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PROLOGUE




Editor’s Note—In cooperation with local authorities, Tampa Bay Today is seeking the public’s help in identifying a serial killer using this unprecedented hurricane season as cover for his string of grisly homicides. The following letter was just received by one of our reporters:


Dear Florida,

I am the one you seek, borne on the curling wisps of ghostly madness that crawl onshore at midnight and seep over the swamp. My glorious evil rages north from the Everglades, the living fury of the land welling up. Flushed birds fill the black sky; reeds yield as one in genuflection. I stalk across the turnpike as you sleep in your new six-bedroom abominations with screened-in pools, blissful sheep ignorant of the million alligators beyond ridiculous canals you’ve scarred into the sacred ground. I am the pressure drop in your soul when you finally accept, bound and gagged, that you are in The Place of No Hope, with your last breath, pitifully whimpering for the impostor that is mercy. My next sacrifice will be offered when the barometer dips below twenty-nine inches.

—The Eye of the Storm



Editor’s Note—In cooperation with local authorities, Tampa Bay Today has decided to publish a second letter in connection with the recent rash of homicides. Based upon evidence they cannot disclose, police have confirmed that the author is responsible for at least some of the murders. However, investigators are uncertain whether this new correspondence is the work of the same person writing in a different state of mind or evidence of a second, copycat killer. A word of caution: Certain language may offend sensitive readers, but we are leaving the letter intact to increase the chance that someone might recognize the writer’s syntax.


Dear Letters to the Editor,

This is the third time this month I’ve gotten a wet paper—what the fuck? You can fill the building with Pulitzers, but it doesn’t mean dick if the guy delivering your product is on the pipe. Don’t bother trying to contact me to apologize or deliver replacement papers, because I stole them off someone’s lawn. All I can say, sirs, is that the residents of 3118 San Luis Obispo have every right to be prickly with your level of ser vice.

Next: What’s with giving that retardo-bot serial killer credit for every unsolved murder in this state? He doesn’t possess nearly the intellect or wit to conceive the imaginative technique that police aren’t divulging in the Fowler Avenue case (if, hypothetically, I knew anything about it, which I don’t). But you have to admit, it was pretty funny, especially if you were there (which I wasn’t). And then, what on earth were you thinking publishing his letter last week? Could you believe that trite prose? What a bunch of self-important, freshman-philosophy drivel! Sure, I went through the same idealistic phase about the encroachment of rampant development on our stressed ecosystems. And yes, people need to be killed, but not randomly. That’s just wrong.

Plus: What’s with letting the guy name himself? “Eye of the Storm.” Give me a break! The guy’s a serial killer! At the very least, his punishment should be he doesn’t get to choose his own nickname. On the other hand, it’s better than the dumb stuff the media always comes up with. Like a few years back when they started finding those bodies in Yosemite National Park, and you guys called him something lame like “The National Park Killer.” Hey, there’s no law that says you can’t go back and improve a serial killer’s nickname, so here’s my gift to you, what he should have been dubbed in the first place: “Son of Yosemite Sam.”

Finally: Why don’t you run bridge anymore next to the crossword? When did that stop? Personally, I hate the game and all who play it, but seeing those little hearts and clubs in the paper each morning was a reassuring cultural anchorage. Now I constantly feel off balance, like when you take a really sound nap in the afternoon and wake up just before sunset and for a brief, terrifying moment you don’t know what part of day it is: “Jumping Jesus! I’ve been drugged and kidnapped!” And you start checking for signs of anal violation. Know what I mean? Please run bridge.

Dissatisfied in Tampa,

Serge A. Storms



AUGUST, MIDDLE OF THE SEASON,

BETWEEN HURRICANES #3 AND #4

Traffic was heavy on Tampa’s main north-south artery. Several cars were flying little satin flags declaring respective allegiance to the Bucs, Lightning or Gators. A unique flag snapped in the wind from the antenna of one vehicle: a large red square with a smaller black square inside. Storm warning.

Bump. Ba-bump. Bump. Ba-bump…

Serge and Coleman sat through one of those ultra-long, four-way traffic lights at the corner of Dale Mabry and Kennedy. Coleman was driving so Serge could practice his new electric guitar. It was a pawnshop Stratocaster. Serge just had to have a Stratocaster because he was going to be “like Clapton, only better.” He tuned the D string and began strumming unplugged.

Coleman held his joint below window level. “What are you playing?”

“Classic Dylan.” Serge cleared his throat and inflected the distinct nasal twang. “This is the story of the Hurricane…”

Bump. Ba-bump. Bump. Ba-bump…

Serge stopped. The tuning was off; he twisted a knob again. “Can’t tell how glad I am it’s hurricane season again. I’m so pumped! I relish preparing for each new storm the way other people get ready for big football games, especially the tailgating.”

Coleman took a hit from the roach secretly cupped in his hand in a way that looked even more suspicious. “Why’s that?”

“Because I love hurricanes!” He test-strummed a chord and twisted another knob. “Everything about them. History, science, the way the community bands together in the collective memory of a common experience, which stopped when we got Internet porn. As a bonus, TV provides gavel-to-gavel coverage from those insane weather reporters on the beach. What a scream! No matter how hard you try, you can’t stop watching. It’s worse than crack. I just surrender and sit there for hours, like when PBS runs those Labor Day marathons on bacteria.”

Coleman looked sideways at Serge.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Coleman faced forward.

“No, you were going to say something.”

“Don’t want to judge. Just sounds like you’re hoping for tragedy.”


“Easy mistake to make,” said Serge. “It appears ghoulish on the surface, but an obsessive interest in hurricanes actually saves lives. The more you know, the easier to react and recover.”

“You’re saving lives?”

“When am I not?” Serge tried another cord. “If only more people had my ungoverned curiosity. Some politicians should be going to prison for New Orleans. Remember when that FEMA wimp said he didn’t know that people were stranded at the convention center until Thursday? Imagine being so incompetent that your performance rockets a thousand percent if someone tells you, ‘Okay, stop absolutely everything else you’re doing and just watch a motherfuckin’ television.”

“I want that job.”

“You’re overqualified.”

The light turned green. They drove. Serge’s hurricane flag fluttered in the breeze. “Nope, nothing would make me happier than if every storm this season obeyed my psychic commands and spun harmlessly out to sea.”

Coleman stopped at another red light on the corner of Cypress. “How did you first get into hurricanes?”

“Was imprinted as a kid by Charles Chips.”

“The trucks that used to deliver?”

“They’d drop off those giant, yellow-and-brown-speckled metal tabernacles of potato-chip goodness,” said Serge. “Another casualty of progress.”

“What’s that got to do with storms?”

“Hurricane Betsy, 1965, Riviera Beach. Had a can all to myself, practically as big as me. It’s how my parents bribed my hyper little butt from running around the house near the windows getting blown in.” Serge tuned another string. “Ate the whole thing in the hallway while wind howled and candles burned down and a tree crashed through the garage roof. After that, hurricanes and Charles Chips went together like tonsillectomies and ice cream.”

Another stoplight. Serge released the tuning knob. “There we go…. From the top. One and-a two and-a…This is the story of the Hurricane….”

Bump. Ba-bump. Bump. Ba-bump. Bump. Ba-bump…

“Why’d you stop playing?” asked Coleman. “I was getting into it.”

“That sound’s drowning out my song. Where’s it coming from?” Serge stuck his head out the window and looked up at the sky. “Are we being bombed? Is a building under demolition?”

Coleman pointed at the rearview. “I think it’s that car back there.”

Serge twisted around. “Where?”

“Coming up from the last light.”

“Can’t be.” Serge rolled up his window. “That’s at least a half mile. How is it possible?”

The other car grew bigger in the back window.

Bump. Ba-bump. Bump. Ba-bump…

Their whole vehicle shook. Metal seams hummed. Coleman tightened his grip on the vibrating steering wheel. “How far?”

“Two hundred yards and closing.”

The other vehicle pulled up in the next lane and stopped at the light.

BUMP. BA-BUMP. BUMP. BA-BUMP…

Serge and Coleman turned to see a sunburned man with a shaved head, Fu Manchu and Mr. Clean gold earring.

“What kind of car is it?” yelled Coleman.

“Datsun,” shouted Serge. “Standard package: Gothic windshield lettering, chain-link steering wheel, fog lights, chassis glow tubes, low-ride tires, thousand-watt bazooka amplifier, and those shiny, spinning hubcaps that glint in a manner saying, ‘I have no investments.’”

Coleman grabbed his cheek. “I think I lost a filling.”

“It’s untuning my guitar.” Serge’s voice warbled as he gestured toward the next lane with an upturned palm. “The Death of Courtesy, Exhibit Triple-Z.”

The light turned green. Squealing tires and smoke in the next lane. The Datsun raced four blocks and skidded up to another light. Serge and Coleman took their time. The music pounded louder again as they approached the intersection.

“I haven’t heard this song before,” said Coleman. “The only words I can make out are fight the oppression and pump that pussy.”

“He’s getting on my final nerve.”

“But I thought you liked rap music.”

“When it’s played by rappers. The genre organically sprang forth from a culture of adversity and fortitude. I can respect that. But it also fucked up some Caucasian DNA and spawned an unintended mutant.”

“Mutant?”

They eased up to the light and Serge tilted his head. “The Hip-Hop Redneck.”

“Now that you mention it, I’ve been noticing them in disturbing numbers.”

“They should work on their own sound.”

“What would that be?” asked Coleman.

“More cowbell!”

“If he’s going to play so loud, why does he have the windows down?”

“It’s his mating call.” Serge rolled down his own window and waved. “Excuse me?”

The other driver couldn’t hear him.

“Excuse me!”

The driver looked around and noticed the passenger in the next car.

“Yoo-hoo!” shouted Serge. “I sure would appreciate it if you’d crank down the tunes. I believe I speak for the bulk of society…. No, not up, down…. Down! Down!…That’s up again!…”

Serge rolled his window shut. He faced forward and counted to ten under his breath.

Coleman leaned and looked across Serge. “He’s giving you the finger.”


“Just ignore him. The light’s green. Drive.”

Coleman started to go. “But you never ignore guys like that.”

“My psychiatrist says I must learn to walk away from this kind of negativity. So I focus on enjoying the future he’s limited to.”

Coleman glanced across Serge again. “He didn’t patch out this time. He’s staying right with us…. Now he’s yelling something about your mother.”

“Turn in this parking lot. Let us go our separate ways.”

Coleman pulled in to Toys R Us. “He’s following.”

“Park here,” said Serge.

The Datsun screeched up alongside. The driver jumped out and grabbed the locked door handle, banging on Serge’s window. “Open up!”

Serge rolled his window down a crack. “You look like you could use a big hug.”

“I’ll fuckin’ kill you!” He hopped on the balls of his feet, throwing punches in the air. “Come out here, you wuss!” He ripped Serge’s hurricane flag off the antenna, threw it to the ground and began stomping.

“Coleman, you’re a witness. Didn’t I try to walk away?”

“That you did.”

“Just so it’s noted in the official record.” Serge grabbed his door handle. “Okay, I’m coming out….”

MIDNIGHT

Police cruisers and flashing lights filled the parking lot of a budget motel on Busch Boulevard. The Pink Sea horse.

Agent Mahoney was getting out of his unmarked vehicle when a newspaper reporter drove up in an oil-dripping ’84 Fiero.

“Got here as fast as I could,” said the journalist. “What do we have?”

“Someone’s ticket got punched, and it wasn’t a round-trip.”

They headed for the open door of a room that was the source of all the attention.


“That motel sure is pink,” said Jeff.

“It’s the Pink Sea horse.”

A stout police officer ran out and became ill in unpruned shrubs.

They went inside. The reporter caught a brief glimpse and jerked away. “Oh, dear God! What kind of madman…”

The victim was still tied to a chair in the middle of the room. Blood aggressively streaming from every natural orifice. No wounds.

Mahoney offered a hanky.

“Thanks.” The reporter wiped his mouth. “What the heck happened in here?”

“Serge is what happened,” said the agent. “Watch your hooves.”

The reporter looked down. The entire floor was a spaghetti plate of electrical cords and cables. Miles of wire, tangled and snarled and plugging together an eclectic menu of raw electrical components and cannibalized acoustic magnets bolted to the walls.

The lead hom i cide detective shouted into a cell phone and slammed it shut. Mahoney approached. “What’s the skinny?”

“A horror show.” The detective marched toward one of his subordinates. He signed something official and handed it back. “Usually when we get a Hip-Hop Redneck in a motel room this involved, it’s a meth lab. Except there are no chemicals. Just all these wires and magnets. Doesn’t make any sense.”

Mahoney pointed. “Why’s plywood bolted over the window?”

“Haven’t figured that either,” said the detective. “Got our best guy on the way.”

“Anyone in the other rooms hear anything?”

“Everyone. Shook the whole motel. And the strip mall across the street. Dozens came out to rubberneck, but nobody saw anyone leave this room. That’s how we know he was alone when it happened.”

“Explosion?” asked Mahoney.

“Music,” said the detective.


“Music?”

“Witnesses said it sounded like the Stones, but their statements differ on the album.” Another aide approached with something else to sign. “The press is going to have a field day….” The detective happened to notice something over Mahoney’s shoulder. “You brought a reporter in here?”

“It’s copacetic. He’s a friendly.”

“He’s contaminating the crime scene.”

“Jeff ’s hip not to paw anything.”

“No, I mean he’s literally contaminating it. He’s throwing up.”

A police officer who did not look like the others entered the motel room. He was Dipsy the Hippie Cop. Tie-dyed T-shirt, gray ponytail halfway down his back, sandals manufactured from recycled tire treads. General appearance regulations did not apply to Dipsy, because he was the department’s technology wizard.

“Whoa!” said Dipsy. “Someone’s been busy!”

“You know what happened?”

“Abso-fuckin’-lutely.” His smile broadened as he surveyed the room. “I definitely want to rock with these cats!”
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CHAPTER ONE




TAMPA

The consistently inventive positions of the hurricane-flung bodies validated the chaos theory, particularly those equations involving trajectory, procrastination and trailer parks. Certain corpses seemed purposefully arranged, the rest very much not. Some appeared to have been scattered by mortar strikes, others peacefully reclined like stuffed pandas on a child’s bed, still others looked like sick practical jokes being played on the recovery crews. The disturbing circumstance of one particular body, the next to be discovered, was no accident.

But wait, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s back up….



June 1.

The opening day of the Atlantic hurricane season was like any other: dire predictions in the media and cheerful sales at the home-improvement centers.

How people ramped up for hurricanes depended on experience. If you’d been through a direct hit, you didn’t fool around. Plywood, gas, go. Those with small children were the first to bolt, followed by seasonal residents, who had more options. The old-timers went one of two ways: Most had developed keen instincts and knew precisely when to pull the trigger; the crustier stayed put no matter what and were interviewed on CNN. Newer residents forgot to charge up cell phones; the wealthy scheduled unscheduled vacations; families gathered family albums; insurance executives canceled coverage. Prescriptions and sandbags were filled. Some believed in the power of hoarding canned meat; others lost faith in electricity and withdrew massive amounts of cash from ATMs. Door-to-door entrepreneurs purchased chain saws for the brisk post-strike downed-tree business. There were the tourists, who stared bitterly at unused portions of multi-park passes; sailboat owners, who spiderwebbed vessels to docks; the motor-oil-baseball-cap people standing in the beds of pickup trucks, making everyone wonder by loading the heaviest, most worthless shit; and college students, whose hurricane preparation consisted of not knowing a storm was coming.

The memories of 2004 were supposed to greatly improve public awareness. Charley, Frances, Ivan, Jeanne.

Since then, authorities found less trouble getting residents to heed evacuation orders. But not a lot less. The culture of complacency had deep roots in nearly four decades of borrowed luck. There was one ten-year period from 1975 to 1985 when but a single hurricane made landfall in Florida. The next seven years saw only three more. Meanwhile, thousands of new communities and condos sprouted along coastlines with the growth-speed and sturdiness of spring-shower mushrooms.

Then 2004. As many hurricanes that had struck during seventeen years pummeled the state in less than six weeks.

A lot of residents learned their lesson and installed the latest storm shutters. Others drank beer.

Then 2005.

Dennis, Katrina, Rita, Wilma.

Another wake-up call. Someone hit the snooze alarm.




Hurricane shutters were already up on an old theater in Seminole Heights. It was now a low-rent professional building. A clock ticked on the wall of an upstairs office, postmodern feng shui. Two people sat in white leather chairs, facing each other twenty feet apart. Only one could see the clock. That was by design.

A self-assured woman with pulled-back strawberry hair folded her hands on top of a small notebook. She smiled with genuineness. “What are you thinking about?”

“It’s dark in here.”

“The shutters are up,” said the psychiatrist.

“I know,” said Serge. “A big one’s already on the way, and it’s only the beginning of June. It’s all I’ve been able to think about.”

“The anxiety’s perfectly normal. Especially after the last few years. I’ve been seeing a lot more patients—”

“Oh, I’m not worried,” said Serge. “I’m cookin’! I love hurricane season!”

Her expression changed. “Why?”

“Potato chips.”

The doctor took a deep, poised breath and looked down at her notebook. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

Serge slouched in his chair. “I was in the neighborhood.”

“I just moved to this office. That means you had to look me up.”

“Happened to be reading the Yellow Pages.”

“Give yourself more credit. The last time we saw each other, you were involuntarily committed. This time you came on your own. You’re taking steps.”

“See? And you wonder why I’ve been away so long. You still think I’m crazy.”

“That’s an unfortunate term we don’t like to use.”

“I like to use it,” said Serge. “You want to talk about crazy? I knew this caseworker who was checking on a guy in a St. Pete transient hotel. One of those beautiful old places with the striped awnings over the sidewalk. But that’s another tragedy, another day. My friend knocks on the door and doesn’t get an answer, so he tries the knob. Unlocked. He goes in, and there’s shit everywhere. I don’t mean trash or PlayStations. I mean real shit. The smell hit him like a shovel. The guy he’s looking for is sitting in the middle of the floor wearing nothing but one of those hats with the moose antlers, singing Peter Gabriel—Shed my skin!—playing with more turds, sculpting little bunny rabbits. He’s got a whole bunch of them lined up on the floor in an infantry formation like some kind of Easter-morning nightmare. My friend says, ‘Tito, you haven’t been taking your medication, have you?’ Then he gets hit in the chest with a shit-bunny. But he tells me he likes his job because it’s something brand new every day. In my thinking, there’s good brand new and bad. Know what I mean?”

“And this story is important to you how?”

“That’s crazy. I just want someone to talk to.”

“Then let’s talk. How have you been? Do you recognize the improvement?”

“Not really.”

“I can,” said the doctor. “When we first met, you were wearing a straitjacket.”

“Since then I’ve learned to dress for success.”

“What about your medication? Have you been taking it?”

Serge squirmed into a different slouch. “Those pills made my head thick. I was turning into my friend Coleman. You know how you are the first few seconds after waking up in the morning? He’s stretching it into a life.”

“We can adjust the dosage.” The doctor got out a prescription pad. “There’s a drugstore one block over.”

“Maybe next week,” said Serge. “I’m busy revising my global strategy for the president.”

“Listen to what you just said.”

“What?”


“The president. Global plans. Don’t take this wrong, but doesn’t that strike you as a bit…delusional?”

“Oh, like I can do any worse. You watch the last State of the Union? Talk about delusional.”

The psychiatrist handed him a slip of paper. “Please get this filled.”

“I’m telling you, I don’t need it.”

“Just look at your body language. All the fidgeting.”

“I can’t see the clock. That’s no accident.”

“But you have a wristwatch.”

“I need the official time. I have to know The Deal.”

“This is why I want you to get that prescription—”

“Tom Cruise says it’s a crock. Born on the Fourth of July is a classic, so I’m forced to side with him on this one.”

“Those were some uninformed interviews. Did a great disservice.”

“Remember the one with Matt Lauer? I thought Tom was going to pop him. Matt acts all nice, but underneath he’s a snake. I’m on the edge of my seat: Come on, Tom, you can do it. His guard’s down, quick left jab. Knock that fuckin’ smirk into next week.”

“You’re still having violent urges?”

“I hope so.”

“Why?”

“You should know,” said Serge. “Any behaviorist will tell you it’s a healthy condition of the animal kingdom, how all living things are programmed for survival. But your medication deadens those urges. And if an animal stops having them, it means his wiring’s crossed, and he ends up doing something unnatural like beaching himself and flopping in the sand, making shrill clicking noises, and then the lifeguards ask you to move along because you’re ‘frightening the children.’…”

“Serge…”

“…Ever observe insanity in the wild? Even if it’s something small, it’ll freak you out. I once saw a squirrel lose its mind at the Lowry Park Zoo….”

“Serge…”

“…Jumped on one of the gorillas. Just didn’t give a fuck anymore….”



On the other side of the wall from Serge was another office. Another psychiatrist sat with an unlit Dr. Grabow pipe. This office had a couch.

A law-enforcement officer lay on it. He was out of uniform. Black slacks and lime-green dress shirt. A crumpled fedora rested on his stomach. His necktie had martini shakers.

The psychiatrist studied the patient’s folder. “Forgive me, but I’m not familiar with this condition. I’ve heard of paranoia, but not noir.”

“Mickey Spillane, Raymond Chandler, The Maltese Falcon, diners, dames, dime novels.”

“Are these things real to you?”

“Of course not,” said Agent Mahoney. “It’s pulp. Like I told the shrinks at the drool farm, I’m over that now. I can separate reality.”

“What about your wardrobe?”

“What about it?”

“Seems you’re still in this ‘pulp’ world. Like that tie.”

“Doesn’t mean anything.”

“So you’re saying that sometimes a tie is just a tie?”

Mahoney turned slowly and stared stone-faced.

The doctor grinned. “Thought I’d lighten the mood. That’s a psychiatric joke. You know how Freud—”

“I get it.”

“You’re not laughing.”

“It’s one of those think-about-it jokes. I’m enjoying it inside.”

“You are?”

“That was a joke.”


“Oh…. Ha, ha, ha, ha…”

“When I just said that was a joke? That was sarcasm.”

“I see, okay…ahem…” The doctor nervously rustled papers.

Mahoney maintained his glare. “You’re not very good at this, are you?”

“Not really.”

“Didn’t think so. Heard you were working off a narco beef, writing scrips to yourself. Just got your license back.”

The doctor recoiled in his chair. “Where’d you hear that?”

“What do you think I do for a living? It’s how I picked you.”

“You did?”

“Saw your rap sheet. Makes our understanding easier.”

“Understanding?”

“You keep signing off that I’m making progress, and I make sure no crooked flatfoots plant any silly pills, if you catch my drift.”

“I do.”

“Good. Look, I like the way I am. Hell with everyone else. Sometimes I’m noir, sometimes I’m contemp.”

“How can you tell?”

“My threads, how I jaw.”

“Interesting.”

“No it’s not. I’m going to do some reading now….” Mahoney opened a dog-eared paperback with a hard-boiled broad on the cover. She had stiletto heels, a whiskey sour and the road map to Trouble Town.

The psychiatrist tapped his note pad. “Excuse me…?”

“Are you still here?” asked Mahoney.

“I’m not comfortable—”

“Jesus!” He slammed the book shut. “Would this go more jake if I just gave you the goofballs I was going to plant, and you can do up?”

“No, I mean, I’m not going to cause any trouble with the progress reports, but it would make me feel less awkward if we at least went through the motions.”


“Would it?”

“It would.”

Mahoney sat up and cracked his neck. “Shoot.”

The doctor clicked open a pen. “So you’re only occasionally living in this noir fantasy world?”

“I prefer to think of it as an alternate lifestyle,” said Mahoney. “Society hasn’t caught up.”

“How’s that?”

“Today it’s a sickness, tomorrow you get a pride parade. I’ve started working on my float.”

“Help me with the concept,” said the doctor. “What’s your fascination?”

“Back then a cop was a cop. Black and white. You needed to lean on a twist, slip hopheads a yard, throw lead, no one snooped.”

“And now?”

“Everything’s sensitivity training.”

“You don’t agree?”

“Fuck sensitivity.”

“That’s a new way to put it.” The doctor wrote something.

“It’s the straight dope,” said Mahoney. “They’re never going to catch Serge without turning the big screws.”

“Serge?” The doctor flipped back to the front of his notebook. “Isn’t that the case that first landed you in the, um…hospital?”

Mahoney stuck a toothpick in his mouth. “Sharp cookie. The department doesn’t understand what it’s like inside his noodle.”

“And that’s why you’ve come back to Tampa?”

“His stomping ground. I can feel him. He’s real close.”

“But according to your file, you’re supposed to drop this whole Serge obsession. One of the terms of reinstatement.”

“They don’t have to know.”

“But…that doesn’t sound like you care about getting better. How am I supposed to treat you?”

“Like I said, we’re tripping for biscuits. So why don’t you just button it and validate my parking?”

The psychiatrist tapped his mouth with the pen. “Okay, let me try coming at this from a different angle. Say I’m a new partner you’re breaking in, and we’re looking for Serge together. I’m on your side.”

“Are you?”

“No. What makes you think you can catch him this time?”

“He’s reaching that age. Serial killers have a poor shelf life. Burn out, slip up. Or worse: Their personalities split, and we think we’re now tracking a second killer when it’s the same guy.”

“What’s our first move?”

“He’s been quiet. Too quiet. We flush him out.”

“How?”

“Go to the fish wrappers—”

“The what?”

“Newspapers. Find a reporter willing to play ball. Then we bait the hook.”



On the other side of the wall from Mahoney: a third office. Another psychiatrist sat in a chair. His suede jacket had leather elbow patches to make up for an inferior college.

Someone was weeping in the chair across from him. A young newspaper reporter named Jeff McSwirley.

“I can’t take it anymore!”

The newspaper didn’t provide trauma counseling, and it didn’t pay much, so Jeff was forced to seek budget mental-health care.

“You’re really on the cop beat?” asked the doctor.

The reporter nodded, hands still covering his face.

“Ever seen a dead body?”

“I always get there too late.”

“Darn.”

“I tell my editors I’m bad with directions, but I’m really doing it on purpose.” Jeff raised his head and sniffled. “I keep seeing their faces.”

“The dead people?”

“Survivors. Hundreds of them. Even when I dream.”


“What are they doing?”

“Crying. Some grab for me.” Hands covered his eyes again. “I can’t take it.”

The psychiatrist looked down at a brimming folder of newspaper clips. Death, death, death. The top article was about a landscaper. The psychiatrist whistled. “Shoving palm fronds through the grinder and finger got caught, sprayed into the mulch cart.” The doctor raised expectant eyebrows. “Did you get to see it?”

“I was late.”

The doctor frowned and looked back down. “Here’s another landscaper article.”

“Routine in Florida. I’ve covered seven.” He lost composure again. “I can’t take it anymore.”

“But it’s the job you wanted,” said the doctor. “It’s what you went to school for.”

“Not this. I trained to do investigative work. But all reporters have to pay their dues. They said the cop beat shouldn’t last more than six months, twelve tops.”

“How long’s it been?”

“Three years.”

“Why don’t you request a different assignment?”

“I have.”

The doctor stroked his goatee. “This is clearly taking its toll. You might consider a different line.”

“But it’s all I know how to do.” Jeff blew his nose. “I was hoping to hang on until they transferred me to the government beat, but it doesn’t look like they’re ever going to let me off cops.”

“Why not?”

“They say I’m good at getting interviews.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

“How good?”

“I scoop everyone. People who’ve slammed doors in all the other faces—I get in. Circulation’s way up.”


“Listen, I don’t want to suggest anything unethical,” said the doctor, “but what if you tried not to get interviews?”

“That’s how I get them.”

“I don’t understand.”

“At the scene of every tragedy, reporters swooped like vultures. Survivors screamed to be left alone. Some even took swings. I detested myself for being part of it. But I didn’t want to get fired. You have to at least ask for an interview or you’ll get in trouble back at the office. So I asked. And that’s when the problem started. Guess my anguish made me look sympathetic. Got invited inside while they kept the rest at bay on the front lawn. The more interviews I landed, the sicker I felt, which meant more exclusives. That’s when I started the sabotage you mentioned: ‘I really don’t think it’s right to be bothering you, but I’m supposed to ask or I don’t eat. So now I’ve asked. Sorry for your loss. Bye.’ Just made it worse. I was practically yanked into living rooms.”

“Perfectly understandable,” said the doctor. “Certain psychological types withdraw in grief; others need a shoulder.”

“I don’t want to be a shoulder,” said Jeff. “You should see these people, showing me baby photos, telling incredibly private stories that rip your heart out. I’m starting to gain weight.”

“How’s that?”

“They keep giving me casseroles.”



Full circle, back to room one.

“Serge, please look at me.”

“Wait….”

“You can’t just keep staring back at the clock.”

“Yes I can.”

“If you turn around, we’ll talk about your hurricanes. You mentioned it was something that made you happy.”

Serge turned around. “You’re manipulating me.”

She smiled and shrugged. “It’s my job.”

“I’ll bet you got straight A’s.” Serge reached in his pocket and unfolded a piece of paper. “Just received this year’s list of storm names. Aren’t they the weirdest? You’ll never hear such a combination in the real world unless someone’s taking attendance at a wine tasting: Alex, Bonnie, Cristobal, Danielle, Esteban, Fay, Gaston, Hermine, Isaac…” He twisted in his chair. “What’s the clock say? How much time do I have?”

“Forget the clock.”

“You deliberately put it back there and then say forget about it?” He grabbed his head and rocked manically in distress. “Another conspiracy! The clock. You thinking I’m crazy. Mail-in rebates that are like applying to fucking law school…”

“Serge, we’re off the clock. I’m here to help. I’m your friend.”

He covered his face. “I’m at the end of my rope.”

“What’s the matter?”

“I can’t keep it in any longer.” He stopped rocking. “There’s something I need to talk to someone about. It’s extremely private and embarrassing.”

The doctor leaned forward. “You can tell me.”

“I’ve been wanting to buy a Porsche.”

She sat back in puzzlement. “You want to talk about a car?”

“No, it’s the oddest thing. I don’t even like Porsches. And I really hate Porsche people, and people who can’t afford to be Porsche people so they buy Porsche sunglasses, and people who can’t afford those and buy counterfeits, and the whole pronunciation debate….”

“What do you suppose triggered this?”

“I feel sick just thinking about it. I…turned forty-four.”

“You’re entering mid—”

“Don’t say it!”

“It’s completely natural.”

“It’s completely stupid. I’m not going to turn into one of those male-menopausal freaks with a sports coat over a black T-shirt and the barely legal girlfriend.”

“How do you explain the Porsche?”

His shoulders fell. “I can’t.”


“Serge, I wouldn’t worry about getting old. You should be more concerned about growing up.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Like a job. You have one?”

“Yes, but it’s not recognized.”

The doctor wrote something in her notes. “I think it would be constructive for you to find full-time employment. Something with a regular paycheck.”

Serge bit his lip. “That’s not original.”

“Your life needs the structure.” She looked up from her writing. “By our next appointment, I’d like you to have at least submitted some applications.”

“Can’t waste the time,” said Serge. “Mortality’s breathing down my neck. I’ve starting doing all kinds of desperate things.”

“Like what?”

“I sort of began looking into…religion. Doc, what’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing.” Her voice filled with encouragement. “That’s very positive. Faith has provided many people with a lot of answers.”

“I’m just getting more questions.”

“What denomination?”

“My parents raised me Catholic, so I’m starting there. In order to cleanse my mind of physical illusion, I’ve decided to become celibate.”

“Like priests?”

“If you’re just going to make jokes…”

The doctor smiled. “Go ahead.”

“I was thinking of celibacy more from an Eastern aesthetic, or when you’re a young Catholic boy and can’t get any—until you hook up with the right Catholic girl. Shazam! Don’t be fooled by those plaid skirts. You would not believe when the floodgates of repression finally blast open….”

“Serge…”

“…Every hole’s a party!”

“Serge!”


“What?”

“You’re getting off track again. How long have you been celibate?”

“What’s today? Tuesday?” He looked at his watch. “Eight A.M. and—no, wait, after breakfast and again on the roof. Ten o’clock? Let’s call it an even ninety minutes.”

“Hour and a half? That’s it?”

“Didn’t realize it would be this rough.”

“You mind me asking how old the woman was this morning?”

“I don’t know. Nineteen? Twenty? Real sweet kid. The entire stripping thing is completely out of character. Made me promise to call her this afternoon. That’s when the celibacy started. Think she’ll buy it?”

“Let’s get back to religion,” said the doctor. “Besides not wanting to call this girl, have you been having any other spiritual feelings?”
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