

[image: Cover]



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2004 by David Lindsey
 All rights reserved.

Warner Books

Hachette Book Group USA

237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroupUSA.com.

First eBook Edition: April 2004

ISBN: 978-0-446-53475-8


Also by David Lindsey

The Rules of Silence

Animosity

The Color of Night

Requiem for a Glass Heart

An Absence of Light

Body of Truth

Mercy

In the Lake of the Moon

Spiral

Heat from Another Sun

A Cold Mind

Black Gold, Red Death



To Joyce:

The face changes

with the passing years;

the heart remains constant.



Acknowledgments

Mil gracias to my friends in Mexico City:

To Rogelio Villarreal, who knows, but seldom tells, the secrets that the secret keepers keep;

To Costanza Viale, “Tanchy,” who opened doors in the city for me that would never have been opened without her help;

To Marcela Fuentes-Berain, fellow writer, who shared her insights with me, as well as her morning coffee and cigarettes;

And to Tim Wiener of the New York Times, for a glimpse of a correspondent’s perspective on a culture of puzzles.

And a thousand thanks, too, to my friends in Austin:

To Karen T. Taylor, forensic artist and portrait sculptor, who introduced me to the face within the face, and who awakened in me an awareness of the mysteries in the eye of the beholder;

To Mike Waugh, who taught me more than he knows about gates and doorways, and of the Janus faces of intelligence.

And, as always, my greatest thanks to my friends in New York:

To all the people at Warner Books including Colin Fox, who patiently helped me through the fog of writing; Harvey-Jane Kowal, the Queen of Careful Scrutiny; and Carol Edwards, who copyedited the typescript;

To Lisa Erbach-Vance of the Aaron Priest Literary Agency, who admirably performs the difficult job of reading the tea leaves of a writer’s mind;

And to Aaron Priest, for whom, after all these years and books, my gratitude flows readily and freely.



I have wandered in a face for hours,
 Passing through dark fires.
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Chapter 1

Mexico City

Lincoln Park

“Something’s going on.”

These were the first words out of Mingo’s mouth, and he could hardly wait to say them. Even in the shadows of the park, the other man could feel his anxiety.

“What’s the matter?” The other man’s voice was calm, softened by a Texas accent. In his late thirties, he was a decade older than Mingo and far more seasoned. Even so, he was caught off guard by the younger man’s agitation.

“Khalil’s been gone three days. Don’t know where. When he came back two days ago, the first thing he did was meet with a guy I’d never seen before. This guy’s staying in a rented room in Tacubaya, not far from Khalil. I’ve seen them huddling together in a pastelería.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Uh, balding, maybe early forties, not athletic, kind of puffy-looking. Office type. Very serious. Never relaxed. Then this moring, same pastelería, they met with Ahmad.”

“The three of them?”

“Yeah.”

This was contrary to their own strict rules of operational discipline. Mingo was right to report it.

“Okay.”

“Afterward, everybody was tense, edgy. Things looked different. Something big has happened.”

They had met where the broad sidewalk bisected the long, narrow park across the middle of its length, between the statues of Lincoln on one side and Martin Luther King, Jr., on the other. It was just after dusk in the rainy season, and the sidewalks of the park were still glistening from the evening shower that came every summer day at this hour to cool the air and tamp the city’s suffocating smog.

The younger man had fallen in behind his slightly older companion as they began walking, ignoring each other as they turned onto the sidewalk that ran along the perimeter of the park. They headed toward the clock tower at the western end of the park. The man in front hadn’t slowed down so that the other one could come up abreast of him until they had reached the point where Calle Lafontaine intersected the park to their right.

“What else?” the Texan asked. What the younger man had to say was interesting, something to factor into the overall picture, something to keep in mind. But it wasn’t news. They were supposed to meet face-to-face only if there was news—and news meant something that significantly affected the operation.

“I think I spotted your man.”

The Texan didn’t even break the rhythm of his casual pace. Eagerness was a mistake. Always.

“Who is that, exactly?”

“My boys watching your place last night, they picked up a guy in Parque México. He stayed there an hour and a half. He was watching your place. He was using night- vision binoculars. Thomas went down there with his telephoto night lens and got a shot of the guy. Just one shot. It sure as hell looks like Baida to me.”

Mingo handed an envelope to the Texan. “Check it out for yourself,” he said.

This was it. The point of all the months of hard work. The point of so much patience and effort and planning and risk.

“Do you have any other information about him being here?” the Texan asked, putting the envelope into his pocket and forcing a calm tone into his voice.

“He’s never showed up anywhere else, if that’s what you mean.”

“This was last night?”

“Yeah. Nine-thirty to eleven o’clock.”

“They try to follow him?”

“No.”

Good. Good. Mingo was worth the money. He did exactly what he was supposed to do, and he didn’t do a bit more. He had been trained well. Follow instructions precisely. Even when you can do more, don’t. That way, everyone knew exactly where you stood and where the operation stood.

“You think this is him?” the Texan asked.

“Yeah, I do.”

Though the park was in the middle of tranquil streets, the city’s traffic rumbled in the surrounding gloom. In fact, the Paseo de la Reforma, the city’s main boulevard, was only blocks away. But besides that, 22 million people simply made a lot of noise.

They rounded the corner and crossed the end of the park under the clock tower. He was surprised that Baida had been watching his place. He would have thought they would have spotted him at Ahmad’s first. That would have made more sense. But then, making sense would make too much sense. If any of this had made sense, he wouldn’t be doing what he was doing. And he wouldn’t spend so much time in fear’s claustrophobic little rooms, in the dark, air-starved cubicles of his own imagination.

“You’ve got nothing else?” the Texan asked. “Just this ID?”

“Yes, just this ID.”

He caught Mingo’s emphasis. “No, you’ve done a fine thing, Mingo.”

“Good, then.”

“Check your pay drop the day after tomorrow.”

“Bueno.”

“The next time he shows up,” the Texan said, “push it just a little further. Be careful. There’s nobody better. He’ll spot your boys the second one of them loses concentration. If they glance at a woman . . . just that quick, we’re screwed. Of course, the pay goes up, too.”

“And so does the risk.”

“Listen, you’re getting paid a hell of a lot more than I am.”

“But when you’re through,” Mingo said, “you can go home to Texas. You’ve got U.S. government benefits waiting for you.”

Right now, all of that seemed half a world and a thousand lies away. It seemed remote, and that remoteness had begun to eat at him in the last couple of years.

“Yeah,” the Texan said. “Those benefits.”

He looked over Mingo’s shoulders at the two figures moving toward them from the other end of the park. A couple, huddled together, breathing each other’s breath. Lovers. He did not think or fear that they were anything other than what they appeared to be, but they reminded him that it was time to be moving on.

“Keep in touch,” he said.

Mingo was used to the abrupt departures, and he nodded good-bye. The Texan was already walking away.



Chapter 2

Four hours later, the Texan was alone. He was in another part of the vast and sprawling city, a world away from the upscale park in Polanco. Here, the treeless maze of ancient streets was narrow and twisting and filthy, and being a solitary gringo here at night was suicidal.

He was in Tepito, near the heart of the city, in a barrio that had existed for over five centuries and had often made its living off of things that the rest of the city had thrown away. Tepiteños married Tepiteños and had done so for centuries. They were as clannish as Gypsies, and to them, all the rest of the world was made up of outsiders.

During the day, the stalls of illegal street vendors practically blocked access to legitimate stores here. The places on the sidewalk for these squatter stalls were “bought” from Korean thugs who, despite the neighborhood’s closed culture, had viciously usurped much of the control of Tepito’s institutionalized banditry. Mexico was now third, behind only Russia and China, in the commerce of pirated goods, selling fake labels on everything from condoms to caviar, and anything plastic. Tepito was the beating heart of this illicit trade.

He had taken a taxi, but at a certain point the driver had refused to go any farther into Tepito. The Texan had climbed out of the car and started walking deeper into the labyrinth.

Every once in a while, he stepped into the recess of a doorway that smelled of urine and ancient stone. He listened. He was sweating, despite the fact that Mexico City sat in a valley at an altitude of 7,340 feet and was surrounded by mountains nearly twice that high. The nights were always cool. He stepped out of the doorway and continued walking.

Samarra was a street of silences. Off the beaten track, even during the day, it was alleylike and foul-smelling, the wafts of sewage mixing with the odor of frying onions and dust. The flat faces of the buildings were stark and unadorned. Occasionally as he moved through the ocher-tinged shadows, the fluorescent glint of a television seeped through the crack of a shutter or flickered off the ceiling of a second-floor room with an open window. Now and then, he caught snatches of voices dripping with pathos—a telenovella—or the surging canned laughter of a sitcom. But mostly, he heard only his own footsteps, muted as they crunched on the grit of the old stones. His shoe fell on something soft, followed a moment later by the pungent odor of animal feces.

It wouldn’t be long now.

Suddenly, a few yards in front of him, a door opened and a figure stepped out on a spill of dull light. He raised an arm horizontally, directing the Texan inside. Though he had never before met them in Tepito, he knew the routine. He turned and went in.

The empty room was shrouded in a hazy, feeble light from the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. He raised his arms while the Korean patted him down. The guard wore a misshapen suit and street shoes, a cutoff M16 slung over his shoulder.

He followed the man through a darkened room and then out into a courtyard bathed in the same jaundiced light as the street outside. The limp silhouettes of banana trees were scattered about the compound, and other rooms, some dark, others with dull lights, surrounded them. A second Korean guard fell in behind him, and a shorthaired dog appeared from the smudgy corners of the enclosure and snuffled at his legs and nudged his hand with its damp nose, the only compassionate creature that the Texan was likely to encounter during the entire long night. They crossed to an outside stairwell and started up.

On the second floor, they doubled back and approached another lighted doorway, where yet another guard waited outside. They went in, interrupting three men huddled in deep conversation around a small wooden table. None of them was Korean or American—or Mexican.

“Judas,” said the man who had been sitting with his back to the door and was now turning to look at the Texan. His name was Ahmad, and when he stood to shake hands, there was no characteristic smile, and his eyes regarded the Texan with a pained solemnity. Something was up.

“Khalil,” the Texan said, nodding at a man his own age who was sitting directly across the table from Ahmad. Khalil hadn’t shaved in several days and looked as if he had missed a lot of sleep. He was surly and didn’t offer his hand.

The third man at the table was a stranger to the Texan and sat opposite an empty fourth chair. The Texan stared at him cockily, suggesting by his pointed gaze that a name was expected. It was all a game, and it mattered very much how you played it.

But the man didn’t look at him, and apparently he was not going to be introduced. He was hollow-cheeked, with an olive complexion gone pasty, bald, and had thin shoulders, which made his head look too big for his body. In the deep crease at the upper right of his mouth was a dark mole the size of a raisin. Without making eye contact, he leaned forward and sipped from a teacup in front of him, holding the cup by its rim, not its handle.

“Please,” Ahmad said, “join us.” He offered the fourth chair at the table.

The Texan sat down and was aware of the two Koreans remaining in the room, although they stood out of sight behind him. The three men at the table were drinking the familiar strong, sweet tea, but none was offered to the Texan. A significant sign, one that caused another wave of perspiration to rush to the surface of his skin.

Silence followed. Now Khalil averted his eyes, too, but Ahmad continued looking at him, his expression grave.

“Bad news, Judas,” Ahmad said, and it was painful to hear the genuine note of sadness in his voice. The two of them had learned to like each other, and actually had grown close in a perverse way. Friendship as rape—it was another talent the Texan had perfected, another admirable human trait that he had corrupted in the service of a questionably higher calling.

Khalil looked up now, too, and he and Ahmad stared at him in silence. The third man continued to look down.

“It’s over, my friend,” Ahmad said. “We know.”

He hadn’t seen it coming. Something else, maybe. There were always fears. But this . . . he hadn’t seen this coming.

From somewhere, he summoned the strength not to panic and bolt for the door. He frowned, gave them a dumb, puzzled look. But before he could stop himself, he swallowed. Goddamn. It was as good as a confession. He felt something against his leg and glanced down. The dog had followed them up the stairs and was standing there looking at him. Waiting, it seemed, just like the rest of them.

The unidentified man, his eyes still averted, coughed a little and cleared his throat, pulling up a wad of phlegm, which he worked with his tongue.

Oh shit. The Texan’s heart stopped. It didn’t beat at all. It just hovered in his chest, not even touching the surrounding tissue. The light in the room dimmed. . . . No, no, not this. He did not want to faint.

“What is this?” he managed to say, but the intended tone of bravado was not convincing.

The stranger’s head shot up, and he sprang to his feet and spat with a force that shook his body. The crap from his throat flew across the table and slapped against the corner of the Texan’s mouth.

Before he could react, someone grabbed his arms from behind and wrenched them backward, snapping one of his elbows. He screamed out, hardly aware that someone was taping his wrists together as someone else taped his ankles to each of the chair’s front legs. His head was clamped between two hands sheathed in rubber gloves.

The bald man slammed his hands down on the table, exploding the cups of tea. Lurching forward over the broken cups, his face rigid with violence, his hands planted in the syrupy mess that was running off the edges of the table, he shrieked, “Jasus! Jasus!”

The Texan heard a door behind him open and close and then footsteps approached. Somebody set down something with a thud. A man stepped around in front of him, holding two insulated electrical cables with bare ends. He wore a mismatched jogging suit, which was unzipped to his hairy stomach.

When the wires touched either side of the Texan’s neck, it was as if a bomb had gone off in his throat. He thought his head had been blown off his body. But that was only an illusion. The sensation that he was involuntarily pissing his pants was not.

The stranger who had spat on him yawed back his head, mouth wide open, wide as a baboon’s maw, his eyes glittering, the veins in his neck engorged, standing out like great plum-colored worms.

They were all standing. Suddenly, Ahmad’s arms flew out wide, as if he were conducting an orchestra with brio, and the spray of his brains fled the blast from Khalil’s outstretched arm. No more Ahmad.

The wires again, rammed precisely into his ears.

Silence.

The stranger was straddling him, his face contorted like a Francis Bacon portrait, his mouth twisted grotesquely up the right side of his head, one eye pig-size and wandering, the other protuberant and goggling.

The Texan felt the man inside his mouth, and for a split second he thought the whole man was in there, because he couldn’t see him, but he could feel him walking around.

Then the stranger held something in front of the Texan’s face, jabbing at it insanely with his knife for him to see, then slapping his face with it, again and again.

But the Texan was already drowning, and he found it difficult to care too much about what the man was doing. It was hard to drown in your own blood, even so much of it. He found that drowning wasn’t a progressive event, as he might have imagined. Rather, it was a lurching sort of thing: Choking on the surge of blood, he faded; then he coughed, spewing a geyser of blood, and was instantly back in the brutal clarity of the moment.

He tried to go ahead and die, but he was disappointed to realize that he couldn’t force it. He went through the whole cycle again. Then he smelled the feces, which were undoubtedly his own, and he was surprised to feel a sad, profound embarrassment.

Then, just when he began to die after all, and he knew for certain that he was dying, he saw the man with the contorted features toss to the dog the thing that he had been flourishing and stabbing in his wild rant. The poor cadaverous creature pounced on it in an instant, and with hunched shoulders and great gorging efforts of his outstretched neck, he wolfed it down.

It was only then that the Texan realized that the man had cut out his tongue.



Chapter 3

Austin, Texas

“I’ve got a client coming in about half an hour,” Bern said, leaning over and blowing eraser crumbs off the sketch he was finishing. He was making a last-minute alteration to the composite drawing of a man accused of raping a University of Texas student.

The victim had been brought to him the night before, and in sporadic, sharp observations she had described the face that had now emerged from under his pencil. Early that morning, the detective had called and asked for a variation in detail.

Alice was sitting on her stool, an arm’s reach away, a sketch pad on her lap, watching over his shoulder. When he stopped drawing, she immediately returned to her own creation for the morning, a conga line of Kewpie doll stick figures, each with a single curl of hair standing upright on its head, all marching toward a cliff.

Alice Lau was seventeen.

Paul Bern sipped coffee from his black mug and looked at her. She was oblivious now, absorbed in her drawing. Wearing designer-faded hip-hugging jeans that revealed her navel, and a cutoff T-shirt that exposed her midriff, she was sitting with one leg crossed over the other at the knee, waggling her bare foot in the universal teenager’s fidget. She was spreading a piece of gum with her tongue and lips, as if she were about to blow a bubble, but the bubble never materialized. Her straight black hair was pulled back in a long braid that was draped over the front of one shoulder.

She was the only child of Bern’s closest friends, Dana and Philip Lau. He and Philip had been undergraduates together at Rice, and though their careers had taken them to different parts of the world, over the years they and their wives had regularly managed to spend a few days of vacation together every couple of years. When Philip became a tenured professor of political science at the University of Texas, he and Dana started lobbying Paul and Tess to move to Austin. Eventually, they were persuaded, and it had been a wonderful decision in every way . . . until just about a year ago.

They were listening to Tom Waits’s CD Alice, an appropriate choice for many reasons, all completely lost on the girl on the stool. She couldn’t understand anything Waits was singing. She couldn’t understand anything Bern was saying, for that matter, but he always talked to her as if she understood everything. And, mysteriously, it seemed that she often did.

He stood and looked down at his drawing, one hand in his pocket, the other holding the mug of coffee. The guy’s eyes were wide-set, his nose was broad and slightly upturned, and his maxilla was distinctly sunken, emphasizing his prominent front teeth. Unfortunately for him, it wasn’t a flattering combination, and it stuck very clearly in the victim’s mind. She also remembered that his hair was worn in a mullet, a feature that only added to the stupidity of his appearance.

“This is as far as I’m going to take it,” he said. “Don’t want to push it.”

Alice looked up while he was talking and glanced at the drawing, too.

“It’s no way through the legs so,” she said, “but if there’s a really wrong, then who would fly on it?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “They only asked for one variation, and I’ve given them three. I don’t want to start putting ideas in her head.”

Alice shrugged and smiled and then went back to the Kewpie dolls.

He looked at his watch. No time to start anything else. Tom Waits was singing about Poor Edward—“On the back of his head/He had another Face/Was it a woman’s face/Or a young girl?”—and Alice’s foot was waggling, but not in time with the music. Bern knew she appreciated music and understood the beat and rhythm of it, if not the words.

Over a period of months, he had experimented with her and had found that she responded to particular musical moods. Sometimes she was upset if he put on Miles Davis, and she wouldn’t settle down until he switched to Yo-Yo Ma’s Bach. Other times, it was the other way around: Not Bach; let’s have Tosca’s tangos.

But she wasn’t often so definite about it. Usually, anything he liked, she liked. She was pretty simpatico that way. The way Tess had been. Jesus. Alice didn’t often remind him of Tess anymore. Not often. Still, sometimes . . . But he didn’t let it derail him now like it used to.

He had gotten used to having Alice around. It was a little awkward at first, and he had worried that it was awkward for Alice, too. But it didn’t take him long to get to know the new Alice, and he realized that his concern was unnecessary. For her, the situation was not so complex. Not in the same way it was for him anyway.

When the doorbell rang, Alice looked up at him, waiting for his reaction.

“That’s my client,” he said, starting back across the room.

He passed the drawing tables, easels, and workbenches cluttered with the tools of his craft—cans of paintbrushes, partially used tubes of oil paints, sketchbooks, sticks of charcoal and pastel chalks. There were cabinets of materials and supplies, books on shelves, and a complete skeleton dangling from a chrome stand. He went up the six steps, which were nearly the width of the room itself.

“Don’t go anywhere,” he called back.

Alice said something in response, the tone and cadence of which sounded reasonable, though the syntax of the words made no sense whatsoever.

“Okay,” he said as he opened the door. “Be right back.”

He saw the woman through the heavy grillwork of the iron gate as he approached her across the interior courtyard. She was standing in the lacy morning shade of a mesquite tree, holding a cardboard carton about the size of a small hatbox in her hands.

He quickly took her in: a simple sleeveless summer dress of lemon yellow, straight, just above the knees. She had a berry-brown suntan. Five eight or nine. Early thirties. Dark blunt-cut hair worn just shorter than shoulder length, but long enough for her to pull it back out of her way and fix it with a practical rubber band. At this moment, she had the sides of it tucked behind her ears. She was trim and fit, not in the sense of an athlete, but more like someone who enjoyed the outdoors, maybe hiked a lot.

“Becca Haber,” she said, peeping at him through the grille as he approached. “Sorry I’m late.”

“It’s all right. Everybody gets lost out here,” he said, sliding back the bolt on the gate to let her in. “I’m used to it.”

Bern lived in one of the countless bends of the Colorado River, which had been dammed up more than half a dozen times as it passed through the hills of central Texas. The dams formed a chain of wooded lakes northwest of Austin, with the lower two lakes coming right into the city where Bern had built his semisecluded house.

He and the woman crossed the courtyard under a canopy of wisteria, which spanned the open space, draping across it from the high stone walls of the surrounding house. He had been watering plants earlier, and the odors of dampened soil and stones still filled the warm morning air.

“You got into town last night?” Bern asked. The woman was walking just a step behind him as they entered a barrel-vaulted corridor of brick and stone slurried over with white plaster.

“Yes, more or less,” she said.

Okay. The light from the other end of the tunnel spun toward them, as if anticipating their arrival, but they turned into an open doorway halfway around the tunnel’s arc and stepped into Bern’s studio.

The woman paused on the landing and took in the large airy room that lay below the short flight of steps. Built piecemeal over a period of years, much of the work having been done by Bern himself, the studio was an assimilation of concrete, angled glass walls, and limestone boulders, with a high, sloping ceiling supported by steel beams. The glass wall on the far side of the room was slightly cantilevered over the lake, which was twenty feet below the floor of the studio.

He saw Becca’s eyes come to rest on Alice, who, knowing the routine, had moved her stool over to the sitting area near the glass wall, awaiting their arrival.

Becca said nothing as they crossed the room to the massive slab of mesquite that served as a coffee table. There were several armchairs and a sofa.

“This is Alice,” Bern said.

Alice smiled. Becca Haber nodded soberly.

Bern offered her a place on the sofa, but she chose one of the armchairs instead. She sat down with her sandaled feet close together on the concrete floor, holding the box on top of her thighs. She glanced at Alice.

“This is, uh, this is very personal,” she said softly to Bern.

He nodded. “I know, but it’s okay. She’s—she can’t understand you.”

Becca Haber kept her eyes on Bern. “She’s deaf?”

“No—”

“Oh. Chinese.”

“Chinese, yes, but her family’s been in the United States for more generations than mine. She can’t understand you because she has brain damage. A waterskiing accident about a year ago.”

“What do you mean, ‘she can’t understand’?”

“It’s complicated,” he said. “Brain injuries, they’re quirky things. There’s a cognitive disconnect of some sort.”

“‘Cognitive disconnect’?”

Bern had hoped she would just accept that and they could go on. But he could see what he always saw in people who were told about Alice’s condition: puzzlement and a ton of questions.

“Basically, she can’t recognize or understand the meaning of words,” he said. Over the past year, he’d developed a long and a short version of this explanation. She was going to get the short one.

“Even though she doesn’t understand the meaning of the words you’re speaking, she’s verbally fluent. I mean, she’ll hold a conversation with you. She’ll pause to let you have your turn at the appropriate time; then she’ll take her turn. She even punctuates her sentences correctly—for the most part. But it just doesn’t compute. It makes no sense whatsoever. The strangest part is, she thinks she understands the conversation. So I just go along with it.”

Becca glanced again at Alice, who was staring back at her with a birdlike curiosity, insensitive to the indelicacy of her frank gaze.

“Who, uh, who is she?”

“She’s the daughter of old friends. Actually, I’m her godfather.” He pulled around another chair and sat on the other side of the coffee table from her. “It calms her to watch me draw, and we’ve discovered that it has a kind of therapeutic effect on her. So Alice’s mother brings her by here a couple of times a week to watch me work. It frees her up for a few hours to do some shopping, run errands.”

“She doesn’t bother you?”

“Nope. We just talk, listen to music.”

“But she doesn’t make any sense?”

“Nope.”

Alice was still looking at Becca Haber with a penetrating concentration, waggling her foot, working her gum. It was as if the woman were a newly discovered object and Alice was trying to figure out her meaning and usefulness. It wasn’t exactly a calming thing for Becca Haber, who already seemed to be a little tightly wound.

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” Bern said.



Chapter 4

Glancing tentatively one more time at Alice, Haber leaned forward, carefully placed the box on the mesquite slab in front of her, and opened it, revealing the underside of a human skull cradled in a nest of shredded paper. Inserting her thumb into the foramen magnum on the underside of the skull, she lifted it out of the box. With her other hand, she took out the skull’s detached mandible, its horseshoe-shaped lower jaw.

With an odd expertise, she put the mandible just behind her suntanned bare knee, its two sides straddling her thigh like a beret, the teeth pointing away from her. Then she turned the skull upright, facing Bern, and held it on her thighs.

“It’s in good shape,” she offered, as if this were an audition. She looked down at the top of the skull.

He had already noticed that. It was in excellent shape. Rare. It looked as if it had been harvested from a hospital for academic purposes. Usually by the time he saw them, they had been through a lot of abuse, buried and etched by soil acids or worms, or left out in the open for months or years, teeth missing, gnawed by animals, bleached by the stresses of exposure. But this one was perfect in all respects, except for the separated mandible. It was pristine, all the teeth firmly in place.

Becca Haber had called early that morning and introduced herself. She said that she was from Atlanta and that she had just come into Austin. She told him she had a skull and that she hoped he would agree to reconstruct its face.

He’d asked her if she had been referred to him by someone at a law-enforcement agency. She’d said this was a personal situation. She had read an article about him in Atlanta a few years ago.

How did she happen to have the skull? he’d asked.

There had been a pause at the other end of the line.

“I’d rather explain that to you when I get there,” she’d said. Her voice had a southern lilt, but that hadn’t disguised the underlying hint of tension.

Now here she sat, holding a skull that looked eerily fresh. He didn’t reach for it, though he wanted to. Instead, he sat back in his chair and crossed his arms.

“Why don’t you start by telling me how you happen to have this,” he suggested.

“Sure,” she said, nodding. “I understand.” She squared her shoulders. “I bought it from a street kid in Mexico City.”

But she didn’t go on. At first, Bern thought she was reconsidering what she was about to say, but as he looked at her face, he realized that she was looking at him without seeing him. Something seemed to be happening. He waited.

As a forensic artist, he was used to talking with clients who were upset. The people who were brought to him were victims of rape or attempted murder or kidnapping or mutilation, or had been witnesses to such things. Re- creating in one’s mind the faces of the people who have done such things is often an excruciating experience, and sometimes the mind rebels at being asked to recall the horrors it has recorded. Memory is a fragile and mercurial thing, and responds most reliably, he’d found, to tender treatment. He glanced away, giving her time to gain control of her emotions.

Becca Haber looked up.

“I’m positive . . .” she said, looking down at the skull in her lap, “almost positive, that this is my husband.”

The corners of her mouth pulled down involuntarily as she fought her emotions.

Out of his peripheral vision, Bern saw Alice’s foot suddenly stop waggling. He glanced at her. She had stopped kneading her gum and it rested like a little pink pellet exactly in the center of her slightly parted lips. She was staring at Becca with slack-jawed fascination, as if she were watching the woman metamorphose into something alien right there in the stream of sunshine.

Becca Haber launched into a story that sounded like a million other stories. She had met her husband a couple of years earlier and had married him after knowing him only a few months. He was an artist. They’d had about half a year of glorious marriage, followed by a half year of hell, before they’d agreed to separate and see if things wouldn’t cool down.

He moved to Mexico City, where he had lived several years before. They sent each other E-mail messages every day; she flew down a couple of times for long weekends. Then, about four months ago, he’d stopped sending her E-mail. After a couple of weeks, she went down there. She found his house in perfect condition, but he was gone.

She stayed a few weeks, asking around about him, but his few friends said they hadn’t heard from him, either. The police couldn’t even stir up a modest curiosity about her panicked concern, implying these things happened all the time and that eventually he would come back when he got tired of the other woman.

Then one day when she answered the phone at his house, a man told her that her husband was dead and that he had proof, but she would have to pay for it. After a long negotiation, she found herself on a dark street somewhere in that vast city. A kid handed her a paper sack, and she handed him the money. She thought she was buying photographs of his bullet-riddled body. Instead, she was horrified to find the skull.

Becca Haber stopped here to gather her composure, but before Bern could speak, Alice, who had been squirming with increasing agitation, blurted, “Can you think of what if you should, Paul?” With an expression of disbelief, she asked, “Can you see through a flowing window on the outside of another thought that you believe?” She was incredulous. She turned her wide eyes on Becca. “I don’t think in a hundred wonders of it!”

Oh shit.

Alice scowled at Bern and screwed her mouth into a problematic pucker, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Jesus.” Becca was taken aback.

Bern was surprised by Alice’s reaction, too, but not for the same reasons as Becca Haber.

“Just a second,” he said to Becca, and he got up and went over to Alice and squatted down in front of her. Her sketch pad was in her lap, and she was still holding her pencil, though she had lost interest in the Kewpie dolls.

“Now listen, Alice,” he said softly, putting his hand on hers to get her attention. “It’s okay; it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. Okay? It’s all right.”

“What doesn’t matter?” Becca Haber asked suspiciously.

“It doesn’t matter what I say to her,” Bern said, not turning away from Alice as he spoke to Becca. “She can’t understand me. I’ve got to make her understand the meaning of my words by the way I’m behaving, by my expressions.”

What he wanted Alice to understand was that what the woman was saying was okay with him. What Alice had to do was to control her agitation. She couldn’t disrupt the conversation.

It took some time. Alice kept wanting to look at Becca, moving her head from side to side to look around him as he tried to make eye contact with her to get her attention. It was as if Becca Haber had become the most outrageous thing Alice had ever seen.

He reassured her again, telling her that it was okay, that it didn’t matter.

Alice pulled her head back in dramatically mimed skepticism at his reassurances.

“You’re in ropes if that’s on this very side,” she said, flinging an incredulous look at Haber.

Bern took Alice’s oval face in his hands and gently guided her attention to the sketch pad in her lap. He began drawing a face, all the while telling her it didn’t matter, that it was all right.

Gradually, the face he was drawing took on an expression that was not immediately understandable, one of conflicting emotions, of mixed signals. As Alice noticed this and began to focus on the problem of figuring out this emotional puzzle, she began to calm down.

This went on for ten minutes or more, though it felt longer to Bern, who was acutely aware of Becca Haber’s close observation from behind. Finally after several jerky sighs, Alice became absorbed in trying to decipher the expression on the face that Bern had drawn.

After a few more minutes, he stood and returned to the coffee table.

“Look, I’m sorry,” he said, deliberately taking a different chair at the coffee table now. “I know it’s hard enough for you to talk about this without that kind of distraction. It must seem strange to you, I know. Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay,” Becca said, glancing warily at Alice. “Is she going to be all right? What was the matter?”

“Yeah, she’ll be fine. Who knows what the deal was,” he said.

Now Bern had a clear view of both Becca’s face and Alice’s. Becca took a moment to decide where to start over; then she leaned forward and put the skull on the table, facing Bern, and took the mandible off her knee and laid it beside the skull.

“You know, there’s probably a better way to do this,” Bern said. “If you need positive proof of identity, you’d be better off getting a DNA test.”

“Can’t,” she said, her hands now gripping the short lemon hem of her dress to keep it from working up.

“They can do it with bone now,” he said. “Mitochondrial DNA—”

“I’ve already been through all that,” she said. “He was an orphan. Abandoned. Parents unknown. Siblings, forget it. We don’t have any children. No medical records. No dental records.”

“He never went to the doctor or the dentist?”

“Not while I knew him.” She nodded at the skull. “There’s dental work there. Not much, just a little. But he never went to the dentist while I knew him.”

“What about before then?”

“I don’t know anything about him before then, except what I’ve already told you.”

Alice stifled a groan and rolled her eyes at Bern.



Chapter 5

The awkward little drama of Alice’s adolescent histrionics had the unintended effect of convincing Becca Haber that Alice really was beyond understanding what Becca was saying. But, in fact, that wasn’t precisely true.

The truth was more complex, as almost everything was when it came to dealing with Alice’s disability. The accident had deprived her of the ability to understand the meaning of words, either written or spoken. But even stranger than this was what Alice had gained as a result of her loss.

Human speech is automatically accompanied by an elaborate, and often unconscious, repertoire of facial expressions, voice inflections, tonal shifts, and gestures. These sometimes delicate and subtle expressions are called “feeling tone,” and they play a key role in our understanding of the meanings of spoken words because they give them an emotional context beyond the simple meaning of the words themselves. As we converse with others, we usually process these feeling tones unconsciously, hardly even aware of what we are doing.

People with brain injuries like Alice’s, however, being deprived of the ability to understand the literal meaning of words, compensate for this disadvantage by carefully observing the speaker’s feeling tone. They develop, to an uncanny degree, the ability to understand the intent of the spoken words without being able to understand the actual words themselves.

This complex sensitivity enters into an even stranger process when spoken words are used to disguise truth, to deliberately deceive. When people lie, they try to camouflage their deception by miming genuine feeling-tone characteristics.

However, not even the most accomplished liar can re-create genuine feeling tone. False feeling tone is always off-key. But most of us are distracted from noticing these off-key signs of lying because we are more intent on parsing the meaning of the words that the speaker is choosing.

People who suffer from receptive aphasia, like Alice, are almost supernaturally sensitive to the unconscious quiver of a facial muscle, to a strained nuance in a syllable, to a manipulated vocal modulation, or self-conscious intonation. They know intuitively that there is an emotional truth in feeling tone that transcends the speaker’s merely verbal expression, and they focus on the distortion of this truth as if it were a sour note in a solo.

It is this uncanny ability to sense when someone is lying that has prompted doctors and scientists to refer to people with this particular form of aphasia as “human lie detectors.” It was this sensitivity to the subliminal tones of deception that Alice was reacting to with such anxiety.

Bern knew what was happening.

Becca Haber didn’t acknowledge Alice’s audible moan, but she heard it, and from the disconcerted look on her face, Bern thought that she understood its derisive tone, as well.

“Look,” she said, “do you mind if I smoke?” And she bent down to her purse on the floor and took out a pack of cigarettes before Bern could respond. She quickly lighted one, and then stood, her eyes still avoiding Alice, and walked over to the glass wall, where she looked out at the late-morning light on the surface of the lake. She stood there, her back to Bern, the smoke billowing in front of her as white and dense as spun sugar in the summer glare.

She was nervous, and he thought there was more to it than the awkwardness of Alice’s undisguised skepticism. He stood and threw a look of admonishment at Alice, who rolled her eyes again, this time in silence, and then he joined Becca at the glass wall.

“Let me ask you a question,” he said. “Why didn’t you just take this to the police to start with? Why come to me?”

“Because I want to know first . . . if this is, or isn’t, him,” she said without turning to him, her face inches from the glass. “If it isn’t . . . well, then, I was just screwed out of my money. If it is, then I want to check into my legal rights, from an international perspective. I want to know what my options are—what I can expect to encounter—when I walk in there and tell the police that some kid in Mexico City sold me my husband’s skull in a paper sack.”

“Why not go to the lawyer right now?” Bern suggested. “That seems reasonable. Then you’d know what you’re up against no matter what happens.”

She turned to him.

“That’s not the way I see it,” she said. She drew on the cigarette, her eyes on him. “There are just too many unanswered questions the way it is.” She turned her head aside, lifted her chin, and blew the smoke into the room. “I don’t have anything. Nothing. Just that he’s gone and this kid sold me this . . .” She nodded toward the skull. “And if it’s not . . . him, then I don’t have anything. Just a missing husband, which is nothing but a conversation, right?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s right.”

“Well, it’s not a conversation I want to have,” she said.

That sounded reasonable. What could he say? The lies could be insignificant, embarrassing things, private things that were legitimately none of his business. The circumstances weren’t the normal kind that he was used to dealing with. Usually, these requests came from state or federal law-enforcement agencies or some other institution.

“How’d you get it across the border?” he asked, hoping he sounded curious rather than suspicious.

“Yeah, well, I paid someone to smuggle it across,” she said. “I knew it wasn’t going to go through customs without a hassle, some kind of long rigmarole.”

“And you just happen to know people who do that sort of thing.”

She smiled for the first time. “I was in Mexico City. All things are possible there. Things like that anyway.”

“How do you know it’s the same skull?”

“I made teeth impressions in modeling clay, top and bottom. I told them I wouldn’t pay the rest of the money on the other side unless the impressions matched. They did.”

“Oh! For in the single sort of thing!” Alice blurted.

Again, Becca resolutely ignored her, but when Bern glanced Alice’s way, he saw her head was tilted dramatically to the side, and her eyes were rolled heavenward, as though she were enduring the most unbelievable silliness.

“I’d have to consult an anthropologist,” he said. “I’ll have—”

“I’ve already done that,” Haber said. “I knew from the article that you’d need to know the race and sex of the skull before you could work on it. And besides, I needed to know if I’d been sold some . . . thing out of a graveyard in one of the colonias. I took the skull to Dr. Graciela de Aceves, an anthropologist with the Autonomous University of Mexico. She thought it was an American Caucasoid, based on data presented in Rhine and Moore’s findings. She said to mention those names to you, that they’d mean something to you.”

They did. And he knew of Dr. de Aceves’s work, too. She was a well-respected medical anthropologist.

“I have a letter from her,” Becca added, “if you want to see it.”

Bern was surprised. If he had been in Becca Haber’s shoes, Dr. de Aceves would have been the one person in all of Mexico that he would have gone to. The fact that she didn’t go to one of the scores of less qualified professionals scattered throughout the country meant that Ms. Haber knew a thing or two about doing things the right way.

She was studying him, trying to read what he was thinking. She was six feet away, her arms folded as she leaned one shoulder against the glass wall. The truth was, he wasn’t exactly overwhelmed with work right now, and she had offered over the telephone earlier to double his fee if he would drop everything and get right on it. That was enticing. He saw no reason why he shouldn’t go ahead with the project.

Of course, there were Alice’s dramatics, but again he reminded himself that if Alice was detecting falsehoods in Haber’s story, it didn’t necessarily have to mean that they were in the category of mortal sins. Maybe Haber was having an affair with her husband’s best friend and didn’t want to bring that into the equation. Maybe her husband had been having an affair with her sister, and she understandably wanted to leave that out of it, too. Maybe she wasn’t even married to the guy. Maybe . . . hell, maybe anything.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it.”

“Great,” she said, but her face didn’t register great. Maybe there was a little relief, but if that’s what it was, there wasn’t a whole lot of emotion in it. It wasn’t as if she was happy to finally be headed toward a situation that might bring her closure. It was more like she had gotten a business negotiation settled.

“You’ll have to leave it,” he said.

“Yeah, okay. How . . . long?”

“Let me spend some time with it. I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

She gave him her name and a telephone number at a residential hotel downtown on the lake.

That was it. She didn’t want to hang around to ask him questions. She didn’t want him to explain anything about his process, about what he would do first. She didn’t ask, as private individuals often did, if she could watch him work. Becca Haber had done what she wanted to do, and she wanted out of there.

He could hardly blame her. Alice’s behavior had been a little over the top.

Becca stepped over to the coffee table, put out her cigarette in an ashtray, and picked up her purse. With Alice staring rudely at her, she headed for the door without looking around.

At the courtyard gate, he told her he’d call her the next day, then watched as she walked to her car and drove away.

When he got back to the studio, Alice had opened one of the tall, narrow windows along a side wall and was dumping out the cigarette that Becca Haber had left in the ashtray.

“If there was a tune flight into the sails,” she said saucily, “it was a long way from the side of her hair.”

She returned the empty ashtray to the table.

“Good going,” Bern said sarcastically. “You were terrific, Alice. What the hell got into you anyway?”

She shrugged, went back to her stool, and started drawing. He stood with his hands in his pockets and looked at the skull on the table.

“Well, I’m going to do it anyway,” he said.

“Over without a care,” she said with deliberate indifference, not looking up from the sketchbook. “Anyway, the brushes won’t feel like lady flowers.”

Bern looked at her. Sometimes he wondered about the two of them. Talking to her was like talking to yourself, because it really didn’t go anywhere. But somehow it seemed to make sense a lot of the time anyway. If Alice didn’t know that they weren’t communicating, then who the hell was he to worry about it? They seemed to do all right whatever was happening.

“She really got under your skin, didn’t she?” he said, walking over to the coffee table. “I’ve never seen you quite like that before.” He sat on the sofa in front of the skull and studied it.

“It could be anything,” he said after a little while. “Who knows how many people tell you lies during the course of a day.” He reached out and picked up the mandible. “Little lies. Big lies. And we don’t even know it. And I wonder how much difference it would make if we did know?”

The teeth were set solidly in the bone. This guy wasn’t that old. Could’ve been his age. He picked up the skull and carefully fitted the mandible’s condyle into its temporal socket. He looked at it from the side and then turned it so that it faced him.

“I wonder how many lies these jaws have spoken,” he said. “Maybe that’s what got the poor devil killed.”

Alice closed her sketchbook with a loud slap, and Bern checked his watch. She was always right on the second. Alice got down from her stool and together they walked outside and through the courtyard to wait under the mesquite tree for her mother.



Chapter 6

When Bern returned to the studio after walking Alice to her mother’s car, he picked up the letter from Dr. de Aceves that Haber had left on the coffee table. It was brief, clinical, to the point. Beyond what Haber had already told him about Dr. de Aceves’s conclusions, she also estimated that the skull was that of a man in his late thirties or early forties. Bern was indeed going to be reconstructing the face of a man approximately his own age.

He sat down at his computer and created a file for “John Doe (Haber?).” After recording the requisite data for a new file, he turned around in his chair and looked across the room at the skull, which was still sitting on the coffee table. Since the thing was in such good condition, he decided that he would do a two-dimensional reconstruction of the face as well as a three-dimensional one. The drawing wouldn’t take that much longer, and it would give him a quick idea of where he was going.

He looked at his watch, which confirmed what his stomach was already telling him. He backed out of the computer program and hurried up the steps. He turned right into the white corridor and followed the arc around to the kitchen. Glancing out through the dining room, which overlooked the terrace and the lake beyond, he saw a Jet Ski cut a lateral white wake across the water just below the house. In the distance, a trio of sailboats tacked in the meridian heat like single-winged butterflies lofting on the breeze.

Grabbing the car keys from a red clay bowl on the countertop, he went through the doorway and descended a shallow flight of curving stairs to the garage. He got into the old Triumph TR3, a black relic from his London years in the seventies, and cranked it up. The driveway ascended from the garage in a long, rising curve that was cut into the hillside and emerged from the tunnel of overhanging cedars onto Camino Cabo.

It was a seven-minute drive to the Far Point Grill. He sat at a favorite small table in a window alcove and watched the comings and goings in the marina below while he ate a platter of grilled shrimp drizzled with lime juice.

He thought about Becca Haber. She had a hell of a story, and if the remnant sitting on his coffee table turned out to be her husband, her story was only beginning. That is, if her story was true. Some of it had to be true, he supposed, but how much? Maybe it didn’t matter. She had a skull, and whatever its story, it deserved to have its face back, to be freed from the limbo of anonymity.

He had always had a kind of quixotic zeal for his work. The world was awash in anonymous skulls scattered across continents by wars, pogroms, massacres, slaughters, and murder. Somehow he felt he had a genuine mission to turn the wasteland of trivialized death into individual moments of significance, face by face by face. It was a small thing in the grander scheme of things, he knew.

On the other hand, it was no small thing at all to give an identity, a history, and a kind of redemption to what had been only a lost and empty bone before he touched it.

He finished the last shrimp, took one more sip of iced tea, and dug into his pocket for a ten and a five, which he left on the table. That covered the meal and a generous tip. He waved at Katie, who was behind the bar, and she smiled, blew him a kiss, and he was gone. The routine didn’t vary much, two or three times a week.

Back at the studio, he put on three CDs, Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue, Ellington and Strayhorn’s Jazz ’Round Midnight, and a Dexter Gordon collection. With the first strains of Davis’s horn, he set to work.

One of the worktables was already set up for these preliminary procedures. He put the skull on a cork ring and proceeded to glue the mandible to the cranium, using a specialized glue that dried quickly. While the glue was setting, he began cutting the tissue-depth markers, using the cylindrical refills for machine erasers. He had the depths memorized for the twenty-one various points on the skull of an American Caucasoid, and by the time these were cut, numbered on one end, and lined up on the bench, the skull was ready to go.

The adjustable skull stand was already mounted on one end of the workbench, and now Bern slipped the armature into the base of the skull and secured it. He put the armature on its own base, which was bolted to the bench, and firmly mounted the skull.

With this done, he began gluing the different lengths of numbered eraser pieces to the skull at specified points, each marking the approximate flesh depth according to long-used anthropological specifications. It was a delicate procedure, but experience had taught him to adjust the placement of the markers slightly this way or that, at variance with the traditional marking sites, depending on the particular peculiarities of each skull.

After the markers were in place, Bern carefully leveled the skull. He loaded the camera that was fixed on a stand at the other end of the bench—its distance and angle predetermined to avoid perspective distortion—and adjusted the lighting by using reflectors. Then he proceeded to photograph lateral and frontal views of the skull.

Turning up the CD player, he went into the darkroom to develop the film. Joe Thomas’s trumpet was slipping into “Black Butterfly” by the time he came out. While the prints were drying, he set up his two drawing boards side by side, one for the frontal view, one for the lateral. The mounted skull with its markers in place was still in front of him.

The afternoon shadows lengthened out into the lake as he sketched on the two transparent vellum sheets that covered the frontal and lateral photographs of the skull with its tissue markers. Moving back and forth between the two views, he worked steadily and quickly, his years of experience guiding his judgments when judgments had to be made. He emphasized those features that were most dominant in the skull’s structure, and left intentional ambiguities where no bony architecture was available to guide him. Eyelids and eyebrows were two areas where he often drew the frontal view with each eye having different characteristics, leaving a final judgment until he had more information and was actually in the process of reconstructing the skull.

By dusk, he had most of it done, and two views of a generic version of John Doe sat on his drawing board. But Bern was uncomfortable with them. Something didn’t seem right, though he had no way of knowing what it was. He looked at the two drawings in one of the three mirrors that he moved around the benches when he was sculpting or drawing in order to see what he was doing from a slightly different perspective. But in this case, it really wasn’t much help at all. There was still something about the drawings that left him dissatisfied. In fact, he was oddly uncomfortable with them.

But he had worked long enough.

He turned out the lights, and blue flooded the studio as he walked over to the large glass wall and stood looking out over the lake. Across the water, lights were coming on all along the shoreline, and the hills above them were momentarily purple before nightfall. He pushed on a section of the wall, which swung open on a center-post hinge, and stepped outside. He could smell the water and the cedars on the hills. A waft of cedar-wood smoke came by and was gone, and the sound of a launch way off in a distant cove grumbled across the water.
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