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To the memories of
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We might wish that policemen would not act with impure plots in mind, but I do not believe that wish a sufficient basis for excluding … probative evidence…. In addition, sending state and federal courts on an expedition into the minds of police officers would produce a grave and fruitless misallocation of judicial resources.

—JUSTICE BYRON WHITE, in a dissenting opinion





Nature loves to hide.

—HERAKLEITOS
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As of this writing, I am a New York City detective. I was born in Manhattan, but I have never worked or lived there. While pains have been taken to produce an effect of surface realism—many features of the landscape and much police procedure are described substantially as they are—all has been seized, as by eminent domain, and remade to fit the needs of the story. Mother Cabrini is a high school for girls in Washington Heights, but its role in this book is wholly imagined. No character corresponds to any real person. Facts end where this story begins. None of this is true.
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Nick Meehan knew there was more to every story, but he usually didn’t want to hear it. He was in the woods, at a presumed suicide, and it was raining. There had to be limits, even if it seemed cold-blooded to set them. If, say, he asked a young man if he’d hit his girlfriend, a “No” might not mean anything, but a “Yes” always did, and Nick wouldn’t have to listen much longer. The story would be worth hearing if she’d chased him with a hatchet, but there was no point listening to his sad proofs and sorry protests about how she’d never really loved him. That was another story, maybe true, but what mattered was how the man put his belief into action with a roundhouse right, chipping her tooth with the gold ring she’d bought him for his birthday. She might then wonder whether she had ever loved him, doubting why she’d stolen the money for the ring from her mother’s new boyfriend, who tended to walk into the bathroom when she was in the shower. You needed to contain a story like a disease, before it spread. Nick was at a suicide in the park, and it was raining.

What happened was this: The rain had let up in the early evening, and Ivan Lopez had been walking through Inwood Hill Park when the shoe had dropped on him. Inwood, the stalagmite tip of Manhattan, where the Dutch had bought the wild island from the Indians, green since the beginning of time. The shoe, an open sandal with a low heel, had fallen from the foot of a woman who was hanging from a tree. She was half-hidden amid the lower branches of an old oak whose leaves had just begun to turn gold and red. Lopez had given a little shout—“Oho!”—but had regained his breath a moment later and called the police. He had done nothing wrong, he knew, aside from wandering in the woods after dark. He told the first cops that he’d gone there to walk his dog. Lopez didn’t see the problem with his story, but even when it was pointed out that he didn’t have a dog, he clung to the tale like a child clings to a toy, fearful that if it were taken, nothing would be the same.

Lopez was a slight man, with a put-upon air that made him look older than his thirty-odd years. He would not have agreed with any suggestion that his was a dishonest face, despite his worried, furtive manner. He had other burdens, other troubles. He’d had little experience with the police, but he knew at once that he shouldn’t have begun by telling them, “You’re not going to believe this, but …” Those first seven words were the only ones they seemed to accept, as he stumbled and jumped through his version of events, further jarred by the skeptical questions that seemed to presume he knew the woman’s name, where she lived. Two cops had arrived, and then two more, in cars that had rambled over the muddy fields between the street and the woods, with stops and starts and shifts in direction, as if they’d been following a scent. The cops were all larger than Lopez, younger than him, and both facts rubbed against his dignity. He reminded them angrily that he’d tried to be a good citizen in a neighborhood where that quality was not always apparent. The rebuke seemed to have some modest effect on the cops, who withdrew and asked him to wait to speak with the detectives. No one was wrong—not yet, not terribly—but neither side credited the other with good sense or good faith. No one knew what had happened, and as more was said, less was believed.

That was the scene of stalemate the detectives took in when they arrived. One of them was physically robust, emphatic in manner, ready for conflict, the other spare and withholding. More of one, less of the other. The second one, the lesser—Meehan—seemed more sympathetic, and Lopez chose to focus on him when he repeated his account. The audience-shopping instinct was noted with suspicion, and it was the first detective, Esposito, who asked the first question, taking control of the conversation and returning to the earlier sticking point.

“So, where’s the dog?”

Lopez exhaled heavily and said he did not know. He knew how it made him sound, but he didn’t see the point—or rather, he didn’t like it. He didn’t like the next question any better, or the man—Esposito—who asked it.

“What kind of dog was it?”

“A brown one,” he said, after some hesitation.

“What was the dog’s name?”

“Brownie.”

That answer came too quickly, and seemed anticipated rather than remembered. Esposito pressed ahead, testy.

“ ‘Brownie.’ Where’s the leash?”

“I don’t have one. What does this have to do with anything? I was walking by and I got hit, out of nowhere—I could have lost an eye or something—and I try to do the right thing, and I get my balls busted by guys who—”

“By guys who what?”

Nick Meehan intruded with a mild and slightly sideways follow-up, and Lopez couldn’t tell whether he cared more or less than the first detective, if he were signaling that he shared the joke with Lopez or was playing a new one on him: “You could get a ticket for not having a leash for the dog.”

“But you don’t believe the dog,” countered Lopez, with a jubilant smirk. “You can’t write the ticket if you don’t believe the dog.”

“Touché.”

“Qué?”

“Exactly!”

Nick didn’t believe Lopez, but he was delighted by the oddly theological detour of the conversation. He didn’t pretend to be useful, and didn’t always want to be. Nick preferred cases that went nowhere, or rather, he was drawn to mysteries that were not resolved with a name typed on an arrest report—funny things or lucky things, glimpses of archaic wonder and terror, where life seemed to have a hidden order, a rhyme. Here, a witness was hanging himself in his story about a hanging woman, and the detectives were becoming entangled.

Esposito stepped heavily through the mud to borrow a flashlight from one of the uniformed cops. When he returned, he shone it back and forth between Lopez’s face and the suspended woman, which somehow suggested a line drawn between them, connecting the dots.

“Do you have identification?”

Lopez handed Esposito a driver’s license, which Esposito put in his pocket without looking at it. One of the cops began talking to another about the Yankees game, and Lopez looked over at them, irritated. Nick escorted Lopez to the back of their unmarked car, suggesting it might be more comfortable, more private, and situated him in the backseat. Nick sat beside him, not too close, and Esposito took the front passenger seat, leaning back. Nick put a hand on Lopez’s shoulder, in a gesture that might have seemed more friendly, had the space not been so confined.

“Thank you. Thank you for calling us,” Nick said. “Nobody should end up like that.”

“I try to do the right thing.”

“You did. Tell me, I’m not much of a dog person myself, just because you gotta walk ’em all the time. How often do you gotta take him out?”

“Three, maybe five times a day.”

“That’s a lot. How do you have the time? Are you working now?”

“I manage a shoe store. My daughter takes him out, too.”

Esposito leaned in, as if he disbelieved that Lopez had much acquaintance with either work or women, and looked down. Lopez’s boots were mucked over, like everything else, making it hard to tell much about them. Esposito did not relent. “What’s your kid’s name?”

“Grace.”

The response came without hesitation, as did Esposito’s follow-up. “What’s your dog’s name again?”

The seconds that passed before Lopez spoke were few—three or four—but painful to endure. “Lucky,” he said, which was not true in either sense. He squirmed and pleaded, “Can I have my ID back now?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Esposito, blithe for a moment before becoming abrupt and demanding again. “Let me see your hands.”

“What? My God, this is a bad dream….”

“Wake up, then. The hands. Now.”

Lopez looked to Nick for support, but found none. The detectives did not feign anything in their hoary old binary roles—each hard look and kind word was authentic, heartfelt—but all of it was nonetheless deployed for effect, joined to a purpose. Nick took the flashlight from Esposito and turned it on—“Just procedure. Don’t worry. Relax.”—as Lopez raised his palms for examination, turning them over slowly, to show unblemished, unmarked skin. That, at least, did not lie. He might as well have slept in mittens and kept them on all day. Esposito grunted, noncommittal. Lopez shook his hands as if they’d been dirtied, then pointed outside.

“See? I told you—this is not me! I’m just here, same as you. It was already over, finished, done! This is just this. I don’t know why you keep trying to put me in the picture…. This is simple—”

Esposito cut him off as he climbed out of the car, disdaining even to look at him as he left. “The funny part is, it coulda been.”

Nick thanked Lopez again and asked him to wait there—“It won’t be too much longer”—before joining Esposito outside, where they continued their conference beneath the tree. He understood what Esposito had been doing and why, respected its necessity. It wasn’t as if Esposito were a bully demanding lunch money. Still, there was something unappealing in the unfairness of the contest, which bothered Nick, and he saw little to be gained from regarding Lopez as an adversary instead of a distraction.

“Lighten up a little on him, would you?”

The request was amiably offered, received with an obliging shrug.

“Whose is this, anyway?” asked Esposito. “Whose turn is it for what?”

“If it’s a homicide, it’s yours. If it’s a suicide, it’s mine. And it’s a suicide.”

“Good. I mean—you know what I mean. This is not my cup of shit. Your case, your call.”

Nick did know what he meant. Esposito disliked noncriminal investigations, the runaways and accidental deaths; they could be almost as much work as murders, but there was no contest, no opponent—no bad man to put in handcuffs at the end. Esposito was a fighter, and this fight had already been lost. For him, the dead woman in the tree might as well have been a live cat, a sad situation but not an urgent problem, not one that made his neck stiffen or heart soften. Lopez was the only figure of interest for him, and only because of a professional aversion to certain forms of deceit. Nick could see the impatience gather again in Esposito’s face and then recede.

“However you wanna handle it, Nick. But tell me, you don’t have a problem with a guy standing by a dead body, telling you lies?”

Nick took the flashlight and shone it upward. The midair fixity of the woman, taut on the tentative line, reminded him of a dog straining against a leash. The rope held, but would not for long. He didn’t want to think of dogs, and he contemplated pointing the light accusingly at Lopez, as Esposito had. He pictured holding it under his own chin, as if to tell a campfire story. Which is what Nick was convinced that Lopez had done, making up nonsense because he had been caught sneaking out in the dark. Still, Lopez didn’t matter; the woman did. He shut off the light and turned to Esposito to work through the practicalities.

“Say you got a guy, he’s on his way to a whorehouse when he witnesses a bank robbery. He’s a good witness, your only good witness, but he tells you he was going to church. Do you use him?”

Esposito smiled, taken by the fable, even more appreciative that Nick could disagree with him without argument. “That’s why you gotta break him. You get in there and straighten him out. You let him know how it’s gotta go. You break him, you avoid the whole problem.”

“All right, but you know, it’s my analogy here, and you don’t get to change it. In my story, he won’t break. And my story isn’t this story—nobody robbed a bank. I mean, we’ll cover the bases, but this guy didn’t kill her. Nobody did. Come on. If this guy confessed to killing her, here and now, you’d kick him in the ass, tell him to go home and sleep it off.”

“You’re right. But his story still matters. It changes things, even if it’s not true. And I still might kick him.”

“Do me a favor and don’t,” said Nick, almost sure Esposito was joking about the kick, unready to consider the full meaning of the other remark. “Let’s look at this, run through it, worst-case. How did she get up there? She climbed or someone took her. Say it’s a homicide. He killed her there? Alive? Not even leopards on the nature shows do that. They kill them first, then they hide the food in the tree, so the lions don’t steal it. That didn’t happen here.”

“Was that on the other night?”

“Yeah.”

“I saw that. Not bad. Still, you can’t beat Shark Week…. I’m glad she’s not a floater. They’re a pain. You never know with them.”

Esposito was right about floaters. They were far worse. You rarely could establish whether they’d jumped, fallen, or been pushed into the water. He and Nick had only worked with each other for a few months, but Nick had learned to follow his partner’s trains of thought. Esposito had begun to shift from anger to boredom, disengaging—not that he was often or especially angry, but when he was in the game, he was all in, with all emotional color on display like a peacock’s tail. If they’d been at a bar, leaning over drinks, it might have been interesting to puzzle over the situation, to spitball and tease the possibilities among the four categories: homicide, suicide, accident, and natural. They’d talk as if they were playing themselves on TV, looking for the odd detail, the brilliant twist. As it was, the case had the fascination of a flat tire for Esposito. Floaters, leopards, bank robberies—the comparisons had become a way of avoiding the subject instead of illuminating it.

“Anyway. The crime scene is the body, the tree, the ground,” Nick reasoned. “The ground’s already gone, with the rain, all of us here. The body’s the main thing. We’ll check it out as best we can. In theory, the tree should have scuff marks from the climb, bits of clothing, whatever trace evidence.”

Things rub off on each other. The woman had a bit of tree on her, the tree a bit of woman, commingling in constant, invisible transactions. The oak seemed mournful and uneasy, as the branches shifted and the raindrops splatted from leaf to leaf with a staticky whoosh, a radio station that didn’t quite come in. Nick looked at Esposito, and Esposito looked at his watch. They hadn’t rubbed off on each other so much just yet.

Both of them glanced up at the sky to see whether more rain threatened, but night had already fallen. The breeze was heavy with September weather, the edge of a hurricane that had blown out to sea lower down on the coast. Their shoes were muddy, as were the cuffs of their pants, which bothered Esposito especially. He was strongly built, with a bit of a belly on him that he would slap after meals; he had thick black hair and fair skin, and though he was not a particularly handsome man, he carried himself like one, and women responded. He had his vanities, many of them only half-serious, most well earned. Lately, he seemed to be taken with his own nose; Nick had made offhand mention that it was a Roman nose, and Esposito had been delighted, as if he’d won it at a raffle. He worked the subject into interviews: “The guy who robbed you, tell me about his face. Was his nose flat, or upturned, or was it … a Roman nose, like mine?” Tonight, Esposito had walked into the office looking like a mob lawyer, in a blue pinstripe suit and flowered tie; now, from the knees down, he could have been mistaken for a zoo janitor on elephant detail. Nick noticed a great deal about Esposito, not only because they were partners, but because he had agreed to keep an eye on him. Esposito didn’t know that. He knew only that he was appreciated, and he was grateful. Nick dressed in the G-man standard—dark suit, white shirt, dark tie—but his vanity was grandiose in comparison. He thought he could betray his partner, just a little, and they could still be friends. He was like Lopez, he thought, in his desperate insistence that only his better motives mattered.

Nick thought about the cold and then felt it, shivering a little. The wind rose again, and the branches shook, and the red and gold oak leaves fell around them, landing on their shoulders like tame birds. The smell of the body, faint but foul, crept through the wet leaves. Esposito wrinkled his nose in disgust and moved away. “You mind going up?”

“No. It’s my case. You won’t have to worry about your manicure.”

“All yours. Go ahead, work your magic.”

“I will. I’m going to make it all disappear.”

“Let’s do it, then.”

When they returned to the little crowd of cops, Esposito put his hands on his hips and announced the course of action, “Okay. We’re gonna need to take the tree down. Where’s your sergeant? I need you to get Emergency Services here with a chain saw, cut it down, pack the whole thing up—with the body—for the medical examiner. You’ll need a flatbed truck, a lot of plastic tarps. What else, Nick?”

Nick’s mouth tightened. Even though Lopez was probably out of earshot, Nick thought this was disrespectful. There were mysteries to be preserved here as well as mysteries to be explored. Still, he had his partner to consider, his part to uphold. To hell with it, he thought. He’d take the low road, too, and make up for it later.

“Strobe lights,” he deadpanned. “Generator.”

“Right, strobes. All right, guys, it looks like it’s gonna be a long night for you. Maybe you can ask the guys for coffee when they bring the lights.”

With another gust of wind, the black sky emptied rain onto them again. Nick saw two of the cops’ faces. One was blank and sorrowful, as if he’d learned he’d been drafted; the other looked to be near tears, though the weather made that hard to tell. Only a guffaw from one of the older ones, who held back for a moment, broke the scene of perfect misery.

“All right, but you know I had three of you,” said Esposito, to their general relief. “Anyway, let’s get hold of a ladder. Maybe two of you drive over to a building, borrow a ladder from a super. The other two, you might as well wait in the car.”

The cops agreed gladly, retreating to the warmth and dryness. One car drove off, sending a spray of mud from beneath its wheels. The detectives took shelter beneath the tree, keeping a wary distance from the potential drop zone. Neither detective wanted to join Lopez in the car, to ask him more questions or even to pass the time out of the elements. As they waited, the conversation dwindled, and their moods turned as gloomy and autumnal as the landscape. Esposito inclined his head up toward the woman and frowned.

“What kind of grown woman climbs a tree?”

Nick imagined her pursued by a pack of hounds, even imaginary ones, like Lopez’s. “Treed,” that was the word, in hunting. The dogs couldn’t follow, but the chase was over. Nick knew that feeling, knew this place.

“I might have climbed this tree, when I was a kid.”

“That’s right, you’re a native. I forget, when you don’t wear the war paint and carry the tomahawk.”

Before Nick could dwell too much on his childhood, still less his recent return to Inwood, the wind shifted the branches, and the body swung gently, a movement that suggested a plea—Please—and a threat—Don’t make me. They moved farther out of range. Suicides intrigued Nick, or they at least held out the possibility of interest. Most cases had a distraught or demented aspect, bad guesses by bad gamblers. With other cases, though, there was a hint of chill insight, like that of a cardsharp who cheats to lose rather than prolong a game he cannot win. Nick hoped that she had left a note. In his worst moments, Nick didn’t understand why more people didn’t kill themselves, as they seemed to take so little pleasure in life, served such scarce purpose. Why wasn’t there a forest of suicides, a body hanging in every tree of the park, from every branch of every tree, dangling like morbid ornaments? Nick added that thought to the long list of those he’d never share.

Esposito fidgeted, wiped his mouth, rubbed his temple. Nick couldn’t tell if he was bothered or just bored, ready to move on, out of the rain. Esposito shook his head; he was more than bored.

“And what kind of grown man walks in the woods at night?”

“Some people just like walking, you know.”

“Whatever.”

Over the summer, Nick had seen a pheasant in the park, strutting across a meadow clearing on the wooded ridge, a brilliant thing of crimson and copper, tail feathers long and jaunty, and it had seemed less out of place than out of time, a figure from heraldry. It had been a ceremony in itself, and he’d found that he could not move until it had passed. Neither Lopez nor the woman shared his reasons for wandering here, he guessed; other people are just that, otherwise haunted, otherwise hopeful. Again, Esposito pulled him back from his reverie.

“You’d have to be crazy to kill yourself. Do you think she was crazy, Nick?”

“No.”

The almost pensive tone of the question troubled Nick, as did the casual certainty of his own answer. Other people—Esposito was one of them. Nick recalled that one of Esposito’s old partners had killed himself, though the two men had never spoken of it. The partners were not supposed to have been close, and there had been other problems—a divorce, some drinking. Esposito was begrudged his failure to see it coming or to stop it, all the more so because he was so richly gifted in his vocation, in which perception was the means, and protection the end. When Nick had first started working with Esposito, two or three detectives had told him about it, in hurried and stagy whispers, as if warning him that a house he was about to buy had a reputation, a history. The insinuating manner had made Nick defensive of Esposito, though he’d known that other aspects of that history, that reputation, were the reasons they had come together. Esposito had been wrong, then, in his last words to Lopez: The situation here never could have been simple.

The other patrol car returned, ambling over the field, and Esposito directed both cars to face the tree, shining the headlights against it. The borrowed ladder was set up, and Nick took out a camera from the trunk of their car, as well as a pair of latex gloves from a box borrowed from an ambulance. Lopez stepped out from the backseat as Nick did so, and Nick, seeing his pained—though still dishonest—expression, did not instruct him to return. Nick slung the camera around his neck by the strap, and as he ascended the ladder, the camera bumped against the rungs. The flashlight beam chanced upon a spot on the trunk where it illuminated a blockily carved heart. The narrow, trembling focus and yellow warmth gave the light the look of a drama club spotlight, and within the valentine were the initials MR, a plus sign, the number four. An unfinished equation, lacking whoever, forever.

The knots, Nick remembered. He should save the knots in the rope. As he climbed up, he took in the woman’s form, slight and almost child-like—the one shod foot; the jeans, stained at the seat; the black winter jacket worn before the season, most likely because it was that jacket or none; the purse, still over the shoulder. The body didn’t smell as bad as it might have, a day old at most. She had gone out when the storm had been heavy, the wild weather matching her mind. He looked at one of the hands, the fingers dark and thick with lividity. Shining the light on the fingers, he saw a ring, barely visible, as the swollen skin had begun to push around it, nearly covering the stone. Engagement? No, the wrong finger, a red stone. He snapped a few pictures of the hand. The bare foot would show the lividity, too, but it was a little farther away, and he didn’t want to turn the body.

“How’s it going up there?”

“Great, fine, beautiful. Wish you were here.”

“How are we gonna get it down?”

Nick didn’t answer. Up another rung, and another, as the ladder angled in closer to the wet bark. He reached over to the woman’s head, flashlight in one hand, clasping a branch with the other. She had long black hair, loose, wavy, and luxurious, and the strangled grimace made the woman look put together from two different dolls, a princess wig on a monster face. She looked Mexican. Immigrants didn’t kill themselves. Not often, Nick had found, which he assumed had to do with them being accustomed to struggle. A note would be helpful, but only one in four suicides left them, that was the statistic. Who knew if she had been able to write? There were Mexicans here who didn’t even speak Spanish, Indians from the in-country hills who picked up how to hablar en español on Amsterdam Avenue. Nick pictured a graph of the trajectory of this woman’s journey from Mexico to this tree: three thousand horizontal miles, fifteen vertical feet. Moving up, moving out. It didn’t fit, but there it was.

Poor girl, poor girl. God have mercy…. Nick’s father would have said that. It sounded like him even as Nick said it to himself. A brogue in the mind; he heard it more often since he’d moved back home. The girl was poorer now. She was the poorest, by the old precepts. Despair was the only unforgivable sin, a kind of heresy, holding that the clock was stuck on this hopeless hour, and God had lost track of time. Then again, maybe suicide was unforgivable just because you quit, chucked it in, game over. Forgiveness was for the living, when you could raise your hand to ask for it, when the possible is still possible. Stupid girl, he thought, with unexpected harshness. That didn’t sound like himself, either.

Nick took a few more pictures. The ligature had yanked the head to the side, creasing the neck with a sharp upright line, dark above and light below. The rope was white wool, wrapped round and round a branch above, like a cat’s cradle. She had unspooled a ball of yarn into a noose, and dangled gently less than a foot below a branch. It didn’t seem strong enough, and yet it held, and the physics-problem curiosity took Nick away from the grimace and the smell for a moment to consider the logistics. Her hip was beside another branch, and she must have sat there and slipped off—a few inches, no more—so that the force of the drop didn’t break the yarn. She must not have struggled, which could suggest drugs or drink, a sedative to edge her beyond second thoughts. There were so many better ways to do this; its difficulty was impressive, and he caught himself thinking that she was lucky that it had worked out. What was the Sinatra song? “I’ve got the world on a string …”

The tactlessness made Nick look away from her, as if he’d sung it aloud and she’d caught him making fun. Just above her, to the side, there was a plastic bag tangled in a branch—in color somewhere between water and white—that must have been hanging there for some days. It had frayed at the handles, and dank water that had collected inside made it swell like a belly. Nick wondered if she were pregnant, if that had been her reason, and his stomach tightened for the first time. The sight of the bag bothered him more than the body. Reckoning that it was not part of the crime scene—if there even was a crime, which there wasn’t—and that it could leak down on cops or the ME later, he pinched a corner and tore it. He hadn’t thought about what it might look like, from another point of view. As the fluid gurgled and streamed down, there were stifled cries from below—“Ugh!”—from less familiar voices, and a concerned query from a familiar one.

“Nick? You okay, buddy?”

“Yeah—don’t worry. It’s not me. Not her, either. It’s just water from—never mind. Don’t worry about it.”

Tactless again, not just in his imagination. Was he himself tonight? Yes, unfortunately. Nick resumed his task, shining his light on the body, determined to finish, to see whatever had to be seen. It was his case, and it wouldn’t take any magic to make it disappear. If this was a staged crime scene, the killer deserved an award. The hands were Nick’s main concern, to check if they were dirty but undamaged; the rest would have to wait for the autopsy. He stepped down a rung, leaning out slightly. The woman was facing him, her arms barely bent at the elbows; the left hand was practically pressed against the coat, palm-in, but the right was slightly askew. The body swayed gently. Nick leaned out farther, and as far as he could make out, her hands were dirty but undamaged, streaked by rain. As he pondered his next step, weighing the available science against the sadness, he heard Ivan Lopez begin to screech from below.

“There you are! Here! C’mere, boy! C’mere, Brownie! I told you, I told you!”

Nick frowned at the bad showmanship from his perch in the dark, the sheer and callous conceit of the performance. It was a profanity, almost as bad as the one beside him. And then he heard the dog barking, coming closer. He didn’t believe, but he had to see.

As Nick shifted his stance on the ladder, he slipped on the rung; as he lurched to regain balance, he shoved the body. It swung like a pendulum. The noose shredded, a few strands, and then a few more. Nick scrambled on the ladder, and it began to slide from the trunk. As he tipped forward, crashing through the branches, he grabbed the woman, maybe from a reflex to protect her, or maybe to break the fall, but even the instant of contact with the stiff, sour, oddly heavy mass prompted him to shove her away. They broke through the branches, side by side, one flailing, the other as poised as a diver, arms behind her as she fell. Two of the cops jumped back, hitting the mud with a dull splatter; a third held his arms open for the calm female form, and she met him like a lover stepping off a train. The ladder struck Lopez, first on the weak hand that tried to block it, and then on the nose. He howled as he fell, bleeding, his DNA flooding into the ground, connecting him to a scene that wasn’t a crime but was becoming a disaster.

Nick landed on all fours, grateful, after a stunned moment, that he had not hit face-first, that he had not broken anything. He was grateful again as he watched the cop fling the corpse to the side and fall down, retching. Esposito began to laugh with a violence that threatened to knock him over. The little brown mutt ran over to the circle, barking. The dog approached the body, sniffing, until a cop pushed it away. Esposito stepped back a few paces; he didn’t like dogs at all. The mutt loped over to Nick, as he crouched in a like posture, and met him, eye to eye. As the dog licked his face, Nick imagined in the canine grin a consciousness that he was not just some nighttime stray but proof of Lopez’s story. This was no mutt, but the rarest of breeds, a corroboration hound. The dog barked, twice. What instinct possessed Nick then, he did not know, but he said to the dog, not loudly but with utter sincerity, “You’re a liar, too.”

Nick stood up and took in the spectacle of fallen men and falling ones, illuminated by the car headlights. A bad dream, dreamt by all. The older cop went over to help his vomiting partner. Lopez wailed in the mud, holding his face. “My finger, my nose, they’re broken.” Not dreamt by all. Esposito laughed helplessly, holding the tree for support. The dog wandered off, into the dark.

Esposito called out, still laughing, “Look! Get up! Your dog is running away again!”

“I hate that dog! I hate you!”

As Esposito fell back against the tree, Nick leaned down to fish the flashlight out from the mud. He walked back to the car, and replaced his gloves with a clean pair. He returned to the woman to collect her purse, pressing on with his task as if nothing had happened. As if he hadn’t just vandalized a cadaver. Could he make it up to her somehow? He’d think about that later. Let the other ones curse, cry, puke, or laugh; he still had work to do. Work to do here. Move along. Nothing to see here, ma’am. Go about your business.

The purse was still around her shoulder, and he slipped it off and took it back to the car, where he could examine it on the dry seat, in better light. He slammed the door shut behind him, wiped his hands, and dumped the contents out. Woman things: a brush, compact, hair band, lipstick. Knitting needles. No surprise there, but a reminder of how the fall could have been worse. A little Spanish bible, El Nuevo Testamento y Salmos. Here it was—an address book and wallet. No, not so fast. The address book had two numbers. The wallet—new pink plastic, what a child would pick—no ID. Not even a fake ID, and the cardboard square where she might have written a name and address had been left blank. She had left him with nothing, no information, which meant she hadn’t left him. She was his responsibility until he could find next of kin. Until the bad news was broken to someone who mattered, maybe who cared, the book could not be closed. He felt self-pity gather in his mind, plumping up like a teardrop—Not your night, is it?—when he caught himself, cut it off quickly. There was sufficient illustration of worse luck in the vicinity, should he care to look. Other people, they did come in handy sometimes.

Nick scooped the contents back into the purse and returned to the scene. Esposito had recovered somewhat and was talking to the older cop—the last man standing—telling him what needed to be done with the body, the paperwork. Lopez was on his knees, holding his face and moaning, “Hospital. I need to go to the hospital….”

Nick turned to him and began to approach, when he was halted by Lopez’s furious objection. “Not you! Stay away from me! You’ve done enough!”

Nick raised his hands and retreated as Esposito finished his instructions.

“Yeah, and one of you oughta take this guy to the hospital. Maybe the pound, after. I think he needs a new dog.”

“What should I tell them when I get there? The hospital, I mean?” the older cop asked.

Esposito paused, pursed his lips. “Say he was a victim of a self-inflicted injury committed during an offense against my giving a shit.”

Nick appreciated the aptness of the summary, but instead he suggested that the cop write it up as a “city-involved accident,” so at least Lopez would not get the hospital bill.

“Fine, have it your way, Nick,” Esposito replied. “How are we doing?”

“I’d say we’re finished.”

“Right. We’re out of here,” said Esposito to the cops. “Me and Nick, we’re the only ones on tonight in the squad, if something heavy—something real—happens. The night’s young. And I’m an optimist.”

As the detectives departed for their car, Nick thought that this qualified as something heavy, something real. He was also inclined to believe they should do something, stay to help clean up the mess—bring the ladder back, say—but he held his tongue, unwilling to delay their leaving. Inside the car, he was about to tell Esposito that he was right about Lopez, that his story mattered, that it changed things, even if it hadn’t been true—when Esposito brought up something in the same vein first.

“You were wrong about Lopez, Nick.”

“How?”

“You broke him.”

Nick wasn’t quite ready to laugh about that yet, though it was clear that their thoughts had further commingled. Not a successful containment under any terms, not between him and his partner, not between yesterday’s mess and tomorrow’s. All of the bad stuff should have been stopped in a bottle, corked, and put away in the basement. Instead, he’d christened a ship with it. Not a wise act, not safe, not one associated with good fortune. Nothing gained here—a presumed suicide, still, in the woods, in the rain. What else had he failed to do, failed to learn? Nick surveyed the wreckage as they left the park: a suicidal death, an accidental injury, homicidal feelings. Was there anything natural here, to complete the last category? God help them if any of it was natural.
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Esposito’s optimism had been well founded. Nick had halfheartedly half-cleaned his shoes, but Esposito had changed his, as well as his suit, from abundant spares he kept in his locker, when the next call came. The crime scene had been taped off when the detectives arrived on the project grounds, the yellow plastic strip marking the area like a construction site. Which it was, in reverse. A dozen cops were there, and the bosses had begun to arrive, their white uniform shirts setting them apart from the patrolmen’s dark blue. There were never just the right amount of cops—either not enough to contain an angry crowd, or more than was needed to block the door of a rented basement room. Here, on the path by a playground, a young black man lay on the ground, his face largely gone, from a shotgun blast. The rain kept all but a few of the onlookers away, the hard-core fans of uptown drama, and the cops mulled and muttered like they were at the wake of a distant in-law. The yellow tape threaded through fence and trees to mark an irregular square twenty yards on each side of the body, and an orange traffic cone was placed beside the shotgun shell. A young cop was bringing over a black plastic tarp to protect the corpse from the elements. Esposito held up a hand, motioning for the cop to wait.

“Relax. He ain’t gonna catch a cold.”

“The sergeant said—”

“Don’t worry what he said. Worry what I say.” Esposito smiled. “Nah, don’t worry, just listen.”

Nick followed his partner into the crime scene. Lifting up the yellow tape always felt like passing the velvet rope at a nightclub, and the little thrill of that moment never paled for Nick—the looks from the crowd, from cops and bosses, rookies and veterans alike, greeting the squad’s arrival as if they were VIPs at a premiere. It was good to be on the list, but never as the guest of honor. Or should the victim be called the host? The star of the show? This one was dressed for the part—expensive sneakers, black and red, and a sweat suit of a shiny material, in the same colors; on his chest a necklace of heavy gold Cuban link chain, and diamond-studded initials in florid script: MC. A white wire led up from the digital music player tucked in the slim waist, splitting by the neck for each ear-bud. One was still in place, snug in the ear. The other lay beside him, tapping out a hip-hop beat. It was unlikely that the victim had seen it coming, but he definitely hadn’t heard it. Millions of soft kids dreamt of seeing this, of being this, in suburbs from Scarsdale to Tokyo, scribbling rhymes in notebooks: “rich-bitch,” “fat-gat.” What face remained was ragged meat.

A sergeant near the cop with the tarp seemed to be in control, and Esposito put a hand on his shoulder, commanding despite the show of deference.

“What’s up, boss? Whadda we got here?”

“Half hour ago, we got two calls for ‘shots fired,’ then one witness—not really a witness—he comes by later, sees the guy on the ground.”

Esposito looked up and around. The projects were more than fifty yards away, and the view was blocked by sycamores. The calls had likely come from there, and the callers likely had nothing more to say than that they’d heard a shot. A homicide case breaks because of statements and substances, things seen, said, and left. Shotgun cartridges were not traceable in the way bullets could be, which left Esposito nothing physical to work with. None of the revolutionary technologies of digital databases and cellular signatures would make a bit of difference. This would be all story, no science. It was the kind of case Esposito thrived on, and its meager potential, its difficulty, brought out in him the ferocious focus that made part of his reputation so enviable.

Nick was relieved that it wasn’t his homicide. He hated them, the thug-on-thug blast-’em-ups, the victims who were no better than their killers, only a little slower. Even in the newly safe new-millennium city, this slaughter still happened, the retrograde ghetto shoot-outs, the street gang drug-driven turf war hits that were exhausting and depressing to work, thankless if not exactly pointless. Territory, discipline, retaliation—those were the rational ones; there were also the ridiculous ones, over a look, a remark, a move on a girl, but for men who killed for business, the killings for pride or pleasure worked as exercise and good advertising. It was a radicalism without politics, rage as a style or sport. Mostly, you found out what happened; often, nothing could be done. The neighbors were glad the guy was dead; the witnesses—if you found them—were terrified; the friends hated cops more than the killers; and the relatives thought him an angel, now in heaven. Nature—or was it history?—sometimes intervened before the police could, when the killer was killed. “Exceptional clearances,” as they were known. Nothing was righted, as such, but something was resolved. In the military, when the enemy turned on the enemy, they called it “red on red.” Soldiers didn’t have to pretend to be sad about it.

Esposito thrived here in the red zone, more than he should have. Maybe he had some thug in him, too. He crouched down by the body. He didn’t want to be too close, but he knew he was under reverent observation. The cop with the tarp leaned in, to watch him watch. Esposito feigned dipping a hand into the blood pool and tasting a finger.

“B-positive. As I expected.”

There was a convention of jokes among cops at scenes like these that worked equally well at covering whether you were bothered by the dead body or you weren’t. You didn’t want to admit the first to other cops, and you didn’t want to admit the second to yourself. Nick was in the second group. The cop with the tarp thought for a moment, then smiled. This was drama, and Esposito was a showman.

This was the other part of Esposito’s reputation, Nick knew, the need to be envied. It was the engine that drove him, or at least a rich strain in its fuel. Nick did not know how far, how fast this need could take him—take them—and whether his own genuine admiration could get them to slow down at the sharper curves.

The cop asked, “What do you think happened?”

“I think somebody didn’t like him.”

Esposito winked at the cop, then stared at the medallion, at what was left of the face. The showmanship was forgotten. Esposito began to think, to work, to realize. “I think I don’t like him, either. Lemme just check one thing.”

He shuffled back half a foot, then picked up one of the arms, pinching a bit of the sleeve, to examine the hand. The nails were long enough to hold skin if there had been a fight, but they looked clean, and there were no scratches or bruises; the same for the other hand.

“These are not a workingman’s hands. The ME’s not gonna get anything off this body. And you know what? I think I know this sonofabitch. I think I just closed a homicide, or somebody closed it for me.”

He lightly patted down the pockets, the jacket and then the pants, and then pulled out a driver’s license from beside the right hip. He handed it to Nick without looking.

“Tell me it doesn’t say Malcolm Cole.”

As Nick read the name on the license, he felt light-headed, for reasons that had little to do with Esposito’s uncanny prediction. He struggled to regain enough composure to toss off a weak wisecrack. “If it does say Malcolm Cole, do you still want me to not tell you?”

“Sonofabitch.”

Malcolm Cole was a drug dealer who had killed another dealer named Jose Babenco a year before. It was Esposito’s case. Cole and Babenco had worked different corners that had seemed to grow closer over the years, and as the crack market had dwindled, the corners had grown closer still, until the dealers had been stepping on each other’s feet. Malcolm made a little room one night, slipping behind Babenco in line at the window of an all-night bodega as Babenco bought cigarettes. He put a hole in the back of Babenco’s head and caught the pack of New-ports as they dropped. There had been one weak and ambivalent eyewitness—the bodega worker, looking through scuffed Plexiglas—and some suggestive phone records, but little else. Esposito would have had to take a crack at Malcolm to try to get a confession, but Malcolm, rumor had it, had struck out for the Carolinas. Another exceptional clearance, it seemed.

What Esposito didn’t know was that both Babenco and Malcolm Cole, despite their divisions, had each made accusations against him to the Internal Affairs Bureau. Sometime in the past, Babenco had claimed that Esposito had taken money from him, that Babenco had paid Esposito a thousand dollars a week to leave him alone. Babenco had made several allegations while under several indictments, so the story had been regarded as somewhat dubious—for one, Esposito didn’t work in Narcotics; for another, the price had been exorbitant—and Babenco’s death had closed the IAB case. When Malcolm Cole had been on the run from the Babenco murder, he’d called Internal Affairs to say that Esposito had fired a shot at him when he’d seen him on the street. They’d been acquainted with each other, though most of the better troublemakers in the precinct had crossed paths with Esposito at some point. Downtown, at Internal Affairs, there were those who saw Malcolm’s fugitive status as proof of his credibility, that he was afraid to come in, and the more streetwise among them, who saw Malcolm’s story as the scam of a killer laying the muddy groundwork for his defense. Still, there were two major allegations, and in some minds, two lies added up to at least a half-truth. Skeptics and believers concurred that Esposito should be watched, and Nick had agreed to do the watching. He’d been desperate for a transfer at work, any kind of change, and he’d traipsed into the situation as Lopez had, with a kind of dishonest innocence, a narrow selection of his better intentions. He was not a traitor at heart, Nick told himself, but he’d managed well enough, so far.

Nick indulged himself for a wishful millisecond that Malcolm Cole’s death would end the investigation of Esposito, too. After all, he would be his partner’s alibi for tonight. He savored the delusion, its sweetness and neatness, as if the issue were now closed, the story successfully contained. More likely, IAB would look at Esposito as Esposito had looked at Ivan Lopez, dirty per se, with the ultimate particulars of his guilt to be determined at leisure. Esposito leaned over the body again.

“Wait! Did you hear that?”

They leaned in, the three of them—Nick, cop, sergeant—all attention on Esposito’s earnest face.

“There it is again! ‘I killed Jose Babenco. I gotta clear my conscience before I meet my Maker.’ ”

Esposito was trying too hard. The sergeant didn’t laugh; the cop did, a little forcibly. The sergeant walked away, and the cop hung in close.

“A ‘dying declaration’?” Nick asked, still dutiful in his sideman role.

“You know, in the old days, it would have been,” said Esposito, eyeing the young cop. “Some of those detectives, they had incredible hearing back then. A guy like this, a couple of bad cases would be buried with him.”

“I got a few of those,” Nick muttered.

“Everybody does. Well, Officer, those bad days are behind us. So stay in school, brush your teeth, and always remember, crack is wack.”

Esposito liked playing the grand old man, and the young cop liked seeing it.

“Nick, let’s get to it. Malcolm, we hardly knew ye.”

Esposito walked back to find the witness, an elderly man who’d been returning from church. As expected, his statement regarding how he’d found the body was that he’d been walking past and found the body. He saw nothing else, and his hearing was poor, so he didn’t recall any gunfire. Nick took down the uniformed cops’ information, the smaller, duller facts that had to be collected for the report—shield numbers, assignments for the day, the time they responded.

Esposito told the young cop to take out more tape, to make the crime scene bigger, not twenty yards but fifty to circumscribe the scene. His case, his call. Not a nightclub rope, Nick thought, but an eruv, like the Jews made, an imaginary boundary that made the larger world your home. And Nick knew why Esposito did it. There wasn’t any more evidence to be found in the wider area, but enlarging the space would make it seem more important, giving the cops more to consider, more to protect. Though Esposito clowned around as if the situation didn’t matter, it mattered more than anything to him. He’d circle the world like Magellan, yellow ribbon unspooling behind him, until the perp was trapped inside. One day, Malcolm was Esposito’s sworn adversary; the next, Esposito was Malcolm’s last champion. The terms could change, but the contest went on.

At the far side of the tape, a man rode up on a bicycle and lifted it, ducking under, and managed to get five or six feet before a burly cop spotted him. The cop charged over to block him, barking out, “Hey! You!”

“Who?”

“You, asshole! Who do you think?”

“What?”

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Gotta get through!”

“Do you see the yellow tape? What do you think it’s there for?”

“You don’t gotta talk like that to me.”

“If you listened, I wouldn’t have to. Go around. What’s the matter with you?”

“It’s muddy over there. I don’t wanna mess up my bike.”

“You gotta be kiddin’ me. Get out of here. Beat it!”

The man walked off, taking his bike and wounded dignity, shaking his head. “You don’t gotta be like that….”

The man had begun to rewrite the story in his head to recast himself as the injured party. Mindin’ my own business, doin’ nothin’ wrong, when all of a sudden this cop starts screamin’ … Sometimes you had to freeze a lobby for hours for a crime scene, and the inconvenience was real—especially for the mother with her arms laden with laundry, groceries, three kids in tow—but it had to be done. Most waited with some semblance of patience, but a few always tried to push through, or screamed as if the cops had lost sight of the real victim—Me!—who risked dinner getting cold, or having to use an unfamiliar bathroom. The man with the bicycle broke from his ruminations to look back and ask, “Who died?”

The cop stared at him coldly. “Who cares?”

The man got on his bike and rode off, muttering curses. Esposito walked over to Nick, slipping his notebook back into his pocket.

“We good here?”

“We’re not making any friends.”

“We’re not in the friends business. Let’s do the notification, pay a visit to Momma Cole. I was there a couple of times, after the Babenco homicide. And before, for an older brother. I wanted him for a shooting, when he got killed. Stabbed, at a club downtown. You know, Nick, these things have a way of working out. Anyway, she’s not the friendliest lady. Not that I blame her. Whaddaya think I should I go with, ‘You want the good news, or the bad news?’ ”

“It’s a classic, but maybe not this time.”

“Whatever. You’re the diplomat. Let’s go.”

The drive to the Cole residence would be a short one. The apartment was beneath the elevated subway, in the same projects, at the northern end. News would travel fast, and they had to get there first. The weather had slowed down the ghetto grapevine, but time was limited. They had to deliver the shock, to watch the responses and gather what they could before the defenses went back up. The rain had eased again, and the hustlers had begun to creep back out onto the corners, ready for the night. Esposito scanned the landscape from behind the wheel—he always drove, by mutual preference—as the wipers cleared the fat, irregular splashes that fell from the elevated train above them. On one corner, five or six young men, one or two women, had gathered on the far side of the street beneath a bodega awning. As the car approached, Esposito grabbed Nick by the biceps.

“Watch this.”

The car swerved across the street, screeching, and the gang half-froze, half-started to scatter, all of them too late as the car struck the puddle by the curb. The puddle was wide and deep, and sent a cascade of filthy rainwater over them, staining their baggy pants and doo-rags and three-hundred-dollar sneakers. The car was half a block away before they recovered enough to throw beer cans and shout empty threats. Esposito bellowed with laughter and grabbed Nick again.

“Hah! Nicky! See ’em? Did you see their faces? God, this is fun sometimes….”

Nick cringed, even as he caught himself laughing, too. Were they all perps and hangers-on? Or had the youngest one’s big sister just marched over to tell him, Cut this out and get home. You can make a life if you work hard and play by the rules. Still, it was funny, as long as it happened to someone else, as long as you could imagine that they deserved it.

“Did you know them?” Nick asked.

“Probably. I couldn’t see. But it’s a crack spot. One of Babenco’s.”

“So that was kind of a tip of the hat to Malcolm Cole.”

“You might say.”

That was the kind of thing Esposito did often, a little reckless and almost righteous, and Nick wondered if he would have enjoyed it more if he could know for sure he wouldn’t be asked about it, later on, under oath. Nick grimaced at the thought, and Esposito smiled at what he mistook for a smile, for Nick’s appreciation.

When they arrived at their destination, they straightened their ties and tucked in their shirts, checking themselves in the rearview mirror. The messengers should be respectable even if the message is not, and they headed into the projects. From the outside, the housing complex looked much as it might have on the drawing board in the late 1950s, the model modern city of redbrick towers grouped amid playgrounds and tree-lined lawns. Once the door of the Coles’ building was yanked open, however—the lock was broken, again—the lobby looked like a set from a 1970s movie, Gotham bankrupt and at bay. By Sunday night, the porters hadn’t cleaned in two days, the yellowed tiles had a urinal smell, and the floor was littered with trash. As they stepped in, three kids tossed their blunt—a cheap cigar stuffed with marijuana—and froze a moment, ready to run. Esposito raised his hands. “At ease, men. Smoke ’em if you got ’em.”

They relaxed, and one giggled, while another bent to fetch the blunt.

“Yo! You cops is all right!”

“They not cops, dummy. They DTs.”

“Homicide? Shit! Who got it?”

Esposito stepped toward them and handed out his card to each, correctly estimating they would be more intrigued than repelled by his combination of real conversation and official status.

“You’ll find out soon enough, guys. When you do, if you hear something, give me a call.”

“Nah, man, we ain’t snitches.”

“Snitches get stitches.”

But even as they mouthed the slogans of defiance, each of them stared at their card as if it were a map to buried treasure, contact with a world they’d only seen on television.

“I ain’t talking about snitching,” Esposito went on. “I’m going upstairs to tell somebody’s moms some bad news, and if you guys help me, I won’t have to tell somebody else’s moms the same thing next week.”

Nick was intrigued by the way it was said here—“moms.” Plural or possessive? Neither, just slang, words thrown around. Nick didn’t speak the lingo. Best to say nothing. Snitches get stitches.

“Also, there’s money in it.”

“How much?”

“You call me with something good, I’ll let you know.”

The elevator opened, and the detectives stepped inside. Nick pressed the button for fourteen, blocking the panel with his body so the kids couldn’t see which floor he’d selected; they would know the family. They might be the family. As the doors shut and the elevator rose with a jerk, Nick asked Esposito how many Coles were left.

“God knows. There’s a pack of ’em, mostly older. As far as I remember, some went straight, and some went straight to the streets. There’s two younger brothers. I think they’ve never been in trouble, grandkids, whatever. Malcolm, though—he was one tough kid, a real hard case.”

There were families here that were inmate dynasties, generation after generation of wards of the state—killer, crackhead, whore, thief; the slow girl who got fat on paint chips; the lucky one in the wheelchair, with a settlement from when he was hit by a car. The clustered disasters made a certain grim sense: bad inputs and bad outputs. Other families were dizzyingly split—dead, jail, army major; dead, plumber, custodian, jail; jail, jail, hospital administrator. Most tragic were the families where the failures were harder to explain than the successes—two parents, churchgoers and job-holders, with four daughters who made six figures apiece, two sons who made their sneaker money sticking up old ladies in elevators. There were good people here, too—more than the other kind—but detectives ran into them less often. These people … Nick stopped the thought before he could be sure what he meant.

At the fourteenth floor, a different music thumped through each door—R&B, salsa, reggaeton, until they came to a door marked with bumper stickers for a rap station. There was no sound inside, at least none they could hear, when they pressed an ear against the frame. Esposito hit the door with his fist a few times, waited, then turned around and gave it a few solid kicks with his heel.

“Who?”

“Police.”

“Who?”

“Police! Open up!”

They could hear shuffling footsteps approaching. An eye appeared at the peephole, and a wary male voiced called out, “Nobody called the cops here.”

“I know. We gotta talk to you.”

“You got a warrant?”

“Shut up and get your mother.”

There was no contempt in the tone, only a blunt indifference to a junior player trying to buy time he could not afford. The force of it, and the absence of anger, had a confusing effect on the other side of the door.

“She can’t … I can’t … She’s sleeping.”

“Wake her up.”

The footsteps trudged away. Esposito muttered, “If she can sleep through this racket, God bless her.” Just when they were about to start pounding again, the footsteps returned, and the door unlocked. A wiry young man in pajama bottoms opened it with obvious reluctance. How many times had cops come to his door? He was brown skinned, and though he must have been at least twenty, his faint, fuzzy mustache looked like it could have been the first he’d tried to grow. A disdainful stare met their faces, turning to disgust as he looked them up and down. Nick noted the condition of his own shoes.

“Wipe your feet.”

The young man turned away before the detectives entered, to show that they were not worth his consideration.

“She says to have a seat, she’ll be out in a minute.”

They followed him down the hall, past a kitchen with a pot of rice on the stove, to a living room with two couches, one pulled out into a bed. On the walls were taped various certificates, attesting to attendance at drug awareness and parenting classes, a program called Positivity and Peer Pressure. The tattered curl of the edges added to the faintness of the praise. Two infants lay there; another toddler in diapers scrambled on the floor nearby. The uniform for a fast-food restaurant hung neatly on a closet door. The lights were dim, but the television was big and bright, with a video game paused; it showed a car chase on a city street, with gang members in an alley and snipers on a roof. Disapproving thoughts began to form in Nick’s mind as the toddler rushed over to him and hugged his leg. The young man leaned down and snatched him up.

“No, Daquan, no. They ain’t your friend.”

Nick stiffened at the child’s touch, but when the boy was taken away, he felt a twinge of regret. The hostile pomp showed the Cole kid had never been in trouble before—a real criminal knew to avoid needless provocation—but the act was aggravating. So it was going to be that way, was it? In the end, the undisguised enmity might make it easier; who wouldn’t rather break the heart of a bastard? No, it wouldn’t; the room wasn’t big enough to hold the hate as it was, and it was better not to add any more. Nick felt tired, and knew the pressure at the back of his neck would be a headache within the hour. He caught himself scowling, and made himself stop. Esposito maintained a tone of agreeable calm, as if they’d been offered tea on the verandah. The baby said the name Michael, and Esposito picked up on it.

“Michael, is Daquan your boy? I got a two-year-old at home, a girl. It’s a tough age.”

The young man kissed the child, but pointedly watched the frozen TV screen instead of looking at Esposito. “He’s only one. He’s big. He’s my sister’s. She’s out … like always …”

As Nick recalled, Esposito had three sons. He could have said so. He’d lied because he didn’t want to bring them into this, he didn’t want to think of this, with them. Still, he’d put out something of himself, connected on human terms. And the move had worked. The anger seemed to ebb slightly. The young man put the toddler down, collected the infants from the pullout couch, and brought them to a back room. He looked as if he suspected the detectives might take the children, as if Esposito might distract him with a comment—Hey, nice TV!—and slip a kid into a pocket like a shoplifter. And then Nick realized, they were there to take a child from this house, or at least tell of his taking. Go ahead, stay angry, and hide your babies. Keep away from the police. They bring no good news.

A moment later, Michael Cole returned with his mother on his arm, shuffling out from the dark hall in a worn blue flannel robe. She was a heavy woman, breathing heavily, who carried herself as if she were getting tired of the weight. She settled into her seat with a long exhalation. She patted one arm of the couch as if it were a friend, and mopped her brow with a damp washcloth. Little Daquan ran to her and held her leg, before waddling over to the TV to slap the screen.

“There, now. My pressure’s no good. I had a stroke since I seen you last, Detective. I’m sorry I can’t help you. I haven’t seen Malcolm.”

Esposito leaned down and touched her hand.

“I’m sorry Miz Cole, it’s not that. I got some bad news.”

“He was arrested?”

Michael broke in abruptly. “They don’t come to tell you that, Mama. They ain’t that nice—”

“Quiet now, Michael. Go get me some water. Let these gentlemen get to the business they come for. What is it?”

She looked up, wide-eyed and ready for the blow.

“There’s been a shooting….”

And then she looked down, mopping her brow again, shaking her head. “Malcolm?”

Esposito nodded and looked to Nick. His fumbling in his pockets for the license provoked a scowl from Michael, and it was a long minute before Nick found it and handed it over. Miz Cole glanced at it, like it was a receipt. She had gotten one before, at least once; she thought the bill had been paid.

“Is he … ?”

“It doesn’t look good.”

Michael left for the kitchen and returned with the water. He sat beside his mother, holding her as she sobbed, and placed the glass of water on the arm of the couch. Daquan turned from the television and ran to her, stumbling after three steps to fall on his face. His piercing screech joined his grandmother’s low moan. Michael leaned over and scooped him up, and Miz Cole clutched him to her chest.

“My baby … poor baby … My Lord …”

The three generations huddled as one on the couch, woeful arms entangled, and grief seemed to flow through the bodies. Esposito picked up the license and stepped back a few paces. Nick had already given them room. The apartment was hot, and it felt like their wailing was using up all the air. Esposito waited for a minute, and then another, but no more. The Coles had lifetimes to mourn; the detectives did not.

“Miz Cole, when’s the last time you saw him?”

“Only yesterday.”

The disclosure struck Michael like cold water, and he sat up straight. “Ma, don’t tell ’em nothin’! They don’t care. They ain’t here to help us! They glad Malcolm’s dead! Shit, I bet they killed him!”

That was a turn that Esposito was not willing to let the conversation take; he didn’t expect to get much from them, but he would not allow Michael to open another front of the war.

“Easy now, Michael. We are here to help. And you gotta help us find out what happened, because whatever Malcolm did or didn’t do—I don’t know, I wasn’t there—it ain’t right what happened to him.”

Michael shook his head but fell quiet again, and the family slid back into grief. The glass toppled from the arm of the couch and broke on the floor. Nick picked up the bigger pieces and left for the kitchen.

“Let me get you some more water.”

The kitchen was narrow, and even though Nick was alone there, it felt crowded. A frying pan with a turkey leg sat on the stove, the grease congealing; the pot of rice was crusty at the edges. There was a clean glass in a cabinet and several dirty ones in the sink. He didn’t think Michael would take anything from him, not even a glass of water from his own house, but he washed an extra glass and filled up two. Nick was about to step out of the kitchen when the front door opened, and another young man walked in.

“Mama? What happen? What’s goin’ on?”

Though Nick had only seen his picture on the license, he knew it was Malcolm Cole. The air seemed to thicken now to a viscous gel, and no one could move through it; if any of them had tipped over, it would have taken half a minute to hit the ground. Malcolm looked ahead, at his mother and Esposito, then to Nick, a few paces away in the kitchen, close enough to cut off his escape. The possibilities played across his face, the simple switches clicking in his mind. Yes or no? In or out? Fight or flight?

Miz Cole made the decision for him, in a weak, high, curiously singsonging voice: “Malcolm, these men …” Every Sunday of her life, she had raised her hands to attest to the resurrection. Now she saw but could not believe. “These men told me that you was dead!”

“I’m all right, Ma.”

“But they said—”

Esposito took the ID and held it up. “Who did you give this to, Malcolm?”

Malcolm thought with effort, as if his mind now had to move through the sticky stuff that held their bodies. It was not a hard thing to remember, but he didn’t want to succeed with the recollection. He looked down at the floor.

“My brother Milton. To Milton, Ma. He wanted to go out tonight, to a club.”

“Oh … now … no.”

What sense it must have seemed to switch. Malcolm as Malcolm was a wanted man. Milton as Malcolm was a grown man. Stay out of jail, get into the bar. A win-win.

Miz Cole looked at Malcolm and smiled, as if determined to relish this one moment of the miraculous before she was subsumed by the next waves of grief. No, this would be all for today. Her eyes fluttered and then her head sank to her chest. Her arms loosened and the baby slipped down to her lap.

Nick picked up his radio. “We need an ambulance here, Central, forthwith … and send another couple of units for backup.”

“What’s your condition there?”

What was the condition here? Head-on collision of two tractor trailers loaded with bad karma? He didn’t want a hundred cops barreling in, but they might need reinforcements. Malcolm had rushed to his mother on the couch. He didn’t need to hear that he would be coming with the detectives, though he had to know it. Nick stepped back and muttered into the radio, “Cardiac, plus one under.”

“Can you repeat that?” Nick did not want to announce to the room that Malcolm was under arrest.

“Negative. Two units and an ambulance.”

Nick lowered the radio and checked his watch—11:35. A bad time, the shift change. The four-to-twelves had gone into the precinct, but the midnights had not yet come out. They had a few minutes, at least. Esposito helped the Cole brothers lay the mother on the floor, and said to Nick, “Stay back. Give us some air.” He meant for Nick to block the door. “Go get a pillow,” he told Michael, which sent him to the back. Malcolm fanned his mother with a little towel. He looked up at Esposito and asked, in a jarringly plaintive voice, “Can I stay with my moms?”

Possessive now, not plural.

“Sure, yeah. Of course.”

Michael returned with the pillow, and they gingerly lifted the head. She wasn’t breathing. The Coles looked on helplessly.

“All right, you guys. Your moms needs your help and I’m going to tell you how to do CPR. One of you has to breathe for her, and one has to press down on her chest. Five short pushes—lock your arms out, hands together—then one breath. Okay now. Ready?”

Esposito took Malcolm and had him crouch beside her. Esposito put an arm around Malcolm’s shoulder, then patted his back, his flanks, a friendly gesture that also felt for a gun. He guided Malcolm through the chest compressions, then told Michael to hold her nose for the breaths.

“Good. Let’s go now. One, two, three, four, five. Now a breath. One, two, three, four, five, breath. Good. Keep going. Michael, count out loud.”

Esposito stepped back to let the resuscitation proceed, despite its lack of promise. The Coles worked with visible anxiety and little aptitude. Malcolm’s compressions were jerky and light, and Michael’s breaths were shallow. Michael counted with hesitation, trying to follow his brother’s rhythm but throwing him off and being thrown off in turn. He called out each number with a soft uncertainty, as if he were taking a stab at a math problem. “Three … four? Five?” Malcolm stopped when the baby let out a wail and fell onto his grandmother’s breast. He picked up the child and laid him on the couch, returning to the compressions with still less enthusiasm. He stopped again when he knelt on a shard of glass—“Shit!”—and did not rush to return after he brushed it out. Nick checked his watch. Four minutes had passed. She was past saving, and they now operated purely on pretense, giving the Coles busywork until backup could arrive. Esposito would have told them to do calisthenics or a rain dance if he’d thought they would fall for it. His mission remained fixed, even as the Coles’ world changed as if struck by a meteor, with extinctions and evolutions proceeding with unreal speed.

The baby began to scream, and Malcolm stood to walk over, casting a last glance down, shaking his head. But whatever belligerent spirit left him did not linger long without a new host. Michael looked up from his mother, his eyes hardening. He was angry again, and Nick could tell that Michael liked the feeling. Nick envied him, thinking back to his own apartment, his own mother, decades ago but just blocks away. Last breaths, but here a son held on, fighting, as if she would not go if he did not quit. Was love a gift of sight, or the refusal to see?

“Where you going? Get back here! Let’s go!”

Malcolm sat heavily down on the couch, picking up the boy to nuzzle his neck, burying his face in him. He seemed less like an adult with a child than a child with a doll. He closed his eyes, and Nick closed his, too, just for a second, to picture it—mother dead, brother dead, his own life a life sentence. Nick opened his eyes to see Malcolm lifting the boy, his nephew, to kiss him on the lips. This was all he had, this baby, this moment; he chose what he could hold, whom he might help, here, now.

“She gone, yo. In God’s hands. She gone.”

Michael breathed again into his mother, heavily this time, and moved around to press down on the chest. The compressions now were forceful and precise, and gave a drill sergeant’s percussive punch to his speech. “We don’t stop! Get over here! Now!” He was no longer sidelined by circumstance; he was suddenly in command. The walls could crack and shudder, the roof could buckle down on him, but he would not be kept from his purpose. His life did not matter, and even his mother’s mattered less than the stand he had taken—“Get up! Get over here!”—to hold fast without breaking against any disease, despair, or white boys the dirty world could send against him. Malcolm seemed shaken by the new man beside him, and stood up as summoned. He knelt beside his mother’s face to offer empty breath.

There was a knock at the door, and Nick opened it for two paramedics. A man and a woman, both young, one white, one Spanish. The woman was small and certain in her movements; the man less so, accepting her guidance as to the placement of the stretcher and oxygen. She stepped aside to let her partner and the Coles lift the old woman onto the stretcher. “Who lives here with her? You? Go get her meds.”

Malcolm went to the back, and Esposito followed him. Michael tensed visibly, and relaxed only a little when they returned with fistfuls of pill bottles. The female took them to study the labels as the male put an oxygen mask on Miz Cole. The male paramedic looked at the opposing pairs of men, taking in that this was not an ordinary ambulance run, that the detectives were not there merely or even mainly to help.

“So … who’s gonna ride with us to the hospital? Both of you?”

Michael answered, “Both of us.”

Esposito said, “Malcolm’s gonna come with us, try to help with Milton.”

“No. No he ain’t,” said Michael. “You took enough of my family today.”

Nick went to the door and held it for the paramedics, waving them on. They moved forward, pushing the gurney. Malcolm hesitated; he was past fighting, but he could not lose face in front of his younger brother. It was a deadlock, for the moment, but it could have been worse. Nick ran through the possibilities: The detectives could stay with Malcolm until the paramedics left, and bring him to the precinct later; they could bring both Coles in and leave Michael outside while they talked to Malcolm, all night if necessary. They could not let them both go to the hospital, and they were not staying here with them. If they went outside, there was a chance Malcolm would run; he had run before, and they were low on living Coles to draw him back uptown.

“Go on, Mike,” said Esposito. “Go ahead with your moms.”

“The name is Michael.”

“Okay, Michael.”

Michael stepped in front of his brother, hands on hips. The male paramedic paused near the door, where he was leading the stretcher—“Well, who’s going with us? We can’t wait!”—until the female shoved him ahead with an audible thud. Nick was beside them as the stretcher slipped past, clearing the door. As the wheels bumped over the threshold, Miz Cole’s arm slipped off and dangled. Esposito stepped between the Coles, one arm holding Malcolm, the other guiding Michael forward.

“Look! Your mom! She moved her hand, she waved!”

Nick was taken too by the unreasonably hopeful turn, reaching down to the wrist to feel for warmth, a pulse. He didn’t think it was possible, and knew at once that it wasn’t. As Nick tucked the hand back onto the gurney, Michael spat at him, “Don’t touch her! Get your hands off her!”

Nick stepped back. They were at the elevator, and one of the paramedics had already hit the button. Michael was losing control, his facial muscles electrified with twitchy anger. Nick tried a line that Esposito might have ventured, though it had the disadvantage of being true.

“Michael, I’m sorry. I know—I lost my mother—”

“Fuck your mother.”

“Fuck yours.”

Though Nick regretted it the instant he said it, the insult lifted him to a higher level of animal readiness. Michael’s eyes did not leave his own; they were radiant with hate, and Nick could picture them blazing in the dark. Was hate a way of seeing, or not-seeing? Michael whirled and threw a punch, wide and weak. Nick caught it with both hands as if it were a tossed softball, twisting Michael’s arm, lowering him to the floor.

“You muthafuckin’ cops! I will kill you! Dead men! Dead! Dead!”

“Stop. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

The ease of his takedown was a further indignity, and Nick held the arm firm, letting Michael feel how easily it could break. He felt the breathing slow, the rage abate. Or maybe it was just better controlled.

“You can go with your mother, or you can go to jail,” Nick said, with civil indifference. “It won’t be with your brother. You can do some good for your family, or you can screw up everything for yourself. Go on now. Your mom’s at the elevator. Don’t leave her alone.”

Michael twisted his head and glared at Nick. The hatred in his face was no less, but it was cold instead of hot; Nick took it as a cease-fire and released him. Michael shuddered and rolled over, stood and stared again at Nick. He would never be frightened again, he knew, but he had learned that he could be fooled. The paramedics were at the elevator door, which thankfully opened. Michael looked at them, at Nick. Michael began to walk to them, still fixing Nick’s eyes.

“No way this is over. No way.”

Nick looked at him without answering and withdrew back toward the Cole apartment, trusting that Esposito could handle whatever went on inside. Michael knocked at the apartment door next to the elevator, and when an old woman answered, he told her she had to take care of the babies, he had to go. The woman stared at the stretcher, at him, at Nick, and nodded. When Michael Cole turned away, Nick waved on the female paramedic, who patted Miz Cole’s arm, offering soft assurances that from now on, all things would be good.

Nick could only guess at what oaths Michael uttered in the next hours of his vigil, as grief seeped from him to harden into tougher, stranger stuff. But Nick was reminded of his own agreements, sometime before dawn. They were back at the squad, and Nick had stepped out of the interrogation room to get coffee, when his cellphone unexpectedly rang. The number was blocked. His wife’s office line was blocked, but it couldn’t be her, not now, not from there. Nick hesitated, then decided to answer. The caller did not identify himself. Nick did not know him, nor did he need to ask.

“Meehan?”

“Yes.”

“Can you talk?”

“Yes.”

“The Milton Cole homicide, the woman’s death.”

“Yes.”

“Well? What happened?”

“The report’s in the system. You don’t have access?”

“I’ve seen it. And?”

“What happened is what’s in the report.”

“Are you sure?”

There was guile in the question, and Nick waited for the next.

“The other brother wasn’t assaulted? We have a witness that will testify that Esposito assaulted the other one. That the bastard actually told a young man who had just lost his mother, and I’m quoting here, ‘Go fuck your mother, you asshole.’ ”

Nick had to think about that, about who had been there in the hallway—Michael, the EMTs … and the woman Michael summoned to take care of the children. No, she was later. Anyone else, looking out their peephole? Still, he had to agree that no decent man could ever utter such words in such a circumstance.

“That was me.”

“What?”

“And the kid tried to hit me, not the other way around. The quote’s not exact, either, but it’s not that far off, I guess.”

Now there was a pause on the other side of the line, disappointed, then accusatory.

“Then, why didn’t you arrest him?”

“Half his family had just died. I wasn’t hurt. I didn’t think it was worth it.”

“This is not about you, Detective. We’ll be in touch.”
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