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Chapter One                                   
Michael 


Lenie invited me over and we spent the entire day sitting on her balcony watching the sun fade away.  It was one of the few days that the temperature didn’t rise above eighty; for the middle of summer it was a great day to be outside.  She wanted to spend one day with her partner that didn’t involve the case we’ve both been obsessing over since its inception.  The Ice Pick Girls, was the moniker given by the press to the three women who had died those horrible deaths.


I knew that Lenie didn’t have any alcohol in her house, so what did I do?  I brought over the makings for tequila shooters.  She limited her intake to two shooters. Any more makes her head feel foggy and she has difficulty concentrating; and for what awaits us around the corner, she’ll need her mental faculties intact.  Lenie knew that as soon as I finished my last drink I’d start ranting about the case.  The two of us also knew that whatever argument or heated debate might ensue would certainly bring a sense of clarity and perhaps a fresh perspective to the events.  It might even suggest something that would lead us to the other three missing women.


“Len, I was just thinking there’s something we’re not seeing.”


“In what regard?”


“I’ve gone over the crime scenes again and again in my head--I can’t explain it!  I know the missing clue is staring us right in the face and we can’t see it because we’re too close.  Every time I close my eyes, I see what that sick fucker did!  It’s like I’ve got a loop projector inside my head. I know that the missing link to finding those other women is standing right in front of us like an erect dick, waving at us and we can’t fucking see it,” he replied. “Michael, come over here and sit down.  Lie on your back and put your head in my lap.”


“I’m not in the mood for any deep sea diving tonight, Len.”


“You’re a funny guy!”


“Never lose your sense of humor, Len.  In a world ripe with madness, a sense of humor will always keep you sane.  Know what I mean?”


“Yeah, I know.  Why do you think I’m still your partner?  Now put your head in my lap already.  Oh and FYI, if I really wanted you to explore my southern region it would have already happened.  So be quiet and close those hazel-green eyes and relax.  Give me your glass.”

Lenie

Michael leaned back, still maintaining a death grip on his glass.


“Relax. Breathe in deep through your nose, and then force it out through your mouth.  I want you to do this a few times.  It’ll help clear your mind and allow you to focus.”


He nodded.  I kissed him on the forehead in order to bring the tension to the surface so that I could pull it out.  I reached over and lit the candles and incense that were on the coffee table to create a tranquil environment.  I leaned back and placed my hands on the sides of his face.  Using the first two index fingers of each hand, I made concentric circles around his temple areas, working my way across his face, down his neck, then back up again.  By the time I returned to my starting point Michael appeared to be dead asleep.  


“Michael, how do you feel?”


“Great. You’ve got a magical set of fingers on you.”

Michael continued his deep breathing; in through his nose and out through his mouth. After a few moments I felt his body relax.


“I need for you to clear your mind.  Let me know when you’re ready.”


“I’m ready.”


“All right, is everything in your head silent?”


“Yes.”


“I want you to step outside of the picture frame.  Remove yourself from the loop, and then replay it again inside your head.  This time slow everything down and look at it frame by frame.  Slow it down even further; now go over every item collected.”


“All of the victims were wearing identical bras.  Same manufacturer; same lot numbers.  I contacted the company that makes them, he said.  The woman we pulled from the Patuxent had a partial telephone number on the heel of her left hand, 518-768.”


“That’s an upstate New York area code.”


“That’s it Len!  I know where to find the three other missing women!  We’ll find them somewhere in or around their homes.  There isn’t going to be any smell from decomposition because they’re encased in plaster of Paris.”

Michael
The phone rang. 


“Lenie, you gonna get that?”

“Let it ring.  This is more important.”

The ringing grew louder and more intrusive.


“Lenie, answer the phone--it’s giving me a fuckin’ headache.”


I sat up to answer the phone and dropped my glass in the process, causing it to shatter against the hardwood floor.  This jarred me awake and I realized that I had just dreamed what happened.  I’d passed out in a recliner in my condo.  I then reached over and answered the phone.  It was Lenie, she’d had located two of the missing three women.

That was creepy!  I’d just dreamt about finding the missing women then Lenie calls and tells me where to meet her.  I jumped up, splashed some cold water on my face then bolted for the door.  Melissa Davis and Lara Kincaid were found in the attic of Ms. Kincaid’s home. Their bodies had been huddled together, encased in plaster of Paris.  You could see clear impressions of their faces in the plaster but we’d have to run DNA test to make sure the initial identification was accurate. 

 The bodies had been posed so that Kincaid’s head rested in the lap of Ms. Davis, like Christ’s head in Mary’s lap in Michelangelo’s Pieta. Ms. Kincaid’s parents, who thought to search the attic, discovered the bodies and phoned the police.  By the time I got there the forensic team was already busy collecting and testing any evidence left behind. Just like the previous victims, there wasn’t much to collect--just a toe-tag acting as a price tag.

You’re probably wondering how we could have missed this!  How could a search for the missing women not include a total sweep of the house?  Well when you’ve got, three different 
jurisdictions and different law enforcement agencies involved something’s bound to get lost in the mix. 

 Is that a good thing?  

No, unless you’re the person who committed the abductions and murders.  The key to ensuring against fuck-ups of this nature is clear-cut communications among the agencies; but until it stops being a pissing contest this kind of shit’ll continue to happen.

Once again, Lenie went with the bodies to the medical examiners while I followed up on a hunch.  I went over my notes, then drove over to the last missing woman’s apartment, where I began looking for any place large enough to store a body.  I found a crawl space underneath the front steps to her house.  Inside I found another toe-tag, this time sans body.  It read, “This one’s a keeper! Perfect bone structure, you’ll find it when it’s ready for display.” 

That was five years ago, and we still haven’t been able to locate the remains of Tamara Morely. Just more perverted versions of well-known art, using real bodies.  Now it seems as though I’m right back where I started.  Every now and again I have to check the mirror just to make sure it’s my face looking back at me.  

My name is Michael Hallard and for the last fifteen years I’ve worked at the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Behavioral Science Unit.  The official title of my job is Supervisory Special Agent, a title that says everything and nothing.  It has just enough authoritative condescension to be believed, but in fact it’s a mouthful of random words sewn together to make something appear more important than it really is. 

In my version of reality, words mean nothing; it’s a person’s actions that speak volumes to me.  I realize that what I just said might come off as cynical, but after working fifteen years as a criminologist and profiler for the Bureau, I have seen horrible things that people do to one another. Therefore, I tend to view the world from a different slant, one that is jaded so that it operates in terms of black and white with little or no room for shades of gray.


I joined the Bureau shortly after receiving my masters and doctoral degrees in forensic psychology from Johns Hopkins University.  One morning, I received a registered letter from Unit Chief Benjamin Rhodes, requesting a meeting with me.  As far as I knew, it wasn’t policy for the Bureau to actively recruit agents. I know that I have a tendency to imbibe as often as time allows me, but I didn’t recall ever submitting any applications to the Bureau.  It made no sense for me to be receiving a letter from this man.  I couldn’t understand how this guy had even heard of me, or what he hoped to accomplish through our meeting.


My curiosity had been piqued, so I got into my car and made the drive to meet with Rhodes. For as long as I can remember, I’ve always had a keen insight when it came to deciphering a person’s personality, and I had this man’s personality traits pegged within five minutes of meeting him.  He immediately put me in mind of Frank Burns, the inept and sniveling major from the series M*A*S*H.  The only difference between the two was that Rhodes was a book-smart intelligent man who lacked common sense.  He was a strictly by the book kind of guy who blindly played follow the leader. Nevertheless, I sat silently and willingly bought his pitch to join the Bureau.  I didn’t let my immediate dislike and distrust for him stand in the way of my becoming a member of one of the most formative investigative units in the world.  I couldn’t let the opportunity of a lifetime slip through my fingers just because Rhodes was a prick.


I was being handed a chance to further my knowledge about the machinations of 

the human psyche, something that’s been an obsession of mine from an early age.  My job consists of trying to climb inside criminal minds to study and chart their patterns of behavior.  In most instances, I have to form a kind of strange and often bizarre alliance with them so that I may better understand them and anticipate their next move.  I have the arduous task of crawling around in the muck and mire of their nightmares to unearth the madness that compels them.  It’s imperative that I try to understand what makes them tick.  If I had to choose one thing about my job that really gets to me, it would have to be the endless amount of senseless brutality that I deal with on an almost daily basis.  It’s easy to become desensitized to violence after seeing all of the appalling things I’ve seen throughout my tenure.


At first glance, you’d be hard pressed to believe that I am a law enforcement officer, let alone an FBI agent.  I’m not your average cookie-cutter, clean-shaven agent with neatly cropped hair who speaks in a monotone.  Nor do I possess that blank expression portrayed by most actors. I get a bent kick out of people meeting me for the first time.  You see, most of them seem unsure just how to deal with me.  I hate to admit it, but I like keeping people at arm’s length and off balance in terms of understanding the real me.  Feel free to call it a minor quirk in my personality, but it gives me the edge to get my job done.


The men I come in contact with are prime examples; most of them are either in local law enforcement or within the Bureau.  They find my tactics somewhat unconventional.  To the local boys, I’m just another asshole Fed who’s invading their territory and usurping their authority by taking over a case that they’ve been diligently trying to solve.  Then enter me and my guys into the equation, stand back and watch the tension fill the room like smog.  I can understand the anger they must feel towards us, and I empathize with them in their belief that we’ve moved in and stolen their thunder.


Among some of my colleagues, I’m seen as a rogue element that pushes legal ethics to the limit in order to put a case to bed.  I make no apologies for any of my actions.  I’m here to do the job to the best of my ability, and that’s exactly what I do. I’m not here to score brownie points or to become anyone’s best friend.  To better understand their frustrations, you’d have to comprehend the politics and territorial nature innate to the male sex. There must be something in our genetic make-up that drives us to be so competitive and sometimes combative towards one another. I’m not talking just about human beings. Males throughout the animal kingdom exhibit this same aggressive behavior. Countless documentaries show males fighting each other for dominance and the right to mate.  So in many aspects, we men are no different from our animal brethren.


Women are at the other end of the spectrum when it comes to dealing with me.  Well, let’s just say the ones I’ve been involved with.  Most of them seem to drift in and out of my life without ever scraping the surface of who I really am, and I can’t blame them. Some of the women who have been in my life tend to find me to be somewhat aloof, a dark and brooding, tormented figure of a man whom they feel they need to save.  They also find me to be easy on the eyes--their words, not mine.


Then there are the women who are drawn to my wild and reckless side, but those relationships don’t last very long. 
The speed at which adventurous women morph into maternal guardians is often mind-boggling.  While I appreciate their feelings for me, I’m not in the market, for mother replacement--that role has already been filled.  Don’t get me wrong.  I love women, and I enjoy being in their company; but the last thing I need is yet another lecture on how to change my life for the better.  

I’ve got Lenie for that.  Besides, my job allots me precious little time to form any kind of real relationship, so I have to get by with the next best thing, the occasional bump and grind. It’s not really fulfilling, but it does serve a purpose. If I’m lucky, maybe in a few years I’ll meet the right woman, fall in love, settle down and have a couple of ankle biters.  Then maybe, just maybe, I’ll be able to curb the self-destructive tendencies that gnaw at me on a daily basis.  But then…who am I kidding?

In order for the dream (consisting of the Cape Cod with the white picket fence draped with a garland of pink roses and lilies of the valley and weekend barbecues with the next door neighbors) to come to true, my life has to rotate 180 degrees.  The first step towards making my dreams a reality would be for me to stop swilling Jim Beam until I’m pissed out of my mind and nailing any female who happens to have a pulse while working a particularly gruesome case.  The booze helps to silence the cancerous memories and graphic images of bloodied and dismembered bodies that play a sick game of tag inside my head.  

The sex is just another way for me to purge myself of the inner demons that often plague me during and after working on a violent case. The irony lies in the sexual acts themselves.  They tend to cut along the fringes of sado-masochism, and then they gradually evolve into a nihilistic orgy of the flesh with a consenting partner who shares my tastes. I prefer a partner who enjoys the immersion of role playing games where both of us take turns at being the dominant and submissive coil, until our acts of debauchery have been merged into a blurred, liquor induced haze.  From time to time, I need to lose myself in the salty, sweet taste of sweat dripping from her upper lip as I kiss her.  I have an almost insatiable compulsion to feel the savage beating of her heart pounding against my chest while we’re caught up in the throes.  Listening to her soft soulful sighs and feeling the warm flutter of her breath against my naked body jump-starts feelings of life inside me…if only for the few hours that I’m with her.


The final step in this transformation would be for me to open myself up to the possibilities of falling in love with a special lady.  But the pain associated with unconditional love and a one-on-one relationship is something that I have thus far been incapable of or unwilling to undertake.  Perhaps these feelings of estrangement that I have with intimacy are deeply rooted in the events of my childhood.  Fuck!  I know for a fact that they are.  I don’t allow too many people to get close to me.  From a psychological vantage point, it would seem that I have erected an invisible barrier to ensure that my defenses are never penetrated.  It’s not something that I’m particularly proud of, but it’s the only way I know of dealing with strenuous situations.  If things don’t change for me, I have this feeling that I will be condemned to spend the rest of my life mimicking true human emotions rather than feeling them for myself.


I made my grand entrance into the world in the wee hours of the morning on Easter Sunday 1964.  My mother, Maggie, was a week overdue when she finally went into labor while tending to her garden in the backyard.  My father, Daniel, drove her to the hospital, where he remained by her side throughout the entire gut-wrenching process of watching his wife struggle to bring his child into the world.  He did his best to try and comfort my mother.  He held her hand when she cried out in pain, wiped the sweat from her brow and tried to give her words of encouragement to allay her fears.


My mother’s delivery was difficult, and it exacted a heavy toll.  I was one of the largest babies born on that day at Johns Hopkins University Hospital, weighing in at a strapping nine pounds, nine ounces.  A baby girl born twenty minutes earlier won the title.  She tipped the scales at a healthy ten pounds, eleven.  Through it all my father remained a rock, but that rock began to crumble when things took a bad turn.  My mother had lost so much blood during delivery that she required several transfusions.  When her uterus failed to contract and stem the flow of blood, her doctors rushed her into surgery and performed an emergency hysterectomy, and while the procedure saved her life, it eliminated her chances of ever bearing more children.


I can’t even begin to comprehend just how distraught my mother must have been.  She was only in her early twenties at the time, and I’ve often wondered how she managed 

to cope with the whole situation.  Things didn’t fair any better for my father either; something died in him on the day I was born.  It was a day that should have been one of his proudest and happiest.  Instead, it became a day he would remember with anger for the rest of his life and mine.


I can only speculate that part of it had to do with watching his struggle to push something the size of a small turkey through an orifice no bigger than the size of a woman’s fist and then having to deal with the impending outcome.  My father was an important man in his field.  He was the Chief of Neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins University Hospital. The man was maestro in the operating theater, where he wielded his scalpel like a fine instrument, a man who possessed the skills to save a person’s life with the fluid strokes of his scalpel.


Since Daniel worked in the notoriously ego-oriented field of medicine, it must have been an incredible blow to his inflated sense of self to have been rendered impotent to alter the circumstances revolving around my birth.  He had to live with the fact that he could never produce another child with the woman he married, and for the Hallards adoption was out of the question.  Soon after my birth, he withdrew from my mother and threw himself into his work.  He was standoffish with me--not what you would call a “hands on father” but rather a father in name only.

My father seldom looked at me, let alone acknowledged my presence, and on the rare occasion that he did pay any attention to me, I was afraid of looking him in the face for fear that I might break in half.  His contempt for me radiated from his body like a pungent odor.  I don’t think I’ll ever understand why he harbored such hatred towards me.  I mean it’s not as if I had made a conscious decision to arrive late or had said, “If you want me, you’re going to have to clamp a set of industrial strength forceps around my head to get me out of here.”

For Christ’s sake, this would have been comical if it hadn’t been such a sad and ridiculous situation.  Damn it, there’s nothing I could ever do to make him understand that what happened wasn’t either my mother’s fault or mine.  It was just one of those inexplicable things.  I’ll tell you something; the perpetuation of the human comedy never ceases to amaze me.  I know that opposites attract, but I’ll never understand how my parents ever became a couple, let alone a married couple.  They were two individuals who sprang from very different and diverse backgrounds.

Margaret “Maggie” Mae McGregor grew up in a wholesome and modest environment in the quaint village of Glenashdale, Scotland.  Maggie was the youngest of eight children born into the tightly knit clan of Michael and Mary McGregor.  My grandparents instilled in their brood from an early age the importance of family.  

The McGregors may have been a family of meager means but what they lacked in money and material possessions they more than made up for it with an abundance of love and respect for each other.

 At different times of the year, my mother would just pick up and go home to Scotland whenever the mood hit her taking me with her.  I loved our time there with all of my aunts and uncles, and my grandparents were great.  They made me feel loved and welcomed.  I wished we could have stayed there forever.  My mother often took me to one of her favorite spots in Inverness.  She’d pack a light lunch and we’d make a day of it on the south bank of Loch Ness.  It was one of the most exciting things for a child to experience, sitting there eating a sandwich while watching for Nessie’s enormous craning neck to break the black water.

Unfortunately, I cannot say the same thing about the upbringing of my father, Daniel Walker Hallard.  He was the only son born to Stanton Walker Hallard IV, a boorish Federal Court Judge, and his domineering socialite wife, inappropriately named Patience, a woman with about as much patience as a pit bull terrier that has just tasted blood.  I don’t know what kind of karmic baggage my father was carrying around, but on this roll of the dice, he had thrown snake eyes. 

His formative years were spent in the care of robotic nannies whose faces bore no traces of human emotions.  His parents sent him to elite boarding schools where a credo was repeatedly drilled into his head that breeding, culture, one’s social status, and the pursuit of the almighty dollar were the only things that mattered.  My paternal grandparents were such blue-blood snobs that it actually looked as if it pained them to breathe.  I felt some pangs of sympathy towards my father’s predicament until I learned everything there was to know about the man.

He was thrown into the stratum of high society and taught to follow all of its shallow ideologies and dogmas before he was even old enough to walk.  It was my grandmother Patience’s firm belief that children served no other purpose than to become heirs to carry on the family lineage and that they should be seen and not heard unless addressed.  She was a real pill, that one. 

 I never really saw too much of Grandfather Stanton.  He was either in court or on the golf course, so he never really entered the realm of people in my life. The only time “family” entered the Hallard equation was when they sat posed like cadavers for the formal picture that went on the covers of their annual Christmas card.  Daniel’s ultimate act of rebellion against his snotty parents was to marry someone they deemed to be beneath their standards, and that’s exactly what he did.

My father and his best friend, David Kellerman, my godfather, were in their late twenties when they took an extended European vacation after completing their fellowships at Johns Hopkins.  While touring Inverness, Scotland, my father met and instantly wooed my mother, who worked as a barmaid at a pub in Glenashdale. When Daniel returned to Maryland, he brought back more than a few trinkets from the countries he had visited.  He came back with a new bride ten years his junior.  Once old Stanton and Patience got over the initial shock, my grandmother began to groom my mother into the daughter she’d never had.  In the beginning, my mother tried to live up to her expectations, but she soon grew tired of the pretentiousness.

 My father often dragged my mother to his tiresome social engagements, where he paraded her around on his arm like a trophy in a feeble attempt to impress his friends.  I have to give it to the old man.  He did his damnedest to indoctrinate my mother into his way of life, but it backfired.  It only made her feel more alienated, and she eventually began to despise my father and the people who ran in his social sphere.  

My mother saw no purpose in attending those pretentious dinner parties that were populated by the pampered, snotty wives of doctors who had too much idle time on their hands.  These women were a breed of bitches who made sport of looking down their surgically altered noses at those they believed to be beneath them.  Don’t even get me started on their husbands; they were even worse than their wives, if you could believe it.  They felt it was their inalienable right to walk ten feet above the rest of us.  

When it came to these characters, the letters M.D. should have stood for mentally defective. In truth, these men were nothing more than lecherous men with overactive libidos, looking for any young thing in a mini-skirt.  Between you and me, I’m not talking about their wives either.  It’s a shame really, if you think about all of the plastic surgery those women had endured to stop Mother Nature’s clock from ticking them into oblivion, and still it wasn’t enough to keep their husbands in their beds.


Daniel was the ringleader of these masked men in white. To be fair, I’d have to admit that although collectively they possessed the personality of an ice tray, they were truly masters in their fields of medicine.  Other than that though, these people were nothing but plastic.  Nothing about them was even remotely real.  


On the other hand, my mother was a card-carrying member of the real world.  Maggie preferred to just kick back and relax while taking in the scenery of life around her. It was the simpler things that brought a smile to her face.  She liked lying on her back in the middle of a field with her hands folded behind her head, listening to the sounds of a dulcet breeze whistling through the tall grass and watching how the reeds wove in and out of each other.


In a sense, it was my birth that freed my mother from most of her burdensome social obligations, allowing her to find her way back to a more unassuming existence like the one she’d left behind in Scotland.  My father’s profession had provided all the amenities that she would ever need and some that she didn’t.  We lived in the affluent area of Guilford, a posh community in Baltimore where million-dollar homes were commonplace.  My early years were spent under the loving and watchful eyes of my mother; but by the time I turned four, my father had grown tired of having to compete with me for my mother’s attention.


“I was reared by a nanny, and if it was good enough for me, it’s damn well good enough for him.”


My father brought an “au pair” over from London to take over the travails of taking care of me, so that my mother could once again resume her duties as the wife of a doctor.  But my mother dug in her heels and refused to let another woman raise her child.  She did, however, agree to let this woman help her with some of the chores around the house so that she could spend more time with me.  The young lady my father hired was originally from Port Au Prince, Haiti.  Her name was Mari Claire Beauvais, and in no time at all, she came to mean an awful lot to my mother and me. 

 Mari Claire became a loyal friend and confidant to my mother, and she became more of an older sister to me.  The three of us did everything together.  The demands of my father’s career and his hyperactive social life kept him away from home for the most part. My mother and Mari Claire tried to fill the void left by my father’s absences, and I’ll always love them for it.  At the same time every little boy craves the attention of his father and I was no different.  My mother often made excuses for my father.  I remember her saying.  “Mikey, yer Da-d has a very important job.  He saves peoples’ lives.  Yous are just a wee fella right now but in time yous’ll understand. Yer Da-d doesn’t have a nine-to-five job.  He can’t just come home ‘cause we miss ‘im.  That don’t mean that he don’t love us.”  I always loved how her thick Scottish accent made the words that came out of her mouth sound lyrical, but as beautiful as the sound of her voice was, I knew deep down that what she was telling me about my father’s absence was total bullshit. 

 It was just her way of trying to protect me from the fact that for all his greatness, my father was an egotistical, self-absorbed bastard who used his extensive hours at the hospital as an excuse to stay away from his family and home.  It’s what happened in the pre-dawn hours during the Fourth of July weekend of 1972 that forever altered my life.

I remember being awakened in the middle of the night by the pressure of a full bladder and the sounds of fireworks still bursting in the distance of the night air that came wafting through my open windows.  The five cups of fruit punch and multiple cans of soda that I had consumed during the festivities came back to haunt me with a vengeance.  To make matters worse, the model train night-light that guarded me against pitch-blackness had blown out, leaving me alone in the dark.  I had been deathly afraid of the dark ever since I snuck into the Earl Theater with my friend Peter to watch a triple horror feature.


Grudgingly, I sat up in my bed and rubbed the sleep from my eyes and called out for my mother, whose bedroom was just a few feet away from mine.

“Mommy, I have to go to the bathroom!  My nightlight’s gone out, and I need you to turn on the hall light.”

When I got no response from her, I figured she had probably fallen asleep as usual, reading her latest romance novel while waiting for my father to get home from the hospital.  I threw my legs over the side of my bed, took a couple of deep breaths and clutched the stuffed toy train that had been my sleeping buddy since I was three. I hesitated before calling out to her again because I really didn’t want to disturb her, but I had to pee something awful.

“Mom, Mommy!”


Once again I got no response, and I hadn’t called out loud enough to wake Mari Claire, whose bedroom was on the main floor of the house next to the kitchen.  So, I lay back down and said a silent prayer, hoping it would help me stave off going to the toilet until morning, but it didn’t work.  I threw my bed covers to the side and got out of bed with my trusty choo-choo in hand and walked into the hall.  “This is a piece of cake,” I said to myself in a whisper.  The hallway wasn’t as dark as I’d anticipated.  A soft light filtered out from my parent’s slightly open bedroom door, allowing me to see the outline of the bathroom at the other end of the hall.


I proceeded down the hallway, casting shadows on the wall three times my size 

from the muted lighting.  Okay, I’ll admit it was a little creepy.  It reminded me of the movie “Night of the Living Dead.”  At any moment, one of those flesh-eating zombies might leap out of the shadows and devour me.  I wanted to run back into my room, jump into bed and pull the covers over my head, but the call of nature was stronger than my fear of the absurd.


I don’t know what it was, but something compelled me to stop by my parent’s bedroom to check on my mother.  I figured she was safe from zombies and I’d find her propped up against a mound of pillows fast asleep, with a romance novel across her chest.  I pushed her bedroom door the rest of the way open. What I found was horrific.


My mother had not fallen asleep.  I immediately lost control of my bladder.  I felt like a bathtub with its plug pulled, and as the contents of my bladder fell to the floor, so did my life, my world. 

My mother’s body was draped across her bed.  The killer had used a nylon stocking to strangle the life out of her.  It was knotted so tightly that it bit into her flesh.  Yet, the killer wasn’t satisfied with just strangling her, he wanted more, he wanted to watch her blood run.


A deep wound just above her pelvis went up through her torso and ended at her throat, just beneath the garrote.  Her white silk spaghetti-strapped nightgown had been split up the middle and was soaked with her blood.  The butchery done to her body looked like the handiwork of Leather Face.  She no longer looked like my mother; she looked like one of the grotesque figures in the basement of Madame Tussaud’s.  Her left arm dangled over the edge of her bed and the fiery red hair that used to brush up against my face whenever she kissed me was now matted and caked with blood.


The lovely hazel-green eyes that once looked upon the vast green lands of her native Scotland now stared blankly up into the white ceiling, which was speckled with her blood.  


There were petichial hemorrhages in the whites of her eyes and her pupils were blown.  I later learned as an adult that these were classic signs of manual strangulation.  She had been strangled into unconsciousness but she was still alive at the time of her mutilation.  I stood stark still, frozen in the doorway, my body shaking with terror as I tried to make some sense of what I was seeing.  I scanned the room through tear-filled eyes and found it in complete disarray.  The lamp on the night table had been knocked over, trapping the opaque light from the bulb in its shade, spotlighting the word “whore” which was scrawled in blood on the wall above the headboard.

Who in the world could have done this to her?  Who could have hated her this much and how did I sleep through this?

The sight and smell of gore swallowed the room and everything in it.  I was dazed, and yet I somehow managed to pick up my feet and walk over to my mother’s lifeless body.  My feet stuck to the blood on the carpet and each footstep made a sickening squish.  I stared at her body as if I were a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.  Tears burned my eyes, causing me to blink rapidly.  I closed my eyes and jerked my head, hoping it would wake me from this terrible nightmare.  It was a nightmare, all right, but it wasn’t one that I would ever awake from.

I screamed.  “MOMMY, PLEASE WAKE UP!”  I placed my hand against the side of her face; she was already starting to turn cold.  I moved her head from side to side trying in vain to wake her. Seeing her beautiful face turned into a puffy, pasty white death mask with her mouth gaped open and her tongue swollen twice its normal size was too much for me, and my mind went blank.  I moved around the room like a zombie, a deep chill in my bones causing me to shudder.  I was freezing, yet it had to have been at least eighty degrees inside the house.  My mother didn’t like sleeping with the air conditioner on because it bothered her sinuses.


My heart was beating so fast and pounding so hard I thought it would burst through my chest.  My mind was reeling; I didn’t know what to do or where to go.  All I knew was that I wanted to be near my mother.  I climbed up on the bed saturated with my mother’s blood just to be close to her and slid my small fingers between the knotted nylon, untied it, and threw it onto the floor.  My hands shook uncontrollably as I tried to close her eyes and mouth to make her look as if she were asleep instead of being dead.  Her body was cold as I lay next to her; all I could think about was warming her up.  I got off the bed and went into her closet to get a comforter, then went back over to the bed and covered her up.  I then crawled back up on the bed, where I rested my head in the bend of her right arm.


I wrapped my arms around her and remembered that she always called me her ray of sunshine, her angel sent from heaven. I soon found myself regressing back to infancy.    

I began sucking my thumb and rocking back and forth, cradled in the bend of my dead mother’s arm, humming the song “Baloo, My Boy,” an old Celtic lullaby.

It was one of the songs she used to sing to me whenever I was sad or missing my father.  I found comfort in humming that song while lying next to my mother’s body.  If you find my actions bizarre, then try to imagine that you’re an eight-year-old child and you’ve just discovered the one person you love more than anything else in the world slaughtered like an animal.  Then, maybe, just maybe, you’ll begin to understand my state of mind at the time.  I don’t remember whether I collapsed from the sheer shock of it all or, whether I fell asleep from pure emotional exhaustion.


The next thing I heard was the bellowing sound of my father’s voice calling out my name and the feel of his massive hands around my arms as they tried to pry me away from my mother.  Before I could get my head around what was happening, the police, the paramedics, the medical examiners and the media had converged on our house like a plague of locusts.  The atmosphere around my house was dense with chaos.  It was a spectacle of pandemonium, and there I was wrapped in a blanket coated in blood and caught in the crossfire of flash bulbs as my father carried me out to the ambulance.


I recall it being one of the few times that my father showed any paternal feelings towards me.  To this day, I still don’t know if his feelings for me were genuine or whether he was merely playing “Daddy” for the cameras.  Once they’d gotten me out of the house, an army of uniformed officers and homicide detectives entered the Tudor home at 2515 Hill Valley Drive and began searching for clues. 

From what I remember looking back, it didn’t take them long to find their first one.  A pair of bloodied footprints no bigger than a child’s foot greeted them in the foyer.  The set of foot prints led them upstairs where they found a second set of foot prints that led them back downstairs to Mari Claire’s bedroom, which was just off the kitchen and across from the mud room.  It was there that lead detective James Samms and two uniformed officers discovered Mari Claire in bed, apparently asleep.

Samms was a middle-aged black man with a gleaming bald head and a pot belly from eating too much fast food and knocking back one too many oat sodas.  He was a twenty-two-year veteran with the Baltimore Police Department, the last ten spent in the homicide division.  Samms had earned the nickname “Bull” for his relentless pursuit of the answers needed to solve a case.  The two-uniformed officers were large, burly men with buzz cuts and no necks.  They looked as if they should have been playing linemen for the Colts.  Samms walked over to Mari Claire and nudged her shoulder in an attempt to wake her, but she was out cold.

“Hey, lady, wake up!  Wake up, I said!”  Mari Claire was so still and quiet that for a second Samms thought they’d found another victim.  Then Mari Claire moaned.

“Drugs?” asked one of the officers.

“I dunno.  These days she could be on anything.  Get her up!”

The two officers yanked her out of bed and out of a deep sleep.  The shorter of the two officers wrenched her small arms behind her back and locked the cuffs around her tiny wrists.  Once the cuffs were secured, he used his right leg and swept Mari Claire’s legs out from under her.  She collapsed to the floor like a metal folding chair.  The officer then pressed his knee into the small of her back to keep her from getting up.

“Don’t you fuckin’ move!”

At this point, Mari Claire was far beyond hysterical.  She was so petrified that she cried out in a mixture of broken English and Creole.

“Que est-ce que j’ai fait?  What I do?”

Mari Claire

 “Ease up, cowboy,” Samms grunted.  “She ain’t going anywhere.  Let her up, I want to talk to her.  I wanna find out what she knows.  Now, little lady I want you to tell me what happened here.”

“Que?”

“I don’t think she speaks too much English, detective.”

“Well, it’s my job to find out just how much she knows and come hell or high water, she’s gonna tell me everything I need to know even if I have to get a goddamn interpreter in here!”

I had a flashback to when I was in Port Au Prince and Papa Doc’s Ton-Ton Macoots raided my home and took my father away for questioning. My father was active in the movement against Papa Doc’s violent regime.  I never saw my father alive again.  It was shortly after his disappearance that my mother snuck me out of the country and sent me to live with a distant cousin in London’s East End.


I slowly regained my bearings, and out of the corner of my eye I caught my reflection in the mirror.  What looked back at me seemed as though it’d been dipped in a vat of blood.  My eyes examined the room and that’s when I noticed the bloodied imprint of my body on the sheets.


“Je’ai rien Sais!  Je’ai rien Sais!”


“What is she saying?”


“Do I look like I speak Creole?  I was born in Balamer, just like you!”


“I did no-ting wrong!”


“Oh, so you do speak English.”  Samms walked back over to my bed, where an eight-inch carving knife rested on a pillow next to where my head had lain.  It too, was encrusted with dried blood and tissue matter.  Samms then reached into the breast pocket of his sports jacket and took out a pair of rubber gloves and put them on.  He carefully lifted the knife from the pillow using his thumb and forefinger, then walked back over to me where he dangled the carving knife in front of my face.


“Well now, if you did no-ting wrong…then what’s this doing on your pillow, in your bedroom, covered with blood and what looks to be human tissue as well?”

“I did not….

“Yeah, yeah.  I know…I did nothing!  I’ve heard it before.”  Samms puts the carving knife back on the pillow.  “Read her her rights, then radio ahead and find me someone to translate, and Miranda her in Creole.”

“What for detective?  She speaks English.”

“What for?  How long have you been on the force, son?”

“Three years, sir.”

“Let me clue you in on a little something.  This is gonna be a very high profile case, and I want everything done by the book.  Nobody fucks up on my watch, and I mean nobody, you got it?  If she turns out to be the killer, I don’t want some suit coming in and getting her off on a technicality.”

“Yes, sir.  Should we take her out the back way?”

“What for?  Those goddamn vultures are all over this house. There’s no way of getting her out of here without drawing a mob.  Take her out the front door.”

Michael
The world around me suddenly came to a crawl as I looked on in total disbelief from the back of the ambulance.  Two policemen escorted Mari Claire out of the house with her hands cuffed behind her back.  She was a little slip of a girl who might have weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet and was barely five feet tall.  The oversized Johns Hopkins University T-shirt she had on looked like a sail on her petite frame.  Mari Claire was an exotic beauty with skin the color of autumn wheat.  She had a head full of thick black curls. Now she looked as if she had been standing in a puddle of water with an electric current running through it.


The fear that held her in its grip was so visceral that her little body shook like a tree limb being beaten about by Maryland’s winter winds--but this was the middle of summer.  I watched her knees buckle amid a flurry of flash bulbs as a crowd of faceless people screamed out at her. She slumped to the ground as if all the energy had been drained from her body, and without missing a beat, the two policemen lifted her up by her elbows and dragged her the rest of the way to their cruiser.


The visage of Mari Claire’s bright red-painted toenails scraping against the pavement until they bled was forever seared into my brain.  Her large dark brown eyes caught mine as I watched how they paraded her out in front of a mob of reporters and ravenous spectators.  Her eyes cried out for someone, anyone to help her.  I broke away from the medics examining me and bolted out the back of the ambulance. The only thing on my mind was getting to her and shielding her from the onslaught.


“Mari Claire!  Please don’t take her away from me!”

The reporters went into a feeding frenzy at my actions, and the picture of me running to Mari Claire made the front page of newspapers all across the eastern seaboard. Of course, I never made it to Mari Claire.  My father grabbed me and hustled me back into the ambulance, and I was taken to the hospital.  I’ve never gotten over just how badly the police treated her.  They did nothing to shield a disorientated, half-naked woman from the greedy eyes of the onlookers.  They treated her like a criminal.


Even a blind man would have realized that she had no concept of what was happening to her and that she was rapidly going into shock.  Her disheveled appearance and the fact that she was covered from head to foot with dried blood was not enough to convince me that she had murdered my mother.  This was a woman I deeply loved and I knew in my gut that she was incapable of such brutality.

  The police took Mari Claire to Central Booking while the forensics team scoured our house for anything to directly connect her to the murder.  It came out during the trial that they found a bottle of pills in her bathroom’s medicine cabinet that tested as PCP (phencyclidine), an easily attainable drug that was prevalent during the seventies.


Someone must have switched the sleeping pills that my father had prescribed for her with the PCP, but who?  I wouldn’t care if the police had found the fucking secret passage to Al Capone’s vault inside of her cabinet.  There was no way that Mari Claire was into the drug scene, and no way was she responsible for what happened to my mother.  Mari Claire even hated taking the sleeping pills because she believed they would pollute her body.  She was an insomniac who often paced the floors at night, checking in on my mother and me as we slept because she dreaded going to sleep.  She suffered from night terrors brought on by memories of her life in Haiti and would often wait until she was dead on her feet before giving in and taking one of the pills.


My mother’s murder was turned into a media event in no time at all.  News of her murder spread like a virus and was plastered on newspapers and the evening news across the country.  The headlines read more like something torn from the pages of a tabloid rag than that of the legitimate press (if there was such a thing).  Wife of prominent Hopkins surgeon found slain in home as eight-year old son slept--maid main suspect.  This was an election year, and this case of murder was chum in the water for those piranhas seeking office in the state of Maryland.  

Panic gripped the Baltimore area with an invisible hand and held it in a chokehold of fear.  Everyone from the citizens to the politicians was screaming for a conviction, any conviction.  It didn’t seem to matter if the person they had in custody was guilty or not.  They just wanted the whole tragic episode to disappear. My mother’s murder was riddled with similarities to that of the Manson family murders.  The investigation and ensuing trial became a political game of black jack with the deck stacked against Mari Claire.  She was the perfect scapegoat, a poor immigrant with no visible means of support or family here in the States to help her afford a good defense attorney.  Mari Claire was saddled with a public defender with no experience in defending a capital murder case.


Assistant District Attorney Paul DiVenzio vied heavily for the chance to prosecute this case because he knew that getting a conviction would better his chances of being elected the next District Attorney of Baltimore.  DiVenzio was the dealer in this high stakes game while the officials involved in this trial acted in the capacity of the house.  The evidence the prosecutor presented against Mari Claire was thinner than cheap toilet paper. 


The State’s case against Mari Claire Beauvais was a bizarre spectacle of absurdities where nothing made sense and the illogical became logical.  I remember feeling like Alice in Wonderland. Was I the only person who saw this trial for what it was--the bastard child of justice at work?  I knew from TV that justice was blind, but in this case she was also a cruel bitch.  These were turbulent times with all of the revolutions going on.  Nixon was in the White House, so everyone was up in arms about one thing or another.  The need to overthrow the system was pervasive, but the State had an ace in the hole with ADA Paul DiVenzio.  The man was a brilliant litigator whose words left his lips in a finely spun silk web that trapped and captivated the jurors.


He was a slimy bastard who conveniently failed to mention that my mother was at least six inches taller than Mari Claire and that she outweighed her by twenty or thirty pounds.  DiVenzio’s flamboyant style enchanted the members of the jury into believing everything that came out of his mouth.  The presiding judge ordered that the jurors be sequestered so they wouldn’t be privy to the information in the news that raised serious doubt about Mari Claire’s guilt.  I came across a torn editorial in the Baltimore Sun that had missed the waste paper basket. “The State’s case against defendant Mari Claire Beauvais is based purely on speculation and circumstantial evidence…The police must keep looking for the real murderer….”


I couldn’t believe my eyes.  There was someone else out there that felt exactly as 

I did.  My heart and mind soared at the possibilities.  I couldn’t wait for my father to read what I’d just read.  I ran down two flights of stairs and skidded on the carpet runner in front of my father’s office.  I rushed to my feet and handed him the piece of paper and said, “Read this.” I caught my breath and added, “Someone else believes the police have the wrong person.  Can Mari Claire come home now?”

He looked me dead in the face as if I’d just spat at him then snatched the paper right out of my hand so fast I got windburn.  His face turned the color of a cartoon devil.  I froze where I stood while the pounding of my heart reverberated through my head, but I continued to plead my case.

“Dad, I’ve watched a lot of Perry Mason and Dragnet, and I think that someone set up Mari Claire.”

My father turned his attention away from the article and stared at me with his cold dark eyes. “This is a piece of crap!  The police have the right person in jail for what happened.  The last thing I need is for you to be reading this garbage and pinning your hopes on the rantings of some hack newsman out to make a name for himself at the expense of your mother.  Now go back upstairs and play.”

I could not understand why he was so easily convinced of Mari Claire’s guilt.  How dare he treat me like a child with an overactive imagination?  I wasn’t a child anymore; that part of me had died when I found my mother’s mangled body.  I was even more convinced of my convictions after seeing my father’s reaction to the opinion piece.  I knew, as sure as I knew that the sun would rise the next morning, that Mari Claire was innocent. 

I knew that I couldn’t convince anyone to pay attention to what I was trying to get across.  Nobody wanted to believe that my mother’s murder was more insidious than it appeared to be.  It was safer and easier for them to believe that some hopped-up little third world trash had murdered my mother than it was for them to search for the truth.  The real question still remained--if Mari Claire didn’t murder my mother, then who did? And why? 

 The trial took four months, but to me it seemed like an eternity.  At the time, I couldn’t understand why my father felt the need to drag me into that courtroom every day for the duration of the trial.  Looking back through a pair of forty-year-old eyes, I now understood the method behind his madness.  He used me as a pawn to gain sympathy points with the members of the jury and to show me that people are capable of anything.  

I had to listen to graphic details about how she died while I stared at the crime scene photos displayed on a black board.  Having to replay her murder over and over again inside my head like a stuck record left me feeling empty.  I was floundering. I couldn’t catch my bearings. Everything was happening too fast for me to process.  I had just lost my mother to a senseless fate determined by a faceless person, and now I was getting ready to lose Mari Claire, the other love of my life.

DiVenzio was relentless in his prosecution.  This man put on an elaborate performance of smoke and mirrors for the jurors without producing any hard evidence.  The State’s case against Mari Claire rested entirely on conjecture; still the State couldn’t have found a better man to prosecute this farce.  

DiVenzio was a thirty-five-year old man with an olive complexion and smoldering good looks.  He was appealing to both men and women on the jury.  The women found him sexy and the men thought of him as a man’s man.  He used every underhanded trick in the book to dehumanize and demonize Mari Claire’s character throughout the trial.

DiVenzio used the technique of a master poet to make his words flow like a fine velvet tapestry, keeping the jury enthralled, hanging on his every word.  I watched this man manipulate and distort the facts to prove the State’s case by titillating them with salacious innuendo and speculation.  DiVenzio ridiculously stated that Mari Claire murdered my mother in a fit of jealous rage over an unrequited love.  He went into extensive details about how Mari Claire was diabolically envious of my mother’s wealth and station in life.  So much so that her fantasies of replacing my mother had been spliced into reality. That combined with the drugs, of course: PCP that lit the fuse of her murderous frenzy.

DiVenzio introduced expert testimony on the effects of PCP on the human brain.  He showed explicit crime scene photos of people who had ingested the psychotropic drug, which experts said was capable of increasing a person’s aggressive tendencies causing violent psychotic episodes in the user’s behavior. According to the paid expert witness, in some instances the drug could increase physical strength in the user. 

 He then connected the dots: The drug accounted for Mari Claire’s savagery and her ability to commit such a heinous act.  When it came time for the defense to present their case, Mari Claire’s lawyer sold her out by pleading diminished capacity, thereby declaring her temporarily insane due to the use of PCP.  The jury deliberated for five days before returning with a unanimous decision to convict. As the foreman of the jury read the verdict, Mari Claire erupted.  “Mouin pat fe-l.  Mouin Te’ rinmin, Maggie!  Mouin pat-ajan-m kapab tue-l.”


Mari Claire rose from her chair and gave an emotional and highly passionate declaration of innocence that filled the courtroom with such an electric charge that some of the jurors were rendered speechless. The fact that no one in the courtroom aside from me understood a word she said made no difference.  They seemed to be moved by pain in her words. The reason I understood what Mari Claire had just said was because she often spoke in her native tongue around the house.  It was a mixture of French and Creole.  She taught my mother and me to speak her language, so that on the rare occasion that my father made an appearance at home, we could talk without his understanding what was really being said.


For those of you who don’t speak French or Creole, what she said was, “I didn’t do it!  I loved Maggie and would never be capable of killing her!”  My heart fell into my stomach when she turned to me and said, “I love you little one.”  At that moment I turned towards my father and vomited onto his lap.  Mari Claire Beauvais was found mentally incompetent and was sentenced to thirty years to life in a maximum-security hospital for the criminally insane at the tender age of twenty-one.  I was floored by the verdict.  I couldn’t believe how anyone in his or her right mind could believe the pack of lies that DiVenzio had spewed forth.


The entire process made me distrust people and stunned me into a silence that lasted for the next couple of years.  My father packed up our home and moved us into the Hallard family compound in Havre de Grace, Maryland, thirty-five miles from anything remotely familiar to me.  He placed me in the care of my grandmother, Patience, who did her level best to groom me into an exact replica of my father.  Instead, she only made me despise the hypocrisy in this family even more.


I withdrew from the world and watched the people and the events of their lives unfold before me.  I had become a voyeur rather than a participant in life.  My father took me to see several therapists, hoping that they would bring me out of my shell by helping me to deal with the loss of my mother and Mari Claire.  It didn’t work, and I remained mute.  I hated my father even more for not defending Mari Claire and for always leaving us.  He should have been there to protect us.  


It was during my silent phase that the urge to dissect things and figure out how they operated became an obsession.  It occupied my every waking thought and at times invaded my dreams.  I started taking apart my toy locomotives to see what made them run.  Then I moved on to clocks and appliances.  Looking back, I now see how my actions were just a precursor for what it was I really wanted to know--just what made some people capable of committing murder?  What circumstances created a psychopathic personality capable of such violence?  Was it a chemical imbalance in the brain?  Damage to their prefrontal cortex?  A genetic defect? Were these people “bad seeds” that were the embodiment of evil?

So it was my mother’s murder that ultimately charted my course in life and led me to the FBI’s Behavioral Science Division.  I desperately needed to find out what made murderers tick; but finding out what makes them tick comes at a heavy price.  Whenever I’m working on a case I become consumed by it.  I eat, sleep, and drink in the suspect’s mind set in order to catch him or her; and with each case I take on, I lose a little bit of my soul in the process.  My mother’s murder may have acted as a catalyst for what I do for a living, but it’s the railroad job done to Mari Claire nearly thirty years ago that still haunts me.


To this day, I still can’t bring myself to uncover the truth about what really took place on that Fourth of July weekend so many years ago.  It’s still too painful, and deep down I dread finding the truth. Like most people. I find solace in lies rather than in the truth, at least in my personal life anyway.  But I know that one day forces beyond my control will suck me back into my horrible past like a vacuum and compel me to discover the truth about what really happened that night.  Until then, the mystery will continue to hover over me like the cloak of the Angel of Death.  It doesn’t matter where I go or how deeply I immerse myself in my work. 

 It’s going to catch me!  Sometimes, I find myself praying for a nervous breakdown just so I can get this goddamn monkey off my back.  Perhaps this is the real reason I chose to walk the razor’s edge between madness and reality.  Little did I know that I was about to get my wish.  The cases of Reilly McHugh and the Artist would just about break and damn near kill me.


Chapter Two

Cynthia Benson

At first they wore the aspect of charity, and seemed white slender angels who save me; but then, all at once, there came a most deadly nausea over my spirit, and I felt every fibre in my frame thrill as if I had touched the wire of a galvanic battery, while the angel forms became meaningless specters, with heads of flame, and I saw that from them there would be no help.







From The Pit and the Pendulum








By Edgar Allan Poe


Spring is the most beautiful time of the year to visit the Nation’s Capital.  Tourists from around the world flock to the city in time to see the blooms on the cherry trees that line the Tidal Basin.  The blossoms open and splash a bit of color throughout a town known primarily for its politics.  It’s days like these when the images and voices of children at play should be heard lofting through the air, but the echoes of loud arguments and the sound of gunshots are more commonplace in the neighborhood where I live with my four-year-old son, James.  It’s even too dangerous for him to play in his own front yard.


My son and I live in the poverty-stricken area of Barry Farms in Southeast Washington a modern-day gulag where drug dealers and gang bangers rule the roost.  James is an inquisitive little boy with a wide-eyed innocence but, the bright glow in his large brown eyes grows dimmer with each passing day.  It’s hard for me to keep him cooped up inside the house day after day, but what else can I do?  I try to make him as comfortable as I can by playing games and teaching him to read when I’m not hitting the books.


I’m taking night courses at the University of the District of Columbia where I’m a semester away from earning a degree in computer programming.  I also work as a waitress on the weekends at a Red Lobster to earn some extra money.  My ultimate dream is to one day be able to afford to move my son to a safer environment, a place where he can play outside without my worrying about him becoming another statistic.  For the time being, James and I live in an open-air market, where anyone can find his or her drug of choice from the benign pot and hash to the more severe crank, crack, heroin and psychedelics.  If it can be smoked, swallowed, snorted or injected, it can be found on the 1200 block of Stevens Road.


It was while we were waiting for a visit from his father that my worst nightmare came true.  The sound of a thumping bass from outside drew James’ attention towards the front window in the living room.  James couldn’t have been happier.  His little face lit up like a Roman candle.  It was his father, Tank, a local high-ranking drug dealer and the leader of the Stevens Road Crew.  Tank, whose real name is Jason Williams, and I dated during our sophomore and senior years at Anacostia High School.  I found out that I was pregnant about the same time that Jason made his ascension through the ranks of the drug trafficking and gangbanging world.  With a baby on the way, I wanted nothing more to do with Tank or his world and broke off the relationship.


“Mama, Mama!  It’s my daddy.”

James was jumping up and down, waving and hitting his palms against the living room window to gain his father’s attention.


“Calm down, sweetie.  I know you’re happy to see your daddy.”


I on the other hand didn’t share my son’s enthusiasm.  Tank was a thorn in my side.  I hated whenever he came around because he was a bad influence on our son.  I didn’t appreciate his use of vulgar street language, his extravagant lifestyle, or the way he spent money with the speed of light on anything with a label while I was barely making a living and trying to raise our son with morals.  To James, his daddy was better than Santa Claus.  He came every weekend and was never empty handed.  His visits made it more difficult for me once he’d gone and I didn’t approve of the messages he was sending to our son--That money and power are what life is about and that crime does pay if you’re smart enough and have the balls to take out anyone that gets in the way.  


Tank wasn’t all bad.  He did love his son and tried to be a good father in his own way.  He tried to give me money to make our lives easier, but I wouldn’t take it.  Tank offered to move me and our son out of the projects, but there were strings attached that I just couldn’t live with.  It meant having him around James constantly instead of just on the weekends, and I didn’t want to benefit from the blood money Tank was making by poisoning his own people with drugs. 


A black BMW with gold rims and personalized plates that read “THUGLIF” rolled to a stop in front of our house.  A handsome, light-skinned young man in his early twenties emerged from the driver’s side of the car with a lit Camel clinched between his teeth and a bulky package under his arm.  He had on a blue and white Tommy Hilfiger ruby shirt and a baggy pair of Tommy jeans.  Around his neck was his ever-present trademark, a thick eighteen carat gold rope necklace with a large dollar sign charm that tapped against his chest as he walked.


Tank flicked his spent Camel to the ground and snuffed it out with the heel of his Timberland boot.  He closed the car door and turned on the car alarm, then looked up and noticed his son smiling and waving at him from the living room window.  He smiled and waved back, unaware that a dark blue Mustang 5.0 with tinted windows was creeping down the street behind him.  The beeper attached to his belt went off and he stopped to check out the message displayed to see who was paging him.


The man on the passenger side of the Mustang rolled down his window and yelled, “Tank.”  When Tank turned around to see who was yelling his name, the man brandished an Uzi with an extended clip and sprayed the vicinity around Tank with bullets.  The bullets ripped through Tank’s body like a swarm of angry bees.  The Mustang and its occupants sped off with tires squealing as Tank’s bullet-riddled body fell to the asphalt.  A haze of smoke, the smell of burnt tire treads, and the destruction left behind told the story. Tank’s handsome face was unrecognizable.


In the end, there were as many bullets in his car as there were in his body.  Dark blood poured from his many bullet holes, forming a pool beneath him that spread over to the cigarette he’d just stubbed out moments earlier.  Like his idol, Tupac Shakur, Tank died as a result of a drive-by shooting.  My neighbors came out of their hiding places and were about to breathe a sigh of relief that the melee had ended.  The respite was short lived when a scream that would curdle fresh milk came from within my house.


The screaming was coming from me and could be heard as far away as the next block.  A stray bullet had penetrated the living room window where my son had been standing.  The bullet struck my son in the right side of his chest under his arm.  Horrified, I rushed to my little boy.  My heart sank into the pit of my stomach when I noticed the sparkle in his beautiful brown eyes begin to fade.


“Oh my sweet Lord don’t take my baby!  James, come on baby, stay with Mama.  Don’t leave me!”


I prayed as I scooped my little boy up from the patch of carpet wet with his blood.  He tried to speak but all that came out of his mouth were gurgled gasps of air and bubbles of blood.  I grabbed an afghan from off the sofa and swaddled it around my little boy to keep him from going into shock and to slow down the bleeding.  I held him tightly against my bosom and ran down the street to his babysitter’s house for help.  I screamed and kicked the bottom of Ms. Hunter’s metal screen door.


“Ms. Hunter, Ms. Hunter!  It’s me, Cynthia! Open the door! James’ been shot!”

“I’m comin’!” Ms. Hunter was a rotund middle-age grandmother raising her son’s two children while he served a ten-year bit in upstate New Jersey for armed robbery.  She’d come to love my son as one of her own over the course of the two years he’d  been in her care. Ms. Hunter opened her front door and nearly fainted at the sight of me holding the limp body of my son in my arms as the blood ran from his wound like water.  


“Sweet Jesus, child, what happen?”


“I don’t know, it all happened so damn fast!”


“Bring him over here and lay him on the couch.”

I carried my son over to the plastic covered couch and sat down with him still nestled in my arms.  I was too afraid to lay him down, afraid that he might die if I let go of him.


“Keisha, run down the hall and get some clean towels out the linen closet!”  She barked her orders to her granddaughter like a drill sergeant.  “Hurry up child!”  Twelve-year-old Keisha ran to get the towels and gave them to her grandmother.  Ms. Hunter folded a couple of towels and placed them over the bullet hole.  “Here honey, hold these over the hole and press down hard to stop it from bleeding while I call for help.”


“Damn it, I knew this would happen!  They shot my baby while he was waving to his daddy from the picture window in my living room.  Of all the places they could’ve chosen to hit Tank why, did they have to do it in front of my house, in front of his son?”


“You just sit quiet and keep him warm.  I’ve got the police on the line.  Please send some help to 1225 Stevens Road, S.E. there’s been a shooting.  No, lady, I don’t know who did the shooting!  All I know is, I’ve got a four-year-old child who’s been shot in the chest and may be bleedin’ to death in my livin’room while you’re askin’ me all these damn questions!”


Help arrived within five minutes in the form of a medic unit, two ambulances, and several police cars.  Tank was pronounced dead on the scene.  Two paramedics worked, to stabilize James who had lost a tremendous amount of blood.  The bullet was still lodged somewhere inside his body.  One of the medics started two IV lines in each of James’ arms.  My little boy was hovering between life and death and all I could do was watch.


“What’s your son’s name, ma’am?”


“James.”


“James, stay with me buddy!  Ma’am I need you to keep talking to him.”


“Come on, sweet pea, stay awake for Mama!”

My eyes were almost swollen shut from crying as I looked into the faces of the people working to save my son’s life.  “What’s going on?  What’s happening to my son?”


“Your son has a tension-pneumo thorax.”


“A what?”


“The bullet has probably lodged itself in one of his lungs, causing pressure to build inside his chest.  I need for him to try and blow all of the air out of his lungs.”


“James, listen to Mama.  Try and take a deep breathe, you know like the ones you take when you blow bubbles.”


My son was barely able to breathe.  He tried to take a deep breath but the pain was just too much for him to bear.  The medic and her partner applied a plastic dressing to the wound to prevent air from getting inside.  His vital signs were dropping like a stone.


“What are those things you’re putting on him?”


“Ma’am, these are pediatric MAST--Medical Anti-Shock Trousers.  We’ll put them on the lower half of his body and inflate them to keep him from going into hypovolemic shock.  We’ve radioed for a medi-vac to transport your son to Children’s Hospital.  The chopper will get him there faster and with this type of wound and his age we don’t want to run the risk of getting caught in traffic.”


The medic in charge of James’ welfare called ahead and informed the emergency room at the hospital to prepare for a four-year-old child with a bullet wound to the right side of his chest.  

Reilly McHugh


As chief of Pediatric Trauma I’m always ready and so is my team. Right then we’d been placed on red alert and were waiting for the medi-vac to touch down on the heliport of the hospital.  When it did, my team worked with quick efficiency, removing the little boy from the medi-vac.  They placed the medivac’s litter carrying my patient onto a waiting gurney, then whisked him into one of the trauma cubicles.  By the time he arrived, he’d slipped into a semi-conscious state.  I could see that his fighting spirit was rapidly waning; he was close to losing total consciousness. 

We removed the little boy from the litter and placed him on another gurney equipped with a papoose restraint to limit his mobility and to keep him from further harming himself.  It wasn’t uncommon for people in a semi-conscious state to fight to pull out their IV’s and other essential tubing while they’re being worked on.  Sometimes we even have to paralyze them with medication to keep this from happening, but I didn’t think that would be necessary.  I did a quick exam of the little boy and was worried by my findings.  

His pulse rate was going through the roof at the same time his blood pressure was bottoming out and his heart rate was extremely erratic. This was a good indication that he was likely bleeding into his chest, which meant that he could go into cardiac arrest at any moment.  

I made a small incision on the left side of the boy’s chest just below his armpit and inserted a chest tube to drain the excess blood pooling inside his chest to make it easier for him to breathe.  The clock on this little boy was ticking fast.


I ordered a portable x-ray machine stat.  I needed to determine the location of the bullet and pinpoint its path to limit the time that he would have to be under general anesthesia.  In his weakened condition, being under anesthesia for any length of time could kill him.  The measures taken by my team and I were enough to stabilize the child for surgery.  I scrubbed for surgery then entered the operating theater to the tranquil sounds of Gregorian Monks playing on the CD player in the background.


I have my own way of doing things and rituals that I practice before performing surgery, especially one this critical.  I am a devout Catholic who wants any help that my young charges’ guardian angels can provide.  The compassion that I feel towards my patients is obvious to anyone who knows me and it tends to be contagious among my colleagues.  I’ve never been any good at following the doctrine of providing patients with the best possible care without becoming personally involved.


It’s hard for me not to take a personal interest in the well being of my tiny charges because I’m the father of a sixteen-year-old daughter who is the light of my life. If anything happened to her and she were under medical care I’d like to think that the doctors treating her would take a personal interest.  It’s always been my belief that children are helpless, especially when they are injured or ill and require additional care.  It is my job not only to make them better but also to lessen their fears. 

 I looked into the precious face of the little boy lying on the operating table. It broke my heart to see this child with tubing shoved up his nose and down his throat and IV’s all over the place.  He should have been outside soaking up the fresh air and playing with his friends, not here on an operating table fighting for his life.  I said a silent prayer, then proceeded with the operation.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this little boy has a rough time ahead of him.  If any of you are religious or believe in a higher power, say a prayer and let’s get started. Scalpel.”

The scrub nurse passed me a scalpel, slapping it hard against my palm to make sure I had a firm grip on the instrument.  I made an eight-inch incision to enlarge the entrance area of the bullet so that I could debride and irrigate the site with a sterile solution.  My diagnosis in the emergency room had been right on the mark.  His thoracic cavity was still filling with blood.  There was a bleeder.  The x-rays taken in the emergency room had allowed me to see where the bullet had lodged itself, but there was too much blood for me to remove the bullet without causing further harm.

My main priority was to locate the origin of the bleeder and repair it, and then move on to removing the bullet.  I ordered my assistant to suction out the pooling blood.  This enabled me to see that the bullet had punctured the anterior artery, nearly severing it.  I had to repair this major blood vessel before I could worry about removing the bullet.  I knew that we had to act fast because the little boy’s heart was weakening.

I had performed many arterial restorations throughout my career.  It usually involved microsurgery, a very delicate and time-consuming procedure.  I was worried the little boy might not make it through surgery because of his frail condition.  I knew that I was holding this child’s life in my hands, and I prayed to God to help me save him.   It took a painstaking four and a half hours to repair his damaged artery.  He went into cardiac arrest twice during the arterial reconstruction.  I had to open his chest and perform cardiac massage.

He was placed on life support during the duration of the reconstruction.  A collective sigh of relief could be heard throughout the operating room once the bleeding was finally under control. His color was beginning to come back, and his vital signs were steadily improving.

“There you go son, keep fighting!  Okay folks, the hard part’s over.  Now let’s go after that bullet.”

I removed a 9mm-carbon slug from the right lower quadrant of the right lung.  This was a high velocity bullet that would have killed him outright if it had struck him directly.  The bullet must have ricocheted off another object before hitting the child in the chest.  It was a miracle that the bullet hadn’t penetrated the sac surrounding the lung, and there had been no damage done to the lung itself.  The bullet did, however, fracture a couple of ribs inside of his tiny chest.  I closed the wound and wrapped a bandage around his chest to keep his ribs from moving around and to give them a chance to heal on their own.

The little boy had survived a bullet wound to the chest, two cardiac arrests, microsurgery, a six-hour open thoracic operation and he still wasn’t out of the woods. The next twenty-four hours would be crucial. There was always high risk of pneumonia or another infection setting in after a lengthy and invasive operation.  I had placed him on massive antibiotics during surgery, and as soon as he was moved into intensive care he was given more antibiotics as well as medication to manage the pain.

The nurses kept an around-the-clock vigil on the little boy, watching for signs of an allergic reaction to the medications and making sure that his vitals remained strong and steady. 

 I wanted to check in on my little patient and see how he was doing, but my muscles were screaming for a hot shower.  I turned the shower head to pulse to massage out the kinks, then dried myself off. I put on a fresh pair of scrubs and made my way to the family waiting area.

I was working out what to say to the family in my head before speaking to them.  It’s never an easy task talking to the family members of a seriously injured child.  It’s one of the most difficult things about being a doctor.  Especially when I want to take them into my arms and tell them that everything’s going to be all right, even in circumstances where nothing I’ve done changes the outcome.  In this case, I think the little guy had a good chance of making a full recovery with proper physical therapy.


I stood on the other side of the waiting area, peering through the glass pane of the door.  His mother didn’t look much older than my daughter; I could see that she was a nervous wreck by the way she was pacing back and forth.  I knew that whatever I said had to come across as sympathetic and not condescending.   I’d stalled enough.  It was time to go in, so I pushed open the heavy wooden door and walked over to the child’s mother.  Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was swollen from sobbing.  My heart went out to her.  She looked so alone and completely lost.  I held out my hand and introduced myself.

I noticed as she extended her hand to meet mine that she had bitten her nails down to the quick.  I’ve never been the kind of doctor who keeps his patients at a distance.  I enjoy getting to know my patients and their families.  It helps to create an atmosphere in which the doctor and patient can work together for the greater good.  My patients have always been more than a name on a chart; they’re people who should be treated with dignity and respect.

“Hi, I’m Dr. Reilly McHugh, the surgeon who operated on your son.”

“Cynthia Benson.  How’s my son, James?”

“Right now he’s in the Intensive Care Unit.”

“Oh God.”

“Come over here and have a seat while I explain his situation.  First, I’d like to say that he’s one hell of a fighter.”

“Yeah, he is.”

“I have to be honest with you, Ms. Benson.  It was touch and go in there for a while.  The x-ray showed that the bullet broke two of his ribs as it--”

“Sweet Jesus!”

“I can stop if you need more time to process it all.  Can I get you a drink of water or something?”

“No, no thank you.  I’m afraid that if we stop I won’t be able to hear the rest of what you have to tell me.”

“All right then…as I was saying, the bullet also nicked the anterior artery in his chest.  That is what caused the internal bleeding.  I was able to repair the artery through microsurgery.”

“I see.”

“It was during this procedure that your son went into cardiac arrest…”

“What?”

“Don’t fret; we were able to resuscitate him…”

“Thank God!”

“The good news is that the bullet didn’t penetrate the sac around his lung, and there was no damage done to either of his lungs. He’s a very lucky little boy.”

“So, he is going to be all right?”

“Ms. Benson, I’m not going to sugar coat this. Your little boy has been through a lot, and it’s going to take a while for him to fully recover.  The next twenty-four hours will be critical for James.”

“When can I see my son?”

“Normally they don’t allow anyone to stay in the room with the patient when they’re in the ICU, but I have a little clout around here.  I’ll ask one of the nurses to have a cot moved into his room for you, so that your face is the first one he sees when he wakes up.  But you have to make me a promise.”

“Anything!”

“If anything goes wrong, I’ll need you to leave his room immediately, so they can work on him with no interruptions.”

“I promise.”

I escorted Ms. Benson to her son’s room.  She was so grateful that he was alive that she rushed to his bedside and kissed him on his forehead, brushing her hand softly against the side of his face.  It had to be difficult for her to see her little boy in this condition, hooked up to machines with tubes coming out of his little body.  But she was happy that he was alive.  I pulled a couple of chairs over to his bed and prepared myself to hold an all-night vigil with James and his mother provided there weren’t any more emergencies.  Throughout the night, his mother and I chatted in a whispered tone as we got acquainted with one another.

“He’s a beautiful little boy, isn’t he?”

“Yes he is.  He looks just like his mother.”

“You’re just saying that!  I know I look like hell.”

“Well you’ve just been through hell, but you don’t look like hell.”

“You’re kind but I always thought he looked like his dad.”

“Where is his father if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Right now, he’s probably lying on a slab in the morgue at D.C. General.”

“I’m, um, sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You didn’t.”

“Mind if I ask what happened?”

“No, its cool, James’ daddy was a gang-banger and a drug dealer whose lifestyle finally caught up with him.  It just pisses me off!”

“What does?”

“When I found out that I was pregnant, I broke up with Jason to protect my son.  I just wanted him out of me and my child’s life but Jason could be a very dangerous person if things didn’t go his way even though he was never violent towards me or our son, I knew what he was capable of.  I can’t believe that I was stupid enough to think that I could protect my son if I only allowed him to see his father on weekends.  I never thought in a million years that those bastards would kill him in my front yard. They killed his daddy while he looked on.  It was one of their bullets that hit my son.”

“James witnessed his father being killed?”

“Yeah, I just hope he never remembers any of it.”

“The mind has an incredible defense mechanism that blocks out things that are too traumatic and painful to remember, and if he happens to remember what happened, I have a friend who’s a pediatric psychiatrist who can help him through the rough times.”

“That’s really nice of you Doc, but I don’t have any medical insurance.  I only work thirty-eight hours a week, so it’s considered part-time. I don’t have any benefits. I don’t even know how I’m going to pay for these medical bills.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll figure out something.”

“You’re a nice man, Doc!  You’re not like a lot of the doctors I’ve met before.  It’s hard finding a good doctor these days.  Again, thanks!”

“You’re very welcome.”

Her prayers were answered when the media got wind of what happened. The story was all over the local news that evening.  Normally they didn’t care about yet another shooting in the Washington, D.C. area, but even the most hardened journalist could have a soft spot for the innocent children that get caught in the cross fire.  Donations of money and gifts for James and his mother poured into the hospital, and an anonymous donor paid James’s medical bills.

It was a fairly slow evening--no traumas--which was a good thing of course. It gave me the chance to spend most of the night by James’s bedside.  I fell asleep around three in the morning and was awakened by my pager shortly there after.  I checked to make sure he was doing well before I went to answer my page.  

James opened his eyes and reached over to touch the back of his mother’s hand that was resting on the railing of his bed.  As soon as he was fully conscious he began struggling to remove his artificial airway.  I did my best to reassure his mother that this was a good sign, then I proceeded to remove the endotrachial tube from his throat now that he was breathing on his own.  Cynthia was so happy to see her son open his eyes that it rendered her speechless.  

Though his chest and throat were sore, he managed to smile letting both of us know that he was doing better.

“I know its a bit sore right now, champ.  I’ll have the nurse give you something for the pain.”

“Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me and my son.  I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.” Cynthia threw her arms around me crushing me with a hug.  “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to squeeze you that hard.  I’m just so happy!”

“That was better than all the money in the world.  It’s good to feel appreciated every once in a while.  Listen, my shift ends in another hour, but I promise I’ll come back and see you guys after I’ve caught some sleep.”

The reason I went into pediatrics is because I have a great deal of love in my heart for children, but a special place in my heart is reserved for one person, my sixteen-year-old daughter, Meagan.  

It would have been great to have had more children, but my wife Irene died from a brain aneurysm when Meagan was only a year old. Irene was the love of my life, and the thought of remarrying never entered my mind.  Of course there has been the odd relationship here and there but in the end, I’ve never loved any of them like I did Irene.

My sister Rosemarie left the convent and moved in with me to help bring up Meagan after Irene’s death.  My sister told Meagan everything she wanted to know about her mother.  She made it clear that she wasn’t trying to replace her mother, but that she would be there for her.  In a way, she was more of a big sister to Meagan than an aunt.  The two of them were as thick as thieves, they went shopping and to the movies. Rosemarie helped take the sting out of not having a mother until she herself died of breast cancer a little over a year ago.  Her death hit me hard but it devastated Meagan; so much so that I took a year’s leave of absence to help her go through the grieving process.  It was during this time that I got to reconnect with my daughter.  


By the time my shift had ended I was glassy-eyed and bone weary from pulling thirty-six hours straight.  I’d made it thanks to a series of catnaps and with the aid of multiple cups of black coffee.  The drive home would take around twenty minutes, give or take a few, but being physically drained meant the trek would seem endless.  The only thing on my mind was getting home in time to hug my child before she left for lacrosse practice.  She was a goalie at Saint Catherine’s high school where she was a junior.  


I hadn’t seen my daughter for a day and a half, and we haven’t been able to spend much time together lately, with her long days at school and my hours at the hospital.  I peered across the expansive doctor’s parking lot in search for my hunter green Range Rover.  Sometimes parking underground can be a real pain in the ass with its seemingly endless maze of identical automobiles and dim lighting.  At last I spotted my Rover in a sea of Porches, Jags and Benzes.  I reached into my pocket and took out the remote control to unarm the alarm, then I dragged myself over to my car and got in.


The drive home is sometimes a real bitch to navigate.  Military Road is normally jammed bumper to bumper and Connecticut Avenue is even worse with far too many traffic lights.  I caught a break.  It was an early Saturday morning and there was hardly any traffic. I hit a series of green lights on Connecticut Avenue and was soon able to pull into the driveway of my colonial home on the Washington side of Chevy Chase circle.  I was at home at last and would be for the next three days with the exception of returning to visit James later on that night.


I wanted to spend some quality time with Meagan and also catch up on some much-needed sleep.  I’d just slid my house key into the lock when my daughter beat me to the punch.  She opened the front door dressed in her lacrosse uniform with her stick in one hand and a change of clothing in a gym bag in the other.


“Hey, Dad!”


“Morning, sweetheart!”  

She kissed me on the cheek then rushed out the front door.
“I’d love to stay and catch up but we’re running late for practice.”


“It’s okay; I’ll see you when you get home.  How about pizza and a DVD later?”


“Sounds good! I’ll see you later.  Get some sleep, Dad. Bye.”


I blew Meagan a kiss and watched as she got into her friend Jenn’s car.  I adore my daughter and am very protective of her.  If anything were to happen to her, I’d probably lose my mind. I looked over at the pictures of Meagan and her mother.


“You look more and more like your mother each day, Megs!  I miss you Irene. I promise I’ll take care of our little girl, don’t you worry.”


I locked the front door and headed upstairs.  I was so exhausted by the time I’d reached my bedroom that I only managed to kick off my cross-trainers before flopping down on the bed.  I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.  Since my wife’s death, I’ve slept on her side of the bed in the indentation she’d made while pregnant with Meagan.  My life has centered on my daughter, my memories of Irene, my patients and my faith.  Sure, I’m financially secure, but the money is no match for the rewards I get from being a father.

Chapter Three

Meagan McHugh

Jenn and I hit the showers after a long, hard workout on the field.  She wanted to grab a pizza and see a movie but I had plans with my dad.  I got home about eight that evening to find the house dark and quiet.  I turned the light on in the foyer, dropped my gym bag onto the floor and propped my stick up in the corner behind the front door, then went upstairs to check on my dad who was still sawing logs.  I thought about letting him sleep, but I knew he probably hadn’t eaten much and should probably eat something.  It was bad enough he didn’t sleep regularly; I didn’t want him malnourished as well.


“Dad, wake up.”


“What time is it?”


“Eight-fifteen.”


“P.M.?”


“Yeah, Dad, P.M.”


“Damn!”


“What’s the matter?”


“I promised a patient of mine that I’d drop by this evening to see how he’s doing.  I have to go over to the hospital, and then we can grab a pizza and a movie.  How’s that sound?”


“Dad when are you going to learn to chill and take a break?  I mean you do have a life outside of that place even though it’s not much of one.”


“Come on honey, this little guy took a bullet in the chest and went into arrest twice on the table.  I know it upsets you, sweetheart, but I made a promise.”


“I’m not upset with you, Dad.   I just worry about you and want you to take better care of yourself.  You know what I mean?  Besides, I miss you!”


“I know you do Megs, and I miss you too!  You’ve got me all to yourself for the next three days, beginning tonight after we pay a visit to my patient.”


“Okay, you win. Hit the shower while I make some sandwiches.  If I know you, we’ll be there for a while.”


“Thanks sweetheart, wait until you see him.  He’s the cutest little guy!”


“I’m sure he is!  You’re pretty cool for an old man. Anyways, I couldn’t have asked for a better dad.”


“Thanks Megs, this means more to me than you know.  I’ve been feeling guilty for not spending enough time with you.”


“You don’t ever have to worry about that. God, like you already spend way more time with me than Jenn’s dad spends with her.  All he does when he comes home is vegetate in front of the TV or has his face buried behind a newspaper and he’s home every night by six.  Besides, I know that I can’t keep a superhero like you all to myself! Now go, you’re cutting into our time…and I’m driving!”


“All right Megs, I’ll be down in twenty minutes.”


I made a detour to my bedroom where I kept a vast collection of teddy bears from around the world.  Some of the teddy bears were musical, some where animated, some wore the native clothing from the county they came from, and some were just the old-fashion kind with button eyes.  My first bear was named “Cubby.”  It used to belong to my mother when she was a child.  This bear meant a lot to her.  She wanted to pass it on to me but it needed to be repaired. His stitching had come undone over the years, and he was missing some of his stuffing and a button eye.  This was a special gift that my mother wanted to give to me.  She had restitched the loose threads and replaced the stuffing and given Cubby a brand new pair of shiny black button eyes by the time I was born.  I decided to give the little boy in the hospital one of my many bears.  I chose an animated teddy bear dressed in an official Baltimore Orioles uniform.  It played “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” when the key was turned.  The bear also had a soft bat sewn to its paw and it moved its arm like it was about to hit a fast pitch.  I thought that it would be the perfect gift.  I mean what little boy doesn’t like baseball? I put the bear into a gift bag and hurried downstairs to make a sandwich for my dad, who shortly joined me in the kitchen.

Reilly McHugh


I met my daughter down in the kitchen. I was casually dressed in a pair of tan Dockers, a navy blue shirt that Meagan once said “complimented my blue eyes” and a pair of comfortable brown loafers.  Meagan saw me alone a lot of the time, and still living in the past.  As far as other women were concerned, I had them as casual friends that I liked to go out with every once in a while but for the most part I was happy being single.  I liked my life just the way it was and nothing short of Irene’s reincarnation would ever make me change my martial status.


“Wow, you look hot, Dad!  Who knew you could look so good?  You’d better be careful, or one of those women at the hospital is gonna stick her talons into you and carry you away.”


“Get outta here, you!”  I gave her a broad smile.  “You know Superman doesn’t have time in his busy schedule for such nonsense, not without revealing my true identity, anyway!”


“Yeah, well you seem to be forgetting that Superman had Lois Lane!”


“I know, and look at how well that went.  What have you got there?”


“Changing the subject on me, huh?  It’s okay I’ll let you off the hook this time!”


“I knew there was something I liked about you kid!  What’s in the bag?”


“I thought I’d take a present to your little friend in the hospital.”


“You’re giving him one of your bears?”


“Yeah, I thought he might like the Baltimore Orioles teddy.”


“Aw, that’s nice Megs!  I’m sure he’ll love it.”


Meagan and I chatted on the way to the hospital in between bites of my sandwich.  I asked her how things were going at school and how she thought the lacrosse team would do this year.  I was really on a fishing expedition and had to choose my words carefully.  My daughter and I were close, but I was not naïve enough to think she would readily open up to me about such things.  Teenagers liked to keep to themselves, especially in matters dealing with the opposite sex.  It was times like this that I really missed my wife and sister.


My little girl was blossoming into a beautiful young woman before my very eyes.  Where had the years gone? It seemed like just yesterday that Irene and I had bought Meagan home from the hospital, and now she’s a junior in high school.  I know that my Meagan’s a good girl, but we live in predatory times.  There are plenty of men around who would jump at the chance to take advantage of a young girl’s naiveté, especially a vibrant young Catholic girl.  I worry about her every day.  I just don’t know what I’d do if some guy took advantage of my daughter’s innocence.  I didn’t even like entertaining such thoughts.


We arrived at the hospital shortly after ten.  It was late, and I was a bit concerned that James might not be awake.  I didn’t want him or his mother thinking that I’d forgotten them.  Meagan pulled into the underground parking lot, and then we took the elevator up to the Intensive Care Unit.  I was delighted to learn that James was making a remarkable recovery and that he’d been moved into a private room on the medium care unit.  The two of us walked into his room to find it brimming with flowers, balloons, presents, and cards from well-wishers.


The nurse had just given him his medication for the night after checking his vitals.  I was amazed to see James sitting up in bed sipping apple juice through a straw and watching television with his mother.


“What’s going on in here?  Somebody having a party and they forget to invite me?”  Cynthia sprang up from her chair and rushed over to us.


“Dr. McHugh, I’m glad you’re here! I don’t know if you know what’s been going on here!  It’s like something you see in the movies!  Look Doc, all of these things came from people who saw us on the news.  When they first moved James into this room I thought there’d been some kind of mistake or something.  Then they told me that an anonymous benefactor had donated the money to cover the hospital bills. I still can’t believe everything’s that’s happened.  I’m still trying to let it all sink in!”


“Well now, it seems as though the angels have smiled upon the two of you.  I’m glad that thing’s are working out after everything that’s happened.  I’m also glad to see that someone’s feeling better!”  James looked up at me and smiled.  It was good to see the sparkle returning to those big brown eyes.


“I don’t know how to thank you for everything that you’ve done!” she said.


“You don’t have to thank me for anything.”


“You saved my son’s life.”


“Just seeing the smile on both of your faces is enough for me!”  Meagan emerged from behind me.  “I’d like for you to meet my daughter, Meagan.  Meagan, this is James the young man I told you about and his mother, Cynthia.”


“Hi, hey James, I’ve brought something for you.  I hope you like it.”  Meagan walked over to James and handed him the bag.  “Here you go.”


“You didn’t have to do that.”


“It’s no big!”  Meagan shrugged her shoulders and blushed as she shoved her hands into the front pockets of her jeans.


“Look at this, Mama.”


“There’s a key underneath his jersey.  Lift it up and turn the key and watch what it does.”  James turned the clockwork key. “Take Me out to the Ballgame” cheerfully rang out from the little bear while it slowly swung at an imaginary ball.


“That’s so cute.  Thank you.”


“No problem, buddy.  Just hurry up and get better.”


“Megs, we’d better get going so that James can get some rest.”


“All right, Dad.  It was nice meeting both of you.”


“Nice meeting you too.”


“I’ll be off for the next three days,” I said. “Here’s the number to my service.  Don’t hesitate to call should you need anything.”


“We’ll be all right!  You go and enjoy your time off, spend it with your family.  I think you’ve earned it.”

Meagan cornered me in the corridor while we were waiting for the elevator.


“You’re the anonymous benefactor aren’t you?”  I merely smiled at her and said nothing.  “You are so cool, Dad!  I’m paying for dinner.”






Chapter Four

Meagan McHugh


In the space of reality as we know it time passes quickly.  It was fall again; spring had melded into summer and summer into fall in a kaleidoscope of seamless imagery.  The fall has always been my favorite of the four seasons.  I love driving with my dad through the winding roads of Harpers Ferry to watch the leaves change from green into a splendid sepia, marigold, and burnt orange blend.  I find the subtle changes in the climate and the shorter days refreshing. This year will be the final brick in the foundation of my future as I carve out my niche in life.  I’ll be a senior this year at Saint Catherine’s Academy and I already feel the self-imposed pressure I’ve placed on myself to maintain the 4.0 needed to secure my acceptance into Vassar College next year.  I chose Vassar for its excellent economics program.  It’s been a dream of mine to work within the Federal Reserve System.  Another reason I chose Vassar is because it also happens to be the alma mater of my favorite poet, Edna St. Vincent Millay.


In addition, I also feel the pressure of being the perfect daughter for my dad.  He and I have a close relationship and I love the man to death, but sometimes I just want to shake him and say, “Look at me.  I’m your daughter, not the ‘Golden Child’ that you want to believe I am.  I don’t pee perfume, and I don’t walk on water!”  It’s not easy being on a pedestal.  I’m far from perfect and I really wish that my dad didn’t think of me that way, even though I don’t think it’s something he does on a conscious level.


I’m no different from any other kid my age.  Like most teenagers I’m trying to find my way in this world, and like most teens I have a hidden part of myself that I don’t think would sit too well with my dad.  Some of the things Jenn and I get up to on the weekends…let’s just say it’s the only time Jenn and I remove our halos and take a walk on the wild side.  The weekends are the only time that we can let our hair down, kick back and take a break from the academic rigors and the conformity of St. Catherine’s.  Jenn and I usually cruise by the ubiquitous keg parties, seek out the current rave and periodically indulge in recreational drugs.


Every once in a while, we engage in experimental sex with boys from a neighboring school.  Though nothing too intense, just a lot of groping and deep kissing and the occasional forays into oral sex…but never without a condom or dental dam; these days you never know who’s a walking bug farm.  Relax, I’m not about to dive head first into a sexual relationship with some guy whose idea of making love is to stick it in, get it wet, then climb off of me thinking he’s just rocked my world while leaving me sexually frustrated.  Besides, I’m a Catholic for Christ sake, and while I don’t agree with or believe in everything that the Church holds sacred, I do cherish my virginity, and I owe it to myself not to lose it through frivolous sex.  I know what you’re thinking and oral sex doesn’t count.  Hell, even Bill Clinton knows that!


I want my first time to be special, with someone I’m in love with and who’s hopefully in love with me.  I want the cliché because let’s face it, once it’s gone, you can never get it back.  Right now I’ve got enough on my plate without the added distraction of a poorly timed romance. Thanks but no thanks.  I’ll be lucky if I get a full eight hours of sleep at night with the agendas I’ve set for myself.  I barely have enough time for myself as it is. So forget about that nonsense.  Then again, sometimes things happen that turn your life upside down. Mine happened towards the end of summer.


It was after a swim meet that I felt the sting of Cupid’s arrow, and against my better judgment I lost my head to my heart by falling for a man I shouldn’t have.  His name was Brian and what began as a harmless game of flirtation (guarded glances and apprehensive smiles) exploded into a full-blown romance in no time.  I found myself suddenly swept into a chasm of new feelings and desires that both frightened and overwhelmed me.  I gave into the staggering spell of curiosity and desire to be free and paid the ultimate price.


The first time Brian and I made love, it felt like running naked through a purple field of poppies with the sunlight soaking into my skin.  For the first time in my life, I experienced something so powerfully mind-numbing and soul-shaking that it absorbed me completely.  I had tasted love’s sweet, intoxicating elixir and was now hopelessly addicted. The crush of emotions had robbed me of my senses.  I was losing the ability to concentrate on anything other than my stolen moments with Brian.


My grades hit a landslide. I knew that I had to get my shit together fast and pull them up before the school notified my dad.  The first thing I did was lighten my load by quitting the soccer team. I let everyone down and pissed them all off, especially Jenn.  My behavior knocked her for a loop and for that I felt bad.  I was torn apart by guilt and found myself lying to everyone, my dad, Jenn….hell I was even lying to myself about what I was doing. I blamed the sudden changes in my personality and odd behavior on the pressures of having to take my SAT’s and on maintaining my grade point average.  To compound my problems, I couldn’t tell anyone about my relationship with Brian.  I was sixteen and leading a double life that was beginning to drag me down. 

 The private line in my bedroom rang.  I answered it.  


“Hello.”


“Hey baby!  How are you?  I miss you so much.” It was Brian.


“I miss you too.”


“What’s wrong Meg?  You sound upset.”


“I’ve just got a lot on my mind, Brian.”


“What’s wrong, baby?  Tell me.  You know that I’m here for you.”


“Are you?”


“What’s that supposed to mean?  Of course I’m here for you.  Why would you say something like that?”


“I love you Brian, but I don’t know how much longer I can go on like this!  It’s hard keeping my feelings for you bottled up inside me and not being able to talk to anyone about them.”


“You can always talk to me!  Don’t you think it’s hard on me as well?  We both knew that we were going to have to keep our relationship a secret. I’d love nothing more than to protest my love for you to the world but you and I both know that can’t be done right now!”


“I hear what you’re saying Bri, and I know that I entered into this relationship with my eyes wide open.  I just don’t know if I can do this anymore.  I’m almost seventeen but I feel more like thirty.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way, baby.  It was never my intention to make you feel anything other than love.”


“Don’t apologize, Bri.  I don’t regret anything we’ve done.  I just miss you!”


“If there was anything I could do to move the hands of time forward to next year, I would.  Don’t you know that I would move heaven and earth to be with you?”


“Deep down I do, but still…”


“Come on babe, don’t be like that!  I just need you to be patient for a little while longer.  Next year will be here before you know it!  You’ll be off to Vassar, and I’ll have enough money saved and I can resign from my job.  I’ll be free to move with you to Poughkeepsie, just like we’ve planned.”


“It’s just that next year seems so far away.”


“Meg, you know how much I love you!  Right now I’m making the necessary arrangements to ensure our future.  I’m ready to walk away from it all and I’m doing it because I adore you so much!  Trust our love!”


“I’m trying.”


“I know something that’ll make you feel better.”


“Having you here lying next to me?”


“I’d be there right now if I could but it just isn’t possible. This is the next best thing to having me there with you.  I want you to lie down and get comfortable.”


“Okay, this sounds kinda kinky!”


“Close your eyes and listen to the sound of my voice. Patience my sweet! ‘Sweet sounds, oh beautiful music, do not cease!  You are my music, Meagan.’  Without you, I have nothing!”


“That was so sweet!  That’s one of my favorite poems.”


“I know! I love you…sleep well and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


“Love you too baby.  See ya!”  I felt much better after talking to Brian; I turned off the lamp then snuggled down into my teddy bear-covered bed.    

It was now the middle of November, and I’d managed to grab the reins and regain my grade point average by surviving on No-Doze and café mochas.  Jenn and I even made up.  I was getting so much done in so little time that I got to the point where I started feeling run down.  My dad said that I was pushing myself too hard and that it was weakening my immune system.  What person my age worries about her immune system unless she’s got some kind of disease--but that’s my dad the doctor for you!

It was two in the afternoon on a Saturday, and I was just getting around to dragging myself out of bed. I could hardly keep from yawning while sitting at the breakfast table waiting for the kettle to boil.  My eyelids felt like they had ten pounds of wet sand piled on top of them.  My dad breezed through for quick cup of coffee before heading out to his racquetball game.  All was fine and dandy until he took a good look at me and decided to perform an impromptu exam.

“Jeez, pumpkin, are you trying to impersonate Casper the Friendly Ghost?  You look terrible; I was worried that you were pushing yourself too hard, now look at you!”

“Nah, Dad, I’m going more for the Insane Clown Posse look.”  My dad and I kidded each other all the time but right now I wasn’t in the mood for a verbal duel.  I just wanted to get my tea and go back upstairs to bed.

“I’m worried about you, sweetheart.  You really don’t look well at all.  I think you might be coming down with that flu bug that’s been going around.”

“I’m fine, Dad.  I’m just a little tired that’s all.  You don’t have to do this really.  I’m fine.”

“Shush now.  You feel a bit warm to me, but your lymph nodes don’t seem to be inflamed.  Tell you what.  You go back up to bed, and I’ll bring you a cup of hot Lemon Zinger tea and a bowl of chicken noodle soup with some saltines on the side.”

“That’s okay, Dad.  I can make the tea myself.  Anyway aren’t you going to be late for your game with Dr. Hicks?”

“No arguments from you, young lady.  Harvey can wait!  You go back to bed, and I’ll bring the tea and soup to you as soon as it’s ready.”

I was much too worn out to argue with him, so I saluted him and trudged back upstairs and went to bed.  Ahh, it felt sooo good lying down on top of my Eider-filled mattress.  I nodded off, only to be awakened by my dad twenty minutes later.


“Wake up, sleepy head.”

I sat up in bed. My vision was a little blurry, and I kept yawning. 

 “What’s all this?”  My dad set the tray down on the floor next to my bed and propped some pillows behind my back.  He then picked up the tray and placed it across my lap.

“I bought you a cup of hot tea with raw honey, a bowl of chicken noodle soup with crackers and a glass of orange juice.”

“No, I mean these.  What are these?”

“Just some vitamin supplements.”

My dad scooped out a spoon full of chicken noodle soup and tried to coax me into eating some, but the noodles dangling from the lip of the spoon looked like white worms.   “Dad, please…take that away.  My stomach’s doing back flips.  I’ll just have some of the tea.”

“Okay honey; just nibble a few of the crackers. They should help settle your stomach.  If you’re not feeling any better by Monday, I want you to make an appointment with Dr. Merryweather.”

“All right Dad, if I don’t feel any better I’ll make an appointment.  I really don’t think that’ll be necessary.  I’m probably just coming down with the flu.  I think I just need to catch up on my sleep.”

“Probably, but I’d still feel better if you got checked out.  Once you make the appointment, let me know, and I’ll rearrange my schedule so that I can go with you.”

“What am I, three now?  Thanks, Dad, but I can get there on my own.  I’ll get Jenn to drive me.”

“You sure, honey?  It’s no problem, I’d be more than happy to take you.”

“You wouldn’t have to take me if I had my own car.”

“Well, we’ll just have to see about that, but right now I want you to get some sleep.  I’ll check in on you later.”

He kissed my forehead and then disappeared into the hall, closing the door behind him.  I felt like hell, so I put the tray onto the floor and picked up the phone to call Brian.  I knew that if I could just hear the sweet sound of his voice, I’d feel a whole lot better.  This time of day I wouldn’t be able to reach him directly; I’d have to page him and wait for him to return my call.  Five minutes later my phone rang.

“Hello.”

“Meg, you sound horrible.”

“I know. I think I’m coming down with the flu.”

“You poor baby.  I wish I could make you feel better.”

“So do I.”

“Is your father going to be home tonight?”

“I dunno.  He’s supposed to go over to the Hickes’ for dinner tonight, but I think he may cancel and stay home with me.”

“Listen, sweetheart, I’m going to be late for a meeting.  I’ll come by tonight if your father goes out.  You get some sleep.  Love you!”

“Love you too, bye!”

Monday rolled around and instead of feeling better I felt worse.  I called and made an appointment with the doctor for later that afternoon.  Then I called Jenn and told her what was going on and she agreed to take me.  There was a faculty meeting at school, so there weren’t any classes.  I called my dad at the hospital after I got off the phone with Jenn and told him about the appointment.  It was short, sweet and to the point.  After talking with my dad, I got out of bed and drew a hot bath.  I put few drops of eucalyptus oil in the water.  It was a short-term fix at best, much like eating massive amounts of candy for quick burst of energy.

The day was cool, crisp and overcast.  I clicked on the Weather Channel to hear the forecast; there was a fifty-percent chance of rain, so I dressed accordingly.  I picked out a pair of wide-band black cords, a gray pullover and a pair of black Sketchers hiking boots.  I was barely dressed before I heard Jenn honking her horn like a lunatic.  Jenn could be a little hyper at times but I loved her anyway.  I grabbed my black leather jacket and matching purse and bolted down the stairs and out the door.  

The cool air momentarily took my breath away as it whipped through me like a ghost.

“Pick up the beat, Meg, or we’ll be late.  We have to snake our way through downtown traffic and you know how much I hate driving in rush hour traffic.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.”  I walked around the front of Jenn’s car and got in.  She started in on me before I even closed the car door.  Jenn looked me over and blurted.  “You look like shit!  It’s a good thing you’re going to the doctors.”

“It’s good to see you too!”

“You know what I mean, Meg!  You must really feel awful, ‘cause you don’t look good at all.”

“I think we’ve established that already.  My nose is running like a leaky pipe and my eyes look and feel like they’ve been punched.”

“Seriously, though, how long have you been feeling this way?”

“I dunno but it feels like forever.”

“If I didn’t know you better, I’d swear you’re paying the price for a little unprotected horizontal dancing.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?”

“Maybe you’ve got a little bun baking.”

“Ha ha, you’re a laugh a minute.  You should have your own sitcom!”

“Come on Meg, I’m just fucking with you!  It’s probably the flu and if it’s not then you’ll have to tell me who’s the proud papa.”

“Shut up Jenn!  When would I have had the time?”

“I don’t know, you’ve been kinda tight lipped lately.”

“You know very well that I’ve been studying my ass off for mid-terms.  That’s why we haven’t seen much of each other lately.”

“If you say so.  Anyways, you’ll ace the mid-terms even if I have to roll your ass into class in a wheel chair.”

 “You’d do that for me?  I feel so loved.”

The two of us looked at one another and cracked up laughing.  The banter continued back and forth until the reality of what was happening hit me right between the eyes.  Jenn pulled into a parking space in front of the doctor’s office and then we went inside. I walked over to the receptionist and signed in, then returned to the waiting area where I sat next to Jenn and waited to be called.  A few minutes later, the nurse escorted me into a room, where she instructed me to undress and change into the little paper gown lying on top of the examination table.  I waited for the nurse to leave before changing.  “Jesus, I do look awful.”

Dr. Merryweather came in and we talked for a bit before she examined me.  She spoke to me for a while then she took cultures of my throat and collected blood and urine from me.  She then proceeded to ask me a series of intimate and uncomfortable questions about my life.  What was I going to do, lie?  

I knew that whatever I told her would remain between the two of us, but that didn’t make the questions any easier to answer.  I did my best to answer her questions honestly, but I seemed to choke on the words.  Before leaving the room with my samples in hand, the doctor told me the results of my urine sample should be ready in a few minutes and that I was to get dressed and wait for her return.

The hard part was waiting for the preliminary results of my tests.  I was on pins and needles the whole time.  I dreaded hearing her findings because deep down I already knew the results.  She walked back into the room.  The look on her face said everything there was to know.  I sat dazed and just watched her lips move without fully understanding what it was she was saying.  It was like she was speaking in a language that I didn’t understand.  I left that office feeling as if I had just ridden the Tilt-a-Whirl for twenty straight hours.  My knees were knocking together, and I felt sick to my stomach.  Then I went completely numb.  I sleepwalked my way through the waiting room and out to Jenn’s car.  I could hear Jenn talking to me, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying.

“Meg…Meg…what did she say?”

“Huh?”

“What did the doctor say was wrong with you?”

“Oh…ah…she said that I was anemic and that she wanted to run a few more tests.”  Jenn tried to comfort me by wrapping her arms around me. “Oh, you’re gonna be okay.”


For the next week or so, I walked around shrouded in a state of denial.  Little by little, I was falling apart to the degree that it freaked my dad, sending his parental radar into overdrive.  He took a few days off to take care of me. Under normal circumstances, I would have loved to have my dad take care of me.  This wasn’t one of those times.  It bothered me to let him labor under the delusion that I was laid up with the flu.  I was in a desperate situation and needed the warmth and protection that only my dad could give.


I needed to let my dad know what I’d done, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him.  I couldn’t bear the look of disappointment and deep-seated hurt that would replace my dad’s kind face.  I had woven a web of lies that was clinging to everything I’d done for so long that I might as well ride it out.  I needed to get ahold of Brian, but it was difficult with my dad hovering over me and tending to my every need. And while I craved his attention, it wasn’t something I felt I deserved.  All I could do was bide my time and wait for him to fall asleep.


   My dad finally fell asleep at half past ten on the chaise lounge next to my bed.  He was such a notoriously light sleeper that I had to make sure to move around slowly and not make a lot of noise.  I didn’t want to risk waking him.  I took my phone into the bathroom with me.  I turned on the shower to cover the sound of my voice and to create a diversion, in case my dad woke up.  The last thing I needed was for him to wake up and start asking me a bunch of questions I couldn’t answer in a billion years.


My body was one large cramp of nerves before becoming a trembling mass devoid of a skeletal structure.  I’d dropped the phone’s handset twice before managing to dial the number.  My heart was racing and skipping beats with such frequency that I nearly fainted.  I could feel the burning sensation of bile backing up in my throat with each unanswered ring. Please God, don’t let anyone else answer the phone.  I don’t think my heart could take it if someone else answered.  The voice on the other end was groggy and unrecognizable.  I almost hung up until I heard Brian say hello.


I waited for him to fully wake up before hitting him with the news.  I inhaled deeply and used the same breath to blurt everything out at once.  I’d said it so quickly that I wasn’t sure whether he’d heard anything at all.  I was dead wrong!  He’d heard exactly what was said.  The tone of his voice iced over and became distant and condescending.  Our conversation gave way to a free falling argument that ended with me calling him lying bastard and hanging up the phone.  I was crushed by his reaction.  Everything he’d told me was a lie.


How could I have been so stupid?  How was this even possible?  We used condoms.  It must have broken or spilled some of it. It was either that or an Immaculate Conception, which of course it wasn’t.  I spent the rest of the night sobbing and mentally beating myself up for getting involved with someone like him in the first place.  Brian’s response had been a wake-up call.  It helped to shake me out of my intense denial by holding up a mirror of reality, which I could no longer turn away from.  By morning, I’d made my decision and I felt a sense of ease coming to terms with my predicament.  I took a long hot shower.  The water was comforting but not enough to wash away my problems.  I heard my dad knocking on the door.  I knew he was saying something but couldn’t make out what. I turned off the water to hear what he was saying.


“Yeah, Dad?”


“You all right in there?”


“Yeah, my fever broke during the night.  I feel a whole lot better.”


“Pop your head out and let me see for myself.”


“Hang on a sec.  I’m putting on my robe then I’ll be right out.  Tada!”


“Your eyes do look a lot clearer.  How’s your upset stomach?”


“Right side up.”


“All right.  I’m somewhat convinced that you’re feeling better.  You certainly do look a lot better than you have in a while.”


“It’s down to all of the TLC you’ve given me.  Thanks to you, Clark Kent, I’m back in the pink.”


“I’m glad you’re feeling better, because I have a few errands I have to run.  It makes me a feel a whole lot better knowing that I won’t be leaving you on your own when you’re not feeling your best.”


“I’m fine, Dad.  You go and do what you have to and I’ll see you when you get back.  I have to hit the books anyhow.”


“Okay, hon, but don’t push yourself; that’s how all of this started.”


“I know, Dad.  See ya later.”


My teacher had downloaded the lesson plan for me when I became ill so that I wouldn’t fall behind.  I got dressed and then buried myself in my schoolwork.  The hours passed like seconds.  I wanted to call Brian so badly, but it was up to him to make the first move and apologize.  I might not have much left, but at least I still had my pride.  Around one p.m. I heard someone honking a car horn outside of my bedroom window.  After a while, I got irritated and got up to see what idiot was honking the horn.  The idiot was my dad.  He was standing next to a brand new Mini Cooper, dangling keys in one hand and beckoning me with the other.  I threw on a jacket and a pair of running shoes and then went outside.


“Oh my God!  Is this for me?”


“Who else would I have gotten it for?  Of course it’s yours.  I was going to wait until your birthday to give it to you, but with winter fast approaching, I figured why not give it to you a few weeks earlier.”


I had mixed feelings about my surprise gift, but I tried to conceal them as best I could.  I threw my arms around his neck, gave him a huge kiss on the cheek and tried to act as if nothing was wrong through a strained smile.  I felt like Judas.


“What did I do to deserve this?”


“I seem to recall a little bird who took every opportunity to tell me how practical it’d be if Meagan had a car of her own, so she wouldn’t hassle me for my car or have to bum rides from Jenn.  You haven’t seen or heard from that little bird lately have you?”


“Mmm, I seem to recall such a bird, but you really shouldn’t have!”


“Come on now, don’t go getting all weepy on me!  You deserve this, sweetheart.  Besides, I may have my own selfish reasons for wanting you to have your own car.”


I was beaming on the outside and screaming on the inside as my dad placed the keys to my new car in the palm of my hand.


“Come on hot rod, you feel up to taking her out for a spin?”


“Sure, Clark, where do you want to go?”


“Doesn’t matter.  Anywhere’s fine.”


“I know just the place…get in!”


I got my driver’s license last year right after I turned sixteen, but my dad had his reservations about me owing my own car.  He always let me tool around in his Rover whenever I needed it; and when he needed it for something, I could always count on Jenn for a ride.  I pointed the car in the direction heading towards Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.  During the drive the only thing on my mind was Brian’s harsh reaction to my news.  Harpers Ferry was my refuge, a place where I truly felt one with nature.  

I wanted to see the mountains and dip my toes into the icy waters of the Shenandoah while being surrounded by naked trees.  I felt invigorated by the fresh air the instant I climbed out of the car.  My dad and I walked down the embankment towards the water’s edge and sat down.

“I remember the first time your Aunt Rosemarie and I brought you here to see the leaves change.  You were about four then, and the first words out of your mouth when you looked up and saw the trees, were ‘rainbow pretty rainbow.”
“I miss Aunt Rosemarie.  She was a great lady.”

“That she was.  You know, you’re a lot like Rose and your mother.  I wish you could’ve known your mother.  You remind me so much of her.  You have the same fair skin and hair.  You’re even beginning to sound like her.”

“Really?”

The two of us were a sight to behold sitting out there in the cold, our faces red from the chilly air and our eyes teary from our journey down memory lane.  I found a new sense of peace and purpose sitting up there with my dad.  It also reinforced my decision about Brian and how I was going to handle things from now on.  When I got home I noticed five calls on my caller ID. Two of the calls were from Jenn; I knew what she wanted.  To talk about my new ride and make plans for breaking it in.  The other three calls were from Brian.  I wasn’t sure what he wanted, but I had a pretty good idea, and the last thing I wanted was to hear more of his lies.

I unplugged my phone and went to work on my term paper.  I fell asleep sitting at my desk with the pencil still in my hand.  I always wrote out my assignments in longhand before keying them into my laptop. It was just something I did out of habit.  My term paper was for English literature; we had to write a paper about the author who inspired us the most.  Of course, I chose Edna St. Vincent Millay.  She was an amazing woman, light years ahead of her time.  

She had contributed a lot to the women’s movement before there was one.  She wasn’t afraid to be who she really was and didn’t give a damn about what anyone thought of her.  I only wish that I had one-tenth of her courage.  I keyed my paper into the computer and went to bed while it printed out.


I was psyched about returning to school and seeing my friends again, but it was short lived.  I saw Brian hovering around the school grounds on my way to first period and thought, how pathetic.  I hoped that he would be gone by the time school let out, but he was still there.  I couldn’t see him, but I could smell him lingering about.  He waited until the coast was clear, then he ambushed me, pulling me into the hedges in back of the school.


“Shh, it’s only me.  Don’t scream!  Please just give me a few minutes of your time.”


“I know it’s you, which is why I should scream.  What do you want, Brian?”


“Why haven’t you returned any of my calls?”


“What for?  I believe that I heard everything that you had to say to me on the phone the other night.  What more is there?


“Come on, Meg, give me a break!  I acted like a jerk, but you knocked me for a loop!”


“How the hell do you think I feel?  Condoms, spermicide and this still happens.  What are you packing, armor-plated sperm?”


“Yeah, I know, what are the odds, huh?”


“I’ve got the T-shirt, rights to the movie, and what’s inside of me to deal with! I can’t handle anything else, right now!”


“I know, I just got scared but I’ve had time to think!”


“Oh really?  So have I!  This is wrong…we’re wrong!  We’ve been living in a fantasy world, Brian.  Nothing’s going to happen between us…look at us!  We’re standing in the fucking bushes.  We don’t have a future together.  We never did!”


“But I wanted. Want us to be together.  The three of us!”


“The three of us?  Fine, let’s go inside and call whoever we have to, to make this official!”


“Wait.”


“I thought so!  I’m not ready for any of this, Brian, but I had to make a choice.  I can’t have this baby and I can’t continue leading a double life.  I’m turning seventeen in a few days.  I can’t handle this kind of life. I’m too young.”


“Meagan, please!”

“Brian, it’s done. I have an appointment for this Friday.  I have to get this taken care of and I have to do it now!”  He broke down and sobbed.  I held him in my arms.  I wanted to cry as well but I knew that if I did I’d never stop.  I was still in love with him but I had to end it, because I knew that in the end it would be the end of me if I didn’t. He pulled himself together and wiped the tears from his face.


“Do you want me to go with you?”


“Thanks but I won’t be able to do this if you’re there.”


“At least let me drive you!”


“No, but you can give me half of the money I’ll need to get this done.”


“How much is it?”


“Eight hundred.  Four hundred is what I need from you.”


“I’ll have it for you tomorrow.  Meet me here after school.”


Friday came sooner than I had expected. I got into my Mini and drove to Dr. Merryweather’s office.  She was kind enough to schedule the procedure after her normal office hours.  I was terrified and filled with so much tension and nervous energy that I felt I would implode at any second.  I would’ve given anything not to have to go through with this, but I did.  The nurse inserted an IV into my left hand and injected a sedative that in no time knocked me out.


I was allowed to leave the doctor’s office once the sedative had worn off.  I told the doctor that my ride was waiting for me in the parking lot. I hated lying to Dr. Merryweather, but she would not have let me leave if she’d known that I’d be driving myself. I was eager to put this entire event behind me and get on with picking up the pieces of my life.  I left that office only to find that the weather was an accurate reflection of my state of mind and how I was feeling.  It wasn’t just cold outside.  It was pouring down freezing rain.  My Catholic conscience had reared its head. I thought God must really be pissed at me for what I’d done.  I had broken the heart of God and He was weeping to show his disappointment.


To make things worse, as if that were possible, I was stuck in the middle of one hell of a traffic jam.  It was moving at a snail’s pace.  The roads were icing up fast and becoming hazardous.  I was physically exhausted and emotionally drained.  All I wanted was to get home and go to bed.  The traffic seemed to ease off a bit and I began driving faster than the weather permitted, weaving in and out of lanes like a crazy person. If one lane appeared to be moving faster than the other I would simply switch to it without signaling.  My mind was an eddy of emotions.  I just wanted to get home and cry myself to sleep.


“HOLY SHIT!”


I’d jumped lanes again, and without realizing it I had gotten into a lane with a stalled car ten feet in front of me.  I cut the wheel hard to the left in a desperate attempt at making it back into the other lane and avoid rear-ending the stalled car.  My car hit a patch of black ice and spun out of control.  I was broadsided by an oncoming minivan before I had time to recover from the spinout.  The minivan struck the passenger’s side of my Mini with so much force that it sent my car careening into a utility pole.  The impact caused the frame of the Mini to wrap around the base of the utility pole. The car caved in around me.  The fire department arrived ten minutes later but it was too late.  In medical terms I had sustained injuries so severe that they were incompatible with life.  It took the firefighters close to an hour to free my body from the wreckage, after which an ambulance transported my remains to the morgue at Sibley Memorial hospital.

Chapter Five

Reilly McHugh


This wasn’t real.  Somehow I’ve been transported to this strange parallel dimension with no way of escaping.  I shouldn’t be sitting here listening to a priest perform a funeral mass for my daughter Meagan.  It’s Christmas day; yesterday was Meagan’s birthday.  We had plans to celebrate her birthday and the holidays up at our cabin in Harpers Ferry.  None of this made any sense to me.  How could this have happened?  Was this some kind of sick cosmic joke that I wasn’t let in on?  It should be against the laws of nature for a parent to outlive his child, but no such laws exist. 

I tried to put on a brave front at the services, but seeing my daughter lying in her casket made it all too real for me and I lost it.  She looked so lovely and peaceful that she could easily be mistaken for someone sleeping, but this wasn’t a fairytale and there would be no prince to kiss her and wake her from death’s eternal slumber.  The undertaker’s had done a great job considering she died in a high-speed crash.  She died from a broken neck but only suffered superficial cuts and lacerations to her body. I fell to pieces holding onto her small lifeless hand. 

It felt like a cold piece of concrete rather than the hand of my only child.  Meagan’s best friend Jenn came over to comfort me. She grabbed my other hand and led me over to the front pew where we sat down.

“It’s my fault Jenn!  If I hadn’t bought her that damn car she’d be here with us today.  It’s my fault she’s lying in that box!”

“Mr. McHugh, it wasn’t anybody’s fault!  It was an accident.  You didn’t have anything to do with that.”

“Then why did it happen?”

“I don’t know, sir.  I don’t know why these things happen, they just do.  I loved Meagan like a sister. The only way for me to deal with this is to believe that she’s in a better place.”

“You’re right, I suppose.  I had her for sixteen years; I guess it was time for her to go be with her mother.  I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around the whole thing.”

I became more and more despondent and withdrawn after the funeral.  I was angry and my belief system seemed to be completely out of whack.  Everything that I loved and lived for perished in that car crash.  I was caught in limbo and while my brain, heart, and other vital organs chugged along, my soul was slowly dying.  Being dead was preferable to walking among the living when I felt anything but alive.  Life was holding less meaning for me as the days crept by.

  I had two choices: pull myself out of this hole and go back to work or continue letting my feelings eat away at me until I’d gone completely mad.  I chose to go back to work at the hospital.  I threw myself into my work like a man possessed.  In the beginning things went well.  I kept so busy that at the end of each day I’d collapse on the couch in my office instead of going home to an empty house. After a while it became harder and harder to keep up the pace that I’d set for myself.  I was an emotional and physical wreck.  I began seeing the face of my daughter on every child brought into the emergency room.  I was losing my perspective, and my judgment became clouded by memories of Meagan.  I took a year’s leave of absence; I had to, before I made a mistake that might harm or even caused the death of one of my patients.

It wasn’t an easy decision for me, but it was the right one.  I began having second thoughts once I was alone in the house.  The memories of my daughter filled every nook of the house.  I sank into an unrelenting despair.  I retreated to the bottle and sought solace in the case of vintage Glen Yarder that had been sitting on a shelf in the basement for the past nineteen years.  It was a wedding present given to us by a colleague of mine.  Since neither of us drank, it had just been sitting around gathering dust.

I wanted to create my own world, one that was free of pain and one in which my daughter was still alive.  This was going to take an awful lot of booze to accomplish.  I hauled the case up out of the basement and made preparations for creating this utopia.  For this to work, I’d have to cut myself off from the rest of the world.  The first thing I did was unplug every phone in the house. Then I retired to my bedroom and closed the door.  It was the only room in the house that didn’t remind me of Meagan.

As days went by booze became the main staple in my diet.  It was a constant from the time I slithered out of bed until I passed out; I drank around the clock.  I briefly entertained the thought of main-lining the scotch directly into my veins but then I decided against it.  The way my luck had been going, I’d probably develop a staph infection.  Who the hell needs that?  For the time being, I was living in a world of drunken stupors and happy fantasies.  I was in a fantasy world where Meagan’s presence, the sweet aroma of her essence and the sound of her voice permeated the air.

I’d found the secret kingdom of oblivion.  I was into the fourth month of my drinking binge, and still I couldn’t bring myself to go into Meagan’s bedroom.  I was trying to keep the reality of her death as far from me as possible.  I wanted to pretend that she was alive and away at Vassar.  I couldn’t allow that dream to fade away…not yet anyway.

One morning (I guess it was morning--I seemed to have lost all concept of time as my days and nights blurred into one,) I stumbled out of bed to go and relieve myself.  I had to pee so badly that it felt as if I were nine months pregnant and the baby was kicking up a storm.  I don’t know how I managed to make it to the bathroom without passing out and drenching myself.  The light hurt my eyes, so I turned the dimmer switch down but left enough light to prevent me from tripping and banging my head against the porcelain fixtures. I placed my hands against the cool bathroom tile and relieved myself.

That was when I saw the reflection of someone unfamiliar to me in the bathroom mirror.  The person in the mirror looked like a skid row bum.  I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d taken a shower or shaved.  My hair had grown out and was all over the place.  I had a full beard that had bits of stuff in it, and the dishwater blue robe I’d been wearing since I began my odyssey into oblivion was ragged and frayed around the edges. 

It smelled of booze, vomit, urine, and layers of sour sweat; if I’d taken it off it could have stood up by itself.

I took a good hard look at myself, and I didn’t like what was looking back at me. I was appalled and embarrassed at how badly I’d let myself go.  It hadn’t occurred to me that I was making a mockery of Meagan’s memory, until then. 

 I knew that if she were looking down on me, she wouldn’t be happy with the way I’d turned out.  This realization caused me break down and sob.  I had not allowed myself to mourn for Meagan.  It was easier for me to be drunk around the clock than deal with reality.

The time had come for me to accept that Meagan wasn’t away at Vassar and that I would never see her walk through the front door again.  It was time for me to put away my toys and deal with life. The first step towards reclaiming my life was taking a long hot shower.  I must’ve been in there for a while because I looked like a six-foot prune by the time I stepped out of the shower.  I didn’t feel clean until the water ran clear of months of accumulated muck.  Afterwards, I shaved and slicked my hair back into a ponytail; that would do until I had a chance to get it cut.  It took me twenty-fours to detox from the booze.  It was a rough twenty-four hours.  I was pretty shaky for the next couple of days as I tried to reintroduce my stomach to food.

Three weeks into my sobriety, I’d gathered enough strength and courage to go into Meagan’s bedroom, where it took me the better part of the day to pack up her belongings.  I had to decide what to keep, what I’d give to Jenn and what to donate to charity.  I thought that I had come to terms with the pain of her loss, but it all came back in a rush, knocking the wind out of my chest.  I had a powerful urge dowse my palate with scotch to wash away the pain. 

 I returned to my bedroom, opened the lower drawer of my dresser and took out the last bottle of Glen Yarder.  I sat down on the floor and backed myself into a corner where I spent the last two hours drinking the entire bottle.

“I’m sorry Megs…I guess I wasn’t ready!  I miss you so much sweetheart!  I honestly don’t know if I can go on without you or if I even want to.”

I swallowed the last of the scotch, then struggled to my feet and made my way back into Meagan’s room.  I was seeing double, and the tips of my fingers had gone numb from my white knuckled grip on the bottle.  The empty bottle slid out from my sweaty grip and rolled across the floor.  I heard a hollow thud in one of the floorboards before the bottle came to rest against the wall.  I sat on the floor for a while, unsure as to whether or not I’d really heard something or whether it was just my imagination. 

My vision was as wobbly as the rest of me.  The thought of standing up only to end up back on the floor crossed my mind.  I reared up on my hands and knees crawled over to where I’d heard the hollow sound.  I rapped on the floorboards and listened for that sound.  “Ah ha!”  

I was trashed, and my hands were shaking like someone going through the D.Ts.   I was a surgeon, and still it took a good ten minutes for me to regain enough manual dexterity to lift the loosened slat.  Hidden beneath it was my daughter’s secret diary.  I hesitated for a moment.  Would I be opening a Pandora’s Box by reading Meagan’s private thoughts?  

The idea of leaving the diary where it was and forgetting about it crossed my mind, but eventually curiosity got the better of me.  I scooped up the paisley covered book and shuffled my way back into my room, where I plopped down on the bed.  The debate continued inside my head--do I read it or don’t I?  I guess I was afraid of what her words might reveal, and I wondered if what I read would change my perception of her.  I also wondered if this was the only way to finally lay her to rest.  I didn’t know where to begin; a pastel bookmark answered the question for me.  For better or worse, I opened the book and from that point on, there was no turning back.

Meagan’s Diary
August 23rd
Today was amazing!  My team placed first in the swim meet.  Brian Thomas approached me for the first time.  I noticed him hitting on me and I flirted back.  God, he’s so hot!  Golden blonde hair, violet eyes and lips I’d like to lose myself in.  Here’s the rub, he’s 32 and I’m 16, do the math!  There are plenty of reasons to steer clear of this guy and the age gap is the least of them.

September 1st
Our innocent flirting has turned into dating or should I say date?  Brian asked me to meet him at a little Bistro in Georgetown for lunch.  At first, I thought he was just kidding but he rang my cell phone when I was ten minutes late.  It took me forever to find a parking space…should have taken a cab.  I was in a happy state of shock sitting across the table from him.  It was kinda cool being with someone like him.  Sometimes it’s cool being bad!  After lunch he walked me the three blocks to my car. 

He opened the car door for me, leaned in and buckled my seat belt for me and then he kissed me softly on the lips!  I thought I was gonna lose it right then and there…but I decided to drive off without saying anything…I just smiled!

September 3rd
It’s two days after my date with Brian and I’m still on cloud nine!  He called me and we talked and made plans to see each other again.  I know sneaking around and seeing him is a bit risky but I think that’s part of the reason I’m so attracted to him.

September 13th

Brian and I finally did it!  After meeting with him in secret a couple of times we decided to kick it up a notch.  He reserved a room for us at the Gaithersburg Marriott and filled the room with soft lights and music.  I was petrified and excited at the same time but it wasn’t long before Brian had me completely relaxed.  Once we started, it was spectacular!  It was perfect!  It was everything I thought it would be and more!  But I was careful and we used condoms and dental dams.

September 20th 

It’s been days since we made love, and I’ve hardly been able to get him on the phone long enough to see how he’s doing.  I wonder if I disappointed him in some way and now he no longer wants to see me!  I don’t know, he’s a very busy man and he told me that he wouldn’t be able to speak to me for a while… I just didn’t believe it!  

WHAT THE FUCK HAVE I DONE?

September 25th 

Finally, Brian called me and we met again and made love all day long.  It was even more incredible than the first time. When he told me that he loved me, I almost fell apart!  Is this a dream or what?

September 30th 

I can’t concentrate on anything but Brian…I’ve got it bad…really bad!  We made love again and this time there was a little mishap (the condom broke) but he assured me that everything would be fine and I believed him!

October 5th 

I quit the soccer team today after the second week of the season.  My coach and teammates were pretty pissed at me, especially Jenn.  I feel bad for letting them down but what could I do?  Doing this meant that I could spend more time with Brian!  It meant more to me, to spend time with him than it does stopping a stupid ball from getting into a goal.  I hope they can forgive me after the dust has settled a bit.  Jenn was really pissed when I quit until I told her that I needed to spend more time studying and she forgave me.  I hated lying to her but what choice did I have?

October 20th 

Surviving on No-Doze, black coffee and making love with Brian whenever we can steal away.  Struggling to regain my grade point average.  I’ve been feeling a bit run down.  I think I’m coming down with something.

November 15th 

Sorry it’s been a while since I’ve written in you dear diary but things have been kinda hectic. I think that I might have mono or the flu…I can’t think about the other possibility.  You’ll be happy to know that with a lot of effort and determination I was able to restore my grade point average.  There were days that I thought I’d cave from all of the pressure.  I really don’t know how much more of this melodrama I can take!  I have all of these feelings exploding inside of me and no one that I can talk to about them.  Brian says I have to learn to be more patient. “That next year I’ll be at Vassar and that he’s making plans to move with me to Poughkeepsie.”

November 30th 

Still not feeling any better!  Now with everything that’s been going on I just realized that I missed a period last month…I know it’s late because of the added stress. This has happened before when I was training really hard for lacrosse.  But I’m not stupid!  I know that if it doesn’t come within the next few days I’m in big trouble!  Now on top of everything, my dad wants me to go to the doctors.  What the hell am I going to do?

December 3rd
I made an appointment with Dr. Merryweather after running a few tests she lowered the boom--I’m pregnant!  I called Brian and broke the news…needless to say he totally freaked.  We got into a heated argument and I ended up hanging up the phone…FUCKING ASS HOLE! Then my dad surprises me with a brand new Mini Cooper.  He said to “Think of is as an early birthday present and that I deserve it because of all the hard work I’ve been doing.”  I felt so bad that I could barely look my dad in the face.  He can never find out about this, it would kill him!

December 15th 

I returned to school after a ten-day absence only to find Brian lurking in the bushes like some kind of freak!  It was not a pretty scene.  We had a heart to heart and decided not to see each other again.  I don’t want to talk about this anymore, except to say that I still love him!

December 20th 

This will be the worst day of my life!  I’m terrified about what I have to do this afternoon but I’ll survive and hopefully be stronger for it!  Edna St. Vincent Millay summed up my feelings perfectly with her poem “Love is not all.”

 It’s not meat nor drink nor slumber nor roof against the rains; nor floating spar to men that sink and rise and sink and rise and sink again.  Love cannot fill the thickened lung with breath, nor clean the blood, nor set the fractured bone; yet many a man is making friends with death even as I speak, for lack of love alone.  It well may be that in a difficult hour, pinned down by want past resolutions power, I might be driven to sell your love for peace, or trade the memory of this night for food.  It well may be.  I do not think I would.

Dear God, I feel so stupid for getting involved with Brian!  I know now that it wasn’t the best idea that I’ve had!  Please forgive me for what I’m about to do!

Chapter Six

Reilly McHugh

Sweet Jesus, how could this have happened?  How could I have been so unspeakably blind to what was going on in my daughter’s life?  Where did this person come from?  What kind of mother could bring the likes of this bastard into the world to corrupt my daughter?  What purpose does he serve?  This bastard is the reason my daughter’s dead.  Here you have a man who took advantage of his position and standing in the community to seduce and charm away my daughter’s innocence.  He robbed Meagan of her most precious gift and then got her pregnant and abandoned her.


Rage that eating me from the inside out as I read the morose and dazed details of the last month of Meagan’s life.  I felt as though I had been slapped across the face.  It was a cruel dose of savage reality that sobered me up as if I’d been given a shot of narcan to bring me around.  The power of her words leapt from the pages, tearing into my heart like a rusty dagger.  I clamped my hands down on top of my head, grabbing clumps of hair and trying my damnedest to pull it out at the roots.


Every particle of my being was screaming out in agony for what had happened to my precious Meagan.  I didn’t realize that I was screaming until I tried to speak and nothing but the guttural sounds of a dying animal came out.  I was sure that my howling sobs had been heard in Heaven and the scorched depths of Hell.  A damp fog of confusion billowed up from the bowels of Purgatory, clouding my thought processes. Nothing made any sense.


I felt abandoned by my faith and everything I once believed in.  It was making me call into question my very existence.  I had stepped through the looking glass.  I could not control the grief and fury that were growing inside me like a pair of monsters.  I could resist the temptation no longer; I was afraid that I would collapse under the strain and disappear into a void of madness.  I could feel the salty taste of saliva rapidly filling my mouth with the distinct taste of blood bursting from every taste bud.  I had acquired blood lust for the man who had destroyed my daughter.  I knew that I would not be sated until his blood had been spilled.


That sonofabitch took away my baby girl!  He robbed her of her life, her future, and took her away from all of the people who loved her.  Thanks to him her soul was damned in the eyes of God for having an abortion.  I couldn’t understand any of this, but if my daughter was condemned, then my place was with her. And if I was going to hell, so was-- Brian Thomas! I swore to God and all things sacred that if it was the last thing I did on this earth I was going to find a way to make that man pay for what he’d done.


It had been forty-eight hours since I read Meagan’s diary and I still couldn’t sleep.  I paced around the house like someone flying on methamphetamine.  Her words kept running through my mind like an endless ticker tape.  How pliable the human mind and spirit is. Given the right set of circumstances human beings are capable of sustaining two polar versions of themselves if necessary.  My daughter had done this brilliantly.  I’m not as perceptive as I thought.  I felt beleaguered, beguiled and betrayed by everything that I’d been spoon-fed from birth about God.


I mean, what a fucking concept, huh?  For nearly a half-century I worshipped God without question.  I willingly drank in everything that I was taught; even when my faith was tested by the untimely death of my wife Irene I clung to my faith.  Now the blinders had been ripped away from my eyes, leaving a wound of perfect clarity as to how things operated.


I felt like a fucking idiot for believing all of the shit about a loving and caring God.  How could God allow such horrendous things to occur to his children here on earth without batting an eye to put a stop to all of the suffering?  Maybe He was becoming bored with the whole human drama.  Maybe, sitting up there on His throne of souls had turned him into a sadistic voyeur.  Watching the human race as if it were some twisted sitcom and regarding us as nothing more than disposable actors whose only purpose in life was to amuse Him.  Well if it’s a fucking show he wanted, I was going to give him one he’d not soon forget!


I was so damn tired.  I wanted my mind to go silent long enough for me to get some rest.  The pressure building inside my head made my eyes feel they were bulging right out of their sockets.  So tired.  Sleep, I needed sleep.   

I slept for thirty-six hours.  My mini-coma served as a pivotal guide in showing me the way.  It had done wonders for me.  Within a few months I would have Brian Thomas at my feet begging for the mercy he never showed my daughter. It was the first time since the death of my daughter that I’d been able to get a decent night’s sleep without the aid of booze.  I was filled with a renewed sense of purpose. 

 It’s taken me nearly a year but I’ve made a remarkable transformation and have been sober for the past nine months.  I’ve even rejoined the human race, which is something I thought would never happen.  I began my days with early morning workouts at the gym, followed by my return to the hospital on a part-time basis.  I was forty-eight years old and in the best shape of my life. I’d reshaped and conditioned my body into a lean athletic build of a man much younger.  The social hermit had come out of his cave and was now socializing with his friends and colleagues once again.


I’ve even started dating a nice lady I’d met at the gym.  I had everyone believing that the old Reilly was back.  I needed them to believe that I was the same man they’d known for years, and they did.  My friends were pleased to see that I had recovered from the loss of my daughter, or that’s what they thought. In fact, I hadn’t and never would.  I was no longer the kindly physician and friend they thought I was.  The darkness in me had emerged like a genie that had been trapped in a bottle for a thousand years. I was my old self during the day and reverting to my darker half at night.


It wasn’t easy, living a Jekyll and Hyde existence, but it was what kept my planning running smoothly.  I spent all of my free time tracking Brian Thomas and when I found him I watched his every move.  In a few months I had his routine down pat.  All I had to do now was wait for the right opportunity to present itself. 

When it did the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.  I couldn’t believe the timing; it felt heaven sent. December twentieth, a year to the date. The anniversary of Meagan’s death.


I’d been sitting across the street from where Brian worked in the back seat of my newly purchased GMC Yukon for the past five hours, waiting for the pedestrian traffic to slow down. I left the windows up because I needed the truck to look empty and blend in with countless other holiday shoppers. I had smoked my way through two packs of cigarettes and drank an entire thermos of black coffee. I picked up these habit’s while kicking the booze and drying out.  I ended up trading one addiction for two others.


I cracked the window enough to ventilate.  There are only so many cups of coffee and so many cigarettes a person can drink and smoke before going bonkers.  I used a large coffee cup to pee in. “Christ!  Don’t these people have homes?”  The herd of shoppers dissipated after the passing of another hour and the last of Brian’s colleagues had gone out for the evening.  I got out of the truck and grunted.  I took a good long stretch to get my circulation going again.  The creaking sound my joints made sounded like someone traipsing across a rotten wooden floor, but it felt great to get my blood pumping again.  I smoked another butt to throw off potential onlookers and to appear to be just another shopper.  I got back into the truck, and drove around to the back of the building where Brian worked and parked near the rear entrance.


The next time I got out of the truck, I was wearing black fatigues.  I was clad from head to foot in order to disappear into the dark alley without drawing attention to myself.  I put on a pair of night goggles, approached the back door and picked lock. I placed a strip of electrical tape over the latch to prevent the door from locking.  I then walked back over to my truck, opened the cab door and got my gear out, one small duffle bag and a large blanket.  When the close was clear, I removed my skullcap and goggles and entered the building.


I placed my gear on the floor and rang the bell on the podium three times.  A minute or two later, I heard a voice in the distance saying “I’ll be right there.”  In walked this remarkably handsome young man in his early thirties.  The man extended his hand to shake mine.


“Sorry about the delay, but I was in the back getting the decorations ready.  Are you ready to celebrate the birth of our Lord?”


“Oh sure, I’m doing everything I can to make this the best Christmas ever.”


“Glad to hear it.  This has always been my favorite time of year and not just because it’s Jesus’s birthday.  I love all of the festivities that accompany the holiday…Listen to me prattling on!  What can I do for you today, sir?”


“I’d like to get a heads up on making my New Years resolution by confessing my sins for the year, Father.  You know, ring a brand new year with a clear conscience.”


“All right then, will you please follow me?”


“I’m right behind you, Father.  By the way, I didn’t catch your name.”


“Forgive me for being rude! I just got caught up in the spirit.  I’m Father Brian Thomas. And your name is?”


“James Riddle.  Nice to meet you, Father.”


“And you, Mr. Riddle.”


“Excuse the gloves, Father, but my hands are still frozen from the cold.”


“No problem, I know the wind’s biting out there.  Shall we proceed?”


“Most definitely!”


I entered the confessional on my left to be near my stowed gear.  We each closed our respective doors behind us and we sat down.  It really cheesed me off referring to this man as “Father,” but I played along because I knew that the payoff far outweighed any discomfort I might be feeling.  Brian pulled back the only thing that separated us, a sliding ornate divider.


“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”


“Have you taken the Lord’s name in vain?”


“Yes, Father, almost constantly.”


“Have you transgressed against your fellow man?”


“Not exactly.”  I was beginning to enjoy this little game. “You see, Father, my daughter was murdered around this time last year, and her murderer was never brought to justice.  I’ve been filled with a rage that has almost consumed me.”


“I understand how distraught and angry you are.  There’s nothing worse than the loss of loved one.  I want you to know that the person responsible for your daughter’s murder will be judged before the eyes of God.”


“I’d much rather see justice done here.”


I pretended to cry while I removed the leather glove from my left hand and slid my fingers through the openings on the divider. At the same time I was taking a syringe from the inner lining of my coat with my other hand. 


 “Would you hold my hand?”  He slid his fingers over mine.  “Thank you, Father.  Would you say a prayer for me?”


“Holy Father, Your son James comes to You in his time of need.  His life has been filled with despair since the murder of his child.  Look down upon Your servant and take away his pain.  In the name of our Savior Jesus Christ, please bless this man.  Amen.”


“That was beautiful, Father.”  I placed the cap of the syringe between my teeth and removed it, then jabbed the needle between his index and forefinger.”


“What are you doing?”


“I have one last confession to make.  My name isn’t James Riddle.  It’s Reilly McHugh.  You remember the name don’t you?  It was my daughter’s name.”  I left my cubical and went into the other one where I found Brian slumped against the wall drooling and struggling to breathe.  I straightened him up against the back of the confessional.


“What did you just do to me?” he asked, straining to get the words out.


“It’s succinylcholine chloride.  Is your body going numb yet?  It’s sometimes used to paralyze critical patients so that they can be worked on without resistance.”


“I can’t breathe!”


“Don’t worry!  I’ve got something to counteract that effect.  I don’t want you dying on me…at least not yet!”  I reached into another pocket of mine and removed the antidote and injected it to keep Brian’s airway clear enough to breathe.


“What do you want from me?”


“I just told you…I want justice, but I’ll settle for a pound of your flesh or a total act of contrition.”


“I-I still can’t breathe!”


“Settle down, your breathing will get better in a second!  Scream and I’ll kill you and anyone who comes to your aid.  Are we clear?”  I placed my hand back inside my glove, reared back and punched Brian right in the nose.  He was stunned stupid by the blow.  It was interesting watching his nose swell up.  I was enjoying this more than I thought I would. I went back to my booth and got my black bag of tricks and opened it.  I took out a can of furniture polish and a cleaning rag.  I used it to remove any prints that I may have left behind.  Once that was out of the way I packed up my things, and took a snapshot of Brian.  I left it and a note behind for the police.


“Smile and tell me you want to live!”  I waited with great anticipation for the exposure to develop.  “You should really be proud of yourself, Brian.  You don’t look half bad.  Well, that’s enough chit chat for now; time to get back to work!”  I unfolded the blanket and wrapped him up inside of it like a cocoon. Then I took a deep breath, bent my knees and used the muscles in my legs to lift him up onto my shoulders.  “You’re a heavy bastard!” I grunted.  It’s much more difficult carrying dead weight, and though he wasn’t dead he was unable to move. 

 Once outside I dropped my bag to the ground and used my free hand to retrieve my keys. I unarmed the alarm and unlocked the doors with one push of a button.  Then I dumped Brian into the back of the truck and closed the door.  I heard the sounds of a woman screaming inside of the church as I got into my truck.  I calmly started the ignition and drove out of the alley into the night.  

Chapter Seven

The Artist


“On the road again, I just can’t wait to get on the road again…” Man, do I love that song.  I’d like to pose a question to you readers.  If before you were born, you were given the choice to choose the song that would best describe the person you’d eventually become, what song do you think you would have chosen?  I don’t consider myself a fan of country music but the song that best describes me would have to be Willie Nelson’s “On the Road Again.”  I love the open road and driving through different states, visiting cities and meeting interesting people along the way.  What can I tell ya?  The open road has been in my blood for longer than I can remember, and every now and again she calls out to me.  

I know it’s time for me to hit the road when I start to imagine sticking my wife’s head onto one of the spikes of our front gate.  I feel smothered by my nuclear family and all of the trappings that come with it.  The banality of day-to-day existence starts caving in around me.  I can’t breathe from all of the human pollution.

The only time that I feel remotely like the real me is when I’m on my travels.  I suppose by now you’re probably wondering just who in the hell I am, but believe me, my name is unimportant.  It’s my extracurricular activities that matter.  If it makes you feel better to label me, then you may refer to me as the Artist.  You’re probably also curious as to what I do for a living.  Just remember what curiosity did to the cat.  A few years back, my old man keeled over from a massive coronary, and I inherited fifty-one percent of one of the largest paper mills in upstate New York.  Needless to say, the money generated from the mill affords me the opportunity to pursue my hobbies unrestricted.


One of my hobbies is freelance writing for the travel section of our local paper as well as for various travel magazines.  My travels provide me the chance to explore my other hobby with an uninterrupted zest and passion.  I’m considered to be a master craftsman among my peers--world wide I’d have to estimate our membership to be somewhere around one hundred-eighty, and I prefer it that way.  We’ve already got enough posers, wannabes, and copycats that’ll never truly make the grade because they lack originality.  In my opinion, most of the new kids on the block are nothing more than insignificant pains in the asses with something to prove.  They ultimately tarnish the trade by garnering too much attention to themselves.  Have you figured out what my hobby is yet?  Let’s just say that I’m a connoisseur and virtuoso of the female form.  I make the imperfect perfect!


It just so happens that my hobby is highly illegal, which is unfortunate for my fellow club members unlucky enough to get caught.  I’m very good at what I do and have been for many years.  I don’t plan on being put on display before the masses crying for my blood.  I’m not going to end up on death row with nothing to look forward to but the painful prick of lethal injection to free me from my predicament.  I’ve come much too far to give up on my one true love in life.  I guess you could say that I’m an Id orientated being.  I lack the meddlesome factor of the superego.  Therefore I am neither apprehensive nor inhibited in the pursuit of my pleasure.


I am proud to admit that I have approximately forty-four models of perfection in my own private collection, and tonight I’m on the prowl for number forty-five.  I believe that if you’re going to do something right, you might as well give it your best or else you’re just wasting time. No sense in making stupid mistakes that could cost you your freedom or your life.  Right now, I’m trolling down a red light district in an unnamed city looking for Ms. Right.   To do what I’ve done for many years without getting caught or giving the cops the slightest clue as to my identity requires discipline.  

You also have to have a talent for spotting what you want while listening to your instincts.  It doesn’t hurt if you happen to have an I.Q. higher than that of a slug.  This job calls for tact and the ability to blend into the populace without drawing attention to yourself.  It just so happens that I meld perfectly into the hypocrisy designed by the inhabitants of our society.  You see, I’m the man who helps out friends when they’re in a bind.  I’m the one who greets the deliveryman at the front door with a friendly smile while issuing benign kindness.

When you look at me, all you’ll see is a reflection of yourself.  I’m the All-American male.  I’m one of those people who isn’t exactly a pretty boy, but I’m not the Elephant Man either.  I guess you could say that I’m one of those people who don’t really favor anything.  I have no distinguishing features, tattoos, or scars that would make me stick out in the crowd.  In essence, I appear to be the innocent you so desperately need to believe I am in order to go on with your lives.  Remember when you were a child and your mother told you that there were no such things as monsters?  Well I hate to piss on your parade, but your mother was wrong.  There are real monsters in the world, and I’m not talking about Big Foot either.

The monsters of which I speak can appear to be just as normal as they need to.  You could walk past me in a shopping mall and see nothing out of the ordinary.  All you’d see is a nondescript forty-two-year-old white man with reddish-brown hair and gray eyes.  There isn’t one thing about me that would make you look twice at me.  I’m a human chameleon capable of blending into whatever background I find myself in; I become part of the scenery, a prop.  

I’m a phantom on the prowl, moving among the living that I view as nothing more than cattle.  Now here’s something that’ll really bake your noodle: for all you really know I could be living right next door to you, and you wouldn’t even have a clue.

I could be your husband or father, a member of your immediate family, or I could be your best friend from childhood, without your ever knowing my dark secrets. That’s what makes someone like me so dangerous and it’s what allows me to get away with murder--literally.  It always makes me laugh when I hear people describing someone they thought they knew.  “He was such a nice man, good with people.  I find it hard to believe that he’s capable of what he’s accused of doing.”

You all expect us to look like monsters or fiends just because our actions and deeds are monstrous; but it doesn’t work that way.  Most of us look just like you.  We go to work every day and have families just like you.  My family is my cover, and being a travel writer affords me access to people I wouldn’t come in contact with during my normal life.  The reason most people exist inside of rose-colored bubbles is because it protects them from the bone-chilling reality that awakens them from a sound sleep covered with sweat.  I empathize with them, I really do, Jesus!  Cut me some slack.  

I’m not always total prick, you know.  I do have some good points. You might have to use a microscope to find them, but they’re there. Look…all I’m asking is that you reserve your judgments until you’ve gotten the whole story.  Damn it!  What the hell was I talking about before wandering off into a diatribe?  Oh…I remember.  I was talking about the rose bubble people.  I want to ask you another question.  How many of the bubble people do you think would have a snowball’s chance in hell of surviving outside of their safe environments without going mad?  I’d have to say about two-thirds of them would lose it and race back inside of their bubbles.  I left my bubble a long time ago, so I can understand why so many choose to stay inside.

That was until my mother grew tired of looking at my face.  Tired of me?  I was only nine years old at the time of my eviction.  I can still feel the heel of my mother’s foot pressed hard into my lower back and butt when she expelled me from the safe confines of my rose bubble. That’s how old I was when my mother began dressing me up in little girl’s clothes.  I hated having to wear dresses with dainty frills, lace and ribbons sewed into the delicate fabric, but the bonnets were the absolute worst.  I hated wearing those fucking bonnets!  The dresses and the bonnets were only half of the problem.  I also had to attend her daily tea parties decked out in full drag. Private parties--just the two of us. Us girls.

I’d sit there starring into my cup of tea, wishing that my dad wasn’t always away from home, leaving me in the care of this demented woman.  It disgusted me to watch her knock back cup after cup filled with vodka, but I knew that if I ever breathed a word of this to my father, he would have never believed me and I’d be in serious trouble as soon as he was gone.  I was twelve when everything went horribly wrong and came to a blistering head.  This happened one afternoon when I was supposed to play of short stop for our little league team.  She wouldn’t let me go.  It was an important game that would determine if we’d advance to the finals.  Instead I had to attend another of her drunken tea parties dressed like a little girl.  The doorbell rang halfway through the tea party and instead of ignoring it or telling whoever it was to go away, she invited them in.  I thought I was going to drop dead right on the spot when I saw who was at the door.  It was five guys from my little league team coming to see where the hell I was.

They looked at me and I could see it in their eyes that they didn’t know what to say or think.  There were some nervous titters of laughter as they looked down at their feet to avoid eye contact with me.  My mother parted her thin lips and invited them in to join us.  She was a sadist who reveled in humiliating me, but this time she was going for the gold.  I bought some time by asking her to go and make a fresh pot of tea.  

It gave me just enough time to give them a bullshit story about my mother having written a play and that we were in the middle of dress rehearsal.  They didn’t buy it for a second.  They knew I was full of shit, but hey, they were my buddies.  My mother came out of the kitchen like nothing had happened carrying a serving tray with a fresh pot of tea and five extra cups and saucers.  I’m sure you can imagine I was way beyond furious, but I tried to keep a lid on my rage.  I lost it when she had the nerve to open her twisted mouth and ask, “Where did your little friends go?”  Years of pent-up humiliation and hostility erupted like a volcano.  The words that gushed out of my mouth had an agenda of their own. I gave her a taste of what she’d been giving me for most of my life.

“Mom!  How could you that to me?  Isn’t it enough that you humiliate me in the privacy of our home?  Was it really necessary for you to do it in front of my friends?”  She walked over to the coffee table without acknowledging what I’d just said and set the tray down.  She then turned around and walked towards me with her hands clenched behind her back.  My mother was an imposing figure of a woman, tall and lean.  She wore layers of makeup in an attempt to hide what years of drinking had done to her looks.  This woman who was supposed to be my mother leaned over and stared directly into my eyes and without an ounce of feeling said, “To tell you the truth, no.  It isn’t nearly enough.  I’ve just begun with you, my boy!  I have many surprises in store for you!”

“Is that so, Mom?”

“Mm-mm.”

“Why do you hate me so much?  What have I ever done to you?”

“You were born a boy…”

“What?”

“I developed tumors on my ovaries a year after you were born and had to have them removed!  Of course it killed any chance of me ever having the little girl I’d always wanted.”

Her words crushed me like a bug.  My mother hated me for something that wasn’t even my fault!  I don’t remember how I got the serving tray, but I was sure as hell remembered what I did with it!  I threw the entire tray with hot teapot, cups and saucers right in her face.

“Ouch, you little bastard!  I’m gonna break your damn neck when I get my hands on you!”

My mother then hauled off and slapped the shit out of me, giving me a bloody nose.  I ran up the stairs to get away from her because I knew how much she hated chasing me.  I reached the upstairs landing before she did and waited for her.  I smiled and stared at her without blinking and called her an Evil bitch before shoving her down the flight of stairs.  She hit the marble landing with such force that it shattered her lower vertebrae, leaving her paralyzed from the waist down. 

 I’d never felt such an explosion of power and vindication before in my life, and it’s been a high that I continue chasing as often as I can. I was surprised that my mother never told the truth about what actually happened on that day, but it made good sense.  The truth would have opened the doorway to too many questions, and that was the last thing she wanted.  The lie she told to cover her ass and mine was brilliant.  Everyone knew my mom had been having a love affair with the bottle for quite some time, so her version of what happened seemed perfectly plausible.  She’d told my dad that she’d a little too much to drink during lunch, lost her footing and fell down the stairs.  The rest you already know.

It was the first time I’d ever tried something like that and gotten away with it.  The endorphin rush was indescribable, and from that moment on, I was hooked.  As soon as I got the chance I threw all of those stupid dresses and bonnets with frills and ribbons into the fireplace.  It was such an exhilarating and liberating sensation, knowing that there’d be no more goddamned tea parties, that I danced a little jig as I watched the items of my humiliation burn to cinders.
After her accident, her health steadily declined, but that didn’t do much to alter her demeanor--she was still a boozy old bitch!  Now she had an even tighter grip around my neck.  Putting her in a wheelchair had turned me into her caretaker.  This was another way for her to make my life miserable and gain more control over me.  But that’s enough about my tragic childhood.  I didn’t tell you about my childhood as a means of gaining any sympathy or as a justification for the things that I’ve done and will continue doing.  In life we are presented with choices. I didn’t have to shove my mother down those stairs.  It was something I chose to do.  I don’t blame my mother for the way I turned out either.  If anything, I owe her a debt of gratitude for showing me just how fucked up people really are at an early age.  It’s all about survival of the fittest, and speaking from someone who’s been on both sides of the equation, I much prefer being the predator than being the prey.

Whenever I’m on the prowl, the red light district serves as my main hunting grounds.  Every major city has one.  They’re the modern dumping grounds for human excrement.  The throwaway people who fall through society’s cracks--hookers, addicts, runaways, you name it and you’ll find it there.  Snatching someone from places like this is like stealing a rattle from a baby.  If you grab someone from a residential or work environment you’re likely to encounter their loved ones crying for them to be returned on the evening news.  A lot of novices to the trade take people who are going to be missed, therefore bringing in a slew of unnecessary attention.

Some of my colleagues slip up by taking what appears to be a scraggly crack whore in seemingly abandoned areas.  This is an iffy proposition at best.  Chances are she’s either an undercover decoy for the cops or someone looking to jack you.  A genuine crack whore has a vacant emptiness in her eyes.  Her skin often looks like damp crumpled paper and she’s almost always missing a few teeth.  I watch people much as you would watch animals in the zoo.  I study their habits to learn how to interpret their body language.  This is what makes me the best at what I do.  It’s also the reason I haven’t been caught.

I didn’t acquire these skills overnight.  It took a lot of trial and error to perfect my methods.  My first attempt was a bloody mess; most of it was mine.  I’d grown restless by the third night of my Florida honeymoon, and I needed some action.  I slipped my new bride a few sleeping pills and then went out on the hunt.  I cruised a nearby strip and picked up a hooker who went by the name Sugar.  She was a tiny little thing with aquiline features and an inner spark that drew me to her.  I pulled over and engaged her in conversation.  She asked if I was looking for a date.  I said that I was and she got into my car.  Before getting down to business she asked me if I was a cop for either Miami or the state of Florida.  “Do I look like a cop?  I’m no cop.” Then she said “Show me your cock!  I’ll know you’re not one if you show it to me.”

I was put off by her pushy manner, but I did what she asked to get the ball rolling.  After I exposed myself, she began quoting her prices.  I paid her thirty bucks for a blowjob, then pulled my car into an alley around the corner from where I’d picked her up.  It was dark and seemed further away from people than just around the corner.  I turned off the ignition and then guided her head down towards my cock; but instead of letting her blow me, I grabbed her by the back of her head and smashed it repeatedly into the dashboard.  There was blood splattered all over the place.

I didn’t know where it was coming from because I hadn’t smashed hard enough to cause that much blood loss.  The bitch had a straight razor hidden between her tits and while I was bashing her head into the dash she was busy slashing away at my chest and thighs like I was a haunch of beef.  I was stunned stupid!  The only way for me to get away from her was to punch her in the face and shove her out of the car.  I was bleeding like a stuck pig.  I had to think fast and get to the hospital before I bled to death.  When I got there, I gave them a bullshit story about how it was too hot to sleep and that I went out for a drive and I was attacked and robbed when I stopped to use the bathroom.  I couldn’t believe they bought that crap story. Anyway, even though things didn’t go as planned, I learned a valuable lesson.  Let me tell you something… nothing stops the human comedy…not even Christmas!

“Well now, what do we have here?  Could this vision of loveliness be my number forty-five?”

A pretty little thing with waist-length auburn hair that looked out of place, she put me in mind of the girl that did those Noxzema commercials.  There was freshness about her, a spark of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.  All I knew was that there was something very special about this girl.  I got out of the car and followed her to The Foxes Lair, where I paid the bouncer ten bucks and went inside.  It was a dark scummy little hole in the wall with the strong aroma of cheap liquor and semen.  I sat at a table in the back and ordered a few watered down drinks while I watched the show.

The women that paraded their wares on a 12x10 foot stage with a pole standing in the middle.  They came in all shapes, and sizes.  It was truly a sight to behold.  I felt like a patron at a carnival freak sideshows. These men were paying their hard-earned money to get these women to do the kind of things you can only get with hard cash and plenty of it.  The sad and funny thing about it is that these women wouldn’t fuck any of those guys even if it was pitch dark and both of them were wearing gunnysacks over their heads but they bought into the fantasy anyway.

Fantasies are a strange affliction that all of us have in one form or another.   Sometimes they drive men to acts of desperation. 

 It was sad, watching those balding, pot-bellied old men drooling over what basically amounted to nothing more than an inflatable fuck-me doll with a pulse.  At the other end of the male food chain, you have the younger men who are involved in sexually frustrating and unfulfilling relationships that they either can’t or won’t get out of.  The women on the stage were off in their own little worlds.  For them, it was all about making money.  

They used their erotic movements and gestures to charm their patrons out of their last dollar, much as a snake charmer entices a snake out of its basket by playing a flute.  I mean come on, where are most of these guys ever going to see something like this without paying for it?

My perspective of these women is not to get aroused.  I look at them as another form of tension breaker.  The turn-on for me comes much later when I have them alone. Right now, I’m just scouting prospects to add to my collection.  The disc jockey announces the next young lady as she takes the stage.

“I want all of you to give it up to a very special young lady about to take the stage.  Give it up for Diamond.”

There she was, my little pixie looking completely different from when I’d seen her on the street.  She was wearing an outfit that made her look as if she were from Venus.  She was wearing a bone straight platinum wig that covered her lovely auburn hair.  A two-piece silver sequined dress that sparkled like a million diamonds in the lights.  The more I watched her the more I wanted her.  

She was different from the others.  She didn’t use any tasteless gyrations to lure the crowd to her.  This chick had class.  Her fluid motions and the looks of desire in her eyes set her apart from the rest.

I left the club a few minutes before last call to go get my car that I had parked two blocks away.  I drove back to the club and pulled into the lot designated for the club personnel.  I hunched down in my seat and waited for her to leave the club.  She and another dancer left together.  My window was down a bit, and I was able to hear a portion of their conversation.  The other girl was giving my pixie a ride home because her car was in the shop.  I waited for them to get in the car and leave the parking lot before starting my car.

I followed the two in their 2000 red Honda Accord for a while.  I was close enough not lose them but not close enough for them to notice me.  My pixie lived in the suburbs, miles away from the drek and scum she worked around.  They pulled into an apartment/townhouse development for yuppies aptly named Ashcroft.  I held back while the girl dropped her off and watched her enter her home.  I pulled into a parking space in front of her building where I waited and watched her get comfortable.  I watched her draw her curtains closed before going to bed.  I waited another forty-five minutes to make sure she’d gone down for the night.

I got out of the car and went around to the truck and removed my bag of goodies.  I took a quick glance down at my watch; it was two-fourteen a.m. That meant I was dealing with a maximum of fours--four and a half, tops--to create my masterpiece.  The sun was due to rise around seven.  I planned on being long gone before then.  I climbed the stairs of the four-tiered garden apartment building that led to the home of my pixie.  I felt my heart heaving with adrenaline.  There it was right in front of me--apartment 415.  I was like a kid in a candy store, giddy with anticipation.  I believed in always being prepared; I had burned off my fingerprints some time ago with lye, but I still liked to err on the side of caution. I put on two pairs of latex gloves, one on top of the other.  That way, I could remove the soiled top pair and still have my hands protected. 

 I never would’ve thought in a million years that I’d ever find anything useful on late-night television. On one of my many sleepless nights, I went downstairs to watch the set in the family room so that I wouldn’t disturb my wife.  I was flipping through the channels when I came upon an infomercial advertising a correspondence course in the field of your choice.  I chose the apprentice locksmithing course, and after six months I received my certificate.  It was the best four hundred fifty bucks I’d ever spent.  I can open any lock in less than five minutes without the occupants ever hearing a sound.  

I seemed to have underestimated my pixie; she was smart enough to have invested in a good lock and a sturdy chain that only presented a minor inconvenience.

I merely reached inside my bag and got out a small pair of bolt cutters to snap the chain, then all that remained was to go inside.  I got a hard-on just standing inside her home.  It wasn’t the idea of raping her that got me excited.  I’d never touched any of my models in a sexual manner.  I get off on playing the game, on seeing the look on their faces when I give them a glimmer of hope of getting out alive.  It’s the power of having their lives in my hands and the exhilaration I feel in that knowledge.  That’s what drives me!  I’ve never been much interested in sex.

The sense of omnipotent power was surging through my body as I walked through her silent apartment. I felt like a god, and that my friends, beats any orgasm hands down.  I didn’t realize that my pixie had company.  Well, too bad for her.  There she was, lying face-down on the couch in front of the TV asleep.  She looked tasty lying there on her stomach.  Too good to resist.
I reached behind my back, lifted up the tail of my shirt and removed my marine K-bar knife from its holster.  I looked down at her and thought about how peaceful she looked, and then I thrust the blade of my knife into her back right between her shoulder blades.  She was so relaxed and her skin so supple that it slid into her with an unnatural ease.

The blow killed instantly; she never knew what hit her.  I pulled the knife out and wiped the blood on the back of her shirt.  I was pretty sure it was a heart shot.  My own heart was pumping faster than a speeding truck.  I could feel my pulse racing like a bat out of hell as I went up the stairs.  I stood in the doorway watching her sleep.  A smile spread across my face.  She was fast asleep, wearing nothing but a tiny nightgown.  My mind flooded with images of making her my star.  I would have loved to have been able to stand there all night listening to her purr, but I had a schedule to keep.

I sauntered over to her bed and knelt down on the floor right next to her head.  I leaned in and whispered her stage name twice.  She leapt up like a jackrabbit caught in a trap.  I clamped my hand over her mouth before she could scream.  “Your roommate is downstairs asleep on the couch.  I had to knock her to tie her up.  I’m not here to hurt anyone.  I watched you dance tonight and I had to come and see you.  I want to get to know you better.  But if you scream or try and fight me, I will go downstairs and kill your friend.  Nod your head if you understand what I just said.”  She nodded and I removed my hand.

“Please don’t hurt me!”

“I’m not here to hurt you, I just want to talk to you…I’m curious about something.  What happened in your childhood that screwed you up enough to earn your money doing what you do?”

“W-What?”

“Were you abused, raped, molested?  Did daddy touch you in bad places?”

“No, he never did anything like that!”

“Then why make a living doing that?”

“I-I…”

“Never mind I’m bored with this! What’s your real name?  I don’t want to call you by your stage name.”

“M-my name’s Brenda.”

 I could tell by the way she was holding her own that she was a fighter. That always made for great foreplay.  This form of verbal sparring is what turns me on in ways you can’t imagine.  I reached into my bag and took out a piece of nylon rope. “No need to be afraid, we’re just gonna play a little game.”  She shook harder when she saw the rope.  I took the blanket from her bed and wrapped it around her shoulders.  I then walked over to the high-back winged chair and dragged it nearer to the bed. 

 I made her get off the bed and sit in the chair while I assumed her place on the bed. 

 “Here’s the deal.  We’re gonna to play an abridged version of twenty questions and for every answer that you get correct, I’ll tell you something about myself.  And for every answer that you get wrong…I get to find out things about you!”

I am terrified of losing control of my bodily functions but, I still have enough fight left to hold my own.  I’m not going to give this motherfucker the satisfaction of seeing me lose it.  God, please give me the strength and courage to endure my remaining time without breaking.  I know that I’m as good as dead, but I don’t want to make it easy for this guy.
“First question.  How old were you when you lost your virginity?   How did it make you feel?”

“I didn’t lose it.  It was taken from me when I was twelve by a cousin of mine who was twenty-three at the time.  As for how it made me feel…. I had to sit in a tub of cold water for two hours just to get the swelling down and take away the burning long enough for me to sit without it hurting.  How do you think it made me feel?  I felt like a fucking princess!”

This bitch was going to be a challenge to break. The time had come for me to exert some physical force to show her just who had the upper hand.  I quickly jabbed her in the face striking her nose. 

 Her eyes teared up pretty fast.  A sudden shock can do that to a person.  Blood was streaming out of both nostrils and her nose swelled up like a balloon.  

“Wrong answer!  I don’t want any fucking sob stories.  You’re no different from anyone else.  Everybody’s got a fucking sob story!”  I couldn’t believe my eyes.  She smirked at me…looked me right in the eyes, then spat the blood that was running from her nose into her mouth onto the floor.  She was trying to goad me into making it quick.

“Sounds like you’ve got a few sob stories of your own!  And this is how you work through them?  You’re a cliché!”

“I know you want me to do this quick. It’s not gonna happen.  You’re going to be my masterpiece!”

“What?”

“Listen, I’m going downstairs and get some ice for that nose, I can’t have it mess up my project.”  I gagged and bound her, with duct tape and hog-tied her wrists to her ankles. Then I went downstairs to get the ice. I went in to the kitchen and got some ice from the freezer.  I put the ice in a dishrag that had been lying on the counter and went back upstairs.

“Good girl!  I see you stayed put.”  I took out my knife and used it to cut the tape, then gave her the ice pack.  

“Here, put this on your nose. The swelling should go down in a little while.”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

“Because I’m gonna make you famous!” 

 
I do believe that I left my greatest artistic creation back there in the burbs.  Normally, I don’t like to draw attention to my work or to myself, but this one was too magnificent not to be seen and talked about on a grand scale.   This was going to be my Christmas gift to the world. 

Time to get back to my other life.  My plane was due to land in forty-five minutes, and if I didn’t encounter any delays, I should make it home in time for dinner with my wife and kid.  This was going to be the best Christmas ever.

Chapter Eight

Michael

I was in the middle of a fantastic dream when a phone call from my partner pulled me backwards out of it. I don’t have to tell you how irritated I was by the disturbance.  I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on edge as I reached over to pick up the phone.  I had a bad feeling about this.  The kind of feeling that starts in the pit of your stomach then squirms its way up until you can taste the contents of your stomach backing up into your mouth.

The hollow sounds of Lenie’s voice echoing from the other end of the line told me that my suspicions were on the mark.  She and I have been partners within the Bureau for the past twelve years.  She was the yin to my yang.  We’ve had a good time of pissing off all of the right people and getting away with it because we’re the best at what we do.   There are a few drawbacks to being a smart-ass, such as always being over looked for promotions; but when you really think about it, who needs the added grief of office politics?

She called to tell me that the Artist was back in the game.  We’ve been trying to find this guy for the past five years.  This guy was a player and a damn good one at that.  He’s always been one step ahead of us, never leaving us with more than a toe-tag.  I crawled out from under my blankets and sat on the edge of the bed while I tried to wake up and collect my thoughts.  I looked over at the clock to see what time it was and was shocked to find out that I’d been asleep for twelve straight hours.  I cleared my throat of the phlegm that had accumulated during the night before speaking.

“Yeah.”

“Mike it’s…”

“I know, he’s back!”

“Yeah and it’s a bad one!”

“Where do we have to go?”

“We have to go to Tilghman Island on the Eastern Shore.  Get dressed, I’m on my way over to get you.”

“All right, I’ll be ready when you get here.”  I hung up the phone…five minutes later I was still sitting on the edge of the bed.  Those twelve hours felt more like twelve minutes.  I was bone weary and worn out.  The lack of concentration and focus resonated through my body. Trapped in my head was a fog of black and white images of the last crime scene of the Artists’ handiwork, playing against a backdrop of calliope music.

  I’d had an urgent sense of uneasiness since being assigned to this case… which is not like me.  I usually thrive under circumstances like this but there was something about this guy that got under my skin in ways that no other killer has.  
I’ve been assigned to this unit for many years and throughout that time I have seen just about every form of degradation committed to a human being.  I’ve helped to track and catch a pantheon of monsters.  I’ve interviewed them, befriended them, and placated their egos in an attempt to gain their trust so that I could learn what makes them tick.  In all of that time, I don’t think that I’ve ever encountered a lunatic--until now.  

Damn, where did the time go?  Lenie was gonna be pissed at me if I wasn’t ready when she got there.  I hadn’t smoked since the night before and my lungs were starting to feel neglected. I was jonesing for a smoke.  I have a three-pack a day habit and was in the middle of nicotine fit.  The only cure was to feel the cool minty sensation of tobacco filling my lungs.

I tore into the top drawer of my nightstand searching for a cigarette. I thought I’d struck gold when I came across the glint of three packs of smokes that were just waiting to be smoked.  The first pack I flipped open was empty; I shrugged it off and moved onto the second pack…again, I found nothing.  I stopped my search for a moment to wipe the sleep from my eyes, then stared at the remaining pack as if it were the Holy Grail.  I crossed my fingers hoping to find at least one cigarette, but I didn’t. 

I dragged my ass out of the bedroom wearing only my boxers and walked into the living room on a quest to find a smoke.  I sat down on the sofa, ready to concede my loss when I spied the flicker of a gold band glistening in the light seeping through my mini-blinds, beckoning to me from the ashtray on my coffee table.  It was the most beautiful thing I’d laid my eyes on in some time, a half-smoked cigarette.  I picked up a nearby lighter, lit the end of the crumpled butt and inhaled as if my life depended on it.   As I leaned back against the sofa and ran my fingers through my hair, I enjoyed the rest of my cigarette.  That little scavenger hunt left me about ten minutes to get a shower and be dressed by the time Lenie rang my doorbell.

Lenie and I arrived on the small enclave of Tilghman Island where we met up with local authorities.  The Sheriff’s department had been ordered to secure and preserve the crime scene.  I didn’t want the area contaminated by outside interference.  A portly man in a tan uniform and matching wide-brimmed hat approached us as soon as we got out of the car.  He reminded me of Jackie Gleason in “Smokey and The Bandit” movies as he sidled up to us chomping on a large unlit stogie.   

This poor man looked as though he’d just been fished out of a lake.  He was soaked through to his skin.  The more he moved the more the sweat poured out of him.  This was quite a feat seeing how this was winter.  As he introduced himself you could hear the faintest hint of a southern drawl in his deep voice.  He seemed like a nice enough fella as he extended his huge hand to shake ours.  Lenie and I took turns shaking his hand then we presented him with our credentials.

“I’m Sheriff Dale Holden.”

“I’m Special Agent Hallard.  This is my partner Special Agent Larson.”

“I sure hope you guys haven’t eaten anything within the last few hours, ‘cause it’s a mess up there.  I’ll tell y’all what, I’ve been an officer of the law for twenty years, and I ain’t ever come across anything like this before.  For the most part, this is a quiet little tourist town. We don’t get this kinda trouble around here this close to Christmas; drunken incidents maybe, but nothin’ like this.  It’s a goddamn slaughterhouse in there.  I had to get the hell outta there for some fresh air.  I just couldn’t get the stink of the place out of my nose and ended up heavin’ over there in the bushes.  That’s when I knew we were in way over our heads and I put the call in for you guys.”

“Have you been able to get a positive identification of the victims?”

“The victims are twenty-one-year old Brenda Fleming and twenty-year-old Lela Tyler.  Both women were students at the University of Maryland but that’s only an assumption.”

“Why is that Sheriff?”

“Those are the names on the lease agreement.  They--they don’t have any faces!”

“Right…when were the bodies discovered?”

“The bodies were found three hours ago when the Fleming girl failed to show up for Sunday dinner at her parents’.  The mother placed several calls to the residence and only got the answering machine.  After a while she became concerned and sent the victim’s brother over to make sure everything was all right.  Nothin’s ever gonna be right again for that family.  Jesus, I dunno if I can go back up there with y’all.”

“You’ll be fine, Sheriff.  Take a few minutes to collect yourself and then you can show us what you found.  Then you can come right back out…how’s that sound?”

“Where’s the brother, Sheriff Holden?”

“Ah, Agent Larson is it?”

“That’s right sir, I’m Special Agent Larson.  Can you tell us where the brother is right now?”

“He’s at Eastern Medical ma’am.  He was in pretty rough shape.  When we got here, he was running around screaming like a banshee.  We couldn’t get an intelligible word out of him.  He was a mess; I had one of my deputies run him over to the hospital to have him checked out.  I called the hospital right before you got here.  The doc there said the boy’s suffering from shock.”

“Thanks Sheriff, we’ll interview the family tomorrow.  Ready to show us what you found?”

Sheriff Holden was hesitant, but his input was crucial to the investigation. He had been the first responder on the scene, and we needed to know exactly what he knew.  A procession of deputies led us up the stairs past the police tape and the crowd that had amassed outside of the building.  When we first stepped inside the apartment, we noticed a large blood stain on the couch other then that everything appeared to be normal, but as we reached the upstairs landing the aroma of blood was palpable.  We went into the bedroom and discovered a chamber of horrors.  It looked like something out of Dante’s Inferno.

The smell in that room was like an indescribable vapor that swallowed up everything.  I recoiled as nausea threatened to overcome me.  I covered my mouth and nose with a handkerchief.  

I looked for Lenie to make sure she was all right, but she’d gone down the hall to check out the bathroom.  Lenie wasn’t bullshitting when she said that he’d advanced his technique.  He’d moved on from using plaster of Paris to using a far more gruesome medium.  The flesh of the two females had been completely flayed down to the musculature.  The fleshless faces bore the agonies of the damned.  I looked at the blood splatter spread throughout the room and knew that at least one of the victims had been alive during part of the mutilation.  

The Artist had left a placard behind with a brief description of his grisly magnum opus.  He’d dressed the bodies in Western bondage gear and posed the bodies to replicate one of the “Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” The smaller of the two was straddled across the back of the larger woman.  The rider was wearing a long platinum blond wig that went all the way down her waist.  He’d bent her right arm upward and held it in place with an unraveled wire hanger. Her hand gripped a riding crop.  Her other hand held the reins to a bit that was epoxied between the teeth of the woman representing the horse.

I stared at two young women who’d been reduced to a spectacle of jellied blood and mangled tissue.  I’d seen enough. I needed to step outside and inhale nicotine.  I lit up a smoke to help clear my head.  I had to remain unemotional about this. I needed to see these two women as nothing more than the color-coded pegs on the chart board we used to track the Artist’s movements.  That may sound hard-hearted but this was the only way I could function in situations like this without going mad.

The two of us were already under tremendous pressure to catch this guy, and with these two new murders, the pressure increased ten-fold.  This and the added pressure of having to undergo a mandatory twenty-four month psyche evaluation next month wasn’t making this job any easier.  My bosses knew that I often walked along the razor’s edge when it came to working a case.  Knowing them, I wouldn’t have been surprised if some of them were taking bets whether this was the case that would finally cause me to break down.  I finished my smoke and was about to go back into the room when Lenie called out to me.

“Jesus Christ, Mike, you really need to see this!”

I walked into the bathroom and found Lenie holding a transparent forty-galloon garbage bag that seemed to contain the missing flesh.  It was apparent upon first inspection that the bathroom had been scrubbed clean.  The heavy pine scent of disinfectant could be detected in the small room.  It was a major component of this guy’s M.O. to clean away anything he may have left behind. On the surface it looked unlikely that forensics could uncover any evidence but in this business it’s what you don’t see that has to be explored.  The forensics team removed the drains from the sink and bathtub for residue that may have been washed down them.  The floors, walls and ceiling were sprayed with Luminal to detect blood proteins.  When the overhead lights were turned off the ultra-violet revealed the carnage that took place.  This proved that the mutilations took place in there.

Lenie and I moved onto the bedroom.  The bodies had been removed and taken to the medical examiners.  We were free to go over that room with a fine-tooth comb.  We collected trace evidence, carpet and fiber samples.  The guys from forensics moved into the bedroom to search for blood evidence after we were done.  If there was anything to find they’d find it. The only thing left for us to do was to wait for the lab reports to come back.  In the meantime, Lenie and I went back to the unit to prepare victimology reports.  This included interviewing the family members, friends and any known associates of the dead women.

The compilation of this information about the victims was a critical tool for determining whether one or both of these women fit into a high, medium, or low risk category.  It would take us five to ten days to construct an accurate victim profile of the two women.  This part of the investigation was like piecing together a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle.

  I contacted the distributor of the leather bondage apparel that the two women were wearing to see if they had a receipt of purchase and to see if they paid cash or credit.  Ten o’clock the following morning, Lenie and I found ourselves sitting on a wooden bench outside of the medical examiner’s office, trying our best to stay awake and avoid collecting a rash of splinters in our asses.  We’d been going twenty-two hours straight since we caught this case.  She moved my head away from her shoulder where I’d left behind a puddle of drool.

“Wake up.”

“Uh?  I wasn’t asleep.  You must be dreaming.”

“Right, then what’s this?  Ectoplasm from my dream?”

“I don’t know…maybe you drooled on yourself.”

“Look, I’m tired, cranky and in desperate need of piping hot coffee and lots of it!  I’m gonna go and get about three cups for myself. You want anything while I’m gone?”

“Yeah, get me a large white with two sugars.  Hang on a sec.  Here, get me another pack of smokes.”

“Is that it, or can I get you breakfast in bed while I’m at it?”

“Nah, the coffee and the smokes’ll do.”

Lenie and I always have a quick quip for one another.  It’s the way we deflect the events of the day and how we keep each other sane.  She reminds me to look at the good things in life and not to get bogged down in the bad.  She always says, “There’s no way we’ll ever eradicate the horrible things that people do.  All we can do is catch them.”  I love Lenie, but not in a sexual way.  Lenie and I connect on a level deeper than sex; she’s my soul mate and we’re as thick as thieves.  But that doesn’t stop me from pushing her buttons whenever the mood hits.  All I have to do is recite a verse from Poe’s “The Raven,” and she spits fire.

Her mother had some weird fixation with Edgar Allan Poe.  She named each of her fours daughters after characters he created.  Lenie had come from a strange lot, but oddly enough, none of her family weirdness had rubbed off on her.  

I only had a few minutes to finish my smoke before she got back and started in on me about quitting.  I was right in the middle of coughing up a lung when she walked by carrying four large coffees and my smokes.

“Eww, that’s nasty.  Here look at this.”

“I don’t want to examine your sputum.”

“Come on, don’t be a spoil sport.  It’s rather interesting looking.”

“Mike, I just don’t see why a man of your intelligence can’t just give those damn things up before they kill you.”

“That’s rich coming from someone who downs two pots of coffee a day by herself, and those are just the times I’m with you.  For all I know, you could have a five- pot-a-day habit.  Ingesting all of that caffeine can’t be good for you.”

“You leave me and my coffee alone!  When was the last time you heard of someone keeling over from drinking too much caffeine? I’ll tell you when, never.  That, my friend, is the difference between you and me.  Besides…at the rate you smoke, you’ll be lucky if you live to see forty-five without having a massive coronary or stroking out and ending up a head of lettuce connected to machinery to sustain you.”

“This goddamn job will kill me quicker than smoking will.”

“You may want to reconsider that thought seeing how you’ve just coughed up something that looks like an undigested slug.”

A woman emerged from behind large swinging doors wearing a white lab coat and scrubs.  Her name was Dr. Vanessa Ridgeway; she was the chief medical examiner for the state of Maryland. She had a manila envelope neatly tucked under her arm.  She asked us to follow her to her office, where she was prepared to give us the results of the autopsies.  She yawned and asked us to take a seat.  Her yawning begat a chain reaction of yawning.  It’d been a long night for everyone involved.  She cleared her throat and raised her spectacles up to her eyes and began reading.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here…the first victim, Lela Tyler, was stabbed with a downward thrust between her left and right scapula while lying in a prone position.  According to the angle of the entry wound, her assailant appeared to be a southpaw.  The tip of the blade punctured her right lung and pericardium.  The weapon was a large single-edged knife, mostly likely a buck knife or military type knife.  I scooped out two liters of blood from the chest.  Cracked open her chest and removed and weighed her organs.  Once the organs were removed, I was able to determine cause of death as asphyxiation.  Death was instantaneous.  She drowned internally in her own blood.  From there I moved down to the abdominal cavity.  Her last meal consisted of burger and fries; the rate of digestion suggests that she’d eaten two hours prior to her death.  Pathology is still running tests on the flayed skin but preliminary reports charted the course of excision.  He used a black marker to outline the route of his cutting path.  The lines started at the crown of the head, ran down the face and around to the back of the neck then down the entire length of the body.  There were also black marks down along side both sides of the body, arms and legs.  He followed the outline and removed the skin.”

“Jesus.”

“It only gets worse from here.  He coated the skinless bodies with a polyurethane mixture that acted as a preservative.  The second victim, Brenda Fleming sustained most of the injuries while still alive.  A blunt object shattered her nose and right cheekbone.  Most likely he punched her.  The body shows defensive wounds which indicate that she was alive during the initial flaying stage and died as a result of massive blood loss.”

“Damn.  Were you able to determine whether or not the pared flesh had been cleansed with detergent?”

“As I stated earlier, we’re still waiting for the preliminary reports to come in from pathology, but I can tell you this off of the record.  The skin had been scrubbed almost raw with borax and then coated with sheep’s lanolin to keep it pliable.  I don’t know what was going through this guy’s mind, but the lengths that he went to preserve the skin leads me to believe that he had other plans for it.  But something interrupted him before he had a chance to take his pelt with him.”

“We’ll have to look into that.  Any news on the tox screens?”

“I put a rush on them.  They should be back later today.”

“We’ll need copies of the autopsies and a detailed report of your findings.”

“I already had them prepared for you.”

“Thank you.  Here is my cell phone and pager numbers.  Give me a ring as soon as you get the results of the toxicology reports.”

Lenie and I gathered the information supplied to us by Dr. Ridgeway and were on our way back to the unit to see if any new developments had come to light.  This was the start of another long day. 

 The drive alone normally took little more than an hour even though it’s a straight shot from Baltimore back to Quantico.  Given that the weather looked like it was about to change for the worse, we knew we could be on the road a long time.  

Five minutes into our commute, our pagers went off simultaneously.  I was driving, so Lenie phoned the field office and checked in.  Rhodes had just received a telex reporting that a priest had been abducted from his parish in Bethesda, Maryland.  Since Bethesda wasn’t too far from where we were, he asked us to swing by the Montgomery County Police Department and meet with a Lieutenant Gellar.  

Goddamnit!  When it rained it fucking poured!  I didn’t like the sound of this, and I didn’t appreciate being given this new assignment.  There were plenty of agents closer to Bethesda than we were.  This was just one of Rhode’s ways of getting a little payback.  I knew that one of us was going to be pulled from working this case and I knew that I was going to be the one who got the chop.  Rhodes knew how important it was to both of us; we have lived and breathed this case for the last five years, and with this character turning up the volume, my main concern was not being there to back up Lenie.

It wasn’t that I had any doubts about her abilities as an agent. She was a damn good one.  I was more concerned for her safety because I knew that if she got closer to catching him, then his shelter of comfort would be threatened.  This guy’s behavioral profile indicated that he was a predator without fear.  I knew in my gut that if Lenie managed to gain the upper hand on this guy, he’d take that personally and come after my partner.




Chapter Nine

Reilly McHugh


“What a beautiful, beautiful December morning it is up here with the fresh mountain air filling my lungs and cool water from the river to cleanse the system.  I just love the way the new snowfall powdered the landscape of the forest.  It made the scenic view look like something in a Norman Rockwell painting.  I can think of only one thing that would make this day absolute perfection.  That would be spending the day with my daughter instead of being shut up in this cellar with you.  As you can clearly see, Brian, you’re free to scream and yell to your heart’s content.  The nearest cabin is five thousand acres away.  I’m enjoying this more than you can possibly imagine.  I mean you have to see things from my point of view.  I’m here to exact justice, and I plan to inflict the kind of pain on you that would make the Marquis de Sade envious.  You won’t believe how easy it’ll be for me to use the handy little tidbits of information I learned during medical school and through my years as chief of pediatric trauma to make you suffer!  But before we begin, I feel there’s something I need to tell you.  The human body can only withstand a certain amount of pain before the person being tortured passes out. In your case agony, but not to worry.  I have just the thing that’ll keep you wide awake throughout the whole thing.  I don’t want you to miss one single second.”  


“Why are you doing this?  I know you to be a man of God…men of God do not act this way!”


“Give me a break, Padre.  Religion has inspired acts of violence since the beginning of time!  You’re a priest you should know what I’m talking about first hand.”

“Please don’t do whatever it is you’re planning.  I beg you!”

“Don’t fret, Padre.  We’ve got five whole days to go before midnight mass.  I want to pick your brain for a while.  I’m curious, and if I get the answers to the questions I have for you, then I may decide to spare you.”

“I-I’ll try to answer your questions honestly.  What do you want to know?”

“Hmm, well for starters, why did you take a vow of celibacy and then go after my daughter to satisfy your carnal lusts?”

“To be quite frank with you, I don’t know why I strayed, but what I can tell you is that I loved Meagan.  She was everything I’d ever wanted in a woman.  I loved her so much that I was preparing to leave the priesthood for her once she moved to upstate New York.”

“Is that so?  Then why have you been involved with another girl from St. Catherine’s since the beginning of January?  I suppose you’re going to tell me that you’re in love with that girl as well.”

The passive look on his face brought my blood to boil.  I knew that I wasn’t going to get any straight answers out of this guy without applying a little force.  He was a pretty boy, and I knew that taking my rage out on his face might pry the truth out of him.  So without the slightest hesitation, I balled my left hand into a fist and hauled off and punched him square in the face with everything I had.  The crunching, splintering sound of his nose breaking gave me an instant burst of satisfaction that I hadn’t felt in a long time, and I wanted more of it.

“That looks like it hurts.  You know all of this could have been avoided if only you were more forthcoming with the truth.  Too bad, I’ve gotten a real taste for this and I intend on making life for you as miserable as I can until you decide to come clean.  You can squirm around in that chair all you want.  You’ll never break free of those metal restraints, and you’ll only end up exhausting yourself.  If it were me, I’d try to conserve what little energy I had left because believe me, you’re going to need every ounce of it for what I have in store for you.”

I was admiring my tray of goodies and trying to choose something subtle yet painful when I noticed that his eyes had grown as big as saucers.  

The unknown terror filling his eyes was palpable enough to be breathed in like a floral arrangement.  I had a wide assortment of little devices laid out on the tray arranged to elicit a response of ingrained dread.  His eyes laid bare the fear that his mouth was unable to relay.  I can only imagine that his mind must have been awash with ideas of the terrible things to befall him, and I loved every minute of it.

“Goddamnit!”  he screamed.  “All right, all right I admit, I lied!  You don’t have to do this.  I’ll be straight with you from this point on.  It’s obvious that you had someone following me, and that you know all of my secrets.  I’d be stupid if I continued lying.”

My adrenaline was pumping furiously as I took a sheet of copy paper from the tray and snapped it in front of his face, just to give him a taste of what was to come.

“What are y-you going to do with that?”

“Have you ever gotten a paper cut?  Well, if you have, then you already know how much the little buggers sting.”

“Come on, man, please don’t do this!”

“Don’t beg, Brian.  It’s really rather pointless.”

I was entering uncharted territory--torture wasn’t something I was accustomed to inflicting.  I’d spent the last twenty-odd years tending to the needs of the ailing and injured.  Now I was operating on the other side. 

The last remaining spark of humanity was raging within me, screaming how can you do this?  You’re a doctor! Those feelings soon abated when my thoughts turned to what this man had put my daughter through.  I began by making five tiny rows of paper cuts all over his upper torso.

His screams and shrieks of pain made my ears ring like bells in a church steeple as I made a graph chart out of his flesh.  In my zeal, I accidentally made some of the cuts a little too deep and drew blood sooner than I’d planned.  It took about an hour for me to cover every square inch with microscopic incisions.  Once that was done, I was free to commence with the second phase of torture.  I returned to my tray of gadgets and removed a bottle of rubbing alcohol that I poured into his wounds.

The world is a funny place.  Things that would normally repel or even sicken a person can become a source of perverted pleasure.  I was fascinated watching him writhe in agony and beg for mercy as the alcohol bubbled and attacked his cuts like invisible piranha.  

Still there was work to be done, and I was far from finished playing with my new friend.  I walked over and opened the cellar window to let in the crisp winters air.  I wanted his skin to be alive to intensify the pain and for him to remain fully conscious, but after fifteen minutes I became bored and decided once again to try and pick his brain.  

I closed the window and walked back over to where he was and pulled up a chair.  I grabbed my Polaroid and snapped a few more photos for the police.  He was a pitiful sight, all swollen and red with tears and snot running down his ravaged face.  

“T-tell me what you want!”

“Am I to take it that you’re now ready to spill the proverbial beans?”

“Stop playing games, and just tell me what you want!”

It was interesting to witness Brian’s pain and humiliations give way to anger and obstinacy.  Perhaps I was finally seeing a glimmer of the real Brian and not the man he pretended to be, or maybe it was just his attempt to hold onto his dignity.  “Well Brian, I want to know why…”

“What?  How I fell from grace?”

“I suppose that’s a good place to start.”

“I’m human, and I’ve made my share of mistakes…”

“Spare me, please!”

“Do you think that just because I wear this collar I’m any less human?  Well I’m not!  For years, I’ve lived with the constant doubts…I’ve made my mistakes but I’m a good man!”

“What the hell are you yammering on about?”

“I’m a man, damn it!  And after a while, my desire for the touch of a woman superseded my desire to serve God.”

“Well that was insightful, but I’m afraid that we’ll have to continue this conversation later on. Right now, I have to dash off and get these snapshots of you sent to the Montgomery county police.  I want them to see these before the sun goes down.”

“Wait!  You just can’t leave me here like this!”

“I would’ve thought that you’d had enough of me for now.  But not to worry, I won’t be gone long. And when I get back, we can pick up right where we left off.”

Michael


I thought the day would never end.  I was dead on my feet, tired but too wound up to sleep.  Then there was the issue of being pulled from the double homicide on Tilghman Island to contend with.  I knew that eventually I’d have to take one in the ass for avoiding the code of conduct every chance I got.  That son of a bitch Rhodes sure as hell knew when to pick his moments.  An overly active ego in the hands of someone like Rhodes was a dangerous thing but he could only do so much.  I had someone in a higher position of authority watching over me like a guardian angel within the Bureau.  I didn’t know who this person was; all I knew was that he’d been there whenever I’ve needed him or her.  I really needed my guardian angel now!  I wanted back on the Artist’s case.


Until that happened I was stuck with the missing priest case.  I realized that I was going to need unlimited access to the hierarchy at Saint Catherine’s.  This was not going to be a cakewalk.  The Catholic Church is notorious for remaining mum, especially when it came to quashing a potential scandal.  If I couldn’t pry any useful information from his brethren using charm and wit, then I’d have to get Rhodes to intervene, which meant that I’d owe him one and that just wasn’t going to happen.  

 I got out a bottle of whiskey, poured myself a double and gulped it down.  It went down smooth, leaving behind the slight tingly sensation in my chest. 

 Now I was ready.  I went back into my room, sat down on the bed and laid out everything pertaining to this case like it was a game of patience. I went over the crime scene photos and the interviews with the people who knew him. Everything seemed to fall into place like a row of dominoes.


In fact, everything was a little too perfect.  Nobody was this benevolent.  I didn’t care if he was a priest.  Everyone had skeletons buried deep in a closet somewhere.  All of the people interviewed gave almost identical statements, and nothing stirred my cauldron more than pat answers.  That in itself meant that there was something to hide, and if I was going to get to the bottom of this bullshit I was going to need a larger shovel and hip waders.  Hmm, according to this copy of a sign-in log, Father Thomas often disappeared during various times throughout the months of august and into late December.  For someone not as jaded as myself this could easily be explained away as administering aid and comfort to his parishioners, but how many priest’s do you know who make house calls of faith after midnight?


It appeared to me that Father Thomas had something besides the church occupying his time.  All I had to do was find out what his extra curriculum activities consisted of.  If I could get this done, then I stood a better chance of finding him alive.  Time to look at what we knew about the good father so far.  We knew that he graduated from Catholic University’s School of Religious Studies in 1986.  

Then there was the fact that within the last five years he’d been moved from three different parishes.  Why so often?  Something definitely didn’t square.  This entire thing reeked…given all of the trouble the church has been through lately with all of the sexual abuse allegations.  Was it possible that Father Thomas was diddling his altar boys, or was it something more convoluted?

Lenie


A young housewife was preparing to watch her afternoon soaps in the family room of her home while her infant son slept.  She’d just become comfortably entrenched in the plot line when a news flash interrupted the show.  The woman sat riveted to the tube, listening to the reporter relay the gory details of a double murder that had taken place on Maryland’s Eastern Shore.  Her skin began to crawl, confusion mixed with nausea came over her. She waited anxiously for the news segment to end before staggering to her feet dazed with disbelief.  She rushed into the den in a blind panic on a mission to quiet her suspicions. The woman rifled through her husbands’ belongings, unsure of what she was even looking for, praying to find nothing.


Her husband was an intensely private man and it had never dawned on her to question him until now.  She knew that he kept all of his personal effects secured in the individual compartments of his roll-top desk.  She also knew that if there were anything to find it would be in that desk.  It was a good thing she hadn’t always led a life on the straight and narrow.  She had been a pretty good lock-picker during her rebellious teens.  She’d grown up in a small town in the MidWest, where, to kill the boredom of day-to-day life, she had cruised the parking lot of Wal-Mart looking for cute guys.  Smoking pot, getting drunk and finding new ways of getting into trouble were how she and her friends spent their days.


They often robbed the local stores and the houses of people who irritated them.  Luckily for her, she never got caught, because nobody wanted to believe that their kids were the ones out there raising hell.  It was easier to blame the thefts on outsiders.  It was during her senior year in high school that the young woman became bored with the useless drama and opted to get her life together.  It was shortly after cleaning up her act that she met the man who would change her life.  It was at a convention for paper mill workers.  The catering company she worked for was catering the convention.

She was carrying a tray of spicy Buffalo wings when she literally bumped into him, covering his nice suit with the special sauce.  Embarrassed, she ran into the ladies room bawling her eyes out.  He followed her to make sure she was all right and to let her know that the stain didn’t bother him.  He was more concerned about her feelings than he was about his suit.  This was one of his endearing qualities that made her fall in love with him.  She was instantly taken by his affection and overwhelmed by his boyish charm.  

In no time he had swept her off of her feet and taken her away from the doldrums of 
the MidWest.  He treated her like a queen lavished on her the kind of affection most women only dream of.


How can I be thinking such horrible things about the man I love and with whom I’ve shared the last seven years of my life?  The father of my child…this is pure craziness!  How could the man, whom I’ve never heard utter an unkind word about anyone, be the monster they’re looking for?

It didn’t make any sense to her that her husband could be a murderer, but she had to make sure. She felt in her heart that her husband wasn’t the man the police were looking for, but her mind would not let the issue rest.

So what if he spends a lot of time away from home?  He’s a free-lance travel writer for, Christ’s sake.  How can you write about traveling if you never travel?  You can’t!  Then why can’t I let this thing go?  So what if he doesn’t tell me much about what he does when he’s on the road-- I’ve never asked him.


Her uncertainty and anxiety were growing out of control.  The only way for her to know for sure that her husband wasn’t a killer, was to have a look inside of those compartments.  She was dealing with a limited amount of time and had to make it quick.  Her husband had phoned earlier and told her that he’d be home by five.  That left her with less than thirty minutes to find anything that might implicate him or exonerate him once and for all.  She removed a large bobby pin from her hair and fashioned it into a makeshift skeleton key. With shaking hands she unlocked the desk.  
In the first compartment, she found women’s jewelry that didn’t belong to her.  Some of the jewelry had inscriptions and initials that neither matched hers or his.  Was her husband having an affair?  Or maybe he was a closet kleptomaniac? But what she discovered in the second compartment blew apart her theories.  It was filled with locks of hair that appeared to have been pulled out at the roots--blonde, brunette, and red. She was a blonde but not this type of blonde.  Then she came across a hidden compartment behind the desk and what she found inside proved beyond a doubt that her husband was indeed the man the police were looking for--several mummified and rotting severed ears encased in plaster.  Some of them still had earrings attached to them.


That evening, she did her best not to reveal her feelings to her husband, and he seemed oblivious to them anyway.  The next morning she got up at the crack of dawn, packed up a few things for the baby and then drove around until the libraries opened.  She asked the lady behind the desk to show her everything she had in stock on serial killers and the criminal mind.  Within hours, she’d devoured the information.  She was still reeling and in a state of shock when she left the library. The young woman called her mother who lived in San Mateo County, south of San Francisco, and told her that she missed her and that she was bringing the baby for a visit.


When her husband returned home from whatever it was he was doing, the woman told him that she was gong to take the baby to visit her mother for Christmas and that she’d be back in a few days.  As soon as she was safely ensconced at her mother’s home she contacted me.


It had been two days since Michael was removed from the case and I was put in charge of trying to put the pieces of this puzzle together.  Aside from his usual calling card there was nothing substantial to tie this case to the Artist.  The forensic team failed to uncover any evidence to help us in our investigation. Frustration was abundant and tempers were wearing thin.  I went over the victimology reports again and discovered that both victims had been full-time students at the University of Maryland, paying their way through school by working at a cheesy strip club in D.C.  That fact alone placed them in the high-risk category because of the location of the club.


This guy was a master at the game, and right now he held all of the cards.  None of my team had had a decent night’s sleep since I took over.  All we could do now was sit around and hope for more information to come in or for him to go on the hunt again.  I hated having to sit out this cat-and-mouse chase while waiting for the bodies to add up.  My nerves were frayed, and I was feeling helpless to do anything about them when the phone rang.


I could hardly believe what I was hearing on the other end of the line.  If what this woman was telling me turned out to be true, it could break this thing wide open after five long years!  The only thing missing from all of this was Michael.  This had been our baby since its inception, and by all rights, he should be there to reap the rewards once we put this fucker down.  It was unfortunate to lose Michael’s insights into this investigation to the bullshit of Bureau politics, but there’s always a price to be paid for those of us that choose to ruffle a few feathers.  I wrote down all of the information given to me and then called Rhodes to apprise him of this latest development.  

Time was of the essence. Everything needed to have been done yesterday.  I had less than two hours to assemble my team and set things in motion.  I had Rhodes put in a call to the San Francisco field office to arrange for a couple of agents to provide this woman with around-the-clock protection.  

The woman had told me that she and her husband lived in the Lake George area of upstate New York.  The Albany field office was nearest to that part of New York, so I rang them up and arranged a meeting with the agents in that region.  I needed to orchestrate the best tactical plans for operating around-the-clock surveillance of our subject and his surroundings.


I rushed to pack a few of my personal effects and then boarded the next flight out of Reagan International to San Francisco International.  The case was in my hands now, and I wanted to be the one to interview this woman.  I needed her help in building a case against her husband.

I also needed warrants and all the right court documents before I could proceed.  This one had to be strictly by the book from A to Z.  We couldn’t afford to get this close only to lose this guy to a legal loophole because we failed to dot all the I’s and cross every T.  I’d seen this happen too many cases falling apart when agents jumped the gun, and I did not intend to follow suit.  Now that the Artist’s wife and child were temporarily out of the picture, he was free to move about and might even pick up the pace a bit.  We had to be ready and in position should he choose to scout out a new victim.  This was the first promising lead we’d had in five years.  The paperwork had come through by the time I landed at SFO, and that was a huge load off my back. The next three hours were spent getting to know the young woman.


I found her to be a warm and inviting person who was trying to make the best of a horrible situation for her and her child. I felt sorry for her because in a sense she was just another one of his victims.  The only thing that separated her from the others was that she was still alive; but for the rest of her life she and her son would suffer for his crimes and be haunted by his carnage.  I could only imagine the pain and embarrassment this woman must have felt knowing she had spent last seven years of her life as this madmans’ shield.  And it occurred to me that it could have been anyone of us sitting there in her place.


Agents aren’t supposed to become emotionally involved with the family members of the victims or suspects because it tends to color their objectivity.  Unfortunately that rule is often much easier to set than it is to follow.  This was one of those times when you question how much of your humanity is left intact and then make your decisions from there.  It was difficult for me to look into the eyes of that beautiful little boy and wonder if he would one day become a monster too.  My feelings were overwhelming and I was losing sight of my objectivity.  I felt torn between the job and my personal feelings because had my circumstances been different, I could have ended up just like this woman.


I vowed to myself that I would do whatever it took to bring this fucker to justice.  I caught the next flight out of SFO exhausted and tried to catch a few hours of shut-eye on the six-hour flight to Albany International airport.  I was unable to shut my mind off, so I ended up poring over all of the evidence to make sure that we had a foolproof plan of attack.  I was thinking a lot about my partner.  I wondered how his case of the priest abduction was coming along.  I was hoping that he was close to solving his case so that he could join me in bringing in this bastard, but that was unlikely.  I called Michael from the plane and brought him up to speed.


The New York units were in place and ready by the time my plane touched down.  We had three methods of watching every move our man made, like hawks stalking its prey.  The local agents had acquired a utility truck from a nearby power station and parked it across the street from his house.  There were two mobile units parked up the block from the Artists’ house.  They would be able to follow him wherever he went. Best of all, we got the cooperation of his next door neighbors and were able to use their house as command base.  


We had this guy locked in an invisible cage.  It felt great!  We were close enough to him to smell his farts, and when the time was right, we’d move in and sweep the place for any damning evidence that might be found inside or outside of the alleged hiding place inside of his roll-top desk.  The next item on the agenda was to place audio and video equipment inside the home, but we had to wait for him to leave before this could be done.  You’re probably wondering why we didn’t just storm in there with the warrants and search the place.  The truth is, we didn’t yet have enough evidence or any evidence for that matter.  All we had was the word of one woman.  We’re watching him in order to get more evidence enough--to bring him in.  


Around three in the afternoon, he left the house driving his wife’s car.  Mobile units Alpha and Beta were activated and maintained a roving surveillance of our subject while the other agents planted electronic devices throughout the house and in his car parked in the driveway.  Nothing eventful happened during this particular outing.  He did some shopping and went to Baskin Robbins before returning home.  Constant radio contact was maintained with the mobile units, and we were in and out of there before he pulled into his driveway.  The electronics’ unit moved in and placed a tracking device on his wife’s vehicle.  This way, if we lost visual contact, we would still have a lock on his position.

Michael


I’d been kept waiting in the rectory of Saint Catherine’s for more than an hour and a half, a clear indication that the stonewalling process was in full swing.  The climate and atmosphere of the place gave me the chills as I sat in a high-back leather chair staring at a picture of the Pope on the wall behind the desk of Bishop Turner.  Lieutenant Gellar from Montgomery County’s Bethesda precinct had given me a heads-up about the Bishop.  He was evidently a tough old bastard with a reputation for being tight-lipped.  The clock was ticking away for Father Thomas, and I was not in a mood to be jerked around by this man.


I was also dying for a smoke and worried about Lenie wishing I were there by her side.  I looked up and saw a no-smoking sign and sneered at it.  Then I lit one of my menthols and was enjoying it quite a bit when my cell phone rang.  I was hoping it wasn’t Rhodes checking up on me for the umpteenth time.  Looking down at the caller ID on my phone, I breathed a sigh of relief.  It was Lenie’s cell phone number.


“Hey, what’s up?”


“I wanted to be the first one to tell you.  I’ve just spent the last three hours with a woman I believe to be the Artists’ wife!”


“How in the world did you find her?”


“I didn’t.  She found me.  She was watching TV and saw the news describing the murders on the Eastern Shore, and she put two and two together and called in.”


“Amazing!  Where are you now?”


“I’m on a plane headed to New York.”


“New York?”


“Yeah, more like upstate.  They own a house in the Lake George area.”


“What’s your game plan?”


“I’m waiting for the data from the NCIC to come through to see if this guy’s ever been in the system.  I’m also working with the field agents’ upstate, and we’re going to coordinate a plan for around-the-clock surveillance.  Oh and check this out!  His wife gave me a copy of his travel log, and it appears he was in the vicinity at the time of the Davis and Kincaid murders.”


“Listen to me, Len.  I want you to watch your ass on this!  This guy is a clever and dangerous son of a bitch, and I want you to be careful.”


“I’ll be fine, Mikey, don’t worry about me.”


“Yeah, I know, I just had to say it.”


“How are things on your end?”


“Not great at the moment.  I was hoping to have this wrapped up by now, but I’ve hit a brick wall.  I might have an idea why this guy got snatched but I need to speak with the Bishop to verify my suspicions.  The County police faxed me the latest snapshot of Father Thomas, and from the looks of things, his abductor is still torturing him.  At this pace, it’s likely we won’t find him in time, and I’m getting the feeling that the Bishop and the Church would be just as happy if I didn’t find him alive.”


“Why do you say that?”


“So far, the two priests and pastor that I’ve interviewed weren’t exactly forthcoming with anything that we didn’t already know.  It’s like they’d rather protect the reputation of the Church than save this man’s life.  I’m telling you these people over here have a seriously fucked-up sense of what’s important.  Listen Len, I gotta go.  I hear someone coming.  I’ll hit you back as soon as I can.  In the meantime, watch your back.”


“Don’t worry about me.  You just keep that temper of yours in check.”


The Bishop came into the room just as I was ending my conversation with Lenie.  I could tell by the look on his face that I was the last person he wanted to see.  It probably didn’t make my job any easier to have him walk in and find me smoking, but fuck it!  I wasn’t there to be liked.  He was from the old school of Catholicism that believed whatever happened within the confines of the Church should remain that way.  I watched how enormous his presence was as he walked over and sat down behind his large baroque desk.  He made sure that I was aware that he was the emperor of his domain.  


I had had enough of his silence and arrogant ways.  I was tired of all of the mind games, so I made the first move.  “Good afternoon, Bishop Turner.  I’m Special Agent Michael Hallard, I’m the agent in charge of finding Father Thomas, and I have a few questions to ask you.”


“Yes, I’m well aware of who you are. How can I be of assistance?”


“I’d like some straight answers because all I’ve gotten are riddles and vague insinuations from everyone I’ve questioned about this case.  I don’t need to tell you how important it is that you give me all of the information I’ve asked for pertaining to Father Thomas.”


“I have given you free reign to talk to anyone here and to ask whatever questions you felt would help you locate Father Thomas.  I can’t help it if their answers weren’t what you were looking for.  I can assure you that we are equally concerned with finding Brian before any further harm is visited upon him.”


In my opinion this man was a self-righteous prick who would much rather be golfing or whatever it was that people in his position did on their off hours than be subjected to my questions.  I was rapidly losing my patience, and I let him know it.  “Save the bullshit for someone else, because I’m not in the mood!”


“How dare you speak to me like that!  Do you know who I am?”

“I’m an Agnostic, so I could really give a damn about you!  I think that Father Thomas had a problem keeping his vow of chastity and I think you knew about it and of you are willing to let him die along with this secret.”

“I’ve had just about all of the insolence I’m going to take from you, sir! I suggest you watch your tone and gain some manners.”

I stood up and leaned over the desk and stared right into his two slits for eyes and told him exactly what I wanted from him and that I wasn’t leaving until I got it.  I then shoved the latest photos of the battered priest into his pious face.  He tried to turn away, but I grabbed him by the collar and made him look.  “Look at him!  He’s going to die unless you come clean!  I find it amazing how little you seem to care about one of your own.  I wonder what secrets I could dig up on you, Bishop Turner?”

“Don’t you threaten me.  I don’t think you know whom you’re dealing with young man.  I’ve come up against your type before and I’ve never buckled.  What makes you think I’ll buckle for you?  You’re nothing but a punk with a federal badge.”

“You might be right about that.  But I have something that the others didn’t.”

“And just what would that be?”

“I knew you guys were going to stonewall me from the very beginning, so I took it upon myself and called in a few favors.  You’ll never guess what I found out about you.  It appears that you too suffer from not upholding your vows of chastity.  You too have been moved from parish to parish ever since you became a man of the cloth.  I wonder what the Church officials would do if they knew about the eight-year-old child that you fathered and that you’ve stashed her away in a nice secluded place where you continue seeing her ever chance you get.”

“You can’t prove anything!  It’s just gossip.”

“I’m afraid not!  I have more than gossip.  I have in my possession a really nice video of you together with your little family, and I’m fully prepared to hand it all the media unless you come clean right now.  The choice is yours.  Either tell me everything you know about Father Thomas or I’ll leak this tape.”

The Bishop collapsed and spilled everything he knew about Brian Thomas.  He handed me a file on Father Thomas that was as thick as Bible.  It included all the names of his victims and the number of times--six--that he had been sent away to be “cured.”   No wonder the guy was transferred so often.  

Fifteen names on his list of victims were teenaged girls between the ages of fourteen and seventeen who had been in his charge at Saint Catherine’s.  I had to go down the list and contact the parents of these children and try to gauge which one might have decided to act out revenge against Father Thomas.

Chapter Ten
Reilly McHugh


It was getting late; the drive to the post office in the next town had taken longer than I expected.  I didn’t want my houseguest to think I’d forgotten him, but there were still a few things to procure before returning.  I stopped by the local Mom & Pop shop to pick a few items needed to get through the rest of the week.   A layer of fresh powder had covered my tire tracks while I was gone and it looked almost too perfect to disturb under the sheath of brilliant moonlight.  It was strange how many beautiful things seemed to grow up around you when you were not looking for them; this eerily beautiful moonlit night was one of them.  I’d had a long time to think about what I’d done and what I was still planning on doing when I returned to the cabin.


My conscience was playing a veritable concerto inside my head, and I wanted it to be silenced.  To go through with what I had in mind required great laxity in that department.  I didn’t want to look upon the man who had destroyed my life as a fellow human being.  To do that would not only take any joy out of punishing him but also force me to rethink my stance.  The die had been cast, and there was no going back.  I had to see this through.  I was tired of the disappointments life had to offer and was ready to move on into the afterlife.  The pain and discourse has become a burden too heavy to for me to carry any longer.  I coveted the answers as to why any of this had to happen in the first place.  I had been a good Catholic, an honorable man, a doting father, and one hell of a doctor.  I had lived my life the way I was led to believe through my faith.  I felt betrayed and angry.  There was nothing left for me here on earth, and while I was unsure of what awaited on the other side, it had to be better than this.


I drove the truck into the garage, got my things out and went inside.  It had become fairly chilly since I’d left; I went over to the wood stove and stoked it with a fresh batch of coal.  I wanted to go back down into the cellar to check on Brian, but I decided to wait until after I had made myself a piping hot cup of broth to get my blood circulating again.  After I was done, I would take what was left downstairs with me and give it to the padre.  I was not a total savage--well at least not yet anyway.  Brian was going to need to keep up his strength for the next few days, and I was going to make sure that he did.  I used my elbow to flip on the light switch and descended the stairs.

 I saw that he was shaking from the cold and sobbing quietly as I approached him.  I set the tray down, went over retrieve a blanket and to open the heating vent allowing the warm air in.  It had been several hours since I’d given him anything to eat or drink. 

 This bowl of hot broth and glass of orange juice should help bring him around and give him the nourishment he’d need to continue the inquest.  He was reluctant about accepting food or anything else from me.  I had to drink from the broth and orange juice to show him that I hadn’t drugged or poisoned his food.

I fed him, since he couldn’t feed himself with his arms and wrists banded to the chair.  I could tell by his face that he did not understand my extremes of temperament.  One minute I was making tiny incisions on his body, and the next I was graceful and generous.  He reacted towards me like a twitching battered child waiting for the other shoe to drop.  Waiting for this mask of sanity and humanity to landslide into something ugly in the time it took to sigh.  I placed the blanket around his shoulders, and then sat down and watched him.

He was a pitiful specimen, sitting there in an old wrought iron chair like a lump of clay. His fresh, choirboy looks were gone; and he was now a haggard and beaten man who looked more than twice his age, which I estimated to be his early thirties.  I could tell that his fighting spirit had all but dissipated, and yet he was still clinging to the hope that he would somehow make it through all of this alive.  There is something to be said about the remarkable resilience of the human spirit and its fight for life. 

 If I weren’t the person snuffing out the light of this candle, I would have been impressed by his stamina. It was getting late, and we still had another long day ahead of us.  I checked his wounds and applied some medicated ointment.  I wanted us to begin anew and fresh in the morning.  I thought I had made a clean break when he started in with the questions.

“How long do you plan on doing this?”

“I’ll continue doing this until I no longer feel the need to and when you decide to come clean.  Right now the ball is in your court.”

“Just tell me what you want!  I can’t take much more of this!”

“I want a total and complete act of contrition for the sins you’ve committed against my daughter.”

“An act of contrition?”

“I’ll settle for nothing less.  Give me what I’ve asked for and make me believe it’s from the depths of your soul, and I give you my word as a Catholic that I’ll let you go.  Good night, Brian…see you at first light!”

Michael


It was the second day of investigating the priest’s abduction, and it was driving me around the bend that I didn’t have more to go on.  I’d gone over the names of the people on the list the Bishop had given to me so many times that I knew the names by heart.  A few of the parents I’d contacted didn’t seem too jazzed about discussing such a dark chapter in their lives.  They were polite but standoffish as they gave me enough information to send me on my way without giving me anything tangible.  The others who did give me more insight into what their children had experienced were deeply bitter about the entire sordid and sad situation.


The common theme among all of the parents I’d spoken with was that they settled out of court and received an undisclosed amount of money.  I could understand them wanting to keep the shame of what happened to their family out of the papers and their desire to maintain what was left of their daughter’s reputations.  What I could not abide was the Church’s continually taking the position that silence was golden and that these men could be rehabilitated when it was clear that they couldn’t be.  I’d like for someone to tell me how justice was served by sweeping this ugliness into a neat little pile and burying it under the carpet.


Maybe I was identifying too much with these young girls because of what had happened to my mother and Mari Claire.  I couldn’t really say, but if I had to ask myself what would I have done in the same situation.  I wouldn’t have sold out my kids to hide the shame.  The shame doesn’t reside with the child. It resides in the abuser.


One of the victims was a young lady by the name of Nancy Brill. Her family was on the contact list but they’d refused to speak about it.  Nancy snuck out of the house after her parents showed me the door.  She opened my rear passenger door, climbed inside and hunched down in the back seat while instructing me to drive around the corner and stop.  I followed her instructions although I wasn’t completely comfortable speaking with this young lady outside of her parent’s presence.  She quickly picked up on this and whipped out her driver’s license to prove that she was eighteen and didn’t need parental permission to speak with me.  

I was really impressed with this young woman’s candor and poise.  She stressed having made a conscious decision to get involved with a priest and in no way did she feel victimized by the relationship.  I listened and watched her explain in graphic details her relationship with Father Thomas without batting an eyelash or breaking a sweat.

“It was no big secret.  I mean everyone in school knew about him!”

“What wasn’t a big secret, Miss Brill?”

“We don’t have to stand on formalities, Agent Hallard.  You can call me Nancy.”

“All right, Nancy, what wasn’t a big secret?”

“That Brian was hot for anything in a skirt.”

“If everyone knew about his penchant for lusting after young girls, why didn’t anyone do anything to stop him?”

“Are you kidding me?  All of them had something to hide, so they were just relieved they weren’t the ones being whispered about.  Those priests at Saint Catherine’s belong to the club of See no evil, Hear no evil, and speak no evil.  It wasn’t that Brian was going out and raping or forcing anyone to sleep with him.  If anything, girls were lined up deep--most of them did the chasing.  There were of course times when he made the first move, but only after the girl returned several signals.  If a girl wasn’t interested in him he didn’t push the issue, he’d just move on to the next warm body.”

“Nancy, you impress me as a very articulate and intelligent young person, but I have to ask, why you became involved with a priest in the first place?”

“Have you seen any pictures of him?  I’m guessing that you have--he’s a total babe.  I found out about his rep when I was a freshman and then I thought to myself why let something as meaningless as a collar stand in my way of having a good time?  Look, I’ve studied the Catholic religion for as long as I’ve been able to read.  Until the era of Pope Alexander Borgia, priests were allowed to wed and have children.  It wasn’t until the Church got tired of losing property to the heirs of priests that they added a celibacy clause to the mix.  After that and seeing all of the hypocrisy with my own eyes, I lost all respect for their practices and teachings.  I still believe in God.  I just don’t need the Church.  I can talk to him directly when I feel the need to. So, I had no regrets whatsoever about getting it on with Brian.  I was sixteen at the time and thought it might make a good story to one day tell my grandchildren.”

“I see.  Well it does seem that you’ve given this a lot of thought, and I respect your candor.  I just have one more question.”

“Let her rip!”

“Would you happen to know of any other girls not on my list that may have been involved with Father Thomas?”

“May I take a look-see?”

“Sure, here you go.”

“Let’s see now, um….Yeah, you’re missing a major name from your list.  Meagan McHugh. It was never out in the open, but there was talk. You know, gossip.”

“Do you know where I might be able to find her?”

“Sure, I know where you can find her, but I don’t think you’ll get much of a response.”

“Why is that?”

“Because Meagan died almost a year ago in a car wreck.”

“Do you happen to remember the exact day of her death?”

“She died a few days before Christmas.  Check it out!  She was buried on what would have been her seventeenth birthday.  Talk about having shit for luck!”

“Would you happen to know how to reach her parents?”

“I’d like to help you out, but I really didn’t know Meagan.  I only knew of her.  The person who would be able to give you any information on Meagan is her best friend, Jenn Westfall.  The school should be able to give you her home number and address.”

“Well, Nancy, this has been one for the books.  I want to thank you for taking a chance by speaking with me and telling me what you know.  Here is my card.  Call me if there’s anything else you think might be of use.”

“I may even call you if there’s nothing to talk about it.  One more thing?”

“Yeah?”

“Why all of this sudden interest in Brian?  Is someone finally pressing charges against him or something like that?”

“Mmm, let’s just say that I’m interested in the antics of Father Thomas.  I’ll take you back home now.  Thanks again for your help.”

“It’s all good, Agent Hallard.  Just drop me off at the end of my driveway, and I’ll take it from there.”

Talking to Nancy Brill was just what I needed.  She’d given me the missing puzzle piece.  I could feel in my bones that I was getting closer to finding the man who abducted Father Thomas, and if my hunch was right I could have this case slammed dunked in three days max.  Instead of going back to Saint Catherine’s for another scene with the Bishop, I placed a call and got him to give me the information I needed to locate Miss Jenn Westfall.  He gave it up without a fight even, though I could tell that he was speaking to me through clenched teeth.  But I didn’t care.  I sometimes get off on making difficult people sweat a little. Besides, with this type of job you’ve got to get your laughs in when you can or go crazy.  

I had turned off my cell phone while I was chatting with Nancy because I didn’t want any further interruptions from Rhodes.  It had been a while since I last heard from Lenie and I was starting to get worried.  I needed to check my messages and see if she’d called.  

I’d gotten over seven messages from Rhodes, but I was not in any hurry to return his calls.  He could wait until I had something more concrete. Damn, I miss the exhilaration of the chase and the sense of urgency that nearly knocks the wind out of my lungs.  I’ll tell you that there is absolutely nothing--and I do mean nothing--like getting the old adrenal glands pumping, and right now I was in need of a serious jolt.  Sure I was working this case, and I was trying my best to find this guy before his time was up, but that was just a matter of connecting the dots and seeing where they led.  I can however tell you this from the bits and pieces of information I’d collected, this was probably the kidnapper’s first time.

I’d even lay you odds that up until a certain point in this man’s life he was probably a law abiding citizen…which just goes to prove that all of us have a breaking point.  It was just a matter of reaching it. I know what it feels like to live with the dread of someday reaching my breaking point.  I often wonder how I’ll handle it when the day comes.  I feel its looming presence every day of my life, sometimes to the point of just wanting to give myself over to it and get it out of the way, but then some unseen force always pulls me back from the brink.

Lenie


Damn it Michael, why the hell isn’t your cell phone turned on?  I need to bounce a few things off you and see what you think.  I wish you were here running this surveillance operation with me instead of being stuck with Rhodes breathing down your back every chance he gets.  I learned a long time ago that he was more of a politician than an agent, and I know he has aspirations of one day becoming deputy director.  Any time you’ve got someone blinded by the backroom politics instead of committing his full attention to the people working under him, you stand a good chance of not having your back covered when the shit hits the fan.


I’m not going to sit here and berate the Bureau on the basis of its politics, because, all bullshit aside, we’re the very best at what we do. But it would make our jobs a helluva lot easier if my partner and I weren’t always up to our necks in political games.  I think part of the reason Michael and I get along so well is that we both understand you have to enter into an accord with the devil to get the job done.  Together we’ve dealt and danced with him on so many occasions that we’re on a first-name basis.  You have to know exactly what you’re dealing with right off the bat, because if you don’t, it will come back sooner or later to jab you in the ass.


Jesus Christ, I’d gone over and over the list and game plan for watching the Artist so many times I could see it unfolding before me even with my eyes closed.  I had in no way deluded myself; I knew this was a precarious situation and that I was smack in the middle of it.  I knew what was really at stake here, and I also knew that I’d be cut loose by the powers that be should this thing go sour.  Rhodes wouldn’t think twice about hanging me out to dry if placing the blame solely on me meant saving his own ass. 


The worst part of pulling a surveillance detail was that you had to spend a great deal of time cooped up in the same location--a van, abandoned building, or whatever. In this case it was a utility van along with two other agents.  Thus far, all we’d learned about this guy was that he got up every morning at five to go jogging and take his dog for its morning constitutional.  So far, he hadn’t done anything remotely out of the norm, and all we could do was continue to watch and wait.  I was secretly hoping that he’d take advantage of his newfound freedom to go on the hunt again.  It had been two days and so far nothing had happened.


Maybe he’d had his fill for a while and decided to go back underground.  This was a man who had been known to disappear for months at a time.  My only hope was that we hadn’t caught him during his downtime.  Well, now what did we have here?  It seemed as though I might have spoken prematurely.  It looked as if he was a little restless and in the mood for something different, something perhaps more to his liking.  He’d gotten himself all dolled up for a night out on the town.  

We followed this guy for the greater part of an hour.  He led us to Albany to a truck stop which was hot with the action of trolling “lot lizards,” aka prostitutes.  I tried to imagine what was running through his mind. Which one of these lucky things will be mine tonight?


This was not how I had envisioned us getting this guy.  At least we could bust him for soliciting and get his prints into the system.  It wasn’t much, but at this point anything beat a blank.  It was just a matter of time and opportunity.  This guy was definitely a creature of habit.  I was thinking too hard; my thoughts were getting all tangled up inside my head. 


“Mobile unit alpha turn off and let beta unit continue.  I don’t want him getting used to seeing the same car.  Agent Mosely, check the reception on the bug in his car.”


“It’s crystal.”


“Excellent…turn it up and let’s listen in on what’s going on.”


“Aren’t you a pretty little thing?”


“Glad you like what you see baby!  You come to party or what?”


“Hell yeah, I’m up for a party, can’t you see? What can I get for fifty?”


“A suck and a fuck!”


Hang on a minute! For fuck’s sake, not only was it about to snow, but out of all the women parading up and down the track, this jackass had to engage an undercover cop.  I mean look at her and look at the other hookers, she’s obviously a decoy. I was left with no choice but to let the boys in blue take him in and put him into the system.  I decided to give them enough information to help them process him without tipping them off to who they really had on their hands.  Past experience had shown that the limelight brought on by a potentially high profile case tended to make law officials froth at the mouth, thus making a bad situation even worse.


My next move would require charisma, diplomacy, and the eating of humble pie.  I had to bat my eyelashes and give a warm slightly sensuous smile to the officer in charge while pretending to be a little dense.  It garnered better results to stroke the male ego than to whip out my badge and pull rank.  I must admit that if I had my druthers I’d do away with this form of demeaning pretense, but then aren’t most aspects of life a consortium of contrivances?  

It seemed to be working; I’d caught the sheriff’s eye.  Now that he no longer saw me as a threat, he let me in on their discovery.  During the booking process they learned our boy had no discernable prints on either hand.  Nothing on the tips of his fingers or on his palms.  When asked to explain this anomaly, he calmly told them it was the result of an accident that had occurred at one of his paper mills.  I stood on the other side of a two-way mirror staring into the face of the man who had haunted my dreams for the past five years, and yet somehow it felt anticlimactic.  

This boogey man didn’t look anything like the ghoul we’d come to know and loathe.  In fact he was frighteningly normal.  
I was right there looking at a man who had tortured and murdered countless young women.  There wasn’t one thing about this man that would ever make you look at him twice. All that I saw was the placid plastic exterior that he wore to hide his true nature.  He was a human void, a shape-shifter capable of adapting to any environment. I’d been sitting in total darkness on the other side of the two-way mirror staring into a blank canvas.  His facial expression never wavered the entire time.  The ironic thing about most serial killers is that they hardly ever look like the monsters we imagine them to be.  Take this guy for example.  There wasn’t anything about him that bore the slightest resemblance to a monster.


These men often look just like the average Joe.  Ted Bundy for example; there was never the tiniest inkling that Bundy was a psycho until his crimes came to light. The Artist was no different.  Trust me.  I’ve seen the man’s work up close and personal and I know without a doubt that he’s not dealing from a full deck.  Make no mistake.  This didn’t mean that we were dealing with a moron. Quite the contrary; most of these people are highly intelligent beings who only lack one thing, a conscience.  

The behavior of violent offenders has been a hot button of debate among scholars, doctors, scientists, and even attorneys for quite a while. Theories abound, from the double Y chromosome factor to prefrontal cortex damage and beyond.  The human brain is a labyrinth that we’re only beginning to understand. Being a scientist myself, I wish them all success in their medical endeavors, because it won’t be easily attained.  I’ve come to a point where I no longer care about the “why’s.”  That it will only make you crazy in the long run.  Sadly it was still one of Michael’s major hang-ups.


I’d seen how it had torn him apart, and it was hard to watch.  The only time I’ve ever considered asking the “why” question was when it had direct correlation to the case.  You have to step back to keep from losing yourself.

I was doing my best to maintain a proper distance, but I kept thinking about this man’s wife and child and that made me want him more than ever. I took the opportunity to execute the search warrants for his home and vehicles with the Artist safely tucked behind bars for the next few hours.  I was confident that the search would yield something to connect him to the murders.  The forensic team had hit the mother lode.  They found the jewelry and the severed ears in his desk just as his wife had told us we would.  They also found in his briefcase items belonging to the two women on Tilghman Island.  With everything that happened I was still reluctant about informing the local police as to whom they actually had sitting in their cell.  Telling them at this juncture would only complicate things.  Right now, the only thing on my mind was getting into that room and having a go at the Artist.  I wasn’t kidding myself.  I knew it was highly probable that he wouldn’t utter a word and that was fine by me.  I just wanted to get in there and tell him that we’d found his little treasure trove.  I wanted to see whether or not he flinched.


Would he make any subtle gestures, break into a sweat or merely sit there with no reaction at all?  This was the moment I’d been waiting a long time for.  I was about to come face to face with the man who had haunted my dreams.  My pulse was racing.  I could feel tiny beads of cold sweat forming in the palms of my hands.  I took a deep cleansing breath and then strode into the interrogation room with confidence to spare.  At long last this bastard was mine, and we were now the ones calling the shots.  






Chapter Eleven

The Artist

Jesus, I can’t believe this!  Years of living on the periphery of the law, and I get busted for this--picking up a hooker!  I knew I shouldn’t have done my last work the way I did.  I’ve been meticulously careful since I got into this full time.  Wait, calm down and think.  What could they possibly have to connect me to any of that?  Nothing!  Sit back and relax and watch the show…show no emotion.

I thought I was in for a boring and tedious night in this cracker box of a jail, until a handsome woman walked in wearing a navy blue pantsuit.  She was a sight to savor.  Fine features, nice build and a cornucopia of wild curly hair that was barely contained by the simple hair band she wore. She also possessed the most beautiful copper skin tone I’d ever laid eyes on. Her aura notwithstanding, the suit that caressed every nuance of her body was a dead giveaway that this woman was a Fed.  What a pity too; she would have made a wonderful acquisition.  The things I could do to her, like piercing that supple flesh of hers with a bunch of tiny fishhooks and pinning her to a wall plank equipped with loops to accommodate the hooks.

“Sorry to interrupt your daydream, Mr. Randall, but there are a few questions I’d like to ask you.”

“I can spare more than a few minutes for someone as attractive as you.  I’m curious though…what does a federal agent want with me?  I can’t imagine that something as small as solicitation would warrant the involvement of the FBI.”

“I’m Special Agent Lenie Larson.   I’ve waited a long, long time to meet you.” 

“Lenie?  That’s a man’s name, and from where I’m sitting, there isn’t anything masculine about you.  Could it be short for Lenore?”

“I’m not here to talk about myself Mr. Randall.  I’m here for much more important reasons.”

“Really? What reasons are those?”

“My colleagues and I have been looking for you for a long time. I have personally taken an interest in your work.”

“What work would that be?  I’m just a simple man, the owner of a large paper mill here in the Adirondacks.  So unless you’re interested in buying large quantities of paper for a good price, I don’t see how I can be of any help to you.”

“You and I both know that I’m not here to talk about your paper mill.  I’m more interested in your artistic endeavors.  I have here a few photos of your handiwork.  Take a look.”

“I think not.  I don’t go in for those kinds of things.  Perhaps you have me mistaken for someone else.”

“I can assure you sir, that you are indeed the person we’ve been looking for.  Come to think of it, do you prefer to be referred to by your given name or the name you gave yourself--the Artist?”

“I’d like to use the phone now.”

“Sorry, your call will have to wait until the storm blows over.  There’s no signal and the lines are down.  Apparently we’re in a black hole for mobile phones, but rest assured that as soon as the lines are back up, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Let’s pretend that I am the person you’ve been looking for and let’s say that I buy that bullshit stall…what does that really get you?”

“Hmm, locking up a psycho and keeping him from killing again? Sounds good to me.”

“I don’t know what it is about you, Special Agent Larson but I find you interesting, someone… I’d like to get to know better.”

“You may get to know me but not in the ways that you’re thinking.  The next few months will be focused on seeing to it that you get the spike for what you’ve done.”

“Now who’s having misconceptions?  You appear to have a brilliant imagination and I admire your tenacity, but sadly, my dear, I am not the man you seek.”

“We can sit here and play this little game of yours for as long as you like.  It still doesn’t alter the fact that you’ve committed several heinous murders--five that we know of, and I expect there are some that we aren’t aware of.  I have enough evidence against you, Richard Randall, to convict you in this life and the next three that follow.  So, by all means enjoy the fantasy while you can.”

“I do believe that I may have given you more credit than you deserve, Special Agent Larson.  Money makes the world go boom and I have plenty of it.  If I’m as guilty as you think what makes you think I couldn’t buy my way out of it?  Look at O.J.!  Who knows how this will all play out?”

“Money doesn’t buy everything and you’re not O.J. He walked, you won’t. The only way you’ll escape justice is by dying.”

My adrenal glands had gone into overdrive.  I could feel blood rushing through my veins like rocket fuel.  My heart was soaring so fast that it drowned out the sound of her voice.  I fixated on her bee-stung lips and watched her mouth form each word.  My skin was electrified and alive.  I felt a thousand feet tall and nothing she said or did was going to change that.  I’d eluded them for many years.  

I was better at this game than they were, even though things weren’t exactly ideal for me at that moment.  I’d get out of this.  I watched her like a hawk as she removed a file as thick as the phone book from her attaché case and set it down on the table between us.  I wasn’t going to tell her a damn thing.  In order to confess one must feel guilt, and I did not.  I was going to sit there in total silence while she went over my dossier.  I studied her as she had studied me.  This was the ultimate mind game that required nerves of steel, and I was rather keen to play against such a worthy opponent.

“It may be coming down out there but don’t let that fool you.  It’s not going to last forever, so don’t go looking for any reprieves, Mr. Randall.”

“I think I’ve said all there is.  I’m tired and wish to be returned to my cell.”

“Come on, we were just getting acquainted.”

“Save some for another time.  I have nothing more to say, Special Agent Larson.”

Lenie


This son of a bitch was good. He was very adept and right then I was getting nowhere.  I was curious to see just how composed he’d be once the tables turned by putting him in a humiliating position, a form of psychological degradation.  I wanted to see how resilient he was.


“Before you leave I have something I’d like to say to you.  I’ve waited many years to come face to face with the man responsible for causing so much pain and anguish to the surviving relatives of your victims.  I look at you and I must admit that I feel somewhat cheated.  You’re not remotely close to what I expected.  You’re a squirrelly, creepy kinda guy. Maybe that’s why you do what you do.  Women that breathe don’t cut it for you do they?”  I could see the rage building behind his lifeless eyes.  I was getting closer to cracking his perfect veneer.  “Should I continue?”


“By all means.”


“Meeting you…how should I say this…has been a real letdown for me.  It’s like when you’re constipated and your stomach hurts from being bloated.  You spend a considerable amount of time sitting on the toilet to the point where your cheeks start to sweat and your legs and feet go numb.  Grunting and moaning, you give it everything you’ve got trying to pass what feels like the size of a grapefruit through your ass only to find out that all of your hard work was for naught and the only thing that you’ve got the show for it is a tiny pebble left at the bottom of the bowl.  You understand what I’m saying don’t you?”


I was just about to crack this bastard’s façade when the sheriff burst into the room, bringing my mind game to a grinding halt.  He’d been watching the entire thing through the two-way mirror and wasn’t very happy that I hadn’t informed him of his prisoner’s true identity.  I picked up the file and left the room to speak with the sheriff.


“Listen here, missy--”

“First, my name’s not Missy and second I apologize.”


“I don’t like being played for a sap.  I should’ve known that all you Feds are alike.”


“Just hang on, Sheriff. I was prepared to tell you who you had in custody after I interviewed him.”


“You call what you were doing in there an interview?  I call it a mess. One big mess.  I may only be the Sheriff of a small town but even I know that anything you might have gotten out of him wouldn’t hold up in court.  The man asked for an attorney and you didn’t give him one.”

“You’re mistaken; he only asked to use the phone.  For all I know he could have wanted to order a pizza but he never invoked his right to an attorney.  Sheriff, there are things about this man that I cannot discuss, however I should have handled it better and for that reason I apologize.  I’m going to need your help and I hope we can put this mishap behind us and work together.”


“Apology accepted.”


“This is a well respected businessman in this community and right now we don’t want the media or anyone else knowing that we have him in custody.  Let me make a few calls to arrange transportation for getting Mr. Randall back to Maryland.  If I’m lucky, I can book us on the next flight out.”


“I understand your position, Agent Larson, but it doesn’t look like tonight’s going to be too lucky for you.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Have a gander outside.  We’re in the early stages of a snowstorm.  I checked the airport and they’re grounding all flights until this thing blows over.”


“Well, that’s just great!  I knew it was snowing but I didn’t think it was that bad.  Talk about irony!  Do we still have the use of the telephones, Sheriff?”


“Yeah for a little while at least.  Sometimes they don’t go down at all, but just to be on the safe side, we have long-range walkie-talkies that we’re charging right now.  In the next hour or so, the roadways will become nearly impassable.”


“The good news just keeps rolling.  If the roads become impassable how will we get out of here if we need to?”


“Settle down…there’s a nice little motel just up the road a bit.  It’s owned and run by my sister-in-law, Wilma.  She won’t have any trouble setting you and your agents up for a night or two.  She’ll be happy to have the company.  It’s been three years since my brother dropped dead of a stroke and she’s been kinda lonely.  It’s still too early for the influx; some people like to spend the Christmas holidays up here while others prefer to come afterwards.”


“That sounds great, Sheriff.”


“I’ll only take me a few shakes of a lamb’s tail to get Wilma on the line and tell her to expect company.”


“That’s very kind of you, Sheriff.  When you’re done with that, I’d like to go over plans to keep this guy under constant watch.”


“Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”


I turned around to use my cell while I could still get a signal and that’s when I noticed that the door to the interrogation room wasn’t closed.  This was not good.  He could have heard everything we’d said.  That would be a problem.  I closed the door and then called Rhodes and told him the news.  He wasn’t exactly jumping for joy about the transportation situation, but there wasn’t anything he could do to change things.

  Sheriff Tolson returned with news of our accommodations. I told him about the door being open and that it was possible the suspect had overheard our conversation.  I said I thought it might be best if we found other accommodations.


“That’s not going to be possible, Agent Larson.  Wilma’s is nearest to the jail should we need your assistance.  The next closest motel is completely booked.”


“Thanks for looking out for us, Sheriff.”


“T’wasn’t nothing to it.  Underneath we’re all brothers of the blue.”


“I would like to leave two agents behind to help your men keep watch over Randall and I’ll take the other two agents with me to Wilma’s.  We’ll change agents in four-hour intervals.  How does that work for you?”


“That works out fine for me and my boys.  We’ll be all over that boy like flies on a turd.  You just leave his incarceration to us.  ‘Sides, my house is right next door if anything goes wrong.  It won’t take me a minute to get here.  You look hungry and tired; Wilma’s already got the oven going for you guys.”


“Yeah, we are pretty beat, and speaking only for myself, the only thing I want is a hot bath and a good night’s sleep.”


“Well, Wilma’ll take good care of you. She’s good people.”


“She certainly sounds like it.  How are we going to get to Wilma’s if the roads are impassable?”


“Impassable to a car or four-wheel drive trucks but not for our Snow Kats and certainly not for our five snowmobiles.  I haven’t come across anything yet that they can’t make their way through. ‘Sides, Wilma’s is only a half-mile up the road.”


“Great.  I have to go back in there and read Randall the list of charges leveled against him.”


“You’ve got twenty minutes before we have to be on our way.”


“Thanks again, Sheriff.  You wanna sit in on this?”


“Sure, I’ve never been in the presence of a serial killer, that I know of.  This should be interesting.”


“Before we go in, Sheriff, there’s something I must ask you.”


“Sure, what is it?”


“Some of the things you’re liable to see and hear might be upsetting.  Under no circumstances are you to interact and say anything to him.  I would also appreciate it if you would hold off notifying the press until we’re on the plane.  Not that I believe you or any of your men would do such a thing.  It’s nothing personal; I just wanted to get that out on the table.”


“I know what you mean.  You can count on me and my men.”


“I always knew that I could.”

I felt the temperature drop a few points when the sheriff and I re-entered the interrogation room.  The sudden chill in the air made the tension so thick you could slice it like a knife. There was a startling look of defiance behind those remorseless eyes of his as I went through my routine.  Randall just smirked as I read him his rights.  He seemed to be enjoying all the attention.  I could see that the sheriff had gone all red in the face; he looked like a tick about to pop.  I had to hurry things along to prevent that from happening.  I then informed Mr. Randall that he would be the temporary resident of Hamsteed jail for the night.  He winked at me as I was leaving the room.  That wink was enough to make me feel less than comfortable, but it was the words that followed that made me feel a real sense of unease.


“Sweet dreams Special Agent Larson, I’ll see you soon!”


I knew this to be a man of great financial reserves.  There wasn’t the slightest doubt in my mind that he would hire the best legal representation that money could buy.  I didn’t want to give him the chance to fight extradition back to Maryland. That’s why I wanted him on that plane that night.  My bath and bed would have to wait long enough for me to obtain the paperwork needed to ensure that the circuit court judge would deny any attempts to block the extradition and hand him over to us.  


By the time we reached Wilma’s I was fighting to keep my eyes open.  It was a large house that had been converted into single units. My room was on the first floor and the two other agents were in rooms on the floor above me.  It was a beautifully spacious room with an old Victorian flair.  I slipped off my shoes and allowed my feet to frolic in the lush carpeting.  I set up my laptop and portable fax machine on the desk across from my bed.  I then ran my bath and prepared my paperwork while I waited for the tub to fill.  I wrote my report and faxed it to Rhodes.  At long last I was finally able to lose myself in the steamy comfort of my bath.





Chapter Twelve
The Artist


This was fucking unbelievable!  How could I have been so careless?  I need to think…think. I’ve been sitting in this tin can of a cell for the last six hours racking my brain, trying to find a plan of escape.  I can’t even call my wife to come and bail me out because I’m not allowed any phone calls.  I’ve gone over everything, and I know that I never left them anything that they could pin on me.  So how did they find me and what do they have?  The only thing that makes any sense is it had to be someone I know, but who?  Nobody knows my secret life.  I removed my wife from the list of suspects; she’s not too bright, which is why I married her in the first place.


She never questioned anything I did.  She has always been there for me even when the sight of her conjured up violent fantasies and I’d have to go on the road to take care of things.  Besides, I’ve never given her any reason to fear me and that’s what makes her the perfect blind.  I’ll have to figure out who my Judas was after I get out of here.  

The bright side of being held in a cell this ancient is there’s always a way of breaking out of them.  This latest changing of the guard has given me the glint of a brilliant plan.  The new guard reminds me of Deputy Dawg, a little on the small side and not too swift.  He looks like the hotheaded type that suffers from the Napoleon complex; it shouldn’t be too difficult to stoke his ire.  The challenge is to attract his attention by making him angry enough to take a swing at me without arousing the other watchdogs.  I’ve been up against tougher situations than this.


“Psst, hey Officer, what time is it?”


“Why, Randall?  It ain’t like you’re goin’ nowhere.”


“If you say so…look I just like knowing the time.”


“It’s nighttime, is that good enough for you?”


“Man, is it coming down out there.  Large white flakes, I wish I could be out there right now playing in it.”


“Shut up, Randall, I’m not in the mood to listen to any of your bullshit so just shut your yap!  Go on, turn around and face the wall. I’m sick of lookin’ at your face.”


“No harm meant, just killing a little time.  I see that you’re playing solitaire.  You up for a game of poker?”


“I told you to shut your hole!”


“What could possibly be more insipid and boring than playing with yourself and not getting anything out of it?”


“What part of shut up do you not understand, Randall?”


“None of it!”


“You’re an asshole, you know that?”


“That might be true, but at least I’m not the feds’ butt-boy.  You’re nothing more than a wart on their asses; that’s why they’ve got you pulling guard duty while they’re off sleeping.  It has to grate your nerves knowing that that little split-tail is running this show and not you and your boys.  Truth be told, you’re nothing more than a glorified rent-a-cop.  You have in your hands a man accused of committing a series of vicious crimes, and you still have to take orders from them.  How does it make you feel being the monkey to that redheaded bitch’s organ grinder?  It can’t make you feel much like a man at all.”


My derisive words were chipping away at his fragile male ego.  The red flushing over his face was a clear indication of that.  I just had to keep it up long enough to really piss him off and make him take a swing at me.  “Hey man, I know just how you feel.  I don’t trust anything that bleeds for five to seven days without dying, and here you are taking orders from one.”


“I told you to shut your fuckin’ hole!  I don’t wanna hear another word outta your filthy mouth!”

“The last time I checked this was still a free country, so I think that I’ll talk until I can’t utter another syllable and there isn’t a fuckin’ thing you can do about it, Deputy Dawg!”  That was it.  He lunged at me through the bars, trying to grab me by the throat.  I grabbed him by his waist belt and spun him around so that his back was pressed against the bars.  I then reached around his throat; using my forearm I put him in a chokehold and rendered him unconscious before he had a chance to call out for help.  I grabbed the keys from his belt and used them to free myself.  He was about an inch shorter than I was, but other than that, things were looking up for me.  I pulled him into the cell and swapped my clothes for his uniform.  His pant legs were too short so I tucked them inside the boots I was wearing.  I put him on the bed and covered him up to his hair with blankets, then made my way out of the tiny cage.


If anyone had ever told me that someday I’d be wearing a police uniform, I would’ve laughed right in his face. Come to think of it, some money would come in handy as well.  I went through the pockets of the deputy’s pants.  Jesus, they must pay these guys next to nothing.  He only had a lousy forty bucks and some loose change.  I made quick use of his keys and then went on a silent hunt through the jailhouse for the necessary items I was going to need to brave the frigid elements.  Let’s see now, I needed a parka, a hat, some gloves, and a flashlight. Most importantly, I needed to get my knife back.

There are no words in any of the languages of the world that could describe what I was feeling.  Take the best orgasm you’ve ever had and multiply it by a million, and you’d still be no nearer to feeling what I was feeling right then.  This was an adrenaline rush, a ride on a wild and reckless roller coaster that had no bars to restrain me.  It was a ride that could bring me face to face with death around the next curve.  I had the keys to every room in this place, and I was still coming up empty. I lucked out and got my knife out of the evidence room.


Please God let me find one room with a window close to the ground.  There’s gotta be a room like that around here somewhere.  Everywhere I turned, I found myself within inches of getting caught.  I desperately needed to find my way out of there fast.  There was no telling when the next one of those watchdogs might decide to come and pay me a visit.  When you think about it, cops aren’t that bright.  They let their egos cloud their judgment.  This is why people like me get away with what we do. They’d gotten lucky this time, but when I got out of here, I’d move and go underground for a little while before creating another masterpiece.


I needed to focus all my concentration on finding a way out of that building.  I took a good look around at my surroundings to make sure there would be no one standing in the way of my freedom.  The sense of panic that I felt was foreign to me and I didn’t like how powerless it made me feel.  I had to get out before it got worse.  I tiptoed down the corridor, carefully scanning the rooms.  I removed the gloves from my hands and reached for the doorknob.  I couldn’t take the chance of my hand slipping when I opened the door, drawing attention to my caper.


The door opened onto a set of steps leading downstairs to some sort of storage room.  It was difficult to see where I was going.  I followed a light coming from a small corner of the room.  The light, as it turned out, was coming in through a tilted window.  I turned the handle and pushed the bottom of the window to get it open.  There was a hell of a breeze bleeding in through the poorly sealed window.  I put the gloves back on and used my hands to hoist the rest of my body up and through the window.  

Ah, there’s nothing like a breath of fresh air during a snowstorm.  I found the icy air invigorating, and it helped keep my mind sharp. I had overheard the sheriff telling Special Agent Larson about his sister-in-laws boarding house. Being a man of my word, I would now pay my favorite agent a surprise visit.


I bought some time by disabling their vehicles.  I removed the distributor caps from the Snow Kats and put them in my pockets.  I then moved on to disabling the snowmobiles, and from there I moved on to removing the alternators from the two jeeps.  In the end, I had disabled all of their vehicles both personal and professional.  The wind was howling like a madman, blowing snow at me, making it difficult to see more than a few feet. My body was determined to concede to Mother Nature’s will.  My mind was not; it was like a steel trap with a single agenda--reaching Special Agent Larson. 

I saw light flickering like a beacon, guiding me through the storm.  The light was set atop a shingle welcoming me to Wilma’s.  I wanted to smile, but was afraid my face would freeze and crack.  It was through sheer determination that I made it.  There was a little bell attached to the top of the front door.  I removed the bell from its perch and buried it in the snow, then went inside.  

I heard the loud sound of the television playing in the room behind the front desk.  I then heard what sounded like a 747 taking off from the runway.  I leaned over the counter and saw an elderly woman fast asleep sitting in a lounge chair. It was such an impressive snore that I wondered what kind of person was capable of making such a ruckus without waking up.  

I helped myself to the guest registry to find out which room Special Agent Larson slumbered in.  According to the roster, she was in room 112, just a few feet from where I was standing.  There was a rack of keys on the wall behind the desk, each with a room number taped around it.   I removed the key from its hook and made my way to her room.  

I was really going to enjoy this.  I felt like a child on Christmas morn. T’was the season to be jolly, with the big day a mere day and a half away, and now I was going to give myself an early present.

I slid the key quietly into the lock using a steady hand.  I turned the lock and opened the door.  From the doorway I could see her curled up in a ball hugging a pillow as she slept. What is it about women?  All of them seem to sleep in almost identical positions.  Maybe it’s a female thing I’ll never fully comprehend. I closed the door and locked it.

 I stood inside the room for what felt like hours as I pondered what I wanted to do with her.  I hadn’t felt this pumped up about anything since the time I shoved my mother down the staircase, paralyzing her.  It was like a drug.  The first time you try it you feel a sense of empowerment.  It’s an indescribable high that I’ve spent my life chasing.

I walked over to her bedside and knelt down on the floor. It was beautiful watching and listening to her sleep.  I wanted to savor this moment for as long as possible.  My palms were sweaty, and I could feel the intensity of my pulsing heart.  The time had come for me to act.

I climbed up on her bed and straddled her body.  I could not believe how easy that was.  She hadn’t budged an inch.  This meant that either I was better at this than I thought or this chick was a really deep sleeper. 
 This was the best foreplay I’d ever been a part of.  Everything was going great, as I casually reached over and picked up the pillow next to her.  She flinched, and for a second I thought the jig was up, but she’d only moved to scratch her nose.  This chick was out like someone in a heroin nod.  She had no clue that I was sitting straddled her body as though she were my personal throne.

I leaned over so close to her face that I could feel the heat rising from her skin.  So close that I could smell the slight hint of lager on her breath, and yet she remained asleep.  I leaned in and whispered a phrase that I was sure would be familiar to her and her alone.

“Deep into the darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing.  Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortals ever dared to dream before; but the silence was unbroken, and the stillness gave no token, and the only word there spoken was the whispered word, Lenore!  This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word, Lenore!  Merely this and nothing more.”  

You should have seen the way her eyes lit up with fear’s fire.  I only had a split second to take it all in before dowsing that brilliant fire with a pillow.  

Lenie


I couldn’t believe what was happening.  For a second, I thought I was caught in one of those dreams that felt a little too real, but I wasn’t dreaming.  This was really happening.  I heard a familiar voice murmuring “The Raven,” and the next thing I knew I had a pillow over my face.  I was terrified, but I couldn’t let my fear blind me if I was going to get out of this alive.  I reached back deep in my memory bank and recalled everything I had learned in self-defense.  I tucked my fingers into the folds of my hand and used the heels of my palms to smash in both his ears.  This stunned my attacker and sent him reeling backwards.


I removed the pillow from my face and flung it at the figure staggering towards me.  This bought me enough time to reach for the top drawer of my nightstand where I had put my side arm, a glock .28.  The drawer was stuck, and I didn’t have enough time to unjam it before he lunged at me with a force that sent us both flying over the bed and onto the floor on the other side.  I was hemmed in between the wall and the bed, with this masked man sitting on top of me. My right arm was pinned under me.  I couldn’t see his face but I knew it was the Artist.

I managed to slide my left arm out from under the bed and cracked him in the jaw.  It was just enough to knock him off balance.  I managed to get the upper half of his body off of my legs, squirmed out from under him and scrambled to my feet.  I was shaken and a bit out of focus, but I maintained the presence of mind to head for my nightstand, and that’s when I felt it the sting of a serrated blade slashing into my back.


I spun around and used my right arm to block the slashing.  I took a pretty good hit by the blade and blood was gushing from my wounds.  I used a front forward kick and caught him in the ribs.  He doubled over in pain and the shimmering blade went flying across the room, not far from the spot I’d just clawed my way out of.  He must have hit me much harder than I thought because my legs went all wobbly on me and I couldn’t get them to move.  The man in black grabbed me by my ankles, pulling my legs out from under me.


I hit the floor hard. My vision was fuzzy and disjointed, but I wasn’t ready to give up.  I used my arms to pull myself along the floor to get away of him.  The areas around my ankles burned, and I felt that same warm flow leaking from my other wounds. The man was stabbing me to death.  I dragged myself over to the desk where my laptop and fax machine were.  I looked him straight in the face, pretending to surrender.  I continued the locked gaze until I was able to reach up and pull the desk chair toppling down on top of him, forcing his weight down on top of me.


I felt around for the thick cord attached to the fax machine.  As soon as I’d located it, I yanked the cord causing the fax machine to hit him on the back of his head.  The blow appeared to knock him out, but I was still trapped under about 180 pounds of dead weight.  It took everything I had to get this guy off of me.  I struggled to my feet but he was rising too. I thought why isn’t this fucker staying down?  “What do you want?”


“I always keep my word, Special Agent Larson.”


“You stay away from me!”


“I’d like to pick up where we left off.  We never did finish our conversation at the jail.”


I didn’t know what was worse--that I was bleeding out or that he loved the sound of his own voice.  I concentrated on the sound variations to keep track of him because I was feeling dizzy and lightheaded.


“I think that you’re a stand up kinda girl. I even admire you’re tenacious belief in the differences between good and evil.  You actually think that you’re fighting the good fight and what a noble cause it is.  People like you believe there’s an epic polarity between the two.  When the truth is they’re identical concepts that are seen from different perspectives, and that, Special Agent Larson, is the cold harsh world in which we live.  I think that in another life you’d make a hell of a killer.  You have that same bored look in your eyes that I have with the lemmings of the human race.  Nietzsche was correct when he said that some people are superior to others.  You’re a fighter, Special Agent Larson. That’s why I know you won’t scream out for help.  You want to be the one who slays the dragon…well here’s your chance!”


“I’m touched…really! Sigh.  You have no idea how much those pearls of wisdom have enlightened me!  The fact is that you’re nothing but a piquerisitc little freak who can’t get it up, so you use a knife to do what your dick can’t!”


“Sarcasm… I love it!  Your tongue is as sharp as your punches, and though I regard you as a worthy opponent, I play to win.”


“Talk, talk, talk, that’s all you are, Randall.  Let’s see how good you are without your little Ginzu knife!”


“Yes, I am rather good with a knife.  You’re a perfect example of that, aren’t you?”


“It’s gonna take a lot more than a few scrapes from your knife to finish me off, and I think you know it.  I see you standing there all hunched over and out of breath.  You’re just trying to buy enough time to catch your second wind.”


“Not so, I was just admiring the claret pouring from your wounds like a fine vintage wine.  Were I a vampire, I would be salivating with an ardent desire at the thought of tasting you, but I am not.  Therefore I have to settle for watching it run.”


I needed to keep him talking long enough for me to backstep my way over to the nightstand and get my gun.  I didn’t have much energy left and I was hurting badly. If this guy decided to take another go at me I wasn’t sure how much fight I had left.


“I’m afraid our playtime has come to an end, Special Agent Larson.  Although I would love to spend endless hours in your company, I must get on with the business at hand and then vanish into the snow.”


“I don’t believe you.  If you really wanted to kill me, you could’ve done it while I was asleep, but you didn’t. So what’s the real reason you’re here?”


“If things were different, I wouldn’t dream of killing you, but I don’t have much of a choice.”


“That’s not true!  You do have a choice.  You’ve always had choice.”


“Semantics!  It all means the same thing.”


“Why did you come here?  You could be a good distance away by now, and yet you’ve risked getting caught.  Why, because I toppled your little apple cart and you’re making this a personal vendetta?  I think that I gave you way too much credit in the past.  I thought you were smarter than this, Randall.”


“I wouldn’t count me out just yet, Special Agent Larson.  I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”


I had to keep him talking. I was in no shape to go head-to-head with this guy again.  I crouched down on the floor and crawled backwards on my hands and the heels of my feet.  I was at a slight disadvantage, but I managed to unjam the drawer and take out my gun.  I aimed my weapon and warned him to stay where he was, but he kept moving towards me.  A chill was creeping through my body.  I felt nauseous and faint.  The objects in my room were becoming blurred, and I was seeing double.  I could feel the weakness seize me like the hand of death itself.  No longer able to sit up, I slumped over onto the floor with my gun still aimed at him.


“I swear to God, Randall I’ll shoot you where you stand if you don’t stop right now.  You even move so much as an inch, and I’ll empty this entire fucking clip into you!”


“I doubt that darlin’. You’ve lost an awful lot of blood there.  I’m willing to bet that you’re feeling a little woozy and chilly.  I’ll bet my life that you don’t have the strength to draw your next breath let alone the strength to pull the trigger.”


“Why don’t you try me, you sick fuck! Come on, try me then.  We’ll see who lives and who dies!”


The time had come for me to put up or shut up, and I refused to let this be my last memory. He was right when he said that I barely had the strength to draw breath, but I cocked the hammer and emptied the clip into the two images of the man in black standing in front of me.  I was hoping the other agents and guests had heard the gun shots and that help was on the way.  At this point, I was no longer running on empty. I was running on fumes and the fumes were almost gone.


I knew that I hadn’t made any kill shots, but I was certain I’d clipped him a couple of times.  I just wasn’t sure where.  My eyes felt like two swollen lead sinkers, but oddly enough, my wounds no longer hurt.  I was freezing, and everything around me was fading to black.  

The last thing I saw before the lights went out was the silhouette of the Artist hobbling away.

The Artist


Son of a bitch!  I can’t believe it, that cunt shot me!  I made it out of there without a minute to spare.  I was leaving a trail of blood that a blind man could track.  I knew I wouldn’t get very far bleeding like this.  This was not looking good for me.  She’d hit me in my left hip and knee, as well as taking off a good piece of my left shoulder.  I was not going to get very far in this condition.  I made it to the main road and waited for some form of all-terrain vehicle to pass my way.  I heard the sound of a fast approaching snowmobile.  

I flagged down the rider who slowed to help.  I yanked him off the Ski-Doo with my good arm and hopped on and sped away.  I had to get back home to get my emergency cash and fraudulent plastic.  The feds wouldn’t have had enough time to get organized and recanvas my home before I got there.  I only hoped that they hadn’t found my money stash.  It was colder than a witch’s tit out there.  The frigid air was ripping at my face like needles. My shoulder, hip and knee were killing me, but the arctic conditions helped stem the flow of blood from my wounds. 

The cold also made it difficult for me to stay awake, but I was giving it everything I had.  I was a half a mile from my home.  I figured it would only take me a few minutes to get my things, and then I could worry about getting these wounds taken care of.  

I had a friend who recently had his medical license revoked for having sex with his patients.  In the ensuing legal battles, he’d lost his wife, half of his money and his self-esteem. He would be willing to fix me up.  It was a good thing too that he only lived a mile from my home. There were some things I needed from my house.  It was a hell of a risk going home but I needed money from my stash.  I had to ditch the Ski-Doo a quarter of a mile back and hoof it the rest of the way to the good doctor’s house.

I thought that I was sure to find him at home drowning his sorrows, and I was right.  There he was in front of the idiot box staring at a blank screen.  The set was turned on, it just wasn’t tuned into a channel with a picture.  It was pathetic really.  I mean if he were an animal, someone would have put him down a long time ago. I tapped on the sitting room window. No response. Harder, until I found myself pounding on the windowpane almost hard enough to break it.  This brought him back to earth.  He wobbled to the window, where I motioned for him to open the back door of his house. It took him a while to get it together, but he made it to the back door and let me in.

“Jesus, Richard, you look like shit!  What happened to you?”

“I’ve been shot, you idiot!”

“I can see that.  Who shot you and why?”

“My old lady found out about my sideline activities, and she wasn’t too happy.”

“What do you mean sideline activities?”

“Look I know right now your brain is swimming in booze, but I need your help, not a lot of stupid questions.”

“Oh, I get what you mean. That’s funny.  Fucking women do nothing but suck the life-force from us men and then they have the nerve to take our money as well…and for what?  Giving us a hand job or lying there like a dead fish while we fuck them. No pussy in the world is worth what I had to cough up, I’ve seen enough of them to know.  How am I supposed to look at bush day after day without wanting to sample some of it?”

“Oh quit blathering! I’m running out of time. Can you help me out or not, Stewart?”

“Yeah sure, I still have my office set up down the hall.  Turn on the lights and get undressed. I’ll be in directly.  I have to get clean.”

“Could you just hurry it along, Stewart? I’m not feeling too good right now.”

“I’m on my way.  I’ll have you as good as new in no time.”

He was pathetic, and I pitied him but, he was my only chance.  There I was on the table baring not only my body but also my soul.  I was as still as the dead while the doctor catered to my medical needs.  I felt his instruments cutting and scooping the flesh around my wounds.  I feared I would surely faint dead away when he started poking around inside me, pulling slugs out of my body.  I’ll never forget the sound the slugs made when he dropped them into a metal tray.  

“I’m sorry, Richard. The hit you took to the shoulders was a clean through shot; it just needed debriding and a few stitches but there isn’t much I can do for your thigh and kneecap ‘cept set ‘em and keep the leg in traction for a few weeks.”  

“How am I going to keep my leg in traction?  I can’t stay here.  The police might come looking for me.  I don’t want to get you get in trouble.”

“Relax, Richard. I have a Snow Kat that’ll get us up to a cabin my parents owned.  There won’t be anyone up there this time of year, but we have to go right now.  I have a traction mechanism up there that was used when my mother threw out her back.  Trust me, I’ll take care of you without asking any more questions.  I don’t care about what you may have done.  That’s your business.  I’m just grateful you came along when you did ‘cause I was close to checking out permanently.  You’ve given me another chance to be useful.”

“That’s great, Stewart, really great.  Can we go now before this area is crawling with cops?”

“Yeah, sure.  Let’s go!  It’s just that I haven’t talked to or visited with anyone for along time--not since the shit hit the fan.  I tend to ramble on just talking to myself.  Pay no mind to it, and if it starts to bother you, just tell me to fuck off!”

“Stewart?”

“Yeah?”

“Fuck off and let’s go!”

“You’re right you’re not dealing with a lot of time.”

Jesus, after all I’d been through that day, here I was stuck with Chatty Cathy.  I just wanted some peace and quiet so that I could think about my next move.  I lay back in the Snow Kat and tried to get comfortable.

As Stewart picked up speed I sat back up and looked behind us, where I saw a crowd of local, state, and federal SUV’s blocking off the entire area we’d just left.  I don’t know what the future has in store for me, but rest assured I will be back, minus my companion of course.  I know it sounds ghoulish, but I can’t help laughing at all of the fun I’m going to have once I’m better.  I may even pay another visit to Special Agent Larson.





Chapter Thirteen
Reilly McHugh


“I know that you had a lot of things to process last night, Brian, so I don’t imagine that you got much sleep.  But life stomps on, like I told you last night, and today can go one of two ways. The first could be enjoying torturing you; or, second, you come clean and we can be done with all of this. I don’t have time to play with you any more than necessary.  I have a schedule to keep. You have exactly two hours to decide your fate.  Take a look out the window and see what may await you.  I want to make sure that you fully understand what’s going on.  I know that it just looks like barren winter woods, but come the first thaw, I’ll plant you in a six-foot hole out there, in a place where no one will ever find you. Until then, I’ll store you in the deep freezer I use for fresh deer meat.”


He raised his beaten and weary head until his eyes locked with mine and nodded his head. Until that moment I had been caught up in the intensity of what I was feeling without giving much thought to what I was doing.  I had done things to this man that would disturb the darkest of beings.  Now a sliver of light was shining on my abandoned sense of humanity.  The seams holding my rage were beginning to tear.  It was time to bring all of this to an end.


“I don’t know where to begin or how to tell you how all of this happened.”


“The beginning sounds like a good start.”


“I’m not making any excuses for myself.  I just wanted to say that right off…okay?”


“Start talking!”


“My path in life had been predetermined before my birth.  You see, I was the youngest of six and the only boy.  It was my lot to become a priest.  My family are devout Roman Catholics and being a member of its hierarchy is viewed as the Holy Grail.  My parents led me to believe that I was born to be an apostle of God.  I know that it sounds delusional but what could I do?  It was drilled into my head that this was my fate.”


“I said we only have two hours!”


“This isn’t easy for me!”


“You’ve been trained to receive confessions.  Pretend this is confession in reverse…purge yourself.”


“My life has never been my own.  It’s always belonged to the Church.  My childhood was an extended period of brain washing.  When I reached seminary I knew that I wasn’t cut out for a life of celibacy, but I couldn’t disappoint my family.  All I’ve ever wanted was a normal life.  You know, get married and have a few kids.  I wanted the whole package of wedded bliss and family life.”


“You’re a grown man. Why couldn’t you tell your family the truth instead of becoming what you have?"”


“Telling them would have been like telling them that I was gay and running away to join an all-male chorus line.  Not only would the shock of my confession have killed my mother but it would have gotten me disowned as well.  It doesn’t matter how old you are if you have no support from your family.”


“You should have been man enough and told them the truth.”


“You’re Catholic, you should understand!”


“I was a Catholic once upon a time.  That was until I saw through all of the hypocrisy and decided that it no longer worked for me.”


“That’s what I’m trying to tell you.  I was trapped!  I had taken a vow to live my life in the service of the church, but I was still a man!  I tried for years to fight my growing feelings of sexual attraction to women.  Once I had tasted the forbidden pleasures of being with a woman, I couldn’t deny myself.”


“You keep saying women but my daughter wasn’t a woman. She was a young girl.  Why couldn’t you have gone after a real woman instead of a child?”


“Meagan may not have been a woman in your eyes but she was one in mine.”


“If she meant so much to you why did you abandon her when she needed you the most?”


“I went to Meagan and I tried to make everything better but she pushed me away!”


“You just stood by and let her abort your child and did nothing.”


“What could I have done?  It was my child but it was her body!  Do you think any of this has been easy for me?”


“It couldn’t have bothered you too much.  You’ve picked up where you left off with another young girl.  How broken up can you be?”


“That’s right, I did!  But she doesn’t kill the pain I feel over losing Meagan.  I’m only human!  What more do you want from me?”

Michael


Time was running out for Father Thomas.  I phoned Jenn Westfall, Meagan’s best friend.  It was a dead end; she knew nothing about Meagan and Thomas.  She was offended by my questions but I had a feeling that she was telling the truth--my bullshit detector is always accurate.  I wanted to meet with Meagan’s father in person but was unable to reach him.  I interviewed the people he worked with and none of them had anything negative to say about the man.  One of the nurses let it slip that Dr. McHugh had recently returned to work after spending the greater part of last year at his cabin in Harpers Ferry.


I contacted the police in Jefferson County, West Virginia and asked them to check in on Dr. McHugh.  I then phoned Lieutenant Gellar to see how their end of the investigation was faring.  He informed me that another photo of Thomas had arrived depicting him tortured.  A cryptic riddle had been written along the photo bottom.  It read: “What is black and blue with streaks of red running through it?  And where can it be found?”  I had him check the reverse zip code directory to find out where that photo had been mailed--Harpers Ferry.  McHugh was fitting in the frame more and more. He fit my profile almost perfectly, except that Meagan’s name wasn’t on the list of plaintiff’s against the Church. So what was the connection?


McHugh must have somehow found out about his daughter and Thomas.  If this was the case, then it made sense for a person like him to go into a tailspin triggered by the trauma of his daughter’s death.  This wasn’t about ransom.  It had been four days and not a single demand.  Just pictures taunting us to find them.  The pieces of this puzzle were beginning to fall into place.


Christmas Eve was less than ten hours away, that riddle kept replaying over and over in my head like a stuck record.   What was black and blue with streaks of red running through it?  Son of a bitch!  I suddenly knew where to find him.  I received a call from the Jefferson County police department letting me know there wasn’t any sign of McHugh at the cabin.  One of the policemen looked in a cellar window and described what he saw as a medieval torture chamber.  They kicked in the door and went inside but didn’t find either man.  McHugh was on the move. I didn’t know where he was but I had a hunch where he’d be in a few hours.  I phoned Lieutenant Gellar and suggested that he assemble some of his men from the plain-clothes division and stake out Saint Catherine’s.  All we could do now was wait for him to make the next move.


For the moment there wasn’t much for me to do.  I was acting in the capacity of coordinator but I wasn’t in charge. Even though kidnapping and abductions fall under federal jurisdiction, Rhodes wanted the incident to be officially led by local authority.  I fucking hate politics.  Rhodes was positioning himself to be bumped up within the Bureau.  He didn’t want any failures in his career jacket.  

I didn’t like being used as a pawn but I had to play the hand I was dealt and hope for a positive outcome.  I was glad this day was over.  It had been a stress-filled trial of endurance that had left me drained.  I just wanted to go to bed.  Thank Christ I only had one more block to go before pulling into the underground parking lot of my condo.  From there it was a short elevator ride up to my condo. In less than five seconds I’d walk through my front door.  Anyone looking for me would find me unconscious lying face down on my bed with one arm and one leg hanging off the edge of the bed.  Tomorrow would be here soon enough.


I woke up late the following morning feeling as though I hadn’t slept at all.  I got out of bed, had a smoke, drank some coffee and then read the information Lieutenant Gellar had faxed me while I slept.  The police in Harpers Ferry further investigated McHugh’s cabin.  There was evidence of someone having been held against his or her will.  The blood found had been analyzed, establishing that it had come from Thomas.  I was irritated that Gellar hadn’t been able to get the authorization he needed to put some men on Saint Catherine’s.  This is one of the reasons why so many criminals get away with their crimes.


It isn’t in my nature to leave things to chance.  This was a sucker’s move with immeasurable repercussions, but it was the local boys’ game.  I was merely a technical advisor.  I decided fuck it, I’m going over there now while it’s still early and see for myself what’s going on. 

 I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.  Something didn’t feel right. Lenie was on my mind.  Was she in trouble or was it that on some level I knew McHugh had returned?


I rang her cell but got her voice mail.  I didn’t like it but there was nothing I could do. I threw on some clothes and high-tailed it over to Saint Catherine’s.  I got out of the car and checked the place from the outside, and then from within.  Nothing appeared out of place.  Everyone there was preparing for that night’s mass, which meant that I was able to move around relatively unnoticed.  I could do what I wanted without being asked a bunch of questions I had no intention of answering. However, it also meant that anyone else could float through there doing the same. 

It made sense for McHugh to come back to where it all began.  This was where he’d get the closure he was looking for and where he could tell the institution to fuck itself.


I spoke too soon about working without interruption. The Bishop was headed right for me.  This was bad news, having the two of us in the same room.  We mixed as well as oil and water. I had to keep my head straight and my mouth in check at least for the time being.  

“Ah, Special Agent Hallard, we meet again.  Any news on Father Thomas?”

“No sir, we have no further information about Father Thomas.”

“That’s a shame, with it being the eve of our Lord’s birth.”

“We’re on top of the situation.  I can’t tell you any more than that.”

“Cut the crap, Hallard.  I know why you’re here.  I’ll tell you the same thing I told Gellar.  Tonight is a very special night, and I will not have it spoiled by you turning this church into a demilitarized zone.  Nothing, and I do mean nothing, is going to ruin it!”


  “You know what?  I was trying to be civil but I see that’s not working.  You should have cooperated with Gellar and his men instead of using your influence to block their surveillance of this place.  You’re making a difficult situation harder than it already is.  I know a lot about you! Things that would gall the most loyal of your flock, sending them into a stunned and embarrassed silence.  Are you reading me, Bishop?”


“You smarmy bastard!  You think that you can just waltz in here, flash your government badge and issue threats to me?”


“Bring it down a notch, unless you want them to find out about your other life.”


“You and the rest of them will have all of the access you need.  When this thing is over, I never want to lay eyes on you again!”


“I’m real broken up!  Now where does that door lead?”


“I believe that particular door leads down an abandoned cellar.”


“Why is it locked?”


“This door has been sealed as long as I’ve been associated with Saint Catherine’s.”


“Why was this door seal?”


“The room was sealed a year after the body of a workman was discovered hanging from the pipes.  The man was a horrible drunkard going through a nasty divorce when he decided that hanging himself was his only recourse.  It has been rumored that the room is unbearably cold, and strange things have been said to happen to anyone who goes down there.”


“You really expect me to believe that?”


“Believe it or not, I couldn’t care less.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere else to be right now.”


He was full of shit. I watched the flap of his robe break against the back of his legs as he disappeared down the hall. I was approached by Lieutenant Gellar who had just arrived with his undercover officers before I had a chance to think about my next move.  “Say, Lieutenant, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about this place would you?”


“Sure, my family and I have been coming here for years, why?”


“Have you ever been on the other side of this door?”


“It’s where they keep the life-size crèche and statue of Jesus.  They’re lifted up on a platform through an opening in the floor onto the stage at certain points during Mass.  Man, it’s really something to see, a bit campy but nice nonetheless.”


“Why do they keep it locked?”


“No one but the priest giving mass is allowed down there.  I think it’s where they go to pray and meditate.”


I shook my head and chuckled.  I knew that old bastard had given me the business.  I wanted to see for myself what was in that room.  It was as good as anyplace for hiding in plain sight.


“What’s so funny?”


“Nothing, I was just thinking about something.  Is there any chance of us getting a look-see down there?”


“No, our warrants don’t cover going into that room.”


“Great!”


“Sorry, man, but the Church has long arms.  Why are you so interested in that room?  The chances of anyone getting down there without being seen are almost non-existent.  You think our guy’s down there?”


“The thought has crossed my mind.”


“Well don’t let it.  If he’s down there we’ll get him.  Come on, I’ll show you what we’ve got planned in case he does show up.”


Hundreds of worshippers were filing into Saint Catherine’s, past the living nativity scene.  Were they all thinking about their plans for the holidays, or were they just mindless drones doing what they’d been conditioned to do?  I’ve never been a religious person and places like this have always given me the creeps.  I went outside with Gellar and got into the patrol car, where he told me his strategy.  It was pointless sitting out here in this car freezing my ass off in the cold.  I wanted to go back inside and see what was down in that cellar for myself.


I was getting out of the car when I noticed a black Yukon turning into the alley behind the church.  Our records indicated that the same kind vehicle belonged to Reilly McHugh.  The driver got out of the car dressed in black from head to foot.  He was carrying a cumbersome package over his shoulder.  Before I had a chance to get the words out of my mouth, Gellar had radioed his men and had them surround the man and the truck.  From a distance, this man fit the description of McHugh that I’d gotten from his friends, but this was a sloppy move for someone who’d gone to the trouble of abducting a priest and then baiting the police.


I knew that McHugh wanted to be caught, but not until he’d done what he’d come here to do.  Gellar and his men surrounded the guy like a swarm with their weapons drawn, screaming obscenities while shoving bright lights into his face.  The man didn’t know whether to shit or go blind.  He immediately threw his arms into the air, dropping his package to the ground.  I knew the instant our eyes met that this wasn’t McHugh.


“Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!”


“Freeze, motherfucker!”


“W-what the hell’s going on?”


Gellar held his gun on the guy as he patted him down.  No weapons of any kind were found on the man or in the truck.  Gellar reached into the breast pocket of the man’s jacket and removed his wallet.  Gellar held the license up to the man’s face and compared the two.


“I’ll ask the questions here.  Are you Dwayne Miles?”


“Yeah!”


“This doesn’t look like you.  This guy here must be a least two and a quarter.  You don’t weigh that much.”


“I’ve been on a diet.  That picture was taken three years ago, man.”


“All right, Dwayne, what the hell are you doing here?”


“It’s Christmas Eve.  Where else would I be?”


“I’m sure you were the perfect altar boy right?”


“I used to be!  Why?  What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing. What are you doing driving this particular truck?”


“I-I don’t know what you mean!  Show me where it’s against the law for me to drive this truck!”


“What the hell are you doing driving this car?”


“What the…”


“Shut up!  Not another word.  Billings, open that package and see what’s inside.”


“Hey, you got no right to be going through my stuff like that, man!  I didn’t do anything!”


“It’s some weird kinda doll, Lieutenant.”


“What the hell’s going on here?  I’m only going to ask you once more.  Tell me why you’re driving this vehicle, or you’ll spend Christmas Eve in the can.”


“All right, all right, no need to get hostile!  Listen, man, someone asked me to drive this ve-hic-al as you put it!”


“What’s your friend’s name?”


“Hey, man, I never said the dude was a friend of mine.  I was just out trying to make some extra bucks when this guy approached me.  I didn’t ask any questions, I just took the hundred that he gave me and did what he asked.”


“Which was what, exactly?”


“He gave me the money and his truck and told me to bring this thing here at this time.”


“What’s his name?”


“I don’t know.  All I was trying to do was make a few extra bucks.  How is that breaking the law?”


“Billings, cuff this guy and take him in.”


“Hey, hey, hang on, there’s no need for this!  The guy told me his name was Steve Andrews.  This guy I know met the Andrews dude at some gym and paid him to do odd jobs and stuff for him.  When the guy that I know bailed, this guy Steve called me.  I’d never even met the guy until yesterday morning.”


“What’d he look like?” 


“Look man, when you do things like this, you don’t ask a lot of questions and you keep your head down.  It’s safer that way. I don’t know what he looks like!”


“I’ve heard enough, take ‘im in!”


“Hey, man, wait, wait!  Aw, this ain’t cool!”


“No it’s cold!  Now get him outta my sight.  Then get a tow truck down here and impound that Yukon.”


“I’m on it, sir.”


“Hey Lieutenant, let’s keep this down.  We don’t want to draw any more attention to ourselves.  Wrap this up and I’ll meet you inside. Sounds like they’re about to get started.”


“I’ll be in there in a few minutes.”


I walked into the chapel and was instantly floored by the opulence of the place.  Everything was trimmed in gold, and the air was filled with incense.  I listened to the choir singing “O Come all ye Faithful.”  There were three altar boys dressed in white and gold vestments bringing out the sacred wine and wafers. 

 The pulpit looked like something out of a Cecil B. De Mille epic.  There were three priests in attendance also dressed in white and gold, and they took turns conducting the service in Latin.  I didn’t understand a word that was being said.  I watched and waited to see what would happen next.  Almost an hour into the Mass one of the younger priests exited stage right and returned stage left, carrying what appeared to be an infant in swaddling clothes.  A crèche emerged from an opening in the floor for the priest to place the baby in.


The place erupted with ooh’s and ahh’s from the apse as the priest made his way over to the manger.  Then it was back to the Latin and into another lull before the next burst of excitement. There was a brief interlude from the choir followed by a moment of prayer before commencing the act.


“Sorry it took longer than I anticipated.  Did I miss anything?” asked Michael.


“You missed them bringing out baby Jesus.  What happened with that guy?”


“I got his friend’s address and sent a few of my men over to his place.  I’m waiting to hear back from them.”


We returned our attention to the service.  The third priest walked over to the back of the staging area and recited more Latin. He seemed surprised to see the floor in front of his feet open up.  A large figure with a drape covering it emerged from the opening in the floor.  A hush fell upon the crowd as the drape was pulled away. It was an inverted cross that held a tortured Father Thomas.  Standing next to him was Reilly McHugh dressed as a priest, holding a syringe to the Father’s throat.  Reilly’s voice shattered the silence.


“Everyone just shut up and sit back down!  I have a few things I’d like to tell you about the people who run this church!”


Gellar and I rose to our feet.  Gellar drew his weapon and then motioned with his eyes to his undercover men to stay put.  I stepped out of the pew and approached him slowly.  

“I said sit down!”  Reilly reached into his pocket and pulled out a small caliber gun and pointed it at me.


“Easy, now, just take it easy.  Tell me what you want.”


“I want to take the blinders off and show you people what a bunch of hypocrites they are.  All of them lying Judases!  This man right here is responsible for my daughter’s death!  This son of a bitch used his position to seduce and impregnate my sixteen-year-old daughter.  If our children aren’t safe in the hands of these people, then where are they safe?  I didn’t believe it when the Church was accused of widespread molestation, but my daughter’s death made me a firm believer!  Meagan was beautiful and smart.  Some of you sitting here tonight were here last year with me mourning her.  I’m here today to do for her in death what I didn’t in life!”


“Dr. McHugh, I’m Special Agent Hallard of the FBI.  I’m here to listen to whatever it is you have to say, but point the gun down at the floor, okay?  We don’t want anyone to get hurt and I know that I don’t wanna get shot.”


“No, you just want to shoot me.”


“Nobody’s shooting anyone.  Let’s keep talking…lower the muzzle to the floor.”

“You think that a bullet can ever make up for what I lost?  A bullet in the brain is preferable to living through this.  Maybe I should shoot as many of them as I can and take them with me--end their suffering as well!”

“This doesn’t have to happened, doctor.  Look at him, he’s more than half dead already.”

“More than half isn’t good enough!  I don’t want to talk anymore. Back up, sit down and shut up!”

He caught a detective trying to creep up beside him and fired a warning shot in his direction.  Shrieks of terror rang out as the parishioners ducked to avoid the line of fire.  The detective stopped dead in his tracks as things in the room slowed to a crawl.  Gellar emerged from behind me and fired his gun.  My ears were ringing as I watched McHugh stumble backwards in wide-eyed disbelief.  

He looked down at the hole in his chest.  He dropped the gun and syringe to the floor and clasped his hands to his chest as his knees gave out.  I watched him breathe his last breath, then turned and looked at Gellar and said to myself nice going dick head!  It was a clean shot that anyone would’ve taken given the circumstances, but that didn’t mean I liked it.  I went over and helped them take Thomas down from the cross.

“You didn’t have to kill him!  That’s what he wanted you to do.  There wasn’t anything in that syringe except holy water!  Oh God, what have I done?”

“It’s all right, Father.  An ambulance is on the way and should be here at any moment.  Officer Tagert here is going to help you until they do. Excuse me for a minute--I’ll be right back.”

Gellar thanked me for the assist and told me that he and his men would take care of things there.  I walked out to my car unhappy with the outcome, but I left that behind.  I needed a stiff drink and I wanted to talk to Lenie.  I called her cell and got her voice mail again.  I was concerned but I knew that Lenie was more than capable of handling herself.  I tried to book a flight to Albany but flights were grounded.  I thought about driving up there to be with her but I didn’t think I’d make it.  The combination of frustration and exhaustion could prove to be a volatile mix on roads like these.

I drove to a bar around the corner from my house.  It was a nice family establishment during the day but at night it became a haven for lost souls and people looking to forget their problems.  I fit in perfectly.  Everywhere I looked I saw blank faces staring into their drinks, ignoring everything around them.  My only concern was not getting drunk fast enough.  It all tasted the same after a while.  A quiet numbness settled in and washed away the stains of the day.

Reggie, the bartender, called me a cab after last call.  He was ready to go home and I wasn’t. He helped me get into the cab and paid the fare as a kind of Merry Christmas.  Merry fucking Christmas!  My surroundings looked warped and blurred, as if I were walking through a kaleidoscope.  The ride up on the elevator threw my equilibrium off even further.  Thank God it was only four floors up.  I thought I was going to pass out and get sick at the same time.  Somehow I made it to my door.  I even managed to unlock it.  

The deafening and dizzying sound of my phone ringing made every nerve ending stand at attention.  The noise!  I had to stop it before my nose bled.  I leaned against the sofa table and ripped the telephone cord from the wall.  I knew it was Rhodes.  We could discuss my report in the morning after I’d had some sleep.  I took off my coat and tried to hang it from one of the hooks on the coat rack but there were too many of them to choose from.  The floor was as good a place as any to leave my clothes. 

 I removed an article of clothing for each step I took until I was wearing nothing but my boxers.  I could hear the soft sighs of my bed calling out to me.  It felt as if I was walking on air.  I could no longer feel the floor beneath my feet.  I couldn’t wait to bury myself under the blankets and pass out.  I had a headache that couldn’t be cured by anything over the counter.  Sleep was what I needed.  I turned off my cell, put my pager on vibrate and put my side arm away.

I was deep in a psychedelic nightmare when I was jolted awake by what sounded like someone trying to kick in my front door.  I tried to sit up, but my head felt like it was filled with wet sand and my sinuses were going through a melt-down.  I dropped back off to sleep until the pounding at my door became unbearable.  I looked at the clock--4:30 in the morning--and I didn’t know what pissed me off more, the fact that I’d only been asleep for two hours or that Rhodes actually had the nerve to come to my home.  

“Knock it off goddamit, I’m coming!  Stop poundin’ on my fucking door!”

I opened the front door without even looking to see who was standing on the other side.  There he was.  I turned around and dragged my ass back to bed where I collapsed, only to feel Rhodes pulling at me, while yelling my name.  “Hallard, Special Agent Hallard, get up!  Get up!”

“Wh-what the hell do you want?  Can’t you see that I’m trying to sleep here?”

“Why haven’t you answered my calls and pages?”

“Because I was tired, and I’d already exceeded the recommended daily dosage for interactions with you.”

“Goddamnit…don’t you go back to sleep!  I’m here to inform you about Special Agent Larson!”

“What about Lenie?”

“The operation she was running fell through.”

“What?”

“Special Agent Larson apprehended the Artist.  Unfortunately a snowstorm hit, and they were unable to extradite him here.  They were holding him in a cell at the local jail while they were grounded.”

“Stop talkin’ in circles, man!”

“The storm forced Special Agent Larson and the agents she was working with to stay at a local bed and breakfast.”

“What’s happened and where’s Lenie?”

“I don’t have all of the information about what took place.  What I do know is that while being guarded by four deputies and two agents the Artist escaped.  He tracked Agent Larson to the B&B and attacked her.”

“Where the fuck was her back-up?”

“He snatched a pass key from behind the front desk and used it to gain entry into their rooms.  He hit them over head and duck-taped their mouths, hands, and feet to prevent them from coming to her aid.”

“Where is she?  Is she all right?”

“Special Agent Larson is in surgery.”  

“Surgery?  Surgery for what?”

“She sustained serious injuries defending herself.”

“You stupid son of a bitch!  You had to play your power game by reassigning me to another case where I played second fiddle and it ended with the death of the assailant.  If Lenie doesn’t make it through this, I will fucking kill you and no one will find your body!”

“Keep a leash on those threats. You never know when they might choke you.  Get dressed.  She’s in a hospital upstate.  The storm up there is over.  I have a helicopter on stand-by back at the unit.”

I went into the bathroom and threw up, then turned on the tap, got out two tabs of Alka-Seltzer, mixed them with water and gulped it down.  I threw on some clothes and grabbed my cell, pager, and gun.  I noticed Rhodes watching me and told him, “Go wait in the car.”  

I only heard half of what Rhodes was saying during the hour-long flight.  My thoughts were solely fixed on my partner.  As soon as we landed, I rushed into the hospital and grabbed the lapels of the first white coat I saw, demanding to know where to find Lenie. 

Then I heard a familiar voice calling my name. “Michael, Michael, over here, son!” It was Mrs. Larson and Lenie’s older sister Mo.  I rushed over and held them both tightly in my arms.  I was half crazed and scared shitless.  I wasn’t ready to lose another person in my life to violence.  Mrs. Larson placed her hand on the side of my face.  She tried to tell me about Lenie’s condition but she broke down.

“Michael, she…I-I can’t.”

“It’s okay Mom. You come and sit over here I’ll talk to Michael.”  Mo escorted her mother over to the sofa in the hospital’s waiting room. She planted a tender kiss on her forehead then motioned for me to follow her over to the pay phones where we could talk without being heard.  She was trying to maintain her composure and be strong for her mother, but I knew better.  Mo had practically raised Lenie and her two other sisters while their mother worked two different jobs to support them.

“How you holding up, Mo?”

“I feel like I’m being held together by chewing gum and rubber bands. Other than that, I’m fine!”

“You know that I’m always here for you and your family, don’t you?”

“I know.”

“Can you tell me anything about Lenie?  How serious and what are her injuries?”

“The doctor operating on her told us that she had received multiple severe slash and stab wounds.”

“Where?”

“Across her back, her arms and ankles.  They think she may have nerve damage but won’t be able to tell until she’s conscious.  Mom and I donated blood as soon as we got here.  The twins, Annabelle and Lee, are on their way and should be here soon.”

I felt sickness and rage building inside of me. When a man approached us and said, “Excuse me, I’d like to use the phone to call my family,” I blew up at him.

“What’s your problem, pal?” he asked.

“I’ve got a lot of problems…you want to be one of them?”

“Mike, take it easy.  I’m sorry, sir, it’s a real emotional time for us right now.  My sister’s been involved in a serious accident. She’s in surgery now and we’re all a little edgy.  There’s another set of pay phones down the hall on your left.”

“Sorry about your sister.  I hope she’s okay.”

I was impressed with the way she handled the situation.  Mo reminded me so much of Lenie it was disturbing.  All four of the sisters looked like clones of one another.  The only thing that separated them was height.

“Michael you have to calm down, okay?  Blowing up at people isn’t going to change anything.”

“I’m just worried about Lenie.”

“I’m worried about her too but you and I both know she’s filled with too much piss and vinegar to give up without a fight.”

“How long has she been in surgery?”

“I don’t know…a while.  Wait, here comes the doctor now.”

“Doctor, how’s my daughter?  When can I see her?”

“Mrs. Larson, she’s in recovery right now.  You’ll be able to see her when she comes around.  As for her condition, your daughter sustained multiple injuries and extensive internal damage.  She arrived in a semiconscious state, diaphoretic, and in deep shock.  She suffered a ruptured spleen and a perforated lung as a result of the attack.  I removed her spleen and repaired the puncture.  She may or may not have nerve damage due to a severed Achilles tendon.”

“Will she be all right, Doctor?”

“I’m optimistic.  She will have to under go a lot of rehab.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“You should be able to see her in about an hour.”

When the doctor left I charged Rhodes like a rogue bull.  I grabbed him by the lapels of his trench coat and jacked him up against the wall.  I wanted to cave in his skull; all I could see in front of me were various casts of red.  My flesh felt hot to the touch and after that there was no going back.

“You son of a bitch!  You’re the reason this happened.  If you hadn’t been so fucking hot in the drawers to gain brownie points with the Assistant Director and the Section Chief upstairs, none of this would have happened with me there to cover her back!”

“Get off me!”

“I don’t think so…I’m just getting started!  You know what’s amazing about you, Rhodes?  For someone who has his nose stuck so far up the brass’ ass you don’t have any skid marks on your face.  You must walk around with a set of disposable wipes to clean away all of the shit you’ve accumulated.”

“I said take you hands off me!  I’ve got a nationwide manhunt out for this guy.  It’s only a matter of time.”

“You’d better fucking find him!”
“Hands off or I’ll have you in front of disciplinary board so fast it’ll make your head spin!”

“I can see it in your beady little eyes that you plan on making good on your threats.  Meanwhile, I don’t see any reason not to relieve a little tension!  Do you?”

“W-what are you doing?”

“Beat the hell out of you for starters.  Where it goes from there, is anybody’s guess!”

“Mike stop!  Don’t do this!”

“Stay out of this Mo!  This has been a long time coming!”  Mo ran down the hall to the ICU where two armed agents were guarding Lenie.  Meanwhile I released years of pent-up rage out on Rhodes’ face.  The sound of his bones cracking gave me such a rush it felt like riding the wave of a tsunami.  Mo came back with Agent Hancock and hospital security. They pulled me off Rhodes’ but the damage had been done.  I had broken his nose, shattered his left eye socket and broken his jaw.  

I felt a sharp prick in the upper part of my right arm.  The room started spinning, and the last thing I remember was looking down at my hands, swollen and covered with his blood.

Chapter Fourteen

Michael


After what I’d done to Rhodes, I had to take a mandatory leave, supposedly to recover from a nervous breakdown.  It wouldn’t have played well in the media for if it were leaked FBI agents had turned on one another in such a public place--on top of losing the Artist the same night.  The only regret I have is not being there for Lenie when she needed me most.  I spent my recuperation period choking on wasted days of melancholy tempered with rage and boredom.  

Here it is a Monday afternoon and I’m just sitting here in a pair of cut-off raggedy sweats and a T-shirt, staring blankly out of the great room’s wall of windows.  Looking out onto the water whose languid beauty’s been stained by yachts, the high status symbols for the idle rich moored in its luster.


Irony is a cosmic jester that bears messages most people don’t understand.  I was one of the many who missed its message.  A malaise came over me soon after I was placed on administrative leave and ordered into therapy for bashing Rhodes, the one person I blamed for what happened to Lenie.  He was the reason she spent a week and a half in a coma, received multiple injuries, requiring surgery and others requiring unmerciful periods of painful physical therapy.  The truth is, I never had a breakdown.  It was spin control that my high-ranking guardian within the Bureau designed to help me keep my job.  It was the only way for me to avoid legal action for the assault.  The ironic mess in which I currently find myself is driving me nuts.


I was ordered on leave to recover from this imaginary breakdown only to find myself in the early stages of having a real mental collapse.  The boredom had become a massive plot of quicksand that I was finding hard to escape. I prayed for something to ease the discomfort.  I should have known better than to think about escape, given the way my life’s been shooting blanks, but I didn’t.  I heard voices coming from the direction of the atrium.  I knew it wasn’t my father.  He didn’t live here at the family estate and hardly ever visited.

The next blue moon had not come around yet, and I knew it wasn’t my grandparents.  They weren’t due to return from their European vacation for another two weeks.  It wouldn’t have been the fashionable thing for them to return early unless there were a death in the family, and only if it were an important member of the family.  

Mr. Weatherby, the man who has run the family compound for as long as I care to remember came into the room and informed me that there was someone in the foyer that wished to speak with me.

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but there’s a young lady from Baltimore Homicide that wishes to speak with you.”

“Homicide?  What in the hell’s this about?  I’m on leave.  I guess someone must have forgotten that.”

“I know sir, but the lady insisted on speaking with you.  Should I show her in?”

“Yeah, sure, I’m a little curious.  Show her in.”  It never dawned on me that she was there to tell me something that would make me face the truth about my past.

“Now what can I do for you?”

“I’m Mena Vincent, a detective with Baltimore Homicide.  I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.  The bodies of your father and his business partner, David Kellerman, were found by a cleaning lady a few hours ago in their office at the Inner Harbor bludgeoned to death.  I have a couple of head shots of the two men. I’d like you to look at them and see if you can make a positive identification.”

“Whoa, back up! What did you just say?”

I listened to the words as they came out of her mouth, but they hadn’t made any sense.  I sank down in my chair and experienced tunnel vision.  How could this be true?  Who would want to kill my father and godfather, and why?  I knew that David and my father had made their fair share of enemies throughout the years, but none that wanted them dead.  Her words had taken me back some twenty-odd years to the most painful period of my life.  My insides cringed while the child in me let go with a flood of emotions and enough tears to form a river.  

The voices and echoes of my past had come to call and were demanding to be heard.  My days of running were over.  The time had come for me to rattle the ghosts and stir things up.  I’d reached a point in my life where I welcomed the chance to rid myself 

of the shrieking monkey riding my back.

“I’m sorry.  I know this must be a shock to you.  I didn’t mean to sound insensitive.  Maybe I should come back later.”

“No, no, it’s quite all right.  I was just blindsided by your news.  Have a seat.”

“Thanks.”

“I’d like to take a look at those photos now.”

Detective Vincent handed me the pictures.  I found myself behaving like someone craning and straining to look at a car wreck.  A part of me was ambivalent about what I was seeing, and a part of me was in mourning.  The child longing to be loved by his father wept.  The adult felt nothing but an uneasy numbness.  

The initial shock of hearing about their deaths faded.  Seeing these photos brought back jumbled images from my childhood.  I observed Detective Vincent over the ridges of the pictures and noted her every nuance. There was an air of intrigue around her that defied explanation.  She reminded me of Mari Claire.  She had the same dark hair and eyes.  The resemblance was indeed remarkable.

“It’s them.”

“Thanks. I know this was difficult.  Thanks for your cooperation.”

“No problem.  What can you tell me about the murders?”

“You up for this?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, this is what we know so far.  The M.E. on the scene placed the time of death around 3:15am on Saturday.”

“They’ve been dead for two days?”

“That’s correct, the bodies were found in advanced stages of rigor making the exact time of death difficult until the autopsy and lab work has been performed.”

“What else?”

“The crime scene looked as if some sort of wild party was held there.”

“What makes you say that?”

“There were empty bottles of alcohol strewn all over and we found what field tested to be a powdered mix of high-grade heroin and cocaine laid out on top of a desk in the office.  We found a matchbook advertising Allana’s Escorts.  I can only speculate about what I’m about to say so don’t hold me to anything until the investigation’s complete.”

“Deal, let’s hear your theory.”

“I think the escort hired for the night had something to do with the murders because of her hasty exit.”

“That’s your theory?  What makes you think the escort had anything to do with what happened?”

“Because she left behind one of her shoes, a red patent leather stiletto with a metallic heel.  It’s the lead I’m gonna follow until I have something more conclusive.”

“You said earlier that the office looked like something wild had gone on there.  What was the condition of the office itself?  Was it trashed?  Any personal items destroyed?”

“Your father’s personal effects were damaged.”

“What effects?”

“All of his medical awards and certificates were smashed and the pictures of you and your family had been destroyed…Pictures were removed and torn to pieces but nothing else was disturbed.”

“The furniture was intact and in position?”

“Yeah.”

“So there was no sign of a struggle?”

“Correct.”

“These pictures that you’ve shown me don’t really tell me anything.  Where were the bodies when you found them?”

“I’m not supposed to discuss the particulars of the case with anyone outside of homicide.  I’ve already said too much.”

“Who are you kidding?  I can see it in your eyes you’ve been itching to tell me what happened from the moment you got here.  You could have telephoned me about the murders; instead you came to see me.  I think it’s safe for you to tell me what you know.”

“I suppose I could use a fresh pair of eyes.  Are you sure you’re up for this?”

“Positive.”

“All right then…both men where bound at the wrists. Bound with their neckties.”

“Was a specific type of knot used?”

“A granny knot.”

“Interesting.”

“What is?”

“Huh, oh nothing I was just thinking out loud.  Go on.”

“Both of the men had various scratches and lacerations on different parts of their bodies.  The M.E. stated at the time that the wounds appeared to be superficial, penetrating the first two layers of derma.  It was enough to draw a little blood and make it uncomfortable but not deep enough to cause any serious harm.  The cause of death for both men appears to have been the result of a single blow to the head using a sharp object.  The men were murdered in a similar manner except for the point of impact.  On your father the point of impact was on the back of the head at the base of his skull.  See the raccoon eyes?  And on Doctor Kellerman, the mortal wound was inflicted in the center of the forehead just above the bridge of the nose.  It’d be my guess that the pointed end of the stiletto we found was the murder weapon.  Like I said, we won’t know anything for sure until the lab work’s done.”

“How do you suppose one woman did all of this?”

“I don’t know; maybe she had help.  The booze and blow probably made them more compliant, easier to handle.  Maybe they were playing some kind of game--that would explain why there was no struggle.”

“It’s a good theory.  It doesn’t seem strange to you that nothing in the office was out of place or damaged except for my father’s belongings?  Why would some random call girl have it in for those things?  That kind of attack on a person’s property indicates that this was a crime of passion.  The person or persons involved must have had a real or imagined relationship with one if not both men.  It doesn’t make sense for anyone to target those items unless it held some meaning to them.”

“That’s a bit of a stretch isn’t it?  It seems pretty clear to me that it was a bad mix of drugs and alcohol that pushed this person over the edge. I mean with all of the shit they’re cutting smack and coke with these days, anything’s possible.  The killer might have had a bad trip and spaced.  My gut’s telling me to find that call girl.  She’s the key.  I’m willing to bet she knows what happened even if she didn’t do it herself.”

“Okay, let’s say this woman had something to do with what happend.  What was her motive?  I’d like to look at the crime scene photos and eventually the scene itself.  It would help me gain a better perspective.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult.  I was just about to ask for your professional input.  I’m aware of your record with the FBI, and I think that if we pull our resources.  I’d have a better shot at covering all the bases.”

“That’s an interesting offer, but before I can lend my assistance, I have to lay down my conditions.”

“Which are?”

“The only way for me to participate in your investigation is for me to do it on an unofficial basis.  I’m on administrative leave and no one at the Bureau or from your department can know of my involvement. Legally, we’re on shaky ground, so we have to be careful.  Second, I want to run an investigation independent of yours to see if my theory differs from yours and to cover all of the bases.  If you can meet my conditions, that’ll be great. If you can’t, I’ll understand.  Is that fair enough for you, Detective Vincent?”

I didn’t want to come off sounding like a dick, but I had to let her know with crystal clarity how I operated so that there would be no misunderstandings between us later.  I had a nagging sensation in the back of my skull about dealing with Detective Vincent.  Something about her rubbed me raw--telling me to limit my contact with her but why?  I was going to use my own independent sources to run any tests on the evidence.  For that I was going to need Lenie to help me pull this off without tipping off the wrong people.

“Fair enough, and it’s Mena.”

“Call me Michael.”

“It should be interesting working with you, even if it’s under the table.  I’ve heard a lot about you.  I liked to see what you do first hand.”

“Ahh, flattery.  I’d like to take a better look at those photos now.”

“Sure.”

I got up and went over to the credenza to get a magnifying glass to and returned to my seat.  She handed me the photos, and I studied them.  The shock of what I was holding in my hands was bleeding through my veneer of calm.  “When do you think I can visit the crime scene?”

“I’ve got some things to tie up before my shift ends, and I’m gonna contact 

Allana’s to find out who she sent to that office.  I get off at six I can meet you there at seven tonight.”

“Sounds good.  I’ve got a lot to absorb.  I’ll get started.”

“See you at seven.”

“Mind if I hold onto these until then?”

“You can keep those; I’ve got copies down at the station.”

After she had left I took another close look at the photos.  This time my reaction was different.   There was my father beaten, his body hanging by his bound wrists like a side of beef on one of the hooks of the brass coat rack in the corner of his office.  The killer wanted to humiliate him, even in death, by leaving him wearing a red and black garter belt with black fishnet stockings.  His face was twisted and puffy; its color a combination of blue and gray pallor. 

 His eyes were open and fixed on nothingness.  It was chilling to know that the only thing my father and I had in common was a shared proclivity for kinky sex. What the hell kind of trait was that to inherit?  Christ, I’d have settled for having the same facial features.  Someone up there must be laughing his or her ass off about this one.  There have been many nights I’ve come out of a drunken stupor and found myself tied to someone or something without remembering how I’d gotten that way.  

David’s wounds were similar in pattern and ferocity.  The spray pattern of blood indicated that both men were alive when the fatal blows to the head were struck.  Their hearts were still pumping blood.  I had to get my hands on some of the white powder the cops had scraped off my father’s desk. I wanted to determine the exact ratio of heroin to cocaine.  If coke was the primary substance, it would have made them more aware of what was happening but the heroin would have made it difficult for them to fight back.  This convinced me that the killer had to have been involved with one or both men on an intimate level. 

 My mind was swimming with nonsensical thoughts.  Was my ambivalence clouding everything?  I didn’t know--what I did know was that I needed a stiff drink and a smoke, and I needed to talk to Lenie.  I poured myself double vodka and I lit my cigarette.

When I was done with my drink I phoned Lenie and brought her up to speed on the events unfolding on my side of the world.  I gave her the short version.  It had been six months since I’d last laid eyes on her though we’d talked several times on the phone.  I was uneasy that my father’s death was the reason for our reunion.  I asked her if it’d be all right if I came by and gave her the entire story before going to my father’s office, and she agreed.  

I was a bundle of ragged nerves during the drive over to Lenie’s.  She was my best friend, and I’d treated her badly out of my own selfishness.  She knew that I didn’t handle being around sick or injured people very well.  It pained me too much and wasn’t something I was proud of.  

Since the fiasco with the Artist, the Bureau paid to relocate Lenie from her apartment in Quantico City to a split-level loft in a converted building on the corner of Lombard Street in Baltimore.  She’d also been transferred from the B.S.U. to the Hoover Building in D.C., where she worked in one of the many laboratories while she recovered from the attack.  The guys at the top pulled out all stops to protect Lenie while the Artist was still on the loose.  I had to clear three armed checkpoints showing my credentials at each stop.  I was also patted down and had to check my weapon before being allowed access to the elevator leading up to her loft, where a six-foot-four-inch armed agent stood outside her front door.

I was a mass of nerves. All my negative emotions and paranoid feelings stood at attention.  Anxiety, stress, guilt, and fear of rejection…the list was long.  For years, Lenie and I had been at the hub of rumors and speculations about the depths of our partnership.  The comparison with the fictional Mulder and Scully had not gone unnoticed.  It’s no secret that we balance each other; some have even gone as far as to say that she and I made one individual.  Our relationship was one of mutual love, respect and trust.  We had similar personalities, and we’d clicked from the moment we’d been assigned as partners.  

In the beginning, there had been a strong sexual undercurrent that caused a bit of tension between the two of us. In the long run, though, we’d decided against acting upon our mutual attraction.  The tension was stressful enough; sex would’ve only complicated matters, and neither one of us wanted to run the risk of ruining the perfect partnership if things went sour. 

 All of my apprehension’s dissipated the instant she opened the front door, and I saw her soulful deep-set eyes and that crooked smile of hers.  I knew that all was well between her and me.  She grabbed me by the back of my shirt and pulled me towards her.  She threw her arms around me and gave me a much needed and longed for embrace.

“It’s been a while, stranger.”

“I know, I’m sorry about that.”

“Enough of that.  Come on in.”

“You seem to be doing well with the crutches.”

“I’m holding my own.”

“Does it hurt much?”

“Yeah.  This time it’s more bothersome.  I try to keep busy to keep my mind off the pain.”

“I thought this last operation was supposed to fix that.”

“It did.  My nerves are in a regenerative state, and that’s what’s causing the pain.  When that fucker slashed me, he severed the nerves and tendons of my Achilles heel.  I thought I’d be hobbling around dragging a dead foot, but the surgeon said that with a lot more therapy, I’ll only have a slight limp.”

“You could pull it off.”

“Yeah right.  So what do you think of my new place?”

“Very posh.”

“You think so, huh? You ain’t seen anything yet.”

“You feel up to taking me on a guided tour?”

“In a minute.  When was the last time you had something to eat that didn’t come out of a bottle?”

“I picked at some fruit earlier.  I haven’t had much of an appetite lately.”

“You do look pale for this time of year.  I’m gonna order some Chinese from Loo Chow’s, then we can talk.”

“Len, honestly I’m not hungry.”

“You should know by now that it doesn’t matter what you want.  You need something substantial in your stomach, and that’s the end of it!”

“Yes, ma’am.”  That’s my girl.  She was still a pistol after everything, and she was right.  Once her mind was made up, you could forget about changing it.  It was carved in stone.  It’s also one of the main reasons we got along as well as we did.  We always rode one another, especially in times of crisis when the desire to chuck it all and give up was strong.  She was the only one who was able to bring me back to my senses, and I was the only one for her.  We were muse and mentor to one another, each other’s champion protector and trusted ally.  It was indeed a rare thing to share with another human being.

“I ordered you the Kung Pao beef.  I got shrimp and broccoli.  The food should be here shortly.”

“How in the hell’s a delivery man gonna get in here?  This place is locked up tighter than Fort Knox.”

“Watch this…hi, it’s me.  Listen I’ve just ordered some food from Loo Chow’s.  It should be here in forty minutes or so.  Would you pay the guy for me, and I’ll pay you when you bring up the food?  Thanks Smitty.”

“Color me impressed.”

“Color me bored.”

“Why?”

“I’m starting to get cabin fever.  I can’t do anything or go anywhere without having an agent tag along.  I feel stifled, Mike.  How ridiculous is it that I can’t even go downstairs and get my own food?  Sometimes I feel like drugging them long enough for me to enjoy the scenery at the harbor and eat a hot dog.”

“But you won’t, because you know giving them the slip wouldn’t be a smart move.”

“I know, but I’ve been awfully tempted.”

“It won’t be like this forever, Len.  We’ll get that fucker, and this time there won’t be a hole small enough for him to hide.”

“Listen to me bitching about security when you’ve just lost your father.”

“Don’t worry about me. Vent if you need to.”

“I’ve vented.  Let’s move on.  Since it’s such a bright and cheery day, I think it’d be nice to sit and enjoy it from the balcony while we wait for the food.”

“Hey this is sweet!  You’ve got a hell of a view from up here.  You can see Camden Yards.”

“Yeah and on a clear day like this you can even watch the game. Here, take these binoculars and tell me who the O’s are playing.”

“This is awesome!  The only thing missing is the noise of the crowd and the over-priced food.”

“If you turn on that portable on the table behind you, you’ll be able to hear the game.”

“I’m not really in the mood for a baseball game, Len.”

“Pull up a chair and take a load off.”

“So uh, how’s everything with you?”

“Don’t do this.  Talk to me, Michael.”

“Len, I don’t even know where to begin.  I haven’t even gotten around to putting in a call to the medical examiner’s office to see if they’ve started autopsying either of the bodies.”

“I’ll take care of that for you.  Hey, hey look at me.  You can tell me anything, you know that, don’t you?”

“I feel like I’m eight years old again.  I feel like I’m reliving what happened to my mother and Mari Claire.”

“Losing your father the way you did is bound to dredge up those feelings.”

It’s not that!  Sure, I’ve got unresolved feelings about my father, but something about this doesn’t feel right.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know.  I can’t put my finger on why I feel this way, but something doesn’t jive.  I’ve got a weird feeling about this Detective Vincent.”

“Who’s Detective Vincent?”

“She’s the primary investigating the murders.”

“What is it about this woman that makes you uneasy?”

“It feels like someone plucking me in the back of my head.  There’s something that’s very haunting about her.”

“In what way haunting?”

“You’ll think I’m crazy if I tell you.”

“It’s been well established that you’re nuts. Just get on with it.”

“She looks so much like Mari Claire it’s unnerving.”

“Isn’t it possible that you’re transferring your unresolved feelings for Mari Claire onto this woman because she bears resemblance to her?  I’ve always suspected that deep down you really know what happened that night, and you’ve kept it buried.  The trauma of your father’s murder has probably triggered deeply buried memories. Or it could be something as simple as your being attracted to her.  Face it, Mikey, you’re pretty cute.  I can see why women are drawn to you”

“You’re probably right.”

“About you being attracted to this woman?”

“No, about the transference issue.”

“You have a lot to think about.  I’ll help you through this any way I can.  If you want, I can even run a check on her to make sure she’s kosher.”

“I’ll get back to you on that.”

The doorbell rang.

“The food’s here.”

“I’ll get it.”

“Stay right where you are.  Who do you think answers the door when you’re not here?”

“Yeah, well, I am here, so put a lid on it.”

“Fine, I’ll get a pitcher of iced-tea out of the fridge and grab two glasses while you get the food.”

“You want to eat on the balcony?”

“Sure.”

I did what she asked then joined her on the balcony.

“You know I was just thinking?”

“What about?”

“I was sure the Bureau was going to hang you out to dry.”

“I was worried there too for a while.  Then I remembered that the Bureau doesn’t like to be portrayed in a negative light.  They placed the blame on the Albany Police Department.”

“I’m just glad it wasn’t you.”

“Yeah well, I’m still pissed about the whole thing.  If I had clipped him just five inches higher we wouldn’t be having this conversation.  He’d be dead and in the ground.”

“Len, you were lucky to get off any shots, considering the amount of blood you lost and the injuries you sustained.  It’s down to you that we’ve been able to connect him with at least five murders.  You did great!  Now stop beating yourself up!”

“Maybe. Let’s dig in, the food smells great!”

“It does.  Loo Chow’s has always been like chicken soup--good for the soul.”

“I know what you mean.  Something this delicious should be illegal.  I know you brought copies of the crime scene, so hand them over.”

I opened my briefcase and gave her the notes I’d jotted down along with the photos.  She poured over my notes and studied the photos in between mouthfuls of shrimp and broccoli.  I just sat back and watched her go.  Lenie was a doctor of forensic science; her area of expertise lay in trace evidence and DNA analyses.  An hour later, she looked up from the notes she’d written and again at the photos.  She stared at me a bit before saying anything.  Her brain acted like a huge computer processing and sorting information.

“Okay, let’s get at it.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the Land of Oz.  Before we get started, would you like a cold beer or something harder?”

This was an odd offer for her to make.  She hated my drinking. It was a trick question, to catch me off guard like that, to see for herself if I was really up for this.  She knew that I was about to take on the case of my life and that I would be taut with personal conflicts.  As I said in the beginning, I’m no different from anyone else who finds comfort in lies, even if what I do on the job is wade through the lies of others to uncover the truth.  Both of us knew how devastating the naked truth could be when drawn into the light.

It no longer mattered that I’ve investigated and examined hundreds of crime scenes, done too many victim and criminal profiles to remember.  All of my experience and know-how went straight out the window on this one.  It was going to be hard for me to set aside my bitterness towards my father.  It was also no secret that I had a bad track record when it came to separating my personal feelings from those of the victims and their families.  Lenie knew this better than anyone; it had been the source of most of our arguments.  She also knew that I was primed to crash and that this could be what finally sent me over the edge.  This case was going to test everything I had.  Neither of us knew what kind of lingering effect it would have once it was over and done with.

“You could, but then you’d be drinking alone.  I’ve had my quota for today.  My head’s clear, and I’d like for it to stay that way for a while.”

“That’s too bad.  I wanted to show you my new bar.”

“I’ll bet you do. What’s really going on here?”

“Why does anything have to be going on?”

“Because I know you, Len.”

“If you say so.”

I followed her over to her built-in bar. Now I’m no expert on interior design, but I do know what I like.  I thought the bar fit well with the décor.  It was warm and inviting with a variety of liquors to satisfy any palate.

“Club soda?”

“I could go for that.”  To be honest, I could have used the club soda as a mixer and drained the bar dry, but there would be time for that later.  She went behind the bar and lifted up the ice bucket.  Instead of slinging a few of the cubes into a glass she pressed a few hidden buttons.  The brick and mirrored façade of the bar disappeared into an opening in the ceiling above.  She then slid a coded key into the lock and when the large steel door opened it led to a lab that rivaled any of the ones in the Hoover building.  There were freezers for storing perishable evidence and infrared and polarized microscopes.  She had everything she needed to conduct thorough examinations of any evidence I might recover from the scene. 

 She also had a network of computers that tapped directly into the databases of the major agencies and bureaus.

“How James Bondian.”

“Maybe, but I’m no Q.  He’s dead, whereas I am still hobbling among the living.”

“Always ready with a quip.”

“Gotta keep you on your toes.”

“Where did you get all of this stuff?”

“What, you think that you’re the only one with a high-ranking guardian within the Bureau?”

“Guess not.  Who is it?”

“Don’t know, don’t really care.  I put this kit together for you after I received your call.  Inside you’ll find everything you’ll need to accurately record the crime scene and to collect and preserve any evidence you come across.”

“This is fantastic!  I’d give you a big smooch if I wasn’t afraid of having you fall in love with me.”

“It’s nice to know that your ego is still intact.  You’d better get going.  You wouldn’t want to be late for your date with Detective Vincent.  Don’t forget to bring whatever you find to me right away.”

“It might be kinda late when I’m done.”

“Like I have somewhere else to be.”

“I’ll call you when I’m on the way.  It should give you enough time to alert your watchdogs of my impending arrival.”

“Go on, get out of here.  See you when you get back.”

Lenie grabbed me by the arm. “Remember, stay focused!  Put all of that other shit out of your mind.  I know you can do this.  I’ll be right here when you need me.”

“You worry too much, you know that?”  I set the forensic kit down on the floor and took Lenie in my arms.  I kissed her on the forehead and gave her a huge hug.

“I knew you couldn’t resist me,” she whispered.  “Remember, stay focused.”

“Don’t worry.”






Chapter Fifteen
Lenie

I waved and waited for the elevator doors to close.  I was worried about Michael.  He didn’t look good at all.  I was sure that part of it had to do with having to handle his father’s murder, but there was something more deeply ingrained that was gnawing at him.  Something from the past, something he needed to see through to the end.  This is the only way for him to ever really find some peace within himself over what happened all those years ago.  The timing couldn’t have been worse; then again is there ever a right time when it comes to dealing with death?

I was going to have to keep a close eye on Michael, starting with Detective Vincent.  Michael’s instincts were usually quite accurate.  If he was having doubts about this woman, maybe it was for a good reason.  I was going to find out everything there was to know about this woman, and I had very little time. I hoped I could get ahold of my guy.  It was time to call in my chit and have him do a little sniffing around for me.  I called him on his cell. “Hey Rick, how’s it goin’?  I know it’s been a while.  I guess you know why I’m calling.  I’m calling in my marker.  I need you to dig around and tell me everything, you can about a former colleague of yours, a Detective Mena Vincent out of homicide.  I want everything, Rick.  I want to know when she breathes and how many breaths she takes, you got it?”
Rick’s a former cop who got booted from the force for alleged shady dealings.  Nothing was ever proven.  They just wanted an excuse to get rid of him. Rick’s a smooth and devilishly smart character who was more intelligent than most of the people he worked under.  He would’ve made a hell of an agent, but he wasn’t exactly the conforming type.  He was even more of a non conformist than either Michael or I.  If there was anything this woman was hiding, Rick would uncover it.  The very same talents that made him a good cop had made him a great private investigator.  He still maintained contact with his old partner and he was going to have to use that connection for information about Detective Vincent.

There was still a lot of work to be done before Michael returned.  The first thing on the agenda was to call the medical examiner’s office and speak with Dr. Vanessa Ridgeway, chief medical examiner.  
I wanted to find out if the autopsies had been conducted on the bodies.  If they had been carried out, I wanted the cause of death.  If they hadn’t, I wanted to be there while they were being done. That wasn’t physically possible because of my confinement, but that wouldn’t stop me.

Maryland had recently implemented the use of digital cameras and computer technology in its pathology department for educational and investigative purposes. When the Engineering Research Facility of the FBI designed my lab they tricked it out with the latest high-tech equipment.  They created a secured net-share program that allowed me to view and if needed to partake in medical and criminal investigations around the world without having to be there literally.  

Dr. Ridgeway was kind enough to fax me a copy of her preliminary findings in the autopsy of David Kellerman.  Minus the forensic, toxicological and chemical analyses, it could take up to a week for the results.

The Hallards had filed an emergency injunction temporarily prohibiting an autopsy. They wanted to view the body and have their own people conduct a separate autopsy and their findings had not been released.  As soon as the family’s autopsy was completed they released the body to Dr. Ridgeway, so that she could conduct her own autopsy.  I was reading over the report on Kellerman when I realized that the photos taken at the scene didn’t begin to tell the story of what happened to him during his final hours.  Dr. Ridgeway agreed to let me view the second autopsy of Daniel Hallard, using their new computer system.  

The scientist in me finds the whole post mortem process fascinating.  It’s through science that we’re able to uncover the body’s story of what happened moments before death. The word itself means “to see for yourself.”  Many places that perform autopsies have a plaque above the door in Latin that reads: HIC LOCUS EST UBI MOR GAUDET SACCURRER VITAE.  Simply translated, it means, “This is the place where death rejoices to teach those who live.”

I was quite anxious to see what Daniel’s body had to reveal about him.  Two other pathologists were brought in to assist Dr. Ridgeway in the proceedings.  Seven digital cameras would be used to capture the autopsy from multiple angles.  Three of the cameras were micro cams attached to the bridge of the protective goggles.  The pathologist was also rigged with an ear piece and microphone for two-way communications.  The four remaining cameras were positioned at the head and foot of the table and on either side. Once a thorough external examination of the body had been completed, Ridgeway would concentrate on the facial area and brain, while the other two focused on the thoracic and abdominal cavities. 
Lying on the table was the body of a sixty-two-year-old white male who did not die of natural causes.  The body was well preserved due to the air conditioning, which aided in the rapid onset of Algor Mortis, or body cooling.  The body was in advanced rigor mortis with lividity present in the ear lobes, nail beds and around the wrists.  It was also present in the lower extremities.  There were multiple lacerations and abrasive scratches of varying lengths and depth found on the upper and lower torso.  The swelling of the tissue indicated that these wounds were inflicted while the victim was still alive.  Cigarette burns were found in a circular pattern around the scrotum.  The tissue response to this kind of stimulus was consistent with defensive characteristics, again indicating that the victim was alive when the burns were inflicted.

Ridgeway then removed tissue samples from the wounds to be analyzed for skin cell transference.  She made a latex mixture to make molds of the wounds to the torso and of the puncture hole measuring a centimeter in diameter in the occipital area of the skull.  This was done to determine what kind of weapon was used.  Once all of the samples had been collected and stored and the molds set and removed, Ridgeway moved on to conducting an internal examination of the body.  She reopened the Y incision, then made a second incision across the head, including the bony prominence below and behind the ears.  She used a vibrating saw to remove the top of the skull and then cut the attachments that held the brain in place.  She then carefully removed the brain.

I watched as she painstakingly examined the brain.  I could see from my vantage point that his brain stem had been nearly severed by the blow to the back of the head.  There were metallic particles and bone fragments embedded in the occipital area. This type of injury causes cardiac activity to cease, resulting in death from asphyxia.  She removed the metallic particles and stored them until further testing could be done.  

This was not an easy undertaking for me, even though I’d only met the man a few times. He was the father of a man who was very dear to me. I didn’t know what condition the body would be in after the initial autopsy ordered by the Hallards had been conducted. How could I tell Michael without causing him more pain?

Michael


Lenie only lived a few blocks from where I was meeting Detective Vincent.  It wouldn’t have been too prudent to walk around downtown Baltimore carrying a case full of sensitive evidence, so I drove the three blocks to the Horizon building.  I pulled my car into the underground parking lot and parked in a space nearest the stairwell.  I got out of the car loaded for bear.  I was full of nervous energy so I took the stairs to meet up with Detective Vincent, who was waiting for me in the lobby.  She was fidgety, and her eyes were wide with excitement.  I could tell that she was chomping at the bit to tell me something, but I didn’t want what she knew to color my investigation of the crime scene.


“Hey, how’s it going?”


“Couldn’t be better!  I can’t wait to tell you what I’ve found out.”


“I want you to hold onto what you’ve discovered until I’ve had a chance to go over the scene myself.  I want to show you my appreciation for granting me access to the crime scene by taking you to dinner tomorrow at the restaurant of your choice.”


“You don’t have to.”


“Look, it’s not a marriage proposal.  It’s just an invitation to dinner, okay?”


“I’m going to have to take a rain check.”


“Let me know when you’re able to take me up on my offer.”


“Cool.  You ready to go up?”


“No use in putting it off.”


The ride up on the elevator was quiet.  No words were passed between us.  The odd glance was our only communication.  I was doing my best to remain focused on what I was about to do, but it wasn’t going too well.  I was wrestling with my thoughts about everything my father’s murder brought with it, including a scandal that would keep the media and enemies of my family wet for years to come.  I wished I had a switch inside my head that could turn off these dumb-ass thoughts.  The last thing I wanted to contend with was with a gaggle of attorneys, the media or more cops.  I didn’t give a damn about preserving the Hallard image. My grandparents and their team of experts would have to deal with those trivial matters without me.


I was having a hard enough time keeping my conflicting emotions neutral. I needed to direct all my attention towards uncovering the truth behind what really happened and putting all of the ghosts to rest.  The crime scene seemed a million miles away.  The outer area of the office looked the same until I walked into the reception area and saw the yellow tape cordoning off the room.  We walked down the hall and turned the corner, getting ready to enter my father’s office.  I needed a few moments to compose myself; I took this time to put on a pair of surgical gloves and to cover my shoes with disposable footies. 

I used a pocketknife to cut away the police tape blocking the office door.  I took a deep breath and opened the door.  The minute I stepped over the threshold and saw the taped outline of where the bodies had been I felt flushed and disorientated and broke out in a cold sweat.  It made me feel as if I were looking at it from inside a fish tank.  I couldn’t concentrate and was having great difficulty assessing the area.  I didn’t like what was happening to me.  I heard the shrieking of a woman.  My head felt like it was about to split in two.  My stomach felt bloated with a tiny person using my insides for a punching bag.  There were lights flickering before my eyes.  It didn’t matter if they were opened or closed.  The dizzying effects simulated the idiosyncratic rhythms of a quixotic strobe light.


The smell of dead blood and decay made me want to retch.  I closed my eyes, hoping it would stop.  It didn’t.  I opened them and what I saw made me think I had lost my mind.  I was standing in the middle of my parent’s bedroom back at the house in Guilford.  Instead of seeing the brutal remains of my mother’s body spread out across the bed, I saw her spirit standing next to where I’d found her body, pointing to a smashed photo on the floor.  A rush of cold air passed through me, taking my breath away with it.  I was trapped somewhere between my past and the present.


“Mike, Agent Hallard!  Did you hear what I said?”


Detective Vincent grabbed me by the same arm and in the same way that my father had when he pried me away from my mother’s body, and for a split second it was his hand that I saw instead of hers.  I’ve never questioned that there are multiple planes of existence.  My relatives in Scotland hold this belief close to their hearts.  Maybe this episode of déjà vu was the key, but to what?  I was more convinced than ever that these murders were somehow connected to what had happened to my mother and Mari Claire.  


“Jesus Christ, are you all right?  You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”


“I’m fine.  It’s just taking me longer than I thought to process everything.  What was it you asked me?”


“Never mind, it’s not important.”


“Could you leave me alone in here for a while?  I have to do this on my own.”


“Sure, I’ll go get us some coffee.  How do you take yours?”


“White…four creams and two sugars.”


One of the hardest components of running an investigation is knowing where to draw the line between the job and your emotions.  I was going to have to reach down deeper than I ever had to pull this off.  I had to put all negative feelings I had about my father on the back burner if I was going to be of any use.  Until that moment I’d chosen to stay bitter about my relationship with my father.  I no longer had that luxury.


I needed to observe everything and then step back and disassociate from it.  Looking too hard for something can often make you miss what’s right in front of you.  You have to let your instincts chart the course.  It’s important to listen to the basic intelligence that provided our ancestors with the necessary tools for survival.  The best hunters and trackers have been known to fail when they ignored their instincts.  I was not prepared to make those same mistakes.


I tried to immerse myself in the events that had taken place in this room.  I needed to connect with both of the victims and their killer.  I concentrated on recreating the events.  I walked around the office touching items last touched by those involved.  I was looking for any leftovers and listening to what they had to say.  This is something that requires the use of all five senses--six if you’re lucky.  In the macabre playground of my mind, making the transition into the killer’s mindset felt like a long overdue homecoming.


I went over to the brass coat rack where my father’s body had been hanging by his wrists.  I went over every inch of it.  I made my way through the dusted prints left behind by the previous investigators down toward the base of the rack.  I was looking along the rim when the mag-light I was using caught the glimmer of something that didn’t belong there.  I found what looked like a strand of human hair trapped between the edge of the base of the rack and the carpet.  I placed the high powered mini-mag light on the floor directly in front of the hair.  I went over and got what I needed to collect and store the strand of hair from the kit.


I then stood up and put myself in the same position that my father had been found.  I was trying to calculate where I’d most likely find traces of blood from the wound to the back of his head.  I removed an 11x20-inch square of carpet from around the bottom of the coat rack and placed it into a collection envelope.  I then moved on to where David’s body had been found sitting in the chair behind my father’s desk.  I went over that chair searching every crease in the leather for something to let me know if I was on the right track.  I cut into the hand rests of the chair and removed patches.  I then bagged and tagged them to have them analyzed.  I got back down on all fours and searched the floor around the chair and desk. 


 I discovered another stand of hair wedged under the plastic runner. I peeled back the corner and retrieved this strand of hair just as I had done with the other strand.  I spent hours intensely swabbing, lifting prints, photographing, dusting, and collecting everything that wasn’t nailed down and that I believed might be of importance.  I even filter vacuumed the entire office to ensure I hadn’t missed anything.  I didn’t finish until well after midnight.  I had forgotten all about Detective Vincent.  I found a note under the cup of coffee she’d gotten for me.  The note said that she’ d been given a tip about the call girl hired to entertain David and my father and that she’d fill me in on her findings the next day. 

I called Lenie and told her that I was on the way.  She sounded like she was asleep but still insisted on my coming over.  When I got there, she was in her bathrobe drinking a cup of coffee. She handed me a cup and I followed her into her lab and gave her what I’d collected.


“How’d it go?”


“Okay.”


“Looks like you’ve got a lot of stuff here.”


“I was worried that I didn’t have enough.”


“I won’t know that until I’ve had a chance to go over your findings.  I’m going to get to work on this, and I want you to go home and get some sleep.”


“I‘m beat, but I don’t want to go back to the family compound and I don’t want to go back to my place. I don’t want to be alone right now. Is it all right if I spend the night on your couch?”


“You don’t have to sleep on the couch, Mike.  You can sleep in my bed.  I’ve got a lot of work to get done and won’t be going to bed anytime soon.”


“Are you sure?”


“You know I work better without an audience. Get some sleep!  I’ll let you know what I find as soon as I can.”


“Just don’t be up all night.”


“I’m a night owl.  Besides, I grabbed a cat nap while you were gone.”


“All right.  I’ll see you in the morning.  Thanks Len!”

Chapter Sixteen

Detective Mena Vincent


The feds never tell you everything, just what they think you need to know.  I hadn’t heard from Kevin since I got his message informing me his search of Allana’s office was a bust and that, according to the woman filling in, Allana had been missing in action since last Friday.  

Beethoven’s Fifth my cell rang.  Maybe it was Kevin with something useful.

“Hey, Kev, what’s the news?  Really?  Where are you now?  You’re sure it’s her?  Stay put, I’m on my way.  Don’t go in there without me.  Thanks, man.  I owe you one.”   

Thank Christ that phone call came when it did.  I was going stir crazy pacing back and forth outside the crime scene. Michael was going to be in there for a few more hours before he even knew that I was gone, but I did him the courtesy of leaving him a note. 

 It took me the better part of an hour to get out of downtown because of traffic from the Orioles doubleheader.  Under normal circumstances, it would’ve only taken me a little more than a half-hour to reach her condo in Baltimore County.


I had to get to Allana’s high rise before she had a chance to leave again.  I had worked with Kevin before, and for the most part he was a good cop--a bit skittish at times, but a top-notch detective nonetheless. He wasn’t known for his patience, and the last thing I wanted was for him to jump the gun and go in there without me.


He was a gruff, chain-smoking wreck of a man prone to use his size and demeanor as a method of intimidation.  This trait would come in handy should Allana or anyone else that happened to be there give us any trouble.  I’m more of a passive aggressive investigator whose calm and even-keeled exterior hides a stinging scorpion.  It started pissing down rain by the time I pulled up in front of her condo.  Kevin was sitting in his car smoking and watching the news on his palm pilot.  I tapped on his window to get his attention.  He stubbed out his butt, turned off his palm pilot and got out of the car.


“Hey, Kev.”


“You know you owe me big, time for this one!  My wife’s been all over me about my hours, and this isn’t even on the clock.”


“I’m sorry about that.  I’ll take Bonnie out to lunch or something to make it up to her.”


“No, don’t.  Let’s just do this.”


“Fine.  What’s the 411 on this Allana person?”


“I slipped the doorman a few bucks, and he spilled like a slot machine.  He told me that she’d left here last Friday in a panic and didn’t return home until an hour ago.”


“If you ever need to know anything about the residents of a building, just ask the doorman, and for the right price, he’ll tell you who shot Kennedy.”  I chuckled. “Do you know if she’s up there alone or if she’s entertaining someone?”


“According to our friendly doorman, she’s been known to have visits from the occasional boy-toy, but tonight’s she’s on her own.  I gave him my pager number in case one of them decided to pay her a visit while we’re up there.”


“Did he say anything else about her?”


“Just that she’s a bit flamboyant and known for not taking any shit.”


Kevin handed the doorman another fifty just to make sure nobody surprised us. 

“Get a load of this place.  How much you think it cost to live here?”


“More than either of us will ever make on a detective’s salary.”


“Too bad! Bonnie and the kids would love a place like this.  It’s a goddamn shame prostitution’s illegal!”


“Yeah, well, what‘s the number?

“818.”


“There it is.”


“Well go ahead, ring the doorbell.”


“Who is it?”


“Baltimore Police.  We’d like to ask you a few questions.”


“It’s late!  Can’t you come back in the morning?  I was just getting ready for bed.”


“It’s very important that we talk with you now.”


“What’s this all about?”


“If you would just open the door, we could discuss this without your neighbors over hearing our conversation.”


“I don’t have anything to say to you unless you’ve got a warrant.”


“I suppose we could get a warrant, but I’d have to leave my partner sitting outside your front door all night wearing his badge like a necklace for anyone who happens to pass by.  That would be bad for business right? Or you could let us in right now.”


“You fucking cops are all alike.”


She unlocked the door and let us in without so much as a look in our direction.  Her place was laid out with the best that money could buy.  Flamboyant didn’t begin to describe Allana Greenleaf.  She was a forty-something blonde with decadent tastes in need of a touchup of her black roots.  The heavy aroma of expensive perfume hung in the air as she walked past us carrying what smelled like scotch in her glass.  She walked over to the sofa where she sat down.  She looked at us as if we were subjects in her royal court.  Then with the wave of her hand she motioned for us to have a seat.


“Now what is so important that it couldn’t wait until a more respectable hour?”


“Murder.”


“Murders are committed every day.  What’s so important about this one?”



I reached into my bag and took out the matchbook we’d found at the scene of the murders and flung it across the cocktail table.  The plastic evidence bag came to rest in front of her glass.  She leaned over to take a look then she picked up her glass and made herself comfortable.


“So you’ve got one of my matchbooks, big deal.  What’s it got to do with me?”


“These matches were found at the scene of a double homicide.  This cover was used to make lines of eight-balls.”


“So what?  What has any of this got to do with me?  Anyone could have left this behind. What makes you so sure it was one of my girls?”


“Phone records show you received two phone calls from this number on the night of the murders.  The first call came in at ten p.m.  The next was at three the following morning.  Both of these calls originated at the offices of Hallard & Kellerman. And, lest we forget, Cinderella left behind one of her shoes.”


“I’m not saying another word without consulting my attorney.”


“What do you need an attorney for?  You’re not under arrest.  We’re just two women here talking.”


“I run a legitimate business, everything’s above board!”


“Yeah and I’m the Easter Bunny, lady.”


“Kevin, please!”


“No, this broad’s been treating us like something she’s stepped in.  You got a lot of nerve looking down on us when you’re the one selling pussy for a living and not even your own.”


“You’re a vulgar man with a limited vocabulary.  Do you really think this bullshit good cop/bad cop routine’s having any effect on me?  I’ve got plenty of powerful friends who wouldn’t find your treatment of me much to their liking.”


“You’ve made a mistake.  He’s the nice one.  I’m the one you have to worry about.  Now I know for a fact that those powerful friends of yours won’t think twice about feeding you to the fish to protect their own interests. You know it too, so cut the crap!  Give me the name of the woman you sent over there that night.  Then tell me where I can find her, or I’ll haul your ass in right now for pandering.”


“For Christ sake, her name’s Amanda Bryce.  She called here screaming and crying that night.  I thought at the time that she was just strung out after having a bad date.”


“Then what happened?”


“I told her to get the hell out of there and to be careful not to leave anything behind.  She couldn’t even manage to get that right!  Nevertheless, I haven’t heard from her since.”


“I’m confused!”


“Confused about what, Detective?”


“We have witnesses who saw you leave here in a hurry last Friday.  This would’ve been soon after receiving Amanda’s second phone call.  Where did you rush off to that early in the morning?”


“Who told you that, Melvin the nosey doorman?”


“Does it really matter?  Where’d you go?”


“What if I told you I had a family emergency that required my attention and 

that’s where I went?”


“I’d say you’re lying, but it’s easy to verify.”


“Fine!  Anything to get the two of you out of here.  I went over to her place and found her shaking like a junkie going through withdrawals.  I had to sober her up before I was able to get anything coherent out of her.  After that, I gave her some money and told her to leave town until I’d had a chance to sort things out.”


“Where did she go, Ms. Greenleaf?”


“I don’t know.  That was over three days ago and she could be anywhere.”


“Don’t give me that shit, lady!  You have to know where she is.  How else will you contact her once you’ve sorted things out, through mental telepathy?  Stop dickin’ us around and just tell us where she went.  Your girl is a suspect right now in the double murders of two men who were highly regarded in their communities.  Did you really think that this would all just go away by itself?”


“Look I don’t know if she did it or not.  She never told me, and right about now, I could care less.  What I am concerned about is my own interest.  I never wanted to get mixed up in this mess!  My business depends on discretion.  The last thing I need is publicity, negative or otherwise.”


“Then tell me what you know, and I give you my word that I’ll do what I can to keep you out of the loop.”


“You and I both know that’s a crock of shit!  This thing is much too big to keep me out of it! Hell, throwing me into the mix makes this a scandal too juicy to pass up.”


“Then what’s keeping you from coming clean if it’s all going to come out in the end anyway?”


“She has a place in Annapolis that used to belong to her parents.  That’s where you’ll find her.”


“Address, phone number?”


“Here…for what it’s worth, I don’t believe she killed anyone.  She’s not the type, but I do believe she knows what happened.”


“We’ll take that into consideration.  Thanks for your time.”


Ms. Greenleaf was so anxious to get rid of us that she practically shoved us out the door.  I figured she’d call Amanda and give her a heads-up, but I was determined to beat her to the punch.  I used my cell phone to put in a call to the Anne Arundel County Police to alert them that they had a murder suspect in their area.  I gave them the information that I had, and then asked if they’d send a patrol car over to her place to make sure she didn’t try to make a run for it.  I told them I was on the way to that same location.  I thanked Kevin for watching my back, reimbursed him for the money he’d shelled out to the doorman and sent him home to Bonnie and the kids. I was halfway to Annapolis when my cell rang.  It was Sergeant Maxwell from the Anne Arundel County police.


The cops had entered the Bryce residence because of the foul odor coming from inside the house.  When they failed to get anyone to come to the door, they went in under probable cause and that’s when they discovered the body of a woman dead in the bathtub from an apparent drug overdose.  A suicide/confession letter was found taped to the bathroom mirror. 

In my ten years as a detective working, homicide I’d never had a murder solved this quickly.  I’ve never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth, but this was too neat and easy.  The post mortem still needed to be conducted before this case could be officially closed.  For the time being, all I could do was wait for their findings.


The quiet street where Amanda had sought refuge was all aglow from the cadre of police cars flashing red and white strobe lights.  I got out of the car with my shield in my hand and made my way through the blue shirts. The smell of decomposing flesh met me as I walked up the sidewalk. The sergeant who’d called me met me at the front door and led me through the master bedroom into the bathroom where the body was. It was hot inside the split-foyer.  The place was filled with flies from the rotting body.  She was slumped over the rim of the tub with the syringe still stuck in her arm.  The water was tinted pink from where she’d missed a vein.  The heat, the smell, the flies and the maggots floating in the water made me queasy. 


 I had to excuse myself.  Normally something like this wouldn’t have fazed me, but it was sweltering, and the rain only made it hotter and more humid. Plus I hadn’t eaten anything in a while.  I’m hypoglycemic, and I was getting the shakes so my concentration was muddled. I went out to my car and got a candy bar from my glove compartment and scarfed it down.  I chased it with a bottle of water that had been sitting in my car since that morning.  I felt better as soon as the sugar hit my system, and while the water tasted like what I imagined luke warm piss must taste like, for the time being it, would have to do.  I went back inside the house and spoke with Sergeant Maxwell.


“Sorry about bolting out of here like that, but it’s been one of those days.”


“It’s not a problem.  I had to leave myself a few times to get some air.”


“I hate this time of year.  It’s always too damn hot!”


“I know what you mean. Why wasn’t the air-conditioning turned on?”


“I don’t know!  That’s odd though isn’t it?”


“If this woman was responsible for the murders that took place at the Inner Harbor, then she just saved the state a lot of money and time.”


“I suppose so.  How long before the meat wagon comes to collect the body?”


“They should be here soon.  Until then, all we can do is wait.” 

  
The ME’s were pulling up as I was leaving.  They were going to take the body to the state medical examiners office where an autopsy would be performed. I’d be very happy if the stuff she injected into her veins was some of the same stuff we found at the scene of the murders. 

Michael

I woke the next day feeling restless and agitated from a night spent playing hide and seek with the ghosts of my past.  The ghosts were making it difficult for me to tell whether I was awake, asleep, or caught somewhere in between.  I got out of bed and tripped and tramped my way through Lenie’s labrythian loft where the unfamiliarity of my surroundings clouded my judgment, giving everything around me the sensation of being in a rambling dreamscape.  I felt as if I’d been on a three-day binge even though I hadn’t had so much as one drop of firewater.


My consciousness was being held hostage by a dense haze of disorientation, leaving my subconscious free to roam.  I couldn’t allow that to happen.  I needed some kind of stimulant to jolt me out of this state of mind.  A pot of strong coffee, hot and bitter to match my mood, was what my body craved.  Throw in a high concentration of nicotine’s sweet poison for my lungs, and I’d be set.  Along the way, I stumbled upon Lenie sacked out on the couch draped from the waist down by mounds of paperwork.  I was jealous of how peacefully she was sleeping and angry with myself for letting the sleep deprivation get to me. 

I cannot remember the last time I was able to sleep that peacefully.  Blackouts and alcohol-induced comas were more my area of expertise.  
As I stood there watching her slumber, I noticed she was in deep R.E.M. sleep, and I could tell that her mind was fast at work.


Seeing her like that piqued my curiosity, and I wondered what she knew and what she had going on behind the steel door of her lab.  The entrance had vanished back behind its brick and mortar façade.  I didn’t know the codes to access the lab and didn’t want to disturb Lenie, for she’d been up all night doing me a favor.  Whatever she found out would have to wait.  

I grabbed my things, told the agent posted outside Lenie’s front door to let her know I would call her later, and left.  From Lenie’s place, I drove to the nearest coffee shop where I drank cup after cup of strong coffee and re-stocked my smokes.  With nicotine and caffeine coursing through my system, I was ready for anything.


I was buzzing like a honeybee drunk on mead by the time I reached Guilford.  Time seemed to have ground to a halt out on Hill Valley Drive.  The houses were as stoic and bland as I remembered them being; perhaps selective memory was shading the scenery. It had been more than thirty years since I’d been dragged kicking and screaming from the only home I’d ever known.  I had never intended to come back to this place, and as I pulled my car into the garage, I began having second thoughts.  There were too many childhood memories locked up inside that house. 

 I was taking a giant leap back in time, and I was scared shitless of what might happen.


I sat in my car inside the garage smoking.  It was hot as hell in there.  Sweat was pouring off me.  I got out of the car and left the garage to avoid passing out from heat exhaustion and went around back to the garden that my mother had cherished so much.  It was overgrown with weeds and wildflowers.  The condition of the garden reminded me of what was lost; my mother, Mari Claire, a different version of my life.  I was standing next to the remnants, lamenting about my life when it happened.  The same chill that swept through me back at my father’s office had returned.  This time I heard no disembodied screaming. Instead I heard a faint voice instructing me to dig.


A strange sensation I cannot even begin to explain had come over me.  I was thrown into an evolving scene over which I had no control.  Something or someone was pulling my strings like a goddamn puppeteer.  An incredible pressure was building at the base of my spine.  Fears of having it snap in two made me drop onto my hands and knees.  I was scared to death and shaking as I tore the weeds and wildflowers out by the roots.  


I dug until there was nothing but dirt left then I plunged my hands into the earth, scooping out handfuls at a time until I had cored out three feet of dirt. I was questioning my own sanity.  The muscles in my shoulders and back ached and burned, but I continued digging for something tangible to prove to myself that I hadn’t lost my mind.  I was feeling like a horse’s ass and wanted to stop the excavation…but I couldn’t.  

In frustration I drove my fist into the ground. And my fist struck something. Not dirt.  Something solid.  I couldn’t believe that I’d actually found something. I pulled it out and brushed it off.  It was an old-fashioned butter cookie tin, rusted shut.  I was going to need a tool to pry it open.  

I shook the cookie tin, and there was definitely something inside, but I couldn’t tell what. I took the cookie tin with me into the garage to find something to pry it open with.  The garage was empty except for dust and cobwebs. What the hell was I thinking?  This place had been empty for years, even when we lived here; my father wasn’t exactly a Mr. Fixit.  He was a surgeon who stayed away from anything that might cause him to injure his hands.  I popped open the trunk of my car and looked around for something useful. It was a toss-up between a jack handle and a Phillips-head screwdriver.


There was probably something inside of the house that would work better than a screwdriver, but I wasn’t ready to go in there just yet.  I used the head of the screwdriver to poke holes into the rusted portions of the tin.  

I was so wrapped up in what I was doing that I didn’t notice I’d taken a chunk out of my hand until I heard the blood hitting the tops of my shoes.  I grabbed an old T-shirt from the trunk and wrapped it around my hand to stem the flow of blood.  This left me little choice but to go inside.  I tucked the cookie tin under my arm while I unlocked the door and went in through the mudroom entrance.  I walked into the kitchen and over to the sink to clean and redress my wound.


I had had enough at this point.  I threw the cookie tin against the wall and watched it burst open like a piñata.   It wasn’t a booty full of candy that spilled onto the floor.  It was something much more important.  

I fell to my knees blinded by tears and shocked into utter disbelief at what lay scattered on the floor in front of me.  It was a cache of letters belonging to my mother and Mari Claire.  I scooped them up off the floor and went upstairs to my parent’s bedroom to read them.  This was the perfect place for me to open myself up to whatever there was to learn.  The first thing I did was to open every window in the room to get some cross-ventilation going.  The bedroom furniture was covered in plastic.  The wood flooring and carpeting had been ripped up and replaced after several attempts at removing the bloodstains failed.  My father had the mattress she was murdered on burned after the trial.


I sat down on the floor and read the letters.  I felt like an intruder, spying on the two women I’d loved most in the world.  I’d always known they were closer than the closest of friends.  I just never fully understood the depths of that friendship and their devotion to one another until now.  It didn’t come as any great shock to me that my father had been a bastard, but reading what he’d put them through made him a horror. It’s been said that power corrupts and that absolute power corrupts absolutely.  This had apparently happened to my father.


That sonofabitch had the balls to blackmail Mari Claire into sleeping with him under threat of being deported back to Haiti, where she feared for her life.  Bullying Mari Claire wasn’t enough.  He took twisted glee in tormenting and belittling my mother for not being “a real woman” because she could no longer bear children.  My father was extremely threatened by the bonds of their sisterly love for each other and he did everything in his power to bust up their relationship.


In her last letter, Mari Claire told my mother about her pregnancy and asked her advice about what to do.  It was painfully clear from the letters that they both lived in constant fear of my father.  After reading those letters, I knew that my father had finally gotten just what he deserved.  

Please, dear God, not now, I can’t do this anymore.  My head was pounding, and I was in the middle of photophobic reaction, like the one I’d had in my father’s office.  The pressure in my head was unbearable, and I felt I was going to be sick.  The temperature in the room dropped by several degrees, and the room began changing right before my eyes.  It was morphing back to that horrible night.


Oh God, please stop!  I heard the sound of voices coming from my parent’s bedroom.  I thought it was my dad, that he’d come home early, and I wanted to surprise him.  I crept out of bed and stood in my doorway to see what was going on.  I saw Mari Claire coming out of their bedroom.  She looked funny, as if she were scared or something and there was all of this red stuff on her nightshirt.  Then I heard the voice of a man telling her to come back into the room.  

I was terrified and didn’t know what to do.  I ran back into my room and used my knee to break the bulb in my train night-light.  I didn’t want them to see me.  I walked back and watched them in the dark.  I saw Mari Claire again.  This time, she was carrying something in her hand.  It was dripping red ooze all over the place, and she was crying.  Then I saw a man wearing a dark ski mask.  He was pointing a gun at her head and telling her what to do.  I watched him walk her through the red ooze.  I followed them down the back staircase through the kitchen and into her bedroom. 

 I watched this man in the mask pick up Mari Claire and put her into bed.  It looked like he was giving her a shot of some kind in her leg.  I was hiding in an empty cupboard in the laundry room, watching everything.  I couldn’t breathe because I was afraid they’d kill me too if they heard or saw me.  It wasn’t until I heard the back door close and a car drive away that I felt safe enough to come out of hiding.  I ran back upstairs and checked on my mother.  

What I saw made my mind go blank.  I went back to bed and fell into a very deep sleep.

“Oh Christ!  I was awake when it happened!  I saw everything that happened.  Who was the man in the mask?  Was it my father?  What happened to the baby Mari Claire was carrying?  My half-brother or sister…where are they now?”

Chapter Seventeen
Lenie

A week passes since Michael spent the night at my place, during which I hadn’t heard a single word from him.  Ordinarily this amount of time without staying in touch wouldn’t have bothered me, but now that I had incontrovertible evidence and the missing pieces to the puzzle, he was nowhere to be found.  I was also worried about his mental health.  Anyone who had this much friction going on around him was bound to become a bit unhinged.  Everyone feels the need to vent from time to time, but Michael’s way of venting was through self-punishment and isolation from those who cared deeply about him.

I freely admit that I often fall into the role of mothering Michael--much to his dismay I might add.  The problem is that he and I know one another too well, and this closeness means we can’t lie and conceal our true feelings from each other. Our relationship, our partnership is a complicated one--one I can’t even begin to describe.  

Which is why I knew he was spiraling out of control with two of his favorite accomplices, a bottle of hard liquor and a willing bed partner. I’d just finished going over the paperwork Rick had faxed me about Detective Vincent, and based on what I’d just read, I hoped Michael hadn’t reached out to this woman in any way other than professional. 

Based on what Rick had uncovered, this was exactly the kind of woman Michael was helplessly drawn to.  If he’d made contact with her for any reason other than police work he’d be facing one hell of a surprise.  He had left one of her cards here that night, so I decided to give her a call and feel her out for myself.  My phone call must have caught her by surprise.  She sounded a little apprehensive at first but agreed to come over for a late lunch.  I prepared salmon steaks with mint rice and waited for her arrival.  

She arrived early; I wasn’t expecting her for another half-hour.  I opened the door and welcomed her in.  

“Detective Vincent, thanks for coming over on such short notice.  Please come in.”

“Thanks.  Sorry I’m a little early, but I was out running errands when I got your call.  I hope you don’t mind.”

“It’s not a problem.  The food will be ready in about fifteen minutes.  I hope you like salmon.”

“I love it!  You can’t be from Maryland and not like seafood.  Am I right?”

“I would have to agree with you on that.  I thought we’d eat on the balcony and soak in the sights.”

“Wow, you’ve got some spread here, and the security is top-notch.  Three checkpoints, very impressive.”

“I suppose so, but it can get a bit claustrophobic after a while, you know?”  I led her out onto the balcony where I poured two glasses of freshly brewed iced tea with lemon.  We engaged one another in an impromptu staring match while we fumbled for something to say.

“I’m glad you invited me over.  I’ve been meaning to speak with you, but the opportunity never presented itself until now.  I was hoping to pick your brain about a few things.”

“Like what?”

“For starters, I’ve been trying to get ahold of your partner for a few days now with not much success.  Have you heard from or seen him lately?”

“As a matter of fact, I just spoke with him before you got here.  He’s following up a few leads.”

“What new leads?”

“He didn’t go into any specifics; just that he was following up on a few leads and that he’d get back to me later on today.”

“Oh I see.”

“Have you come across any new information that might help solve this case?”

“Yeah, as a matter of fact I have.  We just closed the case.  It seems that Dr. Hallard had an ongoing relationship with a young escort named Amanda Bryce.  The Annapolis police found her body in the bathtub at her family home.  She’d OD’d on the same stuff we plucked from the crime scene.  I was waiting for the test results to come back to be sure we had the right person, and apparently we have.”

I watched her rifle through her briefcase, and I noticed what looked like fresh cigarette burns on her forearm underneath the folded cuff of her long-sleeved shirt.  She was nervous and jittery as she pulled a copy of the Baltimore homicide report, and handed it to me.  Once she realized I was watching her, she quickly recomposed herself.

“Sorry, I’m hypoglycemic, and if I don’t eat in regular intervals I get a little shaky and short-tempered.”

She was about as hypoglycemic as I was pregnant--which I wasn’t unless it was through some sort of alien abduction and fertilization. She was shaking like that from dope sickness.  
It was time for her next fix. I wanted to grab her by the arm, pull up her neatly cuffed sleeve and show her that I knew all about her.  I wanted to tell her that I knew she scored from one of the skells she busted while working vice and that when she’s stoned and feeling sullen she reads poetry during open mike-night at a club not far from where she lived.  I wanted to grab her around that pouty little mouth of hers and show her that I knew she wasn’t who she claimed to be.  I wanted to slap that wad of chewing gum out of her mouth and ask her what the hell kind of game she was playing.  But I had to maintain my composure and continue playing dumb, because I was dealing with a wild card. This woman had as many facets as she had faces.

“There’s the oven timer as we speak.  I’ll get the food, and we’ll get you fed and feeling better in no time.”

We were halfway through lunch when she received a call on her cell phone.  
“Excuse me.  This is Vincent.  Yeah, yeah look, I’m in the middle of something right now.  Can I reach you at your number in about an hour?  All right, I said!  I’ll be there as soon as I can.”  

She turned to me and said.  “Look, I’m sorry, but we’ll have to cut our lunch short.  My partner’s run into a bit of trouble, and I have to go and see what I can do for him.”

“No need to explain.  I’ve got a partner of my own, so I can sympathize.”

“Listen it was nice meeting you, and thanks for the meal.  We’ll have to do this again.  You know, when things slow down a bit.  Oh and tell your partner when you see him to give me a call.”

“Will do.”

Damn it, I tried to get a look at the number on her cell phone but she’d been too quick on the draw for that.  This didn’t feel right.  The hackles on my neck were on end.  I was glad I still had Rick trailing this woman.  I needed to know what she was doing and where she was going before she did, especially if it had anything to do with Michael.  

Meanwhile I still had some investigating of my own to conduct.  I carefully collected the glass she’d drunk out of and the knife and fork she’d used and took them into my lab to run an analysis on them.  I didn’t buy that crap about the murders being as cut-and-dried as she claimed. I wanted to see for myself.

Michael


My brain circuitry was overloaded with disturbing information about my mother, Mari Claire, and everything else I’d ever been taught to believe.  I was a powder keg of raw rage, guilt and self-hatred.  I’d hit bottom before, but it had been nothing like this.  I felt trapped in a web I couldn’t get out of, and I needed something to take me away from all of this, if only for a few hours.  I wanted to set a world’s record for getting drunk.  I also wanted to feel the warmth of someone next to me.  I phoned Mena Vincent and asked her to meet me somewhere public for a few drinks under the condition that no police work, especially nothing involving my father’s murder, would be discussed.


I wanted to delay the inevitable barrage of the media, which my family would no doubt encounter once the truth came out.  I didn’t want to see the look of shame in the black eyes of my grandparents.  I was the heir apparent to a legacy of lies and deceit, something I wanted no part of, yet something I was afraid I couldn’t escape. 

I focused on getting ready for my date with Detective Vincent.  I was in a lot of pain.  My soul was twisted and contorted by contradictions.  I wanted to feel nothing at all. I was filled with an unending sense of dread.  It felt like an invisible finger plucking me in the back of the head, telling me to wake up and face this situation head-on before it dragged me down.  But did I listen?


I had Mena meet me at Club Nadja at the Inner Harbor.  I wanted our meeting to be someplace loud and full of life.  I needed to feed off the positive energy of those forgetting their troubles and having a great time.  I was well into my second boilermaker by the time she arrived.  My heart stopped as I watched my date make her way over to my table.  She had the recipe for the cure that I so desperately needed.  She had on a white long-sleeved belly shirt and a pair of low-riding hip-huggers that left little to the imagination.  She must have read my mind because all I could think about was removing that gold chain wrapped snugly around slender waist with my teeth.

I’d picked up on the attraction between the two of us, and if she was up for it, the two of us were in for one hell of a night.  I was drooling like a schoolboy and she hadn’t even made it over to my table yet.  I couldn’t help it.  She looked fantastic, and I was entranced by the rhythmic manner in which she moved her hips.  I must have looked like a complete fool sitting there with a glazed look on my face and my mouth wide open when she sat down.  I had never really paid much attention to her before because we were there to get a job done.  Now that I’d put all of that on the back burner, I was able to focus on the beautiful woman she was.

“Wow, you look terrific!”

“I was hoping that goofy look on your face was the look of approval.”

“Pull up a chair.  What are you having?”

“Vodka and cranberry.”

“Excuse me, ma’am.  I’ll have another boilermaker, and the lady will have a vodka and cranberry.”

“Now Michael, tell me just what you have in mind.”

“I thought we could have a few drinks, eat some food and see where things go from there.”

“What if things only go as far as dinner?  Would that be okay with you?”

“That’s fine.  I just want to get to know you better, that’s all.  Forgive me for saying this, but you have the most intense eyes I’ve ever seen.”

She laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“I was just thinking the very same thing about your eyes.”

“Well then we’re off to a good start, aren’t we?”

“I’d say so.”

She had the most intense and beautiful eyes I’d ever seen.  You could tell by looking at them that she’d dealt with a lot of pain in her life, but then again hadn’t we all?  We ordered drinks and talked about our likes and dislikes while we waited for our food to arrive.  After dinner, we hammered down one drink after another until closing time.  I still wondered if her striking resemblance to Mari Claire was more than a coincidence.  I drank more to dispel this thought.

“Looks like they’re ready to throw us out.” she said.  “Are you ready to call it a night or are you up for more fun?”

“That depends on what you have in mind.”

“Nothing too taxing, just a nightcap back at my place.”

“Only if you promise not to take advantage of me in this condition.”

“We can work out the particulars once we get there.”

I followed her in my car.  She lived in a brownstone not far from the courthouse.  We’d barely made it inside before we started tearing at each other’s clothes.  We left a trail of clothing all the way to her bedroom.  She lit a few candles.  

We went at it like a pair of dogs in heat.  It was amazing the way we anticipated each other’s movements.  She looked absolutely radiant bathed in candlelight.

We spent the remainder of the weekend exploring one another.  By the time Sunday afternoon rolled around, I was feeling so good that I turned my pager and cell phone back on.  I was going to give Lenie a call after I left Mena’s, but Lenie beat me to it.  

My happiness vanished when Lenie told me what she’d discovered.  I told her to hold on while I checked to make sure that Mena was in the shower.

The blood ran from my face as I sat on the bed taking in her every word.  My mind was brimming with solutions to my problems, but none of them made any sense.  My first instinct was to run into the bathroom and drag her out of the shower by the hair and ask her why, but then I decided on another course of action.  I ended my conversation with Lenie, but not before telling her to wait for me before doing anything.  

I took my time dressing very carefully. I sat down in the living room and smoked a cigarette while I waited for her to come out.

The time had come for me to face the truth and everything that came with it.  I watched her come out of her bedroom wearing nothing but a robe.  Her hair was wet and glistening, and I could smell the scent of papaya from across the room.  She came over and sat down on my lap and started to kiss me, but I turned away.

“What’s the matter?  You look like you’ve just seen a ghost!”

“I think I may have.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think you know, Mena, or should I call you Gia, as in Gia DiVenzio?”

“What?”

“Enough already!  No more games.  I’ve had enough!  Just tell me why!”

“Come one, you’re the brilliant FBI man, you tell me!”

“You’re the child my father and Mari Claire had.”

“Ding, ding, ding, give that man a prize.  It took you long enough!”

“That makes you my half-sister!”

“Not quite!”

“What do you mean?”

“Daniel Hallard was indeed my biological father, but he wasn’t yours.  David Kellerman was your biological father!”

“So tell me, when did you find out about me?”

“I’ve known about you for a while Michael. I just had to see for myself what kind of person you really were.”

“That explains why he hated me all those years.  I was the reason he couldn’t have a biological child with my mother.  But how did you find out about this?”

“My mother made the man she’d been corresponding with promise to tell me the truth if she died before getting the chance to do it herself.  Have any idea who that person was?”

“Mari Claire’s dead?”

“Where have you been?  She died when I was seventeen.  One day after my birthday, I received a package explaining everything to me.  It was quite a shock to hear that I wasn’t the person I was led to believe I was.  The man who told me the great news was a detective named Samms.  He was the original investigator in charge of handling your mother’s murder investigation.  He dug up evidence that would have cleared my mother of murder charges, but his higher-ups buried the information and threatened his pension if he didn’t keep his mouth shut.”

“Why the elaborate charade?”

“Why not?  It was good for a few laughs.  You should have seen their faces when I showed up after the hooker finished with them.  It was almost too easy.  All I had to do was conduct a simple investigation using the skells I already had in my pocket for information.  I formulated a plan and waited for the perfect time to strike.  You know that sonofabitch looked me straight in the face and didn’t recognize me, even though my eyes were the same as hers.  I had most of the truth but not all of it.  I wanted to know how your father, David, came into the equation.  It appears that David nearly lost one of his patients during a routine procedure because he was flying the friendly skies on speed.  My father, Daniel, saw this as an opportunity to exact his revenge by killing three birds with one huge rock!”

“David was the man I saw coming out of the room wearing a black ski mask and holding a gun to her head.  Jesus Christ!”

“Knocks the wind out of you, doesn’t it?”

“Daniel got rid of my mother because of her infidelity that resulted in my birth.  He used David to drug Mari Claire and then made her his unwilling accomplice, knowing she was pregnant with his child?”

“You’re surprised he wanted to keep his thing for dark meat a secret!  Please, in his blue-blooded family, they would have disowned him!  So you see, it was more practical just to erase the mistake entirely.”

“How many hash marks is this for you?”

“Hmm, now let me see.  Your father, my father, Amanda Bryce and my adopted father.  Oh I see by that vacant look on your face that you didn’t know about Paul.  Libraries are filled with information about ingenious ways of getting rid of someone.  I slowly poisoned him until he died of heart failure. Man, it was something watching him suffer all the while being terrified of going to the doctors.  Who knows…if he’d gone to the damn doctor’s maybe he’d still be alive.  So let me recap.  I guess that makes four but I can easily make it five!”

“Who in the hell is Amanda Bryce?”

“She’s the person all of the evidence points to for murdering our fathers.”

“You’re a cop. How could you do this?  How can you live with the blood of all those people on your hands?”

“Being a cop afforded me the luxury of operating within the system.  As for that sanctimonious shit about how I’m able to live with their blood on my hands, the answer’s quite simple.  I’ve had blood on my hands since I was ten.  No matter how careful I was with my tampons and pads, I always ended up with blood on my hands.  So you see, there’s really no difference.  It all comes off with hot soapy water.  It’s just a shame there wasn’t more of it; I would have dyed my hair with it!  They should have suffered more then they did for all of the pain they’ve caused!”

“What about Amanda Bryce?  What did she do to you to deserve what she got?”

“She was expendable, just a pawn, nothing more, nothing less.”

“That’s not exactly true.  My partner tested the glass and flatware you used during lunch at her place and it seems that you’re a secretor.  Traces of your blood type were found in the epithelial cells, which also happen to be an exact genetic marker for the hair follicle I found underneath the brass coat rack.  Also some of those cells were found under the fingernails of Daniel Hallard.  How do you suppose that happened?”

“Damn, and I took a dust buster with me and everything.  Oh well, I was never much of a domestic anyway, I must have inherited that from my father!  So Michael where does that leave us?”

“By rights, I should call the authorities and have them haul your ass out of here in a pair of steel bracelets.”

“But you won’t!”

“What makes you so damn sure?”

“Because you and I are cut from the same cloth.  I made everything right and made things the way they should have been from the start!”

“You’re wrong; it could have been handled better!”

“Oh yeah, like how?  Dragging them into court and letting the wheels of justice crush them?  I don’t think so.  Combined, both families have enough pull and money to tie up any court for years.  My way was the best way.  I got the retribution you never had the guts to take.  I didn’t climb inside of a bottle Michael, I did something!”


Her biting words cut me to the quick.  She was right!  I never had the courage to seek the truth.  It had to come looking for me.  

But from a moral and ethical perspective, she was dead wrong.  Sometimes things have to play themselves out.  Sometimes the only justice is what you take.  I didn’t know what I was going to do.  I needed a moment to think. 

“I don’t see why this is so difficult for you,” she said. “Let it go.  It’s done!  The cops are happy with the evidence; anything that takes the names from the red to the black makes them happy.  You know it won’t go any further unless someone pushes it.  I did what needed to be done.  Just let it go--if for no other reason than because we deserve a little happiness in our lives.  You and me, we connected early on.  Do you think that was just some fluke?  I was justified in what I did; you’re the last person I’d expected this bullshit from.  I’ve handed this to you on a silver platter, and this is the thanks I get?  Well fuck you, Michael!  It’s a shame really.  We could have had some wild times together!”

Everything in the room slowed down and sped up at the same time.  I had no time to think, just enough time to react.  She reached behind her back and drew her service revolver.  I drew mine a fraction of a second later.  Two gunshots pierced the uneasy silence.  She’d nailed me dead center.  I fell over backwards into the darkness.  When I came to, she was gone, leaving behind droplets of blood.

The only reason I’m not dead is because I had anticipated something like this could happen. After I said goodbye to Lenie, while Mena was still in the shower, I searched through the closets and drawers of her bedroom and found her bulletproof vest hanging in the closet.  It didn’t fit me, but it covered my chest and belly, and that was all I was looking for.  

As I was picking myself up from the floor Lenie and Rick came bursting in like the Cavalry.  She’d been sitting in a car outside of Mena’s, listening to everything that was going on.  The blood drops led to the window in her bedroom; that must have been how she slipped away without anyone seeing her.  I must have only grazed her, for her to be able to scramble out of there before I came to. 

Together the three of us concocted a believable lie about what had transpired. She had taken her shot, both figuratively and literally, and I knew that she’d be back after she was done licking her wounds, but this time I’ll be ready for her.

One year after the Mena incident, Lenie and I were back at the Bureau.  They still maintained a security detail for Lenie but not as intense as before.  Their reasoning was that so much time had passed the Artist was either dead or had moved out of the country.  This proved to be false when a plain brown package arrived at Lenie’s loft. Inside was the severed and preserved head of the man who had helped him escape after attacking Lenie.  A single card said it all. 

“I’ve missed you!!”


