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ALSO BY PATRICIA CORNWELL

POSTMORTEM

BODY OF EVIDENCE

ALL THAT REMAINS

CRUEL AND UNUSUAL

THE BODY FARM


This book is for Dr. Erika Blanton

(Scarpetta would call you friend)


And he said, What hast thou done? the voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground.

—Genesis 4:10



’TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS

He walked with sure steps through snow, which was deep in Central Park, and it was late now, but he was not certain how late. Toward the Ramble, rocks were black beneath stars, and he could hear and see his breathing because he was not like anybody else. Temple Gault had always been magical, a god who wore a human body. He did not slip as he walked, for example, when he was quite certain others would, and he did not know fear. Beneath the bill of a baseball cap, his eyes scanned.

In the spot—and he knew precisely where it was—he squatted, moving the skirt of a long black coat out of the way. He set an old army knapsack in the snow and held his bare bloody hands in front of him, and though they were cold, they weren’t impossibly cold. Gault did not like gloves unless they were made of latex, which was not warm, either. He washed his hands and face in soft new snow, then patted the used snow into a bloody snowball. This he placed next to the knapsack because he could not leave them.

He smiled his thin smile. He was a happy dog digging on the beach as he disrupted snow in the park, eradicating footprints, looking for the emergency door. Yes, it was where he thought, and he brushed aside more snow until he found the folded aluminum foil he had placed between the door and the frame. He gripped the ring that was the handle and opened the lid in the ground. Below were the dark bowels of the subway and the screaming of a train. He dropped the knapsack and snowball inside. His boots rang on a metal ladder as he went down.
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    Christmas Eve was cold and treacherous with black ice, and crime crackling on scanners. It was rare I was driven through Richmond’s housing projects after dark. Usually, I drove. Usually, I was the lone pilot of the blue morgue van I took to scenes of violent and inexplicable death. But tonight I was in the passenger seat of a Crown Victoria, Christmas music drifting in and out of dispatchers and cops talking in codes.

“Sheriff Santa just took a right up there.” I pointed ahead. “I think he’s lost.”

“Yeah, well, I think he’s fried,” said Captain Pete Marino, the commander of the violent precinct we were riding through. “Next time we stop, take a look at his eyes.”

I wasn’t surprised. Sheriff Lamont Brown drove a Cadillac for his personal car, wore heavy gold jewelry, and was beloved by the community for the role he was playing right now. Those of us who knew the truth did not dare say a word. After all, it is sacrilege to say that Santa doesn’t exist, and in this case, Santa truly did not. Sheriff Brown snorted cocaine and probably stole half of what was donated to be delivered by him to the poor each year. He was a scumbag who recently had made certain I was summoned for jury duty because our dislike of each other was mutual.

Windshield wipers dragged across glass. Snowflakes brushed and swirled against Marino’s car like dancing maidens, shy in white. They swarmed in sodium vapor lights and turned as black as the ice coating the streets. It was very cold. Most of the city was home with family, illuminated trees filling windows and fires lit. Karen Carpenter was dreaming of a white Christmas until Marino rudely changed the radio station.

“I got no respect for a woman who plays the drums.” He punched in the cigarette lighter.

“Karen Carpenter’s dead,” I said, as if that granted her immunity from further slights. “And she wasn’t playing the drums just now.”

“Oh yeah.” He got out a cigarette. “That’s right. She had one of those eating problems. I forget what you call it.”

The Mormon Tabernacle Choir soared into the “Hallelujah” chorus. I was supposed to fly to Miami in the morning to see my mother, sister and Lucy, my niece. Mother had been in the hospital for weeks. Once she had smoked as much as Marino did. I opened my window a little.

He was saying, “Then her heart quit—in fact, that’s really what got her in the end.”

“That’s really what gets everybody in the end,” I said.

“Not around here. In this damn neighborhood it’s lead poisoning.”

We were between two Richmond police cruisers with lights flashing red and blue in a motorcade carrying cops, reporters and television crews. At every stop, the media manifested its Christmas spirit by shoving past with notepads, microphones and cameras. Frenzied, they fought for sentimental coverage of Sheriff Santa beaming as he handed out presents and food to forgotten children of the projects and their shell-shocked mothers. Marino and I were in charge of blankets, for they had been my donation this year.

Around a corner, car doors opened along Magnolia Street in Whitcomb Court. Ahead, I caught a glimpse of blazing red as Santa passed through headlights, Richmond’s chief of police and other top brass not far behind. Television cameras lit up and hovered in the air like UFOs, and flashguns flashed.

Marino complained beneath his stack of blankets, “These things smell cheap. Where’d you get them, a pet store?”

“They’re warm, washable, and won’t give off toxic gases like cyanide in the event of a fire,” I said.

“Jesus. If that don’t put you in a holiday mood.”

I wondered where we were as I looked out the window.

“I wouldn’t use one in my doghouse,” he went on.

“You don’t have a dog or a doghouse, and I didn’t offer to give you one to use for anything. Why are we going into this apartment? It’s not on the list.”

“That’s a damn good question.”

Reporters and people from law enforcement agencies and social services were outside the front door of an apartment that looked like all the others in a complex reminiscent of cement barracks. Marino and I squeezed through as camera lights floated in the dark, headlights burned and Sheriff Santa bellowed, “HO! HO! HO!”

We pushed our way inside as Santa sat a small black boy on his knee and gave him several wrapped toys. The boy’s name, I overheard, was Trevi, and he wore a blue cap with a marijuana leaf over the bill. His eyes were huge and he looked bewildered on this man’s red velvet knee near a silver tree strung with lights. The overheated small room was airless and smelled of old grease.

“Coming through, ma’am.” A television cameraman nudged me out of the way.

“You can just put it over here.”

“Who’s got the rest of the toys?”

“Look, ma’am, you’re going to have to step back.” The cameraman practically knocked me over. I felt my blood pressure going up.

“We need another box . . .”

“No we don’t. Over there.”

“ . . . of food? Oh, right. Gotcha.”

“If you’re with social services,” the cameraman said to me, “then how ’bout standing over there?”

“If you had half a brain you’d know she ain’t with social services.” Marino glared at him.

An old woman in a baggy dress had started crying on the couch, and a major in white shirt and brass sat beside her to offer comfort. Marino moved close to me so he could whisper.

“Her daughter was whacked last month, last name King. You remember the case?” he said in my ear.

I shook my head. I did not remember. There were so many cases.

“The drone we think whacked her is a badass drug dealer named Jones,” he continued, to prod my memory.

I shook my head again. There were so many badass drug dealers, and Jones was not an uncommon name.

The cameraman was filming and I averted my face as Sheriff Santa gave me a contemptuous, glassy stare. The cameraman bumped hard into me again.

“I wouldn’t do that one more time,” I warned him in a tone that made him know I meant it.

The press had turned their attention to the grandmother because this was the story of the night. Someone had been murdered, the victim’s mother was crying, and Trevi was an orphan. Sheriff Santa, out of the limelight now, set the boy down.

“Captain Marino, I’ll take one of those blankets,” a social worker said.

“I don’t know why we’re in this crib,” he said, handing her the stack. “I wish someone would tell me.”

“There’s just one child here,” the social worker went on. “So we don’t need all of these.” She acted as if Marino hadn’t followed instructions as she took one folded blanket and handed the rest back.

“There’s supposed to be four kids here. I’m telling you, this crib ain’t on the list,” Marino grumbled.

A reporter came up to me. “Excuse me, Dr. Scarpetta? So what brings you out this night? You waiting for someone to die?”

He was with the city newspaper, which had never treated me kindly. I pretended not to hear him. Sheriff Santa disappeared into the kitchen, and I thought this odd since he did not live here and had not asked permission. But the grandmother on the couch was in no frame of mind to see or care where he had gone.

I knelt beside Trevi, alone on the floor, lost in the wonder of new toys. “That’s quite a fire truck you’ve got there,” I said.

“It lights up.” He showed me a red light on the toy truck’s roof that flashed when he turned a switch.

Marino got down beside him, too. “They give you any extra batteries for that thing?” He tried to sound gruff, but couldn’t disguise the smile in his voice. “You gotta get the size right. See this little compartment here? They go in there, okay? And you got to use size C . . .”

The first gunshot sounded like a car backfire coming from the kitchen. Marino’s eyes froze as he yanked his pistol from its holster and Trevi curled up on the floor like a centipede. I folded my body over the boy, gunshots exploding in rapid succession as the magazine of a semiautomatic was emptied somewhere near the back door.

“Get down! GET DOWN!”

“Oh my God!”

“Oh Jesus!”

Cameras, microphones crashed and fell as people screamed and fought for the door and got flat on the floor.

“EVERYBODY GET DOWN!”

Marino headed toward the kitchen in combat stance, nine-millimeter drawn. The gunfire stopped and the room fell completely still.

I scooped up Trevi, my heart hammering. I began shaking. Grandmother remained on the couch, bent over, arms covering her head as if her plane were about to crash. I sat next to her, holding the boy close. He was rigid, his grandmother sobbing in terror.

“Oh Jesus. Please no Jesus.” She moaned and rocked.

“It’s all right,” I firmly told her.

“Not no more of this! I can’t stand no more of this. Sweet Jesus!”

I held her hand. “It’s going to be all right. Listen to me. It’s quiet now. It’s stopped.”

She rocked and wept, Trevi hugging her neck.

Marino reappeared in the doorway between the living room and kitchen, face tense, eyes darting. “Doc.” He motioned to me.

I followed him out to a paltry backyard strung with sagging clotheslines, where snow swirled around a dark heap on the frosted grass. The victim was young, black and on his back, eyes barely open as they stared blindly at the milky sky. His blue down vest bore tiny rips. One bullet had entered through his right cheek, and as I compressed his chest and blew air into his mouth, blood covered my hands and instantly turned cold on my face. I could not save him. Sirens wailed and whelped in the night like a posse of wild spirits protesting another death.

I sat up, breathing hard. Marino helped me to my feet as shapes moved in the corner of my eye. I turned to see three officers leading Sheriff Santa away in handcuffs. His stocking cap had come off and I spotted it not far from me in the yard where shell casings gleamed in the beam of Marino’s flashlight.

“What in God’s name?” I said, shocked.

“Seems Old Saint Nick pissed off Old Saint Crack and they had a little tussle out here in the yard,” Marino said, very agitated and out of breath. “That’s why the parade got diverted to this particular crib. The only schedule it was on was the sheriff’s.”

I was numb. I tasted blood and thought of AIDS.

The chief of police appeared and asked questions.

Marino began to explain. “It appears the sheriff thought he’d deliver more than Christmas in this neighborhood.”

“Drugs?”

“We’re assuming.”

“I wondered why we stopped here,” said the chief. “This address isn’t on the list.”

“Well, that’s why.” Marino stared blankly at the body.

“Do we have an identity?”

“Anthony Jones of the Jones Brothers fame. Seventeen years old, been in jail more’n the Doc there’s been to the opera. His older brother got whacked last year by a Tec 9. That was in Fairfield Court, on Phaup Street. And last month we think Anthony murdered Trevi’s mother, but you know how it goes around here. Nobody saw nothing. We had no case. Maybe now we can clear it.”

“Trevi? You mean the little boy in there?” The chief’s expression did not change.

“Yo. Anthony’s probably the kid’s father. Or was.”

“What about a weapon?”

“In which case?”

“In this case.”

“Smith and Wesson thirty-eight, all five rounds fired. Jones hadn’t dumped his brass yet and we found a speed-loader in the grass.”

“He fired five times and missed,” said the chief, resplendent in dress uniform, snow dusting the top of his cap.

“Hard to say. Sheriff Brown’s got on a vest.”

“He’s got on a bulletproof vest beneath his Santa suit.” The chief continued repeating the facts as if he were taking notes.

“Yo.” Marino bent close to a tilting clothesline pole, the beam of light licking over rusting metal. With a gloved thumb, he rubbed a dimple made by a bullet. “Well, well,” he said, “looks like we got one black and one Pole shot tonight.”

The chief was silent for a moment, then said, “My wife is Polish, Captain.”

Marino looked baffled as I inwardly cringed. “Your last name ain’t Polish,” he said.

“She took my name and I am not Polish,” said the chief, who was black. “I suggest you refrain from ethnic and racial jokes, Captain,” he warned, jaw muscles bunching.

The ambulance arrived. I began to shiver.

“Look, I didn’t mean . . .” Marino started to say.

The chief cut him off. “I believe you are the perfect candidate for cultural diversity class.”

“I’ve already been.”

“You’ve already been, sir, and you’ll go again, Captain.”

“I’ve been three times. It’s not necessary to send me again,” said Marino, who would rather go to the proctologist than another cultural diversity class.

Doors slammed and a metal stretcher clanked.

“Marino, there’s nothing more I can do here.” I wanted to shut him up before he talked himself into deeper trouble. “And I need to get to the office.”

“What? You’re posting him tonight?” Marino looked deflated.

“I think it’s a good idea in light of the circumstances,” I said seriously. “And I’m leaving town in the morning.”

“Christmas with the family?” said Chief Tucker, who was young to be ranked so high.

“Yes.”

“That’s nice,” he said without smiling. “Come with me, Dr. Scarpetta, I’ll give you a lift to the morgue.”

Marino eyed me as he lit a cigarette. “I’ll stop by as soon as I clear up here,” he said.
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Paul Tucker had been appointed Richmond’s chief of police several months ago, but we had encountered each other only briefly at a social function. Tonight was the first time we had met at a crime scene, and what I knew about him I could fit on an index card.

He had been a basketball star at the University of Maryland and a finalist for a Rhodes scholarship. He was supremely fit, exceptionally bright and a graduate of the FBI’s National Academy. I thought I liked him but wasn’t sure.

“Marino doesn’t mean any harm,” I said as we passed through a yellow light on East Broad Street.

I could feel Tucker’s dark eyes on my face and sense their curiosity. “The world is full of people who mean no harm and cause a great deal of it.” He had a rich, deep voice that reminded me of bronze and polished wood.

“I can’t argue with that, Colonel Tucker.”

“You can call me Paul.”

I did not tell him he could call me Kay, because after many years of being a woman in a world such as this, I had learned.

“It will do no good to send him to another cultural diversity class,” I went on.

“Marino needs to learn discipline and respect.” He was staring ahead again.

“He has both in his own way.”

“He needs to have both in the proper way.”

“You will not change him, Colonel,” I said. “He’s difficult, aggravating, ill-mannered, and the best homicide detective I’ve ever worked with.”

Tucker was silent until we got to the outer limits of the Medical College of Virginia and turned right on Fourteenth Street.

“Tell me, Dr. Scarpetta,” he said. “Do you think your friend Marino is a good precinct commander?”

The question startled me. I had been surprised when Marino had advanced to lieutenant and was stunned when he had become a captain. He had always hated the brass, and then he had become the thing he hated, and he still hated them as if he were not them.

“I think Marino is an excellent police officer. He’s unimpeachably honest and has a good heart,” I said.

“Do you intend to answer my question or not?” Tucker’s tone hinted of amusement.

“He is not a politician.”

“Clearly.”

The clock tower of Main Street Station announced the time from its lofty position high above the old domed train station with its terra-cotta roof and network of railroad tracks. Behind the Consolidated Laboratory building, we parked in a slot designated Chief Medical Examiner, an unimpressive slip of blacktop where my car spent most of its life.

“He gives too much time to the FBI,” Tucker then said.

“He gives an invaluable service,” I said.

“Yes, yes, I know, and you do, too. But in his case, it poses a serious difficulty. He is supposed to be commanding First Precinct, not working other cities’ crimes, and I am trying to run a police department.”

“When violence occurs anywhere, it is everybody’s problem,” I said. “No matter where your precinct or department is.”

Tucker stared thoughtfully ahead at the shut steel bay door. He said, “I sure as hell couldn’t do what you do when it’s this late at night and there’s nobody around except the people in the refrigerator.”

“It isn’t them I fear,” I matter-of-factly stated.

“Irrational as it may be, I would fear them a great deal.”

Headlights bored into dingy stucco and steel all painted the same insipid beige. A red sign on a side door announced to visitors that whatever was inside was considered a biological hazard and went on to give instruction about the handling of dead bodies.

“I’ve got to ask you something,” Colonel Tucker said.

The wool fabric of his uniform whispered against upholstery as he shifted positions, leaning closer to me. I smelled Hermès cologne. He was handsome, with high cheekbones and strong white teeth, his body powerful beneath his skin as if its darkness were the markings of a leopard or a tiger.

“Why do you do it?” he asked.

“Why do I do what, Colonel?”

He leaned back in the seat. “Look,” he said as lights danced across the scanner. “You’re a lawyer. You’re a doctor. You’re a chief and I’m a chief. That’s why I’m asking. I don’t mean disrespect.”

I could tell he didn’t. “I don’t know why,” I confessed.

He was silent for a moment. Then he spoke again. “My father was a yardman and my mother cleaned houses for rich people in Baltimore.” He paused. “When I go to Baltimore now I stay in fine hotels and eat in restaurants at the harbor. I am saluted. I am addressed ‘The Honorable’ in some mail I get. I have a house in Windsor Farms.

“I command more than six hundred people who wear guns in this violent town of yours. I know why I do what I do, Dr. Scarpetta. I do it because I had no power when I was a boy. I lived with people who had no power and learned that all the evil I heard preached about in church was rooted in the abuse of this one thing I did not have.”

The tempo and choreography of the snow had not changed. I watched it slowly cover the hood of his car.

“Colonel Tucker,” I said, “it is Christmas Eve and Sheriff Santa has allegedly just shot someone to death in Whitcomb Court. The media must be going crazy. What do you advise?”

“I will be up all night at headquarters. I will make sure your building is patrolled. Would you like an escort home?”

“I would imagine that Marino will give me a ride, but certainly I will call if I think an additional escort is necessary. You should be aware that this predicament is further complicated by the fact that Brown hates me, and now I will be an expert witness in his case.”

“If only all of us could be so lucky.”

“I do not feel lucky.”

“You’re right.” He sighed. “You shouldn’t feel lucky, for luck has nothing to do with it.”

“My case is here,” I said as the ambulance pulled into the lot, lights and sirens silent, for there is no need to rush when transporting the dead.

“Merry Christmas, Chief Scarpetta,” Tucker said as I got out of his car.

I entered through a side door and pressed a button on the wall. The bay door slowly screeched open, and the ambulance rumbled inside. Paramedics flung open the tailgate. They lifted the stretcher and wheeled the body up a ramp as I unlocked a door that led inside the morgue.

Fluorescent lighting, pale cinder block and floors gave the corridor an antiseptic ambience that was deceptive. Nothing was sterile in this place. By normal medical standards, nothing was even clean.

“Do you want him in the fridge?” one of the squad members said to me.

“No. You can wheel him into the X-ray room.” I unlocked more doors, the stretcher clattering after me, leaving drips of blood on tile.

“You going solo tonight?” asked a paramedic who looked Latin.

“I’m afraid so.”

I opened a plastic apron and slipped it over my head, hoping Marino would show up soon. In the locker room, I fetched a green surgical gown off a shelf. I pulled on shoe covers and two pairs of gloves.

“Can we help you get him on the table?” a paramedic asked.

“That would be terrific.”

“Hey, guys, let’s get him on the table for the Doc.”

“Sure thing.”

“Shoot, this pouch is leaking, too. We gotta get some new ones.”

“Which way do you want his head to go?”

“This end for the head.”

“On his back?”

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Okay. One-two-three heave.”

We lifted Anthony Jones from the stretcher to the table, and one of the paramedics started to unzip the pouch.

“No, no, leave him in,” I said. “I’ll X-ray him through it.”

“How long will it take?”

“Not long.”

“You’re going to need some help moving him again.”

“I’ll take all the help I can get,” I told them.

“We can hang around a few more minutes. Were you really going to do all this alone?”

“I’m expecting someone else.”

A little later, we moved the body into the autopsy suite and I undressed it on top of the first steel table. The paramedics left, returning the morgue to its usual sounds of water running into sinks and steel instruments clattering against steel. I attached the victim’s films to light boxes where the shadows and shapes of his organs and bones brightly bared their souls to me. Bullets and their multitude of ragged pieces were lethal snowstorms in liver, lungs, heart and brain. He had an old bullet in his left buttock and a healed fracture of his right humerus. Mr. Jones, like so many of my patients, had died the way he had lived.

I was making the Y-incision when the buzzer sounded in the bay. I did not pause. The security guard would take care of whoever it was. Moments later I heard heavy footsteps in the corridor, and Marino walked in.

“I would’ve got here sooner but all the neighbors decided to come out and watch the fun.”

“What neighbors?” I looked quizzically at him, scalpel poised midair.

“This drone’s neighbors in Whitcomb Court. We were afraid there was going to be a friggin’ riot. Word went down he was shot by a cop, and then it was Santa who whacked him, and next thing there’s people crawling out of cracks in the sidewalk.”

Marino, still in dress uniform, took off his coat and draped it over a chair. “They’re all gathered around with their two-liter bottles of Pepsi, smiling at the television cameras. Friggin’ unbelievable.” He slid a pack of Marlboros out of his shirt pocket.

“I thought you were doing better with your smoking,” I said.

“I am. I get better at it all the time.”

“Marino, it isn’t something to joke about.” I thought of my mother and her tracheotomy. Emphysema had not cured her habit until she had gone into respiratory arrest.

“Okay.” He came closer to the table. “I’ll tell you the serious truth. I’ve cut it down by half a pack a day, Doc.”

I cut through ribs and removed the breastplate.

“Molly won’t let me smoke in her car or house.”

“Good for Molly,” I said of the woman Marino began dating at Thanksgiving. “How are the two of you doing?”

“Real good.”

“Are you spending Christmas together?”

“Oh yeah. We’ll be with her family in Urbana. They do a big turkey, the whole nine yards.” He tapped an ash to the floor and fell silent.

“This is going to take a while,” I said. “The bullets have fragmented as you can see from his films.”

Marino glanced around at the morbid chiaroscuro displayed on light boxes around the room.

“What was he using? Hydra-Shok?” I asked.

“All the cops around here are using Hydra-Shok these days. I guess you can see why. It does the trick.”

“His kidneys have a finely granular surface. He’s very young for that.”

“What does that mean?” Marino looked on curiously.

“Probably an indication of hypertension.”

He was quiet, probably wondering if his kidneys looked the same, and I suspected they did.

“It really would help if you’d scribe,” I said.

“No problem, as long as you spell everything.”

He went to a counter and picked up clipboard and pen. He pulled on gloves. I had just begun dictating weights and measurements when his pager sounded.

Detaching it from his belt, he held it up to read the display. His face darkened.

Marino went to the phone at the other end of the autopsy suite and dialed. He talked with his back to me and I caught only words now and then. They drifted through the noise at my table, and I knew whatever he was being told was bad.

When he hung up, I was removing lead fragments from the brain and scribbling notes with a pencil on an empty, bloody glove packet. I stopped what I was doing and looked at him.

“What’s going on?” I said, assuming the call was related to this case, for certainly what had happened tonight was bad enough.

Marino was perspiring, his face dark red. “Benton sent me a 911 on my pager.”

“He sent you what?” I asked.

“That’s the code we agreed to use if Gault hit again.”

“Oh God,” I barely said.

“I told Benton not to bother calling you since I’m here to tell you the news in person.”

I rested my hands on the edge of the table. “Where?” I said tensely.

“They’ve found a body in Central Park. Female, white, maybe in her thirties. It looks like Gault decided to celebrate Christmas in New York.”

I had feared this day. I had hoped and prayed Gault’s silence might last forever, that maybe he was sick or dead in some remote village where no one knew his name.

“The Bureau’s sending a chopper for us,” Marino went on. “As soon as you finish up this case, Doc. We gotta get out of here. Goddam son of a bitch!” He started pacing furiously. “He had to do this Christmas Eve!” He glared. “It’s deliberate. His timing’s deliberate.”

“Go call Molly,” I said, trying to remain calm and work more quickly.

“And wouldn’t you know I’d have this thing on.” He referred to his dress uniform.

“You have a change of clothes?”

“I’ll have to stop by my house real fast. I gotta leave my gun. What are you going to do?”

“I always keep things here. While you’re out, would you mind calling my sister’s house in Miami? Lucy should have gotten down there yesterday. Tell her what’s happened, that I’m not going to make it down, at least not right now.” I gave him the number and he left.

•  •  •

At almost midnight, the snow had stopped and Marino was back. Anthony Jones had been locked inside the refrigerator, his every injury, old and new, documented for my eventual day in court.

We drove to the Aero Services International terminal, where we stood behind plate glass and watched Benton Wesley descend turbulently in a Belljet Ranger. The helicopter settled neatly on a small wooden platform as a fuel truck glided out of deep shadows. Clouds slid like veils over the full face of the moon.

I watched Wesley climb out and hurry away from flying blades. I recognized anger in his bearing and impatience in his stride. He was tall and straight and carried himself with a quiet power that made people afraid.

“Refueling will take about ten minutes,” he said when he got to us. “Is there any coffee?”

“That sounds like a good idea,” I said. “Marino, can we bring you some?”

“Nope.”

We left him and walked to a small lounge tucked between rest rooms.

“I’m sorry about this,” Wesley said softly to me.

“We have no choice.”

“He knows that, too. The timing is no accident.” He filled two Styrofoam cups. “This is pretty strong.”

“The stronger the better. You look worn out.”

“I always look that way.”

“Are your children home for Christmas?”

“Yes. Everyone is there—except, of course, me.” He stared off for a moment. “His games are escalating.”

“If it’s Gault again, I agree.”

“I know it’s him,” he said with an iron calm that belied his rage. Wesley hated Temple Brooks Gault. Wesley was incensed and bewildered by Gault’s malignant genius.

The coffee was not very hot and we drank it fast. Wesley made no show of our familiarity with each other except with his eyes, which I had learned to read quite well. He did not depend on words, and I had become skilled at listening to his silence.

“Come on,” he said, touching my elbow, and we caught up with Marino as he was heading out the door with our bags.

Our pilot was a member of the Bureau’s Hostage Rescue Team, or HRT. In a black flight suit and watchful of what went on around him, he looked at us to acknowledge he was aware we existed. But he did not wave, smile or say a word as he opened the helicopter’s doors. We ducked beneath blades, and I would forever associate the noise and wind caused by them with murder. Whenever Gault struck, it seemed, the FBI arrived in a maelstrom of beating air and gleaming metal and lifted me away.

We had chased him now for several years, and a complete inventory of the damage he had caused was impossible to take. We did not know how many people he had savaged, but there were at least five, including a pregnant woman who once had worked for me and a thirteen-year-old boy named Eddie Heath. We did not know how many lives he had poisoned with his machinations, but certainly mine was one of them.

Wesley was behind me with his headset on, and my seat back was too high for me to see him when I glanced around. Interior lights were extinguished and we began to slowly lift, sailing sideways and nosing northeast. The sky was scudded with clouds, and bodies of water shone like mirrors in the winter night.

“What kind of shape’s she in?” Marino’s voice sounded abruptly in my headset.

Wesley answered, “She’s frozen.”

“Meaning, she could’ve been out for days and not started decomposing. Right, Doc?”

“If she’s been outside for days,” I said, “you would think someone would have found her before now.”

Wesley said, “We believe she was murdered last night. She was displayed, propped against . . .”

“Yo, the squirrel likes that. That’s his thing.”

“He sits them up or kills them while they’re sitting,” Wesley went on. “Every one so far.”

“Every one we know about so far,” I reminded them.

“The victims we’re aware of.”

“Right. Sitting up in cars, a chair, propped against a Dumpster.”

“The kid in London.”

“Yes, he wasn’t.”

“Looks like he was just dumped near railroad tracks.”

“We don’t know who did that one.” Wesley seemed certain. “I don’t believe it was Gault.”

“Why do you think it’s important to him that the bodies are sitting?” I asked.

“It’s his way of giving us the finger,” said Marino.

“Contempt, taunting,” Wesley said. “It’s his signature. I suspect there is a deeper meaning.”

I suspected there was, too. All of Gault’s victims were sitting, heads bowed, hands in their laps or limply by their sides, as if they were dolls. The one exception was a woman prison guard named Helen. Though her body, dressed in uniform, was propped up in a chair, she was missing her head.

“Certainly the positioning . . . ,” I started to say, and the voice-activated microphones were never quite in sync with the tempo of conversation. It was an effort to talk.

“The bastard wants to rub our noses in it.”

“I don’t think that’s his only . . .”

“Right now, he wants us to know he’s in New York . . .”

“Marino, let me finish. Benton? The symbolism?”

“He could display the bodies any number of ways. But so far he’s always chosen the same position. He sits them up. It’s part of his fantasy.”

“What fantasy?”

“If I knew that, Pete, maybe this trip wouldn’t be happening.”

Sometime later our pilot took the air: “The FAA’s issued a SIGMET.”

“What the hell is that?” Marino asked.

“A warning about turbulence. It’s windy in New York City, twenty-five knots gusting at thirty-seven.”

“So we can’t land?” Marino, who hated to fly, sounded slightly panicky.

“We’re going to be low and the winds are going to be much higher.”

“What do you mean low? You ever seen how high the buildings are in New York?”

I reached back between my seat and the door and patted Marino’s knee. We were forty nautical miles from Manhattan, and I could just barely make out a light winking on top of the Empire State Building. The moon was swollen, planes moving in and away from La Guardia like floating stars, and from smokestacks steam rose in huge white plumes. Through the chin bubble at my feet I watched twelve lanes of traffic on the New Jersey Turnpike, and everywhere lights sparkled like jewels, as if Fabergé had crafted the city and its bridges.

We flew behind the Statue of Liberty’s back, then passed Ellis Island, where my grandparents’ first introduction to America was a crowded immigration station on a frigid winter day. They had left Verona, where there had been no future for my grandfather, born the fourth son of a railroad worker.

I came from a hearty, hardworking people who emigrated from Austria and Switzerland in the early eighteen hundreds, thus explaining my blond hair and blue eyes. Despite my mother’s assertion that when Napoleon I ceded Verona to Austria, our ancestors managed to keep the Italian bloodline pure, I believed otherwise. I suspected there was genetic cause for some of my more Teutonic traits.

Macy’s, billboards and the golden arches of McDonald’s appeared, as New York slowly became concrete and parking lots and street sides banked high with snow that looked dirty even from the air. We circled the VIP Heliport on West Thirtieth Street, lighting up and ruffling the Hudson’s murky waters as a bright wind sock stood on end. We swayed into a space near a gleaming Sikorsky S-76 that made all other birds seem common.

“Watch out for the tail rotor,” our pilot said.

Inside a small building that was only vaguely warm, we were greeted by a woman in her fifties with dark hair, a wise face and tired eyes. Bundled in a thick wool coat, slacks, lace-up boots and leather gloves, she introduced herself as Commander Frances Penn of the New York Transit Police.

“Thank you so much for coming,” she said, offering her hand to each of us. “If we’re ready, I have cars waiting.”

“We’re ready,” Wesley said.

She led us back out into the bitter cold, where two police cruisers waited, two officers in each, engines running and heat on high. There was an awkward moment as we held doors open and decided who would ride with whom. As so often happens, we divided by gender, and Commander Penn and I rode together. I began to ask her about jurisdiction, because in a high-profile case like this one, there would be many people who thought they should be in charge.

“The Transit Police has an interest because we believe the victim met her assailant on the subway,” explained the commander, who was one of three command chiefs in the sixth-largest police department in America. “This would have been late yesterday afternoon.”

“How do you know this?”

“It’s really rather fascinating. One of our plainclothes officers was patrolling the subway station at Eighty-first and Central Park West, and at around five-thirty in the afternoon—this was yesterday—he noticed a peculiar couple emerge from the Museum of Natural History exit that leads directly into the subway.”

We bumped over ice and potholes that shook the bones in my legs.

“The man immediately lit a cigarette while the woman held a pipe.”

“That’s interesting,” I commented.

“Smoking is against the law in the subway, which is another reason the officer remembers them.”

“Were they given a summons?”

“The man was. The woman wasn’t because she hadn’t lit the pipe. The man showed the officer his driver’s license, which we now believe was false.”

“You said the couple was strange looking,” I said. “How so?”

“She was dressed in a man’s topcoat and an Atlanta Braves baseball cap. Her head was shaved. In fact, the officer wasn’t certain she was a she. At first he assumed this was a homosexual couple.”

“Describe the man she was with,” I said.

“Medium height, thin, with strange sharp features and very weird blue eyes. His hair was carrot red.”

“The first time I saw Gault his hair was platinum. When I saw him last October, it was shoe-polish black.”

“It was definitely carrot red yesterday.”

“And is probably yet another color today. He does have weird eyes. Very intense.”

“He’s very clever.”

“There is no description for what he is.”

“Evil comes to mind, Dr. Scarpetta,” she said.

“Please call me Kay.”

“If you call me Frances.”

“So it appears they visited the Museum of Natural History yesterday afternoon,” I said. “What is the exhibit?”

“Sharks.”

I looked over at her, and her face was quite serious as the young officer driving deftly handled New York traffic.

“The exhibit right now is sharks. I suppose every sort you can imagine from the beginning of time,” she said.

I was silent.

“As best we can reconstruct what happened to this woman,” Commander Penn went on, “Gault—we may as well call him that since we believe this is who we’re dealing with—took her to Central Park after leaving the subway. He led her to a section called Cherry Hill, shot her and left her nude body propped against the fountain.”

“Why would she have gone with him into Central Park after dark? Especially in this weather?”

“We think he may have enticed her into accompanying him into the Ramble.”

“Which is frequented by homosexuals.”

“Yes. It is a meeting place for them, a very overgrown, rocky area with twisting footpaths that don’t seem to lead anywhere. Even NYPD’s Central Park Precinct officers don’t like to go in there. No matter how often you’ve been, you still get lost. It’s high-crime. Probably twenty-five percent of all crime committed in the park occurs there. Mostly robberies.”

“Then Gault must be familiar with Central Park if he took her to the Ramble after dark.”

“He must be.”

This suggested that Gault may have been hiding out in New York for a while, and the thought frustrated me terribly. He had been virtually in our faces and we had not known.

Commander Penn said to me, “The crime scene is being secured overnight. I assumed you would want to look before we get you safely to your hotel.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “What about evidence?”

“We recovered a pistol shell from inside the fountain that bears a distinctive firing pin mark consistent with a Glock nine-millimeter. And we found hair.”

“Where was the hair?”

“Close to where her body was displayed, in the scrollwork of an ornate wrought iron structure inside the fountain. It may be that when he was positioning the body, a strand of his hair got caught.”

“What color?”

“Bright red.”

“Gault is too careful to leave a cartridge shell or hair,” I said.

“He wouldn’t have been able to see where the shell went,” said Commander Penn. “It was dark. The shell would have been very hot when it hit the snow. So you can see what would have happened.”

“Yes,” I said. “I can see.”
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Within minutes of each other, Marino, Wesley and I arrived at Cherry Hill, where lights had been set up to aid old post lamps at the periphery of a circular plaza. What once had been a carriage turnaround and watering hole for horses was now thick with snow and encircled with yellow crime scene tape.

Central to this eerie spectacle was a gilt and wrought iron ice-coated fountain that did not work any time of year, we were told. It was here a young woman’s nude body had been propped. She had been mutilated, and I believed Gault’s purpose this time was not to remove bite marks, but to leave his signature so we would instantly identify the artist.

As best we could tell, Gault had forced his latest victim to strip and walk barefoot to the fountain where her frozen body had been found this morning. He had shot her at close range in the right temple and excised areas of skin from her inner thighs and left shoulder. Two sets of footprints led to the fountain, and only one led away. The blood of this woman whose name we did not know brightly stained snow, and beyond the arena of her hideous death Central Park dissolved into thick, foreboding shadows.

I stood close to Wesley, our arms touching, as if we needed each other for warmth. He did not speak as he intensely studied footprints and the fountain and the distant darkness of the Ramble. I felt his shoulder lift as he took a deep breath, then settle more heavily against me.

“Jeez,” Marino muttered.

“Did you find her clothes?” I asked Commander Penn, though I knew the answer.

“Not a trace.” She was looking around. “Her footprints are not shoeless until the edge of this plaza, right over here.” She pointed about five yards west of the fountain. “You can clearly see where her bare footprints start. Before that she had on some sort of boot, I guess. Something with no tread and a heel, like a dingo or cowboy boot, maybe.”

“What about him?”

“We may have found his footprints as far west as the Ramble, but it’s hard to say. There are so many footprints over there and a lot of churned-up snow.”

“So the two of them left the Museum of Natural History through the subway station, entered the west side of the park, possibly walked to the Ramble, then headed over here.” I tried to piece it together. “Inside the plaza, he apparently forced her to disrobe and take off her shoes. She walked barefoot to the fountain, where he shot her in the head.”

“That’s the way it appears at this time,” said a stocky NYPD detective who introduced himself as T. L. O’Donnell.

“What is the temperature?” asked Wesley. “Or better put, what was it late last night?”

“It got down to eleven degrees last night,” said O’Donnell, who was young and angry, with thick black hair. “The windchill was about ten below zero.”

“And she took off her clothes and shoes,” Wesley seemed to say to himself. “That’s bizarre.”

“Not if someone’s got a gun stuck to your head.” O’Donnell lightly stomped his feet. His hands were burrowed deep inside the pockets of a dark blue police jacket, which was not warm enough for temperatures this low, even with body armor on.

“If you are forced to disrobe outside in this cold,” Wesley reasonably said, “you know you are going to die.”

No one spoke.

“You wouldn’t be forced to take off clothes and shoes otherwise. The very act of disrobing is to go against any survival instinct, because obviously, you could not survive naked out here long.”

Still, everyone was silent as we stared at the fountain’s grisly display. It was filled with snow stained red, and I could see the indentations made by the victim’s bare buttocks when her body was positioned. Her blood was as bright as when she had died because it was frozen.

Then Marino spoke. “Why the hell didn’t she run?”

Wesley abruptly moved away from me and squatted to look at what we assumed were Gault’s footprints. “That’s the question of the day,” he said. “Why didn’t she?”

I got down beside him to look at the footprints, too. The tread pattern of the impression clearly left in snow was curious. Gault had been wearing some type of footwear with intricate raised diamond-shaped and wavy tread, and a manufacturer’s mark in the instep, and a wreathed logo in the heel. I estimated he wore a size seven and a half or eight.

“How is this being preserved?” I asked Commander Penn.

Detective O’Donnell answered, “We’ve photographed the shoe impressions, and over there”—he pointed to a cluster of police officers some distance away on the opposite side of the fountain—“are some better ones. We’re trying to make a cast.”

Casting footwear impressions in snow was rife with perils. If the liquid dental stone wasn’t cool enough and the snow wasn’t frozen hard enough, one ended up melting the evidence. Wesley and I got up. We walked in silence to where the detective had pointed, and as I glanced around I saw Gault’s steps.

He did not care that he had left very distinctive footprints. He did not care that he had left a trail in the park that we would painstakingly follow until we reached its end. We were determined to know every place he had been, and yet it did not matter to him. He did not believe we would catch him.

The officers on the other side of the fountain were spraying two shoe impressions with Snow Print Wax, holding aerosol cans a safe distance away and at an angle so the blast of pressurized red wax would not eradicate delicate tread detail. Another officer was stirring liquid dental stone in a plastic bucket.

By the time several layers of wax had been applied to the shoe prints, the dental stone would be cool enough to pour and make casts. The conditions were actually good for what was ordinarily a risky procedure. There was neither sun nor wind, and apparently the NYPD crime scene technicians had properly stored the wax at room temperature, because it had not lost its pressure. Nozzles were not spitting or clogged as I had so often seen with attempts in the past.

“Maybe we’ll be lucky this time,” I said to Wesley as Marino headed our way.

“We’re going to need all the luck we can get,” he said, staring off into dark woods.

East of us was the outer limits of the thirty-seven acres known as the Ramble, the isolated area of Central Park famous for bird-watching and winding footpaths through dense, rocky terrain. Every guidebook I had ever seen warned tourists that the Ramble was not recommended for lone hikers at any season or time of day. I wondered how Gault had enticed his victim into the park. I wondered where he had met her and what it was that had set him into motion. Perhaps it was simply that she had been an opportunity and he had been in the mood.

“How does one get from the Ramble to here?” I asked anybody who would listen.

The officer stirring dental stone met my eyes. He was about Marino’s age, cheeks fleshy and red from the cold.

“There’s a path along the lake,” he said, breath smoking.

“What lake?”

“You can’t see it real well. It’s frozen and covered with snow.”

“Do you know if this path is the one they took?”

“This is a big park, ma’am. The snow’s real messed up in most other places, like the Ramble, for example. Over there, nothing—not ten feet of snow—is going to keep away people after drugs or an encounter. Now here in Cherry Hill, you got another story. You got no cars allowed and for sure the horses aren’t coming up here in weather like this. So we’re lucky. We got a crime scene left.”

“Why are you thinking the perpetrator and the victim started in the Ramble?” asked Wesley, who was always direct and often terse when his profiler’s mind was going through its convoluted subroutines and searching its scary database.

“One of the guys thinks he may have spotted her shoe prints over there,” said the officer, who liked to talk. “Problem is, as you can see, hers aren’t very distinctive.”

We looked around snow that was getting increasingly marred by law enforcement feet. The victim’s footwear had no tread.

“Plus,” he went on, “since there may be a homosexual component, we’re considering the Ramble might have been a primary destination.”

“What homosexual component?” Wesley blandly asked.

“Based on earlier descriptions of both of them, they appeared to be a homosexual couple.”

“We’re not talking about two men,” Wesley stated.

“At a glance, the victim did not look like a female.”

“At whose glance?”

“The Transit Police. You really need to talk to them.”

“Hey, Mossberg, you ready with the dental stone?”

“I’d do another layer.”

“We’ve done four. We got a really good shell, I mean, if your stuff is cool enough.”

The officer whose surname was Mossberg squatted and began to carefully pour viscous dental stone into a red wax-coated impression. The victim’s footprints were near the ones we wanted to save, her foot about the same size as Gault’s. I wondered if we would ever find her boots as my eyes followed the trail to an area some fifteen feet from the fountain, where impressions became those of bare feet. In fifteen steps, her bare footprints went straight to the fountain where Gault had shot her in the head.

As I looked around at shadows pushed back from the lighted plaza, as I felt the bite of intense cold, I could not understand this woman’s mind-set. I could not understand her compliance last night.

“Why didn’t she resist?” I said.

“Because Gault had her scared out of her mind,” said Marino, now by my side.

“Would you take off your clothes out here for any reason?” I asked him.

“I’m not her.” Anger flexed beneath his words.

“We do not know anything about her,” Wesley logically added.

“Except that she had shaved her head for some wacko reason,” Marino said.

“We don’t know enough to get a handle on her behavior,” Wesley said. “We don’t even know who she is.”

“What do you think he did with her clothes?” Marino asked, looking around, hands in the pockets of a long camel’s hair coat that he had begun to wear after several dates with Molly.

“Probably the same thing he did with Eddie Heath’s clothes,” Wesley said, and he could no longer resist walking into the woods, just a little way.

Marino looked at me. “We know what Gault did with Eddie Heath’s clothes. It’s not the same here.”

“I suppose that’s the point.” I watched Wesley with a heavy heart. “Gault does whatever he pleases.”

“Me, I personally don’t think the squirrel keeps shit like that for souvenirs. He don’t want a lot of crap to haul around when he’s on the move.”

“Sometimes he disposes of them,” I said.

A Bic lighter sparked several times before begrudgingly offering Marino a small flame.

“She was completely under his control,” I thought aloud some more. “He led her here and told her to undress, and she did. You can see where her shoe prints stop and her bare footprints begin. There was no struggle, no thought of running away. No resistance.”

He lit a cigarette. Wesley backed away from the woods, careful where he stepped. I felt him look at me.

“They had a relationship,” I said.

“Gault don’t have relationships,” Marino said.

“He has his own type of them. Bent and warped as they may be. He had one with the warden of the penitentiary in Richmond and with Helen the guard.”

“Yeah, and he whacked both of them. He cut off Helen’s head and left it in a friggin’ bowling bag in a field. The farmer who found that little present still ain’t right. I heard he started drinking like a fish and won’t plant nothing in that field. He won’t even let his cows go there.”

“I didn’t say he didn’t kill the people he has relationships with,” I replied. “I just said that he has relationships.”

I stared at her footprints nearby. She had worn a size nine or ten shoe.
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