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Prologue

 The Bronx, 1960

 The air smelled of rotting fish.
 The girl, breathing through her mouth to avoid it, heard 
the river gurgling at the edges of the mudflats, and beyond 
that the whoosh of cars on the parkway towering on cement 
buttresses above the swamp grass. 
 In the firelight she began to undress—her top first, a white 
jersey that fit tight, and then her shorts, hooking her thumbs 
inside the waistline and pushing down, first one side then the 
other, a motion more jagged than she intended. She had done 
it before and they liked it, even though she wasn’t yet graceful 
like the women in the movies. From the shadows at the fire’s 
edge, they cheered her on. 
 Baby, baby! Sweet baby!
 Her shorts fell to her feet and she kicked free of them. Naked 
now, she stood waiting. She was thin with small breasts that 
she apologized for by hunching forward. The heat of the fire 
warmed her back. Damper, cooler air from the river tingled her 
arms and legs. Usually they played these games in the hallways 
but she liked the thrill of this, outdoors, only several hundred 
yards from the housing project, swamp grass and mud sucking 
at her toes, boys calling to her from the shadows.  
 A song played inside her head: come to me baby, whisper in 
my ear. . . . She closed her eyes and let her body drift with the 
music, this way and that, far across the river and the swamp 
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grass that in her mind went on and on forever—until hands 
wrapped around her arms, thick and calloused hands that 
squeezed through to her bones. It hurt a little but she kept her 
eyes closed while the hands brought her down to the grass and 
mud. 
 Spread ’em, honey, a voice said. 
 She did as she was told, opening her legs and lying back 
so that the grass tickled and the rank smell of mud bloomed 
around her. Her boyfriend, the leader, tall and hard in his 
black leather jacket, shoved a boy toward her. She didn’t know 
his name but had seen him around: playground, candy store, 
wherever. He was pale, thin as she was, shaking like he was 
cold, like it wasn’t hot-as-hell June.
 Faggot here’s got something to prove, her boyfriend said. He 
shoved the boy again. Don’t cha? Don’t cha? The boy stumbled 
but regained his balance, bent double, arms flailed back. Her 
boyfriend grabbed his neck and squeezed, the boy making 
gurgling noises like the river, her boyfriend squeezing tighter, 
shaking him harder as she watched the kid’s eyes bulge like 
they were filling with air; for a moment she thought they might 
pop, spitting blood and membrane all over her. 
 Don’t cha?  
 The boy was kneeling now, his narrow face wagging between 
the knobby posts of her knees, her boyfriend forcing him down 
until his face was flush against her, wiping like a rag across hair 
and the folds of her crack, the boy coughing and choking. 
 He a faggot homo pole-sucker, or a man? Which one? Which 
one?
 A man, the boy said, choking, barely getting the words out. 
A man like you.
 Prove it then.
 Her boyfriend let go of the kid’s neck and the others came 
forward. Two of them held the boy while the others ripped 
open his belt and yanked his shirt and pants off. He crawled 
to his knees and cringed like a dog. And then the kick came: 
her boyfriend’s black shit-kicker on his butt, sending him 
sprawling on top of her. Prove you’re not a faggot. Prove it!
 She watched him prop himself on his hands like he was 
going to do pushups over her, his eyes focused on her throat or 
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neck, anywhere but her face. He froze there propped like that: 
soft between his legs, shriveled up. Her boyfriend shouted, 
Prove it, homo fucking pansy.
 The boy’s eyes shut tight. Lips clenched, neck veins taut, he 
began to move: slow at first then faster, up down, up down, up 
down: crying now, but faster faster, his soft flesh squashing 
against her thighs. He held her tighter and tighter and she 
squirmed to free herself, sliding side to side; but he clung to her, 
sobbing and pumping harder than ever, too hard, way too hard 
she was thinking—What kind of a freak are you anyway?—
and then he was pushing his face between her breasts like he 
wanted to crawl inside through flesh and bone to somewhere 
deep and dark and quiet and then he quit everything except 
the sobbing, louder now, too loud she thought for such a 
skinny kid. 
 She tried to push him away—he was disgusting, no man at 
all, not like the other guys, strong and hard before she even 
put her mouth there—but she didn’t have to push very long 
because the other boys were dragging him to his feet, pulling 
and shoving him. He was spinning between them, between 
punches and kicks, words and groans, faggot faggot faggot 
faggot, spinning spinning, a thin lithe shadow colliding with 
the larger shadows of the older boys, get him get the little 
faggot. No chance—he had no chance at all—and for the first 
time that night she felt both fear and sorrow rise inside her 
like trapped birds. There was something helplessly soft about 
the boy: for a moment against the river’s dark motion his body 
seemed to glow, the firelight like a fading sun setting on his 
skin. 
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Chapter
One
MONDAY

 On the path to the river Ramsey stumbled once, but kept 
from falling by bracing himself on the cement buttress of 
the draw-bridge where someone had scrawled JFK FOR 
PRESIDENT. Two members of the Crime Scene Unit stood 
downriver and he picked his way toward them over muddy 
ground. In the year he served as the housing project’s Chief of 
Security he’d never ventured down here. There had been no 
serious trouble.   
 A short distance from the river’s edge, the boy hung from 
the branch of a dead tree. His skin was astonishingly pale 
except for his face: dark red and misshapen, bruises around 
his swollen eyes, cut-marks and dried blood on his lips. It was 
Evan hanging there: a trick of the mind—and Ramsey blinked 
the image away. When he looked again he saw this boy’s hair 
was darker, his facial features—bruises and cuts aside—more 
symmetrical, his legs and arms longer, thinner than Evan’s. He 
hung from the rope of a swing, the braid twisted several times 
around his neck. The bench seat, a grey and jagged piece of 
driftwood, angled earthward between his shoulder blades like 
a broken wing. 
 The remnants of a homemade ladder, split and broken now, 
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were nailed to the river side of the trunk—from the tree’s 
better days when its branches were used as a perch to view the 
sweeping arc of the bay.
 At the base of the slope the remains of a wood fire blackened 
the tall grass; the area around the fire had been flattened. He 
stepped closer to the dead tree, its trunk as skeletal and naked 
as the body. He waved his arm to scare a fly that crawled across 
the face—a child’s face, really, the boy couldn’t have been more 
than twelve or thirteen. The age Evan would have been. 
 He moved around the tree’s bifurcated trunk. Whoever 
had beaten the boy did a thorough job, back and front. He 
flinched and looked away, following the river’s flow beneath 
the draw-bridge: past high walls of cattails, past mudflats and 
dense mats of cord grass and, beyond that, wet fields of yellow 
thistle along the bay.
 From the service road, jammed now with Emergency 
vehicles, Tommy Morales came walking toward him. They 
had worked together at the 4-7 where they’d been partners 
briefly, before Ramsey left the force. 
 “You know him?” Morales asked. 
 “No.” He’d made it a point to avoid the playgrounds, the 
ball field, this grassy slope alongside the swamp—anywhere he 
might see children at play. 
 “He one fucked up son-of-a-bitch, or what?” Maybe it was 
the tone in his own voice Morales didn’t like, or something in 
the crushed look of Ramsey’s face that made him add: “I’ve 
seen maybe two hundred DOA’s, bodies carved up, stuffed in 
sewers, you name it. But there’s nothing worse than seeing a 
kid.” 
 “You might want to keep an eye out for the underwear and 
socks.” Ramsey nodded at the clothes strewn near the fire. 
“They’re missing.”
 “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 “And you’re going to have a helluva time keeping this place 
clear.”
 “I’m trying, man. I’m trying. ’Specially these paths to and 
from the site. I’m hoping to get a print out of one of them.”
 “Grass is too thick. Maybe along the river.”
 Morales yelled at one of the CSU assistants who tripped on 
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a rock and fell heavily against the tree. “Hey, numbnuts, we got 
a crime scene here.” 
 Ramsey pointed to the tree limb. “You’ve got traces of blood 
and mud on the bark up there.”  When he lowered his eyes 
against the sun something glinted in the grass and he moved 
toward it: a tiny gold cross with an arrow inlaid in place of 
the body of Christ. It hung from a broken chain. He held it to 
the light, then dropped it into a plastic bag Morales shoved at 
him.
 “You shoulda stayed on the force.” Morales’ broad grin lit up 
his face. “Your brains, my personality. We woulda made some 
act.”
 “Yeah. In Vaudeville,” Ramsey said. “You got activity here, 
Tommy. Flattened grass all over the place.” 
 “We got someone coming in from the trees there—”
 “And going back into the trees,” Ramsey said. “The grass is 
crushed in both directions.” 
 “Yeah, I checked it out. Nothing in there except an old 
Studebaker and some abandoned tires.”  
 “You question the fisherman yet?”
 “Says he don’t know anything.”
 This section of the riverbank was on company property so it 
would be Ramsey’s case, too. They’d work out the jurisdictional 
issues later. “I’d like to talk to him.” 
 “Sure,” Morales said. “I’ll take all the help I can get.”
 Ramsey trudged through weeds and mud, his shoes 
squishing with each step. Sweat beaded on his neck. The sun 
hadn’t been up an hour and it already felt like mid-afternoon. 
 Beneath the bridge one of his own men, Peterson, a tall 
gawky rookie, all arms and legs, stood guard with a precinct 
cop. The fisherman, a blue cap covering all but a fringe of his 
white hair, sat hunched on the platform edge. His legs dangled 
over the black water of the river, a fishing pole braced between 
his thighs. 
 “Name’s Karl Elmore,” Peterson read aloud from a pad. 
“Fishes here two, three times a week. Spotted the body after 
dawn. Says he went right to the Boulevard to make the call.”
 Ramsey crouched beside the old man who stared at the 
abutments supporting the bridge as it arced over the swamp. 


