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 Who had the wisdom when I most needed it.




In nothing do men more nearly approach the gods

than in giving health to men. 
—MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO




Doctors are men who prescribe medicines of which they know little, to cure diseases of which they know less, in human beings of whom they know nothing.  
—VOLTAIRE




Either he’s dead, or my watch has stopped.  
—GROUCHO MARX
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New York City


The Brooklyn Bridge Footpath


Dr. Jennifer Delmonico was approaching the second tower, which translated to somewhere around seventeen minutes at her usual pace. It took most people half an hour to cross the East River, but at six-­foot-­three, Delmonico’s stride put her into NFL receiver territory. Which was one of the things about being a tall woman—­the long bones were almost always of a greater proportionate length. Back in high school, when she had been the third tallest student out of twelve hundred kids, her height felt like a curse. But life out in the world had taught her that being the tallest woman in the room, and often the tallest person, came with all kinds of advantages—­of both the social and biomechanical variety.


Old Man Winter was on the way. The cold air coming down from Canada this time of year hit the warm water surging up the East River with the tide, and the resulting condensation blossomed into a localized fogbank that blanketed the bridge. The effect was visually isolating, which was both comforting and unsettling. 


She took the footpath almost every shift. Day or night. Rain or shine. Winter or summer. It helped her unwind the think box (and muscles) before (or after) hours spent putting patients back together in the OR. The tourists on the span were always a pain in the ass, but at three in the morning on a foggy night, the sober ones were off mining selfies in the warmer parts of the city.


Other than the errant jogger, the only other signs of life were the headlights and taillights of cars on the lower deck. If you ignored the cold, it was one of those New York movie moments that are part of the city’s fabric.


It had been a long shift at the hospital, and the cool atmosphere out here was scrubbing the stale air from her lungs. Of course, in a metropolis with a population of eight and a half million souls, you were never—­ever—­alone in any true sense of the word. She could hear people behind her—­or were they up ahead? The humid air messed with the acoustics and the fog conjured up all kinds of optical illusions, which had her doubting her own senses. The most jarring effect was the way the joggers materialized out of nowhere before passing back into the void, like ghosts racing to get to the afterlife.


And then it hit her—­that weird sensation that every New Yorker experienced every now and then, at the most unpredictable times—­that she actually was alone. It never lasted more than a few seconds. But it was very powerful.


All she could sense was her own presence. There were no other life-­forms out in the mist. No cars thrumming by on the deck below. Even the wind seemed to be on pause just for her.


And then, as quickly as it had appeared, the sensation was driven away by the appearance of footsteps in the sonic vacuum—­the rhythm of a jogger somewhere in the mist.


The steps came up on her left-­hand flank. She stepped to the right.


And then. The rhythm changed.


There was a blip where her Spidey sense kicked in.


There was a loud electrical CRACK! beside her ear and her motor skills shorted out.


She fell.


Someone caught her, and she heard herself grunt.


She tried to focus on the undulating form haloed in the bridge lights.


She tried to move.


To breathe.


To scream.


But only squeezed out a weak squeak that she wasn’t even sure had come from her own body.


But the jolt that scrambled her circuits had worked its way through her grid, and was beginning to fade. Thought became clearer.


And with thought, panic.


Her toes clunked over the wooden planks as he dragged her forward, toward the railing.


She tried to move. To scream again. And that tiny little squeak came out one more time.


Help! she screeched.


But only in her head.


“It’s okay, Jennifer,” a voice said.


She was hoisted up and her head fell forward.


And even paralyzed, she felt her weight shift as the fluids in her inner ear translated data to her brain.


And just like that, she was sitting on the edge.


Her head lolled back and all she could see were the suspension lines reaching up into the fog.


This time it actually came out when she said, “Please.”


But he just let go.


Gravity embraced her. Pulled her back.


She began to fly.


And then the headlights were there. Right. There. And she began to close her eyes, but—­


—­the impact broke her neck.


Spine and skull.


Rib cage.


And drove everything she was into a tiny little hole in the universe that silently collapsed before disappearing forever.


And that.


Was that.
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The Upper East Side


The Armory on Park Avenue was only a few blocks east and another handful south, and if the rain hadn’t turned the city into a real-­time film noir—­and if Dr. Lucas Page weren’t still recovering—­they probably would have walked. Or at least his wife, Erin, would have walked; he would have limped. But the night was going to be boring enough as it was—­he didn’t need to add fatigue to the roster. So they were cabbing it.


Lucas hated these functions. They felt like excuses for the squares to drink too much, slap themselves on the back, and tell one another what a great job they were doing in the business of healing. But Erin, who was a pediatric orthopedic surgeon, insisted that she had to attend, although he could never really figure out precisely why.


The cabbie pulled a U-­turn at 64th, then slammed to a halt in front of the Seventh Regiment Armory. They didn’t have the klieg lights on, but the façade was adorned with a moving light show and the doormen were dressed as Yeomen Warders—­which made absolutely no sense at all.


One of the Beefeaters opened the car door for Lucas, shielding him with an umbrella. Lucas got out, bolstered his footing with his cane, then extended his prosthetic for Erin. After she was out, he nodded a thanks to the man with the umbrella and slipped him a twenty—­anyone who had to dress like that to make rent deserved a gratuity. And Lucas had experience with the people at these things; they were notoriously bad tippers.


As they ducked under the ivy tunnel that framed the door, Lucas asked, “What, specifically, are we here to celebrate?”


“Don’t start.”


Lucas held up his hands. “I forgot.”


She stopped and gave him one of her bullshit-­detector questions. “How many cycles does a cesium-­one-­thirty-­three atom complete in a single second?”


He tried not to smile, but it got away from him. Or at least as much as was muscularly possible. “Nine billion, one hundred and ninety-­two million, six hundred and thirty-­one thousand, seven hundred and seventy.”


“You don’t forget things—­you intentionally refuse to remember them. There’s a difference.” She stared him down for a second. “Do you have any other questions?”


“I’m still waiting for an answer to my first one.”


“We’re not celebrating anything. It’s a charity gala—­just like it was last year. And the year before. The money we raise goes to the poorer hospitals in the city. See?” she said, pointing up at the banner over the entrance. “It says so right there: The Annual Sarah Rothstein Charity Dinner.”


A heavyset couple decked out in non-­rented evening wear shoehorned through the big double doors in front of them, and the woman’s voice cracked into a high-­pitched cackle that sounded like the dinner bell at a flying-­monkey convention.


Lucas leaned over and said, “If I’m going to spend the evening with these people, I deserve a drinking problem.” It wasn’t that he didn’t like doctors—­he lumped them in with the general population, which meant that at least 30 percent of them were not just bad at their jobs, but dangerous. And in an occupation where people’s actual lives were at stake, he thought more stringent competency requirements would do everyone some good.


Without turning to look at him, Erin said, “You have that turned around—­if I am going to spend time with you while you spend time with these people, it is I who deserve a drinking problem.”


Another man in an ugly red period costume held the door for them and Lucas stopped and handed him another twenty, doing his best to hide his pity.


“How do you explain the English flunky outfits if we’re here to celebrate capitalism killing patients? Is there a theme? Is the medical profession advocating beheading those who can’t pay their bills? Putting them in debtors’ prison?”


“We’re here because I have to come. Which means you will be nice.” She snapped her fingers. “Look at me—­nice, understood?”


He tried out his smile again. “I’m always nice.”


Erin’s goofy little snort was lost in the sound spilling through the doors. “Of course,” she said. “Silly me.”


The organizers had a string quartet going just inside the entrance and Lucas leaned over and said, “I guess Starcrawler was booked.”


“And so it begins,” Erin said humorlessly.


Neville Carpenter hollered their names, and came staggering over, drink in hand (and obviously a few had already passed through his blood/brain barrier).


Carpenter was a fixture at these events and Lucas could not remember a single one in the past ten years where he hadn’t been present. He was a big drinker, a bigger talker, and Lucas didn’t mind seeing the guy because it removed the burden of conversation. He was also smart and funny in a Henry Louis Mencken kind of way, which meant that Lucas could usually take him for an evening. Neville was Lorne Jacobi’s boyfriend—­Lorne was the ER administrator at Weill Cornell, where Erin worked. When Lucas had first met Neville, he had resembled a middle-­aged David Bowie. But ten solid years of unhealthy living had vulcanized him into an elderly Mick Jagger. Lorne was a Brooks Brothers and cap-­toe Oxfords man who rarely said a word and Lucas had a hard time picturing the two of them in the same room, let alone smiling over Cheerios in the morning.


“Erin, you look wonderful. And non-­medical Dr. Page, so do—­” He looked up. And did not bother to hide his shock. “You?”


Erin smiled into her hand.


Lucas was used to people having trouble with the uncanny valley that his lost arm, leg, and eye presented—­injuries from a decade-­old accident that he referred to as the Event. But Neville was knocked back by the new layer of injuries added to the mix—­his ear was freshly sewn back on, his hair was mostly burned off (what was left was dyed blond, the vestigial remnants of his daughter’s Halloween costume gone awry), and he was using a cane—­all of which had been recently collected during a temporary stint working with the FBI.


Lucas was not an investigator proper, not in the traditional sense. He was an astrophysicist by profession, but his facility with numbers made him a useful tool in many facets of the investigative process—­both in the physical world and in the digital plane of raw data. So every now and then his unique competency pulled him back into the bureau’s orbit. Unfortunately, his last sojourn had added a plethora of fresh injuries to the litany of old ones.


Neville gently took Lucas’s prosthetic in his hand, as if it might come apart in his grip. “You do realize that there’s a voodoo doll of you somewhere out there that is giving an unhappy person an awful lot of fun, don’t you?”


Lucas tried out a smile, and by the way Neville cringed he could tell that his muscles hadn’t cooperated. “You should see the other guy.” What was left of him had been carted away in the modern equivalent of Canopic jars: Tupperware bins.


Erin punctuated the statement with a loud snort.


“I read about that.” Neville leaned in and put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “For once the Post held back the messy parts.”


He then air-­kissed Erin, apologizing for being distracted by Lucas’s scrapes and scuffs. “And how is my favorite lady?”


“I’m good, Neville.”


“And the kids?”


“They’re good, too.” Erin and Lucas had five adopted children, and there was no one in their lives who did not understand that they were a collective—­one of those classic examples of the whole being greater than the sum of its parts. “Maude transferred to ­LaGuardia and she’s doing well—­she’s got two paintings in the senior gallery, which is a big thing. Damien still looks like a young Noel Gallagher—­girls are calling all the time, but he’s got more important things to do. Hector’s, well, just Hector—­I think he’s the most self-­contained child I’ve ever met. And Laurie and Alisha keep reminding me to stop and smell the jelly beans.”


Neville nodded in approval. “Sage advice.”


One of the waitstaff was walking by—­a short girl in penguin colors whose red eyes said she had taken a cannabis break before her shift—­and Neville got her attention. “Can we please get—­?” He arched an eyebrow at Erin, then redirected it to Lucas. “What are you two crazy kids having?”


“I’ll have a Sauvignon Blanc,” she said.


“Make mine a root beer. Lots of ice, please.”


Neville shook his almost-empty glass. “And I’ll have another bourbon, soda, rocks, please.” He pulled out a fifty and tucked it under an empty wineglass on the cork-­lined tray; evidently Neville was also over-­tipping on behalf of the cheapskates in the place.


Neville had been a Wall Street banker with a penchant for vintage Ferraris, a habit he picked up once he started making what he liked to call real money. But two minor heart attacks had forced him to make one of those quality-­of-­life/fork-­in-­the-­road choices, and hunting down Italian sports cars gave him more pleasure than simply shoveling all the zeros from clients’ bank accounts straight into his own. He turned his hobby into a business and was now what Lucas considered a very fancy used-­car salesman. It didn’t pay as well as his former occupation, but he didn’t wake up in the middle of the night having chewed through his mouth guard anymore, which was an amenable trade-­off.


Neville picked up his glass and waved it in the air, indicating ­everything in general and nothing in specific. “So, once again, we find ourselves at an overpriced affair, populated by those without merit.” He put the glass to his lips and finished what was left of his drink.


Erin asked, “Where is Lorne?”


Neville made the everything/nothing gesture again. “He’s min-­gling,” he said, dividing the word into two hard syllables.


As a child, Lucas had spent many evenings at these things with his adopted mother—­the elderly Mrs. Page. She accepted every invitation sent her way, mostly because it gave her an excuse to dress up. As she got older, and her dwindling finances constricted her ability to contribute to whatever cause they were pushing, the invitations became scarcer. But even at the end, when she had been relegated to third-­tier community hall events, she and Lucas always showed up dressed for the red carpet. Whenever he and Erin did one of these things, he wished Mrs. Page could be there with them. Which, in a way, he always felt she was.


Lucas was pulled back to the present when Lorne materialized out of the crowd, on his way from one conversation to another, and stopped to say hello. “How are the Pages tonight?” he asked, kissing Erin and giving Lucas one of their patented fist bumps—­a habit they had developed to help Lorne with his carpal tunnel syndrome. But it was easy to see that he wasn’t in the present at all—­he looked tired and preoccupied.


After the fist bumping and kisses, he was gone, off to do more mingling.


Neville said, “He’s pretty upset about Jennifer Delmonico,” as he crunched an ice cube.


Erin nodded. “I know he and Jennifer were close.”


Neville’s tone changed. “He’s friends with her mother, Dee Dee, from way back. The first time I met him he was with her. It was in the café at ABC Decorating. She set us up—­two strangers who never would have met without her interference.” He looked down into his empty glass. “And she just lost a daughter. Jesus. What a world, huh?” Then he looked up and nailed Lucas with his infectious smile. “Look who I’m telling that to, the luckiest unlucky person I’ve ever met.”


Lucas said, “You need to get out more,” just as the waitress came back with their drinks.


“One Sauvignon Blanc, one bourbon and soda, and a root beer—­lots of ice.” She smiled over the tray when she handed Lucas his soda—­replete with tiny cocktail napkin—­but when she saw his face, she blushed and turned away.


Neville slid another fifty under the empty glass he plopped down on the tray amid the wet rings. “For being so prompt,” he said.


She scampered away before Lucas could throw another smile at her.


Neville raised the old-­fashioned and said, “To Jennifer Delmonico, who I did not know very well, which I now regret.”


Everyone raised their glasses, but the toast was interrupted when a hand clamped down on Lucas’s shoulder. He winced as it torqued his frame, putting pressure on his still-­cracked ribs, and he spilled some of his root beer. “What the fu—­?”


Neville abandoned the toast and turned to the newcomer. “How is my favorite plastic surgeon?”


Dove Knox nodded a hello to the group but singled Lucas out for the first hug. “Hey, man! How’s my grouchy buddy?” Knox had visited Lucas in the hospital a few weeks back, and he looked only mildly surprised by how banged up he still was.


“Swell.” After the hug ended, Lucas put his root beer down on one of the tall bar tables and wiped his hand with a paper napkin as his ribs stopped tingling—­a vestigial wound that he was starting to suspect might never heal.


Knox doled out two more hugs and greetings.


Lucas begrudgingly liked Knox. He and Erin had been friends since medical school—­they had even dated for a while. But their romantic relationship never really worked and they had managed the not-­always-­simple transition from lovers to friends. He was now married to an internist named Carla and they were one of the few couples both Lucas and Erin liked to spend time with. Knox was smart and considerate, but he could be a little complicated. And he tended to drink too much.


“Have I missed anything?” Knox asked as he waved their red-­eyed waitress back.


“We were just talking about Jennifer Delmonico.”


Knox shook his head. “Don’t know her.”


Neville, who hated giving up the spotlight, said, “She was an orthopod at Weill Cornell.”


Knox tilted his head at Erin. “Your haunt?”


“The sister ship in Lower Manhattan. So, yes, sort of.”


Knox made the effort to raise one of his very nicely balanced eyebrows. “What happened to her?”


“She committed suicide last night.”


Dove ordered a scotch-­rocks from the server without acknowledging her, then directed his attention toward Erin. “Was she a friend of yours?” Knox was ridiculously handsome, a self-­aware condition that he pushed over the top with a very good eye for clothes and a few small corrective surgeries—­like the eyebrows. But he suffered from situational OCD that came out at the strangest times in the oddest little rituals. It did not control his life, but it controlled enough of his small habits that it could get annoying. Lucas had tried going to Rizzoli with him two Christmases back and it had been an exercise in line-­up-­the-­books-­just-­so masochism. Knox tended to overcomplicate things—­Erin said it was one of his core practices and had been one of the largest contributors to their demise, after his drinking. Even his tie knot was some obscure intricate affair.


“I didn’t know her well, but she was a fixture at the hospital.”


“What happened?”


Neville, in his role of resident expert since Lorne had been her administrator, answered. “Jumped in front of a truck after her shift last night.”


Erin took a sip of wine that left a crescent of lipstick on the rim and Lucas could see she wasn’t enjoying the conversation.


Neville shook his head and crunched more ice. “Lorne was really upset.”


An electronic chime echoed through the space, and Neville nodded toward the main hall. “Shall we?” he asked, sticking his elbow out for Erin. “Lorne will join us.”


Erin held up her phone. “First I want to take a picture of all of you—­my favorite men all dressed up.”


Neville pulled Lucas and Dove in, and Lucas was painfully aware that he looked like a reconstituted pallbearer against Neville’s floral silk jacket and Dove’s sartorial overreach.


Erin said, “Say ‘cheese’!” and Lucas was the only one who didn’t try to smile.


The phone made a simulated click, and she slipped it back into her pocketbook as they headed for the main hall, Knox dropping behind to talk with Lucas.


“Where’s Carla?” Lucas asked.


“We got into a fight and she stayed out at the beach house.” Knox put his hand back on Lucas’s shoulder. “Which means I get to drink tonight.”


Lucas rolled his single eye behind the dark lens. “Swell.”
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The Brooklyn Bridge


Detective Johnny “Jackets” Russo took another sip of vodka and Gatorade and realized that the seasonal hump was behind him, and it was time for his equinoctial switch to coffee and whiskey. Not that it made any difference—­ethanol was ethanol. But the booze made the pointy little edges of the job a little duller, and the coffee would at least help keep him from freezing.


He was back on the bridge, doing a last run-through of the Delmonico suicide. After this, it was back to the precinct to see if the autopsy report had come back from the coroner. Once that last important piece of the puzzle was collected, he’d slip it into the file, close the cover, and forget all about this.


He stood at the spot Dr. Jennifer Delmonico would have used for her jumping-­off point last night, where the footpath hooked around the support column at the stone tower closest to the Brooklyn side.


The body and accompanying mess had been cleaned up, and traffic once again hammered by, oblivious to what had happened here less than twenty-­four hours ago.


Russo leaned over the railing and sighted down the lane to the east, facing the oncoming vehicle stream, and had the same thoughts as last night, beginning with all the things necessary to line up in order for this to have gone right. First the speed of oncoming cars had to be factored in. Then a good prelaunch position had to be lined up. And then the timing needed to be perfect. Any one of which could have gone south.


But all those things had unfolded seamlessly. Which was as good as you could expect in this particular situation. For everyone concerned.


He stood there for a moment, sipping from his travel mug and going through a longer list of what-­ifs than these cases usually generated. He was no stranger to the bad things that happened to people. He had spent thirteen years incubating in the military before becoming a policeman, and that combined quarter century of trying to manage the completely unmanageable had allowed him to fill a mental scrapbook with enough disturbing memories to creep out George Romero. Russo had seen every permutation of death imaginable—­and quite a few that weren’t (the one with the fish tank, car battery, and real estate agent was a late-­night staple that popped up when he drank too much—­which was all the time these days). He had been witness to car accident decapitations and domestic crossbow shootings; he had pulled children who resembled boneless chickens out of washing machines and stepped over internal organs after building jumpers tested gravitational theory. Drone strikes and sniper hits. Never mind the stabbings and beatings and shootings that made up the bulk of his play dates. And each and every one of them reminded him of an epigraph he had read in college.


Such as thou art, sometime was I,


Such as I am, such shall thou be.


The bridge was not in his precinct, but he had been the first officer on the scene. When he arrived, it appeared as if the pickup blocking the right-­hand westbound lane had hit a deer; there was a long black streak on the asphalt littered with splinters of bone and chunks of hair and parts that he knew belonged inside a large mammal. When he lit up the monkey magnets and got out of the car, he saw the shoe—­there was always a shoe at these things. It didn’t matter if it was a motorcycle accident or another Tesla that had caught fire and carbecued the occupants—­he would unerringly find an errant piece of footwear nearby. Russo figured that it was just one of those bugs in the Matrix that no one would ever figure out—­probably a little Easter egg that one of the original code writers had snuck past management. He was certain that if he went back two thousand years to a chariot crash on the Appian Way, he would find a sandal in the ditch. And in a hundred years from now, they would be finding space boots floating near the flying-­car collisions—­if humanity managed the miracle of not snuffing out its own pilot light before then.


The bridge police had arrived a few minutes before him, but he quickly established alpha status, which, he realized now, had been a smart move.


The bridge cops had been very helpful, immediately roping off the scene and diverting all eastbound traffic over to one of the westbound lanes. They had even put up privacy screens.


Russo phoned it in but was told that the Department of Transport’s people had already been notified, which was still a relatively new procedure for him. But he didn’t want anyone else handling this case, and he pushed back. Up until early 2021, all road accidents involving serious injury had been handled by the NYPD. But in one of those sweeping reforms designed to make New York a safer place, the city council had decided to hand investigative duties over to the Department of Transport. Everyone involved hoped that it would lead to safer streets and less work for the NYPD. But like all good intentions, it wasn’t working out nearly as smoothly as everyone wanted.


It turned out that the fog and rain had performed a little black magic on the city and the DOT people were backlogged with more accidents than personnel; Russo was given the green light to coordinate things. Which was not the same as being in charge. But it was close enough for now.


Russo had interviewed the driver of the pickup, an electrician named Carl Moody. Moody was a thirty-­seven-­year-­old father of two with a clean driving record and no criminal history. All through the interview process he shook as if he were reentering the atmosphere on a toboggan and Russo was pretty sure Moody’s first call when he got home would be to find a therapist, so he gave the guy a card.


Moody had a dash cam and Russo had gone over the footage three or four times. The footage was relatively clear, and didn’t leave much room for misinterpretation. So that was a plus.


After the ME’s people showed up and Russo signed off, he headed back to the security office to review the CCTV footage. But he knew what he’d find before he got there.


And he was proved correct when they told him that the camera that should have caught her jump into traffic was down. But not broken—­home to a raptors’ nest. Russo asked what the fuck was going on and the security officer explained that the birds were endangered peregrine falcons and the city had passed a special bill preventing the removal of their nest.


So Russo watched the footage up until Delmonico moved off-­camera, stage right, a final time. He watched her walk the footpath, focusing on her tall frame and long stride. He examined the people who got on before her. And after. He watched the people who passed her—­all joggers. He saw the kids she had followed (and caught up to). But nothing appeared abnormal, or out of place—­it was just a city footpath at night with people going about their lives. Which he had expected. And made his job a lot easier.


Then he thanked the Bridge Authority people and left the office for one more peek at the span to make sure he hadn’t missed anything that might come back to haunt him later.


Russo looked up at the pair of arches that supported millions of tons of steel and history. And there it was—­the falcons’ nest.


But it wasn’t the architectural marvel that David Attenborough had convinced him he would see—­it was a simple wooden box—­a man-­made wooden box. With the designation EKJ06 (which was the nest’s designation in the national registry) neatly stenciled on the side in bright yellow paint. Apparently, there were four other nests on the structure.


The Bridge Authority people informed him that they didn’t choose where the falcons nested—­the birds made their own decisions. So the bird people (Russo knew they had a different name—­probably the Manhattan Society for Avian Protection or something) had gathered a quarter of a million signatures in an effort to make the bridge more falcon-­friendly. But the fix was a typical bureaucratic more-­is-­more approach, and all of the nests had been enclosed in protective plywood boxes.


But no one thought to move the security camera.


After running down the security footage problem, checking out falcons’ nests that weren’t nests and cameras that weren’t there, he had taken a drive out to Delmonico’s house in Brooklyn to speak with her husband. Greg Delmonico was everything that Russo thought he would be—­tall, handsome, and boring, even in his grief. When Russo gave him the news, he sat down and stared at the floor. No crying. No yelling. Not even a curse. Just wide-­eyed disbelief, which was more common than most people would have guessed.


Russo spent fifteen minutes talking with him, and the whole time Greg just kept staring like his eyelids had stopped functioning.


Russo had asked the easy questions and some of the difficult ones and tried to be as patient and understanding as a guy who didn’t care could be. When they finished, Russo offered what he knew sounded like insincere condolences before walking back out to his car, pouring himself a fresh vodka and Gatorade from the box of supplies in the trunk, and heading back into the city where he had spent the night at the precinct doing paperwork.


Which meant that he had done his due diligence and he could now put Dr. Jennifer Delmonico away with the rest of the bad memories.


Russo took a sip of vodka and Gatorade from his mug and turned away from the traffic.
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The Seventh Regiment Armory


Lucas’s people-­tolerance reserves had dwindled down to the dregs. As the backslapping started, he wondered aloud if they were here to honor Fred “the Dorf” Dorfman, and Erin kicked him under the table—­but she got the wrong shin and connected with Dove Knox, who was having a hard time keeping a straight face. But he was so far in the bag that the kick just set off another paroxysm of laughter. Now, coming up on the end of the ceremonies, Lucas was ready to shout, Fire! just to get the fuck out of the place.


The main space of the building was in direct contrast to the well-­appointed lobby, and resembled the inside of a Disney whale—­the hot-­riveted trusses and joists serving as backbone and ribs. All it needed was a little water on the floor and a wooden boy on a raft. And maybe an old puppet maker with a moustache to round out the theme.


The guest speakers were winding down—­the final monologue of the night delivered by a neurosurgeon from Mount Sinai Beth Israel who said it was time to honor the members they had lost since last year’s dinner.


Lucas hated this part.


Taking their cue from the in-­memoriam presentation at the Academy Awards, photographs and names began a slow fade-­in-­fade-­out on the giant screen behind the podium while the string quartet played what Lucas had to admit was a very touching rendition of Handel’s Messiah.


Three pictures in, the image of a young woman in her thirties cycled up. She was smiling, holding a cat, and looked like she spent her weekends on a kayak or a mountain bike.


Neville leaned in and said, “Daphne Bugliosi, urologist. She got locked out on her apartment balcony and tried to climb over to the next unit. She fell thirty-­two stories with her cat, Rocky. The cat survived.”


Lucas looked down at his now-­flat root beer and wondered how long he had to sit here.


Four photographs later, Neville held up his scotch and said, “Eddie Lu, internist. Fell off his bike in Central Park and broke his neck.”


Erin leaned over. “I didn’t know Lu was dead. When did that happen?”


Neville’s shrug was meant to illustrate that he was being approximate. “Two months ago? Three?”


The crowd was comprised of people who understood that death was one of the unbending mechanisms of life, and they cheered some photos, laughed at goofy poses in others, and raised glasses to most.


An image that could have been a stock photo came up. A man in his sixties sat behind a desk, a stethoscope around his neck.


Neville, in his de facto role as the table’s MC, said, “Paul Ho, pediatrician. Carbon monoxide poisoning.” He shook his head. “Got up in the middle of the night, walked into the garage, turned on the engine, and fell asleep in a lawn chair. What a way to go.”


The dead faded in. The dead faded out. And Lucas unconsciously began noting the causes, the natural mathematician in him building a mental spreadsheet. For the younger people, the main causes of death were cancer; for the older, heart disease followed by cancer. In the cancer category, breast and prostate were pretty evenly divided, with lung having a large overlap between the sexes.


Every now and then Erin squeezed his arm as a signal that she knew the deceased and Lucas remembered many of the faces of the dead from various functions and parties and gatherings he had attended with her over the years. A few of them he knew ­personally—­or at least well enough to remember their names.


The images cycled through another dozen faces before a photo of Jennifer Delmonico came up. She was on a corner somewhere in Brooklyn. With a Boston terrier and a baby stroller.


Neville raised his glass. “To Jennifer.”


Delmonico looked about seven feet tall in the photo, as if the perspective had been fudged. She appeared unwilling to smile and Lucas figured that was the only photo they could find on such short notice. She stared at the camera as if she had somewhere else she would rather have been, which was incongruous with the balloon tied to the handle of the stroller, and Lucas wondered how she would have felt about them using that particular image. A digital time stamp on the bottom made it a week over five years old.


Lorne Jacobi’s eyes filled with tears. “Sonofabitch.”


“She was happy.” Neville put his glass down. “This doesn’t make any sense.”


Lucas added her to the unintentional spreadsheet he was constructing in his head and one single digit on the counter clicked into place and he felt his onboard computer light up as the biological Nixie tubes started to glow.


Erin looked over at him and he wondered if she could see the orange heat filaments behind his sunglasses. She was the one person in the world who could unerringly figure out what he was thinking. But she just squeezed his arm and turned back to the screen.


A photograph of a man in his fifties came up. He was standing at the end of a dock with a fishing rod in his hand. A sweating beer sat on the planks beside him. He held up a nice-­looking fish that Lucas assumed was a trout (but could have been a marlin for all he knew).


Neville said, “Artie Fossner, ob-­gyn. Got his leg caught in the anchor line and got pulled over the side of his own boat.”


The photos kept cycling by and Neville continued to demonstrate his command of the macabre, rattling off names, specialties, and causes of death. If he weren’t a used-­car salesman, he would have made a great mortician.


Cancer.


Heart disease.


More cancer.


And between the illnesses and natural causes came the accidents. And the suicides. Never two in a row. But never far enough apart that they could be completely ignored.


Leonard Ibicki. Pathologist. Drowned in his tub.


Dominic Rogers. Internist. Leukemia.


Isaiah Selmer. Neurologist. Hit by a car while crossing the street.


Mary Nguyen. ENT. Lupus.


Carol Villeneuve. Psychiatrist. Fell off a ladder while hanging a picture.


Chester Vance. Cardiothoracic surgeon. Tripped on his front stairs and impaled his skull on a cast-­iron fence picket.


Janet Wilson. Ob-­gyn. Breast cancer.


Dawn Ryan. Anesthesiologist. Motorcycle crash.


The faces of the dead faded in and out for what seemed way too long and when the final picture melted away—­a young pediatric burn specialist named Zeke Ridley who died with his head in an oven—­it took a few seconds for the string quartet to wind down and conversation to pick back up.


Neville and Lorne stood up, doled out their required portions of kisses and handshakes—­and Lorne and Lucas went through their fist bump. Then they excused themselves and headed to the bar. Dove Knox sat a little lopsided, listing to port as if his ballast was uneven. He had been working on his blood alcohol level all night and as usual he had done a stellar job.


Dove wasn’t saying anything; he was just smiling and staring off into some indistinct point somewhere at the far end of the room.


“You okay, Dove?” Lucas asked.


Knox redirected his line of sight and hoisted his glass. “I’m gr-­r-­reat!” he Tony the Tigered.


Everyone else was either engaged in conversation, looking for the exits, or heading for the dance floor, where the string quartet had been replaced by a big band that was sliding into an old KC and the Sunshine Band number in a way that KC—­and the Sunshine Band—­would probably file a cease and desist order against.


After a few minutes of the trumpets telling the partygoers to shake, shake, shake—­shake, shake, shake—­shake your booty, Lucas poked Erin in the shoulder. “Either we leave or I put on my boogie shoes.” He smiled at her. “And you do not want to see me dance.”


Erin checked her watch, then surveyed the room. They had lost 10 percent of the guests immediately following dinner, another 10 had snuck out during the speech portion of the program, and another 10 had skipped during the in-­memoriam segment (which even Lucas found to be in poor taste). Neville and Lorne hadn’t come back. And it didn’t look like Knox would care if they were being slowly licked to death by giant ground sloths.


“You want to leave?”


“I’m tired.”


“Okay. You win.” She leaned over the table to be heard above the big-­band disco mash-­up that was taking place. “Dove, we’re leaving.”


Knox smiled drunkenly.


“We’re leav-­ing,” she said, a little louder.


Knox smiled again and held up his empty glass as a send-­off. “I hear-­eard you. Travel safe. Let’s get together soon. Bring the kids out on the boat.” He was obviously shit-­faced, but his tie was still perfect, his hair still geometrically styled, and his shirt pressed and spotless.


“Okay. I’ll put it together with Carla.”


“She’ll be back tomorrow; she’d love us all to get together.” Even hammered, he was polite. He went to put the glass down but shifted the orientation of the cocktail napkin before he did in one of those little OCD tics that Lucas could never see coming.


They got up and Lucas went over and shook his hand and Erin gave him a kiss on the cheek with a promise to call Carla.


“Are you okay to get home?” Lucas asked.


Knox waved them away. “Go! The Royal Tenenbaum children need you.” He held up his glass. “And I have more damage to inflict upon the scotch population.”


Erin leaned in and said, “Forget it, Luke; Dove’s got unparalleled smooth endoplasmic reticulum.”


“Which means?”


She pulled his sleeve. “Which means he’s a big boy and not our responsibility.”


Lucas took off his sunglasses and put on his grumpy face, which enabled them to make it to the street without too many good-­byes and promises of visits. Once they were out in the fresh air, he was grateful that the rain had died off; he needed to clear his head.


He put the Persols back on. “Care to walk home?” He pointed up Park Avenue with his cane. It had warmed up and more people were out than he thought there’d be.


“I thought you were tired.”


He swung his cane around so it was pointing at the now-­open door. “Only of the people in there.”


Erin arched an eyebrow. “Maybe we need to rent you some friends.”


“If you want to throw your money away, be my guest.”


They headed up Park, leaving the evening ­wear crowd milling about the entry to the Armory—­smoking cigarettes, texting, updating Facebook, checking Tinder and Grindr and their favorite Instagram feeds.


She held the crook of his arm as they walked in silence and one of the side effects of her wearing heels was that every third or fourth step her fingers flexed on his bicep.


When the Armory was well in the rearview mirror, she said, “Thank you for coming. And for not complaining.” She bumped his shoulder with the side of her head. “Too much.”


“Am I that bad?”


She let out her goofy little snort again.


“I deserve that.”


“Did you have any fun?”


“Sure. Loads. Especially the part where we left—­that was the best.” They crossed 68th Street, heading north. “The city lost a lot of doctors last year.”


“It didn’t really hit me until I saw all those faces up there; I knew a lot of those people. And they’re only a fraction of the doctors who died last year—­this city is huge.” Her grip tightened again and she asked, “What are the chances of knowing so many people who died in such a short period of time?”


Lucas didn’t say anything.


Because if he had, all that would have come out was, Zero.
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The Meatpacking District


Dove Knox got out of the Town Car with a highball still in his hand. He put the glass down on the roof of the Lincoln and paid the driver in cash, leaving him the change because he didn’t feel like bothering with things like counting right now. He staggered off, forgetting the glass on the vehicle’s roof. The miracle was that he managed to walk into his building without accidentally crashing through the glass door (which had happened once, sort of).


The doorman, whose name was Poppy, watched Knox closely, no doubt to make sure he didn’t stumble into one of the marble statues that lined the corridor to the elevator, converting it to smithereens. They were ugly sculptures, but apparently very valuable, and part of Poppy’s rather loose job description was the protection of building property. Which he appeared to be taking seriously.


Outside, the Town Car left, and there was the high-­pitched detonation of glass hitting sidewalk.


“I’llpayfordat!” Knox said as he deciphered the aural feedback. He turned and touched a finger to his brow in a military salute as the elevator doors slid closed. “G’nighPoppy,” he said.


The wide industrial hallway on his floor of the converted factory was silent, which was always the case—­as creative and eccentric as the patrons of the building liked to think they were, Knox knew all of his neighbors and they were some of the most boring people he had ever met. Not that the doctors he had spent the night with were any better—­thank God Luke had been there, even if he was in one of his classic pissy moods.


Knox and his wife had been invited to a party upstairs at the Norwoods’ tonight, but they had already committed to the charity event at the Armory. And even though Carla had bailed, he made good on his promise, which had to count for something. And he had spent time with Erin—­who looked happier than he had ever seen her—­along with Luke, whom Dove very much liked for no reason that he could figure out.


Dove wondered if he had missed anything at the Norwoods’ party—­even if his neighbors were boring, they were all very rich, and the food at the few soirees he had bothered to attend in the building were all four-­star catered affairs. Everyone in the building used the same caterer; they had a retail space diagonally across the intersection. Every now and then, Dove watched the white-­smocked staff from his living room, going through their rituals, dicing shallots, and throwing duck fat into skillets.


He arrived at his door and even inebriated was able to punch his entry code into the lockset in one go—­one of the ingrained habits of a cosmetic surgeon was hands that refused to shake.


He got inside, sat down on the George Nakashima stool by the door, and carefully removed his close-­laced Oxfords, amused at the ba-­boing sound he imagined his feet made as they slipped free. He inserted the cedar trees, retied the laces so the knots would keep their form, then placed the shoes neatly on the small tray that was there for just such a purpose, but not before wiping them down—­another habit.


But what he really wanted was another drink. So he pushed off the hardwood seat, and when the stool slid out of place in his wake he stopped, turned around, and returned it to its precise position in the corner; he was uncomfortable around disorder, which he understood defeated the purpose of drinking in the first place. But being able to identify a problem was not the same as being able to rectify it.


He walked into the living room and took a single step toward the bar when he realized that something was very wrong.
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The 19th Precinct


East 67th Street


When Detective Russo got back from his field trip to the bridge it was late, and the detectives lounge was empty. But there was never any shortage of things to do, and Russo had plenty of paperwork to do while he waited for the Delmonico autopsy to come in.


Russo had never been much of a sleeper. Not when he was a kid, not through all his time in the service, and most definitely not these days. This Travis Bickle sleep schedule had a big upside—­it enabled him to work more hours than anyone else in the shop. And anyone who knows investigative work understands that time is the single greatest commodity you can give a detective. So Russo took the optimist’s route in considering his insomnia a gift.


He finished with his new notes from the bridge, put them in the Delmonico file, and pushed it to the corner of his desk, where it would sit until he got the autopsy report back from the Medical Examiner’s office—­which, as of fifteen minutes ago, was “on the way,” whatever that meant. As long as the coroner didn’t find any evidence to contradict Russo’s judgment call, the records people would make digital copies of the handwritten portions to send to the appropriate departments before the original was sent off to the Pearson Place Warehouse Facility out in Queens—­the repository for all of the NYPD’s physical capital files.


Russo was pouring himself another Gatorade and vodka when his phone buzzed with a new email. He finished mixing up the redneck cocktail and checked the message.


It was the autopsy report.


Russo knew what he was going to find before he opened it, but he went through the motions so no one could accuse him of being sloppy at some gotcha moment down the road.


Dr. Jennifer Delmonico had died from extensive blunt force trauma sustained by an impact with a vehicle. There were no drugs in her system and the Medical Examiner was siding with the Department of Transport in labeling this as a suicide.


The only thing that stuck out to the ME was that she had been pregnant—­about six weeks.


Again, no surprise to Russo.


But her husband had not mentioned it. Which meant that either he hadn’t known—­a distinct possibility—­or he hadn’t felt like sharing. Both of which were understandable if approached from the correct perspective.


Russo printed up the ME’s report, placed it in the file, and closed it. He then wrote three words on the cover—­Pregnant? Falcon? Joggers?—­all with question marks so it would look like he had been paying attention, and put it into the top drawer of his desk.


Then he threaded his arms through his overcoat, stuffed his scarf into his pocket, picked up his travel mug, and headed into another sleepless night.
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Morningside Heights


It was one of those extraordinarily bright days that Dorothy Parker had insightfully declared made the world feel bigger, so Lucas had splurged on the comfort of a taxi instead of the subterranean migrating-­salmon routine.


The cab stopped at 120th and Broadway and Lucas carded the fare, waited for the aluminum-­finger-­rejecting touch screen to yack out a receipt, and stepped out into the morning. The sidewalk in front of the vented glass and metal cube that housed his department was conspicuously devoid of students, and he made it to his office under the second miracle of not encountering anyone interested in speaking to him. Which meant that the day was indeed going well so far.


His assistant, Connie, was behind her desk, the landline to her ear. She nodded a good morning and cupped her hand over the mouthpiece. “Bobby Nadeel is in your office. And you have a departmental meeting at ten thirty.”


“Don’t let anyone bother me until Nadeel leaves.”


“Yes, Dr. Page.” And she went back to the call, which sounded like some kind of supplies problem with the school—­he hoped she was tracking down the new printer he needed.


Nadeel was sitting behind Lucas’s desk, sneakers up, arms behind his head. All that was missing was a cigar in his mouth.


Lucas said, “Get out of my chair,” and hit the top of the desk with his cane.


The kid sprang up and almost capsized into the bookcase. “Sorry, Dr. Page, I was just trying it out.”


Nadeel was one of Lucas’s graduate students. He was laser smart, excellent at ignoring the superfluous to get to the important, and one of those digital natives who breathed algorithms. Lucas had used him in his work with the FBI a few times, and Nadeel’s performance had earned him a job offer from the bureau—­which he had turned down. His PhD would be finished in a few months and he had some of the most elite think tanks in the world courting him with job offers and promises of stardom. Unfortunately, the allure of fame appealed to him more than anything else.


Lucas dropped the cane onto the sofa, threw the ancient leather mailbag onto the desk, twisted out of his sports coat, hung it on the rack by the door, and sat down in his chair.


“Thanks for coming down, Bobby. I appreciate it.”


Nadeel waved it away. “I’ve been here since you called last night.” He took a hard drive out of the yellow nylon backpack on the floor and held it up. “I worked all night in the lab and have everything you asked for.”


Lucas emptied the cash out of his wallet and put it down on the desk without counting it. “That’s for your time and carfare.” Nadeel lived on the Lower East Side with his parents and after an all-­nighter Lucas didn’t expect the kid to take the subway home.


Bobby stared down at the money as if he had no idea what it was. “I’d much rather use your beach house.”


Lucas pushed the bills forward with his aluminum finger. “This isn’t a feudal system; your time is valuable. And you can still use my beach house any time I’m not there with the family and if it’s not rented out.”


Nadeel picked up the cash. “Real money? I didn’t know anyone carried this stuff anymore—­I don’t think I’ve seen any out in the wild.” He counted it. “And this is too much.”


“How many hours did you work?”


“Since you called me last night.”


“That’s barely more than minimum wage, Bobby. You deserve more.”


Nadeel folded up the cash and forced it into the front pocket of his jeans. “If you say so.” He handed the hard drive to Lucas. “I included a couple of basic cross-­references like you asked for, but the majority of data is raw. It’s chronological, but I don’t see how that could pose any sort of a bias problem—­you can shuffle it around if it makes things more objective for you.”


Lucas turned the hard drive over in his hands.


“I included everything I could find on every doctor who died in the five boroughs over the past five years, regardless of cause of death. I started with the American Medical Association rosters, focusing on New York practitioners. I identified all the members who had been dropped; then I cross-­referenced those against retirement announcements, filtering the fall-­through against obituaries. When I had the list of deceased, I tailored an algo to collect all newspaper clippings and media references, including hospital newsletters and trade papers. I went through union rosters. I cross-­referenced with real estate listings, apartment rentals, and social media posts. So this is mostly Big Data stuff—­all findable if you’re willing to go past the first page Google throws at you.”


Not that Bobby couldn’t figure out how to get into medical files or police reports, but Lucas had been clear that was verboten.


“Thanks, Bobby. I appreciate this.”


“So, are you going to tell me what you’re looking for? Is this another FBI thing?” By the way he said it, it was obvious he thought Lucas was still too banged up from the last time he had strapped on a badge and duked it out with the bad guys. Which, judging by his still-­cracked ribs, cane, and fresh stitches, was not an unreasonable assumption.


Lucas leaned forward and nodded at the door. “Thank you for doing this. And don’t forget to let me know when you want the beach house.”


Nadeel looked at him for a few long seconds. Then he picked up his backpack, and saluted. “I know when I’m being told to fuck off.”


“Then fuck off,” Lucas said, and reached for his laptop.
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Lucas wondered if the entire city—­including the six-­hundred-­plus self-­indulgent individuals at the Armory last night—­were living a different reality than he. The doctors had missed this. The police had missed this. The Medical Examiner’s office, the morgue, the journalists, morticians, and relatives had even missed it. Which made no kind of practical sense—­it had been up on that screen during last night’s overpriced dinner.


All you had to do was look.


Not calculate.


Not compare.


Not concentrate.


Hell, you didn’t even have to think.


Just.


Fucking.


Look.


It was big. And bold. And daring someone to find it.


He went over to the printer that had been delivered half an hour ago. The sheaf of printouts was still warm, and smelled of ink. Taping them up was a pain in the ass; his hand was limited to a few basic grips and the microdexterity necessary to pull lengths of tape from a dispenser was beyond him.


It took a few minutes, and when he was done he had thirty pages up on the window in chronological order.


He took a step back to take in the Big Picture when someone knocked.


“Yes?”


Connie cracked the door and stuck her head in. “Your ten-­thirty meeting is upstairs, in Judy’s office.” Dr. Judith Grabinski was the head of the astrophysics department.


Lucas shook his head. “I can’t make it.”


“It’s a must-­attend deal—she was specific.”


“Then tell her—­specifically—­that I’m not coming. Tell them to send me the minutes.”


“You won’t bother reading them.”


“Of course I won’t bother reading them—­I’m not interested. If I was, I’d attend the meeting.”


Connie nodded like she understood, which she clearly didn’t. “Can I tell them you’ll be late?”


“No. Now go away.”


She closed the door and he slipped back into the Now.


Lucas stood in the center of his office, facing the window. But he no longer saw the printouts. Or the data they contained. He could only see the results.


Thirty pages.


Thirty dates.


Thirty people.


Thirty doctors.


Thirty causes of death.


Thirty homicides.
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26 Federal Plaza


Brett Kehoe was completely still, as if his central nervous system were on loan from an oil portrait. Lucas strongly suspected that Kehoe existed in one single dimension—­that of the Special Agent in Charge of Manhattan. All of Kehoe’s other attributes—­classical pianist, wealthy West Coaster, family man, Yale graduate—­could not compete with his core personality, that of a lawman. Lucas believed that Kehoe pictured himself in a similar capacity, which just augmented the menace.


Special Agent Otto Hoffner stood behind Lucas, his unusual height and general mass blocking out a good portion of the light coming in through the floor-­to-­ceiling glass wall that separated Kehoe’s terrarium from the war room. Beyond the wall, agents busied themselves with all manner of crime solving, and the space looked like the accounting department of a multi-­national. Hoffner was also preternaturally still.


Kehoe’s eyes came back online and he looked down at the manila folder Lucas had dropped onto his desk.


“Thirty?” Kehoe said.


“Yes.”


“Homicides?”


“Yes.”


“Thirty homicides?”


“You’re repeating yourself.”


Kehoe took the sterling eyeglass frames from his pocket, unfolded them, and pushed them into place with his middle finger and thumb. He opened the manila file and began the rapid-­eye dance of left-­to-­right-­zig-­back, repeat, without stopping for the full thirty pages.


He put six minutes and eleven seconds into the exercise, and when he finished he closed the folder and placed it back down on his desk.


Lucas didn’t bother trying to calculate all the things going on in the man’s head; he just waited. Kehoe was relatively efficient at parsing information. He was a broad-­strokes kind of manager, and never needed a lot of nuance or detail to create a working model. But this entire story arc was built on details. Hundreds of small, circumstantial, highly improbable details that, when assembled, morphed into something much larger than the sum of its individual components.


So it wasn’t really a question of if Kehoe would see it.


It was a question of if he could see it.


Kehoe folded his glasses and returned them to his pocket. “How can you be certain that they aren’t accidents and suicides?”


“Anyone who lives in this city assumes that it’s small, because you can see the edges from the top of any good skyscraper. But when you factor in a population of eight and a half million people, you have to measure demographics in terms of per-­hundred-­thousand. Which means that any subgroup that you can identify with the naked eye—­and completely out of context—­is a red flag.”
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