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            Do not go gentle into that good night.

            Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

            Dylan Thomas

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	Contents

            	Prologue

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Chapter 25

            	Chapter 26

            	Chapter 27

            	Chapter 28

            	Chapter 29

            	Chapter 30

            	Chapter 31

            	Chapter 32

            	Chapter 33

            	Chapter 34

            	Chapter 35

            	Chapter 36

            	Chapter 37

            	Chapter 38

            	Chapter 39

            	Chapter 40

            	Chapter 41

            	Chapter 42

            	Chapter 43

            	Chapter 44

            	Chapter 45

            	Chapter 46

            	Chapter 47

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Also by James Hayman

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         The worst thing about the rage was its randomness. Tyler Bradshaw never knew what might trigger one. A tone of voice. A look.
            An innocent or perhaps a not so innocent remark. Tonight he could feel it starting to build just seconds after he’d begun
            walking down the center aisle of the small McArthur/Weinstein Community Theater on Manhattan’s Lower East Side.
         

         
         Having attended all eleven previous performances in this limited-run production of Othello, Tyler knew exactly where he wanted to sit for tonight’s finale. The same seat he’d occupied for every performance so far.
            The same seat he was going to sit in tonight no matter what. A12. On the aisle. Front row. Right-hand side. By far the best seat in the house in terms
            of offering him the most intimate view of the death of Zoe McCabe, the young actress cast in the role of Desdemona.
         

         
         This would be Tyler’s last chance to watch the woman he wanted so desperately, the woman who’d been haunting his dreams for
            months, meet death at the hands of Randall Carter, the well-known black actor who was playing Othello the Moor. And, if all
            went according to plan, this closing night would become opening night for a much more intimate relationship.
         

         
         But Tyler had taken only a few steps down the aisle when he was stopped short by the sight of some son of a bitch sitting
            in his seat. The theater was practically empty, and some asshole had actually had the nerve to plant his butt in the seat Tyler claimed
            as his own. He stood for a few seconds watching the guy as the anger grew. Some skinny twerp with a shaved head and black-framed
            hipster glasses leaning over and talking to the woman next to him as if unaware of his transgression. Tyler barely managed
            to suppress an urge to run down the nearly empty aisle to the first row, pull the guy up by his ears and kick the shit out
            of him right then and there.
         

         
         Take it easy, Tyler told himself. Don’t start a fight. Don’t cause a scene. Don’t get your ass thrown out of here. Do that and you’ll miss Zoe’s final death
               scene, and you really don’t want to do that. Still, when something he so desperately wanted was denied him, when something he considered rightfully his was withheld or
            taken away, Tyler found it nearly impossible to suppress the anger filling his brain. But he knew he had to try. Taking a
            deep breath, he managed to walk at a measured pace the rest of the way down the aisle. He stopped and stood directly in front
            of the guy in A12. He looked down. “Sorry, buddy,” he said in a voice filled with no more than a hint of threat, “you and
            your girlfriend are gonna have to move. This seat’s taken.”
         

         
         “I beg your pardon,” the guy said in what Tyler thought was a condescending tone. Tyler hated it when people condescended
            to him. New York was full of them. It was one of the reasons he really didn’t like spending time in the city even though he’d
            been born here. Even though he still kept an apartment here. Even though he’d worked three years at his uncle’s fancy Wall
            Street law firm. That job had gone down the crapper the day Tyler totally lost it when one of the other associates had condescended to him. Told Tyler in front of like ten other people that the only reason the firm had hired Tyler was because his uncle
            happened to be managing partner. Tyler reacted by slugging the guy right then and there in front of six other lawyers. Knocked
            the bastard flat on his ass. Then followed up with a kick to the gut. A deliciously satisfying kick even though it marked
            the end of his legal career. The only reason Tyler hadn’t been charged with assault was that his uncle convinced the other
            guy his own career would go much better if he simply forgot about the whole thing. Tyler still got pissed off when he thought
            about that asshole.
         

         
         “You heard me,” Tyler said to the guy who’d taken his seat, making sure he kept his voice quiet and controlled. “You’re sitting
            in my seat. This has been my seat for the last two weeks. The entire run. And it will continue to be my seat for tonight.
            That means it’s time for you to tell me how sorry you are and get up and move.”
         

         
         Condescension changed to huffiness. “I don’t know who you think you are but there’s no reserved seating in this theater. We
            took these seats first. That means they’re ours. There’s plenty of empty seats all over the place. Just take one of those
            and leave us the hell alone.”
         

         
         “This is my seat and you are going to have to move.”

         
         For exactly twenty-three seconds the guy said nothing. Tyler knew it was twenty-three without having to consult his watch.
            It was this brain thing he’d had ever since the so-called accident. He always knew precisely to the second what time it was
            and precisely how much time was passing. Just as he knew how many steps it would take to get from one place to another without
            having to think about it. It hadn’t always been that way. Just since his old man had tossed him headfirst into the shallow
            end of the swimming pool at their country place when he was fourteen and he’d bashed his head against the concrete. That’s
            when the rage problems started as well.
         

         
         For the entire time, the guy just sat where he was and looked up at Tyler. Maybe he was debating whether to challenge someone
            who, at six foot three and two hundred and twenty pounds, was way the hell bigger than he was.
         

         
         Tyler was getting closer to hoisting the guy out of the seat and tossing his skinny little ass out into the aisle. Which would
            have ruined everything. Thankfully, one second before he would have done just that, the guy’s wife or girlfriend or whatever
            she was, broke the impasse.
         

         
         “Come on, Richard,” she said. “Let’s move. I don’t like being this close to the stage anyway.”

         
         “I oughtta call the police,” said Richard.

         
         “Call whoever the fuck you want, Richard. Just get your ass out of my seat.”

         
         “Richard. Please,” said the woman. “This guy’s unhinged.”

         
         “Yeah, Richard, I’m unhinged,” said Tyler, putting as much menace in his voice as he could. “And if you want to know the truth,
            I’m getting more fucking unhinged by the second.”
         

         
         The woman rose, took Richard’s hand and pulled. “Please,” she said.

         
         The guy finally stood. No doubt relieved not to have to confront someone as big and angry-looking as Tyler. But, Tyler figured,
            also ashamed that he lacked the cojones to stand up to the bully who’d shamed him in front of his girlfriend. A lot of people
            responded to Tyler that way. He usually enjoyed it when they did. He especially liked it when people backed down and did exactly
            what he told them to. Which was most of the time. Most people were too chicken-shit to stand up for themselves.
         

         
         Tonight was no different. The guy named Richard picked up a canvas messenger bag from the floor and let the woman lead him
            across to the other side of the small auditorium, where they found seats a couple of rows back. Tyler watched them go. Neither
            looked back at him. Neither noticed the small, satisfied smile he threw at them. Confrontations that ended like this and the
            adrenaline rush that came with them always made him feel better.
         

         
         Before sitting down, Tyler unzipped his backpack, pulled a pair of latex gloves from the package he’d put in there, and put
            them on. Then he took out a packet of antibacterial wet wipes and used three of them to wipe down the seat, the backrest and
            the arms before easing his large frame down into seat A12. His seat. That done, he closed his eyes and focused on breathing deeply in and out. Pictured the rage that had come from the confrontation
            slowly dripping out of him, drop by drop, like water from a leaky faucet. That’s what Dr. Steinman, the therapist he started
            seeing a year after the swimming pool incident, had taught him to do when he felt this way. He watched the drops falling . . .
            exactly one drop per second . . . and knew without counting that one hundred and forty-four drops had fallen before he’d totally
            emptied himself of the anger and felt calm enough to open his eyes.
         

         
         Tyler had another twenty-one minutes and twelve seconds to wait before scheduled curtain time. Maybe even more minutes and
            seconds before the curtain actually went up, because they never seemed to get the timing right. To pass the time he popped
            a couple of sticks of Juicy Fruit gum in his mouth and started chewing. Then he pulled a week-old copy of the New York Daily News from his backpack and unfolded it. He stared for what had to be the hundredth time at the banner headline, the big black
            letters seeming to leap out at him from the front page. Star-Struck Strangler Strikes Again. He wondered if that was just one headline or if that was the nickname they were going to give the killer. He wondered if the
            name would stick. Tyler thought about it. Star-Struck Strangler wasn’t nearly as interesting as, say, Son of Sam. Though it
            was, he supposed, equally alliterative. Both had multiple S’s, which had always been one of Tyler’s favorite letters. He repeated the headline to himself. Star-Struck Strangler Strikes Again. Four ST words in a row. Tyler preferred S words when they were followed by L’s. Words like slasher. Slimy. Sleazy. Slippery. Slinky. Slick. Slutty. Yes, SL words were much better than ST words. His favorite SL word, slithy, wasn’t a real word at all. Just something made up by Lewis Carroll. ‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves / Did gyre and gimble in the wabe. Wonderful creepy-crawly sounds.
         

         
         Beneath the headline that dominated the front page was a subhead set in slightly smaller black type. It read, Missing Ballerina Found Murdered on Beach. No alliteration there unless you counted the M’s in Missing and Murdered and the B’s in Ballerina and Beach, and Tyler didn’t think that really counted. Tucked next to the headline and subhead was a color photo of an attractive young
            blonde, her hair pulled back in a bun, smiling at the camera. A happy smile, he thought, for a woman who’d turned up dead
            over a week ago. Tyler flipped open the tabloid and read full the story once again:
         

         
         
            Friday, October 2, 2015. The body of 21-year-old Sarah Jacobs, a dancer with the New York City Ballet who had been reported
                  missing two weeks earlier on September 15, was discovered late last night lying in a shallow, sandy grave on a stretch of
                  beach in Sherwood Island State Park., The beach is located on the Long Island Sound in the affluent suburb of Westport, Connecticut.

            Investigators say Ms. Jacobs’s body was discovered at approximately six a.m. by Westport resident Edward Todd. Todd told police
                  he was walking his dog on the beach as he does every morning, when the dog raced ahead and started sniffing at something in
                  the sand. When Mr. Todd was close enough to see it was the remains of a human body, he immediately dialed 911 on his mobile
                  phone and informed Westport police, who arrived moments later. After identifying the body, Westport detectives notified the
                  NYPD, which had been searching for Ms. Jacobs since her disappearance.

            The victim, Sarah Jacobs, was a well-regarded dancer who was considered a rising star with the New York City Ballet. According
                  to police sources, the victim’s body, when found, was wearing a black leotard and black ballet slippers, an outfit identical
                  to the one she wore on stage during her last performance at Lincoln Center on September 12, three days prior to her disappearance.
                  Her hair was also arranged identically to the way it had been during the performance.

            Ms. Jacobs was the daughter of prominent Broadway producer Frederick Jacobs and Chelsea art dealer Marjorie Hanscomb Jacobs.
                  Both parents refused to comment on the discovery of their daughter’s body. André Komar, the company’s ballet master, told
                  reporters, “Sarah was an exceptionally gifted young dancer with a bright future ahead of her. All of us who knew and worked
                  with her here at the New York City Ballet are grieving along with her parents. This is a real tragedy and we will all miss
                  her enormously.”

            Assistant New York City Medical Examiner Dr. Peter Weisman told reporters the apparent cause of death was strangulation. He
                  also said the body was badly bruised and there were clear signs that Ms. Jacobs had been sexually assaulted prior to death.
                  Her body is scheduled to be autopsied by the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner to determine, among other things, time of
                  death and if strangulation was indeed the cause.

            The victim has been the subject of an intense New York Police Department manhunt ever since her disappearance. She was last
                  seen leaving a private party at the Museum of Modern Art in Manhattan on the evening of September 15th. Her father told reporters
                  she left the party early after complaining of feeling “queasy” and said that she was going to take a cab home to her Greenwich
                  Village apartment.

            Ms. Jacobs is the third young member of New York’s performing arts community to have disappeared from Manhattan since the
                  beginning of the year. The body of an earlier victim, Ronda Wingfield, 28, an actress who appeared frequently in musical productions
                  in Manhattan and elsewhere, was discovered last May 19th in a wooded section of Manhattan’s Highbridge Park.

            A third performer, actress Marzena Wolski, who also lived in Manhattan and who, for the last two years, had a starring role
                  in the TV crime drama Malicious, was reported missing September 28th. Police have reportedly found no clues as to Ms. Wolski’s
                  whereabouts.

            When asked if police believed the three kidnappings and two confirmed deaths were the work of a serial killer, the NYPD’s
                  chief of detectives, Charles Pryor, told reporters, “While we can’t be absolutely sure at this point in the investigation,
                  given the obvious similarities in the choice of victims, all of whom performed on television or on stage, as well as similarities
                  in the cause and manner of death of the two victims found so far, we are fairly certain that that is the case.” Pryor added,
                  “There are currently no suspects but we are hopeful that the discovery of Ms. Jacobs’s remains will provide some relevant
                  leads.”

         

         Tyler reread the article a couple of times even though he already knew it pretty much by heart, as he did just about everything
            else that had been published about the kidnappings and murders. He then turned back and examined the front-page photo of Sarah
            Jacobs. With her long, narrow face, Sarah wasn’t really all that pretty. At least not compared to Zoe McCabe. For Tyler Bradshaw,
            there was no one who could compare to Zoe.
         

         
         Tyler finally returned the paper to his backpack, relaxed in his seat and waited patiently until the curtain rose, and Roderigo
            and Iago entered a bare-bones version of a sixteenth-century Venetian street. Tyler watched the beginning of the play with
            minimal interest. It wasn’t Iago or Roderigo he’d come for. Tyler’s only reason to sit through this part of the play over
            and over again was to make sure he got the right seat to feel the closeness of the woman he so desperately wanted. His gaze
            never strayed from her from the moment she first came on stage in Act I, Scene III, until she was finally done to death in
            Act V, Scene II, bloodlessly smothered by the actor who played the title role. When the play got to that point, Tyler whispered
            Desdemona’s last words to himself, doing his best to mimic the way Zoe spoke them.
         

         
         That death’s unnatural that kills for loving.

         
         Alas, why gnaw you so your nether lip?

         
         Tyler sometimes practiced gnawing his nether lip when Zoe said the lines. She was right. It didn’t seem natural. Still, the most famous writer who ever lived had written
            it that way.
         

         
         Some bloody passion shakes your very frame:

         
         These are portents; but yet I hope, I hope

         
         They do not point on me. . . .

         
         A guiltless death I die.

         
         Oh yes, my love, he whispered to himself, a guiltless death you die. But not too soon I hope. For I’m quite sure I want you with me for a much longer time than the
               Star-Struck Strangler had allowed either of the others.

         
         And then, when it came time, he mouthed the famous lines spoken by the Moor.

         
         When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

         
         Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

         
         Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak

         
         Of one that loved not wisely, but too well . . .

         
         Tyler had fixated on these words since he’d watched the first performance two weeks ago, for he believed they precisely defined
            who he was. They were his lines because he believed that he too was one who loved not wisely but too well.
         

         
         When the play finally ended and the curtain fell two hours, twenty-seven minutes and thirty seconds later, it was the third
            longest of the twelve performances he had attended. It irritated Tyler that the actors couldn’t do a better job of getting
            the timing right. Yes, in one performance, the actor playing Iago had even screwed up one of his lines and Othello had to
            ad-lib filler dialogue until Iago got his brain back on track. But that was the only time they had an excuse.
         

         
         He let the irritation go when Zoe and the rest of the cast stepped in front of the curtain to take their bows. He stood with
            the audience and applauded as loudly as, if not more so than, anyone else in the theater. Took the overchewed ball of gum
            from his mouth and whistled loudly. Of course, Tyler’s applause was only for Zoe. His gaze fixed only on her. Her dark and
            penetrating eyes. Her glorious smile. The slender perfection of her figure. At last, when the curtain calls were finally finished
            and the actors gone from the stage, Tyler slung his pack around one shoulder and walked out, once again practically the last
            to leave the theater. For the first time, his mind was finally and truly made up. He could wait no longer. He pulled a crushable
            Aussie outback hat from his backpack and put it on. Kind of goofy-looking, but what with all the damned surveillance cameras
            on the streets these days, the wide brim did a good job of hiding his face. And on a cold, drizzly night like this, it wouldn’t
            even attract much attention. Tyler left the theater by a side exit, crossed the street and stood in the shadows of a darkened
            computer repair shop, waiting for Zoe to emerge from the stage door dressed in her own street clothes.
         

         
         When she finally walked out, she wasn’t alone. She was with Randall Carter, the big black dude who played Othello. They stood
            together on the sidewalk talking. Tyler felt rage once again building as they talked. Especially when Carter leaned down and
            kissed Zoe on the lips. Nothing passionate. Nothing sexy. But still. The woman Tyler considered his own kissing some hotshot
            Hollywood bastard? A black hotshot Hollywood bastard no less, which made it even harder to take. Tyler could barely keep his rage from roaring back,
            barely restrain himself from rushing across the street and kicking the shit out of Carter. While he stood there seething,
            a black Lincoln SUV pulled up. Randall Carter got in. Zoe waved. The car drove off. Zoe pulled up the hood on her rain jacket
            and started walking by herself along the street. Tyler watched and waited until she was a little ahead before following.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         The Laughing Toad on Rivington was regarded by most hip young New Yorkers as one of the places to see and be seen, not just on the Lower East Side but anywhere in the city. For this reason, even late on a cold,
            drizzly Sunday night in early October, the Toad was jammed. Tyler Bradshaw, having followed Zoe all the way from the theater,
            watched his beautiful Desdemona, even more beautiful without her wig and stage makeup, push her way through a pair of double
            glass doors and disappear inside. For ten minutes he stood waiting in the dark on the other side of the street and debated
            whether to follow or just wait there until she left. If he did go in, people would see and possibly remember him. But unless
            by some unlucky chance he ran into someone he knew, he didn’t think that would matter.
         

         
         Besides, what did it matter if he did run into one of his few old friends? Or even an old enemy like Roger Kroner, the guy
            he’d slugged at the law firm. Why would anyone think twice about seeing him in the Toad? And with hundreds of people in there,
            why would anyone connect him to Zoe? Wasn’t he just another cool New York kind of guy who might want to grab a drink at one
            of the hottest and most crowded places in town? Damned right he was. No. No more waiting in the shadows. He wanted to see
            Zoe in her natural setting. He’d been looking forward to this night for far too long to put it off any longer.
         

         
         That having been settled, Tyler crossed the street and entered the Laughing Toad.

         
         Once inside he pulled his hat off, stuffed it in his pack and stood by the door, scanning the fluid mass of beautiful faces
            and perfect bodies that filled the bar space and spilled over into the dining area. He could see no sign of Zoe. Still, he
            was sure she was here. Had to be unless she’d run out the back or climbed out through the ladies’ room window. He imagined
            her slender body wedged halfway in and halfway out of an undersized restroom window, legs and arms flapping helplessly on
            either side. The idea made him laugh. It was nice to laugh. People said he didn’t laugh enough and they were probably right.
            Still, he was sure she wasn’t stuck in any window. The scene was too slapstick, and there was no way the script Tyler had
            created for himself and his co-star would ever work as comedy. The love story of Tyler and Zoe was far too sophisticated,
            sensual and sexy—Tyler took some minor pleasure from the ease with which he came up with three S words in a row, though none was an SL—to allow for comic pratfalls. He was sure his true love was here. She was somewhere in this room. Just waiting to be discovered
            by her last and final lover.
         

         
         “Hi there,” a slightly nasal female voice called from behind Tyler’s left shoulder. Not Zoe’s voice. Someone else’s that was
            far less silken. He turned and nodded at the young hostess who’d arrived unseen.
         

         
         “Do you have a rez? Or can I help you find your party?”

         
         He forced a smile. A sophisticated New York kind of smile, he thought. “No thanks. I’m just going to grab a drink at the bar.”

         
         “Hey, if you can manage to get to the bar, go for it,” she said, returning the smile.

         
         “Is this the way it always is in here?”

         
         “Yup. Pretty much. Anyway, a big guy like you should be able to squeeze through no problem.”

         
         It took him a second to realize she was flirting Sometimes he was slow to recognize when a woman found him attractive. Though
            he was sure many did. “Yeah. No problem,” he told her. She was okay in a slightly plump kind of way but she wasn’t who he
            was looking for. Certainly not tonight. Probably not ever.
         

         
         Tyler plunged into the crowd, looking every which way for Zoe’s face and not seeing it, murmuring excuse me’s and sorry’s and offering what he was sure were appropriately apologetic smiles to those he jostled. Most people ignored him. A few women
            returned the smile. One, wearing a pair of very tight black leggings, turned and glared at him after he let his hand slide
            kind of, sort of accidentally across her ass. Yes, he knew it was a mistake to draw attention to himself like that, but it
            was a nice ass. Not Zoe nice. But nice enough for an accidental slide. He moved on, immensely pleased with himself.
         

         
         Tyler continued threading his way through the crowd toward the end of the bar when he looked to his left and, through an opening,
            saw Zoe. There she was. Just nineteen feet away at one of the Toad’s coveted corner tables, sipping a glass of white wine,
            smiling and talking animatedly with some guy. Tyler stood, watching both of them, but mostly watching her. His breathing quickened.
            His heart began beating faster now that the game was definitely on.
         

         
         There you are, Zoe. There you are, my sweet Desdemona.

         
         He knew it was stupid to keep looking directly at her but he found it next to impossible to tear his eyes away. His gaze traced
            the slender oval of her face. Her lovely slim body. Her dark nearly black hair cut short to expose the elegant curve of her
            neck. Her long, graceful hands gesturing as she made a point to the man she was with. The bones of her wrists so thin he knew
            it would take almost no torque at all between the reciprocating components before he would hear the sound of them cracking
            within his grasp.
         

         
         Her reviews in the off-off-Broadway production of Othello had been raves. A star is born, cooed an amateur reviewer from an online journal called the Lower East Side Patch, apparently unembarrassed to offer such a stupid cliché. Many more juicy roles ahead for this young Desdemona wrote the more respected reviewer from New Yorker. Though Zoe didn’t know it yet, her particular star would soon be shining very brightly on a different stage, in a very different
            sort of role—one he had written just for her.
         

         
         Tyler kept looking. Zoe seemed too engaged in conversation to notice him, her eyes focused only on her companion, a young
            man who was at least as tall as Tyler, maybe even a little taller, with dark curly hair, a muscular body and the ubiquitous
            two-day growth of beard every male with even the slightest pretense of cool seemed to be sporting these days. Was this the
            latest boyfriend? Were they lovers? Tyler had never seen the guy before, so maybe not. He knew she’d broken up with the man
            she’d been living with. A surgical resident up at New York Presbyterian. It had been barely two weeks since he’d watched the
            former boyfriend start moving his shit out of the apartment he shared with Zoe into one of those pint-sized U-Haul trucks.
         

         
         Could she have taken up with somebody else so soon? It didn’t seem her style. At least not what he was sure her style would
            be. So maybe this new guy was just a friend. Maybe another actor in the play. Though he’d seen Othello a dozen times, he’d never really focused on anyone but Zoe. Not even Randall Carter, who played the title role, the guy who’d
            kissed her on the street and who, it was rumored, was thinking of taking the production uptown to the Vivian Beaumont Theatre
            at Lincoln Center. Good for him if he managed it. But such a shame he’d have to have to find a new Desdemona. This one was
            taken.
         

         
         Zoe laughed at something the man said. Then he said something else and she laughed again. Irritated, Tyler wondered what it
            was she found so funny. Maybe he could get her to share the joke with him. Maybe it would make him laugh as well. But probably
            not. Tyler wasn’t much of a laugher. His father used to get pissed off when Tyler didn’t laugh at his stupid jokes. He usually
            accused Tyler of not getting them. Of not even understanding what a joke was. Beat the crap out of Tyler when he answered
            back. Once Tyler told the bastard he sure as hell knew what a joke was. As a matter of fact, he was looking at one. That’s
            when the old man punched him in the gut, picked him up, and tossed him headfirst into the shallow end of the fucking pool.
            Landed him in the hospital for over a week with a severe concussion. Of course, his father lied about what he’d done to his
            fourteen-year-old son. Told the doctors the two of them were playing Frisbee and his stupid kid had made a leaping dive trying
            to catch one and landed on his head in the pool.
         

         
         Amazingly, the jerks bought it. Probably because his old man was rich. Big donor to the local hospital. Still, it was only
            a couple of years before Tyler grew big enough and angry enough that his old man didn’t try that kind of shit anymore. He
            remembered the two of them, faces just inches apart, screaming and swearing at each other, and he remembered how good it felt
            the first time, after he’d been punched hard in the face, when he’d punched his father right back. He remembered the blood
            pouring out of the bastard’s nose as the old man backed off. Christ, what a zoo it all was. But not anymore. Tyler had taken
            care of it and was done with that shit once and for all.
         

         
         His mind returned to the moment, his eyes still fixed on Zoe and her companion. He felt a surge of anger at how engaged in
            their conversation they seemed to be. He felt sure the guy was a fellow actor. He had that studied look-at-me, aren’t-I-wonderful attitude all actors seemed to have. No, it wasn’t just an attitude. It was an absolute need that actors had to be the center of attention. Zoe had some of that too but at least she deserved it. It’d be hard for anyone
            not to look at Zoe McCabe. Tyler wondered if the guy was one of Zoe’s classmates from Juilliard. Maybe. Maybe not. Who cared?
            Whoever he was, he hoped Mr. Curly-Top wasn’t going to add an unneeded and unwanted complication to tonight’s festivities.
            Take it one step at a time, Tyler told himself. If he had to get rid of the guy to take possession of his prize, so be it. He just hadn’t planned to
            take out some random guy tonight, and doing so might require some change of plans. Still, Tyler appreciated the literary touch
            it added to the plot. The hero slays the rival. Takes possession of the queen. Rides off into the sunset. The audience stands
            and cheers.
         

         
         Tyler felt himself getting excited. Too excited. He closed his eyes, and he wasn’t in the Toad anymore. He was standing under
            a waterfall on a hot summer day with a naked Zoe pressed up against him. Would she ever love him back the way he loved her?
            He was convinced she would if he handled it right. She would. She was going to. She had to. If she didn’t, well, he didn’t want to think now about what he’d have to do then. Suddenly Tyler’s mind was running at a
            thousand miles an hour. Flashes and lines began shooting out from his brain in every direction. More flashes and lines wrapping
            themselves above, below and around Zoe. Until her face and eyes and legs and breasts and laugh became part of the lines and
            he thought he would explode into a million pieces if he couldn’t make the shooting lines go away. He shut his eyes as tightly
            as he could. Clenched his teeth until they surely must be near breaking. Balled his hands into tight fists. Stop! Please stop! A silent scream inside his head pleading with his brain to stop the seizure. Surely people around him must be staring. Moving
            away. Giving the crazy man space. He forced himself to slow it down. He breathed deeply in and out until he was finally able
            to open his eyes. Tyler continued the slow breathing, started counting drops falling from the faucet and finally, after seventy-eight
            drops, everything was just as it was before. He looked around. Nobody seemed to be staring at him. No one was moving away.
            No one in the crowd even seemed to notice.
         

         
         Tyler looked back at Zoe. Then, as if she had somehow felt the intensity of what had just happened inside his head, she turned
            and looked at him. Her smile disappeared. Her dark eyebrows arched downward.
         

         
         Uncertainty flitted across her face. Instead of turning away, Tyler forced himself to look like a normal guy noticing a pretty
            girl. Forced himself to acknowledge her look with a simple nod and a smile. She smiled and nodded back. But it was only half
            a smile. Not genuine. Really, she was probably just trying to figure out if she knew him or not. But that was okay. They had
            met, albeit briefly, at the opening night party. Besides, Zoe had to be used to men looking at her. Men smiling at her. Men
            pursuing her. How could she not?
         

         
         In the end, it was Tyler who turned away first, telling himself it was better not to be too obvious in the middle of a crowd.
            He moved on to the end of the bar, where he managed to land a corner stool just as its previous tenant checked out. He couldn’t
            see Zoe from where he sat. But that was okay. It meant she couldn’t see him either and she’d probably forget the few seconds
            of intimacy they’d shared. No big deal. The stool provided Tyler with a clear view of the exit. No question he’d be able to
            spot her when she and her companion left. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to sit here too long.
         

         
         Since this was the first time Tyler had ever been inside the Laughing Toad, he took a minute to look around, to check out
            the large, dimly lit room with its dark walls. Paintings, drawings and framed photographs of toads covering every inch of
            wall space. Fat toads, thin toads, spotted toads, leaping toads and, of course, laughing toads, including one sizable oil
            painting of a Disney-like toad sporting a prince’s royal crown. He’d read online that most of the toads in the room were the
            work of neighborhood artists who donated the images in return for a couple of free drinks and the status of having their work
            on display in what many considered one of the hippest hangouts in New York. Most prominent of the toads and seeming to lord
            it over all the others was a giant-sized wooden sculpture of a toad’s head, meticulously carved from what Tyler was pretty
            sure was a single piece of walnut. Tyler loved good woods. Interesting woods. He loved working with them, sculpting them into
            interesting shapes at his workshop in the country. It was one of the only things that made him feel really and truly happy.
            Good wood or not, the sculpture itself was pretty ugly. The toad’s head protruded from the wall like a deer’s head in a hunting
            lodge and was positioned in a place of honor above and just to the right of the front door, its oversized lips squeezed into
            a grotesque parody of a grin. Ever since the Toad had opened, Tyler had heard tales of various patrons—mostly women but also
            a few gay men—pulling over a table, putting a chair on top of the table and climbing drunkenly up the stack to the cheers
            of those around them in an effort to press their own lips against the toad’s. He supposed that each was secretly hoping a
            kiss from the ugly monster might give them a little luck in finding the rich, handsome prince they longed for to help them
            live happily—and perhaps wealthily—ever after. Tyler smiled at the thought. If any of the women had actually managed to kiss
            the thing without breaking her neck, and if by some miracle a prince had actually materialized, Tyler could assure them that
            even the handsomest and richest of princes might in the end turn out to be far uglier than any toad.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         At 11:34 on that same Sunday night, just as Tyler Bradshaw was walking through the etched double-glass doors of the Laughing
            Toad, some three hundred and twenty miles to the north and east, Detective Sergeant Michael McCabe, head of the Portland,
            Maine, Police Department’s Crimes Against People unit, and his top investigator, Detective Maggie Savage, were engaged in
            activities both felt demanded their undivided attention.
         

         
         Activities that were, however, briefly interrupted when McCabe’s silenced cell began vibrating on the table next to the bed.

         
         “Shit, shit, shit,” he managed to say, pushing himself up and looking at the phone.

         
         “Don’t you dare pick that up,” Maggie instructed through heavy breathing. “Please. Not now.”

         
         Following Maggie’s lead, McCabe ignored the phone and turned his attentions back to the woman whose long, slender body lay
            beneath his own. The woman he loved far more than anyone he’d ever loved before. The woman who, just an hour ago, he’d asked
            to become his wife. It bothered him that she hadn’t accepted immediately, telling him she wanted to think about it. What was
            there to think about? He loved her. She loved him, or at least she said she did. Shouldn’t that have sealed the deal? The
            uncertainty bothered him.
         

         
         Four more rings went unanswered and finally the phone went silent. The breathing of the two lovers quickened, accompanied
            only by an occasional gasp as McCabe began to move faster and Maggie dug her nails hard enough into his back to nearly draw
            blood. It took only another sixty seconds before their bodies arched, not quite but almost in unison. Then stiffened. Then
            slowly and deliciously relaxed. For several long minutes the two of them lay in place, still coupled, softly kissing each
            other’s faces and necks.
         

         
         “As much as it pains me to say this , but hadn’t you better see who was calling?”

         
         McCabe sighed. “Yup. You’re right.”

         
         “I am?”

         
         “You are.”

         
         “Damn.”

         
         He sat up, swung his bare legs over the side of the bed and grabbed the phone from the side table. He sat for a moment silently
            studying the screen.
         

         
         The call had come from a number he knew only too well in the 212 area code. New York City.

         
         “What is it?” asked Maggie.

         
         “It’s Bobby’s cell,” he said. “If he’s calling at this hour it can’t be good.”

         
         Bobby was McCabe’s older brother. A highly successful personal injury attorney who lived and worked in Manhattan.

         
         Maggie slid across the bed and sat next to McCabe, then leaned over and rested her chin on his shoulder as he tapped the voice-mail
            button and put it on speaker.
         

         
         “Hi. It’s Mam,” his brother’s recorded voice informed them. “She’s in the hospital. Montefiore. The main building on 210th
            Street. I’m there now. It’s serious. Give me a call.”
         

         
         McCabe rose from the bed and walked across the room. He sorted through the pile of clothes on the small easy chair in the
            corner. Found a pair of boxers and pulled them on, and tossed the rest of the pile onto the end of the bed. He sat, body still
            moist from lovemaking, and tapped call-back. His brother picked up on the first ring.
         

         
         “Glad you check your messages.”

         
         “What’s happening?” asked McCabe, leaving the phone on speaker for Maggie’s benefit.

         
         “I think you’d better come on down to the city. Like I said, it’s Mam.”

         
         McCabe frowned. “Is it the Alzheimer’s?” Rose McCabe had long been suffering from slowly progressing mental degeneration that
            had first been diagnosed twelve years earlier when she was seventy-one. For a long time, Bobby, the only sibling who could
            afford it, picked up the lion’s share of the tab for a live-in caretaker named Yvonne Martinez. Rose had been able to stay
            in her old house on Harper Avenue in the northeast corner of the Bronx. The same house she and Tom McCabe Sr. bought more
            than fifty years earlier when Tom, a lifelong NYPD cop, was still walking a beat. The same house where all four McCabe children
            had been born and brought up. The eldest, Tom Jr., a crooked narcotics detective who’d been on the take, was now dead. Killed
            in a shootout with a crack dealer named Two-Times who resented Tommy’s demands for even more money than he was already pocketing
            in return for not arresting him.
         

         
         Rose, thanks to Yvonne’s help, had been able to stay in the house until three years ago, when she burned the place down while
            the caretaker slept. For reasons unknown, Rose had gotten out of bed at two in the morning and placed lit candles in every
            window in the house. Maybe she’d seen snow on the street and decided it must be Christmas. In any case, one of the candles
            had tipped over and set the curtains on fire. Within minutes the whole living room was ablaze. The howl of the smoke detector
            roused Yvonne and she managed to get herself and Rose out of the house before it was completely destroyed and, more importantly,
            before either of them suffered serious burns or smoke inhalation. With the house gone and Rose’s mental capacity clearly declining,
            other arrangements had to be made. The other arrangements turned out to be a memory care facility called The Willows just
            over the Westchester County line in Pelham. With Mike just getting by on a Portland cop’s salary and Fran having made a vow
            of poverty as a member of the Dominican order of nuns, Bobby once again had to foot most of the bill for their mother’s care.
            He did so without complaint, knowing his brother Mike was contributing as much as he could and Fran was paying her share with
            frequent visits, spending hours sitting with her mother and taking her out in good weather for walks or wheelchair rides through
            the Bronx Botanical Gardens, which Rose had always loved.
         

         
         “How bad?” McCabe asked again.

         
         “Very bad.”

         
         “Is she going to make it?”

         
         “Probably not.”

         
         McCabe gave a long sigh. “Okay. Tell me exactly what happened?”

         
         “Apparently Mam got up in the middle of the night . . .”

         
         “Again?”

         
         “Again.”

         
         “Jesus, she didn’t start another fire, did she?”

         
         “No. But in spite of the number-coded lock on the door of her room she somehow managed to get out and wander into the hallway.
            One of the attendants saw her and called to her. Mam looked back at her, then went the other way. Before the woman could catch
            up, she’d gone through an exit door and tumbled down a flight of concrete stairs.”
         

         
         “Oh Jesus,” said McCabe, thinking about his mother’s osteoporosis. “She must have broken every bone in her body.”

         
         “Enough of them. One broken hip, a couple of ribs, broken bones in both arms, and she slammed her head pretty hard when she
            hit the landing.”
         

         
         “Fractured skull?”

         
         “No. But a bad concussion.”

         
         “How in God’s name could anything like that happen?”

         
         “I have no idea, but I intend to find out. And if I find her door wasn’t properly locked I may just hit The Willows with a
            lawsuit. We wouldn’t collect anything. Not for an eighty-three-year-old woman with advanced Alzheimer’s who didn’t have that
            long to live anyway, but it might serve as a warning to the people who run the place to pay closer attention to their guests, as they like to call them.”
         

         
         “The door had to be unlocked. Otherwise she never could have gotten out.”

         
         “The caretakers swear it was locked and she somehow managed to unlock it. I suppose it’s possible she watched the attendants press the same buttons on
            the door so many times over and over again that she somehow managed to mimic the pattern. Some kind of finger memory. For
            someone like her it might be sort of like playing the piano.”
         

         
         Rose had loved her piano. In his youth McCabe remembered her playing almost every day. Everything from Chopin to Cole Porter.
            She’d tried teaching all her children to play, but the only one who’d shown any interest or ability was Bobby. He still played
            some pretty good jazz. No Marcus Roberts or Dave Brubeck, but Bobby wasn’t bad.
         

         
         “Anyway, she was rushed to the hospital. Montefiore.”

         
         “Is she conscious?”

         
         “She’s opened her eyes once or twice but I wouldn’t exactly call it conscious. They’ve got her doped up with painkillers.
            I’m calling from outside in the corridor now. Frannie’s in the room with her. The docs aren’t real hopeful. They think she
            may hang in for a couple of days at most but not a whole lot more than that. Probably less. She seems to be fading pretty
            fast. She won’t know who you are, may not even wake up while you’re here, but I figured you’d want to come down and say good-bye
            before she passes.”
         

         
         “Yes, of course I do.” McCabe’s mind was racing. “I’m just debating flying or driving. First flight’s not until five-thirty
            a.m. and I’d still have to get to the hospital from LaGuardia so maybe it’s better to drive. Get me there a couple of hours
            sooner.” He checked the time. Twelve-thirty. “If I leave within the next half hour there won’t be any traffic and I should
            be there by six or maybe even earlier.”
         

         
         “Okay. I’ll be here all night. I’ll call you if anything develops. Like I said, even if she wakes up she probably won’t know
            who you are. At least she didn’t recognize me.”
         

         
         “Well, maybe she’ll surprise us all and make it through this. She’s a tough old bird.”

         
         “I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

         
         The last time McCabe had visited his mother he thought it might really be the last time. It was four months earlier. She’d
            mostly recognized him then. Mostly, because the first time he’d gone into her room at The Willows she’d reached out a frail hand and introduced herself.
         

         
         “I’m Rose.”

         
         “Hi, Mam. It’s me, Michael.”

         
         “Oh, Michael. You look so handsome.”

         
         After that, recognition came and went during the two hours he spent with her.

         
         He wondered briefly how much sense it actually made to haul himself down to the Bronx now, if she wasn’t going to know who
            he was even when he was in the room. Maybe it would be better to remember her the way she’d been that last time. Even better
            to remember her when she was younger and healthier. But as the thought flitted through his brain, he knew there was no way
            he could do that. He’d never forgive himself if he didn’t say good-bye when he had the chance. The simple truth was the trip
            to New York would be more for his own peace of mind than for hers.
         

         
         “Cathy with you now?” asked McCabe.

         
         “Yeah. She’s in there with Frannie. But I’m getting her a car and sending her home. She’s been a rock through Mam’s whole
            decline. It hasn’t been easy for either of us.”
         

         
         “How about Zoe?”

         
         “I called her right after I called you. No answer. Left a message. Probably won’t get back to me until morning.”

         
         “I’ll call Casey and let her know as soon as it’s daylight in the UK.” McCabe’s daughter, a junior at Brown, was doing a year
            abroad, studying at the University of London. “She’ll be pissed if I don’t. She was always very fond of Granny.”
         

         
         “Give her my love when you speak to her.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         “There’s a garage near the hospital where you can park. And of course, you can stay at our place as long as you need to.”

         
         Our place was a two-bedroom co-op in an elegant prewar building on 57th Street and Sutton Place South. Still had one of the same doormen
            who was there thirteen years before when Bobby bought the place after winning his first multimillion-dollar judgment. It had
            probably tripled in value since. Maybe quadrupled.
         

         
         “I assume Zoe isn’t using the room?”

         
         “Nope. Still in the same apartment.” McCabe’s niece had moved out of her parents’ place midway through Juilliard. Found a
            place on the Lower East Side. “It’s now up to three grand a month for an oversized closet in a building filled with other
            twenty-somethings. Place is like a college dorm.”
         

         
         “Three K? Yikes. You subsidizing her?”

         
         “No. But I may have to start. She just broke up with a major jerk from a rich family. He was paying two out of the three.
            Now, I don’t know. She makes some pretty good money doing commercials, but maybe not enough. We’ll see.”
         

         
         “No new boyfriends in sight?”

         
         “Not yet. But Zoe attracts guys like honey attracts flies and a lot of them seem to be applying for the position.”

         
         “And she’s still going strong in Othello?”
         

         
         “Last performance was tonight. Got some great reviews which I think she absolutely deserved.”

         
         “Of course you’re not prejudiced.”

         
         “Of course not. Anyway, you better get going.”

         
         McCabe broke the connection and turned to Maggie. “Well, you heard it all. I’m gonna jump in the shower and then get out of
            here.”
         

         
         “I’m coming with you,” said Maggie.

         
         “To New York or to the shower?”

         
         “I was talking about New York.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “There’s no need for you to do that. You’ve never met my mother.”

         
         “I’ve got a need. I’d like to meet her at least once before she dies. I’ve never met your brother or his wife or your niece
            either. Or Sister Mary Frances. If I’m going to be part of your family, I want to meet them.”
         

         
         “That sounds like the start of an important announcement.”

         
         “Surely you remember tonight was the night you asked me to marry you? Or was that just a ploy to lure me into the sack?”

         
         “No ploy. But you said you wanted to think about it.”

         
         “Yeah, I did. Now I’ve thought about it.”

         
         “Not for very long.”

         
         “What?” Maggie said. “Now you’re having second thoughts?”
         

         
         “No. I’m just surprised you made your decision so quickly. Must have been the sex, huh?”

         
         She walked over, pulled him up from the chair, slid her arms around him and squeezed hard. “No. Not just the sex. Though that
            was pretty damned good. I just don’t want to lose you. Not now. Not ever. I love you, and I want to be part of your family,
            and I want you to be part of mine. And I especially want to be with you at a time like this when I know you’re going to be
            hurting. Is that okay?”
         

         
         “Definitely okay,” he said. “Thank you.”

         
         “You’re welcome.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Tyler Bradshaw’s examination of the toads lining the wall was interrupted by a voice from behind the bar.

         
         “Can I get you a drink?”

         
         The bartender was young and drop-dead handsome in an androgynous male-model kind of way. His straight blond hair fell at a
            studied angle over one side of his forehead, and the smile he threw at Tyler suggested he thought Tyler was not only a good-looking
            hunk but a good-looking hunk who might just be interested. Which pissed Tyler off. He fucking hated it when fags came on to
            him, which, for reasons that escaped him, seemed to happen a lot. He ignored the smile. Just said, “Bourbon. Rocks. Make it
            a double.”
         

         
         “Any particular brand?”

         
         “Bulleit’s, if you have it.”

         
         “We have it and you’ve got it.”

         
         The kid went off and poured the drink, came back and put it in front of Tyler. “Want me to run a tab?”

         
         “Nah. I’ll let you know if I want another. What do I owe you?”

         
         “Twenty-two for the double.”

         
         Tyler pulled his wallet from his back pocket, took out a couple of twenties and tossed them onto the bar. He took a couple
            of long pulls on the drink while the bartender went off to make change. He left five bucks for the kid, slipped the rest of
            the change back into the wallet and got up to check on Zoe and Curly-Top. Had to make sure they hadn’t somehow escaped while
            he was admiring the toads.
         

         
         Tyler slipped along the edge of the crowd and managed to catch sight of them. They were just getting up from the table and
            putting on their jackets. He took a few more quick slugs from his bourbon, returned the glass to the bar, slung his backpack
            over his shoulder. On sudden impulse, he took a handkerchief from his pocket, pushed his way back through the crowd toward
            the table where Zoe and Curly-Top had been sitting. Without missing a stride, with the handkerchief covering his hand, he
            picked up Curly-Top’s empty wineglass by its stem and seamlessly slipped it into his back pack. He glanced around to see if
            anyone had noticed. As far as he could tell, no one had. He headed toward the exit, arriving just in time to see the two of
            them going through the doors and turning left on Rivington. Were they heading toward her place? It was the right direction.
            Tyler put the bush hat on his head, waited a few seconds, and then went outside himself. The idea was to give Zoe a little
            time to put some distance between herself and him before he followed. That didn’t work. Just as he hit the sidewalk, he saw
            the two of them standing there, ten yards in front of him, yakking about some damned thing or other. Tyler turned the other
            way. Walked about ten yards to avoid standing directly in the lights from the restaurant. He stopped in the shadows of a closed
            antique shop, pulled his phone from his pocket and pretended to be talking while he watched. He wondered who the guy was.
            He knew it wasn’t her old boyfriend. He’d watched that guy carry his bags out of her apartment week before last, which was
            one of the things that made Tyler think he could pull this off without serious interference. Okay. So who was the guy? A casual
            date? Somebody applying for the position of new boyfriend? Must have been a dozen guys on the waiting list for that job. So
            that was possible. Even probable. Which meant he just might have to be dealt with before Tyler could proceed with his plan.
            On the other hand, maybe Curly-Top was just a friend she worked with in the show. Cassio? Roderigo? Or he could be a stagehand
            or a lighting guy? Who knew? It didn’t much matter unless he was planning on spending the night and she was planning on letting
            him.
         

         
         Which would be a pain, but nothing Tyler couldn’t handle. Still, it offended him to think the woman he loved might be the
            kind of girl who’d hop in the sack with some random new guy ten lousy days after breaking up with the old one. And if she
            was . . . well, that might just change his opinion of her. Make him wonder whether she really was the right girl for him.
            Tyler didn’t
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