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			For Wendy.

		

	
		
			ONE

			Artificial intelligence? I’ll tell you about artificial intelligence. Look at Congress. Look at the mayor. Look at half the reprobates who show up at my office. There’s plenty of artificial intelligence walking around on two legs these days. Who needs a machine to achieve it?

			I was being chewed out by the country’s third richest man when I spotted the kid again, out on Edgar Allan Poe Street in New York City, across from my brownstone. From three stories up, the figure looked eleven or twelve years old. A blue hoodie hid the face. Pink sneakers. Pink knapsack. Pink fingernail polish, so probably a girl, but you never know. I’d first spotted her at eight this morning, peering over the concrete wall separating my rear garden from the co-op on Eighty-Fifth Street. Then again, two hours later, pacing, caught on the security camera mounted over my front door. She’s scared, I thought, watching her freeze between two parked cars, looking left, right, left, as if afraid to move. She took a single step forward and yanked her foot back. A car shot past. She dashed across the street.

			My business makes me a student of fright. People who show up here tend to be driven by panic. Sometimes they try to hide it. Or they burst into tears. Sometimes they curse or bluster with rage. But it boils down to fright. I think of the leather recliner on the far side of my desk, where the country’s third richest man now sat, as the scare chair.

			The kid was now on my front step, looking up on the security monitor. My client drew my attention back by banging his skinny fist on my blotter, crying “ouch,” and pulling it back. The third wealthiest man in the US had a beanpole body, a mop of wild red hair, a MORDOR FUN RUN T-shirt. He sat beneath an old film poster from 1949, The Falcon Returns, in which the actor who played my grandfather aimed a pistol at Nazi thugs while cradling an unconscious slinky nightclub singer in his other arm.

			Grandfather was the true Falcon in real life—the suave, rich private investigator upon whom those old films were based. And the client sitting across from me now was exactly the kind of person Grandy had taught me to avoid.

			“You can’t fire me,” Bradley Kranepool sputtered, rubbing his thin little hand.

			“Actually, I can. You lied to me, Bradley.”

			“Those were just words, Mr. St. Johns.”

			“Last time I checked, that’s what lies are.”

			The doorbell rang downstairs. On monitor two, I saw the top of the kid’s hoodie. Normally my best friend and partner Oscar Narvaez would answer, but Oscar and his wife Cristina were out co-op hunting, looking to move away from the first-floor apartment where they’d lived for the past ten years. Due to recent tension between us, Cristina was pushing for them to move away.

			Distance would fix the problem, I hoped.

			Bradley Kranepool was one of those tech geniuses who can’t maintain eye contact, grew up without friends, relates to video games more than people, and substitutes, in the popular imagination, for heroes these days, having invented one more way that people need not deal with actual humans anymore. The most asocial people on the planet have designed the principal ways we communicate with each other. No need to go to a real store. Or talk to a real phone operator. Or break up with your lover in person, thanks to Twitter, Facebook, Ghost Me, Emoji, whatever this week’s click-it-and-forget-it craze is.

			No wonder the world is a mess.

			The bell rang again. The pink fingernail kept pressing the buzzer.

			Mentally, my client was a giant; emotionally, a twelve-year-old. I explained to Bradley with sympathy—after all, he was probably going to prison for decades—“The contract states that if you misrepresent yourself, we cancel.”

			“New York Magazine said you take on impossible cases.”

			“Yes, but not ones where the charges are true. You lied to your investors. You funneled their money into a different scheme that failed. I advise you to plead guilty, Bradley. It cuts down on jail time.”

			“I paid you a quarter million dollars!” he shouted.

			“All donated to a victim fund, minus expenses.”

			“I’ll sue you,” he sputtered.

			“Read the contract.”

			“My lawyers get me out of contracts every day!”

			“And mine will prove every allegation against you. Stuff that even the FBI doesn’t know yet.”

			Bradley’s lower lip quivered. “That’s not fair!”

			The damn buzzer kept ringing. Sighing, I let the kid in. Monitor three showed her in the elevator. Normally, we never let clients in after three, when, rain or shine, I go kayaking and Oscar starts prepping one of his five-star dinners. The bell sounded in the waiting room. A single pink sneaker appeared on the carpet and retreated. The kid must be on the couch, eyeing more Falcon posters. Yep. The sneaker came into view again, swinging back and forth, faster and faster, showing crumpled pink socks on a thin, dark ankle.

			Scared.

			“You’re not listening to me,” Bradley said.

			My now former client stood up. Bradley’s transition from genius to felon would be national news. I warn clients beforehand, I tell them plain out, before we sign papers, if the story you tell me turns out to be a lie, I’ll drop you. But there’s always someone who doesn’t listen. They think they’re special. They think they’re protected. They think once they pay you, they own you. My grandmother taught me this a long time ago.

			“I know people,” Bradley threatened, “who can hurt you.”

			“Real ones? Or in a video game?”

			“You’re so perfect? I saw how you look at your partner’s wife.”

			“Time to go, Bradley.”

			“I’ll tell my parents!”

			Thirty seconds later, he was gone.
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			It was an average late-October afternoon in Manhattan, or at least what passes for average lately. Eighty degrees instead of forty. Trees still lushly green in Riverside Park. Joggers and dog walkers out despite the bad-air-quality alert. Beyond them, below, I saw a slit of churning Hudson River.

			I checked the time. I had a kayak race scheduled up in Riverdale, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t make it.

			“Are you The Falcon?” a girl’s small voice said from the doorway.

			“Yes.”

			She folded her arms and planted those pink sneakers as if she expected me to kick her out. “No one believes me.”

			“About what?”

			Her jaw thrust forward, quivering.

			“The car hit him and backed up and hit him again! I saw it! I’m not lying! He was…the man…that man,” she sputtered, then shouted, “it killed him!”

			“What man?”

			“The one in the park!”

			“What car?”

			The girl began weeping. One pink sneaker toe dug into the other. Her shoulders were heaving. She looked about five now.

			“The one with nobody inside!”

		

	
		
			TWO

			They call me The Falcon, but my grandfather was the original. I inherited the name. “Mark St. Johns was raised by sleuth grandparents,” New York Magazine wrote of me a year ago. “The former Marine investigator and his partner, Oscar Narvaez, were decorated for uncovering millions in graft during the Afghan War. They were ambushed and almost murdered by fellow Marines.”

			Reporters never get it right.

			It was my firecracker grandmother who raised me in the brownstone. She’d met Grandy, the original Falcon, in Los Angeles in 1951. At the time, Grandy was the suave, Yale-educated, independently wealthy, martini-guzzling sleuth who assisted detectives in post–World War II California. Accurately depicted in film, Grandy had the looks of Cary Grant, the mind of Sherlock Holmes, and the libido of Brigham Young. Women-wise, LA cops nicknamed Grandy “the Divining Rod.”

			Grandma Eve, on the other hand, was the wisecracking daughter of a Queens trash collector, trying to make it in film and supporting herself as a cigarette girl at the Tarzan Club, where waiters wore pith helmets and waitresses were jammed into fur bikinis rivaling Raquel Welch’s in the film One Million Years B.C, attire which, today, would get a woman’s head chopped off in Tehran.

			In real life, Eve met Grandy at the club and helped him solve the La Brea tar pit dismemberment case depicted in the Columbia Pictures flop, Silence of the Limbs. She fell for Grandy and got pregnant by him. She told me, years later, “No way I’d stay with him, Baby F. He was incapable of loyalty to a single woman, although he was dedicated to us as a group. I decided to keep the baby, but I’d had enough of Hollywood. Your grandfather offered to pay the bills, and I said no. I told him I was moving back to New York. I liked private investigating. I asked him to help me get a job in the Big Apple and he did. He was incapable of monogamy but Grandy always kept his word.”

			The job—the best a woman could come up with in 1952—turned out to be as a receptionist in a Brooklyn firm where operatives were all retired male detectives. They laughed when she asked to be promoted. They complained when Eve—pregnant—got to follow a suspect around after the guys failed. They raged when Eve became a full-time investigator. They quit five years later when she took over the firm and bought the Poe Street brownstone.

			Eve used to imitate those guys when I was a teenager. “I ain’t workin’ for no skirt,” she’d say, swinging her arms like King Kong.

			Eve built the business into the high-end niche it occupies today. At four foot eight, eighty-three pounds, she was, throughout her life, continually underestimated by targets: the Wall Street mogul who died in Attica prison, the bridge workers’ union VP who cheated his members, the DeCesare crime family boss dragged from Federal Court while screaming that Eve would pay.

			I’m thirty-five now and still have never figured out how Eve accomplished all she did for us because she’d be coy when asked about it. “How come we don’t have to pay taxes on this house?” I asked when I was ten. “How come when we need repairs, guys show up from unions and don’t charge you?” “How come the city let us put a driveway out front and have a garage when no one else on the block can do it?”

			To these and dozens of similar queries over the years, she’d smile and give one-word answers, usually the name of whomever was Mayor at the time she obtained a special privilege. “Bloomberg,” she said, as answer to the driveway question. “Koch,” she said, answering the Union question. “Guiliani,” was the reply to why Delta Airlines flies us free, first class, when we need to travel. Even today, all I have to do is call a private Atlanta phone number, and next thing I know, other passengers get bumped from flights, seats open up, flight attendants hover, and captains ask if I want to visit the cockpit.

			“What did Rudy Guiliani have to do with Delta Airlines?” I asked Eve one time.

			“A girl needs a few secrets,” she winked.

			“You have thousands.”

			“Hope that someday you do too.”

			I loved my grandmother and miss her. I came to love Grandy too, even though I didn’t meet him until I was twelve. Eve brought him back from California then. He’d turned into a lonely old guy, suffering from cirrhosis of the liver and throat cancer from forty years of smoking cigarettes and drinking lunchtime, dinnertime, and anytime martinis.

			By then, Grandy was nothing like the cool PI depicted in films. But Eve still had a soft spot for him. “He can’t help who he is,” she said. “If he’d never been born, you wouldn’t have been either. Get to know him. Give him a chance. You’ll learn things from him.”

			I missed my grandparents, and their photos sat in front of me now, on my desk, reminding me to listen, always listen, especially when I think listening is a waste of time. And over their heads, in the scare chair, sat an undersized, plump-faced kid, twisting her hands in agitation, trying not to cry. In a clear, high voice, she introduced herself as Abani Singh, age twelve.

			“The police don’t believe me,” she said. “Mom says I have too much imagination. I KNOW WHAT I SAW!”

			“Tell me the story.”

			“It’s not a STORY, it’s what REALLY HAPPENED!”

			I sighed. I didn’t want the kid to feel worse than she already did. I figured that kayaking was out for the day. “Tell me about the car, the one that ran over the man, the one that nobody was in.”

			She looked dwarfed in the oversized chair, clutching a math textbook to her chest, its title, Proportional Reasoning, representing a talent I find absent from public discourse these days. With the lightweight hood thrown back, Abani had a dusky complexion; her pink-rimmed glasses enlarged upward slanting, striking green eyes. I smelled gum. A glistening spot marked where she’d wiped away a tear. Her wrists were encircled by colorful elastic bands; red, blue, green, yellow, each signaling some cause probably.

			Save the whales. Save the rainforest.

			Keeping my face straight to avoid further agitating the girl, I thought, whatever you think happened, Abani, it’s not that.

			“You didn’t go to school that day,” I prompted.

			“It was Dad’s birthday. I missed him.”

			“He wasn’t home?”

			In a matter-of-fact voice, she said, “He shot himself in the head last year. Mom found him while I was at school. He was a veteran, a Marine. He used to play tennis at those courts when he came home from Syria. I go there sometimes if I feel bad and remember him.”

			I have no memories of my own parents. They died in a plane crash when I was four. “I’m sorry, Abani,” I said.

			“Mom says artillery explosions messed up his brain. She said he fired those guns a thousand times and vibrations made him sick. When he came back home, he’d flinch if a car backfired. He’d forget things. He got angry a lot.” She corrected herself. “But not at me.”

			She relayed this matter-of-factly, like other kids I’ve interviewed after a severe trauma. They try to sound like an adult, but they’re screaming with grief inside. I saw Mom get raped, and both guys got away. My teacher got shot, and the class was hiding under our desks.

			“Abani, tell me about the car.”

			“There’s a parking lot by the tennis courts. Players drive off the West Side highway and pull in. There’s a walkway to the courts. Steps.”

			“I know the spot,” I said. It was leafy. The parking lot overlooked oak trees, grass, clay courts, the river. On summer Saturdays, the spot hosts sunset concerts that Falcon Associates sponsors. Jazz. Samba. Chamber music. It’s a neighborhood gathering place. People spread blankets. They bring food and wine. I go there sometimes with Oscar and Cristina, or, if I have a date, four of us go. It’s not a spot you associate with murder.

			“I was sitting against a tree, Mr. Falcon, remembering Dad. He used to wear these ripped up shorts when he played? Mom called them disgusting.” She looked up, guilty because she’d said something bad about her dad. “Mom and Dad loved each other. She just hated those pants.”

			“Go on.”

			“I was remembering Dad when I saw the man. He was on the river path, walking fast. He kept looking behind him.”

			“Why did he do that, do you think?”

			“Maybe he was afraid.”

			“No one was behind him? He wasn’t a jogger?”

			“He didn’t wear jogging clothes. Just regular clothes.”

			“Then what happened?”

			“He came up to the parking lot but didn’t see me. I was sitting against a tree.”

			“Did you see anyone else?”

			Her eyes grew wider. “No. But suddenly, a car—a parked one—pulled out and hit the man. He flew into the air.”

			“The car backed into him, you mean.”

			“No! From the front!”

			She was breathing faster now.

			“I ran to the man. I wanted to help. He was jerking around. His face was bloody, and he made horrible sounds.”

			“Did anyone get out of the car?”

			“It stayed there, engine running.” Her tears poured out. “I tried to remember from first aid class what to do, like, do I hold his nose? Breathe into his mouth? But I didn’t because there was all this blood. He grabbed me.” Her right hand encircled her left wrist, as the man’s had. “He was trying to talk, but it was hard to hear him because of fire trucks on the West Side Highway.”

			“You couldn’t make out anything he said at all?”

			“I think he said, ‘My fault.’ And ‘I’m sorry.’”

			“Sorry about what?”

			“He said, ‘He killed me.’”

			“He? You mean, the driver of the car?”

			“I DON’T KNOW! I tried to get away, but he held me. Then his eyes got big, and he looked over my shoulder. He pushed me away and said ‘run,’ and I heard a noise like eeeeee. The car was coming again. It hit him again. I saw inside the car, and no one was there!”

			I tried to envision it. The girl kneeling. The car coming. The sun, in her eyes, blinding. I asked, “Was the sun shining on the windows?”

			“The detective asked me that! No!”

			“Were the windows tinted? Dark?”

			“My mother asked that. I know what I saw!”

			“Was there anything else you noticed about the car? Funny antennae? Camera on it? Anything?”

			“No.”

			“What color was the car?”

			“Blue.”

			“Did you see the license plate?”

			“I don’t know!” she wailed. “The car sped up. It drove away on the West Side Highway.”

			“By itself, you mean.”

			“Why do you keep asking that?”

			“Is it possible,” I asked gently, “that the driver ran off while you were trying to help and then came back?”

			She shook her head.

			“Maybe the driver ducked down when you looked?”

			When she didn’t answer, I asked, gently, “Then how did the car leave, Abani?”

			“I don’t know! It was like on television, when they show cars without drivers! That’s what you need to figure out.”

			I sighed. Like on TV. Her agitation was genuine, but that didn’t mean the story was true. The kid had lost her father. She’d been upset that day before the incident occurred. The mind plays tricks even on Marines in battle. It could surely do that to a grieving twelve-year-old.

			I asked, “Don’t you think, if a car was driving around Manhattan by itself, someone would have reported it?”

			“No, because nobody did! New York Magazine said you do impossible things. You solve impossible problems!”

			I cursed the magazine. Grandy had done impossible things, but only in movies. In real life, he’d grown old. He needed canned oxygen. He died like everyone else. Beating death is impossible.

			“You did good, Abani. You tried to help. But cars don’t go around by themselves running people over.”

			“What about self-driving cars on TV?”

			“Someone’s inside in those clips. Self-driving cars can do a lot of things, but not the ones you said. Not yet at least.”

			She rocked back and forth, hugging herself. “No one believes me. No one believes me!”

			I sighed. Grandy and Eve eyed me from the photo on my desk. Cristina once told me that my grandparents sit on my shoulders all the time: Eve, vibrant and distrustful of authority; Grandy, making jokes, a martini in one hand, a cigarette in the other.

			Eve told me now, Be nice when you turn her down.

			Grandy suggested, Try the any-other test on her.

			The any-other test is a strategy for dealing with clients spewing fantastic stories. People who imagine or fabricate things tend to tell many crazy tales, not just one. “Ask ’em, Mark, any other flying saucer sightings in your past? Any other times people tried to kidnap you? Any other folks on Halloween give your kid poison? When they say yes, odds are you’re talking to a nut.”

			I tried the test. “So many crazy things happen in New York,” I said. “I bet you’ve seen lots.”

			She dried her eyes. Now she was starting to look mad. I had to give her credit. She was a fighter. “Like what? If I say yes, then I’m a nut?”

			From her pink knapsack, the kid extracted a spiral notebook, opened it, and showed me a page filled with numbers, dates and dollar signs, written down in columns, in neat blue girlish loops.

			The dates seemed to go on for years, or at least the next page. “I want to hire you,” she announced as if the entire conversation up until now had never occurred.

			It was time to end this.

			“Trust the police. I’m sure they’ll figure out what happened. They’re good.”

			“I’m very organized, Mr. Falcon. Mom says so. I can help you. I figured it all out. If I work for you three days a week after school—not on trombone days because I’m in the band, but other days—and if you pay me minimum wage, fifteen dollars an hour, after five years…”

			I shouldn’t have let this go on so long. Further discussion would only make things worse. I assured the girl that police would eventually provide a logical explanation.

			The bottom line, if you eliminated the part about no driver, was that the kid had witnessed a hit-and-run. They happen all the time. Drivers get scared and flee. Abani’s problem wasn’t a case for Falcon Associates. Besides, since I’d given most of Bradley Kranepool’s advance to his victims, we needed business. I rose to indicate that the interview was over.

			“You’re not so special. You’re like everybody else,” she said.

			“Honey, understand, what you think you saw isn’t possible. How about we call an Uber and get you home?”

			My message had finally gotten through. “I can take the subway, thank you.” She jerked a thumb at the 1952 poster for Like Slaughter For Chocolate, based on Grandy’s actual capture of a German war criminal in a Wisconsin candy plant in 1948. She said, walking out, “The movie Falcon wouldn’t give up.”

			But movies aren’t real, never mind the based-on-a-true-story stuff. Crimes must conform to the laws of physics.

			I’d make a discreet call to a friend at the precinct, and ask a couple of questions, make sure the cops were treating the kid well. But I wasn’t about to tell Abani that and get her hopes up.

			I was curious, that’s all.

			On monitor two, I watched her exit the brownstone. She turned and looked back up. I couldn’t see her expression but had a pretty good idea that it wasn’t friendly. I was starting to turn away—maybe I could still get some kayaking in—when a movement across the street caught my eye. A man had just emerged from a sunken alcove fronting another brownstone. The guy, wearing a green baseball hat, fell in behind Abani. Lean guy. Blue jeans. Zip-up lightweight jacket and neat black beard.

			The guy turned in Abani’s direction.

			There’s a Juliet balcony outside my office. I unlatched the double door and stepped out. Abani spun around to glare in my direction. The guy turned away, pretending to throw something in a trash can. Abani continued forward and Green Hat started up again, behind her. What the hell?

			A second figure emerged from an apartment building at the far corner, by West End Avenue, and turned towards the girl. It was a woman. The woman moved toward Abani from one side, the man from the other. They both closed on the girl.

			A white van turned onto Eighty-Fourth Street. It was heading toward the girl too.

			Now I was the one imagining things.

			In Manhattan at that moment, several million people were moving around, including thousands of men wearing green baseball caps, thousands of trim women with short black hair and sunglasses. People were exiting apartment buildings. Cabs were cruising ten thousand streets. Millions were out enjoying freakishly warm weather.

			I had a gun safe in the office, beneath a 1950 movie poster for A Star is Torn: A Falcon Mystery. My H&K 9mm pistol was in it.

			There was no time to get the gun.

			I pounded down three flights of stairs. Just in case, I told myself. Just in case.

			My fault, Abanai had said the hit-and-run victim had told her before he died. And He killed me.

			I reached street level.

			It will all turn out to be nothing, I told myself.

			They were gone.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Gone.

			Edgar Allan Poe Street stretches from leafy Riverside Drive to wide West End Avenue. My block is lined with four- and five-story brownstones and small apartment buildings. Parked cars impede views. Trees bloom in late October. Private gardens lay behind residences and sunken entrances provide concealment for anyone harboring evil intent, despite well displayed Neighborhood Watch signs.

			I ran.

			It had taken only fifteen seconds to exit my house, but in that time Abani, the man wearing the green ball cap, and the woman in sunglasses had disappeared. So had the white van.

			Professionals need only seconds to complete a snatch.

			When Edgar Allan Poe wrote the world’s first private eye story, New Yorkers rode horses. Cows mooed on Eighty-Fourth Street. There were no auto horns. No ambulance, police, and fire truck sirens, destroying eardrums at the same time. No jackhammers. No pedestrians screaming into iPhones. No pile drivers smashing bedrock up on Broadway, two blocks away.

			Maybe I was wrong, I thought. Maybe nothing bad had happened to Abani. Maybe she was ambling toward a subway entrance at that very moment, upset that one more adult had turned down her plea for help.

			Ahead, a pack of kids tumbled around the corner at West End Avenue. The elementary school there had just let out. Parents waiting to pick up their children eyed me with alarm as I charged toward them. I spotted a pink knapsack. Not Abani. Just outside the school doors, a group of girls was laughing. Not Abani. Kids ducked into double-parked cars, nannies at the wheel. A pair of uniformed cops pushed themselves off an NYPD cruiser, assigned to protect students. They’d spotted me too.

			I slowed, passed the cops, then sped up again.

			On Broadway, crowds streamed north and south on both sides of the street. Abani might have gone into a store. There were dozens to choose from. Subway stations lay in both directions, north on Eighty-Sixth and south on Seventy-Ninth, so which way to go? She’d said she often visited the tennis courts on Ninety-Sixth Street, so maybe she lived in that direction. If so, she’d probably be on the east side of Broadway, where the station served northbound riders. Charging across four lanes of traffic, I heard horns and curses and dodged a pack of teens doing wheelies on motorbikes. Customers spilled from Five Guys Hamburgers, blocking my way. I pushed past a woman weaving left and right on the sidewalk, shouting into a cell phone. “Hey!” protested a slim Asian guy whose Pitbull, on a ten-foot-long leash, watered a light pole. I spotted a green hat ahead, too far off to see who it belonged to. But there were lots of green hats in the city, and ten thousand guys were wearing jeans and zip up jackets today. The height was right. Was it the same guy?

			Half a block ahead, the hat disappeared into the subway. I felt a rumble below, meaning a train was approaching down there, but I was too far away to reach the station before it pulled in. I still had a hundred feet to go to the steps. Abani might be down there. Sometimes conductors hold a train at a station.

			I sped up, taking the stairs two steps at a time as I charged past a German tourist family staring at their iPhones, trying to locate the Museum of Natural History. At the bottom, beyond the turnstiles, an express train roared past on the middle track, not stopping. That was the rumble I’d heard.

			I still had time to find her if she was here.

			A crowd packed the platform beyond the turnstile. I fumbled for my wallet and realized I’d left my MetroCard at home. I vaulted the turnstile, earning ugly looks from two transit workers in orange vests and a thumbs-up from a pair of giggling teens who’d probably snuck in too.

			A crowd this big meant that no train had stopped here for a while. Maybe she was here. Or maybe the hat I’d glimpsed didn’t belong to the man following Abani. Maybe I was the one imagining impossible things today.

			NEXT TRAIN TWO MINUTES AWAY, an overhead monitor read.

			Mayhem. Peering right and left, I saw a mass of heads turned left, the direction from which the train would emerge from its tunnel. A street musician blasted trumpet music at the south end of the platform, performing an off-key theme from The Godfather. Waves of riders surged back and forth. “Train approaching,” roared a static-ridden announcement. I’d only have time to check one direction before the train pulled in.

			Then, through the mass of bodies, I spotted a green hat.

			He was backed against the wall at the north end of the platform. The crowd closed in again, but there she was—pink knapsack, pink sneakers, small kid dwarfed by bigger adults. Abani occupied the front line of riders waiting for the train, as Green Hat watched her.

			Abani was talking to someone. It was the woman who I’d seen go up to her on my block. Svelte body. Long dark hair. White skin. Sunglasses.

			“Move back from the edge,” an announcement roared, but no one follows directions in New York. Riders in front of the crowd stepped back but those in back pushed forward. Abani and the woman disappeared, thrust closer to the edge. I fought my way toward them as the noise reached a crescendo., Two express trains passed each other on the middle tracks, one roaring north, one south.

			Green Hat, still against the wall, was now eyeing me. Hard.

			It’s the same guy.

			Green Hat thrust himself off the wall with his elbows, trying to reach Abani before I did. His partner had placed her hand on Abani’s shoulder. She was laughing, distracting the girl.

			The incoming train reached the far end of the station.

			Headlights crawled toward us on steel, brightening discarded Styrofoam cups, hamburger wrappers, a soiled T-shirt, a crumpled section of the Times that slobs had thrown on the tracks.

			I would have beaten the guy to Abani, but at that second, a high-pitched voice in the crowd began screaming. “A rat! Oh my god, a RAT!”

			Moscow train stations feature artwork stretching back to the Soviet era. Paris stations offer lovely mosaics on walls. Buenos Aires—I was there once on a case—offers glass displays containing historical artifacts. New York features foot-long rodents that burst from holes in chewed-through supply closet doors.

			“Eeeeeeeuwwwww!”

			“What’s wrong with its fur? It’s sick!”

			The rear crowd stampeded, riders shoving other people out of the way. The creature, probably more scared than they were, scampered around feet. Bodies pressed closer to the edge of the platform. Moments earlier, I’d figured no way would Green Hat and Sunglasses harm Abani inside the station. There were cameras here. Witnesses. The snatch crew had intended to get on the train with her.

			My arrival here had changed that.

			The station was a blur of motion; train rumbling in, crowd heaving, new riders flooding through turnstiles, public service announcement blaring in Spanish and English and probably by next year, five other languages too.

			Amid the cacophony, Green Hat, Sunglasses, and I formed three points of a contracting triangle. The woman spotted me and looked startled. She recognizes me. But how?

			Abani, following the woman’s gaze, saw me too. She froze and started toward me, away from the woman. I realized with horror that my presence had just changed a plan. They’d intended to ride along with her before I showed up, but no longer. From the path Green Hat was taking and the look on his face, I now believed he intended to push the girl in front of the train, which was only thirty feet away.

			He’d reach her before I would. Riders were distracted by the rat, crowd, train. Later, too much later, camera footage might, only might, suggest intent.

			By then, a professional would be far away.

			[image: ]

			My shout of warning was drowned out by mayhem. Green Hat’s hands came up behind the kid.

			I’m too late.

			But sometimes God steps in at a key moment, sometimes physics does the trick. A heavyset woman in a tent dress knocked Abani one way. The pink knapsack, suspended by one strap, fell the other. I didn’t see it hit the platform, but from the way Green Hat jerked forward I realized he’d tripped over it, arms windmilling, cap flying, revealing a bald head and terrified eyes as the guy flailed over the platform edge.

			Brakes squealed. People screamed. Abani’s face, frozen with horror, resembled an Edvard Munch painting, the one showing a figure on a bridge, mouth open in an eternal shriek.

			The train screeched to a halt six inches from the fallen figure, lying on the tracks but amazingly untouched. The woman in sunglasses was gone. Green Hat rose shakily, heaving, looked up at me, looked at the conductor’s window, toward the stunned driver whose quick reflexes had just saved his life. Green Hat touched his chest as if to make sure it was still intact. Dizzy, he took a step forward but stumbled. A collective gasp erupted as he fell back, elbows cushioning the fall, right hand flapping down to drop beneath the wooden barrier shielding the electrified third rail.

			Instantly, there was a flash of light, and his clothes were on fire. I’d never seen a man combust before. Half-risen, he was a human torch, a stumbling inferno. The station smelled of burning meat. The conductor’s face, at her window, was a horrified O. The crowd pushed back from the platform edge as if all feared they’d be next. The Times pages on the tracks caught fire. An express train thundered past on the center track, faces looking out. Some asshole in a passing window aimed a cell phone, snapping photos.

			I fought to reach Abani. She was just standing as if paralyzed, staring.

			The kid had lost her father a year ago. I had no doubt now that she’d witnessed a murder last week. Her eyes were huge behind lenses, tilting sideways on her nose. In a delayed reaction, she started screaming. She’d been oblivious to what had almost happened to her, no idea that the cinder-ridden corpse below, reconstituted, would have pushed her to her death. No notion that the man and nice lady on Eighty-Fourth Street had been a professional predator team.

			I scooped her up. She buried her face in my neck, crying like a baby. I carried her out of the station and away from Broadway and down quieter Eighty-Fifth Street toward my block.

			I’d tell detectives what I’d witnessed later, but at the moment I needed her safe. I phoned Oscar and Cristina, called them back from apartment hunting, told them to get back to Edgar Allan Poe Street, fast.

			I had no idea where the woman in black had gone, no idea if she—or others working with her—were still watching.

			Grandma Eve used to tell me, Real falcons are birds of prey, but we’re protectors too.

			I’d known without a doubt only an hour ago that Abani’s story was impossible.

			Now I thought, Let’s see about that.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The morning I turned ten years old, I woke to find Eve standing in my bedroom doorway, dressed to go out on a cold December day. Snowfall in New York was measured vertically then. These days, when meteorologists predict three inches of fall, they mean in a row. The blizzard of 25’ feet lasted forty-seven seconds.

			“Want to go to school on your birthday or watch impossible things?” she said.

			“Impossible things!”

			“Get dressed. I’ll go find a candle for light.”

			“Why a candle? Did we lose electricity?”

			Eve frowned theatrically, having never lost her urge to act. “What,” she asked, looking baffled, “is electricity?”

			I rolled my eyes. Clearly, she intended a morning of detective lessons to substitute for school, which was better than math class. At nine that day, we stood outside St. Vincent’s Hospital on Sixth Avenue, watching an ambulance pull in. “Antibiotics? Pills that kill disease! Impossible!” Eve said.

			On Houston Street, passersby yelled into cell phones while Eve scratched her head, acting stunned, an expression I recognized from her performance in the 1949 Hammer Films flop, The Creature from Central Park Lake. “Look at those crazy people! Talking into a box.”

			Whirling, she pointed at a chopper heading over the Hudson River toward Newark.

			“Every day we see things once thought impossible and don’t even think about it, they’re so normal now. Heart transplants. Computers. Tell me, Markie,” she said two hours later, “what do you see that can’t possibly be true?”

			We stood in the Museum of Natural History, a Brontosaurus skeleton looming overhead. All around us rose massive bone arrangements pinned together like model airplane kits to suggest prehistoric life the size of commercial jets.

			“Dinosaurs?” I asked.

			“Evolution? Impossible!” she said. “Let’s go to the cafeteria, where they claim to serve vegetables preserved in cans. Ridiculous! It will never work!”

			At lunch, as a thousand school kids ate bagged meals or threw food around, Eve pulled a sheaf of papers from her bag. Xeroxed photos. “Tell me who these men are, and you get a birthday present,” she said.

			“What happens if I’m wrong?”

			“You’ll get the present anyway.”

			The first photo showed a gold coin, old, polished, not American, with a man’s profile on it; thick curly hair, neatly trimmed beard, powerful jaw, beaky nose.

			“Julius Sextus Frontinus,” Eve said, “was a Roman engineer at the time of Jesus. He wrote, ‘Inventions have reached their limit. New ones are impossible.’”

			Next came a black and white lithograph of a distinguished, humorless-looking white guy with a bird’s nest beard, like the Smith Brothers on cough drop boxes.

			“Baron Kelvin was a British scientist, 1895. ‘There’s nothing new to be discovered in physics,’ he announced.”

			“I get it,” I said, eating my hot dog.

			“You get it in your head, but what about in here?” she asked, poking her chest and producing another photo, which looked like it had been clipped from a magazine.

			“Guess who this is?”

			The guy looked white, old at the time, at least forty, clean shaven and dapper: big bow tie, cow lick, salt and pepper hair, neatly parted on the left. His shirt collar was so tight it looked like it would strangle him.

			“He played for the Knicks?”

			“Where do you get your wiseass streak?” Eve said.

			“From you.”

			“I’m waiting.”

			I sighed. “It’s not a color shot, so it’s old, but not as old as the one you showed me before.”

			“What else?”

			“The bow tie. Was he a sports reporter or a Republican congressman?”

			“If you’re trying to be funny, you’re succeeding.”

			“Is that a medal he’s holding?”

			“Are you asking or telling?”

			I was enjoying the game by this point, as always happened when Eve held lessons. “Soldiers get medals. But he’s not in uniform,” I said.

			“Soldiers don’t wear uniforms every minute. So maybe that’s it.”

			“No. You’re trying to trick me. What’s that poking out of his hand? The top of a microscope! He’s another scientist!”

			Eve smiled. “After Robert Millikan won the Nobel Prize in physics in 1923, he told reporters, ‘There is no likelihood that man will ever tap the power of the atom.’”

			“He won the Nobel Prize and was still wrong?”

			“Markie, your whole life, people—important ones, even ones you love—will insist that certain things are impossible. Usually, they’ll be right. But only usually. Last night, I told your grandfather I’m considering giving you an assignment, so you can work for me like you’ve asked for. He said it’s impossible a ten-year-old can do surveillance and not get bored.”

			“It’s not impossible! I can do it!”

			Eve smiled.

			I got a Wilson baseball mitt for my birthday, which was great. I also got my first assignment, which was better.

			Eve started calling me “Baby Falcon” after that.
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			If I ever publish a “how-to” book for guys wanting to become private detectives, I’ll advise, “Do not fall in love with your partner’s wife.” It’s bad for morale, especially if both other parties live downstairs.

			If you fall in love with a partner’s wife, I’ll write, you’ll end up imagining them in bed at night when you hear them laughing and groaning through a ventilator shaft. You’ll experience lust and guilt if you’re crammed in the elevator with her or get a whiff of her perfume, even when she’s not around. Or when you spot her coming back from an urban obstacle course run in cute ripped red running shorts, her ponytail bouncing with each stride of muscular, mud-spattered legs. The way her lips look when uttering, ‘Bradley Kranepool’s an asshole.’ The way the tip of her tongue appears when she throws a 250-pound guy over her shoulder in her Krav Maga school. It will all torment you.

			“Your emotions will screw up relationships with other women, even if you never tell Cristina how you feel, because only a traitorous despicable shithead would do that. You’ll caress her but only in your head. You’ll order yourself to control Big Falcon. Every time you start to like another woman, you’ll dream of Cristina and wreck the other relationship. You’ll tell yourself over and over to consider her just a valued friend. Do not let her work on cases with you and Oscar!

			“You’ll fail. And having failed, you’ll hint that the couple move away, find another place to live, using as an excuse the fact that they told you they’re trying to have children. ‘This place is small for that,’ you’ll say. ‘We think that too,’ Cristina will say, the three of you smiling and telling lies to each other but wanting to stay friends.”

			Now Cristina stood, back to me, at the corkboard in our second-floor conference room. Having pulled the Bradley Kranepool photos off the wall, she’d tacked up information on the hit-and-run attack that Abani had witnessed, consisting so far of a single article from the Post, the neighborhood West Side Rag weekly crime report, and social media posts from kids at Abani’s school.

			I’d calmed Abani down enough for her to fall asleep upstairs. I’d left two messages for her Mom and one at the Twenty-Fourth Precinct detective squad, via a desk officer downstairs because, according to the officer, “They’re all out.”

			The mom message had said, “Your daughter witnessed a terrible accident. I’m a private detective. She’s at my house. Please call back or show up. Here’s my address.”

			Mom hadn’t responded yet, which was odd.

			The police message had said, “I have information pertaining to last week’s hit-and-run killing at the tennis courts and today’s subway death on Eighty-Sixth Street.”
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