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For Parker and Sarah




I CAN FEEL THE HEAT CLOSING IN





 


 


 


 


November 27




Hi, Mom. Last night I got arrested. (Sort of.)


I’m writing this so I can sort out the details, just like Dad taught me. He always said things have a weird way of making sense once you write them down. Putting this on physical paper (and not the laptop) for a number of reasons:









	These days you have to assume that anything you type on a computer or cell phone can be read by some random geek anywhere in the world


	Nobody can ever see this, and I don’t want some random geek trolling for revenge porn yanking it off my laptop


	Paper burns










I’m addressing this to you because you always said I could tell you anything, no matter how awful. Which brings me back to the (sort of) arrest …


So last night I’m at an off-campus party where everybody’s getting wasted because it’s their last chance to get wasted before returning home for the long holiday weekend. Pretty much the kind of party you used to warn me about. But don’t worry, there are no orgies, no needle-sharing, no Satan worship. Just a bunch of us freshman honors geeks blowing off steam before the last two grueling weeks of final papers (next week) and final exams (the following). Beers and shots, loud rap music, that kind of thing. But I can’t blow off anything because I have to go pick up Dad at this god-awful hour of the morning.


Fortunately, I know how to make a single beer stretch. You’d be proud of me. The past two months of college life have given me the chance to perfect my technique. You simply






	Take shallow micro-sips


	Opt for cans over see-through bottles


	Occasionally fill can with tap water from bathroom sink








Nobody’s ever given me shit about being a lightweight. Hey, I’ve always got a (nearly) full beer in my hand!


Anyway, I’m on a crowded couch when a glass bong starts making the rounds. The couch frame is broken and the cushions have sunk so deep that one good sneeze and I’d knee myself in the face. The dude sitting next to me takes the bong with his two hamburger-patty hands, huffs it, and immediately, chivalrously, offers it to me. He’s pretty insistent, like take it, take it, take it. The only thing a happy, stoned drunk wants is to make sure everyone in the immediate vicinity is also happy and stoned and drunk. Nothing against the marah-ju-wanna politically, personally, medicinally. You know Dad’s always saying: You want to try something, just bring it home and we’ll try it together. (Like that will ever happen.) No, I just hate losing 20 to 30 IQ points in a single puff. Weed is not for me, and I’m not just saying that for your benefit.


Good thing I have strategies for pot, too:




   

	Suck in your cheeks to feign inhalation


	Seal off your windpipe at the same moment


	Hack, hack, hack like a newbie, complete with slightly bulged eyes that indicate to those around you that you’re doing it right/wrong, and you’re well on your way to baked-land.








But the strangest thing happens. When the bong comes my way, and I take it in my hands, and all of these eyes are on me, I hear this voice in my head. It tells me that I’m wound up so tight all the gray matter’s going to pop out of my skull. I’m supposed to be here partying, and what am I doing? Faking like I’m having a good time. Shit, I’m not even supposed to be here in Philadelphia. I should be fake-getting-high in California. So I press my lips to the opening and when I inhale, I do it for real.


Of course I cough like a newbie; got that part down right. Classmates who hardly ever look at me slap me on the back and shoulders, laughing and yelling their astonishment. I can almost hear them gossiping this coming Monday: Dude, she got sooooo high. And you know what, Mom? Maybe I am, just a little. My skin feels pleasantly warm. The tight little ball in the back of my brain seems to unclench a little. Even my internal give-a-shit-o-meter ticks down a few degrees.


I’m proud of myself. I even follow up with a congratulatory real sip of piss-warm beer.


That’s when I notice D. staring at me.


(Not giving his full name here, for reasons that will soon become obvious. No, not because I’m afraid you’re going to have him tracked down and killed, Mom. Though if anyone could make that happen, it’d be you.)


Apparently D. caught the whole thing. He nods and gives me a lazy, proud smile. I cough again and try to smile back. D. weaves his way across the crowded living room, which is when I notice his pants: bright red chinos, topped off with a striped sweater that clings tight to his lanky torso. Few men can pull off red pants; D. is one of those men. Then there’s the hat—a 1950s-style Stetson that he doffs as he crouches down. He presses two fingertips against the can like he’s taking the beer’s temperature and says,


—Sarie Holland, I had no idea you were a nursing major.


I stick out my tongue. But like a stupid schoolgirl I’m thinking, Wow, he actually knows my name. (He even pronounces it the right way.) I cough again.


D. smiles, leans into me.


—Let me get you a cold one. Beer this shitty has to be enjoyed at a certain temperature.


D. tries to grab the can but I lean back and move it just out of reach.


—No, I’m okay, seriously. My dad’s plane gets in at 6:30 a.m., which means I have to leave pretty soon anyway.


—Text him now, have him call a car.


—What? No. I’m not making my dad take a cab on Thanksgiving.


—Not a taxi. One of those private cars. Plush leather, wet bar. Let your old man kick back with a bourbon highball!


—What exactly do you think my dad does for a living? Anyway, I’ve gotta pick up my brother, too.


We have one of those weird moments of silence where the person who breaks it first loses. Surprise, surprise, it’s me.


—So are you going home?


—What?


—Are you going home. For Thanksgiving.


—I’m supposed to go upstate to see my mom, then over to some gated fortress in Jersey to see my asshole dad, but whatever. I’ll get there when I get there. Where’s your dad flying back from?


—California. Business stuff.


Just speaking aloud the name of the state makes me think about how sunny and eye-poppingly gorgeous Southern California probably is right now, even in the depths of November. Dad has been there since Sunday, another consulting trip—third one this fall. (He’s really trying, Mom.) Anyway, Dad traveling means I always have to be home for Marty. But tonight he was invited to a sleepover, leaving me free until the morning. Dad and I made a deal: I could go to the party as long as I didn’t get drunk (ha-ha, he knows I’ve never been drunk) or high (ha-ha … oh shit) and was willing to pick him up from the airport at crazy o’clock in the morning.


—Well … I should go …


—Wait, are you okay to drive?


—I think I’m the only sober one here.


—Hah, you can’t fool me, I saw you blowin’ it up over there.


—I just did one hit! I’m totally fine. I look fine, right?


D. smiles wide. His eyes are kind of swimmy.


—I’m just fucking with you.


—Asshole.


But I’m smiling too. Like a dork. Another awkward moment of silence as D. seems to roll something over in his mind, rubbing his hands on his thighs.


—Hey.


—What?


—Can I ask you a favor?


Now it’s been a long, stressful day in an even longer, stupid-stressful week. I’ve been up since 4:30 a.m. force-feeding facts to my eyeballs, processing them, scribbling down neatly ordered sentences that may eventually turn into a coherent paper. (Even my eidetic memory only goes so far.) The half beer I’ve nursed along with that half-hearted puff from the bong have taken their toll. All I want now is sleep. Sweet, sweet sleep. Just a few hours before I’ll have to shower and wash the smoke out of my hair and pull on some clean clothes, then make the drive to the airport.


D. senses none of this. Or if he does, he doesn’t care.


—Well, here’s the thing, I need to pick up a book from a friend of mine. He’s just a couple of blocks from Pat’s. Could I maybe get a lift? I’ll buy you a cheesesteak for your trouble.


My mind unpacks this favor in pieces. He wants me to




   

	Drive him (because I’m obviously sober, and no one else is, least of all D.)


	Somewhere near Pat’s Steaks (which is all the way down in South Philly, while we’re currently standing in an off-campus house way up in North Philly)


	To get a book (never mind that tomorrow’s Thanksgiving break, and he’ll have all weekend to pick up said book)


	And my reward is a big greasy cheesesteak (even though I’m vegan)








All of it, I see now, through the golden glow of hindsight, is seven kinds of sketchy. Mom, I’ll admit it: In the moment, all I can see is his strong, limber frame beneath his shirt and those goofy red pants.


—Okay, sure, I’ll drive you.


Before I know it we’re both in the Civic hugging a tight curve on the Schuylkill Expressway as the twinkling skyscrapers of Center City emerge on the horizon. So beautiful this late at night. So weird, having D. in my car. Philly may always be Hostile City to me, but downtown isn’t so bad, to be honest. I should hang out down here more. The first month of school it seemed like every other day someone in my nerd herd was making an excuse to take the subway down to Old City or South Street—even though everyone told us that South Street’s heyday had come and gone before we were all born. I guess if I’m stuck in this city I might as well make the most of it.


(Sorry, Mom. I swear, I’m over it.)


D. opens my glove box, starts rummaging through the cassette tapes.


—Holy shit, I can’t believe you have these! You’re into the Clash?


—Uh, yeah.


—That’s so fucking cool. Hey, you’ve even got Sandinista! Tell me you have a tape deck in your car …


—Right there.


—Fuck yeah motherfucker!


D. slams in reel one and after a few seconds of awkward tape hiss, “Magnificent Seven” comes on.


Of course the cassette tapes are Dad’s. I found them in a plastic container of his old crap and have been listening to them all semester. The Clash, Talking Heads, Television, Lou Reed, the Velvet Underground, the Cure (all of the stuff you used to hate!), and a whole bunch of mix tapes with no liners, so I have no idea what’s on them. Some of it I like, some of it sucks. But if D. here wants to mistake me for cool, who am I to stop him? And huge props to you, Mom, for ordering the last Honda Civic that ever came with a cassette player.


—So who do you have for the triple? The three Cs or KGB?


—The three Cs.


The three Cs of the honors freshman triple: Calkins (history), Curnow (philosophy), and Chaykin (lit). The first C is friendly but a tough grader; the second C is incomprehensible but an easy grader; the third C is cryptic and fast-talking and funny and a sadistic grader. I might be looking at my first B. Ever.


—That’s really funny you have Chaykin. Is he doing the Lost Generation or the Beats this semester?


—The Beats.


—Have fun with Naked Lunch.


—I’m supposed to start reading it over the weekend.


—Ha-ha, you’re fuckin’ dooooomed.


(D. curses a lot, if you haven’t noticed, Mom. With the cute ones, you tend to forgive a foul mouth.)


I steer the Civic to 676, cutting through the guts of the city, whiz under the Ben Franklin Bridge and ride I-95 for literally ten seconds before exiting on Columbus Boulevard, then hang a right on Christian Street. Welcome to South Philly. The streets down here still confuse me, especially the streets around Pat’s. D. tells me to just keep going until Ninth. Then a right turn. Then he looks at me. My eyes are focused on the street, but I can feel his stare. I turn down the Clash.


—Well, here’s Ninth …


—Hey, look, thanks so much for this, Sarie. I really, really appreciate it. I’ll be, like, two seconds.


—Good, because I’ll be timing you.


(This is my version of flirting. I flirt about as well as I drink and smoke.)


D. points to a row house that looks way too nice to be a South Philly crash pad for a bunch of college guys. Maybe they’re Penn students or something, with rich parents. Either way, cars are jammed up and down the block, with no visible spaces.


—Where should I park?


—See that valet? Just pull up there and tell him you’re waiting for a friend of Chuckie. He’ll let you sit, no worries.


At first I think D. is making a reference to some mob movie I’ve never seen, The Friends of Chuckie or some such shit. Takes me a full second before I realize he’s serious.


—Wait … who?


—That’s my buddy. Chuckie. He’s worked out a deal with the guy. You can sit there and not have to pay anything. Two seconds! I swear!


D. jumps out of the car and slams the door so hard it makes me flinch. Hate that. After a moment of stunned silence, I steer the Civic a quarter block up and pull over into the valet line, which is busy. A second later I realize I am accidentally cutting into the line. The valet guy in the bow tie and vest sweeps his arm in a sarcastic “after you, ma’am” gesture. I lower my window and feel the tiniest bit absurd asking:


—My friend’s a friend of Chuckie?


Astonishingly, dude loses the attitude instantly. He nods and moves on to the next car.


The digital clock on the dash says ten past midnight. It’s freezing and crazy windy. At this moment Dad’s red-eye has already lifted off, slinging him from lush California back to the grisly East Coast. I have to be at Terminal C in less than six hours. And D. is definitely taking longer than two seconds.


The valet guy, although busy with customers, finds the time to gawk at me, giving me an oh-so-charming smile that showcases the shiny black tooth in his upper jaw. (I know how to attract the lookers, right, Mom?) I turn my head and watch customers drift in and out of an old-school Italian restaurant on the corner, which apparently is the reason for all of this traffic. Now, mixed breeds such as myself should not cast ethnic aspersions, but damn, it’s like Goombah Fest up in here. Gold chains, blown-dry ’dos, older dudes with dates who could be their granddaughters, town cars and Caddies, the whole nine. Tammy would appreciate this. We should come back sometime just to people watch. (Who I really need to call this weekend. It’s getting ridiculous already. I haven’t talked to her since Halloween.)


The minutes tick by and, yes, Mom, I know I’m screwed. Another hour for the sandwiches; another thirty minutes back north to campus. I’m not getting home until 2:00 a.m. at least. All for a boy.


I met D. the first week of school, at some honors program social in some pseudo-nightclub on the first floor of the union building. Later I heard that the social was referred to as “Trader Ho’s” by the upperclassmen. All of us fresh young geeks on display, ripe for the picking. Turnout for the social was predictably huge. D. was different, though; he kind of just joked around, inviting a group of us over to his off-campus house for some beer—my first ever, by the way. (Dad would be proud.) Some of the other girls from my honors triple, who bragged about drinking beer since sophomore year of high school, were more into the shots of Jack.


D. just smiled at them all, flirted with them equally, including me. Apparently he liked to date freshman girls who had their own cars. To D., the ability to go off campus at will was a magical thing. Word around the honors nerds was that he’d gotten in some serious DUI trouble in high school and pretty much wouldn’t be driving until the end of the second Obama administration.


Not that a carless D. is a bad thing. The dude clearly drinks a lot and smoked his fair share of the wacky weed. The idea of him behind a 2,700-pound motor vehicle frightens me.


After a few more minutes of awkward waiting with the Valet to the Friend of Chuckie, watching sketchy-ass characters come and go, along with the Goodfellas parade up the street, my mind goes back to D., and cars, and weed. Wait wait. What if he’s not here picking up a book? Of course he’s not here for a book.


This is probably the place where D. scores his weed.


Party’s running low, so they ask D. to conjure up some more. He doesn’t have a car of his own (and shouldn’t be driving anyway) so he finds the only sober person with a car in the general vicinity.


Me.


I feel like a world-class idiot.


So Thanksgiving Eve, as my drug counselor Dad is boarding a plane in California, I’m in South Philly on a drug run.


Happy Thanksgiving, right?





Undercover narcotics officer Benjamin F. Wildey, 32, seated behind the wheel of his unmarked car, maintains a laserlike focus on the front door of the row house. Feels like the city’s one big freezer tonight. Not much warmer in this piece of junk hooptie, either. The whole day’s been an icy raw mess with rain and sleet and Wildey out on the street for most of it. He glances at his watch. Look at that. Thanksgiving, as of three minutes ago. Time flies when you’re posted in your car doing surveillance based on a tip from a couple of desperate snitches.


At first glance there’s nothing about the place on South Ninth Street that screams “drug house.” Clean unmarred sidewalk, freshly painted window frames, refaced brickwork. This was the kind of South Philly row home that immigrants struggled to buy for $4,000 back in the day and now could easily fetch $400,000.


But a snitch swore that a guy at this address is doing a lot of slinging with college kids. Word is he’s a midlevel dealer who calls himself “Chuckie Morphine” and specializes in small-time trappers who work the universities, sometimes doing direct sales to kids who are leery of driving to the Badlands or Pill Hill. Years ago this whole neighborhood—Passyunk—used to be solid working class, maybe a little sketchy in places. Wildey remembers those days. But now it has gastropubs and consignment shops and pop-up restaurants and all that other hipster catnip. Kids feel safe popping down here.


If the past few hours are any indication, it’s clear something’s going on inside this house on South Ninth. Lots of visitors. Could be a pre-Thanksgiving party, sure, but why is everybody staying for only a few minutes at a time? With no music? No noise of any kind?


What Wildey needs is a legal way inside the house. One that won’t raise any objections from the Man in the Widener Building. Doing narcotics work these days, you’ve got to be careful. Knuckleheads, perverts, and money grubbers in the department have made the job difficult of late. Take the guys whose blazing stupidity got them featured in a Pulitzer Prize–winning series a bunch of years back.


Yeah. That Pulitzer. A narcotics squad in the Badlands came up with the brilliant idea of busting neighborhood bodegas for selling small plastic baggies. Questionable at best. But that wasn’t the stupid part. Once inside the bodegas, the narcs helped themselves to hoagies, Tastykakes, batteries, milk, loose cash, whatever. You know, because Tastykakes and hoagies are so expensive.


Now, skimming from a dealer is a time-honored Philadelphia law enforcement tradition. But the thing with skimming from a dealer is, you have to actually skim from the dealer—the perp. You don’t steal from the frightened immigrant couple selling plastic baggies that, the last time Wildey checked, were not illegal. So these idiots sold out the department for a bunch of Tastykakes. Bravo.


Following the Tastykake Takedown, there seemed to be new scandals popping up all the damn time. A local reporter crunched some numbers and realized that, over the last four years, a Philly police officer was charged with a crime something like every three weeks. Not just narcotics, of course. But those were the ones that seemed to stick in citizens’ minds. Perhaps the most notorious being the cop who shook down a junkie, making her strip naked before jacking off on her jeans. “He was too disgusted to touch me, but he wasn’t too disgusted to touch himself and ejaculate on my seventy-dollar friggin’ pants,” the junkie told a federal judge. The cop gave her six dollars for cigarettes and told her to get dressed and scram. The local tabloid had a field day: THOUGHT YOU GOT OFF, EH? And a new phrase entered the local legal lexicon: “the masturbation civil rights violation.”


All of this culminated in a full-scale clusterfuck that closed an entire field unit, saw five hundred drug cases tossed, and sent a bunch of cops to desk duty or early retirement. As a result, the D.A.—most likely sowing his mayoral oats—declared war on the entire narcotics division from his office in the Widener Building.


So Wildey knows to be super-careful. The old ways don’t fly anymore—“old” meaning as of six months ago. Last spring he could have braced any one of these college kids and ordered them up against a wall, pockets out. Boom, probable cause. A ticket to the show.


But Wildey can’t stop any of them. Not without a solid, defensible-in-court reason. In the wake of all this departmental chaos, defense lawyers would knock the whole thing down without so much as a thanks for nothing. Chuckie Morphine himself was too smart to be caught in the open. The name on the lease of the property is a corporation, probably a shell. Nobody knows Chuckie’s real name, or even what he looks like. Wildey has yet to snatch a glimpse of him.


But he’s exactly the kind of guy Wildey’s dying to bust. Nobody else in his unit’s even heard of this guy, which means he’s relatively new.


So Wildey keeps an eye on the place, waiting for an opening. This is only one of a half-dozen leads he kept tabs on, but this is the fattest—a bloated tick ready to pop. Lots of traffic. And a pusher with an irritating nickname. Man would Wildey love to be the guy who busted Chuckie Fucking Morphine. Idiot should serve time just for that name.


There is also the little matter that Morphine is almost certainly a white dude. Now, Wildey isn’t racist. But a few months before he was recruited to the newly formed Narcotics Field Unit-Central South (NFU-CS for short, as in Nobody Fucks with us) he read a study from the ACLU that said the majority of people arrested for pot were black. Yet whites bought and smoked more dope than anybody else. In Philly, something like 80 percent of the marijuana arrests were of blacks. Wildey had arrested his fair share in the Badlands, though he tried to be an equal opportunity cop, busting black, brown, and white alike. Still, it would be nice to get those percentages down.


Lieutenant Katrina “Kaz” Mahoney told him the day she hired him: Find me the cases others have missed. Forget the street corner busts. Bring me big cases. I don’t care who’s paying who or what’s happened before today. The rules are different now.


So sorry, rich white drug lords. A brother has to start his career somewhere.


And here’s hoping it starts with Chuckie Morphine.


But of course … done right.


In the words of his superior: “Imagine the Man in the Widener Building is wedged up your ass at all times, watching everything you do, second-guessing every thought in your head. You take a leak, imagine him complaining you’re taking too long and massaging your prostate to get things moving.”


Ten minutes after midnight Wildey perks up when he sees a silver Honda Civic glide into the usual spot—up near the corner, where the valet guy lets all of Chuckie’s (alleged) customers idle for a bit. Breaking no laws.


Wildey actually likes this setup. Makes it easier to keep tabs on the customer base. A hat-wearing hipster, about twenty or twenty-one, bright red pants, green backpack slung over his shoulder—yo slick, Christmas ain’t for another month yet—launches himself out of the passenger seat, clears the sidewalk in a few long strides, then jogs up the short stoop to the front door. Knocks three times. Door opens. Red Pants slips inside. Say yo to Chuckie for me.


He picks up his notebook, scribbles quickly:


0044 Sub 1—W/F, driving Honda Civic


0045 Sub 2—W/M, passenger, 6'2" skinny build, green backpack over


shoulder, bright red pants, navy windbreaker


0046 S2 approaches target house, unknown male lets him in. S1 stays in car in valet spot


Once the guy goes into Chuckie’s place, Wildey turns his attention to the driver. The girl. Maybe eighteen or nineteen? Latino? Italian? Hard to tell in this light. Her hair’s up, held in place by some kind of silver piece. She’s doing the awkward idling-in-the-valet-area thing. Looking around, body language nervous, shoulders fidgety. An older cop told him most times you don’t need a confession. Just watch the body; it’ll tell the whole story. Clearly this girl doesn’t want to be here. Is she here against her will? Wildey writes down the Civic’s plates to look up later. There’s no laptop to run a search. All he has is a notebook, pen, badge, gun, and a portable dashboard lights/screamer that plugs into the cigarette lighter. You know, just in case this gets real.


Wildey’s hoping this is the case. C’mon, girlie, gimme a little reasonable suspicion. He’s been watching Chuckie’s pad off and on for almost a week now with no luck.


After quite a long while Big Red pops out of the house, tattered green backpack still slung over his shoulder. What you got there? He trots back down the stoop, crosses Ninth, not even really looking, and opens the passenger door. Taillights blink. They’re pulling out. Come on, Wildey thinks, give me something. Some reason to pull this car over. A twitchy taillight? Any reason to believe her inspection’s past due? Somebody cut the tags off her license? Wildey knows cops who would do that. Instant probable cause. Can’t do that anymore, though. The D.A. is probably right now sitting on the edge of his bed, nursing a glass of pinot noir, just waiting for someone to call to tell him that narcotics cops have fucked up again.


The Civic continues up Ninth—she’s almost to the stop sign. Wildey rolls the dice in his head. How do we feel about this one? Do we follow and hope? Or do we stay put in our stuffy car and wait for the next one?


Wildey has four such cars situated around Philly, each within visual range of a suspected baby kingpin’s house. The lieutenant had encouraged them to think outside the box. Well, this is what Wildey came up with. Just take a car from the impound lot, something boring that runs. Slap some city council tags on it so the parking authority leaves it alone. Take turns inside each car, watching the customers bounce in and out. See something you think might be good, give up that precious parking spot and you pursue. But do so with caution. Parking spots are tough to find—especially down here. Wildey spent a lot of time fighting for the four spots he has. For him to pull out, this Civic’s got to be worth it.


That green bag, though. Wildey’s feeling good about that green bag.


He puts his car in drive and slides out of a parking space that will be occupied within seconds, guaranteed.


Just one bust. A Chuckie Morphine–sized bust. That’s what Wildey needs to put his name out there. The scumbags he’d really love to bust are elsewhere in the city and virtually untouchable by departmental degree. But things change. Wildey scores enough Chuckies, he can touch the untouchables. Which is what this whole thing is about. And maybe it starts now.




D. heaves himself into the passenger seat so hard the suspension rocks. I’ll bet his mom yells at him for stomping up stairs and slamming doors. He’s like a goofy puppy who has no idea of his own size.


—Still up for that cheesesteak, Sarie?


I can’t help it. My eyes are drawn to the grubby green North Face backpack now on the floor between his legs.


—Uh, sure.


When I met D. at that mixer I thought it was sort of cute that he was a stoner nerd guy. He talks about pot like some guys talk about craft beers. “Dankness” is one of his favorite words. D. is the kind of boy who would annoy Dad for any number of reasons, mostly because Dad was probably a lot like D. back when he was a teenager. At least based on the stories you told me.


But now I see Dad is probably right. Because now I’m just the silly girl who has a car, takes him on drug runs.


The blocks surrounding Pat’s are swarming with drunks and roving packs of hungry carnivores looking for a fix of greasy meat and processed cheese before gorging on turkey and stuffing tomorrow. Thanksgiving Eve is a well-known national drinking holiday, the night everybody goes out, front-loading for the family holiday ahead. So there are no empty parking spots. Maybe we would have been better off telling the valet we were really, really good friends of Chuckie’s—and hey, would you mind darting over a few blocks and scoring a cheesesteak for us? Calm as I can, taking a deep, soothing breath before opening my mouth, I ask where we might park. I try to stop staring at that green backpack. How much does he have in there? A little baggie? Or like a few Midnight Express–sized bricks? Meanwhile D. is tugging off his jacket and nearly elbows the side of my head. I flinch and jerk back just in time. Navy jacket fabric brushes my nose.


—What’s that?


—I said where am I supposed to park?


Jacket finally peeled off, D. bunches it up into a loose ball and gently lowers it into the backseat with a mumbled “hang on” before turning back around and squinting out of the windshield. He halfheartedly points out spots that aren’t legal spaces by any stretch of the imagination. I suspect he isn’t really trying to help; he’s trying to exhaust the conversation so I’d agree to circle the block while he picks up his food. Which is what I eventually agree to do. Of course.


—I’ll be two seconds.


D. kicks open the passenger door, offers to bring me back something. I decline, telling him I don’t like to eat this late. Not worth getting into the whole vegan thing with the requisite lecturing about how I’m gonna fucking starve or something because I don’t eat animal flesh. He nods. I notice his green backpack in the foot well of the passenger seat. You know, the one probably containing illegal substances.


—Wait! Hey!


—What?


—Don’t you want to take your bag with you?


—Why? I’ll be right back.


—No, seriously, I’d feel better if you took it with you.


D. blinks in confusion.


—Why?


—Please just take it!


After a few seconds of a dumbstruck stare, D. opens the door, picks up his backpack, slings it over his shoulder. He seems like he’s about to say something mean, but instead he just smiles and slams the door shut. I flinch like a dumbass.


A minute later I join the Cheesesteak Merry-Go-Round. Up Ninth Street one block. Right on Wharton. Right on Eighth. Right on Reed. Right on Ninth, and so on, and so on, and so on, and if you look out the window, you can see poor Sisyphus with his rock following the same route. The crowds and cars make it extra-slow going, but I press on like a good drug-running accomplice. Which, by the way, is a one-and-done deal for me. Yep, my intention is to go to drop off D. and go home and consider myself Scared Straight.


Which of course is when I turn right onto Eighth for the eighth or ninth time and hear a loud shriek from hell.


Mom, I swear, I had no idea what was going on. Did I make an illegal right-hand turn? Cut someone off? Hit an elderly nun in slow motion? No. I may be many things, but I am an insanely safe driver. I do not screw around behind the wheel. What is going on?


Then I remember there is a chance I might have a wee slight high going on. And this is on top of that single warm beer swimming around my bloodstream. Shit, why did I do that bong hit! Did I weave or something? Give some other kind of tell? My heart is racing. Shit, shit, shit.


I flip on the right blinker and look for a spot along Reed. There are none, of course, so I settle for a half-spot near the corner, which means my front end is sticking out a little. I check the rearview. The car following me is not a standard police vehicle; it’s a normal car with one of those domes you slap on top. Shit, shit, shit. Why is an unmarked cop car pulling me over? It slides into a spot in front of a driveway. Guess cops in unmarked cars can do that.


A thought chills me. What if this particular unmarked car has been following me for a while? Since, say, D.’s buddy’s place on Ninth Street?


I will myself to stay perfectly still. If I wiggle around, it’s going to look like I’m hiding something. Or reaching for a sawed-off shotgun. So I keep my paws on the wheel at perfect 10 and 2, though I allow myself a quick check of my eyes in the rearview. Thank God. Not too bloodshot.


In the side view, the cop climbs out of his car. The guy is huge. Not fat; more tall and broad than anything else. Great. Somehow I’ve attracted the biggest, baddest cop in Philadelphia. He clears the distance between us in an easy three strides. Then he’s looking down at me through the driver’s-side window, flashlight the size of a Sharpie in his hands. I can’t see him too well, but I can tell he’s African-American, and in plainclothes. He’s got a badge attached to a chain around his neck, hanging midchest. Shiny. Real, as far as my untrained eye can tell.


—You lost, honey? Looking for somebody? You’ve been around this block a couple of times.


—I was?


—Yeah, you were. And you know what? You were breaking cruising laws.


—Huh?


I’m not playing dumb; I have no idea what he is talking about.


The cop helpfully points to a rusty metal sign bolted to a metal post across the street: NO CRUISING ZONE. It’s partially obscured by a small tree or steroidal weed that had punched through the sidewalk.


—Three times around the same block in one hour is technically cruising.


—Oh shit. I didn’t know.


—Didn’t think so. Which is why I asked you if you were lost. Maybe I can help.


By this point some faint alarm bells are going off in my head. Why would a plainclothes cop in an unmarked police car just pull me over, completely out of the blue, because he thought I was lost? Considering I was an accomplice on a drug run, I knew it was best to say as little as possible. So, come on, think of a lie. Tell him why you’re circling the block. Come on, now. Quick. He’s staring at you.


I come up with absolutely nothing. Zilch.


—Let me see your license and registration.


This snaps me out of it. I try to keep my head straight, my voice calm and confident. There are YouTube videos that tell you what to do if you’re pulled over, and I’m pretty sure calmly asking for a reason is an excellent strategy.


—Why did you pull me over, Officer?


—License and registration, please.


—Officer, am I under arrest?


—Do you want to be?


Undercover cop: 1. Sarie Holland: 0.


I dig my license out of the plastic compartment in my wallet, pop the glove box, retrieve the registration, hand both out the window. The cop scans them with his flashlight. The light in his fist, shining back down into my face, makes it tough to see his expression.


—Who’s Laura Holland?


The question catches me off guard. Just hearing your name can still jolt me.


—My mom.


—She know you have her car?


I tell him the truth, that you died last year, that this is my car, but my dad hasn’t changed the registration yet.


—What are you doing down here?


—Just went for a drive. To clear my mind. Got a lot of papers to write this weekend. They’re all due next week.


His tone softens a little. Maybe he’s commiserating, maybe it’s the mention of you.


—Oh yeah? They don’t even give you a break for Thanksgiving weekend? That’s a shame. Where you goin’ to school?


—St. Jude’s.


—The college? Up there in Olney?


He pronounces it like a real Philadelphian: oll-o-knee.


—Yeah.


Then I add, as if it will earn me points or something:


—I’m in the honors program.


—Honors? In college? Isn’t that a high school thing?


—No, they’ve got an honors program. I have the triple. Which means three honors classes this semester.


I didn’t want to tell him it’s the freshman-year triple because the license I just handed him alleges that I’m twenty-one years old. Which of course, as you know, I am not. Not even close. The cop, though, is too busy mulling over the whole honors thing.


—So you want to graduate with honors, is that it?


—I guess?


—Whatcha studying?


—I’m undecided.


—Undecided, huh. Aren’t you a little old to be undecided?


I say nothing.


—Okay, fine. Mind if I take a look inside your vehicle?


My stomach unclenches a little as I thank the gods I made D. take his stupid green backpack with him. I could imagine the cop training his flashlight on the ratty bag, reaching in, zipping it open, and, like, the light from heaven shining down, illuminating a brick of Hawaiian Gold or whatever D. was always talking about. There’s nothing in my car except a brown paper bag on the backseat, the contents of which will probably make this cop laugh, if he pops the tape off the folded top and takes a look inside.


—Sure. Go ahead.





Wildey shines his Maglite in the back. Then he pops open a back door and reaches in, feels around. Nothing back here but a navy windbreaker. He pulls it out. Feels heavy. He puts the flashlight in his pocket and pats the windbreaker. Heavier on one side. He unzips a pocket and reaches inside.


This pocket contains a big Ziploc bag stuffed with three smaller Ziplocs stuffed with pills. Most likely Oxys, Mollies, and stop signs—suboxys. A nice fat re-up for the holiday weekend. And more importantly, the beginning of the end for Chuckie Morphine. Wildey could make a little dotted line of pills leading to the house on South Ninth, easy enough for the D.A. to follow.


The only thing missing: the owner of this navy windbreaker.


Big Red.


But if he keeps her talking, Wildey is sure he’ll be back soon. Better get out of sight, keep the element of surprise.




Mom, he found pills in a baggie.


Correction: lots of multicolored, oddly shaped pills in a medium-sized Ziploc baggie. Like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Not even when you were sick and taking all kinds of painkillers.


The cop’s talking but I can barely understand the words through the icy numb shock. It’s like a blood vessel has burst in my brain.


This isn’t just weed. This is pills! I didn’t know what they were aside from bad fucking news. So D. is a pill dealer. Even though I’ve known D. for three months, it’s clear I don’t know him at all.


The cop heaves his large frame into my backseat, closes the door behind him. For what? So I can drive myself to the booking station? I feel like I should say something, start explaining. The cop exhales and a chill runs down my spine. Fuck if I’m not brought right back to high school, stammering in front of a nun.


—Take it easy, Honors Girl. What’s your boyfriend’s name?


—I don’t have a boyfriend. (Truth.)


—C’mon, don’t play me like that. You know I’m talking about the young male who exited the passenger side of your car. The dude gettin’ his cheesesteak on right now. The one who’s probably waiting for you to pick him up right now. I’m interested in him, not you.


—I told you, I don’t have a boyfriend.


—Okay, fine. Your special guy pal, whatever. You did have a passenger in your car just a few minutes ago, did you not?


Ice stabs me in the base of my brain. So this cop was watching us. He followed us! From the drug house on Ninth Street! I force a shrug. Inside I want to cry. The cop in the backseat counters my shrug with a soft series of chuckles. Which worries me. What does he know? What’s he laughing about?


—He at least bringing you back a steak?


—No.


—No?


—I’m vegan.


So weird, the feeling that washes over me, like I did take drugs or something, because I’m hyper-alert, so much so I’m practically having an out-of-body experience. Which is probably why I notice D. ambling down Passyunk with a wrapped-up cheesesteak in his hand, completely fucking oblivious, happy in the moment, raindrops falling on his head and shit, probably thinking about nothing but eating his greasy bun full of meat and cheese on the ride back to campus then maybe trying to peel my clothes off for a little pre–Turkey Day action. Found the wishbone! D. is still living in the old universe, where a cop wasn’t watching us, and didn’t just pull me over, and didn’t just find a lot of pills in his jacket.


—But your boyfriend, he ain’t vegan is he? You know how many times I’ve seen this, a guy comes down here to score AND get his cheesesteak on?


—I don’t have a boyfriend.


—Male friend, whatever. We’re just going to sit here and wait for him, see who these pills belong to. How about that?


How about we’re totally fucked. And D. has no idea. But with all of this hyper-clarity comes a thought. Yeah, D. lied to me. Yeah, he put me at risk here. But that wasn’t his intention. He just needed a ride. Am I really going to be the one who helps send him to jail? I’m the one who let the cop search my car. This is just as much my fault. I can’t do this to him.


You understand Mom, right? Tell me that if you were in my shoes you wouldn’t do the same thing.


I place two fingers on the turn signal lever then hook my right arm over the seat and turn to face the cop and tell him, okay, okay.


—Okay what?


—I think I know what happened.


A smile now.


—What’s that, Honors Girl?


—Okay, obviously someone used my car as a place to stash some drugs. As you probably know St. Jude’s is in a not-so-great neighborhood.


—Uh-huh.


Flick flick. Flick flick.


—Can you, like, run windbreakers for DNA or something?


The cop stares at me a moment before breaking into an amused chuckle.


—DNA? Are you serious? Do you really think we need to get all CSI on this?


Flick flick. Flick flick. Come on, D.! Look up!


—I’m pretty sure you know the owner of this windbreaker. Tall skinny guy, bright red pants?


Yeah. I know him, and I wish he’d clue the fuck in. I keep working the lever: Flick flick. Flick flick. High beams. Universal highway code for A COP IS WATCHING! Sure, it’s out of context, but, considering the circumstances, it’s the best I can do. I try to send a psychic message to D. but the cop in the backseat seems to pick up on it instead. Suddenly he shifts in his seat, leans forward.


—The fuck are you doing with the lights?


Two desperate flicks of the high beams later, the cop gets it, curses, kicks open the back door, heaves himself out of the car. The suspension rocks.


—Shit.


I look out the front windshield. D., at long last, has finally received the message. He drops the Pat’s and darts across Ninth Street. I’ve never seen D. move so fast. It’s like a gazelle bolting away from a predator.





Wildey is halfway across the street when the entire world slips out from under him. Skinny Boy’s body hits the chain-link fence across the street with a metallic ching that echoes off the nearby walls. Wildey’s body weight is momentarily supported by his left knee before momentum carries his body the rest of the way and his right side slams into the asphalt. Brakes squeal—headlights splash over him. Wildey is confused. What the fuck he just slip in? As he scrambles to his feet, he smells it, then visually confirms it a second later: a burst-open Pat’s cheesesteak, grease and cheese and onions smeared over the blacktop like it had committed suicide from the roof of a nearby row house. The driver of the car who almost turned him into creamed corn glances down, sees the badge dangling from the chain, and immediately stops his cursing. Wildey gives him a hard look anyway.


Meanwhile Big Red goes ching-ching-ching up the fence and over it.


Wildey sucks in air and launches himself toward the fence, hooks his fingers into the fence, and pulls himself. He’s over in six, maybe seven, seconds. But the perp has a serious lead on him—he’s already halfway across the field. Wildey pumps his legs, run-limping like he’s suddenly developed a tumor in his left knee.


“Freeze! Police!” he yells, huffing way too much to sound authoritative.


The perp either doesn’t hear him or doesn’t give a shit. He moves like a streak, kicking up dust from the field like a cartoon character zipping across the desert.




I’m thrilled for a few seconds to see D. escape until I remember that the cop is going to be crazy pissed. And then he’s going to come back for me. I sit behind the steering wheel contemplating my options. Just pull away, some meek little voice tells me. Put the car into drive and pull out into the street and go right home and pick up your dad in the morning and then your brother and eat Thanksgiving dinner and hope this just all goes away …


But that would be stupid. The cop has my license, my registration, my whole fucking life in his hands.


I feel weird about rooting for D. now. It would honestly be easier for me if poor D. came back in cuffs, and I got tagged as an accessory or some such shit. Granted, Dad would go nuclear, but it wouldn’t be as bad as taking this one alone. Just a case of wrong girl at the wrong place at the wrong time. I’d recover … right? Because what did this cop really have on me? Someone—anyone—could have put a jacket stuffed with drugs in my backseat, right? And yeah, that crap might work, if not for the fact that this cop saw me drive up with D., saw D. go up to that house, saw me pull away.


After a small eternity the cop returns, limping, out of breath, looking like a bull that ran through a red cape. I steel myself.


—Get out of the car and put your hands on the hood.


My mind goes numb. I try to remember more from those YouTube videos about getting pulled over but my mind goes blank, like someone’s cut the Wi-Fi.


—Out of the car. Now.


I unbuckle my seat belt, open the door. A gush of cold air, chilled by the nearby river, hits my body just as I take a step out. Guys in oversized coats watch me from across the street. I don’t know where to put my hands. Should I be standing in the street alongside the car, or in front of it? Someone catcalls.


—Hey, honey, you holding?


The cop yells back.


—Shut the fuck up and move along.


The cop directs me to the front of my car, tells me to put my bare hands on the hood. The metal is warm from the engine but as I press my hands down the heat vanishes instantly. I hear a car door slam and realize it’s my own door, which I’d forgotten to close. I hate it when real life supplies you with a super on-the-nose metaphor for how badly things are fucked.





Lieutenant Kaz is in the hallway when Wildey returns to headquarters, leading Honors Girl by the arm. The poor thing refuses to make eye contact the whole walk up here, as if keeping her gaze fixed to the floor will make this all go away. Sorry, honey, you’re caught now. You should have listened to your teachers in school. Be Smart, Don’t Start.


“Well, if it isn’t my Wild Child!” Kaz calls out.


Wildey tries to keep his face appropriately stern. “Hey, Loot.”


Lieutenant Katrina Mahoney’s unit knows to never, ever call her “Lieutenant Mahoney.” It’s either “Lieutenant” or “Loot” or, if they’re feeling unusually chummy, “Kaz.” That’s because Mahoney is the name of her ex, who is also on the force, and they hate each other with the fury of a thousand blazing suns. After the divorce everybody expected her to change the name, but she kept it just to spite his cheating ass. (Another pro tip: Married to a cop? Don’t cheat on her with another cop.) A few years after their scorched-earth divorce the ex ended up in Internal Affairs, Kaz in Narcotics, and the whole recent D.A. probe made it so that the two collided on a regular basis. It was ugly for a real long while.


But strangely, the situation was a boon to her career. The fact that the ex didn’t bust her made it clear that Kaz was in fact clean beyond all doubt. If she had so much as a friggin’ recycling violation, the ex would have crucified her naked on the top of the Art Museum steps and hired little kids to throw rocks at her all day. After the public scandals of the past year, the mayor himself appointed Kaz head of NFU-CS, with carte blanche to clean house and set things back on course.


Kaz appraises the girl, shoes to head. “What, did you catch her copping some Adderall?”


“A little more than that, Loot. I’ll fill you in.”


“You’re liking them younger and younger.”


“Nah, you know I’m into the older women. Keep hoping to catch myself a Betty White type hooked on smack.”


Wildey has an uneasy relationship with Kaz. She likes to goof around with him, calling him “Wild Child” even though his name was pronounced will-dee and was not supposed to rhyme with wild. And he jokes back most times, which is good. In building the ranks of her newly formed Narcotics Field Unit-Central South, she was careful to pull guys from all over the city to bust up any existing allegiances. But she could be frustratingly cryptic and hard to read. Frankly, Wildey never quite knew where he stood with her.


At first she told Wildey he was the perfect fit for the unit. Wildey was fresh off a commendation for his role in taking back the notorious McPherson Square Park from drug dealers last year. For three decades “Needle Park” had been littered with syringes and gun casings and junkies dozing on benches. When the Twenty-fourth District decided to take it back, Wildey was one of the bicycle cops who was racking up steady and constant arrests. Which was impressive alone, considering his size. (He dropped twenty pounds riding that damn bike.) Somehow, word of his exploits found their way to Kaz. She liked that he was a lone wolf with no wife, no kids, not much of a life outside the job. But all of his work so far seems to have vaguely disappointed her. “Keep digging” is a common refrain. No leads excite her. Sometimes, Wildey thinks he’d be better off on his bike, picking off street dealers one at a time.


Wildey puts Serafina Holland, a.k.a. Honors Girl, in one of their birdcages—what they call their meeting rooms—then returns to brief his boss. “I’m making some real progress on Chuckie Morphine,” he says.


“Who’s this now?” Kaz asks.


“The guy I think’s dealing to college kids, high school kids, based out of the house on Ninth—you remember. His name kept coming up in September. A couple of my CIs came up with an address and I’ve been watching it.”


“So this girl is one of his dealers?”


“No—her boyfriend is.”


“Where’s he?”


“Probably still running through South Philly.”


“So what did you catch her with?”


Wildey tells her: Oxys, Mollies, stop signs. Kaz nods appreciatively.


“That’s a fairly solid haul. You sure she’s not the dealer?”


“Positive.”


Kaz nods for a good half minute then looks steadily, calmly into Wildey’s eyes.


“Let’s do this.”
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