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FORT HALCOTT






1

Hoarder houses are like happy families: all alike. Detective Vicky Paterson holds her breath. There will be cat piss.

With a gloved hand she pushes the front door open as far as it will go. The old wood, swollen in the summer heat, creaks in its frame. In the bad light of the foyer she can see a canyon of stacked magazines, boxes of yard-sale kitsch, the glint of scattered doll eyes. A tangled mess of kitchen playsets, their plastic skillets caked in charred lumps.

Did someone actually use them to cook?

Vicky’s eyes water. It’s only a matter of time before she’ll have to take a breath. Barely inside and particulate matter sticks to her skin. Her heebie-jeebies are no joke. Two swipes of menthol ChapStick under her nose and she risks an inhale.

Vicky knows this, right here, is the best it’s going to get, just inside the door, a few feet from the Adirondack mountain air. One last glance at the two uniforms lighting cigarettes by the cruiser parked down the gravel path reveals queasy upset all over their faces. Rookies on the graveyard shift doing a wellness check, not expecting this.

Whatever this is.

Vicky shuffles fully inside. Her vinyl shoe covers make a crispy sound in the wee-hours silence. Filth’s in sedimentary layers on the floor: rat droppings, fur, dust, pebbles, beads, petrified food scraps, kibble. A single lamp is perched atop a tower of board game boxes, their labels faded and yellowed. Old-school Clue and Monopoly along with more obscure titles she’s never heard of. One’s called Jiminy Cracker Skin.

It’s a miracle that electricity still runs to this place. Vicky supposes whichever relative called in the wellness check keeps the utility bills up to date. Without any kind of judgment, she wonders why this daughter or brother or niece didn’t have the resident old lady committed.

Well, maybe they did. Seventy-two-hour hold in the overcrowded, underfunded psych ward and then pop goes the weasel. That peculiar combination of maddening stubbornness and heartbreaking mental illness that alienates folks with hoarder tendencies. The old lady’s burning resentment that she was ever committed in the first place. The slow dispersal of fed-up friends and family. The cycle of ingrained habit and solitude that begets itself. The ruin. The junk. The cat piss.

Vicky moves slowly past typewriters and candles, holiday lights and nutcrackers. A crooked sign says BLESS THIS MESS, a heavy-handed detail no one will believe. Books and moist cardboard fused into unholy lumps, stuffed animals and clothes with yellowed tags attached—all of it conspires to render the hallway at a strange angle. Vicky feels like she’s treading the deck of a ship listing hard to port. Nausea rises. She makes a mental note to ask the ME for some of that medical-grade menthol rub. ChapStick is useless. Ten million cats used this place as their litter box.

A muffled conversation drifts in. The uniforms outside, embellishing their war story. She turns a corner past a pair of end tables stacked atop an ottoman, all draped in cobwebs. She tries to remember the name of the Dickensian lady in the wedding dress in the crumbling mansion. The drama club at Halcott Central did that play back when she was a teenager, and everyone was forced to attend an afternoon performance. It felt like it was six hours long.

Vicky turns another corner and squeezes through the middle of what was once a living room. Clear plastic recycling bags stuffed with odds and ends rise from an adjustable hospital bed. The light fades. The stench grows. A cold pressure grips her head, at odds with the stifling air. She clicks on her flashlight. The beam plays along old iron bed frames, soiled blankets, frozen dinners bought in bulk. The toe of her shoe catches on a rain slicker, and something scuttles across her path. She freezes, spooked, hand on her holstered Glock, until she hears the critter burrow deeper into the labyrinth. Her flashlight illuminates a rare section of exposed wall. At first it looks burnt. Then she realizes it’s mold, black and speckled and moist. An oily sheen covers everything, as if the rotten drywall is sweating. She makes a note to ask the ME for a hazmat suit too.

Vicky moves into the dining room. An archway, perhaps once grand, is festooned with threadbare garlands. Here she stops. Her mouth opens—something she’s been trying hard to avoid. She sucks in a breath. A new and pungent stench is in the back of her throat now, the cloying, hot-garbage odor of decay. The only smell on earth that delivers a synesthetic rush to her head, all the drab and muted colors of death popping like sad fireworks behind her eyes.

She smears more ChapStick across her upper lip and takes in the scene.

This perfectly square and windowless room has been cleared out, except for a long dining table that shines as if doused in lemon Pledge. Lingering patches of torn carpet cling to ancient linoleum. She makes note of the sheer effort it must have taken to remove a thousand pounds of junk from the room. This had not been accomplished in a single hasty visit.

The old woman is lying on the table, dressed in a clean floral housecoat. Her hands are folded across her stomach. There is no immediate indication of violence. What strikes Vicky about the scene is the total lack of that lurid snapshot quality of most homicides. Rage and terror in the rude angles of splayed limbs, fury scrawled across walls in great spatters of blood. Not here. Here there is funereal peace.

Vicky sweeps her light across the bare, decrepit walls, then the ceiling. No sign of a light switch or overhead fixture. No lamps either. She’ll have to be careful. She keeps the light trained on the floor as she walks to the table, careful not to disrupt any errant debris. At the table’s edge, she shifts the light to the woman’s face. Mottled skin is drawn tight against the cheekbones. The lips are stretched into a grimace that Vicky chalks up to gravity, not pain. Her heart begins to pound. Eight years into her career in the Fort Halcott Police Department—the last two in Major Crimes—and still, the proximity to death gets its claws into her.

She can already feel tomorrow’s cold sweat, waking to the hint of afternoon light slinking around the edges of her blackout curtains, the sinewy tenderness of the old woman’s frail throat invading the corners of her mind.

But for now she has a job to do. Being alone in this place is unpleasant, but she’s grateful for the chance to perform a thorough, solitary appraisal before someone careless disturbs her scene. She takes a video of the corpse from head to toe, panning slowly, following the flashlight. The mental notes tick themselves off. Snap judgments and fledgling theories arrive and she acknowledges their presence and lets them drift away. Vicky’s Buddhist shit, her partner calls it. A leaf on the wind or whatever.

The woman’s bald head captures her attention. There are no wispy strands of hair, but there is what appears to be soft stubble. Peach fuzz. Shaved, Vicky thinks. With clippers. No obvious signs of violence on the scalp, face, or neck. She notes again the spotless nature of the housecoat, at least on the fabric that covers the torso. Fluids have begun to pool in the lower half. She pauses on the woman’s folded hands. There’s something odd about them. Vicky has to look for a long time before it hits her: All ten fingernails are gone. Not clipped or torn. Removed entirely. On a hunch, she pans down to the bare feet.

The toenails are missing too, nail beds pale and shriveled. No blood. The killer or killers were careful, almost surgical, in their precision here.

A sudden feverish rush forces her to grip the edge of the table. She lets the dizzy spell wash over her and waits for it to pass. Methodical killings aren’t exactly a staple of Fort Halcott. New York’s twenty-sixth largest city (population sixty-four thousand, just behind Schenectady and with a healthy lead on Utica) sees its share of robberies gone wrong, wannabe-gang killings, the odd domestic that escalates to murder, some darker-than-garden-variety drunken mayhem.

This is something different. The thought of a man standing right where she is now, bending over the corpse, taking his time with various grooming tools, cranks up those heebie-jeebies. She kills the video and pockets the phone. Then she takes a moment to raise the flashlight and aim the beam down the hall. Light settles into the nooks of the hoard. Plastic organizers draped in ancient linens. Curtain rods and fireplace tools. Hundreds of paperbacks. She dispels the notion that she’s being watched.

All alone, Vicky.

Another sweep of the room reveals nothing new. There’s only one more place to look. She kneels down to peek under the table.

“Dang.”

Three small cardboard boxes are lined up in a neat row. Their flaps are closed but not sealed.

Down on one knee, she pauses. This crime scene is already doused in off-kilter energy. A profiler would call it ritualistic. This likely won’t be the only killing. It might not even be the first. It certainly won’t be the last. There’s also an element of all this that’s nagging her and has nothing to do with the death itself. She can’t yet give this hunch form and meaning.

“Oh, dang it all,” she says. Tentatively, with a gloved hand, she flips up the first box’s flaps. She leans forward, ducking fully under the table, and peers in. Within the cone of light sits a nest of gray hair streaked with white.

So the killer shaves the old lady’s head and tucks the hair neatly into a box like he’s prepping an Easter basket with a bed of grass.

Her whole body is tingling, pins and needles in her fingers and toes. All over Fort Halcott, people are settling in for an air-conditioned slumber, cuing up late-night shows, raiding fridges for midnight snacks. Normalcy abounds. And then there’s this.

She reaches for the second box and steels herself. She thinks she knows what it’s going to be, but it doesn’t make the process of discovery any less harrowing. Up go the flaps, and there’s the small pile of gnarled, corroded nails. Thick and amber-colored, fungal in a way that breaks her heart. Not a drop of blood. A word comes to her and she wants to dismiss it but she can’t. Harvested. At the third box, she pauses. Hair and nails. What else could be missing?

Her phone buzzes in her pocket. She ignores it. If it’s the babysitter she’ll call back in a minute. Her hand is poised over the third box.

“Just flippin’ do it,” she tells herself. Her fingers go to work. The light shines in. Her sharp intake of breath pulls foul air down her throat. “Oh no.”

The box contains a bloodless pile of teeth. Only about a dozen or so, which makes sense: The woman must be in her eighties or nineties.

Vicky straightens up. She lays a finger against the woman’s lower lip and pulls lightly. The exposed gums are drained of color, the toothless ridges unmarred by signs of violence. Like the hair and nails, the teeth have been extracted with great care. She steps back and contemplates the scene. The feeling that she’s overlooked something ratchets up. She takes another step back. A sticky softness tingles against the back of her neck. Swatting at her skin, she pulls long strands of dusty cobwebs away from her body. She flicks her wrist and they sail out into the humid air.

Bugs.

That’s it. That’s what’s missing.

Judging by the condition of the body, this woman has been lying here for several days. The entire room should be a hellscape of corpse-feeding insects. Yet there’s not a single maggot clinging to the lips or nostrils. Not a single fly buzzing around the table.

Vicky backs away. She doesn’t want to lean against the wall, doesn’t want her body to touch any part of this house, but her legs feel weak. The anticipation that strikes her at crime scenes, when she knows just how the images will manifest as she sleeps, is amplified to shrieking levels in this place.

How can there be no maggots, no flies, not even one of those disgusting beetles that actually feed on maggots?

The walls are covered with spiderwebs, but not a single spider. In defiance of all forensics, pathology, and entomology that she is aware of, insects have completely vacated a room where a person lies dead. Vicky pulls off a glove, jabs at her phone, and lifts it to her ear.

“Victoria.” Her partner’s caffeinated voice comes on after half a ring. “You really should be here. You’re missing out. Corner of Stanton and Wheeler, so, you know, the garden district. They got the whole ladies’ auxiliary handing out lemonades.” He pauses. “I’m shitting you, there’s nobody here except the vic. Get this, he caught four in the chest, center mass, like somebody used him for target practice. We’re looking for a real marksman here. You know, I hate when they split us up. But this is what happens when you hit peak summer killing season, we gotta divide and conquer.”

“I need you here, Kenny.”

“Shit, you okay?”

“I need more eyes on this.”

“Weird one?”

“You just have to see it.”

“Ten four, they can roll mine up now anyway. You need anything? Green tea? Granola bar? Methamphetamine in butterfly stamp bags?”

“Don’t stop for any food, please, Kenny.”

“I’m rushing to your side as we speak.”

“I can hear you chewing already.”

“That’s gum. Over and out.”

Vicky kills the call and texts her babysitter: 90% sure it’s going to be a late one. You might be on breakfast duty. So sorry!

Kim hits her back immediately. All good. The peanut’s in bed. We lost George and it was touch and go for a minute, but we discovered him under the radiator in the front hall.

Vicky smiles. George, the stuffed ladybug, her daughter Sadie’s favorite toy, the one she clings to at bedtime. She closes her eyes and imagines Sadie clutching George to the side of her head, claiming it’s the only way she can hear words in ladybug language. Vicky tries to swim inside the memory, but the menthol under her nose fades, the head-spinning ammonia of cat piss rushes in, and she opens her eyes. Her flashlight beam is pointed at the floor, so the corpse on the table is draped in deep shadow.

To live a long life and end up this way, Vicky thinks.

There was once a girlhood, laughter and beach trips, friends and gossip and charm and suitors. If someone could have shown the young version of this woman her sad house and horrible death, what would the girl think? Would it ruin everything, or would she dismiss it with a laugh and a flutter of her hand, something so far off as to be inconsequential? To have no bearing at all upon the girl at the boardwalk linking arms with her best friend and skipping into the wide-open night.

Vicky thinks of Sadie once again, sleeping soundly with George the ladybug. Then she shakes it off and goes outside to wait for her partner.
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