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You can’t see me, but I’m always present.
Run as fast as you can, but you’ll never escape me.
Fight me with all your strength, but you’ll never

defeat me.
I kill when I wish, but can never be brought

to justice. Who am I?
Old Man Time.


I
12:02 A.M. Tuesday
Time is dead as long as it is being clicked off by little wheels; only when the clock stops does time come to life.
—WILLIAM FAULKNER





Chapter 1

[image: 3] “How long did it take them to die?”
The man this question was posed to didn’t seem to hear it. He looked in the rearview mirror again and concentrated on his driving. The hour was just past midnight and the streets in lower Manhattan were icy. A cold front had swept the sky clear and turned an earlier snow to slick glaze on the asphalt and concrete. The two men were in the rattling Band-Aid-mobile, as Clever Vincent had dubbed the tan SUV. It was a few years old; the brakes needed servicing and the tires replacing. But taking a stolen vehicle in for work would not be a wise idea, especially since two of its recent passengers were now murder victims.
The driver—a lean man in his fifties, with trim black hair—made a careful turn down a side street and continued his journey, never speeding, making precise turns, perfectly centered in his lane. He’d drive the same whether the streets were slippery or dry, whether the vehicle had just been involved in murder or not.
Careful, meticulous.
How long did it take?
Big Vincent—Vincent with long, sausage fingers, always damp, and a taut brown belt stretching the first hole—shivered hard. He’d been waiting on the street corner after his night shift as a word-processing temp. It was bitterly cold but Vincent didn’t like the lobby of his building. The light was greenish and the walls were covered with big mirrors in which he could see his oval body from all angles. So he’d stepped into the clear, cold December air and paced and ate a candy bar. Okay, two.
As Vincent was glancing up at the full moon, a shockingly white disk visible for a moment through a canyon of buildings, the Watchmaker reflected aloud, “How long did it take them to die? Interesting.”
Vincent had known the Watchmaker—whose real name was Gerald Duncan—for only a short time but he’d learned that you asked the man questions at your own risk. Even a simple query could open the door to a monologue. Man, could he talk. And his answers were always organized, like a college professor’s. Vincent knew that the silence for the last few minutes was because Duncan was considering his answer.
Vincent opened a can of Pepsi. He was cold but he needed something sweet. He chugged it and put the empty can in his pocket. He ate a packet of peanut butter crackers. Duncan looked over to make sure Vincent was wearing gloves. They always wore gloves in the Band-Aid-Mobile.
Meticulous…
“I’d say there are several answers to that,” Duncan said in his soft, detached voice. “For instance, the first one I killed was twenty-four, so you could say it took him twenty-four years to die.”
Like, yeah…thought Clever Vincent with the sarcasm of a teenager, though he had to admit that this obvious answer hadn’t occurred to him.
“The other was thirty-two, I think.”
A police car drove by, the opposite way. The blood in Vincent’s temples began pounding but Duncan didn’t react. The cops showed no interest in the stolen Explorer.
“Another way to answer the question,” Duncan said, “is to consider the elapsed time from the moment I started until their hearts stopped beating. That’s probably what you meant. See, people want to put time into easy-to-digest frames of reference. That’s valid, as long as it’s helpful. Knowing the contractions come every twenty seconds is helpful. So is knowing that the athlete ran a mile in three minutes, fifty-eight seconds, so he wins the race. Specifically how long it took them tonight to die…well, that isn’t important, as long as it wasn’t fast.” A glance at Vincent. “I’m not being critical of your question.”
“No,” Vincent said, not caring if he was critical. Vincent Reynolds didn’t have many friends and could put up with a lot from Gerald Duncan. “I was just curious.”
“I understand. I just didn’t pay any attention. But the next one, I’ll time it.”
“The girl? Tomorrow?” Vincent’s heart beat just a bit faster.
He nodded. “Later today, you mean.”
It was after midnight. With Gerald Duncan you had to be precise, especially when it came to time.
“Right.”
Hungry Vincent had nosed out Clever Vincent now that he was thinking of Joanne, the girl who’d die next.
Later today…
The killer drove in a complicated pattern back to their temporary home in the Chelsea district of Manhattan, south of Midtown, near the river. The streets were deserted; the temperature was in the teens and the wind flowed steadily through the narrow streets.
Duncan parked at a curb and shut the engine off, set the parking brake. The men stepped out. They walked for a half block through the icy wind. Duncan glanced down at his shadow on the sidewalk, cast by the moon. “I’ve thought of another answer. About how long it took them to die.”
Vincent shivered again—mostly, but not only, from the cold.
“When you look at it from their point of view,” the killer said, “you could say that it took forever.”



Chapter 2

[image: 6] What is that?
From his squeaky chair in the warm office, the big man sipped coffee and squinted through the bright morning light toward the far end of the pier. He was the morning supervisor of the tugboat repair operation, located on the Hudson River north of Greenwich Village. There was a Moran with a bum diesel due to dock in forty minutes but at the moment the pier was empty and the supervisor was enjoying the warmth of the shed, where he sat with his feet up on the desk, coffee cradled against his chest. He wiped some condensation off the window and looked again.
What is it?
A small black box sat by the edge of the pier, the side that faced Jersey. It hadn’t been there when the facility had closed at six yesterday, and nobody would have docked after that. Had to come from the land side. There was a chain-link fence to prevent pedestrians and passersby from getting into the facility, but, as the man knew from the missing tools and trash drums (go figure), if somebody wanted to break in, they would.
But why leave something?
He stared for a while, thinking, It’s cold out, it’s windy, the coffee’s just right. Then he decided, Oh, hell, better check. He pulled on his thick gray jacket, gloves and hat and, taking a last slug of coffee, stepped outside into the breathtaking air.
The supervisor made his way through the wind along the pier, his watering eyes focused on the black box.
The hell is it? The thing was rectangular, less than a foot high, and the low sunlight sharply reflected off something on the front. He squinted against the glare. The whitecapped water of the Hudson slushed against the pilings below.
Ten feet away from the box he paused, realizing what it was.
A clock. An old-fashioned one, with those funny numbers—Roman numerals—and a moon face on the front. Looked expensive. He glanced at his watch and saw the clock was working; the time was accurate. Who’d leave a nice thing like that here? Well, all right, I got myself a present.
As he stepped forward to pick it up, though, his legs went out from under him and he had a moment of pure panic thinking he’d tumble into the river. But he went straight down, landing on the patch of ice he hadn’t seen, and slid no further.
Wincing in pain, gasping, he pulled himself to his feet. The man glanced down and saw that this wasn’t normal ice. It was reddish brown.
“Oh, Christ,” he whispered as he stared at the large patch of blood, which had pooled near the clock and frozen slick. He leaned forward and his shock deepened when he realized how the blood had gotten there. He saw what looked like bloody fingernail marks on the wooden decking of the pier, as if someone with slashed fingers or wrists had been holding on to keep from falling into the churning waters of the river.
He crept to the edge and looked down. No one was floating in the choppy water. He wasn’t surprised; if what he imagined was true, the frozen blood meant the poor bastard had been here a while ago and, if he hadn’t been saved, his body’d be halfway to Liberty Island by now.
Fumbling for his cell phone, he backed away and pulled his glove off with his teeth. A final glance at the clock, then he hurried back to the shed, calling the police with a stubby, quaking finger.
 
Before and After.
The city was different now, after that morning in September, after the explosions, the huge tails of smoke, the buildings that disappeared.
You couldn’t deny it. You could talk about the resilience, the mettle, the get-back-to-work attitude of New Yorkers, and that was true. But people still paused when planes made that final approach to LaGuardia and seemed a bit lower than normal. You crossed the street, wide, around an abandoned shopping bag. You weren’t surprised to see soldiers or police dressed in dark uniforms carrying black, military-style machine guns.
The Thanksgiving Day parade had come and gone without incident and now Christmas was in full swing, crowds everywhere. But floating atop the festivities, like a reflection in a department store’s holiday window, was the persistent image of the towers that no long were, the people no longer with us. And, of course, the big question: What would happen next?
Lincoln Rhyme had his own Before and After and he understood this concept very well. There was a time he could walk and function and then came the time when he could not. One moment he was as healthy as everyone else, searching a crime scene, and a minute later a beam had snapped his neck and left him a C-4 quadriplegic, almost completely paralyzed from the shoulders down.
Before and After…
There are moments that change you forever.
And yet, Lincoln Rhyme believed, if you make too grave an icon of them, then the events become more potent. And the bad guys win.
Now, early on a cold Tuesday morning, these were Rhyme’s thoughts as he listened to a National Public Radio announcer, in her unshakable FM voice, report about a parade planned for the day after tomorrow, followed by some ceremonies and meetings of government officials, all of which logically should have been held in the nation’s capital. But the up-with-New-York attitude had prevailed and spectators, as well as protesters, would be present in force and clogging the streets, making the life of security-sensitive police around Wall Street far more difficult. As with politics, so with sports: Play-offs that should occur in New Jersey were now scheduled for Madison Square Garden—as a display, for some reason, of patriotism. Rhyme wondered cynically if next year’s Boston Marathon would be held in New York City.
Before and After…
Rhyme had come to believe that he himself really wasn’t much different in the After. His physical condition, his skyline, you could say, had changed. But he was essentially the same person as in the Before: a cop and a scientist who was impatient, temperamental (okay, sometimes obnoxious), relentless and intolerant of incompetence and laziness. He didn’t play the gimp card, didn’t whine, didn’t make an issue of his condition (though good luck to any building owners who didn’t meet the Americans with Disabilities Act requirements for door width and ramps when he was at a crime scene in their buildings).
As he listened to the report now, the fact that certain people in the city seemed to be giving in to self-pity irritated him. “I’m going to write a letter,” he announced to Thom.
The slim young aide, in dark slacks, white shirt and thick sweater (Rhyme’s Central Park West town house suffered from a bad heating system and ancient insulation), glanced up from where he was overdecorating for Christmas. Rhyme enjoyed the irony of his placing a miniature evergreen tree on a table below which a present, though an unwrapped one, already waited: a box of adult disposable diapers.
“Letter?”
He explained his theory that it was more patriotic to go about business as usual. “I’m going to give ’em hell. The Times, I think.”
“Why don’t you?” asked the aide, whose profession was known as “caregiver” (though Thom said that, being in the employ of Lincoln Rhyme, his job description was really “saint”).
“I’m going to,” Rhyme said adamantly.
“Good for you…though, one thing?”
Rhyme lifted an eyebrow. The criminalist could—and did—get great expression out of his extant body parts: shoulders, face and head.
“Most of the people who say they’re going to write a letter don’t. People who do write letters just go ahead and write them. They don’t announce it. Ever notice that?”
“Thank you for the brilliant insight into psychology, Thom. You know that nothing’s going to stop me now.”
“Good,” repeated the aide.
Using the touchpad controller, the criminalist drove his red Storm Arrow wheelchair closer to one of the half dozen large, flat-screen monitors in the room.
“Command,” he said into the voice-recognition system, via a microphone attached to the chair. “Word processor.”
WordPerfect dutifully opened on the screen.
“Command, type. ‘Dear sirs.’ Command, colon. Command, paragraph. Command, type, ‘It has come to my attention—’”
The doorbell rang and Thom went to see who the visitor was.
Rhyme closed his eyes and was composing his rant to the world when a voice intruded. “Hey, Linc. Merry Christmas.”
“Uhm, ditto,” Rhyme grumbled to paunchy, disheveled Lon Sellitto, walking through the doorway. The big detective had to maneuver carefully; the room had been a quaint parlor in the Victorian era but now was chock-ablock with forensic science gear: optical microscopes, an electron microscope, a gas chromatograph, laboratory beakers and racks, pipettes, petri dishes, centrifuges, chemicals, books and magazines, computers—and thick wires, which ran everywhere. (When Rhyme began doing forensic consulting out of his town house, the power-hungry equipment frequently would blow circuit breakers. The juice running into the place probably equaled the combined usage by everyone else on the block.)
“Command, volume, level three.” The environmental control unit obediently turned down NPR.
“Not in the spirit of the season, are we?” the detective asked.
Rhyme didn’t answer. He looked back at the monitor.
“Hey, Jackson.” Sellitto bent down and petted a small, longhaired dog curled up in an NYPD evidence box. He was temporarily living here; his former owner, Thom’s elderly aunt, had passed away recently in Westport, Connecticut, after a long illness. Among the young man’s inheritances was Jackson, a Havanese. The breed, related to the bichon frise, originated in Cuba. Jackson was staying here until Thom could find a good home for him.
“We got a bad one, Linc,” Sellitto said, standing up. He started to take off his overcoat but changed his mind. “Jesus, it’s cold. Is this a record?”
“Don’t know. Don’t spend much time on the Weather Channel.” He thought of a good opening paragraph of his letter to the editor.
“Bad,” Sellitto repeated.
Rhyme glanced at Sellitto with a cocked eyebrow.
“Two homicides, same M.O. More or less.”
“Lots of ‘bad ones’ out there, Lon. Why’re these any badder?” As often happened in the tedious days between cases Rhyme was in a bad mood; of all the perps he’d come across, the worst was boredom.
But Sellitto had worked with Rhyme for years and was immune to the criminalist’s attitudes. “Got a call from the Big Building. Brass want you and Amelia on this one. They said they’re insisting.”
“Oh, insisting?”
“I promised I wouldn’t tell you they said that. You don’t like to be insisted.”
“Can we get to the ‘bad’ part, Lon? Or is that too much to ask?”
“Where’s Amelia?”
“Westchester, on a case. Should be back soon.”
The detective held up a wait-a-minute finger as his cell phone rang. He had a conversation, nodding and jotting notes. He disconnected and glanced at Rhyme. “Okay, here we have it. Sometime last night our perp, he grabs—”
“He?” Rhyme asked pointedly.
“Okay. We don’t know the gender for sure.”
“Sex.”
“What?”
Rhyme said, “Gender’s a linguistic concept. It refers to designating words male or female in certain languages. Sex is a biological concept differentiating male and female organisms.”
“Thanks for the grammar lesson,” the detective muttered. “Maybe it’ll help if I’m ever on Jeopardy! Anyway, he grabs some poor schmuck and takes ’em to that boat repair pier on the Hudson. We’re not exactly sure how he does it, but he forces the guy, or woman, to hang on over the river and then cuts their wrists. The vic holds on for a while, looks like—long enough to lose a shitload of blood—but then just lets go.”
“Body?”
“Not yet. Coast Guard and ESU’re searching.”
“I heard plural.”
“Okay. Then we get another call a few minutes later. To check out an alley downtown, off Cedar, near Broadway. The perp’s got another vic. A uniform finds this guy duct-taped and on his back. The perp rigged this iron bar—weighs maybe seventy-five pounds—above his neck. The vic has to hold it up to keep from getting his throat crushed.”
“Seventy-five pounds? Okay, given the strength issues, I’ll grant you the perp’s sex probably is male.”
Thom came into the room with coffee and pastries. Sellitto, his weight a constant issue, went for the Danish first, his diet hibernated during the holidays. He finished half and, wiping his mouth, continued. “So the vic’s holding up the bar. Which maybe he does for a while—but he doesn’t make it.”
“Who’s the vic?”
“Name’s Theodore Adams. Lived near Battery Park. A nine-one-one came in last night from a woman said her brother was supposed to meet her for dinner and never showed. That’s the name she gave. Sergeant from the precinct was going to call her this morning.”
Lincoln Rhyme generally didn’t find soft descriptions helpful. But he conceded that “bad” fit the situation.
So did the word “intriguing.” He asked, “Why do you say it’s the same M.O.?”
“Perp left a calling card at both scenes. Clocks.”
“As in tick-tock?”
“Yup. The first one was by the pool of blood on the pier. The other was next to the vic’s head. It was like the doer wanted them to see it. And, I guess, hear it.”
“Describe them. The clocks.”
“Looked old-fashioned. That’s all I know.”
“Not a bomb?” Nowadays—in the time of the After—every item of evidence that ticked was routinely checked for explosives.
“Nope. Won’t go bang. But the squad sent ’em up to Rodman’s Neck to check for bio or chemical agents. Same brand of clock, looks like. Spooky, one of the respondings said. Has this face of a moon on it. Oh, and just in case we were slow, he left a note under the clocks. Computer printout. No handwriting.”
“And they said…?”
Sellitto glanced down at his notebook, not relying on memory. Rhyme appreciated this in the detective. He wasn’t brilliant but he was a bulldog and did everything slowly and with perfection. He read, “‘The full Cold Moon is in the sky, shining on the corpse of earth, signifying the hour to die and end the journey begun at birth.’” He looked up at Rhyme. “It was signed ‘the Watchmaker.’”
“We’ve got two vics and a lunar motif.” Often, an astronomical reference meant that the killer was planning to strike multiple times. “He’s got more on the agenda.”
“Hey, why d’you think I’m here, Linc?”
Rhyme glanced at the beginning of his missive to the Times. He closed his word-processing program. The essay about Before and After would have to wait.



Chapter 3

[image: 13] A small sound from outside the window. A crunch of snow.
Amelia Sachs stopped moving. She glanced out at the quiet, white backyard. She saw no one.
She was a half hour north of the city, alone in a pristine Tudor suburban house that was still as death. An appropriate thought, she reflected, since the owner of the place was no longer among the living.
The sound again. Sachs was a city girl, used to the cacophony of urban noises—threatening and benign. The intrusion into the excessive suburban quiet set her on edge.
Was its source a footstep?
The tall, red-haired detective, wearing a black leather jacket, navy blue sweater and black jeans, listened carefully for a moment, absently scratching her scalp. She heard another crunch. Unzipped her jacket so her Glock was easily accessible. Crouching, she looked outside fast. Saw nothing.
And returned to her task. She sat down on the luxurious leather office chair and began to examine the contents of a huge desk. This was a frustrating mission, the problem being that she didn’t know exactly what she was looking for. Which often happened when you searched a crime scene that was secondary or tertiary or whatever four-times-removed might be called. In fact, you’d be hard-pressed to call this a crime scene at all. It was unlikely that any perpetrators had ever been present, nor had any bodies been discovered here, any loot hidden. This was simply a little-used residence of a man named Benjamin Creeley, who’d died miles away and had not been to this house for a week before his death.
Still she had to search, and search carefully—because Amelia Sachs was not here in the role she usually worked: crime scene cop. She was the lead detective in the first homicide case of her own.
Another snap outside. Ice, snow, branch, deer, squirrel…She ignored it and continued the search that had started a few weeks earlier, all thanks to a knot in a piece of cotton rope.
It was this length of clothesline that had ended the life of fifty-six-year-old Ben Creeley, found dangling from the banister of his Upper East Side town house. A suicide note was on the table, no signs of foul play evident.
Just after the man’s death, though, Suzanne Creeley, his widow, went to the NYPD. She simply didn’t believe that he’d killed himself. The wealthy businessman and accountant had been moody lately, yes. But only, she believed, because he’d been working very long hours on some particularly difficult projects. His occasionally dour moods were a far cry from suicidal depression. He had no history of mental or emotional problems and wasn’t taking antidepressants. Creeley’s finances were solid. There’d been no recent changes to his will or insurance policy. His partner, Jordan Kessler, was on a business trip to a client’s office in Pennsylvania. But he and Sachs had spoken briefly and he confirmed that while Creeley had seemed depressed lately he hadn’t, Kessler believed, ever mentioned suicide.
Sachs was permanently assigned to Lincoln Rhyme for crime scene work but she wanted to do more than forensics exclusively. She’d been lobbying Major Cases for the chance to be lead detective on a homicide or terrorist investigation. Somebody in the Big Building had decided that Creeley’s death warranted more looking into and gave her the case. Aside from the general consensus that Creeley wasn’t suicidal, though, Sachs at first could find no evidence of foul play. But then she made a discovery. The medical examiner reported that at the time of his death Creeley had a broken thumb; his entire right hand was in a cast.
Which simply wouldn’t’ve let him tie the knot in his hangman’s noose or secure the rope to the balcony railing.
Sachs knew because she’d tried a dozen times. Impossible without using the thumb. Maybe he’d tied it before the biking accident, a week prior to his death, but it just didn’t seem likely that you’d tie a noose and keep it handy, waiting for a future date to kill yourself.
She decided to declare the death suspicious and opened a homicide file.
But it was shaping up to be a tough case. The rule in homicides is either they’re solved in the first twenty-four hours or it takes months to close them. What little evidence existed (the liquor bottle he’d been drinking from before he died, the note and the rope) had yielded nothing. There were no witnesses. The NYPD report was a mere half-page long. The detective who’d run the case had spent hardly any time on it, typical for suicides, and he provided Sachs with no other information.
The trail to any suspects had pretty much dried up in the city, where Creeley had worked and where the family spent most of their time; all that remained in Manhattan was to interview the dead man’s partner, Kessler, in more depth. Now, she was searching one of the few remaining sources for leads: the Creeleys’ suburban home, at which the family spent very little time.
But she was finding nothing. Sachs now sat back, staring at a recent picture of Creeley shaking the hand of someone who appeared to be a businessman. They were on the tarmac of an airport, in front of some company’s private jet. Oil rigs and pipelines loomed in the background. He was smiling. He didn’t look depressed—but who does in snapshots?
It was then that another crunch sounded, very close, outside the window behind her. Then one more, even closer.
That’s no squirrel.
Out came the Glock, one shiny 9-millimeter round in the chamber and thirteen underneath it. Sachs made her way quietly out the front door and circled around to the side of the house, pistol in both hands, but close to her side (never in front of you when rounding a corner, where it can be knocked aside; the movies always get it wrong). A fast look. The side of the house was clear. Then she moved toward the back, placing her black boots carefully on the walkway, which was thick with ice.
A pause, listening.
Yes, definitely footsteps. The person was moving hesitantly, maybe toward the back door.
A pause. A step. Another pause.
Ready, Sachs told herself.
She eased closer to the back corner of the house.
Which is when her foot slid off a patch of ice. She gave a faint, involuntary gasp. Hardly audible, she thought.
But it was loud enough for the trespasser.
She heard the pounding of feet fleeing through the backyard, crunching through the snow.
Damn…
In a crouch—in case it was a feint to draw her to target—she looked around the corner and lifted the Glock fast. She saw a lanky man in jeans and a thick jacket sprinting away through the snow.
Hell…Just hate it when they run. Sachs had been dealt a tall body and bum joints—arthritis—and the combination made running pure misery.
“I’m a police officer. Stop!” She started sprinting after him.
Sachs was on her own for the pursuit. She’d never told Westchester County Police that she was here. Any assistance would have to come through a 911 call and she didn’t have time for that.
“I’m not going to tell you again. Stop!”
No response.
They raced in tandem through the large yard then into the woods behind the house. Breathing hard, a pain below her ribs joining the agony in her knees, she moved as fast as she could but he was pulling ahead of her.
Shit, I’m gonna lose him.
But nature intervened. A branch protruding from the snow caught his shoe and he went down hard, with a huge grunt that Sachs heard from forty feet away. She ran up and, gasping for breath, rested the side of the Glock against his neck. He stopped squirming.
“Don’t hurt me! Please!”
“Shhhh.”
Out came the cuffs.
“Hands behind your back.”
He squinted. “I didn’t do anything!”
“Hands.”
He did as he was told but in an awkward way that told her he’d probably never been collared. He was younger than she’d thought—a teenager, his face dotted with acne.
“Don’t hurt me, please!”
Sachs caught her breath and searched him. No ID, no weapons, no drugs. Money and a set of keys. “What’s your name?”
“Greg.”
“Last name?”
A hesitation. “Witherspoon.”
“You live around here?”
He sucked in air, nodding to his right. “The house there, next door to the Creeleys’.”
“How old are you?”
“Sixteen.”
“Why’d you run?”
“I don’t know. I was scared.”
“Didn’t you hear me say I was police?”
“Yeah, but you don’t look like a cop…a policewoman. You really are one?”
She showed him her ID. “What were you doing at the house?”
“I live next door.”
“You said that. What were you doing?” She pulled him up into a sitting position. He looked terrified.
“I saw somebody inside. I thought it was Mrs. Creeley or maybe somebody in the family or something. I just wanted to tell her something. Then I looked inside and saw you had a gun. I got scared. I thought you were with them.”
“Who’s them?”
“Those guys who broke in. That’s what I was going to tell Mrs. Creeley about.”
“Broke in?”
“I saw a couple of guys break into their house. A few weeks ago. It was around Thanksgiving.”
“Did you call the police?”
“No. I guess I should have. But I didn’t want to get involved. They looked, like, tough.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“I was outside, in our backyard, and I saw ’em go to the back door, look around and then kind of, you know, break the lock and go inside.”
“White, black?”
“White, I think. I wasn’t that close. I couldn’t see their faces. They were just, you know, guys. Jeans and jackets. One was bigger than the other.”
“Color of their hair?”
“I don’t know.”
“How long were they inside?”
“An hour, I guess.”
“You see their car?”
“No.”
“Did they take anything?”
“Yeah. A stereo, CDs, a TV. Some games, I think. Can I stand up?”
Sachs pulled him to his feet and marched him to the house. She noted that the back door had been jimmied. Pretty slick job too.
She looked around. A big-screen TV was still in the living room. There was lots of nice china in the cabinet. The silver was there too. And it was sterling. The theft wasn’t making sense. Had they stolen a few things as cover for something else?
She examined the ground floor. The house was immaculate—except for the fireplace. It was a gas model, she noted, but inside there was a lot of ash. With gas logs, there was no need for paper or kindling. Had the burglars set a fire?
Without touching anything inside, she shone her flashlight over the contents.
“Did you notice if those men had a fire going when they were here?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
There were also streaks of mud in front of the fireplace. She had basic crime scene equipment in the trunk of her car. She’d dust for prints around the fireplace and desk and collect the ash and mud and any other physical evidence that might be helpful.
It was then that her cell phone vibrated. She glanced at the screen. An urgent text message from Lincoln Rhyme. She was needed back in the city ASAP. She sent an acknowledging message.
What had been burned? she wondered, staring at the fireplace.
“So,” Greg said. “Like, can I go now?”
Sachs looked him over. “I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but after any death the police conduct a complete inventory of everything in the house the day the owner dies.”
“Yeah?” He looked down.
“In an hour I’m calling Westchester County Police and having them check the list against what’s here now. If anything’s missing they’ll call me and I’ll give them your name and call your parents.”
“But—”
“The men didn’t steal anything at all, did they? After they left, you went in through the back door and helped yourself to…what?”
“I just borrowed a few things is all. From Todd’s room.”
“Mr. Creeley’s son?”
“Yeah. And one of the Nintendos was mine. He never returned it.”
“The men? Did they take anything?”
A hesitation. “Didn’t look like it.”
She undid the handcuffs. Sachs said, “You’ll have everything back by then. Put it in the garage. I’ll leave the door open.”
“Oh, like, yeah. I promise,” he said breathlessly. “Definitely…Only…” He started to cry. “The thing is I ate some cake. It was in the refrigerator. I don’t…I’ll buy them another one.”
Sachs said, “They don’t inventory food.”
“They don’t?”
“Just get everything else back here.”
“I promise. Really.” He wiped his face on his sleeve.
The boy started to leave. She asked, “One thing? When you heard that Mr. Creeley killed himself were you surprised?”
“Well, yeah.”
“Why?”
The boy gave a laugh. “He had a seven-forty. I mean, the long one. Who’s going to kill themselves, they drive a BMW, right?”



Chapter 4

[image: 20] They were terrible ways to die.
Amelia Sachs had pretty much seen it all, or so she thought. But these were as cruel means of death as she could recall.
She’d spoken to Rhyme from Westchester and he’d told her to hurry to lower Manhattan, where she was to run two scenes of homicides committed apparently hours apart by somebody calling himself the Watchmaker.
Sachs had already run the simpler of the two—a pier in the Hudson River. It was a fast scene to process; there was no body and most of the trace had been swept away or contaminated by the abrasive wind flowing along the river. She’d photographed and videoed the scene from all angles. She noted where the clock had been—troubled that the scene had been disturbed by the bomb squad when they’d collected it for testing. But there was no alternative, with a possible explosive device.
She collected the killer’s note, too, partly crusted with blood. Then she’d taken samples of the frozen blood. She noted fingernail marks on the pier where the victim had held on, dangling above the water, then slid off. She collected a torn nail—it was wide, short and unpolished, suggesting that the victim was a man.
The killer had cut his way through the chain-link fence protecting the pier. Sachs took a sample of the wire to check for tool marks. She found no fingerprints, footprints or tire tread marks near the point of entry or the pool of frozen blood.
No witnesses had been located.
The medical examiner reported that if the victim had indeed fallen into the Hudson, as seemed likely, he would have died of hypothermia within ten minutes or so. NYPD divers and the Coast Guard were continuing their search for the body and any evidence in the water.
Sachs was now at the second scene, the alleyway off Cedar Street, near Broadway. Theodore Adams, midthirties, was lying on his back, duct tape gagging him and binding his ankles and wrists. The killer had looped a rope over a fire escape, ten feet above him, and tied one end to a heavy, six-foot-long metal bar with holes in the ends like the eye of a needle. This the killer had suspended above the victim’s throat. The other end of the rope he’d placed in the man’s hands. Being bound, Adams couldn’t slide out from under the bar. His only hope was to use all his strength to keep the massive weight suspended until someone happened along to save him.
But no one had.
He’d been dead for some time and the bar had continued to compress his throat until the body froze solid in the December cold. His neck was only about an inch thick under the crushing metal. His expression was the chalky, neutral gaze of death but she could imagine how his face must have looked for the—what?—ten or fifteen minutes he’d struggled to stay alive, growing red from the effort, then purple, eyes bulging.
Who on earth would murder in these ways, which were obviously picked for prolonged deaths?
Wearing a white Tyvek bodysuit to prevent trace from her clothes and hair from contaminating the scene, Sachs readied the evidence collection equipment, as she discussed the scene with two of her colleagues in the NYPD, Nancy Simpson and Frank Rettig, officers based at the department’s main crime scene facility in Queens. Nearby was their Crime Scene Unit’s rapid response vehicle—a large van filled with the essential crime scene investigation equipment.
She slipped rubber bands around her feet to distinguish her prints from the perp’s. (Another of Rhyme’s ideas. “But why bother? I’m in the Tyvek, Rhyme, not street shoes,” Sachs had once pointed out. He’d looked at her wearily. “Oh, excuse me. I guess a perp would never think to buy a Tyvek suit. How much do they cost, Sachs? Forty-nine ninety-five?”)
Her first thoughts were that the killings were either organized-crime hits or the work of a psychopath; OC clips were often staged like these to send messages to rival gangs. A sociopath, on the other hand, might set up such an elaborate killing out of delusion or for gratification, which might be sadistic—if it had a sexual motivation—or simply cruel for its own sake, apart from lust. In her years on the street she’d learned that inflicting pain was a source of power in itself and could even be addictive.
Ron Pulaski, in uniform and leather jacket, approached. The blond NYPD patrolman, slim and young, had been helping out Sachs on the Creeley case and was on call to assist on cases that Rhyme was handling. After a bad run-in with a perp had put him in the hospital for a long stay, he’d been offered medical disability retirement.
The rookie had told Sachs that he’d sat down with Jenny, his young wife, and discussed the issue. Should he go back on duty or not? Pulaski’s twin brother, also a cop, provided input too. And in the end he chose to undergo therapy and return to the force. Sachs and Rhyme had been impressed with his youthful zeal and pulled some strings to get him assigned to them whenever possible. He later confessed to Sachs (never to Rhyme, of course) that the criminalist’s refusal to be sidelined by his quadriplegia and his aggressive regimen of daily therapy were Pulaski’s main inspiration to get back on active duty.
Pulaski wasn’t in Tyvek, so he stopped at the yellow tape marking the scene. “Jesus,” he muttered as he stared at the grotesque sight.
Pulaski told her that Sellitto and other officers were checking with security guards and office managers in the buildings around the alley to learn if anyone had seen or heard the attack or knew Theodore Adams. He added, “The bomb squad’s still checking on the clocks and’ll deliver ’em to Rhyme’s later. I’m going to get all the license plates of the cars parked around here. Detective Sellitto told me to.”
Her back to Pulaski, Sachs nodded. But she really wasn’t paying much attention to this information; it wasn’t useful to her at the moment. She was about to search the scene and was trying to clear her thoughts of distractions. Despite the fact that by definition crime scene work involves inanimate objects, there’s a curious intimacy to the job; to be effective, CS cops have to mentally and emotionally become the perps. The whole horrific scenario plays itself out in their imaginations: what the killer was thinking, where he stood when he lifted the gun or club or knife, how he adjusted his stance, whether he lingered to watch the victim’s death throes or fled immediately, what caught his attention at the scene, what tempted and repulsed him, what was his escape route. This wasn’t psychological profiling—that occasionally helpful, media-chic portrait-painting of suspects; this was the art of mining the huge clutter at crime scenes for those few important nuggets that could lead to a suspect’s door.
Sachs was now doing this, becoming someone else—the killer who’d engineered this terrible end to another human being.
Eyes scanning the scene, up and down, sideways: the cobblestones, the walls, the body, the iron weight…
I’m him…. I’m him…. What do I have in mind? Why did I want to kill these vics? Why in these ways? Why on the pier, why here?
But the cause of death was so unusual, the killer’s mind so removed from hers, that she had no answers to these questions, not yet. She pulled on her headset. “Rhyme, you there?”
“And where else would I be?” he asked, sounding amused. “I’ve been waiting. Where are you? The second scene?”
“Yes.”
“What are you seeing, Sachs?”
I’m him….
“Alleyway, Rhyme,” she said into the stalk mike. “It’s a cul-de-sac for deliveries. It doesn’t go through. The vic’s close to the street.”
“How close?”
“Fifteen feet out of a hundred-foot alley.”
“How’d he get there?”
“No sign of tread marks but he was definitely dragged to the place he was killed; there’s salt and crud on the bottom of his jacket and pants.”
“Are there doors near the body?”
“Yes. He’s pretty much in front of one.”
“Did he work in the building?”
“No. I’ve got his business cards. He’s a freelance writer. His work address is the same as his apartment.”
“He might’ve had a client there or in one of the other buildings.”
“Lon’s checking now.”
“Good. The door that’s closest? Would that’ve been someplace the perp could have waited for him?”
“Yeah,” she replied.
“Have a guard open it up and I want you to search what’s on the other side.”
Lon Sellitto called from the perimeter of the scene, “No witnesses. Everybody’s fucking blind. Oh, and deaf too…And there must be forty or fifty different offices in the buildings around the alley. If anybody knew him, it may take a while to find out.”
Sachs relayed the criminalist’s request to open the back door near the body.
“You got it.” Sellitto headed off on this mission, blowing warming breath into his cupped hands.
Sachs videotaped and photographed the scene. She looked for and found no evidence of sexual activity involving the body or nearby. She then began walking the grid—walking over every square inch of the scene twice, looking for physical evidence. Unlike many crime scene professionals, Rhyme insisted on a single searcher—except in the case of mass disasters, of course—and Sachs always walked the grid alone.
But whoever’d committed the crime had been very careful not to leave anything obvious behind, except the note and the clock, the metal bar, the duct tape and rope.
She told him this.
“Not really in their nature to make it easy for us, is it, Sachs?”
His cheerful mood grated; he wasn’t right next to a victim who’d died this fucking lousy death. She ignored the comment and continued working the scene: performing a basic processing of the corpse so it could be released to the medical examiner, collecting his effects, dusting for fingerprints and doing electrostatic prints of shoe treads, collecting trace with an adhesive roller, like the sort used for removing pet hairs.
It was likely that the perp had driven here, given the weight of the bar, but there were no tread marks. The center of the alley was covered with rock salt to melt the ice, and the grains prevented good contact with the cobblestones.
Then she squinted. “Rhyme, something odd here. Around the body, for probably three feet around it, there’s something on the ground.”
“What do you think it is?”
Sachs bent down and with a magnifier examined what seemed to be fine sand. She mentioned this to Rhyme.
“Was it for the ice?”
“No. It’s only around him. And there’s none anywhere else in the alley. They’re using salt for the snow and ice.” Then she stepped back. “But there’s only a fine residue left. It’s like…yes, Rhyme. He swept up. With a broom.”
“Swept?”
“I can see the straw marks. It’s like he scattered handfuls of sand on the scene and then swept it up…. But maybe he didn’t do it. There wasn’t anything like this at the first scene, on the pier.”
“Is there any sand on the victim or the bar?”
“I don’t know…. Wait, there is.”
“So he did it after the killing,” Rhyme said. “It’s probably an obscuring agent.”
Diligent perps would sometimes use a powdery or granular material of some kind—sand, kitty litter or even flour—to spread on the ground after committing a crime. They’d then sweep or vacuum up the material, taking most of the trace particles with it.
“But why?” Rhyme mused.
Sachs stared at the body, stared at the cobblestone alley.
I’m him….
Why would I sweep?
Perps often wipe fingerprints and take the obvious evidence with them but it’s very rare when someone goes to the trouble of using an obscuring agent. She closed her eyes and, as hard as it was, pictured herself standing over the young man, who was struggling to keep the bar off his throat.
“Maybe he spilled something.”
But Rhyme said, “Doesn’t seem likely. He wouldn’t be that careless.”
She continued to think: I’m careful, sure. But why would I sweep?
I’m him….
“Why?” Rhyme whispered.
“He—”
“Not he,” the criminalist corrected. “You’re him, Sachs. Remember. You.”
“I’m a perfectionist. I want to get rid of as much evidence as possible.”
“True, but what you gain by sweeping up,” Rhyme said, “you lose by staying on the scene longer. I think there has to be another reason.”
Going deeper, feeling herself lifting the bar, putting the rope in the man’s hands, staring down at his struggling face, his bulging eyes. I put the clock next to his head. It’s ticking, ticking…. I watch him die.
I leave no evidence, I sweep up…
“Think, Sachs. What’s he up to?”
I’m him….
Then she blurted, “I’m coming back, Rhyme.”
“What?”
“I’m coming back to the scene. I mean, he’s coming back. That’s why he swept up. Because he absolutely didn’t want to leave anything that’d give us a description of him: no fibers, hairs, shoe prints, dirt in his soles. He’s not afraid we’ll use it to track him to his hidey-hole—he’s too good to be leaving trace like that. No, he’s afraid we’ll find something that’ll help us recognize him when he comes back.”
“Okay, that could be it. Maybe he’s a voyeur, likes to watch people die, likes to watch cops at work. Or maybe he wants to see who’s hunting for him…so he can start a hunt of his own.”
Sachs felt a trickle of fear down her back. She looked around her. There was, as usual, a small crowd of gawkers standing across the street. Was the killer among them, watching her right now?
Then Rhyme added, “Or maybe he’s already been back. He came by earlier this morning to see that the vic was really dead. Which means—”
“That he might’ve left some evidence somewhere else, outside the scene. On the sidewalk, the street.”
“Exactly.”
Sachs slipped under the tape out of the designated crime scene and looked over the street. Then the sidewalk in front of the building. There she found a half dozen shoe prints in the snow. She had no way of knowing if any of them were the Watchmaker’s but several—made by wide, waffle-stomper boots—suggested that somebody, a man probably, had stood in the mouth of the alley for a few minutes, shifting weight from foot to foot. She looked around and decided there was no reason for anybody to be standing there—no pay phones, mailboxes or windows were nearby.
“Got some unusual boot prints here in the mouth of the alley, by the curb on Cedar Street,” she told Rhyme. “Large.” She searched this area too, digging into a snowbank. “Got something else.”
“What?”
“A gold metal money clip.” Her fingers stinging from the cold through the latex gloves, she counted the cash inside. “It’s got three hundred forty in new twenties. Right next to the boot prints.”
“Did the vic have any money on him?”
“Sixty bucks, also pretty fresh.”
“Maybe the perp boosted the clip and then dropped it getting away.”
She placed it in an evidence bag, then finished searching other portions of the scene, finding nothing else.
The back door of the office building opened. Sellitto and a uniformed guard from the security staff of the building were there. They stood back as Sachs processed the door itself—finding and photographing what she described to Rhyme as a million fingerprints (he only chuckled) and the dim lobby on the other side. She didn’t find anything obviously relevant to the murder.
Suddenly a woman’s panicky voice cut through the cold air. “Oh, my God, no!”
A stocky brunette in her thirties ran up to the yellow tape, where she was stopped by a patrol officer. Her hands were at her face and she was sobbing. Sellitto stepped forward. Sachs joined them. “Do you know him, ma’am?” the big detective asked.
“What happened, what happened? No…oh, God…”
“Do you know him?” the detective repeated.
Wracked with crying, the woman turned away from the terrible sight. “My brother…No, is he—oh, God, no, he can’t be…” She sank to her knees on the ice.
This would be the woman who’d reported her brother missing last night, Sachs understood.
Lon Sellitto had the personality of a pitbull when it came to suspects. But with victims and their relatives he showed a surprising tenderness. In a soft voice, thickened by a Brooklyn drawl, he said, “I’m so sorry. He’s gone, yes.” He helped her up and she leaned against the wall of the alley.
“Who did it? Why?” Her voice rose to a screech as she stared at the terrible tableau of her brother’s death. “Who’d do something like this? Who?”
“We don’t know, ma’am,” Sachs said. “I’m sorry. But we’ll find him. I promise you.”
Gasping for breath, she turned. “Don’t let my daughter see, please.”
Sachs looked past her to a car, parked half on the curb, where she’d left it in her panic. In the passenger seat was a teenage girl, who was staring at Sachs with a frown, her head cocked. The detective stepped in front of the body, blocking the girl’s view of her uncle.
The sister, whose name was Barbara Eckhart, had jumped from her car without her coat and was huddling against the cold. Sachs led her through the open door into the service lobby that she’d just run. The hysterical woman asked to use the restroom and when she emerged she was still shaken and pale, though the crying was under control.
Barbara had no idea what the killer’s motive might be. Her brother, a bachelor, worked for himself, a freelance advertising copywriter. He was well liked and had no enemies that she knew of. He wasn’t involved in any romantic triangles—no jealous husbands—and had never done drugs or anything else illegal. He’d moved to the city two years earlier.
That he had no apparent OC connection troubled Sachs; it moved the psycho factor into first place, far more dangerous to the public than a mob pro.
Sachs explained how the body would be processed. It would be released by the medical examiner to the next of kin within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Barbara’s face grew stony. “Why did he kill Teddy like that? What was he thinking?”
But that was a question for which Amelia Sachs had no answer.
Watching the woman return to her car, Sellitto helping her, Sachs couldn’t take her eyes off the daughter, who was staring back at the policewoman. The look was hard to bear. The girl must know by now that this man was in fact her uncle and he was dead, but Sachs could see what seemed to be a small bit of hope in the girl’s face.
Hope, about to be destroyed.
 
Hungry.
Vincent Reynolds lay on his musty bed in their temporary home, which was, of all things, a former church, and felt his soul’s hunger, silently mimicking the grumbling of his bulging belly.
This old Catholic structure, in a deserted area of Manhattan near the Hudson River, was their base of operation for the killings. Gerald Duncan was from out of town and Vincent’s apartment was in New Jersey. Vincent had said they could stay at his place but Duncan had said, no, they could hardly do that. They should have no contact whatsoever with their real residences. He’d sounded sort of like he was lecturing. But not in a bad way. It was like a father instructing his son.
“A church?” Vincent had asked. “Why?”
“Because it’s been on the market for fourteen and a half months. Not a hot property. And nobody’s going to be showing it this time of year.” A fast look at Vincent. “Don’t worry. It’s desanctified.”
“It is?” asked Vincent, who figured that he’d committed enough sins to be guaranteed a direct route to hell, if there was one; trespassing in a church, sanctified or de-, was the very least of his offenses.
The real estate agent kept the doors locked, of course, but a watchmaker’s skills are essentially those of a locksmith (the first clock makers, Duncan had explained, were locksmiths) and the man easily picked one of the back door locks then fitted it with a padlock of his own, so they could come and go, unseen by anyone on the street or sidewalk. He changed the lock on the front door too and left a bit of wax on it so they’d know if anybody tried to get in when they were away.
The place was gloomy and drafty and smelled of cheap cleansers.
Duncan’s room was the former priest’s bedroom on the second floor in the rectory portion of the structure. Across the hall was Vincent’s room, where he was now lying, the old office. It contained a cot, table, hotplate, microwave and refrigerator (Hungry Vincent, of course, got the kitchen, such as it was). The church still had electricity in case brokers needed the lights, and the heat was on so the pipes wouldn’t burst, though the thermostat was set very low.
When he’d first seen it, knowing Duncan’s obsession with time, Vincent had said, “Too bad there’s no clock tower. Like Big Ben.”
“That’s the name of the bell, not the clock.”
“On the Tower of London?”
“In the clock tower,” the older man had corrected again. “At the Palace of Westminster, where Parliament sits. Named after Sir Benjamin Hall. In the late eighteen fifties it was England’s largest bell. In early clocks, the bells were the only thing that told you the time. There were no faces or hands.”
“Oh.”
“The word ‘clock’ comes from the Latin clocca, which means bell.”
This man knew everything.
Vincent liked that. He liked a lot of things about Gerald Duncan. He’d been wondering if these two misfits could become real friends. Vincent didn’t have many. He’d sometimes go out for drinks with the paralegals and other word-processing operators. But even Clever Vincent tended not to say too much because he was afraid he’d let slip the wrong thing about a waitress or the woman sitting at a table nearby. Hunger made you careless (just look at what had happened with Sally Anne).
Vincent and Duncan were opposites in many ways but they had one thing in common: dark secrets in their hearts. And anyone who’s ever shared that knows it makes up for vast differences in lifestyle and politics.
Oh, yes, Vincent was definitely going to give their friendship a shot.
He now washed up, again thinking of Joanne, the brunette they’d be visiting today: the flower girl, their next victim.
Vincent opened the small refrigerator. He took out a bagel and cut it in half with his hunting knife. It had an eight-inch blade and was very sharp. He smeared cream cheese on the bagel and ate it while he drank two Cokes. His nose stung from the chill. Meticulous Gerald Duncan insisted that they wear gloves here too, which was kind of a pain, but today, because it was so cold, Vincent didn’t mind.
He lay back on the bed, imagining what Joanne’s body looked like.
Later today…
Feeling hungry, starving to death. His gut was drying up from the craving. If he didn’t have his little heart-to-heart with Joanne pretty soon he’d waste away to steam.
Now he drank a can of Dr Pepper, ate a bag of potato chips. Then some pretzels.
Starving…
Hungry…
Vincent Reynolds would not on his own have come up with the idea that the urge to sexually assault women was a hunger. That idea was courtesy of his therapist, Dr. Jenkins.
When he was in detention because of Sally Anne—the only time he’d been arrested—the doctor had explained that he had to accept that the urges he felt would never go away. “You can’t get rid of them. They’re a hunger in a way…. Now, what do we know about hunger? It’s natural. We can’t help feeling hungry. Don’t you agree?”
“Yessir.”
The therapist had added that even though you couldn’t stop hunger completely you could “satisfy it appropriately. You understand what I mean? With food, you’d have a healthy meal when it’s the appropriate time, you don’t just snack. With people, you have a healthy, committed relationship, leading up to marriage and a family.”
“I get it.”
“Good. I think we’re making progress. Don’t you agree?”
And the boy had taken great heart in the man’s message, though it translated into something a little different from what the good doctor intended. Vincent reasoned that he’d use the hunger analogy as a helpful guide. He’d only eat, that is, have a little heart-to-heart with a girl, when he really needed to. That way he wouldn’t become desperate—and careless, the way he had with Sally Anne.
Brilliant.
Don’t you agree, Dr. Jenkins?
Vincent finished the pretzels and soda and wrote another letter to his sister. Clever Vincent drew a few cartoons in the margins. Pictures he thought she might like. Vincent wasn’t a terrible artist.
There was a knock on his door.
“Come in.”
Gerald Duncan pushed the door open. The men said good morning to each other. Vincent glanced into Duncan’s room, which was perfectly ordered. Everything on the desk was arranged in a symmetrical pattern. The clothes were pressed and hanging in the closet exactly two inches apart. This could be one hurdle to their friendship. Vincent was a slob.
“You want something to eat?” Vincent asked.
“No, thanks.”
That’s why the Watchmaker was so skinny. He rarely ate, he was never hungry. That could be another hurdle. But Vincent decided he’d ignore that fault. After all, Vincent’s sister never ate much either and he still loved her.
The killer made coffee for himself. While the water was heating he took the jar of beans out of the refrigerator and measured out exactly two spoons’ worth. These clattered as he poured them into the hand grinder and turned the handle a dozen times until the noise stopped. He carefully poured the grounds into a paper cone filter inside a drip funnel. He tapped it to make sure the grounds were level. Vincent loved watching Gerald Duncan make coffee.
Meticulous…
Duncan looked at his gold pocket watch. He wound the stem very carefully. He finished the coffee—he drank it fast like medicine—and then looked at Vincent. “Our flower girl,” he said, “Joanne. Will you go check on her?”
A thud in his gut. So long, Clever Vincent.
“Sure.”
“I’m going to the alley on Cedar Street. The police will be there by now. I want to see whom we’re up against.”
Whom…
Duncan pulled his jacket on and slung his bag over his shoulder. “You ready?”
Vincent nodded and donned his cream-colored parka, hat and sunglasses.
Duncan was saying, “Let me know if people are coming by the workshop to pick up orders or if she’s working alone.”
The Watchmaker had learned that Joanne spent a lot of time in her workshop, a few blocks away from her retail flower store. The workshop was quiet and dark. Picturing the woman, her curly brown hair, her long but pretty face, Hungry Vincent couldn’t get her out of his mind.
They walked downstairs and into the alley behind the church.
Duncan hooked the padlock. He said, “Oh, I wanted to say something. The one for tomorrow? She’s a woman too. That’d be two in a row. I don’t know how often you like to have your…what do you call it? A heart-to-heart?”
“That’s right.”
“Why do you say that?” Duncan asked. The killer, Vincent had learned, had a tireless curiosity.
That phrase too came from Dr. Jenkins, his buddy the detention center doc, who’d tell him to come to his office anytime he wanted and talk about how he was feeling; they’d have themselves a good old heart-to-heart.
For some reason, Vincent liked the words. The phrase also sounded a lot better than “rape.”
“I don’t know. I just do.” He added that he’d have no problem with two women in a row.
Sometimes eating makes you even hungrier, Dr. Jenkins.
Don’t you agree?
As they stepped carefully over the icy patches on the sidewalk, Vincent asked, “Um, what are you going to do with Joanne?”
In killing his victims Duncan had one rule: Their deaths could not be quick. This wasn’t as easy as it sounded, he’d explained in that precise, detached voice of his. Duncan had a book titled Extreme Interrogation Techniques. It was about terrifying prisoners into talking by subjecting them to tortures that would eventually kill them if they didn’t confess: putting weights over their throats, cutting their wrists and letting them bleed, a dozen others.
Duncan explained, “I don’t want to take too long, in her case. I’ll gag her and tie her hands behind her. Then get her on her stomach and wrap a wire around her neck and her ankles.”
“Her knees’ll be bent?” Vincent could picture it.
“That’s right. It was in the book. Did you see the illustrations?”
Vincent shook his head.
“She won’t be able to keep her legs at that angle for very long. When they start to straighten, it pulls the wire around her neck taut and she’ll strangle herself. It’ll take about eight, ten minutes, I’d guess.” He smiled. “I’m going to time it. As you suggested. When it’s over I’ll call you and she’s all yours.”
A good old heart-to-heart…
They stepped out of the alley as a blast of freezing wind struck them. Vincent’s parka, which was unzipped, blew open.
He stopped, alarmed. On the sidewalk a few feet away was a young man. He had a scrawny beard and wore a threadbare jacket. A backpack was slung over a shoulder. A student, Vincent guessed. Head down, he kept walking briskly.
Duncan glanced at his partner. “What’s the matter?”
Vincent nodded at his side, where the hunting knife, in a scabbard, was stuck into his waistband. “I think he saw it. I’m…I’m sorry. I should’ve zipped my jacket, but…”
Duncan’s lips pressed together.
No, no…Vincent hoped he hadn’t made Duncan unhappy. “I’ll go take care of him, if you want. I’ll—”
The killer looked toward the student, who was walking quickly away from them.
Duncan turned to Vincent. “Have you ever killed anyone?”
He couldn’t hold the man’s piercing blue eyes. “No.”
“Wait here.” Gerald Duncan studied the street, which was deserted, except for the student. He reached into his pocket and took out the box cutter he’d used to slash the wrists of the man on the pier last night. Duncan walked quickly after the student. Vincent watched him catching up until the killer was only a few feet behind him. They turned the corner, heading east.
This was terrible…Vincent hadn’t been meticulous. He’d put everything at risk: his chance for friendship with Duncan, his chance for the heart-to-hearts. All because he’d been careless. He wanted to scream, he wanted to cry.
He reached into his pocket, found a KitKat and wolfed it down, eating some of the wrapper with the candy.
Five agonizing minutes later Duncan returned, holding a wrinkled newspaper.
“I’m sorry,” Vincent said.
“It’s all right. It’s okay.” Duncan’s voice was soft. Inside the paper was the bloody box cutter. He wiped the blade with the paper and retracted the razor blade. He threw away the bloody paper and gloves. He put a new pair on. He insisted they carry two or three pairs with them at all times.
Duncan said, “The body’s in a Dumpster. I covered it up with trash. If we’re lucky it’ll be in a landfill or out to sea before somebody notices the blood.”
“Are you all right?” Vincent thought there was a red mark on Duncan’s cheek.
The man shrugged. “I got careless. He fought back. I had to slash his eyes. Remember that. If somebody resists, slash their eyes. That stops them resisting right away and you can control them however you want.”
Slash their eyes…
Vincent nodded slowly.
Duncan asked, “You’ll be more careful?”
“Oh, yes. Promise. Really.”
“Now go check on the flower girl and meet me at the museum at quarter past four.”
“Okay, sure.”
Duncan turned his light blue eyes on Vincent. He gave a rare smile.
“Don’t be upset. There was a problem. It’s been taken care of. In the great scheme of things, it was nothing.”
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