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  Prologue

  
  






I am thirteen years old right now.

People say I’m weird. Mostly adults, because they don’t like the way I understand the things they talk about. Maybe because their own kids are too dumb, or too “normal,” to understand them. Normal. I really don’t know what that means. Maybe I’m not human at all. I feel everything they feel, probably more than the “normal” people do.

A lot of my white friends think the way I act is a “black thing.” Ironically, my family and friends, who are African too, think I “act white.” Whichever it is, it’s just me.

Right now my favorite thing to do is read. All the knowledge I get from books makes me feel powerful. I feel potent when I talk about something my peers don’t know or understand. I feel in control when I talk to grown-ups and watch the shock and surprise on their faces. A few pretend to be impressed, especially my teachers. But I see through it. I see how disappointed they are in themselves for putting themselves in a position where a kid had to correct them. Where I had to tell them what really happened.

When I was ten, I found the original Brothers Grimm stories in my grandfather’s old box. It was one of the first English translations, before anyone had contaminated the stories by turning them into fairy tales. Last year we read “Little Red Riding Hood” in class. Ms. Jones did not like my paper. She called it a “vulgar interpretation of a fine piece of art.” I stood my ground. The original story did not end the way it ended in their fine piece of art. I care more about what I know than what my report card says, so I let her give me an F. It didn’t bother me at all.

My best friend is a white boy named Alex. He thinks we’re alike because we watch the same kinds of TV shows and read the same kinds of books. I think we’re very different. But it doesn’t matter, because at least he doesn’t look at me funny like everyone else does. And I help him handle the idiots who pick on weaker kids to make their dark, miserable lives a little brighter.

The other day we caught part of a movie on TV. We never found out what it was called. What hooked us was a game the main characters played. They were rebellious teenagers, supposedly. They hanged themselves, and their friends cut the rope before they died. It supposedly gave them a high.

Alex thought it was an interesting game. I thought it was power.

Alex joked that we should try it one day. I didn’t take it as a joke. I fell in love with the idea. Why not cheat death? Why not go to the brink and be brought back?

Today I’m going to Alex’s house. He has everything we need: the rope, a big pair of scissors and, most important, a ceiling fan. That’s the only reason we’re doing it at his house. The fan.

As I climb the steps to his front door, something starts to grow inside me.

What if…

I ring the bell, and before long his friendly face is smiling at me, nervously. He lets me in. Neither of us says a word as we go upstairs to his room. The rope is already hanging from the fan, a good-looking noose tied at the end, and Alex’s all-too-familiar coffee table sits underneath it.

“Who’s gonna go first?” he asks.

I think for a moment. “Let me go first. If it goes wrong, they won’t miss me.” I laugh so he knows the last part was a joke.

Then a thought crosses my mind, and I start smiling. Alex can tell something’s up. He asks me what it is.

“Let’s write fake suicide notes. Just in case,” I say. “What are you gonna put in yours? ’Cause I’m gonna say I’m tired of being weird, so I’m killing myself.” We’re both laughing.

I take my notebook out of my backpack and write a very long suicide note. Alex reads it and laughs at the funny parts. Then he takes the notebook and writes his. It takes him about a minute. He lets me read it.

Dear Mom, my life really sucks. I miss Dad and I can’t stand all those men you come home with every other night. You make me sick. I wish the best for you. But I’d rather be with Dad. Bye, Mom.

Something in me likes it. The thing that started growing inside me on his front steps shifts joyfully in my gut.

Perfect, I think.

I step onto the coffee table and put the noose around my neck. I’m smiling down at Alex as I kick the table out from under me. The smile is probably gone by now. My weight drags on the rope and it tightens around my neck. I gasp for air and get nothing. My eyes fill with tears as I watch Alex reach for the scissors, and then everything blurs. All I can think is air. Air. Air.

Fresh air rushes into my lungs. I cough and cough, and all I want to do is breathe. Alex’s voice sounds far away. He’s kneeling beside me, red-faced, trying to see if I’m all right. I give him a thumbs-up.

He bursts out laughing. “DUDE! You almost got me there!” The relief in his voice is obvious.

I get up, still coughing, still alive. I feel free. I can do anything. Let anything happen.

Alex is already at the fan, tying a new noose. He was smart enough to cut the noose around my neck and not just the rope. Anyone else would have cut the rope and left the noose to keep choking me. What a good friend to have.

Before I know it, he’s ready for his turn. He looks at me and smiles like he’s about to dive into a pool. The smile is too casual. I see something else behind it.

Alex really wants to die. He wants to see his father.

He kicks the table away and hangs there by his neck. He looks at me, eyes pleading. I go for the scissors.

He wants it.

That’s what I hear in my head. I’m about to cut the rope. There’s a look of hope in his eyes. I almost cut it.

Then I stop.

A big smile slithers like a snake across my face. I step back and watch him. His body convulses, and the pungent smell of excrement fills my nostrils. Tears roll down his face like water running down a smooth rock.

I’m holding the scissors and smiling at my best friend as I realize what I have been reborn to be.

My name is Albus Crane. 
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The phone goes at 3:12 a.m., and I know it’s Travis before I look. Nobody else in Los Angeles calls me at this hour and expects me to be gracious.

“Got a jumper downtown,” he says. “Probably nothing. I’d like your eyes on it anyway.”

“Probably nothing” is what Travis Graham says when he already suspects it’s something. He doesn’t know that about himself. I do.

Renée doesn’t stir when I get up. She’s a public defender with a laugh like a dropped tray and a habit of saying exactly what she wants, which is why she’s in my bed and most people aren’t. I dress in the dark and leave her a note on the pillow. Three lines. I’ve always been good with notes.

The 110 is empty at this hour, a river of sodium light running toward the towers. Downtown rises out of the dark like it’s ashamed of itself. Glass and money at the top, and six blocks east, along San Julian and San Pedro, the tents begin. Skid Row. The city keeps its two faces close together so it never has to choose between them.

The Halcyon is thirty-four floors of blue glass on Grand Avenue. Police tape across the plaza. A white sheet on the concrete near the fountain, and twelve feet from it, a single gold heel lying on its side as if someone had kicked it off coming home from a party. In a way, someone had.

Travis meets me at the tape. He’s a big man who has started to soften at the edges, Dodgers cap, a coffee he isn’t drinking. Forty-four, divorced, sleeps badly. His eyes go to the sheet every few seconds, the way a tongue goes to a sore tooth. They always do with jumpers.

“Katie Novak,” he says. “Twenty-seven. Thirty-first floor. Lands about two-ten. Building security calls it in.”

“Novak. The one who’s always at the galas.”

“You read the society pages, Doc?”

“I read everything.”

Behind him, Ray Kessler is talking to a uniform, and he turns when he hears my voice. Kessler is fifty-eight, with a gray mustache he’s had since the first Bush administration and a face that has decided in advance what it thinks of me.

“Oh good,” he says. “The mind reader. We were worried gravity wasn’t working.”

“Morning, Ray.”

“It’s not morning. It’s night. Normal people are asleep.”

“Then we’re in good company.”

He doesn’t laugh. Kessler never laughs at anything I say, which I respect more than he would believe. Most people laugh at the jokes of men they’re afraid of. Ray just doesn’t like me, cleanly, with no reason he could put into words. Some animal part of him smells something. The rest of him can’t find it, so he calls me a shrink and leaves it there.

We ride up to thirty-one. The apartment is everything a woman like Katie Novak would want photographed: white couches nobody sits on, a wall of art bought for its price, a kitchen that has never seen heat. The balcony door is open. The curtains move in the wind like something breathing.

I don’t look at the balcony first. Everyone looks at the balcony. I look at the room, because a room is a person’s confession of who they are.

The gown she wore tonight is not on her. It’s over the back of a chair, carefully, the way you lay down something you plan to wear again. Her makeup is on the bathroom counter, the remover out, one cotton pad used. On the nightstand, her phone is charging, and next to it a sleep mask and a glass of water, half full.

This is a woman who came home, took off a dress she loved, started taking off her face, plugged in her phone, and poured a glass of water for the morning.

I know what it looks like when someone wants to die. I have watched that wanting arrive in people the way weather arrives, a slow change in pressure, long before the first drop. Katie Novak was not carrying weather. Katie Novak was planning to wake up.

“Well?” Travis says from the doorway.

“Who found her?”

“Roommate. She’s in the hall.”

“Then let’s start with her.”

Chelsea Kramer is sitting on the hallway floor with her back against the wall, though there’s a bench six feet away. People in shock go low. They want the ground under as much of them as possible.

She’s in navy scrubs, with a lanyard that says Grace Street Community Clinic and a photo of a woman who had more sleep than this one. Thirty, maybe. Dark hair pulled back hard. A body built in proportion, strong through the shoulders and the hips both, a body that does real work for a living. I notice it the way I notice everything, and I file it, and I put it away.

A uniform hovers near her with a bottle of water she hasn’t touched.

I sit down on the floor across from her. Not next to her. Next to her is a claim. Across from her is an offer.

“Ms. Kramer. My name is Albus Crane. I work with Detective Graham. I’m very sorry.”

She looks at me, and I watch her decide whether I’m a person or a part of the procedure. “You’re a cop?”

“A psychologist.”

“She didn’t need a psychologist.” It comes out hard. Then her face folds, and she presses the back of her wrist to her mouth until it passes. “Sorry. Sorry. She didn’t. That’s what I’m trying to say. She wasn’t like that.”

“Tell me what she was like.”

She does. Most people do, if you ask the right question and then do the hardest thing in the world, which is nothing. Katie was loud. Katie was spoiled, and knew it, and made fun of herself for it. Katie had a fundraiser on Saturday that she’d been planning for four months, for the clinic, Chelsea’s clinic, because Chelsea had dragged her down there once and Katie had cried in the car afterward and written a check before they got home.

“She was going to wear the green dress. She made me promise to do her hair.” Chelsea laughs, and it breaks in the middle. “People who are going to do that don’t make you promise to do their hair.”

She’s right. She’s more right than she knows.

While she talks, she rubs the pad of her thumb against the side of her index finger, over and over, a nurse’s hands, cracked from sanitizer. Her grief is in her hands, not her face. Her face is trying to stay professional. That’s how I know it’s real. False grief lives on the face, where it can be seen. Real grief goes wherever the person can’t control it.

“Were you here tonight?”

“No. I had a double. I walked home at two-thirty.” She points vaguely east, toward the tents and the clinic. “It’s four blocks. Everyone says don’t walk it at night. I’ve walked it for three years.”

“And when you got home?”

“The police were already downstairs.” Her thumb stops. “Julian. You should talk to Julian.”

“Who’s Julian?”

“Her boyfriend. Julian Price.” She says the name the way you’d pick up something with a tissue. “She was going to end it. She told me Thursday. She was going to do it this weekend, after the fundraiser, so he couldn’t make a scene there.”

“Did Julian know?”

“I don’t know.” She looks at me then, really looks, and her eyes are wet and steady at the same time. “Katie didn’t jump. I don’t care what it looks like. She didn’t.”

“I believe you,” I say, and I mean it, which is unusual enough that I notice myself meaning it.

Honest people are restful. There’s nothing to do with them. Nothing to steer, nothing to read under the surface, because the surface is all there is. I sit across from Chelsea Kramer a moment longer than I need to, the way you’d stand a moment longer in a patch of sun.

Then I get up, because Travis is waving at me from the elevators, and behind him, coming out of the doors with his hair still wet, is a young man who can only be Julian Price.

Julian Price is twenty-nine and has never been told no by anyone who could make it stick. You can see it in the way he walks into a crime scene: as if the tape is a velvet rope and someone will lift it for him. His father produces the kind of films that open in four thousand theaters. Julian produces nothing, beautifully.

“Where is she?” he says to Travis. “Where is she? I want to see her.”

“Mr. Price, you don’t want to see her.”

“Don’t tell me what I want.” His voice cracks on want, right on schedule.

He’s crying. I’ll give him that. The tears are real water. But he cries the way an actor cries, toward the light. His eyes find Travis, then Kessler, then me, checking each face to see if it’s landing. Real grief doesn’t check. Real grief is on the hallway floor with its back to the wall and doesn’t care who’s watching.

Kessler, to his credit, looks at Julian like a man looking at a used car that he’s being told is new by the salesman.

“The doorman called him,” Travis tells me quietly. “He’s on the visitor list. Log has him leaving at 11:05. Says he went home to Los Feliz, went to bed.”

“And the hair?”

Travis glances at the wet hair. “Says he was in the shower when the doorman called.”

“At three in the morning.”

“Couldn’t sleep, he says.”

I step closer. Close enough that Julian has to include me in his performance, which he does, turning toward me with his wet red eyes.

“Mr. Price. I’m Dr. Crane. I’m so sorry.”

“She was fine,” he says. “She was fine tonight. We had a great night. I don’t understand how she could do this.”

Not how this could happen. How she could do this. He’s already written the story, and he’s already cast her as the one who did it.

“Was she upset when you left?”

“No. I mean, a little. She drinks. She gets emotional.” He wipes his face. “Did she leave anything? Like a note?”

“The detectives are still going through the apartment.”

“But did she? Did she write anything?”

There it is.

I know more about suicide notes than any man in this building, and I know who asks about them. The people who loved the dead ask why. They ask it over and over, sometimes for the rest of their lives. They want the note because they want a reason they can survive.

The people who are afraid ask what. What did she write. Who did she name. Because a note is a witness that can’t be argued with.

Julian Price has asked me twice what Katie wrote, and not once why she would want to die.

“I’m sure the detectives will let you know,” I say gently, and I put a hand on his shoulder, and under my palm I feel him go tight as wire, and then, very deliberately, loose again.

He was here. I’d stake my license on it. I’d stake more than that.

The problem is the log. A doorman says he left at 11:05, and a doorman’s log is the kind of thing a district attorney loves. So I stop looking at Julian, because Julian has told me everything his body can tell me, and I start looking for the doorman.

His name is Hector Ruiz. Fifty-three, eleven years on the night desk at the Halcyon, a gray uniform jacket that fit him better a few years ago. When I come down to the lobby with Travis and Kessler, he stands up behind his desk like a schoolboy when the principal walks in.

There’s a photo taped inside his booth: a girl in a cap and gown, a university crest behind her. There’s a coffee cup that says WORLD’S OKAYEST DAD. And there’s Hector’s right hand, which keeps drifting to the inside pocket of his jacket and patting it, the way you check for your keys. He doesn’t know he’s doing it. People never know.

“Mr. Ruiz,” Travis says. “Walk us through the night again.”

Hector walks us through it. Mr. Price came in with Miss Novak around ten-thirty. Mr. Price left at 11:05. He wrote it down. It’s in the book.

He says Mr. Price very carefully each time, like a man carrying a full glass across a room.

Kessler opens his mouth, and I can see the shape of what’s coming: something loud, something that will make Hector close like a fist. I step in first.

“Your daughter,” I say, nodding at the photo. “Where did she graduate?”

He blinks. “Cal State Northridge. Nursing.” Pride breaks across his face before he can stop it. “First one in the family.”

“You must have worked a lot of nights for that.”

“Every night.” He says it simply. It’s the most honest thing he’s said since we came down.

“And she’s starting the master’s program now,” I say. It’s a guess, but there’s a brochure under the coffee cup with the same crest on it, and his eyes go there when I say it. “That’s expensive.”

His hand goes to the pocket again.

“Mr. Ruiz. I don’t think you’re a bad man. I think a young man with a famous father came back to this lobby tonight, upset, and said he just needed to talk to his girlfriend for five minutes. And I think you’ve let him up a hundred times before, so why not. And when he came down, he was different. And he gave you something. And he asked you not to write down that he’d come back.”

Hector Ruiz looks at me for a long moment. Then his eyes fill, and he takes the envelope out of his jacket and puts it on the desk the way you’d put down something hot.

“Two thousand dollars,” he whispers. “He came back at one-forty. He came down at two-fifteen through the garage. He said she was being crazy and he didn’t want police in it. I didn’t know. I swear to God, I didn’t know she was out there until security called.”

Travis is already on the radio. Kessler stares at the envelope, then at me, and something moves under his mustache that isn’t quite a smile.

“Lucky guess,” he says.

“I don’t guess, Ray.”

“Yeah,” he says. “That’s what bothers me.”

They bring Julian Price down through the lobby in cuffs twenty minutes later. He’s shouting about his father and his lawyer, in that order. As he passes me, he finally looks at me directly, without any performance at all, and in his face I see a small, frightened animal who has just understood that the world can say no.

There is a kind of man who kills a woman and then tries to dress it up as her own choice. I have no patience for him. He’s an amateur, and amateurs give the rest of us a bad name.

It’s after six when I get outside. The sheet is gone from the plaza. A man from the city is hosing down the concrete near the fountain, and the water runs pink, then clear. The gold heel has been bagged and taken. The sky over the east side is going the color of a bruise healing.

Six blocks that way, the tents are waking up. Somewhere in there is a clinic with its lights on, and a nurse who walked home through all of it at two-thirty this morning because she has walked it for three years and refuses to be afraid. Chelsea Kramer. I find that I’ve kept her name somewhere easy to reach.

Travis comes out and stands beside me. He looks like a man who has done something good and doesn’t trust it yet.

“How’d you know?” he says. “Before Hector. Before any of it. You knew upstairs.”

“She poured herself a glass of water for the morning.”

He waits for the rest. There isn’t any he’d understand.

The truth is simpler, and I can’t tell it to him. Katie Novak didn’t want it. I know the wanting. I’ve seen it arrive in a dozen faces across from me, in my office, with the blinds half drawn and the box of tissues on the table between us. I know what it looks like when it’s ripe. I know the exact week. Katie Novak had none of it. Katie Novak wanted the green dress, and the fundraiser, and her roommate’s hands in her hair.

“Go home, Doc,” Travis says. “Get some sleep.”

“I have a patient at nine.”

He shakes his head and goes back inside.

Nina Alvarez is my nine o’clock. She has been coming to see me every Tuesday for seven months. Lately she tells me she’s sleeping better. She says she feels lighter. She says, for the first time since her brother died, she feels calm.

She thinks she’s getting better.

She isn’t. She’s getting ready.
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My practice is a converted craftsman bungalow on a quiet street in South Pasadena, the kind of street where jacarandas drop purple on the sidewalks every spring and the neighbors complain about it as if it were litter. A small brass plate by the door: ALBUS CRANE, PH.D. CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY. Nothing else. People who need me find me. People who don’t, walk past.

I don’t keep a receptionist. People talk to receptionists. They tell them things in the waiting room that they don’t tell me in the chair, and then the receptionist goes home and tells her sister. I schedule my own appointments, I answer my own phone, and I keep my own notes, by hand first and typed later, in a filing cabinet that locks with a key I wear on the same ring as my car’s.

It’s 8:20 when I let myself in. I’ve showered at home, changed my shirt, and drunk two cups of my mother’s tea, the bitter kind she still has her cousin send from Lagos in tins with no labels. Renée was gone by the time I got back. She left my note on the pillow with a single line written underneath it in her small, sharp hand: Next time, wake me up and say goodbye like a person.

I won’t. She knows I won’t. That’s why she’ll come back.

The office is two rooms. The front one has a couch, two chairs, a low table with a box of tissues and a small clay bowl my father brought from Ghana that nobody has ever been allowed to put anything in. The back room is mine: desk, cabinet, a window onto a lemon tree that produces nothing but leaves.

I open the blinds in the front room halfway. Not all the way. People in pain feel exposed in full light, and in the dark they feel trapped. Half is where people talk.

Then I sit in my chair, and I wait for Nina, and I let the night drain out of me. Katie Novak. Julian Price in cuffs. Hector Ruiz and his envelope. Kessler’s mustache moving. Chelsea Kramer on the hallway floor, with her cracked nurse’s hands.

I let all of it go, the way you’d set down bags at a door. The next fifty minutes require my full attention.

They always do, near the end.

Nina Alvarez knocks at 8:58. She always knocks, though the door is unlocked and there’s a sign that says COME IN. Seven months of Tuesdays, and she has never once just opened the door. Some people need permission to enter a room. Some people need permission to exist in it.

“Morning, Dr. Crane.”

“Good morning, Nina. Come in.”

She’s twenty-six and works the circulation desk at a branch library in Highland Park. Small, with a round, open face and dark eyes that used to fill up within five minutes of sitting down. She wears her brother’s watch on her right wrist, a man’s watch, too big for her, so it slides down to her knuckles when she gestures. Mateo was nineteen. Two years ago, on a Sunday night, a pickup ran a red light on Figueroa and came through the passenger side of the car Nina was driving. She walked away with a cut on her forehead. He didn’t walk away.

She has told me, in this room, in eleven different ways, that she should have seen the truck. She has told me she was changing the song on the radio. She has told me Mateo was laughing at her for her taste in music when it happened, and that the last sound she heard from him was a laugh.

This morning she sits down, and she smiles at me.

It’s a good smile. It reaches her eyes. It’s the first one like it I’ve seen from her since February.

“You look rested,” I say.

“I am. I’m sleeping, like, actually sleeping. Eight hours.” She laughs a little at herself. “I don’t even know what happened. I just woke up last week and it was like… it was quiet. In my head. You know?”

“Tell me about the quiet.”

She tells me. It’s lighter. Things don’t hurt the way they did. She went to her mother’s for dinner on Sunday and didn’t cry once. She’s been cleaning out her apartment, getting rid of things she doesn’t need.

“I gave Mateo’s jacket to my cousin Ruben. The Raiders one.” She turns the watch on her wrist. “He always wanted it. Mateo used to say over his dead body.” A small laugh, gentle, without pain in it. “I figured Mateo wouldn’t mind now.”

In a university library somewhere, there is a textbook that lists what I’ve heard in the last five minutes. A sudden calm after a long darkness. Sleeping well, all at once. Giving away possessions. Talking about a loss as if it’s finally been settled. There’s a page in it that tells a clinician exactly what to do when a patient sits down and says these things with a smile on her face. Lean forward. Ask directly. Don’t let the calm fool you. The calm is the most dangerous hour.

I lean back.

“That sounds like it was a meaningful thing to do,” I say. “Letting go.”

“It was.” Her eyes shine, but they don’t spill. “It really was.”

I have never once in this room told Nina Alvarez to do anything. I would not. It isn’t necessary, and it isn’t who I am. For seven months I have done what every good therapist does. I’ve listened. I’ve reflected. I’ve asked her what she believes, and then I’ve stayed quiet while she believed it. When she said the world felt wrong without Mateo in it, I asked her to sit with that feeling instead of arguing her out of it. When she said she was tired of fighting, I told her she didn’t have to fight in here. Every word true. Every word in the textbook.

The art isn’t in what you say. It’s in which doors you leave open and which ones you quietly let swing shut. A person in pain is walking down a long hallway. All you have to do is make sure the hallway goes where they were already going.

She wants it. She has wanted it since Figueroa. I didn’t put it in her. I only stopped standing in front of it.

“I keep thinking about how he laughed,” she says. “The last thing. I used to think it was the worst part. Now I think it’s kind of the best part. Like he was happy, right at the end. Like it didn’t hurt.”

“That’s a peaceful way to see it.”

“Yeah.” She nods slowly. “Peaceful.”

We talk for the rest of the hour about small things. Her mother’s knee. A book a patron returned with a love letter tucked inside it, years old, never sent. She laughs twice. When the fifty minutes are up, she stands and hugs me, which she has never done before. She smells of library dust and vanilla.

“Thank you,” she says into my shoulder. “Really. For everything.”

“Same time next Tuesday?”

The smallest pause. A half-second. A hitch in the hallway.

“Sure,” she says. “Next Tuesday.”

She doesn’t knock on her way out. She just opens the door and goes.

I write my notes at the desk in the back room while the session is still warm.

Session 29. Pt. presents with markedly improved mood and affect. Reports restored sleep, increased engagement with family. Pt. describes processing of grief re: brother’s death as moving toward acceptance. No SI reported. Continue weekly.

All of it accurate. Every line of it will hold up. If anyone ever opens this cabinet, and someday someone will, they’ll find twenty-nine sessions of a careful, attentive clinician watching a grieving young woman slowly get better. They’ll find the last entry and see a therapist who had every reason to be hopeful. They’ll feel sorry for me.

People always feel sorry for the doctor. It’s one of the few things in this country you can count on.

I lock the cabinet. I put the key back on the ring. Through the window, the lemon tree does nothing, as usual.

The light on the office phone is blinking. One new message, left at 9:14, while Nina was talking about her brother’s laugh. I press play and lean back in my chair, expecting a referral, or Travis, or Renée telling me I’m a bastard in a voice that makes it a compliment.

A woman’s voice. Older. Careful, as if each word were being lifted down from a high shelf.

“Hello. I’m trying to reach Dr. Albus Crane. I… my name is Margaret Reed. I don’t know if you’ll remember me. You were a friend of my son’s, a long time ago. Alex. Alex Reed.”

A pause on the tape. A breath that shakes a little at the end.

“I saw your name in the paper, the piece about you helping the police. And I thought, that’s Albus. That’s Alex’s friend Albus. You were the last one who saw him. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m saying that. I’m not sleeping again. My doctor says I should talk to someone, and I thought, if I’m going to talk to someone, maybe it should be someone who knew him.”

She leaves a number. She says it twice, slowly, the way older people do, as if the machine might not be listening.

“Anyway. I’m sorry to bother you. Thank you.”

The message ends.

I sit very still.

Twenty-five years. I can see her the way she was then: a thin woman in a blue robe, standing in the doorway of a house with a ceiling fan upstairs, asking me if Alex had seemed sad. I can hear myself answering her. I can feel the notebook pressing flat against my back, tucked into the waistband of my jeans under my shirt, the whole time she held my hands and cried.

And under all of it, somewhere low, the old thing stirs. The thing that started growing in me on Alex’s front steps. It turns over in my gut, slow and pleased, like an animal in the sun.

I play the message again. Then I pick up the phone and dial the number she gave me, slowly, the way she said it.

She answers on the second ring.

“Mrs. Reed,” I say. “It’s Albus. Of course I remember you.”

I listen to her start to cry.

“I think about Alex every day,” I tell her.

It’s the truest thing I’ve said all morning.
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By four in the afternoon, Julian Price had three lawyers, a father on the phone with the chief’s office, and a statement that said nothing at all. Travis Graham had a confession from a doorman, an envelope of cash in an evidence bag, and the particular kind of tired that comes after you’ve done something right and know it will still take a year to matter.

He sat at his desk on the fifth floor of the Police Administration Building, typing with two fingers, and tried not to look at the clock.

“Your boy was something last night,” said Ray Kessler from the next desk, not looking up from his own screen.

“He’s not my boy.”

“He’s somebody’s boy. Nobody walks in off the street and reads a doorman like a menu.” Kessler took a bite of a sandwich that had been sitting out since noon. “You ever wonder how he does it?”

“He’s a psychologist, Ray. It’s his job.”

“My dentist is a dentist. He doesn’t look at me like he can count my fillings from across the room.”

Travis let it go. Kessler had disliked Albus Crane from the first day they met, three years ago, at a homicide in Boyle Heights where Albus had looked at a grieving husband for about forty seconds and quietly told Travis the man had a girlfriend in Fresno. The man had a girlfriend in Fresno. Kessler had never forgiven him for it, as far as Travis could tell, the way some men never forgive a magician for a trick they can’t explain.

Travis didn’t feel that way. If he was honest, and he tried to be, the feeling he had when Albus worked a scene was closer to relief. For twenty years he’d been the only one in the room who thought things might not be what they looked like. Now there was someone else. Someone who saw more than he did, and said it out loud, and was right.

His phone buzzed. A text from his daughter, Kayla, fifteen, who lived with her mother in Glendale and texted him mostly when she needed something. can u take me to the DMV sat. mom has a thing. He wrote back yes and then, after a second, love you, and watched the screen. Nothing. Fifteen.

His desk phone rang.

“Graham.”

“Travis. It’s Joe Okaf, Northeast.” A patrol sergeant he’d come up with, back when they were both in uniform and thought the job would get easier. “Listen, this is probably nothing.”

Travis almost smiled. “Go on.”

“I’ve got a suicide in Eagle Rock. Woman in her fifties, pills, there’s a note. Coroner’s on the way, everybody’s ready to sign off. But the daughter’s here, and she’s making a lot of noise. Says no way. Says her mom wouldn’t. I know, I know, they all say that.”

“They all say that,” Travis





















































































