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For my sister, Roberta










Whenever science makes a discovery 
the devil grabs it while the angels are debating
 the best way to use it.


ALAN VALENTINE




How does one kill fear, I wonder?
 How do you shoot a spectre through the heart,
 slash off its spectral head,
 take it by the spectral throat?


JOSEPH CONRAD
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Dust flecked with blood, shards of debris and bone, smoke so thick he cant breathe or see or maybe hes gone blind; the noise, horrific a moment ago, leveling out to a dull thump, thump, thump in his eardrums, until it dissolves into an absence of sound as if the world had exploded and he is the lone survivor.


The smoke clears.


He looks around at cars and buses and taxicabs; at passersby walking talking laughing frowning, some smoking cigarettes, others sipping coffee, no one alarmed, no one dodging for cover, no one crying or screaming.


He leans back against a wall to catch his breath.


Hey, buddy, you all right?



The mans face zooms into focus, soft blurry features suddenly sharp and all too real only inches away, touching something at the back of his mind: other faces in close-up, studying him like a bug under glass.


Me? All right? Oh, sure. Sure.


The man stares at him a minute before turning away and he thinks that perhaps it was a trick, the enemy in disguise. But he has outsmarted him, given the right answer to the test. He knew it was a test; its always a test.


He sets his shoulders and taps his backpack to make sure it is still there. He has a job to do, a mission.


The city street stretches out in front of him like something in a mirrored fun house, but this is no fun, and the heat, the heat is unreal.


And then he is cold. Body shuddering, shaking, everything cool and white and the smell of something chemical in his nose.


bandwidthpropranololpeptide


The words make no sense and fade so fast he isnt even sure he heard them.


A pinprick, a bug bite? Then a shot of buzzing electricityin the air or in his brain?warmth spreading under the skin, leaching into arterial paths, bringing a flood of surreal Technicolor imagery; one gritty reality exchanged for another, bodies scrambling and sand gone muddy with blood.


He has to get there, has to save his best buddy, Ron.


But Ron is dead. Didnt I see that happen?


He turns one way, then the other; the scene shifting, sand exchanged for city streets, dunes that morph into funnels of smoke.


Come on. You can do this. Complete the mission. Because everythingRon, the other guyseverything depends on you, and this is it: your last chance to make it right.


Hang on, buddy, Im coming.


The music starts up, electric guitar strummed loud and hard, that Zevon song that Ron liked and would play over and over, Lawyers, Guns and Money.


The landscape flip-flops, a video game of shifting worlds: First a concrete jungle, then a cold white room, now its all thick gray clouds and red-hot flames, explosions, and more blood and bone and ash, and from somewhere deep within this chaos there are piercing screams and muffled plaintive cries, but he is outside it, watching, watching himself walk right into it, and though he feels the fire on his skin and the smoke in his lungs, he is absolutely unafraidthe very notion of fear a mystery.


He has got to get there. He has got to tell his story. That is the mission; what he has to do to make it right again.
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Lieutenant Bill Guthrie spread the crime scene photos across his desk. Maybe these will help.


I didnt see how. The vic looked like a piece of charcoal.


I glanced up at the Bronx lieutenants round face, thin hair over a high forehead dotted with sunspots that begged for a dermatologists opinion.


And theres this. Guthrie held the skull out in front of him, contemplated it like he was about to recite Hamlets soliloquy, which I didnt think a Bronx homicide lieutenant could do, but Id known cops who read Proust, and ones who knew the words to every Broadway musical, so it was possible.


There were two holes in the frontal eminence, the forehead. Guthrie poked a finger into one, then the other.


The bullets are what killed him. Being burned up was just a cover. Guthrie rotated the skull for inspection.


Looks pretty clean. Acid bath? I asked.


I guess, he said. Thats part two, right? I hear that in part one they give it over to bugs who gnaw away whatever flesh is left on the bone. I didnt know about that, did you?


I did, but didnt like to think about it.



So, you think you can do it, Rodriguez?


I hadnt made a sculptural reconstruction in a long time, but had studied forensic anthropology along with forensic art as part of my course work at Quantico almost eight years ago. Recently, I had taken a brush-up course in osteological profilingidentifying victims from their bones, teeth, and whatever else is left of themat Fordham University, here in the city. Plus, Id been making my own study of forensic anthropology over the past five years, particularly the skull, and how it shapes the face. I got interested after a visit to the body farm, in Knoxville, Tennessee. I cant say I enjoyed seeingor smellingthe decomposing corpses spread around Deaths Acre, as the founder, Bill Bass, referred to it, but it taught me a hell of a lot about the body, from the inside out.


I took the skull from Guthrie and looked it over, half the teeth knocked out or broken, which would add to the challenge. I think a part of me had been waiting for this opportunity.


I started making a mental list of the supplies Id need: oil-based modeling clay, sculpture tools, Duco cement, cotton balls, swabs, sandpaper, mesh, eyeballsprosthetic ones if the PD was going to reimburse me because they were expensivedolls eyes, if they were not.


I looked at the eye sockets and for a moment saw a flash of blue. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me, but I decided to go with the color.


Guthrie flipped through some pages in the case file. Like I said, there was no way to ID our John Doe. Apartment where he was turned into a crispy critter was strictly month-to-month rental, cash sent to a real estate PO box, and his fingerprints were charred right off.


Poor guy. I wonder what he did?


You mean for a livingor to get himself killed? Guthrie shrugged. Who knows, but Rauder wants full reports.



Mickey Rauder was chief of operations, a lifer who had worked with my dad in Narcotics, way back when. Hed asked me to help Guthrie with this case and Id agreed because whenever I was with Rauder he would bring up my father and Id get so damn flustered Id agree to anything.


If Rauder wants some John Doe to be priority, hes priority, said Guthrie. And I appreciate your help, Rodriguez.


What about the other people in the building, anyone who might have known who the guy was?


Only one other resident, old lady on the second floor, but she didnt make it through the fire.


So your arsonist has two murders on his hands.


Guthrie nodded. The building was slated for demo, some real estate developer had bought the land, planned to build a new high-rise on it.


Fires a good way to get tenants out of a building, I said.


Yeah, but the realtor checked out. Seems to be a reputable guy, said Guthrie. So, Rauder tells me he worked with your old man.


Uh, yeah. Thats right.


A picture of my father, dead in the street, unfolded in my brain.
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The coroner is waiting for me, I said. Hes got more stats on the John Doe that might help. I used the excuse to get going. I didnt want to hang around and talk about my father.


Guthrie slid the skull into a brown paper bag and handed it to me like he was giving me my lunch.





The medical examiner was in his forties, with sad eyes and skin the color of newsprint. His name tag, BAUMGARTEN, ADAM, was smeared with blood. He was eating a tuna on rye and offered me half, but the stench of formaldehyde and dead bodies only a few feet away made it easy to decline.


He exchanged the tuna for a report. You know the basics, right? White male, mid-to-early-fifties, just under six feet tall.


You measured the femur, the thighbone, to get his height?


The M.E. looked up, assessing me. I see youve been studying your forensic anthropology. Not every sketch artist knows that. He flipped a page in the autopsy file. Weight has to be adjusted, too. Autopsy reports it as approximately a hundred and eighty, but you have to remember thats with a lot of flesh and muscle burned off. Id add another twenty to thirty pounds, at least, which puts him on the heavy side.


I made a note: His face would show the weight in the masseter muscles of the jaw into the platysma of the neck.


I didnt do the autopsy, said Baumgarten, or I wouldve noted that. It was Dr. Abbotts case, but she retired, moved to Vegas with her husband. Im not saying anything negative about Dr. Abbott. Megan is an excellent physician, but the case was a John Doe, not much police attention at the time, so He flipped a page. Basically, Id say youve got an overweight fiftysomething man, with some serious arterial buildup. Not exactly a picture of health.



Not after someone set fire to him, I said. No.


Good point, said Baumgarten. There were traces of lighter fluid on a couple of surviving scraps of clothing. He closed the report and checked out the skull Id brought with me. Too bad about the teeth.


Would it do any good to show it to a forensic dentist, an odontologist? I asked.


Already did, he said. Too much of a mess for an ID.


I noted again the prominent brow ridge and blunt borders of the upper eye sockets that confirmed it was a mans skull.


High-velocity trauma, said Baumgarten, tapping the bullet holes.


From ventral to dorsal, right?


Thats right. Shot from the front, exited through the back.


He handed it back to me and I reached for the autopsy report.


Sorry, he said. I cant let you have that unless youve got written permission.


But Guthrie sent me over; isnt that enough?


Nope. I need it in writing. Sorry, but I always follow procedure.


A couple of EMT guys brought in a body bag and Baumgarten told them to put it on a vacant steel slab. Then he went back to his tuna on rye.





I hopped a train down to Canal Street and spent an hour and a weeks salary at Pearl Paint, the biggest art supply store in the world.


When I got back to my Hells Kitchen apartment I went directly into my work area, two long tables tucked against a wall, twelve running feet of desktop; above it a rogues gallery of recent sketches, studies of faces Id made to keep my hand and eye in shape, necessary in my line of work.
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I unpacked the supplies: armature, clay, wire, wooden and metal sculpture tools, plastic brayer, a Boley-style gauge for measurement, sandpaper, and a set of dolls eyes, blue. Then I got out some of the books Id amassed over the years: William Basss Human Osteology, which hed personally autographed at the body farm; another by a Smithsonian curator of anthropology; two more on the study of bones; one on identifying skeletal remains; another by a bio-archaeologist; and a two-part illustrated volume on facial anatomy. Id read them all, a few more than once.


Under the entire length of my worktable were stacks of old books, my sketch pads from the past seven years, newspaper articles that related to criminology, forensics, and violence, along with every notebook from the forensic classes I had taken at Quantico, many of them dusty and dog-eared. It made me think I could end up living like those crazy Collyer Brothers found dead in their New York tenement surrounded by a hundred tons of rubbish. But every time I vowed to throw the stuff away I realized there was something in the mess I needed.


Like right now, when I unearthed my old Quantico notebook on facial reconstruction and was happy I had saved it. It explained the process and listed the steps, but it was the notes Id jotted down while Id made it that brought it all back to me.


I started with step one, cutting up eraser cylinders and gluing them down to mark the depth of the facial tissue. I worked slowly and carefully. I thought about thickness of muscle and flesh, and of my John Does excess weight.
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After that, I measured the distance from the cornea to the lateral margin, squirted on some Duco cement, glued the eyeballs into the skull sockets, and made sure they were securely fastened to the lacrimal bone and eye cavity.


They werent real eyes but they did the trick, adding a dimension of life that hadnt been there before.


Then I rolled out some clay with the brayer, cut it into uniform strips, and laid the first ones onto the John Does skull.


I was getting into it, using the strips of clay like flesh.
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I started thinking about him, the John Doe, mundane questions going through my mind: Where was he born, where did he grow up? It was like the beginning of a relationship.


I smoothed clay around the eyes first with a tool, then my fingertips, and felt a chill. There was no face yet, nothing identifiable, yet I sensed a presence, something outside of myself directing my hands.
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Chief of Department Perry Dentons office smelled of cigar and lemony aftershave, an odor Terri Russo remembered and wished she did not.


They were both detectives back then, only a few years ago, she in Vice, Denton in Narcotics. How was she supposed to know hed end up being her boss?


I hear your boyfriend is working with Guthrie up at Fort Apache.


Is that why you wanted to see me, to talk about Rodriguez?


Denton grinned and Terri realized shed fallen into his trap, confirming the fact that she was seeing Rodriguez.


Denton sat back with a self-satisfied grin and Terri tried not to sigh as she folded herself into a chair opposite.


He slid the Post across the table and stabbed a finger at the headline: COPS GET F ON HONOR ROLL.


Terri did not have to read the story; the F referred to the PDs failure to turn up anything on the student whod been murdered in Times Square. I saw it, she said.


Thats not the question.


I didnt know there was a question.



Dont get smart, Russo. This has been on the front page for a week. A city university studenta kid who the papers had just profiled as the top student in his class, a former ghetto kid on full scholarshipgetting killed upsets New Yorkers, and that upsets me! Youd think the war in Iraq or the conditions at the fucking Walter Reed Hospital would have knocked it into Metro, but


Weve interviewed over a hundred people and so far no one saw anything. I dont know how someone can get stabbed to death in a crowd and not be seen, but I guess


You guess? What is this, the academy, Russo?


Terri swallowed her words. Denton was right. Her task force hadnt uncovered anything and it was embarrassing. Weve gone through the vics life, past and present. He was a straight arrow, no enemies, no drugs, no shady secret life. She sighed loudly. The murder appears to be unprovoked. The way I see it, the unsub sidles up to the vic, stabs him twice, and disappears into the crowd before the kid even falls over.


Ive read the report. Let me know when youre going to tell me something I dont know.


Look, I


No, you look. Denton leaned across his desk and aimed his finger like a gun. I just got another call from the mayorand I dont like getting calls from the mayor.


Bullshit, Terri thought. Denton loved getting calls from the mayor.


If your task force cant handle this, Ill give the case to someone else.


My task force is exactly three men right now, and this is not our only case.


Well, now it is. You and your men are on this twenty-four/ seven.



Fine, but I need more staff.


I cant spare anyone from RHD, but Ill give your other cases to Morelli. And how about your boyfriend, Rodriguez, the psychic?


Boyfriend? Just what she did not want circulating around the station house.


Rodriguez isnt a psychic was all she could think to say.


Whatever. Denton sat forward. But Im serious; why not use him?


Terri didnt know why Denton wanted to throw her together with Rodriguez. Did he think the togetherness would break them up?


Because hes busy.


Up in the Bronx, so Ive heard.


I dont control where Rodriguez works, she said, and would have added neither do you, but didnt want to push her luck. She knew it irked the hell out of Denton that Rodriguez was freelance and therefore not his to get rid of. Rodriguez was the best sketch artist in the city, possibly in the U.S., and it wouldnt look good to lose him, particularly after Rodriguez had made a name for himself helping to crack the so-called Sketch Artist case.


You asked for more help and thats who Im offering. Denton dragged a hand across his forehead. Look, the mayor wants a solution. I want a solution. Its that simple. We cant have honor-roll students stabbed to death in midtown. Its murder on tourism. Plus, the vics parents have been on TV. Christ, have you seen them? Two decent blue-collar work-a-day stiffs. Fathers like a plumber or something and the mothers a fucking nurse and this was like their only kid. Jesus. The media loves them and wed better get an answer or we are going to be crucified!


Denton plucked a cigar stub out of a cut-glass ashtray, lit it, and puffed a gray cloud toward the ceiling. Im serious. You should ask Rodriguez to work with your team. He already knows them and did a great job last time out.


Last time I had to beg you to get Rodriguez on my team.


Last time was different. I didnt know how talented Rodriguez was.


Terri still wasnt sure it was a good idea. She didnt want to fuck up what seemed like a good thing, the first good thing in her adult life when it came to men.


Its up to Rodriguez.


Im sure you can persuade him, said Denton, a slight sneer on his lips. And the Bronx thing isnt important. Just some derelict burned to death, a waste of Rodriguezs talent. You need him more than Guthrie.


Im sure Guthrie will be happy to hear that.


Leave Guthrie to me.





The room is so fucking hot, his old military jacket soaked with sweat, but he doesnt think to take it off. He rubs his bruised thumb over the name tag stitched onto the jacket, OREILLY, J, and tries to remember: Is that my name?


The TV screen rolls.


He lumbers across the room, one bad ankle aching and swollen, entire body sluggish from too much medication, and whacks the side of the set. A man speaking in Spanish to a woman in so much makeup he thinks her face is made of plastic, and hes right: It melts like a multicolored candle, red lips oozing out the bottom of the TV set right onto the floor. He stares at the puddle until it disappears and knows it isnt real because there she is, the woman with all the makeup, back on the screen.



He sags into bed, looks up at a naked lightbulb, snippets of his life playing like the Spanish soap opera: wife, daughter, outbursts, arguments, full-scale war, sad scared moments that no longer belong to him, and he sees himself falling, over and over.


He drags a hand across his face, presses his eyes closed and tries to remember what his little girl looks likeblond curly hair, big smile, but cant hold on to it.


Fuck!


A pinging sensationlike a bell going off in the distancebuilds to a dull thudding knock, as if someone is tapping on his skull.


His eyes burn; images smolder red-hot, then fade to black.


Light cuts around the beat-up shades, so he knows its daytime but cant remember if its today, tomorrow or yesterday that he said hed meet that guy in the park again.


He punches his thighs, feels the pain; yes, he is awake, alive, still here in this hot, stinking room, and his life not worth shit. He looks around at the stained walls, filthy rug, and says, I am in a lovely tea garden.


It makes no sense, but there it is, imprinted on his brain like the bar code on a box of cereal.


The guy in the park


He recognized him, remembers exactly what he did.


And for that, he will make him pay.
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I sat up, shivering, the sweat on my chest going cold from the air conditioner turned up to high. It was the dream Id been having for years, but it had morphed. I was no longer killing my father; he was killing himself.



I glanced over at Terri asleep beside me, chest rising and falling beneath a thin cotton tank top, full lips slightly parted. I wanted to kiss her, but didnt think shed appreciate it at 4:00 A.M. I hadnt heard her come in last night, but I was glad she was here.


I pulled myself out of bed, careful not to wake her, padded barefoot across the apartment to my work area, flipped on a high-intensity desk lamp, opened my sketch pad to a clean page and stared at the white paper. I didnt know where the falling man was coming from, but needed to get it down.
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I sketched it out quickly, the figure from my dream, then sat back, chewed the end of my pencil, remembered what that bad habit had almost cost me six months ago, and stopped.


A shadow fell across my paper and I flinched.


Easy there, tiger.


It was Terri, face pillow-smudged, thick hair tangled.


Its five in the morning, Rodriguez. What are you doing?


I was drawingor trying to. I closed my pad.


For a moment I felt annoyed. I still wasnt used to having someone around.


We werent exactly living togetherTerri kept her own apartment, a studio over in Murray Hill, not ready to give up her little piece of real estate freedombut she stayed over every few nights, kept a toothbrush and makeup in the medicine cabinet, and her stuff was starting to crowd the little clothing I had out of my closet.



I hoped my face wasnt showing the question going through my mind: Is it better to be alone and get my work right, or have someone in my life and always be interrupted? I tried on a smile.


Thats a phony smile if I ever saw one.


You reading faces now?


You think youre the only one who can? Terri smiled, the orbicularis oculi and pars orbitalis muscles around her eyes contracting to prove it was genuine.


I learned how to read faces when I studied forensic art at Quantico. Id apprenticed with the master, Paul Ekman, memorized his Facial Action Coding System, which documents thousands of facial expressions. So far Ive gotten the basic forty-three down, but Im working on the others.


Terri ran her fingers through my hair and kissed my cheek and I got the answer: I liked living together better than living alone.


Whats so important that you have to draw it before dawn? she asked.


Just something I was thinking about.


Like?


Terri was a pit bull when she wanted to know something, which was what made her a good cop.


She tapped the sketch pad, and I showed her.


Jesus, is the guy diving or flying?


Im not sure. I think theres more to it, but its still in my head.


Terris eyes narrowed.


Dont look at me like Im some gypsy with a crystal ball.


Arent you?


I firmly believed that ninety-nine percent of what I did was training and talent. But there was another one percent that was hard to explain.



I glanced at the candle above my worktable, the decal of the god Chango half peeled off, just one of the many Santerian artifactscandles, beads, shell-encrusted crossesmy abuela was constantly giving to me.


When did you start that? she asked, looking over at the sculptural reconstruction.


Today.


Weird, she said. Is it for Guthrie?


Yeah, why?


Just that I saw Denton today.


Lucky you.


Lets not start, okay? The suns not even up.


Im not starting anything. I put my hands up in peace. Denton was a sore spot between us.


Denton wants you to work with me on the Hunter College murder.


Youre kidding?


Not at all. In fact, he was pretty insistent that I use you.


Now theres a first, I said. But I thought we decided it was best if we didnt work together.


Well, youre all Ive got, Rodriguez. Denton wont give me anyone else.


So, Im like whatthe consolation prize?


Dont get your shorts in a knot, Rodriguez. I didnt mean it like that. She patted my cheek and yawned. Im going to take a shower.


I watched her walk away, my eyes lingering on the soft curves beneath the silky boxers shed bought for me, and had immediately made her own. I had to admit they looked better on her.


It was odd, Denton forcing me on Terri, and I wasnt sure it was such a good idea.



A couple of months ago we had made the decision that we would avoid working together because Terri didnt want her colleagues to find out we were involved. She said it was hard enough being a woman heading up a task force with all men under her and didnt need anything that might undermine her authority. But if she needed my help I couldnt say no. Fact is, it had worked out just fine the last time, which, incidentally, was how wed met, on a case.


I pushed away from my worktable, stripped, and joined her in the shower. I slid my arm around her waist and moved my hand to her breasts. After a couple of minutes, biology took over, convex meeting concave, and when I finally slid inside her my heart wanted to tell her that I loved her, but the words got stuck in my throat.


Id had a series of girlfriends, the record holder before Terri was about three months, and Id never said the L word out loud, except once, to my father when he was laid out in a box, a morticians pancake makeup disguising his features but unable to mask the fact that the man I was whispering toIm sorry, Papi, I love youwas no longer the man I knew, just a shell, and it was too late.


Hey, Rodriguez, you with me?


I came back to the moment.


You know, having a guy disappear in the middle of sex doesnt do much for a girls ego.


Sorry, but we were finished, werent we?


Thats for sure. She turned off the shower and grabbed a towel. You can talk to me, Rodriguez, you know, words strung together to form sentences? You should try it sometime.


Funny, I said.


Id known Terri less than a year, but she could read me better than anyone.



I tried to say it again, that I loved her, but it didnt happen. I put on a pair of boxers, sat on the bed, and watched her get dressed, T-shirt, jeans, holster, and a light jacket to hide her 9-mm Glock, which didnt hide it at all.


I cant wait to meet your mother, she said. I take that back. Im really nervous about meeting her.


Id made the mistake of telling her that my mom was coming to town and Terri decided we should all go out. It was your idea, I said, not mine.


You dont want us to meet?


No, its fine.


Fine? Now thats an endorsement if I ever heard one. I just thought, since shes coming, and you and I arefuck, I dont know what we arebut I thought it would be nice if we all got together.


And it will be nice. Lets not make it into a big deal.


Youre the one making it into a big deal.


Sorry, its just that my mother coming makes me nervous, too.


She sighed, flipped the TV on and tuned to New York 1, where an overly cheery guy was saying that the city was in for a heat wave. She shrugged off the jacket and exchanged the Glock for a Kel-Tec mouse gun, which is what the small handguns were called. Not exactly standard issue for a cop, but Terri liked them because they were easy to carry and easy to conceal, the same virtues that made the guns so popular with street hoods.


Is that a new one? I asked. Terri had a collection of lightweight guns.


She displayed the chrome-finished pistol proudly. I couldnt resist. Here, try it. She handed it over.


It felt like a toy but I knew it wasnt. My father used to say that holding a gun made men feel like gods and he didnt mean that as a good thing.


Its the lightest and flattest nine-millimeter single-stack pistol ever made, she said.


Should be a big hit with the teens, I said. They can wear it on chains around their necks, just another piece of bling.


Terri made a face. But she knew it was true. The guns were easy to get. There was even an Internet site, Mouseguns.com, where you could order up any one of a dozen mouse guns, which were forever getting smaller and easier to hide. Personally, I didnt think the guns made sense, as it took four shots to take out a two-hundred-pound perp, and I said so. Sort of like hurling a pebble from a slingshot.


Oh, yeah? Tell that to David and Goliath, she said. There are plenty of delicate areas a nice light Cor-Bon bullet can poke a hole and do damage. You just need to think creatively, Rodriguez. Terri slipped the gun into her pocket. Oh, Ive got the Hunter vics girlfriend coming in to see you at ten.


Thanks for telling me.


I just did. I want you to do a sketch with her.


Did she see anyone?


She says no.


So what do you expect me to do?


Your usual magic, thats all.


Its what brought us together in the first place, my ability to draw a face that no one thought they had seen.


Terri kissed me, then stroked the scar on my chin, and it brought me back to when Id gotten itin a fight for my life six months ago.


I tried to tug her closer, but she pushed me away.


Sorry, Rodriguez, but homicide waits for no manor woman.



I got dressed and went back to my work space, cutting across the living room. I ran my hands over the new furniture Terri had made me buya Crate & Barrel sofa to replace the cracked leather one Id found on the street and kept for seven years, matching club chair, a sleek midcentury-modern coffee table instead of milk crates.


I settled in at my worktable, looked at my sketch, and it flipped from positive to negative.

[image: image]


I blinked, and it was normal again, though the afterimage hovered on my retina. I rolled a pencil between my fingers and waited for more to come, but nothing did. The falling man was all mixed up with the dream of my father and I couldnt shake it. But there was something else. I didnt know what it was, but it had gotten under my skin.
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Midtown North occupied the old Eighteenth Precinct station house on West Fifty-fourth Street, and like the name said, it served a chunk of midtown Manhattan, including some famous tourist sites like Saint Patricks Cathedral, Rockefeller Plaza, and Radio City Music Hall. I kept waiting for the day when Id have to go over and work with one of the Rockettes, but it hadnt happened yet.


I headed toward my third-floor office, down a hall and around the corner from Terris, and next door to Department Command. I made sketches for all the precincts, but Midtown North liked to claim they owned me. Theyd given me the office six months ago, after I helped capture a guy the press had dubbed the Sketch Artist Killer. It was small, with one window that faced a brick wall, but at least I had one. It also had two chairs, a wooden one for me and a padded one that had taken me a month to get, but Id insisted that witnesses and victims had to be comfortable. A week after I moved in Id switched the cold fluorescent tubes to the warm daylight ones, not perfect but an improvement, and painted the walls a soft white unlike the rest of the stations dreary beige.


The AC was whirring but Id brought the morning heat in with me, my shirt sticking to my chest. It was possible Con Ed had turned the power down, one of those intentional brownouts to prevent a total power failure. There were daily reports that the company couldnt handle the demand while every appliance store in the city was having sales on air conditioners.


I put a bottle of Poland Spring next to the witness chair, as I always did. While I waited I skimmed through the murder book, though I already knew about the case; Terri had been talking about it for days and it had been all over the pressthe Hunter College kid, Ryan Kavanagh.


While I read I plucked at the small strand of black beads on my wrist. I never wore jewelry and it felt weird. But six months ago, when I got stuck on an important sketch, my abuela had dragged me over to her botnica on Lexington and 116th, and an espiritista, who worked out of the back room, got me unstuck. So when she told me to wear the beads for luck I figured it couldnt hurt, though I hadnt worn them since. After my dream, and the sketch Id made of the falling man, I was feeling a little uneasy and thought, what the hell, and Id put them back on.


A rookie led the witness into my office. Her name was Anna and she was about twenty, big blue eyes set in an oval face, full lips, and dark hair that tapped her shoulders.


Nate Rodriguez. I smiled.


She sat forward in the chair, hesitant and uneasy.


I displayed my Ebony pencil. You ever use one of these? I had noted her art-student status and wanted to get her talking.


No, theyre too soft for me. You like them?


Theyre good for what I do, I said, and described a bit of my sketching process. I find that witnesses like to know what theyre getting into, and in this case, with her art background, I thought shed be particularly interested. Youre an art major, right?


Yes, painting.



Sounds like fun. Every once in a while I thought about fine art versus forensic art, but I liked the idea that my art did something more than hang on a wall.


I went to Hunter, too, I said. Undergrad.


Really? Her eyes widened with skepticism. Maybe she figured sketch artists didnt have to go to college. Did you study art? she asked.


That, and a lot of psych courses. I could have told her that I had a double major in art and psychology, which came in handy in my line of work, and about my police training and Quantico, but I didnt want to talk about me. What sort of painting do you do?


Right now Im doing a kind of insane realism, really detailed. Ill look at something, like a rock, and paint it really big, fill up an entire six-by-six-foot canvas, paint every nook and chip so that it becomes so real its something else.


Sounds interesting. It also sounded like she knew how to look at things, to study and memorize them. Drawing and painting from reality is a memory game. You look at something, take a mental picture, then attempt to get it down on paper or canvas.


We talked a bit more about painting, then I asked about the night her boyfriend was killed.


We had dinner uptown, near Hunter, then went to the movies in midtown. She took a deep breath and let it out. Like I told the other cops, I didnt see anything. I wish I had, but


I knew that sometimes people saw things and stored them away and didnt know it. Everyone did it, but visual people, artists, did it all the time for their work.


I know its no fun, I said. But lets go back, okay?


She nodded and I asked her to close her eyes and relax. Then I asked her if there had been a line to buy tickets at the theater.


Yes, a long one.



Can you see the other people?


No, I dont think so.


I thought a moment and had an idea. Okay, try and see it like a painting, like something youre going to paint. Youre on the ticket line and there are people around you. Look at their faces.


I watched her eyes flickering below closed lids. Now youre going inside. Keep looking around at the people who are walking next to you, in front of you.


I can see them, but no one stands out.


Fine. Now youre in your seat. Any recognizable faces? Any of the people from the ticket line?


No.


Okay, the movie is over, the lights come up, and youre walking out. Now youre in the lobby and


Wait a minute. When we were walking out of the theater, I mean just after the lights came up, Ryan banged into some guy, or he banged into Ryan, and he went sort of ballistic, cursing and yelling. He was looking for a fight, so I tugged Ryan away. The whole thing only lasted a few seconds. I saw him again in the lobby, but I dont think he saw me; it was across the room.


What sort of impression do you have of him?


Tall, but he was too far away.


Okay, go back to when you saw him earlier, when he was just beside you, when he banged into Ryan. Look at him now, close up, like that rock you were painting, and tell me what you see.


Her orbicularis oculi tightened her eyelids to squints. He had a square jaw with one of those, you knowa furrow in it, a cleft, like George Clooney or Cary Grant. And his face was very angular, superthin, like you could almost see the skull beneath it.


We went back and forth between specifics and generalities, his short spiky hair and dark heavy eyebrows. She was really seeing him nowdescribing his big eyesand I was starting to see him, too. Sometimes I feel as if I have actually slipped inside a witnesss head, and thats when I make my best sketches.

[image: image]



We were in sync. Shed look at my drawing, tell me something, and Id sketch it. Its why I believe in the pencil versus the computer. Ive tried most of the programs, Identikit, FACES, but to me it was about the relationship, not the toolsand I can draw a nose faster than find one in a complicated made-to-order computer program.

[image: image]


His nose was sort of thick, she said, and his eyebrows came together at the center.


And he had those lines around his mouth. She pointed out the nasolabial folds on her own face.

[image: image]


She described his lips, then went back to his eyes. They were light-colored, but with really dark circles around them, like he hadnt slept.


After a while I turned my pad around so she could have a better look.


[image: image]


Ohwowthats him! And I didnt think Id seen anyone.


The brains a complicated little machine, I said. Theres the conscious part and the unconscious part. Theres even a part just for recognizing faces called the fusiform gyrus, and another called the inferior temporal gyrus, which is used for objects. Its how you distinguish between your friendsso you dont mix them up or confuse them for a table.


She laughed, then looked back at the sketch. Youre really good.


I shrugged. It always embarrasses me when someone says that, but I told her she was good, too, which was true.


We spent a little more time on it. She told me where I should make little changes and alterations and when she was satisfied it looked like the guy from the movie theater, I thanked her and she left.



I took the sketch into the back hallway and sprayed it with fixative, really toxic stuff I never spray in my office. I use it so the sketches wont smudge, plus I like the idea that they will last. Maybe that part was just my ego. I use good-quality paper for the same reason, and cut it down to eight-and-a-half by eleven inches so it fits perfectly into case files.


I took another look at what I had done.

[image: image]


Usually when I do a sketch I feel a sense of completion. But this one felt like it was just the beginning.
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Terri was down at Police Plaza, so I gave the sketch to OConnell, the one guy on her task force who did not appear to resent me outright. Maybe he just knew my recordthat one out of three of my sketches led to an arrest. Pretty good odds, though it was the two that failed that kept me up at night.


OConnell was the oldest guy on Terris team, early fifties, and about the same age my father would have been. Hed met him a couple of times, so maybe he felt a little protective and paternal toward meor maybe I was projecting.


He reached for his thermos. I knew he laced his coffee with bourbonI could smell itthough I didnt blame him. If Id spent as many years in Homicide as he had Id probably spend the rest of my life drying out at the Betty Ford Clinic. It was why Id given up real police work the first time aroundjust too much ugliness that got to me.


He looked at the sketch, his puffing eyes evaluating it. So, who is this?


Some guy who started a shoving contest with your vic, Kavanagh, inside the movie theater. The girlfriend described him.



Really? She told me she didnt see anyone.


Sometimes people have seen more than they remember. I held up my Ebony. Power of the pencil.


Nice work, Rocky.


Hed given me the nickname last time around. It was either Rocky or kid, which I preferred, the former bringing to mind too many images of a punch-drunk Sylvester Stallone.


All the cops on Terris task force had nicknames: OConnell was Prince for some reason I didnt know, Perez was Pretzel, Dugan was Doogie, as in Howser. I called them by their actual names, though, because I didnt feel like I was quite in the club and allowed to get so chummy.


Has anyone checked to see if this guy is in the book?


No. I just finished and youre the first to see it.


Okay, Ill get it on the wire to the other precincts and see if they come up with anything. He said thanks, took the sketch, then a slug from his thermos.




On a mission. On a mission.


He jogs down the street, dodging and weaving, until he slams into the woman, who shouts, Watch it, asshole! and something comes apart inside his head, like a piece of glued-together pottery suddenly giving way. He feels the shards loosen and slide around as the woman, the street, the buildings, everything becomes a kaleidoscope of color and form, bringing with it a slew of painful memories, which he must concentrate to remember when all he wants to do is to forget.


The fragments expand, contract, then come together, and for a moment he feels whole again.


On a mission, he says aloud, drawing confidence from the words. On a mission.



The papers clutched in his hand are moist with perspiration. He concentrates on moving forward, holding on to reality, while he feels it seep through his fingers like blood.




The Princeton Club gave me the heebie-jeebies, all that dark wood and whispering, all those suits drinking their lunch, all of it still a surprise to me that Julio of East New York, aka Spanish Harlem, my best friend, mi pana, my stoner mateJulio, who had spent two years at Spofford Correctional for young offendersnot only bought into all this shit but seemed to like it.


Nowadays Julio was a model citizen, the Latino card, as he called himself, at a small but prestigious white-collar legal firm.


I spied him at a table, rail-thin physique in made-to-order pinstripes, curly hair cropped shortNo wetback locks for me, amigothe successful Anglo-Latino.


Nato! Julio stood up to embrace me. At least he wasnt embarrassed by me or the out-of-date sport jacket Id thrown over my T-shirt and jeans.


Cmo ests?


I told him I was good, and asked about Jess and the baby.


Beautiful, both of them.


Julio had married a blond associate partner at the law firm and theyd bought a brownstone up in the East Nineties, between Madison and Fifth, a once-beautiful neighborhood that had fallen on hard times in the sixties and seventies, revived in the eighties, and upscale ever since. I wondered if Julio had chosen to live there because it was only blocks from Spanish Harlem, though miles away in price tag and ambience, a sort of fuck you to his past.


I ordered a beer and
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