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SO YOU WANT to be a serial killer …

Sure, you can go around just shooting people, bang-bang, but I’ve found that guns, while sometimes the right tool for the job, often leave me unsatisfied. There’s a lack of intimacy involved when all you have to do is pull a trigger. You hear the blast and see the carnage, the way your victim’s flesh ruptures and bursts open in an instant, but you don’t really feel the same adrenaline as with other, let’s say more personal, methods of murdering someone.

Me? I like to mix things up. There are so many wonderful and creative ways to kill people, and I really feel as if I owe it to myself and my cause to make sure that I branch out and keep it interesting. And even when circumstances do call for a gun, I try to add a twist to it, a little something extra. Sundaes always look better with a cherry on top.

Still, you’d be amazed at how much satisfaction can be derived from some of the most rudimentary approaches. Stabbing someone to death, for instance. I can’t think of a more personal and intimate experience. The sound that a knife makes when piercing human skin is nothing short of intoxicating. You can’t help yourself sometimes. You want to hear it over and over and over.

Of course, repeatedly stabbing someone to death isn’t without a downside or two. For instance, it tends to be messy. That’s why I like to wear clothes that I can simply throw away afterward. No muss, no fuss. If you want to be a real stickler for hiding evidence, though, burning the clothes would be even better.

But if you’re on a budget or partial to a particular outfit—you know, a certain shirt or comfortable pair of pants that you enjoy killing in more than others—remember that you want to treat the bloodstains as soon as possible with a strong prewash stain remover and let it soak in for a good hour or so before throwing the clothes in the Maytag. Also, I highly recommend an extra rinse cycle.

Another downside, or at least a potential one, is that stabbing a person to death requires a tad more preparation. It takes a little longer than simply aiming a gun, and it also puts a premium on the element of surprise. Even then, the first couple of stabs don’t always do the trick. Be prepared for some resistance, depending on the size and stubbornness of your victim.

Not all folks, however, will put up a fight. We assume that people have a tremendous will to live, but it’s amazing how quickly some of them will resign themselves to their fate, especially when it comes to dying in a massive pool of their own blood.

That about covers it for my first entry. If you have any questions, I’m afraid you’re on your own. It’s not like I have an 800 number or an e-mail address I can give out. For obvious reasons, too, I can’t tell you my real name. But lately people have taken to calling me the Dealer, which I happen to like, so I’ve taken to it as well. There’s a nice ring to it. The Dealer. Clean. Authoritative. Quite proprietary, too, given my methods. I’d trademark it if I could.

I mean, the best serial killers, the ones whom people tend to remember, always manage to have a good moniker, the kind of nickname that seems to suit them perfectly. Otherwise, what’s the point? The shrinks will tell you that guys like me are first and foremost narcissists, but if that means taking pride in your craft and planning each and every murder with meticulous care, then I suppose there are worse things to be called.

Honestly, I’m just giving you all what you want. A little razzle-dazzle, an escape from your dreary lives. What else are you going to talk about while sipping your four-dollar coffees and acting superior to the rest of the world?

You want me. You need me. And in time, you’ll all discover that I’m doing you nothing less than a huge favor. Trust me.

Now, if you don’t mind, there’s someone else I really need to kill.
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CHAPTER 1

THE LECTURE HALL hushed to a pin-drop silence the moment I walked in, every conversation stopping on a dime, every pair of eyes homing in on me, watching my every move.

For the record, any professor who tells you that he doesn’t get off on this bit of catnip for the ego, if only a little, is completely full of crap. We all love it.

Milking the silence a few seconds longer, I took my time unloading my shoulder bag on the table next to the lectern before slowly turning to the class with the same opening speech I’ve been delivering now for years. The only thing that ever changes is that the faces staring back at me always seem to look just a little bit younger every time I give the speech.

There’s nothing like a college campus to make a thirty-four-year-old guy feel over the hill.

And we’re off …

“Good morning, my assembled prodigies, all you former class presidents and valedictorians, type A go-getters and relentless overachievers, and hopefully only a tiny smattering of you whose mommies and daddies knew the right people on the Yale admissions committee. Welcome to Abnormal Behavioral Analysis, commonly referred to as Intro to Psychopaths or, better yet, Your Ex-Boyfriend or Girlfriend 101. My name is Professor Dylan Reinhart; that’s Dylan with a y, and, yes, my mother was a huge Bob Dylan fan. Are there any questions so far?”

Every year, someone takes the bait.

A blonde in the third row raised her hand with an easy confidence that bordered on flirtation. Clearly she hadn’t done her homework on me.

“Yes? What’s your name?” I asked.

“Heather,” she answered. Heather with the come-hither smile.

“Thank you, Heather, but asking if there were any questions was a rhetorical question on my part. I haven’t begun teaching you anything yet, so there shouldn’t be anything you need to ask about,” I said. “And with that we come to the first rule of this class. Ask only what you don’t understand.”

I can be such a hard-ass sometimes.

Although I assure you it’s not without a larger purpose in mind for these students. The vast majority of them have been treated like geniuses since the third grade, and the sooner they figure out they’re not, the better. As a former patent-office clerk with crazy hair once said, “A true genius admits that he knows nothing.” That guy’s name was Einstein.

Meanwhile, poor Heather in the third row looked as if she’d just eaten a bad oyster. Don’t worry, I’ll make it up to her at some point.

I continued. “The textbook for this class is entitled Permission Theory: Redefining Abnormal Behavior, and for those of you not familiar with the author, handsome devil that he is, let it be known that he’s a bit of a narcissist who enjoys listening to the sound of his own voice almost as much as he does forcing others to listen to it.”

Most of the room laughed. Those who didn’t had their heads buried in their syllabi to see that, yes, I, Dylan Reinhart, was indeed the author of said textbook.

“This of course brings us to rule number two,” I said. “You will attend every class. Your only excuse for missing a class will be your own death or someone else’s, provided this someone else either breast-fed you, coached your Little League team, or routinely put a five-dollar bill in your childhood birthday card and signed it Love, Grandma and Grandpa.”

A student in the first row, obviously a freshman, was typing feverishly on his laptop. I remained silent until he finally looked up at me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He swallowed hard and glanced at his keyboard, confused. “I was … um … taking notes,” he said meekly.

“Rule number three,” I announced with a little added volume. “You will not take notes in this class. I repeat, you will not take notes. What you will do is listen. The premise of this course is to challenge the long-standing conventional thinking about abnormal behavior, and as far as I’m concerned there’s nothing more abnormal than my lecturing to a roomful of stenographers.” I paused, smiling. “Are there any questions?”

This time, no one raised a hand. Geniuses or not, they were all still students at Yale. They didn’t get there by learning slowly.

“Good,” I said. “Now let’s get started.”

But before I could, a noise in the back of the room had every head turning. It was only the door opening, nothing more.

Still, there was something different about it.

Sometimes you just know the sound of trouble even before she walks into the room.


CHAPTER 2

“SHIT!” SHE ANNOUNCED from the top of the aisle as she realized everyone was staring at her. Immediately she slapped her forehead. “Shit, I just said that out loud, didn’t I?”

“Yes, you did,” I said. “Lucky for you, I don’t give two shits about someone cursing in my class.” I stepped out in front of the lectern. “Welcome.”

Writers can spot their own books a mile away, and she had mine tucked under her arm. “You’re Professor Reinhart, right?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “And you are?”

“Clearly interrupting,” she said.

She was either a student or someone who happened to look young for her age. I couldn’t tell.

For sure, though, she was attractive. The proof wasn’t so much the way the male students were staring at her but rather the female students. If you don’t understand that, then you probably have no clue why women buy expensive shoes. Hint: it has nothing to do with men.

“I’m sorry, I still didn’t get your name,” I said.

“It’s Elizabeth,” she answered. “Elizabeth Needham.”

“Are you a student here, Ms. Needham?” I asked.

“At Yale?” She laughed deeply from her gut. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“Apparently I am,” I said.

She looked around the room. “I mean, no offense, of course.”

“I’m sure I speak for everyone here when I say none taken. But if you’re not a student …”

“Then who am I? Yes, that’s a good question,” she said.

“Will there be a good answer?”

“How about I just sit in on the class and we’ll talk afterward?”

She half tiptoed over to an empty chair in the back row. For good measure, she gave me a nod as if to say, “Carry on.”

Whoever she was, she had balls.

As if the entire class were sitting midcourt at Wimbledon, they all turned their heads back to me—whoosh!—to see what would happen next. The ball was clearly in my court.

“Sixty-eight thousand, two hundred and thirty dollars,” I called out.

Whoosh! went everyone’s head back to her.

“Excuse me?” she said.

“That’s the cost of a year at Yale, Ms. Needham, of which approximately forty-nine thousand dollars is for tuition,” I said.

“Are you asking me to leave?”

“No, I’m asking if you have your checkbook.”

Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!

With that, she stood with a huff and began walking toward the door. I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of guilt. My damn conscience. It’s my Achilles’ heel.

“I hope I didn’t offend you, Ms. Needham,” I said.

She stopped, raising a palm. “That’s quite all right. For the record, though, it’s Detective Needham. The reason I’m here is because I’m pretty sure someone wants to kill you.”

Then whoosh!

She was gone.


CHAPTER 3

“GO AFTER HER!” a few students shouted.

I was tempted, but I figured if someone really did want me dead there was no better place to be than in a roomful of potential witnesses.

I stayed put and delivered my lecture as planned. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t the best lecture I’d ever given, and maybe I rushed through it just a wee bit. A guy can compartmentalize only so much.

I obviously needed to talk to this woman, and I knew it would take only one call after class to know whether she was still on campus.

“No,” said the guy who answered the phone at the New Haven police department. “We don’t have a Detective Elizabeth Needham.”

I didn’t think so. There was something “big city” about her. Or at least a bigger city than New Haven. That meant she traveled a distance to see me. No way she would leave without our talking.

Sure enough, within seconds I felt the vibration of a text message. She’s a detective, she flashes her badge, and the dean or some other keeper of all things confidential coughs up my cell number.

Meet me @ Jojo’s.

No address and none needed. A coffee shop that everyone on campus knows. It was close by, too.

A few minutes later, I was walking toward her at a table in the back. She had my book and some colored folders laid out meticulously, everything perfectly aligned. She was peering at me with her dark brown eyes over an oversize mug.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I said, taking a seat.

Of course, the charm of Jojo’s, on Chapel Street, is that there’s nothing fancy about it. Wooden tables and chairs on a scuffed-up wood floor were scattered about, and some grandma-style curtains were hanging in the windows. Very college.

“How was the rest of class?” she asked. Her flashing of a wry smile would’ve been redundant.

“A third of the students wanted me to chase after you while another third actually thought you were a plant—you know, someone I hired. The course is about abnormal behavior, after all.”

“And the remaining third?” she asked.

“Too busy wondering what grade they’ll get if someone does indeed kill me before the term is over,” I said.

I waited for her to tell me that she’d been a tad melodramatic; that no one really wanted to kill me. Instead she opened the folder directly in front her. It was green.

“Let’s back up a bit,” she said.

She reintroduced herself. Elizabeth Needham, NYPD detective second grade. I could call her Elizabeth, though.

Then she basically introduced me to myself.

I sat there listening as she quickly reduced my life to a series of bullet points, reading in a near monotone off a hand-scribbled piece of paper in the folder. At least it wasn’t a cocktail napkin.

“Dr. Dylan Reinhart … Yale undergrad … PhD in psychology, also Yale … three-year research fellowship, University of Cambridge … then another PhD, this time from MIT, in statistics with a focus on Bayesian inference.” She paused and looked up. “Am I supposed to know what that is? Bayesian inference?”

Maybe if you’re dating Nate Silver …

“Bayesian inference is why most women shouldn’t have routine mammograms until they’re fifty,” I said.

“And why’s that?”

I nodded at the folder. “You’re the one who apparently likes to do her research, Elizabeth.”

“This bothers you, doesn’t it?” she asked. “My looking into your background?”

“No. What bothers me is that you still haven’t explained who wants to kill me. Anytime you’re ready.”

She closed the folder, resting her hands on top of it. No wedding ring. No jewelry of any kind. “Do you know who Allen Grimes is?”

“Grimes on Crimes?” The guy wrote a daily column for the New York Gazette. I’d heard about it—catchy name and all—but never read it.

Elizabeth nodded. “That’s him,” she said. “Two days ago, Grimes received an anonymous package in the mail. Inside it was your book.”

“Is that a crime?” I asked.

I was half joking. Not Elizabeth, though.

“As it turns out, it was a crime,” she said.


CHAPTER 4

ELIZABETH REACHED TO her left, pulling another folder in front of her. This one was red. Red’s never good.

“Your book came with a bookmark,” she said.

She opened the folder and removed a small evidence bag. It was sealed, labeled, and just big enough for a ham sandwich. That made it the ideal size for what it was actually holding.

I leaned in, staring at it. “A playing card?”

It wasn’t a question; that was clearly what it was. A playing card. The king of clubs.

“Does this mean anything to you?” she asked.

“That’s silly. Why would it?”

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Elizabeth, rolling her eyes. “Clearly the reason I drove all the way out here from Manhattan is so I could ask you silly and irrelevant questions.”

“You get the word feisty a lot, don’t you?” I asked.

“I prefer spirited,” she said. “What do you prefer instead of smug?”

“Actually, I’m okay with smug.”

To her credit, she kept the straight face a good five seconds before she smiled. Peace begins with a smile, said Mother Teresa.

“No, the card doesn’t register anything with me,” I said. “Of course, it is pretty common for people to use playing cards as bookmarks.”

“Agreed,” she said. “Here’s something not so common, though. In fact, it’s pretty damn rare.”

Elizabeth turned the bag around so I could see the back of the card. There was a dark red blotch on what was a harlequin-patterned blue-and-white background. It was blood.

“I assume you’ve already had it tested,” I said.

“It’s type AB negative,” she said. “Only around 1 percent of the population has it.”

“Yeah, I’d say that’s rare, all right. I’d also say it was on purpose.”

“You and me both,” she said with a nod. “Blood type as bread crumbs.”

“So where did it lead you?” I asked.


CHAPTER 5

ELIZABETH REACHED FOR her red folder again and took out an eight-by-ten photo, black and white. As crime scenes go, this one was particularly grisly. Even the most devout Wes Craven fan would’ve flinched.

“The victim’s name is Jared Louden, ran a large hedge fund,” she said. “He was stabbed to death—to put it mildly—six days ago in the entryway of his Upper East Side town house. No witnesses, no leads. Nothing.”

I stared at the image of Louden in a pool of his own blood, his dapper-looking suit shredded from seemingly endless entry wounds. Absolutely brutal. “How many days ago did you say?”

“Six,” she answered, “and since then there hasn’t been another murder victim with AB negative blood in a two-hundred-mile radius.”

“What about before this guy?” I asked. “Any other unsolved cases?”

“There’s one from more than eight months ago. A prostitute shot to death in Queens.” Elizabeth nodded at the back of the playing card. “This blood’s not eight months old. The lab put it at no more than a week.”

“You said the card, along with my book, was mailed, right? It wasn’t delivered by messenger?”

“Yes, definitely mailed. Routed through Farley.”

She assumed I knew that was the main post office in Manhattan, the James A. Farley building, a.k.a. the one with the famous inscription. Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.

“The address wasn’t handwritten, was it?” I asked, speaking of inscriptions. I figured there was no chance.

“Actually, it was,” she said. “But it was Toys‘R’Us.”

That reference I didn’t know. “Toys‘R’Us? As in the toy store?”

“As in writing with your nondominant hand so it’s childlike,” she explained. “That’s what we call it, at least. Nearly impossible to trace.”

“And the card itself: what was it again?”

Elizabeth spun the evidence bag around again to show me.

“The king of clubs,” she said. “My first thought was a God complex. The killer thinks of himself as a king.”

“Does that make me his subject?”

“He obviously identifies with you or your book in some way. But whether he loathes you or reveres you, the chances are pretty good that he wants to kill you.”

“I’m sure it’s a possibility, but that’s a pretty big leap,” I said.

“A big leap, huh?”

“Sure. Fixation disorders play out in many ways.”

“You’re right,” she said. “Then again …” Her voice trailed off.

“What do you mean?” I asked. What haven’t you shown me?

Elizabeth picked up the book, turning it around so I could see my author photo.

Damn.

“How’s that leap looking now?” she said.


CHAPTER 6

WITH SEVENTY-FIVE MILES between New Haven and the Upper West Side of Manhattan I could either suffer through the round-trip journey every week or make the best of it. I chose the latter, with more than a little help from a restored 1961 Triumph TR6 Trophy motorcycle, the same model that Steve McQueen rode like a boss in The Great Escape. A few hard twists of the wrist, a rev of the engine, and the world and its worries are always left behind.

Not today, though.

Keeping pace—or, more aptly, tailgating like a son of a bitch—was that picture of me on the back of my book. What was left of me, at least. My eyes had been cut out, and the rest of my face had been slashed to threads with a precision blade. Unfortunately the artist didn’t sign his work, but he did manage to clip and paste a short sentence across my forehead, ransom note–style. Two words. Dead and Wrong. For good measure, Dead was underlined in red ink.

Yeah, just in case everything else was too subtle, pal …

Between the countless case studies I’ve read and the handful of actual murder cases I’ve been involved with as a forensic witness, I’ve had both a front-row seat and a backstage pass to the ultimate freak show, the things killers do to announce their horrific intentions. Really sick and depraved stuff.

This guy going to town on my photo, on the other hand, was pretty tame by comparison. Still, for the first time, I wasn’t looking at some stranger, a person I didn’t know and had never met. I was looking at me.

On this day of all days, too.

“You’re late!” Tracy called out from the kitchen before I’d set two feet in our apartment. “Hurry up and shower.”

Normally, I would’ve cracked a joke along the lines of, “My day was good, thanks for asking,” but that little touch of sarcasm would’ve only brought Tracy out of the kitchen to actually ask how my day was, and it just didn’t feel like the right moment to announce that there might be some crazed lunatic out there who wants to kill me.

So instead I hurried up and showered.

“What are you going to wear?” asked Tracy, appearing in the doorway of the bathroom minutes later as I was toweling myself dry.

“Let me guess,” I said, although I was hardly guessing. “Whatever you just laid out for me on the bed?”

“That depends. Were you about to throw on some old jeans and a T-shirt?”

Guilty as charged. “Yep.”

“Then, yeah,” said Tracy with a laugh. “What I just laid out for you on the bed.”

“You do realize the whole purpose of this visit is so they can see that we’d be normal parents,” I said. “How much more normal does it get than jeans and a T-shirt?”

“Do you think the gentleman interviewing us will also be wearing jeans and a T-shirt?” asked Tracy.

Rats, outsmarted again. No wonder we’re together …

“Hey, how do you know it’s a guy who’s coming?” I asked.

“Don’t you remember? We briefly met him,” said Tracy. “Barbara introduced us.”

Barbara was the head of the adoption agency. “Trust the process,” she told us during our initial screening meeting. “It will feel like hell sometimes, but it will all be worth it.”

Amen. There’s nothing on this planet that Tracy and I want more than a child of our own to love. It’s just so dangerous to get our hopes up too much, though.

“Oh, yeah, I remember that guy,” I said. “He looked like Mr. French.”

“That’s another thing,” said Tracy. “No obscure references during the interview.”

“What do you mean? Family Affair isn’t obscure. Uncle Bill, Buffy, Jody … Mr. French? It’s a television classic.”

Tracy gave me “the Look.” I never fared well against the Look.

“Okay,” I said. “No jeans, no T-shirt, and no classic television show references. Anything else?”

Tracy came over with a kiss and a smile. “Don’t get me started.”

Shortly thereafter, the doorbell rang. I tucked in my button-down and straightened out the pleats on my very respectable-looking khakis before joining Tracy at the door.

Trust the process. Let the home interview begin.

Too bad it was over before it even started.


CHAPTER 7

“OH,” SAID THE woman. It was one measly little word.

But, oh, the way she said it …

She was standing in the hallway and staring at us, wondering if she had the right apartment. She quickly checked the clipboard in her hand. Once, then twice.

“Dylan and Tracy?” she finally asked.

“Yes, that’s right,” I said as cheerfully as I could.

Again she checked her clipboard. “Yes, well, then … I’m Ms. Peckler from the Gateway Adoption Agency. Mr. Harrison had a family emergency this afternoon, so I was asked to step in,” she said. “You were expecting him, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Tracy, albeit far less cheerfully.

Shit. The fuse was lit.

Ninety-nine percent of the time, Tracy was the calm and patient one while I was the loose cannon, the sufferer of no fools. But look out for that damn 1 percent of the time.

For instance when a priggish woman with a clipboard says “Oh” with just the wrong kind of inflection.

To most people it would have all the resonance of a dog whistle, but for those of us who have been on the receiving end of it more times than we’d ever care to remember, it might as well have been screamed through a bullhorn.

Still.

“Please don’t,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth.

Tracy turned to me. “Don’t what?”

“It’s the name thing,” I said. “She didn’t—”

“It’s not my name she has a problem with,” said Tracy.

“What’s going on?” asked Ms. Peckler.

Bad question, lady.

“What’s going on is that it doesn’t matter how many times you look down at that clipboard of yours, because every time you look up I’m still going to be a dude,” said Tracy.

Boom, there it was.

“Excuse me?” said Ms. Peckler.

“I think you heard me,” said Tracy.

“I don’t think I like what you’re insinuating,” said Ms. Peckler, placing her nonclipboard hand firmly against her hip.

“Then I’ll ask you very clearly,” said Tracy, his law school degree kicking in, as it often did when he wanted to cut to the chase. “Do you personally have a problem with two gay men wanting to adopt a baby?”

I so wanted Tracy to be wrong on this one. I wanted Ms. Peckler, all prim and proper with pearls, to set the record straight—that she didn’t have time to read our case file and had assumed that Tracy would be a woman, understandably so, and that her “Oh” was nothing more than the surprise of realizing she was mistaken.

This was the Upper West Side of Manhattan, after all, the supposed tolerance capital of the world.

But it was wishful thinking, and I knew it. I heard what Tracy heard. After a few seconds of silence—which also spoke volumes—Ms. Peckler essentially confirmed it.

“What I personally think of the lifestyle choice you two have made is separate from the job I have to do,” she said. “I’m a professional, and I’m insulted that you would accuse me of being otherwise.”

Lifestyle choice?

Tracy turned to me again. “I don’t really know where to begin with that,” he said.

Nor did I. But I gave it my best shot. “You know, this reminds me of an episode of Family Affair …”

By then Ms. Peckler was already halfway down our hallway, heading to the elevator.

I closed the door. The sound of the latch catching—snap!—jolted Tracy out of the moment.

“Oh, Christ, what have I done?” he asked.

We’d been married for four years. We were a couple for three years before that and had first met almost fifteen years ago, in college. By now we could do more than finish each other’s sentences; we could start them. We always seemed to know what the other was thinking, and this was no different.

But what got me was the expression on Tracy’s face. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen with him. Never, not ever, had he looked so panicked, so consumed by instant regret.

Still, I could’ve been mad. Furious, even. The process. We’d already devoted so much time and energy to it. Stacks of paperwork. Endless phone calls to government offices. On the surface it seemed crazy that Tracy couldn’t overlook the ignorance of one person. It was all a dog and pony show anyway, this in-home interview.

Yet I wasn’t mad. Far from it. If anything, I was more convinced than ever that Tracy and I were ready to be parents. Good parents.

“What you’ve done is the same thing we would’ve taught our child,” I said. “Always stand up for yourself.”


CHAPTER 8

“I KNEW YOU’D call,” said Elizabeth.

I knew I would, too. “For the record, though, that was by far the worst attempt at reverse psychology I’ve ever seen,” I said. “And I’ve seen them all, Detective.”

Elizabeth looked over at me, sitting in the shotgun seat of her unmarked Ford sedan. We were driving through Central Park late the next morning via the 65th Street Transverse, below Sheep Meadow. “It couldn’t have been that bad,” she said.

She was right. I was there with her, after all, even after she’d told me at Jojo’s that it was best if I didn’t strap on my junior detective badge and get too involved with the investigation. She could always follow up with me if she had any more questions. I could advise her from the sidelines.

Of course, she knew all along I wasn’t a sidelines kind of guy.

Hence my calling her first thing that morning. Had it not been the weekend, though, my first call would’ve instead been to the head of the adoption agency, Barbara Nash, to discuss the disaster of the in-home interview that never even made it into our home. Most Manhattanites have their cell numbers printed on their business cards. Barbara, a transplant from Montana, didn’t. I was fairly certain that wasn’t an oversight.

“There it is,” said Elizabeth, pointing.

As fast as you can say “Sherman Hemsley,” we’d crossed over to the Upper East Side, arriving at Jared Louden’s town house on 68th Street near the corner of Fifth Avenue.

“Must be nice,” I said.

Elizabeth nodded. “Yeah. Swanky neighborhood.”

“No—I meant the parking.” She’d pulled directly in front of a hydrant. “Nice perk.”

“That’s nothing. I also never pay for coffee at the doughnut shop,” she deadpanned. “On the flip side, I have to interview grieving loved ones on a weekly basis, and approximately once a year someone shoots at me.”

“So you’re saying it’s a toss-up?”

She smiled at my sarcasm. “Actually, the free coffee is pretty nice.”

“Has anyone shot at you yet this year?”

“No, but it’s only September. Plenty of time left on the calendar,” she said, cutting the engine.

I followed Elizabeth up the steps of Louden’s impressive town house, quickly reminding myself of what she’d told me. The guy had been killed right inside his front door, the same door we were about to knock on … the same door we were asking his wife, Emily, to open for us. No wonder the woman looked as if she were standing in a minefield when she greeted us in the foyer. I could still smell the bleach used to clean up her husband’s blood.

“Thanks for agreeing to see us, Mrs. Louden,” said Elizabeth.

“Correction: I only agreed to see you,” she said before pointing at me. “Who’s this?”

“I’m Dylan Reinhart,” I said, extending my hand. Mrs. Louden ignored it.

“Dr. Reinhart is a professor of psychology at Yale,” added Elizabeth. “He’s assisting in the investigation.”

Elizabeth had essentially invoked the Jewish mother trifecta on my behalf: doctor, professor, and Ivy League. But Mrs. Louden ignored that, too.

“As I explained on the phone, I’ve already told the other detectives everything I know,” she said. “And as you can see, I’m very busy here.”

Every room off the foyer was stacked with boxes, loose sheets of Bubble Wrap strewn on the floor. It was side 1, song 1, of my favorite Billy Joel album, The Stranger. Mrs. Emily Louden was “Movin’ Out.” Hardly a surprise given the circumstances.

“I understand,” said Elizabeth, “and I can only imagine what an incredibly hard time this has been for you. The reason Dr. Reinhart is here with me, though, has to do with your husband’s murder, something you should know.”

Mrs. Louden put a hand on her hip and quickly looked me up and down with more shade than a solar eclipse. “Is this the guy who did it?” she asked. “Because if he’s not, I’m not interested.”

“Mrs. Louden, if you could simply—”

She cut Elizabeth off cold. “Now, you bring me the guy who did do it. Then I’ll be interested,” she said. “Really interested.”


CHAPTER 9

IT WAS DR. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, the Swiss-American psychiatrist, who famously introduced the five stages of grief in her book On Death and Dying.

Stage 1 was denial. Stage 2 was anger. They were followed by bargaining, depression, and, finally, at stage 5, acceptance.

But Mrs. Emily Louden was nowhere near stage 5. She was locked and loaded on stage 2. Angry as hell.

Still, Detective Elizabeth Needham had a job to do.

Elizabeth finished explaining to Mrs. Louden about my book being sent to Allen Grimes at the Gazette and the playing card with her husband’s blood on it. Did the king of clubs mean anything to her?

No, she answered. It didn’t.

“Your husband’s blood type,” said Elizabeth. “Did you know that it was rare?”

“I didn’t know it at all,” said Mrs. Louden.

“What about your husband’s doctors?” asked Elizabeth.

“What about them?”

“I’m assuming he had a primary care physician. What other doctors did he see?”

“Don’t you think that’s personal?” asked Mrs. Louden.

“I think it’s very personal,” said Elizabeth calmly. “But if we’re going to make a list of the people who would have knowledge of your husband’s blood type, that’s where we start.”

“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

“Can’t or won’t?” asked Elizabeth.

“Does it really make a difference?”

“Not that I want to, Mrs. Louden, but I can easily get hold of your husband’s medical records without your permission,” said Elizabeth.

“Then that’s what you’ll have to do,” she said. “Now, if you don’t mind … get the hell out of my house.”

I could tell that Elizabeth had no intention of doing anything that remotely resembled leaving. Not yet. All the more reason why I got an earful thirty seconds later out on the sidewalk.

“For Christ’s sake, rookie, just because someone tells you to get the hell out of her house doesn’t mean you do it!” said Elizabeth.

Rookie?

“We weren’t getting anywhere,” I said.

“That’s the point,” she said. “That’s why we needed to keep her talking.”

“To tell us what? The names of his doctors? Anyone could’ve known Louden’s blood type,” I said. “It’s not only his doctors; it’s anyone who worked for his doctors. Or it could be a blood-lab technician or anyone who worked with that technician. Are we really going to interview each and every one of those people?”

“Have you got a better idea?” she asked.

“Not yet, but I will.”

“You will? Oh, that’s just great, Reinhart. When exactly do you plan on having this better idea? Please—the suspense is killing me. When will you know?”

“When he wants me to know,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“Think about it.” I walked to the curb to hail a cab.

“Wait: where are you going?”

“I’ve got lunch plans,” I said.


CHAPTER 10

“I’LL TAKE A pound of the drunken spicy shrimp boil, one big-ass pork plate, a skirt steak with extra chimichurri sauce, an order of curried succotash, some crispy coleslaw, and a side of roasted whipped sweet potatoes with spicy nut topping,” I said. “Oh, and let’s add a couple of slices of your chocolate icebox pie.”

“Anything else?” joked the woman scribbling my take-out order at the Dinosaur Bar-B-Que up on 125th Street in Harlem. She looked like Lauryn Hill during her days with the Fugees. Great hair, beautiful eyes.

“No—that oughta do it,” I said with a wink. “Thanks.”

Tracy had gone to bed devastated and woke up devastated, blaming himself for ruining our chances of becoming parents. The mission now was to cheer him up with his favorite comfort food, and there was only one way to go about it. Shock and awe.

Lunch in hand, I walked two blocks north into the offices of Harlem Legal House, which was actually just a guitar shop that had gone out of business a few years back. It was small and rundown, but on the plus side the acoustics were excellent.

“Is he with anyone?” I asked Miss Jacinda, the receptionist who doubled as mother hen to all the staff members. Some of them were working attorneys volunteering on the weekends, while others were law school graduates who weren’t currently practicing. Or, as in Tracy’s case, never did practice.

“Yeah. He’s got someone with him, but go on back,” said Miss Jacinda. “They should be finishing up any minute.” She leaned forward over her desk, her deep voice dropping to a whisper. “Is our guy okay?”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked.

“Only to me, sweetheart,” she said. “He’s still smiling, but there’s pain in those baby blues.”

Pushing seventy, with every one of those years spent in Harlem, Miss Jacinda was more on the ball than anyone I’d ever met. You can’t teach intuition.

I lifted the bag from Dinosaur’s, one of the corners already soaked with some leaking barbecue sauce. “Let’s hope it’s nothing that a few thousand calories can’t fix,” I said.

I made my way back to Tracy’s office, somewhat glad that he was with a client. He hates when I do this, but I always eavesdrop a bit outside his door, listening to how good he is at helping people who really need his help. There’s never an insincere moment, never a false note.

If only casting directors felt the same way.

Ladies and gentlemen, may I present Tracy McKay, the most genuine struggling actor in all of New York City.

Which is not to say he never gets work. He does. There have been commercials, the occasional off-Broadway play, a two-week stint as the “handsome stranger” on a soap opera. They’ve all paid, and in the case of a few national spots, paid very well. They just haven’t led to his big break yet, let alone a role that has some real meat on it. He truly deserves it. Thankfully, when I tell Tracy how talented he is, I actually mean it. Half the battle for him now, though, is remaining as convinced of that as I am.

“Is it too late to apply to Juilliard?” he’s joked more than once.

For sure, not many head shots out there have Columbia Law School listed on the back. Then again, not many gay men went there because their parents were perhaps too accepting of their sexuality.

It almost sounds like a brainteaser, but that’s what happened. Tracy caught the acting bug when we were at Yale together as undergrads. He squashed it, though, to pursue law. He thought he would be pleasing his parents. What he was really doing was overcompensating.

Tracy’s parents—born-and-bred Iowans who aren’t exactly your Brie-eating, Chardonnay-sipping, Utne Reader readers—were so supportive and accepting of his coming out in high school that his biggest fear became disappointing them with his career choice.

“Besides, it doesn’t get any less original than an unemployed gay actor in Manhattan,” he told me during his senior year. He was going to go to law school and become a lawyer. His father is a lawyer.

So what changed his mind?

Six words from his father, ultimately. Not unlike Miss Jacinda at the front desk, Mr. McKay could tell that his son wasn
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