaldi, I said, “Am I? Him?”

“Yeah,” she said. “This is Ike Cavanaugh, from Queens North Homicide. He worked the Amy Evans killing.”

“We never met, but I remember your name,” I told Cavanaugh.

“And I remember yours.” He stared at my hand until I dropped it.

“I told you I called Ike when Tabor came in,” said Grimaldi. “I also called him this morning, when you called me. Seeing as I’m the clearinghouse, you know. He thinks I’m wrong.”

“Damn right, I do,” Cavanaugh said. “That fucking sicko says he’s a serial killer, why argue? Grimaldi here, she’s got women’s intuition.” He laid a heavy and sarcastic emphasis on the words. “Plus they sent her to Quantico with the Feebs, so now she knows everything about serial killers. Only thing, she don’t know shit about Sam weird-as-fuck Tabor. She didn’t see what he did to Amy Evans. Sixteen years working Homicide, that was one of the worst I ever saw. And now he says he killed two other girls? Fine, lock his ass back up. He never should’ve got out.”

“There’s no evidence he did those other two,” I said.

“There might be, if someone was looking for it. Instead of sniffing the air or feeling the vibes or whatever horseshit.”

Grimaldi stiffened. Cavanaugh eyed her. The squad room quieted as the two detectives took each other’s measure, like dogs deciding whether to get into it or just piss and move on.

Cavanaugh turned back to me. I guessed that meant Grimaldi had won that round. “When those arty snoots started that committee about ‘Tabor’s a great artist, he has to get out so he can paint us more paintings,’ it burned my butt. I sent money to the Don’t Free Sam Tabor Committee. You probably didn’t hear about that. It wasn’t big shots like on the other side. Just Amy Evans’s family, her friends and neighbors. Entire neighborhood signs petitions against that sicko, some bleeding-heart judge lets him out anyway. I guess regular people don’t count anymore.”

“You came all the way in from Queens when you heard I was coming here,” I said. “Why?”

“You were the PI helped that bastard get off the first time.”

“Off? He was sentenced to fifteen-to-life.”

“He shoulda got life plus ninety-nine. Then he couldn’t of been out after five. Grimaldi here”—Cavanaugh jerked his thumb at the other detective—“yesterday she calls to tell me he wants to turn himself in but she won’t take him up. Today she calls to say he hired you. So I guess he changed his mind. Fucking little worm wants to squirm off this hook, too. So I came to say this in person, so nobody makes a mistake: there’s a deep, deep pile of shit waiting for anyone who gets him off again.”

I met his stare. Then I turned to Grimaldi. “You were going to xerox something for me?”

“Yeah,” she said. Her cheeks were flaming but her voice was cold. “But Ike? It might interest you to know, Tabor didn’t hire Smith to prove he didn’t do it. He hired him to prove he did. Now, move. You’re in my way.”
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