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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

 

I’M ON A DATE IN this 4000 square foot TriBeCa loft, and he has a waiter bring the starter to the table, who I am guessing doubles as the chef by the slight finger-shaped stains down the sides of his white kitchen coveralls. The table is too long for two and likely made from some refurbished flotsam from some maritime shipwreck, the Mary Celeste or the Titanic. If I asked, he would probably explain condescendingly how it is and is not made with wood from the ship of Theseus. Either way, it no doubt cost more than my entire mortgage.

His voice carries across the room, and he says: “de Blasio dyes his hair. I lost all respect for the man when the Post dropped he uses that crap in a box.” He shovels the appetizer, a raw oyster drowned in a meek algae-colored sauce, into his mouth with the wrong fork. And he says, “Gray hair is supposed to be distinguished. Not that I voted for the guy. When I’ll need it, I’ll see Pompey in Midtown West.”

I sigh and move the langoustine around the plate with the right fork, smear the sauce to the left with the fish slice, and feign eating by spreading it out wide across the far-too-large dish.

And he’s asking: “Do you play sports?”

He says: “I play a bit of golf in my downtime, spend a good deal of time on the back nine of the country club. My father’s a member, and he can get us in. Just say when.”

I ask: “If you had to choose, how would you like to die?”

I’m not a quiet man, but the words fall on deaf ears as he wipes the muck-green mulch from his goatee with the Egyptian cotton napkin that’s more indulgent than my sheets back home. 

The waiter clears the plates, tops off the wine, and disappears in a puff of disinterest.

My date then grins at me from the head of the table, flecks of brown stuck in the crowns of his enamel veneers, and he says: “I’m glad you could come. It’s nice to have company when it’s been a bitch of a day.”

And I ask: “Suffocation or exsanguination?”

He just nods and straightens the remaining knives and forks, none of which he understands the purpose of, and asks: “Almost forgot what you do. I’d hate to be in corporate real estate these days.”

I do not work in real estate. It’s graphic design, but I don’t correct him.

The waiter brings the next course and, with a wrapped hand, places the steaming dish in front of first him and then a second plate in front of me. It’s chicken whatever, piled too high on a miniature mound of mashed ube. All I can smell is aniseed, which turns my stomach. Nonetheless, the scent is a break from the smell of tonka bean and cedar wood, leather and library books.

The waiter does not meet my eyes. I am grateful as he leaves, but I don’t thank him. An evening out on a first date, should all be thankless.

I take another sip of the wine: red, mid-quality, but slightly corked. I can’t tell if it tastes good, my knowledge doesn’t extend that far, but it’s enough that it doesn’t taste vinegary.

My date is carving chicken with a steak knife and chewing with his mouth open. Then, through the morsels of masticated meat, he asks: “Did you hear about Brian and Terrence?”

I say: “I don’t know who the fuck Brian and Terrence are,” and drink another gulp of wine.

 “Well, funniest thing: Brian made a bad investment in some kind of scheme. Turned out to be Ponzi or pyramid. One of the two. Terrence has him sleeping in the garage.” He laughs.

I don’t eat the food. I drink more and notice from my periphery, as I eyeball the embarrassment at the opposite end of the table, that the waiter returns and tops off my glass right to the rim. I lay a hand on his forearm, and he leaves the bottle with a nod, never quite meeting my eye.

There’s a movie poster on the wall behind my date featuring the engorged head of a mature Affleck, one of the nameless brothers, and it looks like it’s been signed. 

“Would your father miss you if you died?” I ask, and he takes another mouthful of chicken thigh, slaps his lips together, grinds the meat down.

He says: “You’re quite handsome, actually. But not my usual type.”

I look at him vacantly and nod. He doesn’t notice the motion.

He tells me he met Abigail Breslin in Le Bernardin, ran into Sandra Bernhardt on Broadway, shared a cab with Benicio Del Toro to a party in the Meat Packing District. None of this sounds remotely true, but the look he has in his eyes when he announces this to the room, I’m sure he believes his own hype.

If I left, he might sit there and continue to eat like a hog, regaling an imaginary captive audience of one, loudly and ostentatiously through the cavernous loft, and not notice I was gone until I was back on street level in the winter chill, hailing a cab out front.

The waiter clears the dishes, his plate is a war zone, and mine is untouched, the cold chicken thighs sliding down a moistened mountain of mashed ruin.

He brings a cheese board next, and I reach for it instinctively. The curved two-prong tip of the cheese knife glints under the strip light overhead.

I take a glug of the wine, and my head swims. I drink again, and his voice grows distant.

There are crumbs from paper-thin crackers hanging in the corners of his mouth, and he’s saying: “Gwen got fired. She got a little too comfortable with the company credit card.”

“I’m going to leave, and who the fuck is Gwen?”  

He continues his tirade, telling me how people don’t want to work anymore and how everyone expects something for nothing. 

The wine rushes through my veins as I stand up and fold the napkin back on the table, take my jacket from the back of the chair and sling my arms into the sleeves. My date barely looks up as he chews off the brie’s rind and asks if the Stilton looks too blue.

He does not react when I walk the length of the table. The cheese knife is clenched in my hand. 

It is solid silver, and I’ll be taking it when I’m done. 

The door is in view, right behind him and off to the right, just past the kitchen area where the server has disappeared. 

Finally, as I tower above him, I tell my most disappointing date, “Can’t beat good company. Good conversation.” He shuffles his body in the rusty chair made of repurposed piping, perhaps from some water plant built before the second World War.

Two things happen in the following seconds: I notice how easily the gentle serration of a silver cheese knife bites through the mass of flesh in a man’s neck; he expects an answer to his question. “Why?”

Eyes wide, blood bubbling through the makeshift maw I’ve created in the flaccid skin of his aging neck. “Why?” His voice is a hushed whisper, the cut has taken out a portion of the vocal cords.

I want to say something quippy, something quick-witted and smart that will make me feel like I’m in a movie, like from the posters that adorn every wall of the minimalist rustic living area built from chunks of the Berlin Wall or marble from Olympus or the last limestone pillars of Atlantis; whatever fairy tale shit he was sold to con him into this bygone interior.

I wipe the knife on his Hugo Boss dress slacks before the blood can drip into his lap, and I place the knife in the inside pocket of my jacket, its forked tongue making a snag in the fabric.

As I head for the exit, the server appears in the doorway. His eyes widen into two huge luminous moons as he views the corpse slumping further down in the uncomfortable chair, blood saturating the Calvin Klein and the Dolce & Gabbana beneath it. He retreats back into the kitchen, and the door swings comedically, all but a server-shaped hole in the atmosphere where he once existed.

I reach the exit, and notice even the door is a joke, a gargantuan sliding contraption salvaged from the empty husk of a barn. 

“Because you chew like a fucking animal.” 

There is no loss when someone like him is gone from the world. I consider it doing my civic duty, taking out the trash. The world’s a better place without him, and I’m satisfied with how it went, though I can feel in my gut it was over too soon. And I let him off too easily.

I take the elevator to the deserted lobby and leave through the revolving, gold-plated front door. I don’t care about the hidden security cameras that might be recording me or the distant sound of sirens that carry on the night air. I feel nothing.

I don’t care. But I think, this is New York.

Let them try and find me: the “Real Estate” guy; the one whose name he never asked; the one who doesn’t exist outside of this moment. Nothing but a stolen silver cheese knife, and the word of a server who never once looked me in the eye, to prove I’d ever been there  .

And honestly if I had to admit to why I did it, why I took the time and effort to rid the world of one more man-sized human vacuum ….

It was the signed poster; what a fucking poser. Which is an ironic thought coming from someone who’s whole life is a piece of performance art, but I never said I was rational.

I walk a few streets over, hail a cab, and travel the distance back to Brooklyn in silence, making it home in a record thirty-seven minutes. I’m wearing a surgical mask even though no one seems to give a shit about the miasma of deadly disease mutating throughout the city, so my face is covered in darkness and fabric, and I dismount the taxi a five-minute walk from my front door. 

When I crawl into bed, I sleep an uninterrupted nine hours, as if nothing had happened at all. I don’t regret a thing.

And I note, when I get the chance, I need to find a new gym.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

 

 

THERE’S A KNIFE IN MY pocket. I forget about it until I sling my jacket back on. Its sharp edges grate too close for comfort to my nipple through the fine fabric of my button-down, and I dread to think of what the inside lining looks like after stashing a hastily cleaned murder weapon there for the past twelve hours. My eye starts to twitch as I lift it out, hear it peel away from the silk lining, and see the imprint of the accent fabric’s pattern rendered in rusty brown upon the blade. It’s the Bayeux tapestry printed on Excalibur in gore by Vlad the Impaler. In a way, it’s art. It’s my art.

The secret is to spread out the victims. It’s Law & Order 101; watch any crime show, and they’ll specify the importance of patterns in finding a serial killer. No patterns—Ipso facto, no serial killer. Basic math with a side of psychology. New York is gargantuan, but if I knocked off too many of these guys in the same vicinity, the police wall map, with its interconnecting strings, would show a radius of a mile around my house. It’d make it too easy to find me, and thus far, they have yet to come close, not even a phone call. And it’s all down to my lack of planning.

I pick victims on the Upper East Side, Queens, Hell’s Kitchen, Staten Island one week, and the Bronx the next. I’m sporadic with timing. Change my MO when I can, some during the day, some in the morning, or some at night. My weapon is one of convenience, a garrote made from a shoelace, an ice pick like Sharon Stone, or anything sharp, blunt, ridged, or heavy I can lay my hands on. And I make no plans ahead of time. It looks random, just a series of unfortunate murders in a city notorious for such things, and it seems like that because, in effect, it is. My natural preference is blood; more is better, so opening an artery or creating a cavernous well in the back of a bulbous skull is what I crave. 

I stash the cheese knife in the kitchen drawer next to the potato peeler and the masher that always stops the drawer from closing smoothly. It doesn’t belong there, but I’ll take it and put it where it needs to go later, stow it in the crawl space with the other tokens and trophies, under the floorboards of a coat closet that never gets opened except for that very purpose. It’ll join all the other souvenirs I’ve gathered over the years, too many to count, but each with a memory I can feel as I hold it. Weaponry of all calibers, knives and garrotes, blunt instruments, and tiny trinkets of religious or personal significance, all sheafed in plastic and cataloged beneath the floorboards where I never let dust gather. 

Hastily, I head out the door and get in the car, a mid-sized Subaru in gunmetal gray, ready for work. In my mind, I sound a mantra, over and over, ready to put on the mask that makes me appear like anyone else. I fake my script for any pleasantries that might be required, all the Hi’s and How are you’s that let me slide in and out without making too much of an impression on the people in my radius. My stomach sloshes with grapefruit segments, jelly toast, and coffee, churning and squelching audibly as I throw my satchel onto the passenger seat and buckle myself in.

I’m on the bridge in rush hour, fighting to switch lanes but keeping my cool as much as possible. I could slash up a road traffic violator with such glee that they’d be pulling ribbons of skin from the East River for decades afterward. I’m awash in a sea of vehicular rage as I edge my way, inch by inch, across the bridge.

Nearly an hour later, I arrive at the office, park in the underground garage and take the elevator to the eleventh floor. Speckman & Wise, Graphic Design Agency, is open for all your graphic needs.

Inside the backmost office, I take my jacket off and sling it over the back of the chair. In doing so, I notice a spot of blood on the cuff, dried purple, barely visible against the dark fabric. And I think, fuck, because why did I put my jacket on before killing that asshole? I guess it was for the smooth exit. To be that guy who can just sweep away, Bond-Style from a dark situation with a quip and a spring in his step, Leonardo DiCaprio in Catch Me If You Can, a hybristophilic pin-up for the new generation, but only in my own head.

Wearing this jacket the night after it adorned my body on one of my kills was a bad idea, and I chided myself for being careless. The jacket is, however, the perfect accompaniment to these pants. If I’m honest with myself, there is a thrill to carrying around a clue only you know about from a crime committed anonymously. And as aggravated as I am about the damage to the outerwear, I breathe, calm myself and settle. It plagues me.

It won’t do to leave it, and I make a note to take it to the dry cleaners on the way out of the office. There is this Russian dry-cleaning place down the block that doesn’t ask questions, though this tiny splotch will barely raise an eyebrow. I once had them get arterial spray out of cashmere, and they did it with a smile. 

Before I take my seat for the morning, I scrawl a reminder onto a post-it and stick it above the surrounding desktop screen where I won’t be able to miss it on my way back out the door when the masquerade of daily life is all curtains.

I’m sat in a swivel chair within minutes, sans jacket with the artistic blood stains, typing the same password I use for everything into a state-of-the-art Mac computer so advanced that it could send an army to space while lagging from a phishing virus acquired via porn. The screen is this arced monstrosity that takes up the entire back length of the desk and I can’t see past it without craning my neck over it .

I have three unread emails, none of which are urgent or require even opening presently, so I take an iPad from my satchel and start scrawling some rough images. I draw the guy from last night, his neck slashed wide like a screaming mouth, draw the flash of white cartilage where I exposed his Adam’s apple, shade in the negative space around his ruined vocal cords, like guitar strings strumming with sound. It’s a comic book sketch, and I add a speech bubble coming from the open wound that says: You’re not my usual type. It makes me laugh.

I’m frantically adding blood spatter that didn’t happen to add emphasis, to make the picture frenetic, to make it feel more horrific. The honest truth was the night was underwhelming. As soon as I woke up this morning, I had the itch to kill again. It comes and goes, but when it comes, it comes hard, and I can feel it starting to build again, this pang in my gut that feels like longing, that feels like falling in love. It’s the first eye contact in a crowded room or the moment you realize the depths of your commonality. It’s fear and longing tied together in a gift bag, ready to hand over. 

When it gets like this, everyone starts to look appetizing: the guy at the reception desk on the mail run; the nerd with the specs in the office next door; the guy at the Spanish bodega where I buy vodka and toilet paper, and cigarettes on the days I decide I want to be a smoker. All of them could take the edge off in one way or another, but I have to reel it in, have to conserve some enthusiasm until the dead guy from last night is last week’s news.

Time flies as I shade the negative space, add flurries of red, shadow the quote with a faded grey, and before I know it, it’s midday.

Lunch is sushi from Sushi Yasaka on 72nd; Donburi, Kinmedai, Miso soup and a seltzer. It would be quicker and cheaper to order from Sushi Seki in Times Square, but I once got food poisoning from a bad salmon roll, and it’s not tasted the same since. The delivery guy arrives with my lunch, sweating, in shorts and a tight-fitting muscle tee, and sets the brown bag down in front of me. 

There’s a letter opener in the drawer tucked to the right beneath the glass surface, and I’m curious to know what delivery guy would look like gutted from gullet to groin, his entrails spilling out like so much meat, blood cascading on the high shine of the tabletop pane. I can smell the fresh scent of delivery guy’s sweat in the air. I think about cranking one out where I sit, the door still open into the communal space beyond, delivery guy looking down at me with his vacant blush. I think about blowing my load all over the shared keyboard and computer screen and the next guy in here covering his fingertips in my DNA while eating a sub from the crummy deli across the street. 

I tip him twenty as an apology for the graphic death method I envision for him. Our fingertips connect in a second of electric contact that ends before I’m ready to let it. He thanks me with a smile like he’s never had a tip before, and I’m hard as rock beneath the desk. He waves goodbye and leaves, but the thrill remains.

My arousal dies by the time it takes me to answer the three emails, plus that two that have arrived in the meantime. Asides from the graphic death sketch of last nights failed first date and an almost surgically precise daydream of how to perform a living autopsy on a delivery guy, I’ve achieved nothing of note all day.

And at a quarter to four, my cell starts to buzz in my pocket, an unknown number from somewhere in the city. I rarely answer unknown numbers, but the boredom is overwhelming. My mind is wrought with visions of evisceration and decapitation, vivisection and exsanguination, and I can’t focus on the little work I have to do. The day is as good as done, and I figure, what the hell, so I answer it.

I say: “Mallory,” and grimace. I hate how cornfed my voice sounds with a cell phone pressed to my ear, like some aww shucks southern fuck, chewing on a sheaf of wheat. 

The muffled voice of the woman on the call says: “Mister Mallory, this is Nurse Nevins from Bellevue Emergency. Can I please confirm this is Jacob Duncan Mallory, cell number…” and she lists off my number, verbatim.

“That’s me,” I say in that good ol’ boy drawl. “What can I do for you?”

The nurse clears her throat and says: “We’ve had an admission that has you listed as their emergency contact.”

“Oh yeah? Can you tell me who it is?” As far as I’m aware, I’ve never been asked to be listed as an emergency contact for anyone, so this is news to me.

She replies with a sigh, “The young man has requested we not give his details at this point. We are asking that you come down to Bellview. He is high risk, and he needs to be released to someone before he can leave. I’m sorry I can’t share more information.”

They had me at young man. The day just started looking up.

And on the way to the hospital, I’m thinking I don’t know anyone in the city well enough to be relied on like this. I haven’t got family here, no friends to speak of. Only casual acquaintances related to work and even then, I’d be hard pressed to name a single person I was close enough to that would ever trust me like this.

I drive through the mild traffic, switching and swapping lanes, to navigate my way to 1st Avenue. I know the area well, have killed as many as four people in and around Kips Bay, and as I locate the hospital, I’m distracted trying to conjure the faces of the victims and their circumstances scattered across this part of Manhattan. Some I remember well, and some illude me; it’s not always a memorable experience by any stretch of the imagination. The memory and the blood are tied together, inseparable in how much of my memory they take up.

I pull into the parking lot, the butterflies in my stomach feel more like bats. It’s that first date feeling, but with the added trepidation of the blind date. 

Belleview is an aching old excrescence, a red brick Highrise with old wrought
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