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EASTER MORNING, MARCH 27


PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA

Sherry stepped off the courtesy cart near the hotel kiosk in the ground transportation level of the Pittsburgh International Airport. The customer service agent driving the cart laid Sherry’s single bag on the floor and made a noisy three-point turn before he sped away.

She braced herself as small feet thundered in her direction. Screaming children circled her in a game of Monkey in the Middle, soon dashing off into the murmuring crowd. She could hear the tinny voice of Elton John on someone’s headphones, a couple arguing over who last had the camera, a policeman’s radio announcing an accident in short-term parking.

A baggage conveyor lurched forward under a dissonant horn and a stampede ensued, someone colliding with her shoulder; she began to reel until sizable hands reached out to steady her. “So sorry, my dear,” a nun chortled. “God bless you!”

She felt a chill as the doors leading outside opened and closed. She was dressed in black slacks, a smartly cut red wool jacket, and practical shoes.

A ruffled man in a long dark trench coat watched her from the opposite side of the kiosk. He was standing with his hands in his pockets, trying to concentrate on the faces around the luggage carousel, but his eyes kept straying back to her. She was exquisite, he thought, simply exquisite, and it took all of his effort to pull his eyes back to the crowd.

There were several candidates for his rendezvous at the carousel; one in particular fit the image he’d conjured. She was wearing a khaki safari suit and hiking boots, her long red hair braided into a pigtail. Of the two runner-ups, one was a platinum blond who wore a black jumpsuit and stilettos, and the other had a gray ponytail and wore a purple sweat suit and running shoes.

It occurred to him that he could have had young Mr. Torlino research the woman on the Internet, perhaps pull up a picture of her to bring along, but neither he nor Torlino had managed to sleep more than four of the last forty hours, much less surf the Internet.

The crowd was tangled around the conveyor, some struggling to extract their bags. He took a moment to steal another glance at the dark-haired beauty by the kiosk. People stopped to talk to her, mostly men who appeared to offer assistance, but she smiled them all away with her magnificent smile. He was ashamed that he wanted to walk over to her and say something trivial, just to see her smile for him.

The crowd began to disperse in twos and threes. The safari lady joined a bearded man with a camouflage hat, and they walked off with two netted bags. The woman in stilettos called over a porter for a tapestry steamer that would have held his entire wardrobe. The purple sweat suit collected a husband and three clutching children. He swept the concourse for a single female, checked his watch and then the door. There were two lonely bags circling the carousel, but no more candidates.

Something rolled against the side of his foot; he looked down at the back of a child’s curly head. A chubby hand reached for a rubber ball, the face nearing the cuffs of his trousers, and he wondered if the child could smell death on his shoes.

The man shifted his weight, self-consciously scraping his shoes across the carpet, thumbed another Life Saver from the roll in his pocket, and popped it into his mouth.

A heavy woman stepped onto the descending escalator and waved frantically in his direction. She had a blond bouffant and heavy makeup. A shopping bag hung over one arm and a small white dog squirmed in the other.

“Yoooo-hooo,” she trilled, and he closed his eyes, wondering if his idea hadn’t been too desperate. A moment later a dowdy man with a straw hat ran past him to join her. He sighed in relief, turning back to look at the kiosk.

Could she have been delayed getting down from her gate? She might have become ill and gone to the ladies’ room. Maybe she was waiting for him in another part of the airport. He supposed there were other hotel kiosks, but he had specifically said the one at ground transportation.

And here there was only the beautiful lady in red, still waiting patiently for whomever to come collect her.

An electronic voice announced that unattended vehicles would be towed and bags removed. He hesitated, then stepped toward her, his expression somewhere between uncertainty and embarrassment. She was standing tall, arms at her side, back straight. There was a calmness about her that belied the commotion around them.

He saw her head turn, her face registering his approach.

“Forgive me, ma’am,” he apologized, his face already drawing heat, “you wouldn’t be Miss Moore?”

“Sherry,” she said, sticking out her free hand. The other clutched a long red and white walking stick. “Captain Karpovich?”

He stepped back and put his hand to his mouth.

Thick chestnut curls bobbed on her shoulders. Her lips were arcs of autumn red that matched her jacket. She was tall, full-breasted, and ever so sensual.

She pulled a strand of hair behind her ear with the hand holding the red and white walking stick, then put it down so that the stick touched the floor again. He took her hand quickly and it was warm. “Please call me Edward,” he said. Her beauty and affliction were inconsistent, the appeal practically heart-wrenching. He unconsciously covered her hand with his own, patting it gently. She was thirty-something, he guessed. “I’m so sorry, Miss Moore. I wasn’t expecting you to…ah…come by courtesy cart.”

“It’s quite all right, Edward,” she said cheerily. “Which way do we go?”

He grabbed her light bag and hooked an arm under her elbow, forgetting all about his mission for the moment, then led her proudly toward the sliding glass doors. “Our car is just outside.”

“It feels very cold,” she said.

“Rain,” he told her, patting her arm, “and flurries are possible in the mountains.”

“Ugh.” She smiled and he patted even harder.

The cold temperatures hit them full-face when the doors whooshed open.

A black sedan idled at the curb; it had government tags and an impressive array of antennae. A plume of white exhaust hovered over the trunk. Edward laid her day bag on the backseat and helped her slide in next to it.

The interior was warm, and she could smell the driver’s good cologne. “Mike Torlino,” a voice said. She sensed a hand being thrust in her direction.

“Sherry Moore,” she said as she smiled, reaching for it.

The older man got in the passenger seat and Torlino retrieved his hand, shaking it like it had been burnt. “H-O-T,” he mouthed to Edward, which earned him a frosty look.

“I’m afraid I didn’t dress for the weather,” she said. “It was almost sixty when I left Philadelphia.”

“It’s coming off Erie.” Torlino lowered his head to look in the outside mirror and pulled into traffic. “We lost ten degrees in the last hour. Are you staying in Pittsburgh tonight?”

He adjusted his rearview mirror to look at her face.

“I was hoping to make it a day trip if we got finished in time,” she said.

“We’ll have you back in plenty of time.” Karpovich glowered at his partner. He put his arm over the seat and turned to look at her directly. “Plenty of time, Miss Moore.”

They motored south on 90 and east across the turnpike into Donegal and working farmland. Sherry put her forehead to the cold window and listened to the rain and the beat of the wipers as she thought about her nightmares. They would start innocently enough and always decline dreadfully. The face in the windshield lingered on in her memory, clear yet not clear, familiar yet unknown.

In the nightmares, she would be sitting in a car as someone pulled an oversize red fisherman’s sweater that smelled of body odor and fuel over her head. There would be a scream and a woman’s face slammed hard against the windshield in front of her. She would look up into those terrified green eyes and see crimson blood trickling from a cut lip, smearing pink around a pale flattened cheek.

Then the face would be jerked away, vanishing in a mere instant, the blood washed away by a cold, steady rain.

The nightmares were worse this winter: more frequent, more violent. She was told she suffered everything from parasomnia to post-traumatic stress disorder, always with the caveat that no one could honestly predict what the side effects of her work might be.

Torlino swerved gently to miss something in the road and her head rolled on the cold glass, startling her from her reverie. It was good to be out of the house today, she had to admit, good to be thinking about something else besides her nightmares.

“What’s it like outside?” she asked, absently tugging an earlobe.

“The rain’s turning to snow,” Karpovich said.

She could hear the patter of beaded ice where she pressed her forehead against the glass.

Karpovich didn’t stop there. He began to describe the farmland, his voice soothing and patient like a good storyteller’s. She could sense he was tired, yet he spared her no detail, reminding her of her neighbor, Mr. Brigham, who would read her mail to her on so many lonely nights. She wondered if Edward’s skill was practiced at home or in a nursing facility on some sad, bedridden soul.

The hills were craggy and the farms poor. Cattle and sheep were anchored knee-deep in the mud. Strings of last year’s Christmas lights framed the porches and windows of old farmhouses. She tried to imagine the farms in her mind. The scent of wood fires, beds unmade, breakfast dishes caked with eggs and apple butter; coats on the door smelling of sweat and machinery, boots caked with manure.

In time the land began to level, rolling pleasantly along the base of Laurel Mountain. Working farms gave way to green pasture bordered with ribbons of elegant estate fence. Magnificent horses nuzzled the grass in quilted blankets of green and blue.

It was to such a property they came, turning sharply between stone pillars chiseled with the name Oak View. They climbed a meandering lane toward a large ranch house overlooking the rolling plateau. There was a marked state police car in the driveway and a white van on the lawn.

Torlino parked next to the police car, and Karpovich turned to look over the back of his seat. “Would you like something for the smell, Miss Moore?”

She shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

A trooper waited inside the door, staring curiously as they passed.

“We’ll be walking across the living area, then a few steps down to the kitchen,” Karpovich said softly. “I’ll tell you when we’re there. Are you ready?”

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.”

The house smelled musty and it had the unmistakable stench of death.

“They weren’t found for more than a month,” Karpovich said. “The wife was in a bedroom off the hall behind us.”

“You have the note with you?”

“I do,” he said. “Would you like me to read it?”

“Please, Edward.”

He liked that she used his name.

He slipped a hand inside his jacket and removed a postcard-size piece of paper, a handwritten version transcribed from the original. He shook open his glasses and began to read.


It will be March soon. Maggie liked March, liked to invite the neighbors over for a party after her first spring cleaning, but that was all years ago. We stopped seeing people. Or maybe they just stopped seeing us?

You know, of course, that she suffered depression. For years she begged me to take her life. I was too selfish to let her go before me. I made her wait until it was my time.

I want to confess to you about another matter, however. Her name was Karen Koontz. You’ll find her in your files as a missing person from the early 1970s. She died here on the farm. Her sister came looking for her with the police. I had to lie. I knew it would make things difficult for my residency.

She loved the farm and the animals. Please give her a proper burial and a stone. She deserves a nice stone after all those years in the field. I used to look out there from my chair and think about putting one up myself, but Maggie didn’t know about her. I couldn’t let Maggie know. It would have upset her so.

You forensic types will be interested that she died of asphyxiation. The ligature will still be around her neck. We were experimenting with drugs and sex, and things just got out of hand. An accident of excess, I guess you would call it. Life is incredibly fragile, isn’t it?

My will provides for any expenses you will incur. As for Maggie and myself, there are plots in Easthampton, Massachusetts. The details are with my attorney. Please see that we arrive together if possible.

For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for the way things turned out.

Donald S. Donovan, M.D.



Karpovich removed his glasses and returned them to his pocket. “The letter goes abruptly from giving the girl a proper burial to the arrangements he wants made for him and his wife without providing the location of the body. He seems to have lost the thread before he died.”

“I imagine he was under a great deal of stress.”

“Indeed,” Karpovich said. “Indeed he was. There are a hundred and fifty acres of field back there, Miss Moore.”

“Have you tried infrared?”

“Too long in the ground,” he answered.

“Did you identify her?”

“Karen Koontz was reported missing in 1973, two years after Donovan bought the farm. They had been seeing each other for several months, according to her sister. She was a waitress at the Westmoreland airport and he was learning to fly, so it’s likely they met there. The restaurant called the sister one day and told her Karen had stopped coming to work. They had a paycheck she hadn’t picked up. She tried to call the doctor, but he never answered the phone. When she got suspicious, she told the police about him. They handled Karen like a missing person, which meant little or nothing in those days. They didn’t have cause to search the doctor’s farm, so weeks went by before they came out and asked him for permission to look around.”

“And she was never seen again?”

“Never. The commonwealth would just as soon put this case to rest, Miss Moore. You can imagine the argument of digging up a field on so little information. The girl’s sister died many years ago and she was the last of her family. Since the doctor is now dead, there is no one to prosecute, even if we found her. In other words, it wouldn’t mean a hill of beans to Pennsylvania if she was left here or not.”

“Except that it bothers you, Edward,” Sherry said softly.

He coughed and shifted his feet nervously.

“I’ve earned a few favors in the last thirty years, Miss Moore. I used most of them to get you here today. Family or not, she doesn’t deserve to be left in a field.”

“Well then,” she said, warming to the old man, “are his hands exposed, Edward?”

“The right one is draped over the arm of his chair. The gun he used was on the floor beneath it.”

“Can you put a chair alongside him?”

“He’s quite decomposed, Miss Moore.”

“Yes,” she said, “I would imagine so.”

“Very well then.”

“Good,” she said. “Then we might as well get on with it.”

He opened the door and the stench hit her full in the face.

Sherry could hear the window blinds rattle; the cold air from outside did little to minimize the smell.

“Ten more steps,” he told her, then reached for a chair, dragged it next to the body, and helped her into it. “I’ll be by the door. You call me when you need me.”

He watched her from the ledge of the open window, not knowing what to expect. After a few minutes her head tilted to one side and he thought he heard the slightest moan escape her lips.

The walls were painted oxblood. The furniture was heavy, dark wood and leather splintered with cracks, everything covered with a somber layer of dust. Karpovich knew he would never forget the sight, not until the day he died—the beautiful blind woman holding the hand of a putrefied corpse. It was surreal.

 

She washed her hands in the kitchen sink and dried them with paper towels. “I’d like to walk to the field, if I may.”

“Of course,” he said hoarsely. He led her out the door past Torlino and the trooper.

Karpovich held up five fingers before he closed the door and Torlino nodded.

“You’re cold,” he said, reaching for her hands and pushing his gloves into them.

“Thank you, Captain, but what of your own?” she asked.

He patted her on the arm. “The field begins here behind the house and runs to the mountainside. The nearest neighbors aren’t visible.”

He sneezed and removed his handkerchief, blowing his nose and wiping it.

“Just a hundred feet ahead there is a cluster of trees. Midway is a cement drinking trough for the cattle. There haven’t been any livestock here for years, but the field is still cut up from their trails.”

Sherry looked ahead. “Take me to the trees, Edward.”

“The grass is high, Miss Moore. Your feet will be soaked.”

“It’s all right.” She took a step forward and he jumped to catch up with her, grabbing her arm for fear she would fall on the uneven ground. The going was awkward at times, the tip of her walking stick collecting chunks of sod, her boots becoming covered with grass and hayseed.

“What does the house look like now?” she asked. “You said it hadn’t been cared for?”

“It looks like they stopped living five years ago. That’s about the time he quit the hospital and sold off the animals. They had become recluses, according to the neighbors. Not even the postman had seen them for months. There is dust and trash in every room. The roof could use new shingles; they get lots of wind up here. There is grass growing through cracks in the patio and pool.”

A stiff breeze pelted them with icy flakes of snow. She stopped for a moment to turn from the wind. Then she started out again, her hands thankful for the gloves as she continued toward the grove.

“Take me under them,” she said. “I’d like to stand there for a minute alone, if you don’t mind.”

 

“Pretty woman,” Torlino said. He’d come around the gate to join his partner.

“Beautiful, actually,” Karpovich responded. He was standing by the gate, breathing hard from the walk uphill. His hands were cold, and he buried them in his pockets.

“Shame, good piece like that. Know what happened to her?”

Karpovich looked at him. “I didn’t ask.”

They could see her tapping her walking stick and stamping her feet to get the layout of the ground. At last, she put her back to a tree and seemed to be staring in their direction. Then suddenly her body started to sink down and Karpovich leaped, too late realizing that she was only crouching with her back against the tree.

He looked to his partner in embarrassment, but the younger man pretended not to notice.

“So what happened in there?” Torlino asked.

“She held his hand,” Karpovich said distantly.

Torlino looked at him. “You’re kidding.”

Karpovich shook his head.

“That’s it? She didn’t say anything?”

“Not yet.”

Torlino looked at her and pointed. “What’s she doing now?”

“She wanted to be alone under the trees,” Karpovich said. The snow continued to blow off the slopes of Laurel Mountain to their east; it lay for a moment on their heads and shoulders before it melted. “Please get us the umbrellas, Mike.”

Torlino rolled his eyes and turned for the car.

 

Sherry crouched and felt her heart beating. She felt the moisture of her breath around her nose. She smelled the man’s rotting body all the way into her sinuses, tasted it in her mouth. She removed her hand from the glove and traced the roots of the oak behind her. This was the frustrating part of what she did. Trying to interpret the images she had just seen.

Karpovich had said the tank was for watering cattle, not sheep. But she distinctly saw and smelled sheep at her feet as she was holding the doctor’s hand. Why were sheep so important to his last seconds of life?

She grabbed the trunk for support and managed to get herself back on her feet.

One leg had cramped and her fingers were cold. She bent them back and forth, pulling the glove on as she heard Karpovich’s labored breathing. “Here,” he said as he took her arm. She could sense the umbrella above her head and huddled closer to him for warmth.

“Could we walk by the water trough?” she asked.

He led her to it and she leaned forward, the front of her thighs against the cold, rough concrete.

“It’s rather high,” she said. “Too high for sheep to drink from, is it not?”

“Yes.” He looked at her oddly. “I would think it would be.”

She stood there, eyes straight ahead, staring toward the Blue Mountains as if she could actually see them.

“I know where she is,” she said at last.

 

The airport was crowded for March; the booths were filled in the small TGI Friday’s next to the C-gate walking tram. Torlino had ordered a beer and Karpovich a ginger ale. Sherry ran her finger around the salty rim of a margarita.

“You really don’t have to wait with me,” she said. “I’m boarding just across the corridor.”

“There is no place I’d rather be, Miss Moore,” Karpovich said. “I can only thank you again for taking the trouble to do what you did for us.”

“Very well, but please don’t give me any credit,” she warned. “Not yet. It doesn’t always work out the way I imagine. You could dig for a week and not find anything.”

Karpovich smiled. “It will still have been my pleasure,” he said warmly.

“I read something about your role in the Norwich case,” Torlino said.

Karpovich, who had observed a thousand interrogations over the years, caught the faintest tic at the corner of her mouth. She was uncomfortable with the subject.

“Can you tell us how you do what you do?” Torlino asked.

The older man was about to cut him off, but Sherry leaned forward, seeming to welcome the change in subject.

“I’ll tell you what the doctors tell me.” She folded her hands in front of her. “I suffered brain damage as a child, a head injury followed by cerebral blindness, which means that my optical nerves are intact but something in my cortex prevents them from working. I also suffer retrograde amnesia, meaning I have no memory of the injury or anything prior to it. Damage to the cortex imitates the electrical anomaly of an epileptic. My brain has electrical storms, though I don’t have the seizures.”

Her smile was disarming, Karpovich thought. She had none of the inanimate characteristics associated with the blind. Her eyes were light sensitive and looked quite normal behind her tinted glasses. She followed conversation with her face and used her hands as she spoke.

“One day when I was quite young I took the hand of a dead girl in a funeral home and saw images that were not my own. When it happened again years later, I saw a crime taking place. The police got involved and more or less verified what I had told them. One thing led to another and people started asking me for help.

“Scientifically speaking, I’m told I’m tapping into the short-term memory of the deceased.”

“Uh-huh,” Torlino said, stuffing a pretzel into his mouth.

“The frontal cortex of the brain houses short-term memory. Every time you compare cereal box labels in the grocery store you draw information from your memory reserves and bring them into short-term memory to assist you in making a decision. STM holds only what you are thinking about at the moment, about eighteen seconds’ worth, so if you had a heart attack while comparing cereal box labels, there might be glimpses of what you were reading along with people running or kneeling over you trying to help. You might even retrieve the image of someone dear to you or someone like your family doctor. If you were shot instead of having a heart attack, you might focus on the face of the shooter. If you pull anything into the eighteen seconds of memory, like the face of someone you loved, you push something else out.”

She took a drink and dabbed her lips with her napkin.

“Okay,” Torlino said. “So it’s like the RAM memory in a computer.”

Sherry nodded. “Essentially.”

“But what exactly is it that your body is doing to reach it?”

“In a sense, I am completing an electrical connection.” She wiggled her fingers. “I am electrically charged, just as you are electrically charged. We are all wired with millions of receptors from our fingertips to our toes. Brush against something and the receptors stimulate neurons. Neurons send signals to the brain, retrieving interpretations. Your brain tells you if the object is hot, cold, dull, sharp, whatever. Everything we touch, just like the Braille I read, is interpreted by various parts of our brain in short-term, or working, memory for real-time evaluation.”

She took a breath.

“When my skin receptors touch a dead person’s skin receptors, my live electrical system—which is to say my central nervous system—makes contact with the circuitry of the deceased person’s central nervous system. I am hot-wiring myself through their central nervous system to their brain.”

A woman sitting at another table turned to look at them.

Torlino lowered his voice an octave and leaned toward her. “What does another person’s memory look like, Miss Moore?”

She shrugged and tilted her head to one side. “It’s like a homemade movie, but every one is so very different. I once saw nothing but words on the pages of a book—the whole last eighteen seconds of that person’s life were immersed in a novel. Most often, when people are under stress, they move from one thing to the next without warning, although you can tell pretty much what is real time and what is not. Sometimes, though, the memory of something or someone in the past may be so vivid that the thing seems to be standing right there in front of you. The tricky part is trying to interpret the difference, to understand real time versus the recollections of a dying human being.”

She put her hands palm-down on the table. “In any event, the images come and go, a second here, two seconds there, until the whole eighteen seconds is exhausted. Eighteen seconds is a lot of time.” She turned a thumb toward the corridor behind them. “Consider what you have been thinking for the last eighteen seconds and what it might look like on film. You would undoubtedly be thinking about what I am saying right now, my face might be there, but what else would be on your mind?” She smiled. “You might also be thinking of a flight attendant who just walked by, and so her face or some part of her body comes to mind.”

Torlino smiled and tried to roll his eyes.

“If your thoughts strayed to tomorrow’s dental appointment, you might envision your dentist’s chair or his face, or maybe your mind is on the date you had last night. I must tell you that not all of what I see is PG-13. Can you imagine trying to interpret those images out of context? Let’s say you were shot in the back. I could see the women I just mentioned, but without the benefit of your specific knowledge of who they were, I couldn’t know if one was your wife or your sister or your murderer unless I actually saw her kill you. And those are the easy ones. When death comes slowly, there are a great many images of unknown relevance in a person’s last few seconds. The dying often forget about the present and start to recall old friends, family, lost loves—it all comes to mind, sometimes things that no one else ever knew about the person.”

“You mention images. You can’t read thoughts, you just see images?”

She nodded and smiled. “Ironic, wouldn’t you say? A blind woman who can see images.”

Torlino smiled and looked up at the ceiling. Then he shook his head back and forth, as if to unclog it. “No,” he said, “more like unbelievable.”

Sherry picked up her glass, pressed one finger against it, and lifted it up for them to see. “Who would have believed two hundred years ago that a man could be identified by leaving his fingerprint on the side of a glass? Who would have believed fifty years ago that the blueprint of our existence would be found in the oil that makes up that fingerprint?”

She put the glass down and folded her hands. “If the brain is more sophisticated than any computer we ever hope to devise—and I daresay we don’t use a tenth of its capacity—then given the right conditions, couldn’t it tap into other human systems and read the data? That’s a pretty simple task to ask of a computer.”

“So you’re saying your mind is acting like an EEG or whatever, but you’re reading images, not electrical waves?”

“I don’t even know if it’s that sophisticated, but yes.” She nodded. “Something along those lines.”

She tapped the table. “I believe that the aggregate of all we’ve ever experienced is etched into the cerebrum when we die. Picture our brains as saturated with data just like the hard drives we throw into the trash when we outgrow them. That I am able to see a few seconds of it surprises me not at all.”

“Then why wouldn’t you be seeing images every time you shook hands with someone?” Torlino asked.

“Think about it,” she said as she shook her head. “If a living neurological system were exposed to outside stimuli, it would be compelled to reject it. Its primary function is toward self-preservation, and it does that by maintaining a closed system. In other words, nature itself wouldn’t permit it.” She wagged a finger. “But turn off the power and the wiring’s open to invasion.”

“Any side effects? I mean, how do they end?” Torlino asked.

Sherry’s fingers curled into a ball. She smiled, and crossed and uncrossed her calves.

Another question she didn’t like, Karpovich thought.

“Side effects?” Sherry repeated. She put her elbows on the table and folded her hands, seeming to contemplate the question.

How did they end? A very good question indeed. How did you ever forget the sound of earth being tossed on your grave as you’re being buried alive? How could you ever forget the taste of a plastic tube taped in your mouth, the plane going down, or the muzzle flash when a gun is pointed straight at you? Could you ever forget making a mistake that cost a life?

“No effects, really,” she said.

Even now she was defying her doctor’s orders. “Your little horror shows are catching up with you, Sherry, aren’t they?” The doctor never liked what she did and thought it caused her harm in ways that no one could comprehend. She’d been told that her work was at variance with nature and that just because she was already blind didn’t mean that worse couldn’t befall her.

She knew what the doctor was thinking—the nervous tic that sometimes appeared at the corner of her mouth, the nightmares and obsessions.

“Post-traumatic stress disorder can lead to dozens of forms of psychosis, Sherry. You must consider the side effects.”

But people managed to cope with complex emotions all the time. Cops, emergency workers, soldiers—they all took on horrible memories. The fact that she was seeing it through the victim’s eyes hardly seemed relevant. It was still only a memory, and no one ever died of a memory.

Besides, the thought of not doing it terrified her even more.

As a child in the orphanage, she had dreamed of becoming someone important, some extraordinary woman that other people looked up to, a woman like the doctors and politicians and astronauts in her textbooks. She wanted to go to a university to discover new theories and ideas; she wanted to contribute to society in some distinctive, meaningful way.

But the dream had only been a dream. She was, in reality, a penniless orphan. Not only was she an orphan, but a blind orphan with no past. It quickly became apparent to her, as other children came and went, that no one was going to adopt a blind girl with no history. She knew that without the kind of financial help that only parents could give, she would never realize her dream.

It was ironic that only now, after Sherry had become a minor celebrity with more than enough money for college, that universities were throwing themselves at her feet, that doctors and scientists rallied to study or educate or even save her from herself.

No. She had made it this far on her own. She had fulfilled the dream on her own and she had no intention of going back, no desire to live in darkness or go through life afraid. She would take life head-on, even at the risk of her sanity.

Torlino continued to nod, seemingly impressed by the expression on her face.

“No dreams?” Karpovich asked. His voice was so soft, so gentle that the question barely registered.

She turned her smile away from them. “We all have dreams, Edward; you dream about what you see at work, I dream about what I see. Even our victims have dreams. Dr. Donovan was thinking about that concrete trough in the last moments of his life because he must have thought about it most every day for the last thirty years. And sheep. I know you mentioned it was a cattle farm, Edward, but I saw sheep beneath my feet.”

“Sheep?” Torlino repeated.

She finished her drink. “What if the whole purpose of the cattle was to justify the trough and the whole purpose of the trough was to cover a grave? According to the inventory, there was more than adequate machinery to set the tank there by himself.”

“But why go to the trouble?” Torlino asked. “Why not just bury her at the edge of the forest?”

Karpovich put a hand on the younger man’s arm, feeling foolish for not thinking of it himself. “Because he didn’t know when the police were going to show up, and the last thing he wanted them to discover was broken ground.”

“Exactly,” Sherry said. “The tank looked natural because water slops out and the earth around it got trampled as a matter of course. Can’t you just imagine those officers walking around those buildings and fields, and right there in front of them, just fifty feet from the house, was a herd of cattle, ankle-deep in the muck around a trough, as if they had all been there for years? Who would have thought otherwise?”

“So what’s with the sheep?” Torlino asked.

“My guess,” Sherry said, “is that there were sheep in the field prior to the murder. I think he was remembering a time right after the killing. He was standing among the sheep and trying to decide what to do with her. Finally he decided to drop a concrete trough on top of the grave, a trough so large and so heavy that nobody could move it without machinery. The sheep were too small to drink from such a tank, so he sold them and surrounded it with cattle.”
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TEXHOMA PANHANDLE, OKLAHOMA

Dirt devils danced on a sea of brome, jagged shards of lightning intermittently blazing on the charcoal sky. The storm front stretched across the Oklahoma horizon, clouds twisting, merging, rising from an untold fountain of energy, feeding the violent thunderheads that grew larger and darker with each passing minute.

A church bell tolled, for it was Sunday, and those who elected to worship were ushered from their blocks into various congregations. Earl Oberlein Sykes, who chose not to, watched the storm’s approach from his cell.

A buzzer sounded in the bowels of the building, electronic doors opened and closed, followed by shouts and cadent footsteps.

The April winds howled through the bastions, slapping snap hooks on flagpoles with a monotonous clanking of steel on steel that reminded Sykes of sailboat riggings in the stormy harbors of his youth.

The inner walls of the prison measured four stories high and six feet thick, a fortress of red brick topped with rolls of razor wire and miles of filament so hot it would liquefy your belt buckle. Two outer perimeters of twenty-foot cyclone fencing were similarly electrified, with three additional coils of razor wire and pressure-sensitive alarms built into the ground. Guards walked the towers with SIG Sauer sniper rifles; heat-sensitive infrareds panned the complex’s concentric tiers of security, all of them autonomous and all of them lethal.

Beyond the walls lay hundreds of thousands of square miles of barren plain—a no-man’s-land with no signs, no roads, no lights, no landmarks, and no hope of outrunning a helicopter in pitch darkness.

Sykes no longer dwelled on the walls or on what was on the other side. Oklahoma wasn’t his concern anymore.

He backed up to his bunk and sat in boxers that were soaked, like his body, with sweat. His sallow flesh sagged for lack of sun and bore faded green tattoos on both arms—one an evil leprechaun, the other a naked woman. He wore LOVE etched across the knuckles of his left hand and HATE across the knuckles of his right. His eyes were a liverish brown and draped with reptilian lids. A thick, wormlike scar ran jaggedly down the front of his neck, where an inmate had cut his throat with soup can lids soldered together. A brown, cauliflower-like tumor had formed behind one ear and another grew on his groin. A quarter-size patch of dead skin, which he would scratch until it bled, rankled the back of his neck.

Sykes wiped his underarms with a hand towel and dabbed his face. Sweat continued to pour from his temples and his brow and belly and, Jesus, it was hot.

Rain splattered the window and abruptly stopped. He pushed the towel against his abdomen and bared his teeth, rolling off the cot and moving fast for the toilet. Something repugnant slithered in his belly and his bowels let loose all at once.

He’d been thinking about Susan Markey again this morning, all the usual things—wondering what she was doing right now, where she was living and with whom. Wondering when she last thought of him, if she’d thought of him, and what she would think of him now. If she knew.

He saw her in his mind’s eye in his old Chevy van, cross-legged in her hippie skirt, lips smeared red, eating from a basket of strawberries that she would buy—or more likely steal—from the truck stands outside the Pine Barrens. Her green eyes were always wild, waiting in rapt attention for him to tell her where they were going next, what they were going to do; the anticipation drove her crazy.

A chill ran down his spine. He finished on the toilet and pushed the button to flush, then got unsteadily to his feet and made his way to the bunk, wiping his mouth with the hand towel once more.

The sweating stopped abruptly, his arms and legs prickled with goose bumps, and he shivered. Hot and cold, cold and hot. It had been like this all week.

A hollow ringing sounded on the steps. More gates slid open and closed. He stared at the steel bars, then at the steel walls, the ceiling, floor, mirror, sink, toilet, bed—everything steel. He hated the sound of metal more than anything else on this earth. He was a monkey in a cage, marking time by the opening and closing of his master’s doors. The waking time, the feeding time, the exercise time…all preceded by their own unique metallic noise.

The shivering worsened. It was nerves, he knew. He’d been warned about getting the nerves. They said it would happen like this. Even the toughest of inmates went through it, though he had never imagined it would happen to him.

Syko Sue, her friends had begun to call her. The play on words stuck and he’d gone around Wildwood painting it on railroad trestles, overpasses, concrete walls, and boardwalks.

She was anti-everything and liked the name, liked to think of herself as an anarchist and despised authority of any kind. She would have joined the Weathermen or the SLA if she’d moved to a big city. In small-town Wildwood, she did the next best thing. She joined Sykes.

She was into sex, oh Jesus, she was into sex, but it wasn’t about sex or a lack of inhibition with Susan. Susan wanted to obliterate her past. She wanted to escape the shattered dreams of a once-perfect childhood; of an abusive, pious father, a former police captain who got himself indicted for racketeering; of her pretty mother, who walked into the ocean rather than face the humiliation.

She wanted to hurt someone, anyone, even herself. She wanted to inflict pain on other human beings. And in the bucolic seaside resort filled with the hippies of the Love Generation, it was only natural that Sykes, who simply radiated wrong-side-of-the-tracks appeal, caught her eye.

He wasn’t like the others, all beads and blather. He was pure, unadulterated disorder, and it pulled her to him like a moth to the flame.

He knew she liked the reactions they got when she brought him around her friends from school. She especially liked to shock her father and his cop friends who used to visit the house for holidays and backyard barbecues. Back before the rumors of an indictment came around.

But Sue Markey wasn’t all show. She had an insatiable appetite for danger. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do, save murder, and she knew that Sykes’s tastes ran even stronger. Susan had been to the bus. Susan knew what happened to those women in the bus.

He threw the dirty towel in a corner and looked at the Timex Indiglo he wore on the underside of his wrist. Rain hammered on the window once more, this time continuing. He scratched the dead skin at the base of his skull and something wet gave way. If the cancer doesn’t kill you, the cure most surely will. He hacked and spat at the sink.

Sykes had never had money growing up, not even the middle-class kind of money that Susan Markey was accustomed to, but he knew all too well what money looked like, smelled like. He’d been bused from his ramshackle trailer park out of the Pine Barrens to Central High in Wildwood. He’d seen the Northside mothers picking up their daughters in their shiny new convertibles, gold glittering around their necks, their skin scented with nice perfume; how badly he had wanted them. How badly he had wanted to be one of them.

“Want a ride?”

Bianca Ashley was one of them: long hair down to the hem of her miniskirt, brand-spanking-new Mustang convertible for her sixteenth birthday. She’d caught him staring at it after school. The black paint was so liquid it looked like you could put your hand through it.

She brushed by him and threw her books in the backseat.

“Say pretty please.”

They had never spoken before that moment. Bianca had ignored him all of the seven years they had been going to the same schools.

“Come on, boy. Beg a little and I’ll give you a ride.”

Sykes had just stared at her, not knowing if she was serious. She jumped behind the wheel and her checkered skirt leaped up to reveal a pair of pink panties that she was slow to hide. His eyes fixed on her long bare legs. “Yeah, cool,” he heard himself say. “Yeah, please. I’d like a ride.”

She turned the key and when he stepped toward the door she punched the accelerator, flinging mud all over his jeans as she fishtailed her way out of the parking lot. “Yeah, right, Syko,” she’d laughed over her shoulder.

In that moment, Sykes knew that whatever he wanted in life he was going to have to take. That no one was ever going to give him anything. And he knew that one day he would meet Bianca Ashley again, and when he did, it would be her turn to learn about pain.

But that was all a very long time ago. Now was what mattered. Sykes had to concentrate on now. On what was left.

The small-town cops never connected Sykes and Markey to their crimes. They were far too busy with the thousands of hippies swarming the coastal communities, overwhelmed with human emergencies when most of them had only ever written parking tickets before. The state police were called in to assist on the more serious cases, but the locals were jealous of them and there was so much enmity between the two divisions that little was ever accomplished.

Meanwhile, Sykes and Markey kidnapped, robbed, and burglarized with impunity.

Their union was more than mere occasion; one could say it was a cataclysmic event. Individually they posed a societal threat, and each was certainly destined for a life of judicial intervention. Together they formed a uniquely chilling menace. A predator with two minds and one will. Markey wanted the dissolution of society. Sykes wanted to take what he had been denied by birthright. They complemented each other in some twisted way, brains and brawn, different backgrounds, different triggers, but equally extreme and depraved. If Sykes hadn’t panicked and run that bus off the road, the cops might never have caught on to them, at least not for years. Not back then. Not in the chaos of the seventies.

His recollection of the accident was still hazy. It was winter; Susan and he had been breaking into vacant luxury homes on North Beach for several days while bingeing on speedballs. They used a set of masters he’d bought from a cleaning contractor. They were soaring high when they picked up a shivering hitchhiker and her kid on the road out of town. Markey took care of the toddler while Sykes raped and then disposed of the woman in Blackswamp. When he went back to the van, it was gone, along with the kid. Susan Markey had taken them both.

He’d walked home, borrowed his neighbor’s car, and driven the strip on Atlantic Avenue. She wasn’t in any of the usual places. No one had seen the van.

Looking back, there had definitely been something going on with her around the holidays. She was having mood swings and he remembered their fighting over something that last day, though what it might have been, God only knew with all the drugs they had been doing.

Sykes was driving between his trailer and the boardwalk for the second time that afternoon when a police car rolled up behind him. He stepped on the gas and started to flee because he was still wearing the pants he’d worn when he’d killed the woman. He was just pulling away from the police car, a mile or so from the Atlantic Avenue strip, when he rounded a corner into the lane of a school bus.

He never did see Susan Markey again. She never showed at any of the hearings or trials. He never read a word about the kid or any of the half-dozen women who had gone missing in the Wildwood area during those years.

Years later Sykes received a letter from Susan while in prison. She told him she was glad about what had happened. She said she’d found God and prayed that he would do the same. Markey, who once thought the world was God’s pigpen and he its perverted master, had found God. She—who said that no one ought to feel good; who moralized that the world’s populations died of starvation while the rich cheated on taxes, gorged themselves with alcohol and food, whored and sent their children to schools to learn how to become just like them—had told him they deserved to get fucked. Fuck all of them. If Sykes and she happened to come along and fuck up someone else’s life, it was no worse than they deserved.

Sykes knew she hadn’t ratted him out. If she had, they would have taken him back to New Jersey and tried him for murder. If someone had found all those bodies in the junkyard, it would have made national news. But no one ever did, which meant that Markey hadn’t wanted to confess to her crimes beyond some priest behind a confessional, and that she and God were content to leave well enough alone as long as he was in prison.

Now it was twenty-nine—nearly thirty—years later, and Sykes had spent most of the days of his life in prison—all for a fucking traffic accident. How ironic was that?

It had taken him a long time to come to the realization—the realization that he’d gotten life. The public defender assigned to represent Sykes told him to plead guilty to involuntary manslaughter, which would get him two years with probation. It was what all the drunk-driving fatalities were getting in the seventies.

But Wildwood police chief Jim Lynch wanted more and when he presented papers to prosecute Sykes for second-degree murder rather than manslaughter, the voters rallied around him and an election-year judge was all ears. Murder two was defined as “taking a life while engaged in the commission of a crime.” It did not require the specific intent to murder. Chief Lynch proffered the argument that because Sykes was operating a motor vehicle under the influence of illegal narcotics when he obliterated the seventeen lives on the school bus, he was guilty of murder, not manslaughter.

Sykes was indicted, tried, and sentenced to life times two. The other fifteen trials were set aside in the interest of justice. Sykes had his life sentences. More trials would serve only to delay the healing that the town so badly needed. Only the mercy of an otherwise liberal judge allowed the sentences to run concurrently.

Like most serial rapists and killers, Sykes had thought a lot about his crimes over the years. The difference between Sykes and most other cons was that his crimes had gone unnoticed. The killing frenzy and the ease with which he kidnapped and disposed of his victims provided a veritable kaleidoscope of images: arms, legs, stomachs, hair, wild eyes, and pleading lips. He thought of Susan’s own beautiful body and the deliriously erotic games they’d played. Looking back on the early years of his incarceration, he could remember thinking about little else. All he had then were his memories.

But now they were coming back to life. Susan had become a liability again. Susan, who knew what no other person on earth knew—where the bodies lay.

Sykes pulled on khaki trousers and heavy shoes and took a Marlboro from a pack on the stainless steel table, tapping it down on the face of his watch. He struck a match and raised it to the cigarette, admiring the way the woman’s breasts swelled on his bicep, just the way they had when he was seventeen years old. He stood and threw the match at the stainless steel sink, hawking up something yellow that he spat into the toilet.

He blew smoke at the ceiling, the cigarette dangling from his lower lip as he rested his shoe on the sink and laced it, and wondered how it would feel.

A door opened at the end of the corridor. He could hear footsteps approaching. He dragged fingers through what was left of his dull gray hair, scratched the sore on the back of his neck, and approached the bars.

It was time.

 

Ice pelted the ground as they escorted him across the recreation yard. Though it was still morning, the sky had gone dark and the floodlights glared brightly. He was wearing orange coveralls with his wrists shackled to chains around his waist, which were shackled to chains around his ankles.

Low, chalky clouds raced over the walls, luminescent in the spots along the tower. Lightning stabbed through the darkness, revealing a lone silhouette at a fourth-floor window. The prison’s psychiatrist. Sykes could make out the soft tapering of her shoulders in the shifting strengths of light. He looked up at her and smiled.

On the perimeter, a beacon switched from red to green and revolved slowly as heavy steel gates silently rolled back on Teflon bearings. He looked next at the men pacing the catwalks, rifles at the ready, razor wire flashing in the arc of the searchlights. He stepped into a wire chute and walked between his escorts to a small outbuilding at the base of the sally port. The gates rolled closed and the beacons switched back to red.

The heart of the storm struck all at once, dropping small spirals in the recreation yard, rattling fences, whistling through the brick turrets, bombarding hail, and hammering the steel rooftops of the outbuildings with machinelike precision until the noise was deafening.

The guards ran with Sykes, slamming the door behind them. Then advanced him toward a scarred metal desk, where he submitted his thumbprint and a signature. The guards led him to a small room with a bench chained to a wall. They removed his shackles and coveralls, which they flung in a canvas bucket, and gave him a belt and a denim shirt, a check for eighteen thousand dollars, and a fifty-dollar bill. Then they led Sykes to a door on the far side of the wall, where one of them pushed a button that released a heavy mechanical latch. The guard opened the door and let Sykes out into the storm. A plain white van idled outside the fence with its taillights glowing red and its double rear doors wide open.

The hail came in waves as thick as the rain and he raised his face to meet it, welcoming the stinging cold on his forehead, his neck, his mouth open and filling with ice as one of the frozen slivers drew blood from his lips.

He put a foot to the bumper just as another bolt of lightning illuminated his face. His eyes were wild with excitement as he stepped into the darkness, licking the blood from his lips and thinking how sweet it tasted to be free.
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