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PROLOGUE

A young girl looks out the window at a world ruled by monsters. They swoop at her, whisper to her late at night and tell her secrets she must not reveal. She has come to know these dark creatures well. But the monster she sees creeping along the edge of the lawn this night is different. She has seen him before, in the daylight, pretending to be one of them.

Without warning, the earth swallows him.

She blinks and peers out into the darkness. Where has the monster gone?

She looks around to see if anyone else has noticed. The others stare at the television, minds dulled to the world. Only she has seen the monster.

‘Here,’ a voice says. A paper cup is thrust at her. The girl knows better than to protest. She spills the pills on to her tongue and washes them down with the grainy juice that has been proffered.

‘I saw a monster,’ she tells the nurse.

‘You’re safe in here,’ the nurse assures the girl – not understanding that, this time, the monster was real.


ONE

If there is one thing I have learned from my death, it is this: secrets can destroy you. The words you cannot say, the lies you keep, the actions you pray will go undetected? They isolate you from the people who love you. They drive you into the shadows. They can divide you from yourself.

I kept many secrets during my life. Sometimes, I take them out and count them: the dreams I coveted, yet never tried to attain; the women I hid from my wife; the many times I gave up on a case, tossing the file into a drawer. But my indifference to the people I had sworn to serve was my biggest secret. Those who knew me when I was alive thought that I had stopped trying. The truth was that I had stopped caring.

These secrets shame me now as I wander through this world of mine, caught between the living and the dead, feeding on the secrets of others, like a vampire seeking life in its victim’s blood. I walk the streets of my small Delaware town, unseen, peering in windows, following the furtive, savoring the mortality revealed by the secrets of others. I have seen a priest whip himself with razor-tipped wire until his back ran with blood. I have witnessed a woman following her lost love for days at a time, weeping all the while. I once glimpsed a bride tearfully bidding her young lover goodbye at the back door of a church even as a far older man waited for her at the altar. These months of watching have confirmed what I already knew: secrets can destroy you.

As proof, I point to the Holloway Institute for Mental Health, a house of secrets built high on a hill overlooking my town. At its heart, Holloway is an imposing granite mansion that towers over its lesser, more modern neighbors. Long-term patients reside in this majestic central building. If the hospital’s administrators thought that living in the original wing might somehow heal the fissures in these poor souls, they were very much mistaken. The people who live in prison are lost. Their minds are alive with private worlds infinitely more compelling than the real world that awaits them. They will never return to living among others because they do not want to.

To the right of this majestic edifice, a newer three-story stone structure stands as a testament to the optimism of Holloway’s founders. This is the short-term unit where the drug-addicted and depressed dwell. The people of my town send loved ones here whose lives have careened off track, spilling them in embarrassing terrain where their behavior frightens those whose more reliable lives chug onward as usual. Yet I know that little separates the despairing residents of this unit from those who live in the suburbs below and cling to the illusion that such a thing as ‘normal’ is even possible. It is entirely debatable as to which side suffers from the biggest delusions.

Of all the dark secrets at Holloway, none are darker than those savored by the residents who live in Holloway’s third building, a stark brick box surrounded by a double chain-link fence and built on the lip of a cliff that falls abruptly to a valley below. I have sent two people to live behind the bolted doors of this unit. Both men deserved a darker fate. Both deserved to be locked up in dark barred cages far from the people whose lives they fed upon. But both men convinced a jury that their enthusiastic violence was caused by a broken mind rather than their insatiable need to inflict pain on others. I was not fooled by their acts. And I know now, that each man was a fraud, for I have visited the darkest corners of their minds, where the screams and pleas of others are stored like treasures in a museum. I have tasted their satisfaction at these memories and felt their abiding hunger for more. These men did not kill out of madness, they killed because they chose to.

One of these men died shortly after I first visited Holloway, his last thoughts dark recollections of those moments when he had taken the lives of others and gloried in his power to do so. This man died in a comfortable hospital bed, fussed over by a nurse who would have driven her syringe straight into his heart had she known the evil he savored in his final hours. I sometimes wonder where he went after his death. I did not see him go and I have not seen him since. And though I tempt my own fate by saying so, given the punishment he deserved, I can only hope there is a Hell.

The other man still lives in the brick building on the edge of the cliff, sharing his ward with men whose madness makes them a danger to others. The inmates in this wing for the criminally insane – all men – often stand at the inner fence of the maximum security unit, fingers curled over the heavy steel strands, licking their lips and making smacking sounds at the ready-made victims cowering on the other side. They delight in the way that the patients outside their unit shrink from their shouts. They exult in their power to inspire fear.

The man I put there among them, Otis Redman Parker, spends his days blatantly bullying other inmates while bullying the orderlies in far more subtle ways. He is the worst of the worst. His most fundamental need is to have power over others. He has trained his mind to remember every detail of the pain that he caused when he was free and he spends his nights reliving his crimes, ever excited by his memories.

I can see the darkness that surrounds him like a sick, bleak fog. At rest, his mind is a terrifying landscape of gleaming skulls, scattered bones, deep pits and a perpetual night filled with terrible cries. To loose him upon the lambs of the world would lead to terrible slaughter.

Which brings me back to the most shameful secret I carry with me in death. I keep watch over this monster known by the world as Otis Redman Parker because, had I done my job better when I was alive, he would be caged deep in an impenetrable prison instead of ruling a hospital wing so quaintly labeled as for the criminally insane. These men are not insane. Indeed, they see life with more clarity than most. They see that laws are nothing more than words on a page and that there is no force in the universe that can stop them from inviting in the chaos.

Had I done my job better, Otis Parker would have died with a needle in his arm. But, like so many others before him, my incompetence proved to be his blessing. All I did was teach him to hide his hunger behind a mask of madness.

I fear what will happen the day he convinces others that he has been cured and is a man who should be set free.



TWO

I do not return to Holloway day after day to remind myself of my mistakes. The truth is that I have felt at home at Hollo-way since I visited it after my death.

Some patients I recognized from my prior life, but others I did not know at all. They had been at Holloway for decades, I realized, and their very existence was a profound surprise. How could they have orbited my world since I was a child, without me ever even knowing they existed?

One of these patients was a woman of faded beauty whose once-blonde hair was nearly gray and flew about her face, wild and untamed. She spent most of her days in a chair by a window where the sunshine spilled through obscenely, highlighting her indifference to its splendor. One day, soon after my first visit to Holloway, a man I had known forever came striding down the hall toward her, a bouquet of yellow roses cradled in his hands. The sight of him paralysed me with surprise.

It was Morty, a beat cop I had known when I was alive – a man we’d all ridiculed for leading a solitary life; a man we’d labeled as a eunuch.

He knelt at the woman’s feet and placed the roses in her lap. Her eyes focused on his and he smiled. She did not return his smile, but she did not look away, either. She searched his face, trying to remember a life she had left long ago. Morty waited patiently, willing to give her the time she needed to place him in her world. After a moment, she reached up and caressed his jaw with her palm, her face unreadable.

They made an oddly ancient tableau: a knight kneeling before his lady.

I saw Morty often at Holloway after that day. He visited the woman several times a week, always with yellow roses, always content to say not a word. I tried to search out the cause of this devotion, but I could learn nothing from his memories. He kept his mind blank, having decided it was too painful to look back, or maybe believing that he owed his lady the honor of being in the moment with her, no matter how bleak that moment might be.

Secrets. We all have them. Even an aging beat cop who has remained unmarried for his sixty-some years, his heart imprisoned behind the walls of Holloway.

Other patients, unfamiliar to me at first, came to be a part of an imaginary family I created in my mind. Their lonely wanderings across the sculpted lawns of Holloway reminded me of my own peripatetic afterlife. Like a child with a fairy-tale family patched together in his head, I had chosen a mother, a father and a daughter for my pretend family – though in life they were not related at all and, indeed, rarely noticed one another.

A funny little man named Harold Babbitt was my patriarch. He had peaked eyebrows that matched his owl-like physique, sharp eyes that glittered and a shiny point of bald head peeping above sparse hair. Harold spent his days murmuring a strange word salad, his brain exploding with electric impulses that churned out verbal waterfalls. He spoke of himself in the third person, his mind leaping from topic to topic like quicksilver: ‘Harold Babbitt is a prince among men and a man among dogs. He is a dog named Prince who knows when doves cry. He is here to fight the people who live as lions in the caves of your heart because they want to eat your soul. He is the man. He is the Harold. He is the Godfather of Soul.’

Harold was like that: ninety-nine percent nonsense, one percent brilliance. And me, with nothing better to do but follow him around each day, fell on that one percent like a bird might fall upon a breadcrumb tumbling to barren ground.

Being Harold had its dangers. At times, his benign chattering gave way to a terrifying self-violence, as if his words were lava building toward an eruption. When the explosion came, he would slam the shiny point of his head into walls, claw at the seeping blood with his hands, and then wipe it along his body as he howled for demons to take the Sun God away. The staff was ready when this happened. They would wrestle Harold to the ground and bind him in a jacket that pinned his arms to his sides. He would whimper apologies from his cocoon as they bundled him on to a stretcher and wheeled him into a room as hushed as a tomb in a lost pyramid. Its walls were padded to protect him from his madness. There, they would unstrap him from the stretcher and lead him to a corner. He’d sit, as docile as a lamb, his mutterings stuttering to a halt in the calm that settled on him in the aftermath.

I came to crave those quiet sessions with Harold in our special room. It seemed the one place in the world where my mind and my soul were still. Harold and I would take our seats, him in one corner and me in another. We would lay our heads back against the canvassed walls, listening to nothing, feeling nothing, our minds calmed by the room’s artificial twilight and gently cooled air. Harold would find peace and I would find peace, too. But the respite never lasted more than a day. Soon enough, Harold was let out to roam, a soft leather helmet affixed to his head until he found a way to take it off and hide it again. After a while, the staff usually gave up trying to find it and surrendered Harold to his walking commentary. For Holloway, Harold passed as normal.

In the fairy-tale family I had constructed in my mind, Harold’s wife was a patient named Olivia, whose face was wet with tears that never quite seemed to dry. I couldn’t tell what the source of her sorrow was, for she would not raise the curtain on that memory in her mind. She clung resolutely to her pain, refused to acknowledge the future and did not look at the past. Whatever that memory is, she remained its prisoner, her life stalled until she can find the strength to confront it.

Sorrow had made her incandescent. She was tall and slender, with translucent skin and pale-blue eyes shaped like almonds. Her long red hair was the color of blood; it was impossible to take your eyes off it. She moved like an angel, with a slow grace made almost ritualistic by the medications she was on.

I was not the only one who noticed Olivia’s beauty. Otis Redman Parker had noticed her, too. Sometimes, when I was sitting with her in Holloway’s central courtyard, pretending we were friends and enjoying the fountain that she seemed to love so much, I would look up and see Parker staring at her through the fences that enclose his unit, his eyes bright and his mouth wet with desire. I hated him in those moments. He had no right to look upon her.

The final person in my imagined family was a little girl named Lily, who could not have been more than ten or eleven years old, though she, too, had been at Holloway for as long as I had visited. She was kept there by a horrifying world that cavorted in her head, a living landscape created by an unfortunate stew of chemicals and genetics at her birth. I had visited that world, seeking a way out for Lily, but she remained captive to its power. Creatures with fangs and claws and glowing eyes lurked in its darkness. Shadow figures leapt out from behind forests of twisting trees whose branches grabbed at you like hands. Strange hybrid animals with distorted limbs wandered through a post-apocalyptic countryside, sometimes stopping to turn their cartoonish faces to Lily. It was one of those creatures, a winged cat with saucer eyes and a toothy smile, who had ordered her to light a cigarette and burn her little brother up and down his arms, an act that landed her in Holloway. I know this because the cat repeated this command to her so often that the memory haunted her daily.

Lily knows what she is.

Lily was visited every week by bewildered parents unable to comprehend how it was that life handed them a child mired in such an early madness. They, like the staff, knew that Lily did not belong among adults, but the other young patients at Holloway were not safe when Lily was around, not with that wide-eyed cat in her head whispering its dark commands. So it was that the patients closest to her age stayed in a special juvenile ward in the short-term unit, but Lily was doomed to live among the lost.

I did not judge Lily or the others. I loved each of these lost beings in their own way and saw a terrible beauty in their incoherence. The world had forgotten them, but I would not do the same. I walked beside them, wishing them a peace unlikely to come.

And so it was that, on a bleak day in March whipped by high winds and cold drizzle, my two lives collided, my living and my dead, and my son Michael, age fourteen, appeared among the outcasts of Holloway, his mind as troubled as theirs.



THREE

At first, I thought time had inverted. That I had been transported back to my own miserable teenage years and was staring at my own miserable self. That’s how much Michael had come to look like me. Gone was the chubby boy with rounded features who sat silently at my funeral, his arm draped around his mother’s shoulders as a sign of his determination to be a man. He now stood nearly as tall as I had been, though he was far stockier.

He had my dark hair and eyes, and certainly he had my nose, but his mouth was one hundred percent Connie. And, like his mother’s, it did not look as if it had smiled in a long time. I discovered him in the short-term unit, pacing Holloway’s juvenile ward, measuring the distance between the common room and his sleeping quarters.

He had his hands thrust deep in the pockets of his jeans and his hair hung in greasy strands. His skin had become mired in a no-man’s land between uneven stubble and acne. Misery surrounded him in a cloud. It was a gloom that felt all too familiar to me: Michael was deep in the trough, he had descended as I had often descended, and was now chin high in crippling depression. Had my death done this to him?

I’d have given anything to take on my son’s sorrow. But all I could do was walk by his side, unseen and unfelt. What had happened to change Michael so? Nine months ago, faced with the truth that I was no longer part of his life, I had stopped torturing myself by standing outside our old home, staring in at a world where I had been forgotten. I had forced myself to find other families to watch. I had made myself move on.

Which meant I had not been there for him during whatever crisis had landed Michael here, among the lost souls of Holloway.

Was he becoming another version of me?

Michael ignored the nurses who watched him, assessing his behavior, trying to put a label on his troubles. He paused in the common-room doorway but gave no notice of the other young patients inside. They were gathered around a television set to watch a movie about teenage vampires. He did not notice, as I did, that the pale complexions and vacant eyes of his fellow patients were far more frightening than the stylish vampires of the movie. Michael was preoccupied and waiting for someone. His eyes kept focusing on the door at the far end of the hall before he looked quickly away, as if he were ashamed of his need for company.

He was not waiting for his mother. When Connie came through the door a few moments later, Michael slumped in disappointment. He had been hoping for someone else.

Connie exuded motherly optimism as she hugged him, but I could feel the cracks of fear spreading through her body like fissures. She was determined that Michael not sense the terror that vibrated in her like piano wire. I understood her fear. She had seen this all before. She had seen it in me. And she had learned that love alone was not enough. She knew that the darkness sometimes won.

‘I brought you tee shirts,’ she said. ‘And some books, in case you feel like reading?’

‘Why do I have to be here?’ Michael asked sullenly, taking the bag she offered but refusing to meet her eyes.

‘It’s just for a few days. Just to give you a break.’

‘I didn’t wreck the car on purpose,’ he protested too loudly. His voice attracted the attention of the other patients. They watched Michael and his mother warily. When it came to the war between parent and child, they knew where their loyalties lay.

‘Sometimes we do things without realizing why,’ Connie explained in a whisper. ‘It’s just getting worse, Michael, it’s just getting worse.’ Her voice cracked and it shocked me. This was not the steel-nerved Connie I had known. Had I taken all of her strength? Left her mired in fear of the worst?

‘This place is a hellhole,’ he said. ‘It’s not safe. Crazy people attack you all the time. The other kids told me. They have serial killers and shit locked up right next door.’

Connie’s patience was being tested. ‘Michael, that’s just stupid teenage rumors and don’t you swear. You’re perfectly safe here. Cal told me and he ought to know.’

‘But end-of-grade tests are coming up,’ Michael protested, trying another tack. ‘You’re guaranteeing that I’m going to fail.’

‘It’ll be OK,’ she assured him, but he did not believe her. She was his mother. She had to love him. How could she possibly understand that she was the only one who did – or ever would?

This was my fault. How many times could I have stepped in when I was alive to be a real father, providing the guidance that might have kept it from coming to this?

‘He’s not coming back,’ Connie told him gently. ‘He’s dead, Michael. I can’t bring him back. He’s never coming back to us and you have to accept it. Your life is just beginning. Don’t sacrifice it to this.’

‘You don’t understand,’ Michael insisted. He fled to his room, leaving Connie standing in the hall. I wanted to follow him, but Connie’s boyfriend, the man who had taken my place in my family, entered the ward, bringing an air of efficiency with him. He was tall and graying, dressed in a nice suit, full of confidence and comfortable in this setting. The staff knew him, I saw, and they liked him, judging by their smiles.

Did he work here at Holloway? Had he been the one to convince Connie to send Michael here? Why had I not seen him here at Holloway before?

Cal. That was his name. I remembered it now. Cal: sturdy and competent and kind. He was everything I had never been.

Connie buried her head in his comforting arms. ‘I can’t do anything right.’

‘You don’t have to do anything at all,’ he told her quietly. ‘You’ve done everything that you can do. Let the people here do their jobs. They’ll give you Michael back.’

‘He hates me,’ Connie whispered.

‘He hates himself,’ the man explained and I had to admit it – his voice was thick with genuine concern. He cared for them both. Who was I to begrudge him his ability to be the man I had never been?

‘Where’s Sean?’ Connie asked him. Sean was my youngest. He was sunny and full of himself, as different from his brother as, well, as life from death.

‘I dropped him off at Matt’s house. His mother said he could stay as long as he needs to.’

This small kindness seemed to break her. Connie began to cry. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ she said. ‘Without you and everyone else who wants to help. I don’t know what to do. I can’t do this alone.’

‘Just take a deep breath. You don’t have to do this alone. It’s going to be OK.’

‘Cal?’ A small woman emerged from a room near the nurse’s station. She was in her mid-forties, with light-brown hair and a straightforward manner. I knew her. She was a therapist who sometimes advised the department on the psychological make-up of suspects.

‘Miranda.’ Cal shook her hand and then gestured toward my wife. ‘This is my fiancée, Connie Fahey.’

I heard the words like a kick in the gut. Game, set, match. Replaced.

‘How do you do?’ Miranda asked. ‘Wait, don’t answer that. We’ll get into that later.’

Connie tried to smile at the joke, but her mouth trembled with the effort.

‘I know you’re anxious to hear an opinion soon,’ Miranda said. ‘I’d like to talk to Michael alone first and then we can chat. Would that be OK?’

‘Sure,’ Connie agreed. ‘How long will it take?’

‘An hour should do it. Then I can give you my recommendation on how long I think Michael needs to stay with us and what it is we’re looking at.’

‘Do you think it’s drugs?’ Connie asked. Fear radiated from her. Addiction. Obliteration. Promises. More addiction. She’d been there before.

Miranda shook her head. ‘There was nothing in his system. This is emotional in nature.’

‘His father—’ Connie began.

‘I know,’ Miranda interrupted. ‘I have the family history. But let’s take it one hour at a time. Michael is his own person and we’ve come a long way in the treatment of adolescents. Let’s see what we’re up against first.’

Connie nodded, glad to stave off her worst fears for the next hour, at least. She followed Cal out of the ward while I tagged along behind Miranda, desperate to know if my death was the cause of Michael’s grief. As pitiful as it sounds, I needed to know that I had mattered to him. I needed to know he remembered me.

Michael was sprawled across his narrow bed, staring at a book that I was pretty sure he wasn’t really reading.

‘I’m Dr Fowler,’ Miranda explained, offering her hand as if he were a grown man. Michael held the grip awkwardly before letting go. He inched away from her. She made him nervous. She was too calm, too self-possessed. He was used to fighting Connie’s passionate concern with sullen indifference. How do you fight calm?

‘I’m going to be your therapist while you’re here,’ Miranda explained. ‘I’m not a medical doctor. I have my PhD in clinical psychology, with a specialty in treating early adolescent depression.’

‘I’m not depressed,’ Michael insisted stubbornly. ‘I’m just pissed off.’

‘I bet you are.’ Miranda dragged a chair closer to Michael. She was not going to ask that he join her in an office. She was willing to join him. ‘It’s appropriate for you to be pissed off right now. Your father dies, no one ever talks about it, then your mother replaces him pretty quickly, I’d have to say. On top of all that, I’m willing to bet there’s not a person in this world who seems to be paying you a damn bit of attention. Did I leave anything out?’

Michael closed the book on his lap. He may even have been trying to smile. ‘Yes. I’m in love with a girl who barely knows I exist,’ he added. ‘Even though I talk to her every day at school.’

‘No!’ Miranda seemed genuinely shocked. ‘Now you’re depressing me.’

Michael smiled in spite of himself. That single spark of humor gave me hope. ‘My mom thinks I’m just like my dad,’ he told Miranda. ‘She thinks that I’m going to grow up to drink and mope and screw up all the time, and not care about anyone but myself.’

There it was: the most matter-of-fact indictment of my life I had ever heard.

‘And yet you loved your father,’ Miranda said. ‘And I have no doubt that he loved you deeply.’ Thank you, bless you, thank you, Miranda. ‘Now his love is gone. It has to hurt, Michael. To know that his love is gone.’

Just like that, my son was fighting tears. ‘I wasn’t trying to kill myself when I crashed my mom’s car,’ he said through clenched teeth.

‘Maybe not,’ Miranda answered gently. ‘But you did steal it. And we need to talk about that. And you could have killed the family in the other car. We need to talk about that, too. And, Michael – I don’t think your mother would survive if something happened to you. Nor would your brother’s world ever be the same.’

‘I’m only fourteen,’ he whispered.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘It hardly seems fair, does it? That so much should be on you?’

The tears came.

I left them.

His secrets were not mine to hear.



FOUR

I wondered if Connie blamed me for what was happening to Michael. Always a glutton for punishment, I went in search of her and found her in the courtyard that marked the center of Holloway’s vast grounds, holding Cal’s hand as they waited for Michael’s therapy session to end. If Cal was impatient to get back to work, he did not show it.

I saw Olivia, the patient I had cast in my imaginary Holloway family, sitting in her customary spot on a bench close to the fountain of marble cherubs. I joined her on the bench, where I had a good view of Connie and her fiancé, though it was hard to look at anyone other than Olivia. The hints of magenta in her hair seemed to dance in the sunlight, mesmerizing me. Her face was so pale and solemn that she looked like a Madonna sitting in repose at the feet of the angels.

It wasn’t that I was trying to eavesdrop. I was just trying to find my way. Connie and Cal were waiting in a companionable silence. They fit, and it hurt.

‘I come out here to be alone, you know,’ Olivia said to me.

I turned to her, stunned. ‘You can see me?’

‘I’m crazy, not blind. What unit are you in?’

‘Me? I’m . . . I’m a visitor here,’ I stammered. How was it that she could see me when she never had before? Only people close to death or spiraling into madness could see me. My heart sank. I knew what it had to be.

‘Don’t do it,’ I told her.

‘Do what?’ She chewed at her lower lip with perfect white teeth as she stared at the cascading waters of the fountain.

‘Don’t hurt yourself.’

She looked up at me, startled.

‘Don’t ask me how I know,’ I said. ‘Just don’t hurt yourself. You can’t be more than thirty. You have your whole life ahead of you.’

‘My daughter is dead,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘My life died with her.’

What do you say to that?

‘That’s my wife,’ I offered. Hey, it was the best I could come up with. I nodded at Connie, as if offering up my own sorrow might somehow make Olivia feel better about hers.

‘The woman holding that guy’s hand?’ Olivia squinted at them. ‘He works here at Holloway, you know.’

‘A doctor?’

‘No. I think he hires the nurses and orderlies. They all know him. Why is he sitting with your wife and holding her hand while you’re sitting here with me?’

‘It’s a very long story,’ I told her.

‘OK. Maybe a better question is this: why are you just sitting there staring at them and not doing anything about it?’

‘That’s an even longer story,’ I explained.

Olivia’s gaze was like warm honey. I felt its heat and tasted its sweetness. To be seen, to be recognized, was . . . divine.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked, letting curiosity overcome her despair.

‘Kevin. I know yours. It’s Olivia.’

‘Well, that’s not creepy at all.’ She stared back at the fountain. For the first time, I noticed that all of the marble cherubs were boys and that they appeared to be peeing on one another. Good lord. What kind of message did that send to Holloway’s already confused patients?

‘Are you sure you’re a visitor?’ Olivia asked me.

‘I’m sure. I just like it here. It’s peaceful.’

‘Like a tomb,’ she agreed. ‘A tomb, a tomb, a tomb.’

‘What happened to your daughter?’ I asked, needing to know.

‘I killed her.’

I was going to say something, anything, to break the silence that followed, but the air was split with the sudden sounds of sirens approaching from far below, growing in volume as official vehicles raced toward Holloway.

‘This isn’t good,’ Olivia predicted. ‘Probably one more crazy for the hardcore unit.’ She looked up at the brick building where the criminally insane were kept and I realized, with a start, that Otis Parker, the killer I’d failed to put on Death Row, was standing at the fence staring at Olivia as he idly caressed his groin.

But Parker, too, was distracted by the sound of sirens. Oddly, he hurried across the exercise yard to the back of the hospital, where a chain-link fence marked the edge of the cliff that overlooked a valley. It was almost as if he already knew what I soon realized: the approaching police cars were not headed to Holloway at all. They zoomed past the front gates and continued in a loop around the hill, down toward the river that snaked through the valley below.

‘I must be going,’ I told Olivia. ‘We shall meet again soon.’

She stared at me, for the first time, I think, wondering if I was real.

‘Don’t do it,’ I repeated. ‘Promise me. Just wait. We can talk again.’

She looked back at the fountain, unwilling to promise, but I could not stay any longer. I had to know what was going on.

I am not bound by cliffs or walls. It was nothing for me to take the most direct route to the scene. All I had to do was pass through the unit for the criminally insane first. The men inside were pumped up from their game of basketball. The possibility of violence nearby excited them further. I could smell the tang of their sweat and feel their energy buzzing around me like angry bees as I moved through their ranks. I reached the far edge of the exercise yard and joined the inmates gathered at the inner fence overlooking the cliff. They stamped and jostled like beasts in a pen smelling a blood sacrifice.

The inmates had a bird’s-eye view of the scene unfolding along the banks of the Delaware tributary below. Official cars were pulling up near a small bridge that spanned the river just before a wooded area. A group of men stood at the top of the embankment, peering down at a dark shape sprawled on the riverbank below. It had to be a body. Nothing else brought out so many badges.

Otis Parker had claimed his spot at the front of the pack and stood at the fence, inches from me. He wore a huge smile as he watched the scene unfolding below. His attention was absolute. It was as if he were watching a play that had been staged just for him. He groaned, unaware he had made the sound, and pressed his body against the fence, unconsciously grinding his hips against the metal.

That’s when it hit me with an absolute certainty: Otis Parker had known this was going to happen. He had been waiting for it.



FIVE

Every crime scene I have ever visited is different, yet somehow the same. Invariably, the body seems smaller than you ever expect. Death itself seems smaller, almost like a let-down. Is the absence of life really this quiet, this ordinary? How is it that the world can go on around it, as if nothing has happened at all? Would death even matter if the living were not there to mark it – and fear its cold finger one day?

It was no different with the scene by the river. The area had been quickly taped off from onlookers. State troopers and county deputies were holding back the curious that had started to gather. The body had once been a young girl. Her denim miniskirt and gauzy white peasant blouse were bunched up, as if she had been dragged back toward the river by her ankles, exposing long arms and legs. Her skin seemed impossibly pale in the afternoon light. She lay face down on the grassy bank, her head and hands extending upward as if she were trying to crawl away from the river. The undisturbed grass around her made it clear that she had been killed elsewhere and left by the river to be found.

Usually when a body has been moved, I feel nothing at the dump site. The essence of the person whose life has been taken has long since wandered beyond to the place I cannot find. But that was not the case with this girl. I could feel a trace of her essence lingering nearby. I wondered if she, like me, was looking on from a twilight world, unable to move beyond, and if she, like me, wondered why she had been given so little time to live, so very little time to become who she had wanted to be. Yes, there was regret surrounding her body, a sadness and recognition of loss, but there was something else there, too: relief, perhaps, or maybe resignation. A sense of weariness and a burden put down. It seemed a heavy load for one so young. Whoever she was, she had not had an easy life.

I moved closer. Her body sprawled half in mud and half in tall grass that ruffled in the breeze. Butterflies flittered from wild flower to wild flower, only inches from her body. Her death had not disturbed the spring.

Her hair had been bleached weeks ago and her dark roots were obvious. That and her clothing told me she was probably from the neighborhood in our town that was, quite literally, ‘on the other side of the tracks.’ A hundred years ago, train-loads of coal from Pennsylvania had sped through that side of town, dusting the area with a black rain so sooty and persistent that the residents had named the neighborhood Helltown. These days, trains still roared through a half-dozen times a week at most, ferrying manufacturing supplies from Wilmington to New Jersey and back, still splitting the town into two sides: one for those who had everything and one for those who had almost nothing. Only people without the money to live elsewhere called Helltown home. It was filled with young girls like the one lying before me, girls whose only tickets out were their youth. This one had not even had a chance to trade hers for a better life. And now her life was over.

I heard the slam of a car door on the roadway above, followed by the sounds of someone moving fast through the bushes. I knew it must be Maggie, my replacement on the squad. Maggie always arrived at a crime scene moving as fast as she had driven there, exceeding the speed limit in both cases. She would leap from her car and be halfway across the crime scene before her car door even shut behind her. Her natural speed was surprising, given her stocky build. She was muscled with plain features and ordinary brown hair that looked as if it had been cut by someone more used to trimming men’s hair. But the way she moved, parting the world around her as she claimed her way in life, made her beautiful to me. She was emphatically alive and always absolutely focused. I think she loved being alive; I think she loved being here. And I loved her for it.

Sure enough, Maggie arrived on the scene full speed ahead, taking in the girl’s body and its arranged posture immediately. She wasted little time talking to the uniformed cops who had arrived at the scene before her. She liked to pick up her own first impressions. She vetted a small grassy area for evidence and then knelt by the body, running her hands over the girl meticulously, as if she were blind, consulting with the forensic technician about body and air temperature, humidity and the effect of the sun on the girl’s exposed skin. From what they could tell, the body had been dumped there the night before, and discovered when a pair of retired postmen broke through the brush in search of a good fishing spot.

Though only a few yards from the edge of the road, bushes obscured the body from the view of passers-by. Yet it lay close to a path well traveled on weekends. Had that been the killer’s intention, I wondered, that the body be discovered, but only after a few days of wind and sun and the forest animals had done their job? Had the fishermen spoiled his plans?

If there was anything on the body the killer had hoped might be destroyed by the elements, I knew that Maggie would find it.

Within fifteen minutes, Maggie had directed that dozens of photographs be taken and nearly as many bags of trace evidence be cataloged for transport to the lab. Finally, she was satisfied that the body could be moved. A technician helped her gently roll the dead girl over on to her back. It was impossible to tell what the kid had looked like while alive. Her eyes were closed and her features weighed against her face as if melting in the afternoon sun. A gold ring in her nose and her heavy make-up reinforced my suspicion that she was from Helltown. A bulge of white stomach peaked out from between her ruffled blouse and miniskirt, revealing a gold ring in her belly button. She had wanted to be different, to be special and stand out. There was something inexpressibly sad about the way she had been reduced to a lifeless mound of flesh and chemicals sprawled beneath the afternoon sky instead. She was too young for such a fate. However poor she was, how little educated, she should have been given a chance to make a better life for herself.

The breeze shifted and the smell of new grass wafted past. All trace of the dead girl’s essence was gone. She had moved on, leaving her body to the care of others.

A huge crashing through the bushes distracted Maggie. She winced when she saw that it was her partner, Adrian Calvano. He tried hard, but his emotions often got the best of him, especially when the victim was a woman. He’d arrived at the crime scene with all the finesse of a water buffalo.

Calvano pulled up short when he saw the girl’s body. He stared, gauging her age. Anger rose in him like heat. Maggie could feel it, too.

‘She looks to be about fifteen years old,’ Maggie said, pulling him back to the job.

Calvano pulled out his notebook and dutifully wrote the detail down. He’d have made a hell of a stenographer.

‘Do you recognize her?’ Maggie asked.

Calvano shook his head. ‘Maybe we can take her photo around to the high schools and see who knows her?’

Maggie nodded and examined the girl’s body from this new angle, receiving an assessment of the wounds that had been inflicted from the hovering medical examiner – it was likely she had been strangled and she most certainly had been assaulted. Maggie did not ask for more details yet. She had caught a glimpse of a red scar peeking out from beneath the girl’s muddy blouse. Carefully, she pulled the hem up and revealed an angry red swirl the diameter of a coffee cup burned into the girl’s torso. There was a puncture wound at the center, where the concentric circles ended, as if a pattern had been fashioned from a coat hanger, heated and burned into her skin – the kind of crude, home-made brand I’d seen on prison inmates marked by others.

With a start I realized I had seen the exact same symbol before. On every single one of the victims Otis Redman Parker had been accused of killing.

‘That was likely done post-mortem,’ the medical examiner noted softly.

Maggie nodded. She had already figured as much. ‘You see this?’ she asked Calvano. He nodded, looking slightly green around the gills. ‘See how it’s one continuous circle winding in on itself. Check out the puncture wound at the center.’

‘You’ve seen it before?’ Calvano guessed.

Maggie nodded. She had realized the importance of it, I knew, by the way her whole body stiffened. I could feel her fighting off the disbelief. Though the Otis Parker case had occurred before she joined the detective squad, Maggie would know the details of it by heart. One of the first things she had done, when named to take my place, had been to pore through my old files. Her reason, she said, was simply to get a better feel for the types of cases my small town’s police force faced. But I had known with a certain shame that she felt the need to read through my case files for one reason only – because she knew that neither I nor my partner had done much to solve any of our cases in at least the last eight years of our careers. We’d been sloppy, we’d made mistakes, we’d filed cases away as ‘unsolved’ without ever really trying to solve them. Maggie had been cleaning up after me. She knew about Otis Parker because of it and as soon as she checked the symbol against our database, she would be certain. And probably afraid that I had to put the wrong man away. It had happened before.

‘Where?’ Calvano finally asked when it became obvious Maggie was lost in thought. ‘Where have you seen it before?’

‘It was mentioned in an old case of Fahey’s from about ten years ago. They got the guy who did it. It was a series of murders, all teenage girls, two from around here and the rest up by Wilmington and over the line in New Jersey. The guy beat the rap in court. The jury bought his insanity plea and he’s up on The Hill now.’ Maggie nodded toward Holloway where the central building loomed like a faraway castle set on a hill, an illusion destroyed by the squat buildings on either side of the mansion and the security fences marking the limits of its perimeter. Below Holloway, the hill fell off sharply, exposing patches of red clay and crumbling cliff. A huge drainage pipe protruded out through this cliff, like a terrible dark eye that could see all.

From where we stood, Holloway looked more like a mirage then a mental hospital. But I knew that Otis Redman Parker was up there, staring down at us, pressed against the fence that held him in, watching Maggie examine a reprise of his life’s work.

Calvano stared at Maggie, not quite understanding. ‘What should we do?’ he asked.

‘Well, if I were you, I’d take a drive up to Holloway and make damn sure that Otis Parker is still inside.’



SIX

I hated Calvano’s expensive suits. I hated his expensive loafers. I really hated the way he combed his hair straight back. Most of all, I hated the way women loved how he looked. But I didn’t hate the actual guy. Calvano does a decent job of looking after Maggie and is as good a partner as a dumb-ass can be. So I decided to hitch a ride with him back up the hill and see how Otis Parker reacted when he realized they had connected him to the crime below.

Thanks to his badge, it didn’t take long for Calvano to be processed through the gates that segregated the maximum security unit from the rest of the hospital grounds. The guard manning the entrance seemed more interested in trying to pump Calvano for details on why so many cops had gathered along the riverbank than he was in checking his credentials. Calvano was learning and knew enough to keep his mouth shut. Instead, he asked the guard if Otis Parker had been transported outside of Holloway recently.

‘Why are you asking?’ the guard wanted to know. ‘Don’t tell me Parker’s got something to do with what’s happening down by the river?’

Calvano shrugged. ‘You tell me. When’s the last time he left the grounds?’

‘About six months ago,’ the guard replied. ‘And it’s going to be another decade before we take that asshole out again. He’s one of those guys you can barely contain when he’s on the inside who goes straight to Looney Tunes territory when he’s on the outside. Last time we brought him out of here, he broke my buddy’s jaw on the way back from court, and this was after he tried to jump a bailiff. Time before that, he busted out a window in a dentist’s office. The guards caught them right before he made it to the highway with his thumb out. Parker’s not going anywhere but to the bathroom now, not if we can help it. His lawyer’s a pain in the ass about it, but we deal.’

‘What about visitors and phone calls?’ Calvano asked.

The guard shook his head. ‘He gets requests all the time from the crazies who send him money and want to see him, but he turns them all down flat. His scam is to place lonely hearts ads online and get women to put money in his defense fund, whatever the hell that means. You can bet his lawyer worked hard to get that scam cleared so he could get paid. But Parker doesn’t even bother to thank the suckers who contribute or reply to their letters that we can see. He’s a stone-cold user and he makes no bones about it. He doesn’t give a crap about anyone except himself.’

‘No family visitors?’

The guard shook his head again. ‘Would you want to admit you were related to the guy?’

I thought he made a good point.

Calvano quickly found his way to the right hallway. Otis Parker was waiting for him. I was certain of it, and not just because Maggie had called ahead. Flanked by two orderlies, Parker wore a shit-eating grin when he entered the visitors’ room and he gave off the air of a man who has a secret he just can’t wait to share with others. His bravado was all the more remarkable considering that he was restrained. Although Parker was allowed to move freely within the confines of his unit, thanks to his lawyer, the orderlies took the precaution of handcuffing him to a chair bolted to the floor of the visitors’ room for the interview. They didn’t quite pull out the hockey mask and wheel him in on a dolly, but it was clear that they were wary of Parker.

If crazy could be evaluated by appearance, Parker was certainly insane. He had shaved and oiled his head and, although he was built like a linebacker, he had plucked his eyebrows until they were as thin as a woman’s. His nose had been broken more than once and jutted to the right. He was missing teeth on both sides of his mouth, giving him the look of a jack-o’-lantern when he smiled. It was that grin that made him look so nutty and was probably what had convinced a jury that he belonged at Holloway instead of on death row.

The orderlies chose to sit as far away from Parker as protocol and security allowed. There were two of them, one a stocky black man with muscles as large as Parker’s. The other orderly looked small next to Parker, though he was of ordinary build. He had red hair that badly needed cutting, his skin had a yellowish cast and his eyes were red from lack of sleep. He was rubbing his knuckles in a nervous gesture that betrayed his fear of Parker. But he was also glaring at Parker with undisguised hatred. There was bad blood between them, for sure, and I suspected the orderly probably took every opportunity to rub his authority in Parker’s face. If so, it was a dangerous game to play. The first thing I had learned about Otis Parker, back when he was a suspect, was that he loathed authority of any kind.

Today, Parker was in charge and full of swagger. There are things I can see that others miss, or perhaps it is more accurate to say that there are things that I can feel that others miss. Parker radiated a sense of triumphant self-satisfaction. He was in fine spirits. His crazy ass smile grew even wider when he spotted Calvano and he tracked his every move as Calvano took a seat and opened his notebook.

Calvano was annoying and had bungled his fair share of cases, but under Maggie’s guidance he had ceased to be a complete idiot. He was not about to give away the reason why he was there. But the thing was – he didn’t have to. I could tell by Parker’s smirk that he knew full well why Calvano was there.

Calvano played it smart. Ignoring the issue of the murder being investigated in the valley below, Calvano began to ask Parker questions about the murders that had landed him inside Holloway. As Calvano continued to stubbornly avoid the subject of the new killing, Parker’s cool facade began to crumble. He was not good at waiting for what he wanted. If Calvano did not bring up the new murder soon, I knew Parker would tip his hand one way or the other.

Sure enough, as the minutes passed, that insane smile of his faded and Parker began to throw specific details of the prior crimes into his answers to Calvano, choosing details that matched what had happened to the girl below, as if daring the detective to tell him why he was really there.

‘I didn’t choke those girls like people say, but I heard whoever did kill them choked them out,’ Parker finally said. His breathing was as steady and controlled as ever, but his eyes had narrowed and his right hand kept jerking in an unconscious spasm, as if it longed to relive the experience being described. ‘If I had been the one, I’d have done it slowly. Killing them quickly is a waste. I hear tell that the real fun is watching them fight their way back to a breath. That’s when you start choking them again. The things I’ve learned in here.’

Calvano decided to provoke him. ‘I don’t give a shit if you did those murders or not. Maybe we have evidence you committed another murder and we’re going to bring you up on that. Maybe you’ve been cured just in time to be sent away for life or to get that special cocktail right up your tattooed arm.’

Parker struggled against his restraints and the orderlies tensed, ready for anything.

‘What’s your name?’ he spat at Calvano.

‘Listen, dude,’ Calvano said, rising as if he’d heard enough. ‘My name doesn’t matter. What does matter is that I’m not the sorry sack of shit who investigated you the first time. I’m not about to let you off easy this time.’

Well, excuse me.

‘I’ve got a partner who will haunt your dreams until she brings you down,’ Calvano added. ‘I don’t know what you think you’re pulling, but you won’t get away with it. Not this time.’ Calvano locked eyes with Parker. ‘You’re gonna need ten high-priced lawyers by the time I get through with you. I’m gonna wipe that stupid grin right off your face.’

Parker’s mood changed abruptly. He leaned toward Calvano and whispered, ‘Face down, crawling from the mud, marked with the symbol of a harlot’s lust. Another whore bites the dust.’ Then he threw his head back and roared with a laughter that just as suddenly subsided into giggles that filled the room with a high-pitched, jangled frenzy. That was when I saw it: a dark and terrible shadow bloomed on the wall behind Parker, one with an elongated snout, thick body and ragged wings that beat in slow motion, as if in time to Parker’s laughter.

I closed my eyes, thinking I had imagined that terrible seraphim. When I opened them again, Parker had settled back down and his mind was calm. The shadow was gone.

‘We must do this again,’ Calvano said pleasantly and, though I hated to admit it, I admired his style. ‘Maybe we can get our eyebrows waxed together some time?’

Parker hissed and tried to lunge at him, but Calvano was already out the door. The black orderly had not changed expression since the interview began, but the red-haired orderly was laughing – and Parker knew he was laughing at him.

‘You’re a dead man,’ Parker spat at the orderly.

‘Aren’t we all?’ the red-haired orderly said, taunting him.

Yes, but some of us more than others.
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