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At 4:23 a.m. on a chilly late-September morning, Ruthie Carlson
walked alone on 44th Street in Times Square. She had spent the last
ten hours tending bar at Otis B’s, a hot after-hours club where the
drinks were always top-shelf and the tips generous. A long but
satisfying night in every way. She had cleared over $500, all of it off
the books, and had set the hook in Bobby Timmons, the young stud
who visited at least three times each week. Timmons had finally
deciphered the message in her eyes, and they now planned to spend
next weekend at his place in the Hamptons. But at the moment all she
cared about was catching the 3 train at 42nd Street and collapsing in
bed at her Brooklyn apartment.

She passed the old Paramount Building, a 33-story landmark built
in 1927, and turned onto 7th Avenue. Ruthie hated the darkness and
the lonely walk. In this city, she knew, the question was when, not
whether, you confronted a really bad dude. When that happened,
would someone come to her rescue . . . or just cut and run? Count on
no help, she advised herself. Keep your eyes open, girl, and your
thumb on the pepper spray canister.

After taking a dozen steps on 7th Avenue she spotted the
homeless guy lying half on and half off the curb 20 feet ahead. A loud
brain alarm sounded. She couldn’t see exactly what he was up to in the
dark, but he definitely wasn’t sleeping. Maybe he was crouching,
waiting for her to come within striking distance. She edged closer to
the building, gripping the pepper spray in her right hand.

The guy was motionless, but something was off about his body
position. Was he getting ready to lunge at her? Or was he throwing up
in the gutter after a hard night with his Thunderbird wine? Either way,
Ruthie wanted no part of him. She picked up her pace and prayed for a
cop to come along. But, no, it was just the two of them -- a skittish,
overtired bartender and a street guy up to no good.
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She held her breath as she passed him and looked over her left
shoulder to make sure he kept his distance. That’s when she noticed
the traffic light’s bright red glow reflecting over the entire length of
the guy’s body. What the hell? She stopped at what she considered a
safe distance and turned for a better view. At that moment a taxi drove
past, and in its headlights she saw the figure for what it really was: a
misshapen, lifeless heap that had been tossed against the curb. As she
dialed 911 on her cell Ruthie realized that the entire body had been
bound tightly in clear stretch wrap, a shining mummy. Whoever did
this had added one final, brutal touch: a heavy plastic bag taped
securely over the man’s head.

Ten minutes later Officers John Donaghue and Mike D’Antoni
took an even closer look at the victim. Olive skin. Twenty-five years
or thirty years old. About six feet tall and rather thin. But two things
stood out from the rest. With a red marker the killer had scrawled the
letters DR on the dead man’s forehead before suffocating him, then
with a rubber stamp had applied the words RETURN TO SENDER all
over the stretch wrap covering the body.

The two officers had no way of knowing that by the end of the
year the RTS Killer would become one of the most feared criminals in
New York City history.
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