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Black Irish


ONE

The white van with NY STATE CORRECTIONS written on the side in royal blue crested the hilltop and a gust of wind pushed it toward the center line. Joe Carlson, a black, thick-bodied guard with a permanent scowl on his face, gripped the wheel tighter and eased his foot off the gas. The Corrections officer in the passenger seat, his name was Brian, looked over.

‘Starting to blow, dude,’ said Brian.

Carlson nodded. He could hear the guy’s right foot jittering on the plastic mat of the van, though there was no music; he never played it when transporting prisoners, as music could cover up the sound of them moving around.

Traffic was light today, mostly farm traffic and commuters cutting a corner on the way to Buffalo. Carlson had planned it that way.

‘Supposed to be a cold front moving in,’ Brian said. ‘Only September and they’re talking about a freeze tonight. September!’

Carlson moved the toothpick from the right side of his mouth to the left. ‘Mm-hmmm,’ he said.

‘Yeah, well, I’m not ready for that shit.’

Brian’s foot beat a little faster. Tap. Tap. Tap-tap-tap. ‘So, how much further?’

Carlson looked over at Brian. ‘You nervous or somethin’?’ he said.

Brian’s face got even whiter and more pinched than usual. ‘I’m not nervous. I can’t ask a question? If I can’t ask a question, then maybe the deal’s off.’

Carlson laughed softly to himself. ‘About six miles. Take it easy.’

‘I’m easy, dude,’ said Brian. He didn’t sound it.

Carlson sighed, then glanced up at the rearview mirror. In the second row of seats, he could see the left half of a face: a bald man with a scar on his left temple that seemed to dent the bone beneath. It gave the prisoner’s face a funhouse-mirror effect. Carlson looked away and silently reviewed the restraints he’d attached to Marcus Flynn that morning: two thick nylon cords around his waist bolted to the floor with heavy clips. Smith & Wesson Model 380 handcuffs around the wrists, not the ones with the two metal links, but the hinged kind he’d chosen special for the trip. The tactical grade, kick-proof double-lock ankle cuffs with eighteen-inch chain and the ditched jaws now clenched extra tight around Flynn’s ankles.

It was the protocol he used only for the most dangerous prisoners. Not the state protocol. His own. Carlson was the transporter of choice for every man and woman leaving Auburn Correctional Facility, and he’d never lost a one.

Houdini would have bust a gut on that rig, Carlson thought. He put his eyes back on the road.

Even after twelve years as a CO, Carlson hadn’t known too many serial killers. Two to be exact, the other one being Randy Tucker back at Auburn. Tucker the Motherfucker, people at the prison called him, not really meaning anything by it. Tucker was just an upstate white boy who’d dipped his brain in crystal meth once too often and gone on a tear with his hunting rifle a few hours after he’d gotten let go from the local John Deere franchise. He’d gotten – what, four, five victims? – before sheriff’s deputies tracked him to his girlfriend’s house.

None of the other COs held it against Tucker. So long as you kept your head down, you could be the Son of Sam and they’d give you a pass. Their prison workers’ unofficial motto, after all, was pretty cynical. ‘Raising your children,’ it went, ‘because you chose not to.’

Carlson flicked his eyes back to the solitary prisoner for another half-second. Flynn hadn’t moved since they’d pulled through the prison gates. Not a millimeter. Was it self-control? Or the result of the dented temple?

This man here was something else entirely, Carlson thought. He didn’t know any like Hangman because there were none like him.

They passed a sign for the town of Perry.

‘Okay,’ Carlson said to Brian, speaking the way you would to a ten-year-old, calm and deliberate. ‘It’s the next exit. I’m going to drop you off at the AutoZone. If anyone asks any questions later on, the van was low on oil and I sent you in there to get some. I was waiting outside when you came walking out with the oil. Got that? Simple as pecan pie.’

‘Why can’t I come?’

Carlson’s mouth opened a little. He said nothing but eased the van off the ramp and down to the service road. The AutoZone was a hundred yards up on the right. He swung through the parking lot, waited for a Toyota minivan to clear the fire lane, and pulled up to the front doors.

‘Because you can’t.’

He popped the locks on the van. Brian grimaced and got out slowly. He looked nervous, like he was being dropped off for the first day of school.

‘See you in forty,’ Carlson said. ‘If it’s an hour, don’t go calling me on my cell. Remember what we talked about?’

‘Radio silence.’

‘Yeah. Radio silence.’

Brian slammed the door.

‘Oh, and dude?’ Carlson said, leaning over toward the open window. ‘Buy some oil. Just in case.’

Brian nodded, his mouth open. Carlson shook his head slowly as he pulled out of the parking lot. Three minutes later he was back on the highway.

The silence in the van was different now. It was almost like the hum from an electric motor, buzzing, physical. Carlson checked the mirror. Marcus Flynn’s left eye, the only one Carlson could see, was locked straight ahead, as if he was still staring at Brian’s neck.

An icy tremor zigzagged up Carlson’s spine. Those eyes. The last things four young girls saw before they died. It was unnerving was what it was.

Carlson checked his watch. The prisoner was due at Attica by one o’clock. He’d built in some extra time by leaving ninety minutes before his scheduled departure. No one gave a shit. He could take this cracker swimming in the local crick if he chose to.

He drove another three miles, watching the signs. When he saw one for the village of Warsaw, he took the exit, turned left at the end of the ramp, and accelerated up onto a two-lane road that cut between heavily wooded acres.

The country spread out on either side of him, farmland and forest stretching to the horizon. Real backcountry out here, home to your native upstate shitkicker. People didn’t know you had shitkickers in New York State, but the woods around here were as thick as anything down South.

Carlson started to count the little country lanes to his left. They were just ten-foot gaps in the trees with two muddy ruts between them. He’d done two trial runs before today and he could tell the lanes apart now. The one he was looking for was the one with the piece of red nylon tape tacked to the tree. The tape he’d nailed into the bark three days ago.

There it was, fluttering in the wind. Carlson slowed and made the turn.

In four and a half minutes, the van emerged from the tree line and out into a clearing.

He eased the van to a stop. They were at the end of the lane, a broad grassy meadow speckled with dandelions ahead of them. Carlson turned the key back in the ignition and the sound of birdsong came wafting in the two inches of open window as the engine noise faded.

He didn’t want to turn and look at Flynn. He took the keys out of the ignition slowly, the skin on the back of his neck growing cold and prickly. He swore he could feel the man’s eyes on him. But if he looked back, he knew the prisoner would be staring at that empty seat.

Four girls this man murdered, Carlson thought, and now he thinks he can mess with me?

Carlson got out, adjusting his gun belt as he walked around the front. He jerked the slide door of the van open.

Marcus Flynn turned slowly. His eyes were cold as a charcoal briquette the day after a barbecue. Blue, with the memory of fire in them.

Carlson unlocked the ankle cuffs and uncoupled the restraints bolted to the floor, leaving the handcuffs on. Then he pulled the prisoner out of the van. As Flynn’s foot cleared the doorsill, Carlson let his supporting hand fall away. Flynn dropped to his knees in the shin-high grass.

‘Clumsy bitch,’ Carlson said. ‘The fuck’s wrong with you?’

Flynn looked up at him, a strange questioning in his eyes. It wasn’t just the sudden drop to his knees, Carlson knew, but the wind, the grass, being outside the walls. Flynn was a CU, or control unit inmate, allowed one hour of exercise a day in a chain-link-topped exercise pit, all concrete. If he saw a flower, it was a stray weed growing in a crack in the concrete. Now he was like an animal being reintroduced to the wild; the scents of the pines, the pollen, it must be intoxicating.

Carlson had planned this, too. Keep the man off balance.

He brought his boot up to Flynn’s chest, then rested the muddy sole on the prisoner’s orange jumpsuit.

‘Look what you did, Hangman,’ he said, smearing mud on the bright orange nylon.

Flynn’s eyes, cold as winter.

Carlson leaned down. ‘You’re brain-injured and all,’ he said, ‘but you understand that, don’t you?’

A gust of wind turned the long grass over and shook the tops of the trees. Carlson looked around. The clearing was in the shape of a horseshoe, fringed by thick forest on three sides – he’d never learned the names of trees, he wasn’t no nature boy – and open on the fourth, where you could see you were on the top of a tall hill overlooking the valley below.

Carlson braced his shoulders. He reached down and grabbed the prisoner under the left armpit and pulled him up. ‘I don’t have time to mess around with you,’ he said. ‘As much as I’d like to.’

The prisoner’s eyes were staring at his handcuffs. Carlson watched him, a smile on his lips. He felt in control now.

‘You think you can slip ’em, Hangman? Well, go for it.’ He laughed and began marching Flynn toward the open part of the horseshoe, where the breeze was coming from.

Five steps. Ten. The wind was making a roaring sound, like in the mouth of a cave.

Carlson leaned over as he frog-marched Flynn. ‘Why’d you kill them girls?’ he said casually.

Flynn didn’t reply. In a little bit, they were standing on the edge of the hill. Eighty feet below them, down a steep cliff covered with scrub and flat rusty-looking rocks, the green carpet of the treetops was cut by a snaking black road. To their left was a gas station, doing some lunch business by the looks of it, with three cars fueling up and another waiting for an open pump.

To their right was a black-shingled roof, angled in the shape of an L.

‘You see that?’ Carlson said.

The prisoner turned his head slowly, looked down at the gas station.

‘No, not that,’ Carlson said, pointing at the shingled roof. ‘That place there.’

Flynn’s gaze rotated slowly to follow the guard’s finger. When they reached the roof, the sound of an indrawn breath.

‘Yeaaah, you know it. The Warsaw Motel.’

Flynn’s mouth worked, causing the muscles in his cheek to flex as Carlson watched him. This boy never fattened up on that starchy prison food, Carlson thought. Slim as a panther. The arm was strong, and the muscles were taut now. Oh, Flynn knew this place.

‘That’s what I brought you up here to see, Hangman.’

The prisoner turned toward him. His face was chapped by the wind, the ridges of his forehead red with exposure. The eyes were angry now.

‘Where’s the girl?’ Carlson whispered. ‘The last one, Sandy Riesen. The one you brought to the motel. The one they never found.’

That got to him. Flynn’s face contorted now as if he’d tasted raw flesh.

‘Did you bury her up here?’ Carlson whispered.

He leaned in and kept his mouth next to the prisoner’s ear, blocking his view of the gun as he brought it up in his right hand. Then Carlson pulled back, and let the prisoner see the Smith & Wesson with the sun glinting dully off its nickel plating.

Flynn’s eyes grew big. Like a horse looking at a dog that had snapped at him before.

‘Tell me,’ Carlson said. Up here on the hilltop, he could feel a weight in the moment. He had Flynn dead to rights, just the two of them. He could kill the cracker if he chose, say he’d tried to escape and had nearly made it down the hill before Carlson had caught him with a lucky shot.

Justice for those families. His gun hand tingled.

‘Last chance, brother,’ he said, and his voice cracked just a bit. ‘It’s been five years now.’

He brought the barrel of the gun up.

‘Five.’

He spun the barrel.

‘Long.’

Carlson pulled the hammer back, and the snap of the spring was clear in the cold air.

Flynn’s eyes closed.

‘Years. Where’s the goddamn girl?’

The prisoner turned. The look in his eyes, it wasn’t what Carlson had hoped for. He’d expected the man to beg for his life, spittle running down his chin. He’d wanted to crack the man wide open, have him begging for mercy.

But Flynn wasn’t crying. His eyes weren’t even on the gun. They bored into Carlson’s like a hot drill.

‘You think I’m playing?’ Carlson whispered.

Flynn stared him down.

Oh, no, thought Carlson. Don’t tell me that girl, the last one, really is alive. Not after all these years. Christ, what would she even look . . .

The prisoner was leaning forward. He’d whispered something, but the breeze ruffled in Carlson’s ears at just that moment and all he heard was the wind.

‘What?’ Carlson snapped. ‘What did you say?’

Flynn leaned closer. The guard watched his lips, wanting to read the words if he missed them again.

‘The girls . . .’

Carlson shivered at the voice, thin and ghostly, the voice of a man who has nothing to talk to but concrete walls. The guard felt his stomach flutter.

The gun bobbed a little before he got it steady again.

‘Yeah. The girls what?’

The sound of the wind rose a bit and Carlson felt his hand sweat on the faceted surface of the gun grip. Flynn whispered:

‘The girls are waiting for you.’


TWO

Absalom Kearney worked quickly. Down on her knees in the backyard, she could feel the wind starting to move around the garden. She wanted to get six bags of mulch around her squash plants before lunch. The forecasters said the first frost was going to be a killing one, and the plants were her babies, the first things she’d planted in her first-ever garden.

She took a sheet of the Buffalo News – yesterday’s paper was fluttering under a rock next to her – and laid it on the top level of mulch, then piled some of the leafy stuff on top. The plants danced in the wind, the tomatoes red with stripes of green.

She’d put one of the speakers up to the back bedroom window and the radio was playing. It was something people used to do during high school parties back in the County, the two-fisted Irish American stronghold she’d grown up in on the south side of Buffalo. She was playing NPR on the local station, Science Friday. She wanted to hear voices as she gardened. The host was talking to some UCLA physicist about the Higgs boson. Dark matter and dark energy and hidden dimensions. Their voices drifted out over the backyard, interrupted by the buzzing of bees and the scrape of leaves as they were blown across the wooden fence before falling to the ground.

Abbie usually loved to feel the loamy mulch on her hands, but she’d just had a mani-pedi the day before and didn’t want to ruin her sparkling red nails. She breathed in the stuff’s rich fragrance as she spread it evenly in the small garden, and smiled as she did so. The big Victorian painted Kelly green was her first place with a yard and she’d surprised herself at how she’d taken to gardening, to anything connected with nature, honestly, as she’d always seen herself as a city girl. But now she wanted to hold on to her first summer here, to have one last crop from her little stakehold.

The fourth bag of mulch was gone. She bunched up the plastic and got up, wiping her forehead with her sleeve and feeling a wave of pleasant tiredness sweep through her. She stopped a moment to watch the wind toss the tops of the hundred-year oaks in the yard next door, Ron and Charles’s place. She’d invite them over for dinner when the tomatoes were ready.

Her neighbors. It felt good to say that. She turned and reached for the next bag of mulch.

‘Where’s that man of yours anyway?’

Abbie looked up. A head had appeared over the battered wooden fence that bordered the side of her yard. Ron.

‘He’s shopping for his moose-hunting trip,’ she said, smiling and sitting back on her haunches. ‘He’s Canadian, you know.’

Ron rolled his eyes. He was the more sociable half of the couple. Ron was a social worker who dealt with some of the toughest families on the East Side. Charles was a professor at the university, teaching in the English Department, and he had the posture and frostiness of an academic. Abbie had his book on medieval poetry on her bookshelf.

‘Nobody’s that Canadian. He’s really going to shoot a moose?’

Abbie laughed. ‘Next month, if he can find one. If not, he’ll drink with his buddies and dream about me.’

Ron scoffed. He had reddish hair and a broad, pleasant farm boy’s face. ‘I hope for your sake that he doesn’t dream about one of those buddies. Do they have beards?’

Abbie stood up, stretched her back, then walked slowly and laid her arms across the top of the fence. It needed painting. Maybe she could get it in before winter came. ‘No recruiting people’s boyfriends. ’Specially mine. How’s Charles?’

Ron made a face. ‘Fine, I guess. He’s giving one of his tours.’

Abbie’s house lay smack in the center of Buffalo’s arts district. Downtown Buffalo was thick with history and she’d found that a surprising number of her neighbors were involved with preserving it. Half of them seemed to be on the landmark commission, and Charles took visitors through the local sites on guided tours: the Albright-Knox Museum, the Frank Lloyd Wright House, the twin spires of the faded but still glorious Buffalo State Asylum for the Insane.

‘Which one is it today?’

Ron rolled his eyes. ‘I think it’s the architecture special. Or the tour of the old Erie Canal. You know, the exciting one.’

‘Why doesn’t he start a famous murders of Buffalo tour? I could lead that one.’

‘He’s going to be in that one if he doesn’t get home soon.’

Abbie gave him a mock-horrified look. ‘You need a drink, hon?’ she asked.

‘I do. I have a foster mom whose fat neck I’m considering strangling. You’d be saving a life.’

‘Give me ten minutes and I’ll—’

The phone in her pocket buzzed.

Ron, hearing it, widened his eyes and wagged his finger back and forth with an alarmed look on his face. ‘Oh nuh nuh no. We have an oral contract. My need for alcohol is much more pressing than some . . .’

Abbie said, ‘Hush,’ brushed her hands off, and reached for the phone. Don’t let it be work, she thought. I could use a drink, too. She felt peaceful, the fall glory of her yard filling her with a strange contentment.

The message was from the Buffalo PD’s emergency channel.

MARCUS FLYNN ESCAPED. ALL PERSONNEL REPORT HQ.


THREE

The crowd on the second floor of Buffalo Police Headquarters was as big as Abbie had ever seen it, except for last year’s mass-disaster training day where the city had simulated a terrorist attack. Then there’d been sheriffs, firemen, deputies, everything in uniform above the rank of school crossing guard, socializing before they’d gone out to tend to the fake victims with blood painted on their faces and leg wounds provided by the university’s theater department. It had been a carnival of local law enforcement, the mood light. Abbie had eaten a hot dog and enjoyed herself.

And why not? As one cop had said, ‘What kind of dipshit is gonna bomb Buffalo?’

But now there was a dark electricity in the air as Abbie walked through the room. She felt it in her chest. Usually when there was an emergency, you could sense a barely repressed excitement, the guilty little secret of law enforcement. We love the big cases, she thought, the scary ones, the spectaculars. Anything to put us on the front lines and take us away from the dreariness of people stealing from the local Wegmans to feed their kids.

But as she scanned the crowd, she saw something else. Gray, drawn faces, strangely bloodless. Stiff postures, hands clenched behind backs. A few men with the corners of their eyes ticking. This is like a funeral, she thought, but where nobody knows yet who died.

Chief Albert Perelli spotted her and nodded. He was dressed in a checked blazer and dark slacks, a white shirt open at the neck. He was talking to a sheriff in a broad-brimmed hat who looked like his face had been carved out of granite.

‘See me after,’ Perelli mouthed, and Abbie nodded back, taking her place at the back of the crowd.

There was a thrum of low conversation as Perelli spoke to the sheriff, his head ducking down to listen. Then he nodded and straightened up, looked over the room. He waved his hand in the air once. There was no platform for him to step on and address the troops, so he stepped up on a sturdy wooden chair.

‘Everybody listen up,’ he said sharply. The voices in the room subsided almost immediately.

‘You’ve all heard the news, I’m sure. Marcus Flynn, aka Hangman, escaped while being transferred from Auburn Correctional to Attica. A Corrections officer was killed by two bullets to the head. His service revolver and his watch are missing. The escape location is about fifty miles east of here and most of you will be headed that way in a few minutes. The collection point is behind 74 Franklin and you’ll be going up in vans to the different checkpoints. That’s what we’re here for. We’re building a perimeter out there and we will have this . . . this . . .’

Perelli’s eyes grew wide as he looked for the right word.

‘This prisoner in jail by morning.’

Abbie noted the respect given to Hangman. ‘This prisoner,’ not the usual cop talk of ‘this freak’ or ‘this scumbag.’ Perelli’s eyes swept from left to right.

‘We have a hundred and fifty men and women here. Syracuse will contribute, Rochester, too, and the Wyoming County Sheriff’s Department is already manning roadblocks on Route 20A and its feeder roads. Let’s hope that by the time you all get halfway up to Warsaw, the prisoner will be back in custody. I’m sure that’ll be the case but to make it happen I need you to listen very carefully.’

He paused.

‘This is not a time for individual heroics, this is a time for what will work most effectively. And that’s teamwork and communication. You’re going into hunter’s country up there. People have guns and they’re not shy about using them. I don’t want to lose two men in the effort to catch one. Wear your orange vests if you’re going into the woods, and only go into the woods if you’re told to.’

Perelli motioned to a man next to him wearing the sheriff’s outfit.

‘This is John O’Neill. In case you don’t know him, he’s with the Erie County Sheriff’s Department and he’s got the duty roster. Most of you will be stationed on the highways and local roads coming west. The Syracuse PD will be coordinating all recovery operations east of the escape point. Know where you are. We’re about’ – he swiveled around toward the plain clock on the back wall – ‘six hours till nightfall and I want Hangman in custody before we get there.’

Perelli paused for a moment, and Abbie saw something troubled in his eyes, a look of uncertainty. That was rare for Perelli, an expert smotherer of all forms of worry.

‘A few words on Hangman,’ he said, his voice dropping. ‘He’s a Buffalo native. I’m sure you all know that. This is his home territory, this is the place he’s most comfortable with, and if somehow he gets through the perimeter that we’re setting up, this is most likely where he’ll be headed.’

He took a breath.

‘Now nobody wants that to happen. We’ve seen, most of us here, what he’s done to this city before. I’ll tell you something: Buffalo has never been the same since Hangman. A killer like that does something to people, permanently. We all still bear the scars.’

Abbie didn’t know many people in the Hangman’s target demographic – all his victims had been young teenage girls from the North of Buffalo – but she imagined many of the men and women in the room had daughters at home. They’d want to stop Hangman before he got near their schools and cul-de-sacs.

And she didn’t blame them one bit. Hangman was a scary one. Even from Miami, where she’d been when the murders went down, she’d felt a chill when reading the headlines from her hometown. Hangman was elusive, implacable, a hunter.

Trap the monster where he is, she thought. Upstate in the woods, where the most he can kill is woodchucks. Everyone was thinking the same thing; she felt their strange, trigger-happy dread: Keep this animal away from my city.

Perelli stepped down and made a beeline for his office along the far wall.


FOUR

Abbie tried to follow Perelli, but was blocked by a crush of cops trailing John O’Neill toward the exit. Finally, she smiled and pressed her way forward until she’d reached the wall, then turned her shoulder and made her way to Perelli’s door.

Once in, she closed the door behind her and the drone of the office – all those male voices, excited, amped up – was snuffed out. Perelli looked up and shook his head. He’d tossed his jacket on a leather chair.

‘You got here quick.’

Abbie nodded. ‘When they say Hangman, you come fast.’

Perelli closed his eyes briefly, and nodded. ‘Let me ask you something,’ Perelli said. ‘How much do you know about Flynn?’

Abbie shrugged, sat in the chair facing his desk. ‘The basics. He was from the County, but lived downtown when the killings began. He was in his late thirties, good employment record, no arrests except for two drunk-and-disorderly the year before the murders began. Went to college in, was it Fredonia?’

‘Oswego,’ Perelli said, watching her.

‘Right. He killed four girls . . .’

Perelli was about to speak, but Abbie cut him off.

‘He killed three and kidnapped one. The last one was never found. All were from fourteen to sixteen years old, all brunettes, and all from the North. They died by strangulation, apparently hanged, judging by the width of the rope burn, et cetera.’

Perelli nodded.

‘The last victim was Sandy Riesen, the killer’s cousin,’ Abbie went on. ‘He was caught in a security video putting her in his car three blocks from her house. They put out a BOLO with the license plate of his car and it was spotted pulling into the parking lot of a hotel.’

‘Motel,’ Perelli said, nodding. ‘Called the Warsaw.’

‘Right, the Warsaw Motel. When deputies arrived, they approached the room and found Hangman with a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. Hangman survived with some brain damage and was convicted on all four cases.’

‘And Sandy?’ Perelli said quietly.

‘Was never found.’

A nod. ‘So I’m impressed. You know more than the basics. Well, I want you to know everything.’

Abbie narrowed her eyes. ‘This is a search operation, Chief, pure and simple. Why should we reopen the original case?’

‘Now it’s a search operation.’

Abbie raised her eyebrows. ‘What does that mean?’

‘What if it goes two, three days? Hangman goes to ground, we can’t find him. Then we’re going to have to use everything we have. I’m not saying it’s likely, I don’t think it is. But if he does get past the first forty-eight hours, then it’s something else, something where your talents might come into play.’

Abbie’s gaze was level, intense. ‘I have talents now?’

Perelli grunted, not quite laughing. ‘One or two.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘You’re insurance,’ he said. ‘You’ll be my lead on this, in case, by some fucking miracle that I don’t even want to imagine, Flynn escapes every law enforcement officer in Western New York and comes calling. You’re going to try to figure out where he might be headed, who he wants to see. Look the case over, see if the detectives missed anything the first time around that tells us where he was hiding for those months back in ’07.’

Abbie watched him. ‘Where do you think he’d go?’

Perelli watched back. ‘If he gets through, we think he’ll be headed right here. Like I said. He has friends and family here, perhaps, who knows, he has unfinished business here as well.’

Abbie tilted her head down and eyebrows up. ‘Meaning what, Chief?’

Perelli shrugged and gave her an exaggerated frown. ‘Meaning unfinished business, Kearney.’

‘That’s awful cryptic.’

Perelli grunted. ‘You’ve got a highly developed persecution complex, you know that?’

She laughed. ‘That’s why I’m still alive and gainfully employed.’

Perelli made a tossing motion with his left hand. ‘How the hell should I know where he’s headed? The guy’s been half a retard for the last five years. You know he took a bullet to the brain. Listen . . .’

The chief held his hands out in a calming motion. ‘It’s not going to come to that. We’re going to have more people on the ground than looked for the Lindbergh baby. Just do your thing and let me say I’m holding you in reserve.’

Abbie nodded. She didn’t want to mention what happened to Lindbergh’s baby. At least Perelli was being honest. She was political insurance on an explosive case.

‘I have to cover every possibility,’ he said. ‘Detective Raymond is looking at everyone Flynn knew who’s still in the area, anyone he might go to. I jotted his number inside the case file.’

Abbie knew about Raymond, a young black detective from Violent Crimes who’d just been transferred to Homicide. His reputation was solid. Non-political and non-County. The black skin had seen to that.

‘Norwood and a couple of uniforms are passing by the Riesen mansion every fifteen minutes, in case Flynn wants to harass his uncle, Sandy’s father. And what if the killer wants to go out with a few more victims? Or visit the graves of one of the three girls? So . . .’ Perelli pushed a thick file toward her. ‘What can I do but put my best detective on the case?’

There was an electric charge in the dark eyes beneath the bristling eyebrows. Perelli and Abbie had never really worked past what had happened the year before: the Clan na Gael murders and his insistence, right here at HQ, that she’d been responsible for them. He’d apologized formally in the ceremony awarding her a commendation – and her father’s detective badge, which she now wore. But he’d never come to her in the hallways of HQ and spoken the words she felt she’d deserved. Personal words, cop to cop.

Abbie held his gaze. No, she didn’t quite trust him. ‘I never said I was your best detective.’

‘You didn’t need to. Everyone else did.’

‘You’d rather I be terrible at my job?’

‘Absolutely not.’ He patted a thick file marked ‘Flynn, Marcus’ in candy-colored letters arranged on the edge. ‘That’s why I put you on this. If you’re ever going to hit a home run, I want you to do it on this one.’

Abbie thought this over. Finding no hidden traps in the offer, she reached for the file. ‘May I?’ she asked.

Perelli gave a small smile, then lifted his hand, spreading the fingers as if to say, Be my guest.

Abbie flicked open the file. On top was a photo, a video grab from a security camera. Hangman leading his last victim, Sandy Riesen, to his dented black BMW. She recognized the shot; it had been everywhere five years ago. A grainy, smeared image of a tall, striking, seemingly unconcerned girl following the tall, slit-eyed killer to her death.

Just looking at Hangman’s eyes, Abbie felt an icy wave go through her.

‘There’s someone you should talk to,’ Perelli said. He picked up his phone and dialed a two-digit number.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Raymond. Since Z is still off duty . . .’

Abbie nodded. Z was at home, on disability. He was putting on weight and happy as ever.

‘. . . he’s going to be with you on this.’

The door opened behind her and she smelled a citrus cologne. She looked over and saw a slim detective in a checked sports coat, tan slacks, and chestnut-colored shoes standing next to her. Billy Raymond smiled.

‘Detective,’ he said.

Abbie nodded.

‘Abbie’s going to go look at the escape scene,’ Perelli said, ‘see what we got.’

Raymond frowned thoughtfully.

‘She’s the lead,’ Perelli said.

Raymond looked over at her. His eyes were cool, evaluating. ‘Fine with me.’

‘What about Auburn?’ Abbie said, paging quickly through the file. ‘I may need to talk to people there to get a sense of what Hangman was acting like just before the escape.’

Perelli spread his hands wide. ‘Be my guest. So long as you stay away from the roadblocks and don’t get involved on the pursuit side, that’s fine. But we don’t have jurisdiction up there. You’ll have to get what you can get on your good looks.’

Abbie closed the file. ‘The thing is, Chief, I can’t tell if you’re giving me a real assignment or just cleverly getting me out of the way.’

Perelli frowned, glanced at Raymond with a see-what-I-mean? look.

‘Hangman’ll be in custody by tomorrow morning,’ Raymond said.

Abbie turned slowly to look at him. ‘Is that right?’

‘He’ll break into someone’s house, maybe carjack an old lady,’ Raymond said. ‘But we’ll get him. He’s got no one to run to.’

‘Sounds like you’ve got this,’ Abbie said. ‘Maybe I’ll go home and harvest my fall vegetables.’

‘Yeah, I got this.’

Abbie leaned forward toward Perelli. ‘Are you telling me everything?’

Perelli glared, then slowly leaned forward. ‘Excuse me, Detective Kearney? Say that again.’

‘Is . . . this . . . everything?’

Raymond coughed. He seemed to want to be out of the room.

Something strange in Perelli’s eyes. Something she hadn’t seen before. He seemed actually distressed. His voice, when he started to speak, was aggrieved and just a tone lower.

‘I’m going to give you a pass on that last comment, because you weren’t here when Hangman was active.’ He pointed to his chest, stabbing the tie with a thick index finger. ‘I was. I was a lieutenant in the 5th District. I interviewed the mother of Sabrina Kent, the second victim.’ He took a deep breath and blew it out. ‘I had to tell her that we found her daughter’s body on Oakland Place between Delaware and Elmwood, three days after she went missing. You know what she was thinking?’

‘Who killed her,’ Raymond said.

‘No,’ Abbie said. ‘Not that. She wanted to know how long she was alive. Or what Hangman was doing with her daughter’s body.’

Perelli looked down at his desk. ‘Both. Was he talking to Sabrina? Did he have her propped up on the seat next to him as he drove around the city? Did he use—’ He broke off. His face was past anger and Abbie saw what he would look like as an old man.

‘So please, Detective Kearney, don’t tell me that I’m not doing my utmost here.’

Abbie watched him. Perelli was a good actor, she knew that. But she knew just as well that this wasn’t acting. She hadn’t been here. It was true. Never say you know what it’s like when you don’t.

‘Okay,’ she said. She didn’t offer an apology. How hard she worked would be her apology.

Perelli picked up the phone. ‘I feel better already.’

Abbie stood and brushed by Raymond. He stepped out of her way, then followed her out. ‘You headed to Auburn?’ he said.

‘Yeah.’

‘Cool. I’ll let you know when we pull Hangman in.’

Abbie stopped, her eyes wide. ‘You’re very sure of yourself, Raymond.’

‘Best solve rate in the department,’ he said. ‘Three years running.’

‘Not to be picky, but those weren’t homicides.’

He didn’t smile at that one. ‘You know, most of the guys’d be falling over themselves to work with you. I figure maybe you have something to learn from me.’

Abbie laughed. At least he was honest. ‘You know what one of my professors told me in college, Raymond?’

‘What’d he say?’

Abbie stopped. ‘I was a lot like you back then. And what she said, my professor . . .?’

Raymond grinned.

‘. . . was this: “Abbie, be bold. Be very bold. But not too bold.”’

Raymond nodded.

‘It’s an old French saying,’ she said. ‘I found it to be helpful.’

Raymond’s eyes gleamed. He seemed to lean toward her on the balls of his feet. ‘Shit, Kearney,’ he said softly, ‘ain’t no such thing as too bold.’


FIVE

The file was as thick as a phone book for a midsize city and Abbie stuffed it into a large liver-colored envelope. She grabbed a Lime Diet Coke from the vending machine on the first floor and walked outside. The wind was swatting newspapers and trash around and there was a line of law enforcement types – in and out of uniform – lined up to the right. The seriousness of any case can be judged by how smartly cops line up for it. The line out back could have been cut with a ruler; it was an informal car pool being directed by a BPD uniformed officer.

The others glanced at her, holding the file, as they all shuffled forward. Everyone else was holding flashlights and backpacks or, in the case of two officers, Remington Versa Max shotguns, the tactical models with the eight-round magazine.

Getting in line, she held the envelope in the crook of her elbow. Her favorite reading. She pulled out the file, opened it, holding down the first page so the wind didn’t take it, feeling the jangle of excitement that always came over her when starting a new case.

She began to read, shuffling forward with the line.

The file was chronological. It began with the discovery of the first body. Charlotte Breen, sixteen years old, a junior at Nardin Academy, an alternate on the debate team, a fairly nondescript record. On July 2, 2007, Charlotte had told her mother that she was going to bike over to her friend’s house and left at around 4:15 p.m. The North was one of the safest neighborhoods in Buffalo, leafy and rich and heavily patrolled by the Buffalo PD, so her mother had thought nothing of Charlotte biking half a mile. But Charlotte never arrived. By 7 p.m. her parents were driving the neighborhood looking for her. Nothing. Vanished.

At 10:32 a.m. the next day, a mailman doing his rounds a mile away from Charlotte’s departure point found her bike leaned up against a telephone pole – leaned, thought Abbie, not tossed carelessly or in a panic on the sidewalk. Charlotte’s naked body was found three days later in an open field three miles from the Breen house. No marks to the body. No DNA under the fingernails, only dirt. No signs or notes from the killer.

Abbie looked up. She was halfway to the front of the line. She saw vans pulling up and taking in cops, like helicopters landing quickly for paratroopers before lifting off again.

Abbie flipped forward in the file and found a photo of Charlotte. Dark eyes, metal-framed glasses that didn’t complement her face, long brown hair, a tiny suggestion of a mustache that Charlotte either wasn’t too worried about or had failed to notice. A V-neck sweater with a thin gold chain at the neck. She looked . . . sensible, thought Abbie. She flicked back to the report. The background on Charlotte showed a B- student who had expressed an interest in becoming a dentist. She had two or three good friends, and no boyfriends or girlfriends or romantic attachments. She’d attended the junior prom with a group of girls; her diary had revealed no stalkers, overattentive teachers, jealous boyfriends.

If her friends said there was no boyfriend, I believe there was no boyfriend. But the bike leaned carefully against the telephone pole, that was odd. Abbie wondered if it had a kickstand, and if so, whether Charlotte had been relaxed enough to take the extra two seconds to use it. That would indicate some degree of trust in the person that took her away. One neighbor had seen Charlotte pedaling down Bryant Street toward her friend’s, but that was the last sighting. The girl had effectively vanished just a mile from her own house.

She flipped to the medical examiner’s report for all three girls, clipped together near the back of the file. All the girls had died within three to four days of being kidnapped. Sexual abuse of the bodies negative. The toxicological screens had come back negative for the first girl, positive on the last two for Versed, a fast-acting sedative, basically an injectable chloroform. The ME had found puncture marks in Girl Number Two’s left arm and Girl Number Three’s right thigh, consistent with injection from a needle. Maybe Hangman had trouble controlling the last two. Maybe the first one had believed whatever story he told her at the beginning – I just want to take you for a drive, or I swear I’ll let you go tomorrow – but the other girls knew better. By then, Charlotte was dead . . .

‘Where you going, ma’am?’ a voice barked.

Abbie looked up. A uniformed cop, a serious mustache bristling above a metal clipboard, was staring at her intently.

‘Um, the prison. Auburn.’

He frowned and looked down at his clipboard. ‘The blue van,’ he said, ducking his head sideways and pointing back along a line of cars and trucks with smoke curling from their tailpipes. ‘Leaving in one minute.’

‘Got it,’ Abbie said. She ran toward the van, confirmed with the driver through his open window that Auburn was going to be his last stop, then nodded at two burly men, one in a gray, flat-brimmed hat, the other bareheaded and dressed in a dark green shirt, who were squeezed into the middle row. She ducked down and scooched into the last row, and sat by the window. Abbie placed the file next to her and slowly opened the soda she’d brought. She had the row to herself.

‘Brought some reading material?’ said the deputy in the gray hat, turning in his seat. He was older and he looked like a TV dad from some ’50s sitcom.

Abbie smiled. ‘A must for long rides.’

He eyed the file, and his smile tightened. ‘Anything in there,’ he said, ‘we should know about?’

His tone was light, but his gaze sure wasn’t.

Abbie looked at him in surprise, then down at the file. ‘Don’t think so. Background mostly. I’m just covering all my bases.’

The deputy nodded.

The other man – his face looked lean and shadowed in the light of the van, but Abbie could tell that he was Latino – turned to listen to them. She saw the badge on his arm as he leaned it on the backrest. The outline of the U.S. in yellow stitching on a black background. Border Patrol.

Good Lord, Abbie thought, they’re calling in everyone except Sanitation.

‘I’m sure Hangman will make a mistake soon,’ she said to the deputy. ‘That’s how these things usually end.’

The Latino agent was looking at her now, and said, ‘All I know is that my cousin just turned fifteen years old last Tuesday. We had a nice party for her. You ever been to a quinceañera?’

Abbie shook her head no.

‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Live band. Real nice.’

He looked out the window, then smiled back at her. ‘I don’t think that boy’s gonna make it out of the woods, you know what I’m saying?’ His voice was quiet, and his teeth in the darkness were even and white. It was as if he were tasting Hangman’s flesh between them.

It feels good to saddle up and go hunting wild animals, thought Abbie. Especially when you have something back home that the animal likes. ‘I hope we take him alive, and learn something for the victims’ families,’ Abbie said, trying not to be too schoolmarmish. ‘Like where he buried the last girl.’

The Border Patrol agent stared at her. ‘Uh-huh,’ he said, turning away.


SIX

The blue van hummed along the 90 toward Auburn. Abbie felt a slight chill from the window, which was frosted with cold mist, hovering a few inches inside. But the driver had the heat on high and the cold was slowly being pushed out. After ten minutes, the men inside the van stopped shifting and adjusting the armrests and the chatter slowly died away. She took a swig of the Diet Coke and went back to the file.

Hangman’s next victim was Sabrina Kent. Fifteen years old. Two and a half months after Charlotte was taken, Sabrina had been shopping at the Galleria Mall and had purchased two T-shirts at Abercrombie & Fitch, her credit card billed at 5:38 p.m. on September 12, a Wednesday. The girl had been observed leaving the store by a security guard, who’d found her cute enough to recall her presence. But as soon as Sabrina had left, he’d turned back and kept his eyes on the clientele; the store had been experiencing a rash of shoplifting. Sabrina walked out to the parking lot toward her father’s 2005 Mercedes and was never seen alive again.

She was another North girl. Her family lived just off Delaware Avenue. So the killer hadn’t been choosing randomly at the mall. He’d followed Sabrina from the North, looking for a moment of opportunity.

If Abbie hadn’t known her Buffalo history, her tour-giving neighbor Charles would have filled her in long ago. At the turn of the twentieth century, Buffalo had been rich, with more millionaires per capita than any city on earth. It was hard to believe now, but before the sky came falling down, her city was supposed to become the next Paris or New York. And Buffalo’s North is where the newly rich had built their mansions, huge stone behemoths with Greek columns and flying buttresses and an air of permanence that said they’d outlast the next Ice Age.

This was Hangman hunting grounds.

Abbie found the autopsy photos. Another brunette; it would become a signature. Sabrina’s body was pale as milk. There were some scrapes on the right knee, but otherwise her body showed no signs of abuse. Not even defensive wounds on the hands. The medical examiner’s opinion was that the girls had been hanged. Ligature marks were visible in several close-up photos, and both the thickness of the burn and angle of the rope suggested it.

Why did he take the girls if he didn’t want to rape them? Did it indicate a kind of longing – was Hangman looking for a girlfriend? Were they trophies meant to be kept? If they were trophies, did the fact that he discarded them eventually mean that he was living with someone else and couldn’t risk the bodies being discovered?

She checked the file to see if any traces had been found in the girl’s hair – leather shavings, carpet fibers, anything that might indicate what the killer had
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