
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

            Copyright © 2020 by Kathleen Kent

            Cover design by Julianna Lee

Cover photograph by Stephen Mulcahey / Archangel (woman); Shutterstock (type texture) 

Author photograph by Remi David

Cover © 2020 Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Mulholland Books / Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
mulhollandbooks.com

            Originally published in hardcover by Mulholland Books, February 2020

First Mulholland trade paperback edition, February 2021

            Mulholland Books is an imprint of Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Mulholland Books name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBN 978-0-316-45055-3

LCCN 2019939533

            E3-20210128-DA-NF-REV

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Epigraph

   	Chapter 1

   	Chapter 2

   	Chapter 3

   	Chapter 4

   	Chapter 5

   	Chapter 6

   	Chapter 7

   	Chapter 8

   	Chapter 9

   	Chapter 10

   	Chapter 11

   	Chapter 12

   	Chapter 13

   	Chapter 14

   	Chapter 15

   	Chapter 16

   	Chapter 17

   	Chapter 18

   	Chapter 19

   	Chapter 20

   	Chapter 21

   	Chapter 22

   	Chapter 23

   	Chapter 24

   	Chapter 25

   	Chapter 26

   	Chapter 27

   	Chapter 28

   	Chapter 29

   	Chapter 30

   	Chapter 31

   	Chapter 32

   	Chapter 33

   	Chapter 34

   	Chapter 35

   	Chapter 36

   	Acknowledgments

   	Discover More

   	About the Author 

   	Praise for Kathleen Kent’s THE BURN

   	Also by Kathleen Kent




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            For Alisa, Josh, and Remi

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Mulholland logo]



   


   
      
         
            Where the Devil cannot go, he will send a woman.
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            Chapter 1

            Friday, January 21, 1999

Alphabet City, Manhattan

Avenue D and 3rd Street

         

         My Polish grandmother, to the end of her days, never trusted a man who smiled at the dark or wore white in wintertime. That was because Kostucha, the Grim Reaper, appeared at the moment of death, grinning like a dog at a feast and wearing a robe the color of snow.

         I had never before that night met my brother’s partner, even though he was the subject of endless dinner conversations. My father knew Paul Krasnow, of course, because, like my brother, Paul was a detective at the 94th Precinct in Brooklyn. Paul was older than my brother, Andrew, by a decade, had been in the narcotics division for eight years, four of them undercover, and was rumored to be next in line for sergeant’s stripes.

         Paul had an unbeatable record in Brooklyn: two dozen arrests of mid- to high-level crack dealers at Christmastime alone, close to half a million dollars in cash recovered, and over twenty fully automatic weapons taken off the streets.

         Reluctantly, I had agreed to drive my brother and his partner into Manhattan so they could meet up with their CI to “settle some business.” According to Andrew, he had been working an undercover operation for half a year and the CI, who lived in Alphabet City, had something to show them. When I asked him why he couldn’t take his own car—or drive into the city in Paul’s brand-new Cadillac—he told me with a guilty smile that he had given his car to his girlfriend for the evening, and his partner didn’t want his car getting dinged.

         “Great,” I had said. “So my hard-earned Toyota is the sacrificial lamb.”

         I reminded Andrew that I had an academy exam in the morning, and that I couldn’t stay out all hours. Any of their pub crawling afterward would have to be done back in Brooklyn.

         “Betty,” he had said, using the wheedling tone he always resorted to when he wanted to flatter or cajole me. “You are more of a man than I’ll ever be, and more woman than I’ll ever deserve. Do this for me,” he winked, “and I’ll slip you the answers to the policing ethics exam.”

         The streets were slick with a frigid rain when the two of us picked up Paul in front of his apartment on Franklin Street. I took the Brooklyn Queens Expressway, crossing over the Williamsburg Bridge to Alphabet City. Despite my cautious driving, it took us less than forty-five minutes to get into Manhattan.

         Paul sat in the back, but he might as well have been riding shotgun: he leaned forward the entire time, resting his arms on the front seat, talking constantly over my shoulder, asking nonstop questions about my time at the academy. Was it hard being a woman there? Did I want to get my detective shield? What division did I want to join? These questions seemed designed to make me think he was genuinely interested in my career in law enforcement, but I suspected they were to gain information about me that Paul could use to his advantage.

         He never once cracked the inevitable cop-among-cops dirty joke—usually involving a drunken old lady or an inebriated stripper—so I assumed that Andrew had already given him the caution talk. But whenever I’d catch his reflection in the rearview mirror, his eyes were on mine like drill bits, despite the amiable banter.

         I parked on the river side of Avenue D at 3rd Street, directly across from a Puerto Rican bodega. We were kitty-corner from the turn-of-the-century, five-story apartment building where the CI lived, in the heart of what was called, in Spanglish, “Loisaidas,” the Hispanic section of the Lower East Side. In the last ten years gentrification had begun transforming the neighborhood into an anglicized bastion of low crime and overpriced apartments and shops. There were still holdouts, though, who insisted on sitting on their stoops well into dark in the summertime, and cooking plantains and garlic with all the windows open.

         Paul and Andrew got out of the car, promising me they’d be gone only ten minutes, twenty at most. They crossed Avenue D, pausing once to talk outside the entrance to the building. Undercovers do this thing where they learn to talk with their mouths barely moving, so that anyone watching can’t read their lips. I smiled observing my older brother, his arms crossed in front of his chest, dancing from one foot to the other to counter the bitter cold. His face, even at twenty-five, still had some of the round curves of his boyhood. I was four years younger than him but taller, with more sharp angles to my face—and to my personality. But he was still my protector against all threats, foreign and domestic.

         I could tell from his impatient gestures what he was trying to say to his partner: let’s get this over with.

         At that moment, Paul’s gaze locked onto mine. He was good-looking in a terrifying sort of way, with his jutting cheekbones and hatchet-like chin, wearing a snow-dusted sheepskin coat that would have set me back six months in tips at the restaurant where I worked, along with pale, acid-washed jeans. The corners of his lips curled upward, revealing the strong white teeth of a predator. A fleeting protective instinct made me want to call Andrew back to the car. To tell him to return with me to Brooklyn, leaving his partner to do whatever he was going to do. But Paul had already put a proprietary arm around Andrew’s shoulders and was guiding him toward the entrance.

         They buzzed someone on the intercom and disappeared into the building.

         I turned up the volume on the radio, pulled the heavy academy textbook onto my lap, switched on my penlight, and started reading: Corruption and Incident Complaints. In this course, students will examine the department’s complaint reporting system, the backbone of the COMPSTAT process…

         I reviewed the proper techniques for filing complaints for bias-motivated incidents, threats to witnesses, police impersonation. When I looked at the clock, ten minutes had passed with no sign of Andrew or Paul. The woozy rain had turned to an icy sludge, the droplets on the windshield becoming hardened crystals. For the millionth time that month the radio station started playing “1999” by Prince, so I turned the dial until I caught a Britney Spears song, “Baby One More Time.”

         My loneliness is killing me…I sang along with the track, my mind on Carla, my fellow cadet. Sweet, sweet Carla, who had “Frisk me” written all over her smile.

         It was getting cold in the car. I maxed the heater, tilted the seat back, stared at the building across the street. On the second floor, in a brightly lit apartment closest to the corner, a little girl was standing at the window, the frame a tall, golden rectangle set into the exterior crusted with a century of grime. Her pajamas were yellow, the ebony hair springing in tightly coiled ringlets atop a dewy, round face. She was patting the window gently with both hands, her mouth open with laughter, fascinated by her breath ghosting on the glass. I waved to her, but I was too far away, and the interior of the car was too dark for her to see me.

         A full twenty minutes had passed. In all of the information packed into the four hundred pages of the Police Academy textbook, there was nothing about the crushing boredom of the stakeout, the bane of undercovers everywhere.

         The little girl in the window had turned her back to me. I could see that she was standing behind sheer curtains. Vague, dark shapes moved beyond the gauzy fabric. Adult-sized shadows were floating through the interior of the apartment, now fast, now slow, as though they were dancing. Someone was pushed toward the window, knocking the child against the glass, and I jerked up in my seat, fearful that the glass would break, cutting her—or, worse, pushing her out into the sky.

         Within a moment, all the shapes beyond the curtains had disappeared from view. But the girl had pressed herself against one side of the window frame. She stood motionless, intently watching something inside the room. Her hands were cupped over her mouth in shock, or surprise. Yet it was the utter stillness of her rigid body that set alarm bells clanging in my head. I turned the radio down but heard only erratic traffic noises, buffered by the scrim of slush. I had been waiting in the car for nearly half an hour and my brother and his partner had not reappeared. A dark thought, like the onset of a migraine, tightened the muscles at my temples: Andrew and Paul were in that apartment.

         Again someone was shoved up against the glass, face forward this time, the gauzy curtain revealing a man’s mouth opened in pain, or fear. The little girl crouched down, her arms crossed defensively over her head.

         I wanted out of the car. But I was paralyzed with uncertainty. I could guess the CI’s apartment number and start ringing buzzers, but any distraction or interference on my part could jeopardize my brother and his partner. The interior of the car wasn’t cold anymore. It had become unbearably hot and close.

         Then there was movement on the sidewalk below the window; Andrew and Paul hurrying across the street toward the car, my brother’s chin lowered into the folds of his coat. Paul’s face was a study in granite, expressionless. And it was the deadness, the lack of any animating emotion, that made me fling open the door, ready to propel myself from the car.

         “Don’t get out,” Paul ordered, his voice low and urgent.

         It was Andrew who got into the back seat this time. His partner threw himself into the passenger seat.

         “Let’s go,” Paul said, eyes focused on the road ahead.

         I checked the rearview mirror and saw Andrew with his head bowed, staring at his hands.

         My eyes scanned the second-story window, but the child was no longer there.

         “What happened?” I asked, my voice strangled with tension.

         “I’ll tell you on the way back,” Paul snapped.

         I hesitated and he turned his eyes to me and I understood that whatever had occurred in that apartment building was something bad. Something, I knew, that would not have happened without Paul’s presence.

         “What’s going on?” I demanded, turning to Andrew.

         “Drive!” Paul hissed, his face inches from mine. “You’re fucking up our entire operation.”

         I put the car in drive and made a U-turn in front of the bodega, searching the apartment window one last time for a glimpse of the girl in the yellow pajamas. But she was gone, the filmy curtains flowing backward, as though pulled into the room by a strong vacuum.

         We’d driven the few blocks to Houston Street, stopped at a red light, when the explosion ripped through the air behind us. I whipped my head around in time to see the street filled with fiery debris. The air was a dust cloud pocked with bricks and hunks of metal signage that rode the updrafts in untethered loops.

         Paul’s hand wrapped itself like an electric wire around my wrist.

         “Keep driving,” he said. “Or get out of the car.”

         We heard the first sirens by the time we got to Delancey Street. A dirty gray plume of smoke rose behind us as we drove east over the bridge to Brooklyn. But we were almost to Franklin Street before Paul Krasnow opened his mouth again. His tone was steady, instructing. The CI had lured him and Andrew, and two other undercovers, to the apartment under false pretenses, he told me. What the CI had wanted was more money in exchange for information. When the cops refused, the CI had threatened to expose them all to the dealers they were setting up. One of the other two undercovers drew his weapon and told Paul and Andrew to leave, that they would deal with the CI.

         “And the explosion?” I asked, my hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel.

         Paul looked at me dead-eyed and said, “An unhappy accident.”

         I pulled up in front of Paul’s apartment and waited for Andrew to corroborate or refute Paul’s story. When I finally summoned the nerve to check the mirror, Andrew’s chin was still buried in his chest. He hadn’t uttered a word.

         “Look, the guy made drugs inside his apartment,” Paul said, his hand on the door handle, ready to bolt. “There were enough dangerous chemicals to blow up Chelsea Pier. It was bound to happen sometime.”

         Before he had finished speaking, I knew the entire story had been pulled out of thin air in the short time it took us to cross the East River. And that he was feeding it to us both.

         Paul thrust the door open and got out. But before he shut the door, he said to me, “You say anything about what happened tonight and we’re history. And that includes your brother. You got it?”

         He waited until I nodded, then said to Andrew, “We good?”

         When my brother didn’t respond, Paul leaned in over the front seat and asked again, “We good, partner?”

         Andrew looked at him and nodded once.

         I drove to Greenpoint with Andrew in the back seat, his body hunched, voiceless, a portrait of misery. I parked on the street in front of our parents’ house, the house where we both still lived, the engine running, the heater insufficient for the cold. I wanted answers. When had the other two undercovers shown up? Was any part of Paul’s story true? But more terrible than not knowing was the possibility of knowing what my brother had done.

         I studied him in the mirror, his image as familiar as my own, taking in the new coat, the expensive watch, remembering his girlfriend’s new necklace, and it gave me all the answers I needed.

         “There was a child in the apartment,” I told him, my voice barely above a whisper.

         He did not exit the car so much as launch himself from the back seat, and he stumbled up the steps and into the house. I followed close behind, my fear giving way to anger. I banged through the front door in time to see Andrew running up the stairs, taking the risers two at a time. In front of the stairs, my father stood sentinel. As though he had been waiting for us all evening.

         “Leave him alone,” he barked at me, blocking my way, his eyes bloodshot from Jameson.

         I tried to push past him but he shifted deftly like the street fighter he had been, his mouth a thin line of disapproval.

         “You don’t get to ask what happened,” he said, his sour breath in my face. “You’re not a cop. Yet. You haven’t earned the right to ask the hard questions.”

         When he was satisfied I wasn’t going to follow Andrew up to his room, he shuffled unsteadily back to his recliner, focusing his eyes again on the television screen.

         “Until you’ve walked the walk,” he said, drinking from his glass gripped with careless fingers, his face indistinct in the shadows, “you can’t possibly know what it means to keep a fellow officer’s confidence. When, and if—and that’s a big if—you earn your badge, you’ll find out there is no ‘thin blue line.’ There is no black or white. There’s only a wide gray band the size of Brooklyn that separates us from the perps, and the rest of the clueless civilians.”

         I remained in the darkened room with him and watched the news reports already coming in about the explosion in Alphabet City. A four-alarm fire had burned the entire building on Avenue D and would have destroyed neighboring structures if it had not been a stand-alone, and if all the rooftops hadn’t been so wet. Most of the apartments had been evacuated, but the tenants on the second floor were incinerated.

         In the morning, the remains of three adults and one child were recovered, their flesh gone, their bones charred to ash. The explosion had burned hot and fast, helped along by an accelerant. The destroyed apartment had been owned not by some desperate junkie who might have been working as my brother’s CI but by a high-level drug dealer named Raphael Trujillo-Sevilla. By the afternoon, it was confirmed that two policemen were among the adults who had perished in the blaze.

         There was a formal, citywide investigation after the incident. Rumors of police corruption swirled—officers taking bribes from dealers to look the other way, planting evidence on the players who wouldn’t pay up, even orchestrating hits on snitches who threatened to turn state’s evidence—but nothing ever came of them. Not one officer was even cautioned, and the streets went back to business as usual. The lone assistant DA who tried to make a name for himself by pressing for further investigation left in disgrace after photos of his tryst with a prostitute were leaked to a prominent city paper.

         Of course, there had been witnesses on the street that evening who gave testimony about the circumstances surrounding the explosion. At one point during the inquests, a report surfaced that a red Toyota Corolla, the same make and model as mine, had been spotted leaving the front of the building moments before the explosion. But it was a commonly seen car in Manhattan, and the report went nowhere.

         One evening late, two NYPD officers came to our Greenpoint home and disappeared into my father’s office—a private, smoke-filled place I’d rarely been allowed to view, let alone visit. After an hour, my father called me into the office and closed the door. The good bottle of aged whiskey was perched on the desk, its contents well diminished. The officer with the lieutenant’s badge smiled at me—a thin-lipped, humorless grin—and told me I had nothing to worry about. My impotent rage threatened to erupt from my head like a geyser of blood onto the tobacco-stained walls of the study. I almost told them, the unspoken words like a knotted rope through my tongue, that it had been me who had sent the anonymous note about the Toyota to the ADA’s office.

         I’d stopped talking to my brother altogether, spending most of my time away from the house, catching only brief glimpses of him as he tried to make his way silently through the hallways, or when I passed him in the kitchen, my body shrinking from any contact with his.

         The last time I heard Andrew’s voice was when he spoke to me through my closed bedroom door.

         “Betty,” he had called, rapping softly with his knuckles. “Please…”

         I got up only to lock the door and turn up my radio.

         Two weeks after the explosion, my brother killed himself. His shirtless body was found on a frigid south Jersey shoreline in early February, with no outward marks of violence to indicate how a strong, seemingly healthy young man could have ended up washed from the Atlantic Ocean, until an autopsy revealed a fatal amount of barbiturates and alcohol in his bloodstream. The coroner’s report also noted that he’d had red hair and blue eyes. Almost identical to mine.

         I had never asked him the hard questions. I had never asked him anything at all. But in a letter left to me, Andrew told me about the fire. He and Paul Krasnow had been taking protection money from Trujillo-Sevilla. The dealer had tired of paying so much and threatened to expose them. The two undercovers who were killed were also bent, but they were willing to be less greedy. Tempers had flared, guns were drawn, and Andrew shot one of the cops. Paul followed by shooting the second cop and the dealer. From there it had been an easy fix to rig the gas stove to blow: the gas turned on at every burner, a lit candle, drug-making chemicals upended, and a fast retreat. Andrew had no idea a child had been in the apartment. It was this last bit of knowledge that pushed him over the edge. He just couldn’t live with the guilt.

         I tore up the letter and never revealed to another soul my brother’s part in the whole dirty mess.

         A year later Paul Krasnow made sergeant. It was his hand that I shook onstage at my cadet-graduation ceremony, welcoming me into the brotherhood of silence, the smile on his wolfish face taunting and smug. Once I became active duty, I followed his every move, right up until the day he was taken out by a bullet to the back of the head by a retaliating cartel enforcer. Or maybe another cop settling a score.

         I burned Paul’s newspaper obituary while it was still in my father’s hands. He’d been reading the paper over his usual breakfast of bitter regret and Jameson, and I’d simply reached forward, lighter in hand, igniting one corner with a pass of the flame. When he dropped the paper, his astonished eyes met mine, and for the first time realized he was looking into the eyes of an honest cop.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Monday, December 30, 2013

            Dallas, Texas

         

         This I’ve come to know. Avoiding uncomfortable truths about oneself is like putting a threadbare mattress over hard, stony ground. No matter which way you turn, it’s going to hurt. Might as well quit stalling and get busy clearing the field.

         Yet here I am in a ramshackle dive, facedown on a hard bench, submitting myself to a man holding an implement of torture—in this case, a tattooing gun.

         The awkward position causes my right leg to cramp, the leg with the ruptured Achilles tendon, the shredded fibers sewn together with medical sutures strong enough to hold up a suspension bridge. The calf muscle twitches more painfully, and I flex the toes carefully upward to forestall a massive spasm.

         It’s been a full three months since the reparative surgery, and an agonizingly slow recovery and rehab. Three months and change since a narrow, plastic-coated cable was threaded through an incision in my ankle, forced beneath the major tendon, and passed through to the opposite side. The ends of the cable had been fastened together and attached to a heavy chain, the far end of which was anchored to a large stone upon which my captors had painted SUBMIT, E 5:21.

         The E for Ephesians, the number indicating the biblical chapter and verse: “Submit yourselves one to another in the fear of God.”

         Closing my eyes, I can still hear Evangeline, my captor’s voice reciting the passage in her gliding East Texas accent. It was during a long, hard drug investigation that I’d been held prisoner by Evangeline Roy and her two sons, the leaders of a cultlike ring of meth dealers. Several people had died, including a member of my own team, and I’d managed to survive, but just barely. The injury to my leg had curtailed, maybe forever, my ability to run—the key to my sanity. Until my injury I had run faithfully every day of my life, through other hurts, fevers, sprains, burns. I ran to keep the internal destructive forces at bay; the Kali-headed, bile-throated, hatchet-tongued impulses that threatened hourly to overcome every peaceful, balanced, orderly event in my life.

         The best thing in my world was my partner, Jackie, the love of my life. But the past three months of sick leave from the Dallas Police Department—limping around our new house looking for something constructive to do, too wired to sleep at night, too mentally exhausted during the day to be truly useful—had come close to bringing my relationship with Jackie to an end. My irritability, the volatile frustration that I couldn’t quite keep a lid on, had strained her monumental patience to wilted apathy.

         I hear a restless shifting and crane my head over my shoulder to look at the guy standing behind me. He’s shirtless, his shaved head glowing dully under the overhead fluorescent lights, bulging pectoral muscles inked with a large skull entwined with snakes, twitching impatiently. I’ve been told he’s a master at what he’s about to do.

         “I haven’t got all day,” he warns me, grabbing hold of one of my ankles.

         “Yeah,” I say. “Just give me one more minute. Please.”

         I’m pathetic, cowardly.

         You and no one else brought yourself to this, I think.

         The worst part of not being able to run, though, has been the loss of connection to my uncle Benny—my father’s brother, and a respected homicide cop with the 94th Precinct in Brooklyn—the total and absolute evaporation of his voice, his wisdom, his warnings and admonitions from my head. When I run, I hear him as clearly as though he was racing alongside me, breathing into my ear. The fact that he’s been dead for several years has not vanquished my certainty that he’s out there waiting to talk to me, if only I could unleash my mind to channel him.

         Betty, he’d probably tell me in this moment, you’re being an asshole. You’ve been diminishing the finest thing in your life. You’re driving Jackie away, and then you’ll be stuck forever in the abyss of your own morass…

         “Hey,” the guy barks.

         “Okay,” I breathe. “I’m ready, you bastard. Do what you have to do.”

         A metallic, buzzing noise starts up. Holding the now-active tattooing gun, the guy takes a seat next to the bench where I’m lying and begins the long, tedious process of inking in the outlines of the design that he’s drawn on my right calf, just above the damaged ankle. The guy, professional name Tiny, was recommended to me by my partner, Seth, who swore to me that he’s an artist, the best tattooist in North Texas.

         I grab at the Saint Michael medallion hanging from a chain around my neck. Gone is the original medallion, which had been a gift from my mother, making me the third generation to have worn the old emblem, pitted with wear, brought from Poland. It had been taken by Evangeline while I was rendered unconscious, and I had no real hope of regaining it.

         Jackie, always thoughtful, had replaced the missing medallion with a new one. It was beautiful in the way that modern copies often are—shiny, a little too hard-edged, a little too perfect—but I wore it every day, even as I mourned the loss of the original.

         The tattoo on my leg is slowly taking the shape of the Archangel Michael, the patron saint of cops, wielding a sword, about to skewer a dragon beneath one sandaled foot. The tattoo will be large and lurid.

         But the pain is immense, the prickling, punching needle ravaging the already hypersensitive skin around my surgical scar, which will be fashioned into the body of the serpent-devil. It will take hours to complete. Against Tiny’s recommendation, I’m doing it all in one sitting. He’d warned me I would rather be shot in the stomach than continue the process past the first thirty minutes. Tiny’s been shot several times, so he ought to know.

         But I knew it would hurt. It’s my penance for being an asshole. For being blunt, impatient, and unkind to the people I care about. For keeping secrets.

         Punishment for being me.

         When I flinch, Tiny asks, “You wanna stop?”

         I tell him to screw off and keep going.

         “Atta girl. You won’t have to draw your weapon when this one’s done. Just pull up your pant leg and scare ’em to death.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            New Year’s Day, 2014

            Continental Avenue Bridge, Dallas

         

         On New Year’s Day I wake before dawn. Jackie’s still sleeping, the blanket pulled up over her head. I slip out of bed, dress, and leave the house without waking her. There’s been a drizzling mist for a few days, and the temperature during the night has hovered just above freezing, making the roads treacherous and the Dallas drivers, unused to maneuvering on snow and ice, even more so.

         I drive past downtown to Trinity Grove, a former industrial area burgeoning with new restaurants and boutique breweries, and park in the empty lot facing the steep Trinity River embankment. I often come to the long pedestrian bridge, which crosses the river, to run. Or, better said, to try to run.

         I make my way across the footbridge from west to east, my breath steaming forcefully in the cold, easing myself into a rapid, gimpy walk. A more taxing pace brings about the inevitable and excruciating muscle lock in my lower right leg. There’s not another soul on the pavement who can offer help, who might politely ask if I need assistance crossing the walkway—a crutch, a wheelchair, a stretcher—or who might shout out words of encouragement to not give up, to keep going; clichés designed to brighten my day, but which make me want to body-slam the Good Samaritan into the asphalt, drop-kicking their reusable, eco-friendly water bottles into the muddy banks of the Trinity.

         Happy fucking New Year.

         I make it to the downtown side of the bridge without incident. On the return trip, however, my muscles seize up and I stop midway and lean over the railing to look into the turgid water below. There are a few ducks floating motionless midstream, and bits of plastic bags snagged on the tips of branches, waving like tattered flags. But there’s something larger and more solid lying on the westernmost bank, right at the waterline. It’s a man, lying facedown in the mud; shirtless, the torso pale and unmoving.

         I look around, but there’s not another pedestrian in sight. I hurry to the western end of the bridge and hobble down the stairs to the path edging the river. The man is a stone’s throw from the nearest support pile.

         The sloping bank is pocked and muddy and I slip trying to negotiate the incline, sliding on my ass down to the water’s edge, flopping over onto my side, barely missing him. I come to rest with my head not six inches from him, his face turned in profile toward me. The one eye I can see is lifeless and staring, the iris still a vivid blue, not yet opaque and milky as in one long dead. He’s young, maybe in his late teens. His arms lie naturally on either side of his body. There are no signs of violence that I can see anywhere on him, other than the old and numerous track marks made by needles puncturing the skin of his arms. He’s wearing jeans, the lower half of his legs still in the water.

         I lie next to him, the steam from my breath on his face, and I have the disquieting thought that he might suddenly wake up. But he remains motionless as I work to control the unexpected sting of overwhelming sadness. He’s very young, and his shirtless state makes him seem vulnerable, even in death. I push away from the body, crawling on hands and knees back up the embankment to the path. I stand and wipe the muddy frost from my hands, then pull my cell phone from my jacket pocket and dial 911.

         A memory takes shape but it’s painful, like scratching at concrete with a fingernail that’s pulled away from the quick. My brother, on a beach in winter, his skin pale except for the places that have turned mottled and blue from floating in the Atlantic Ocean.

         By the time the first patrol car arrives, I’ve regained my composure. I wait around for the medical response team and then the lone homicide detective who appears at the scene rumpled and unshaven, clearly not happy at being called out early on New Year’s Day. He shivers inside his jacket, his dark face pinched and ashen with the cold.

         We exchange names; then, puzzled by my insistence on sticking around for the crime scene personnel, he asks, “You know the victim?”

         “No,” I say. I watch him watching the body lying half-naked in the mud. “He’s got track marks on both arms.”

         “This was somebody’s child,” he says with surprising bitterness. “You work narcotics, right?” When I nod, he says, “Yeah, I recognized your name.”

         He closes his jacket tighter across his chest and turns away from the dead man. “I don’t envy you your job,” he says, before wandering back to the warmth of his car. It is the first time that a homicide cop—someone whose main purpose in life is sorting out dead bodies—has ever expressed sympathy for the job I do.

         The med techs give me a blanket and some hot coffee from a thermos to keep me from freezing while we wait.

         An hour later, a tech from the medical examiner’s office takes a few rapid photos of the dead man in situ. When he’s flipped over onto his back, they discover more needle marks gouged into both arms. There’s no ID in the man’s pockets, no jewelry, no visible tattoos, nothing to give him a name or a home.

         “Looks like an OD, hastened by exposure,” the tech says.

         They bundle the remains into a body bag, place it in the van, and everyone drives away.

         I walk back to my car and sit motionless in the driver’s seat, staring through the windshield toward the river, my hands clenching the steering wheel. The drizzling rain has started again, whipped sideways by a strengthening wind, the gray clouds peaked and turbulent like vast ocean waves, and I think of my brother, found frozen and lifeless on a deserted stretch of sand.

         I then pull from my jacket pocket the coin I always carry with me since being rescued from the Roy family. Some long-lost, discarded dime I had found in my prison room. Through a drug-induced fever, I had dreamed that I used it to call Uncle Benny—or whatever entity he had become while inhabiting the Great Beyond—from an old-fashioned pay phone on a Brooklyn street. And it was his ghost voice, speaking to me through the receiver, that told me what to do with the dime that would make possible my final escape.

         There are no more working pay phones in real life, but the dime is the one remaining connection I have with Benny, his essence, his voice. I bring the coin to my lips and smell the salty tang of metal. Or maybe the whiff of the sea as the waves press you under.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            January 6, 2014

            Dallas Police Department, North Central Division

         

         I stare at myself in the mirror of my car visor, taking inventory. Both of my eyes are underscored with dark circles, my hair short and choppy, only a few months since my captors roughly cut it with scissors, punishment for not being a cooperative prisoner. My one true vanity had been my long red hair—“hussy red,” my mother had called it—a birthright from my Polish grandmothers that was as close to a battle flag as I would ever carry. Jackie had reassured me time and again that it would grow back, and grow it has, but at a glacial pace. The woman staring at me in the reflection still has the overly thin, haunted expression of a rescued wilderness survivor left too long in the brush. Inexplicably, in a moment of rash, proactive defiance while getting dressed, I had taken some of Jackie’s makeup—something I’d never done before—and painted dark kohl lines around both eyelids. But it hadn’t been to beautify. It was a signal: keep your distance.

         With my black leather jacket and dark jeans, I could be some Goth girl about to stumble into the police station to file assault charges against my musician boyfriend.

         The car engine is still on, the CD player blasting the last of the compilation tracks that Jackie had put together for me: “Brother,” by the band the Organ.

         
            Here we go, they’re back again. Look alive, warn your friends…

         

         I reach for the key to turn off the engine, but that would mean I would then have to get out of the car, walk up the driveway, and enter the station for my first departmental meeting since the morning of September 23, 2013, when I drove with a fellow detective and team member toward the town of Uncertain, Texas, for the last time.

         A recalled flash of red, the spray of blood from a shattered skull, and my mind veers away from thinking about Bob Hoskins. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, drawing in the new-car smell. At Jackie’s prompting, I had traded in my perfectly adequate four-door for a newer sports coupe. I think she thought it would jump-start my vacationing libido. It hasn’t.

         The band on the CD keeps singing about how no one is ever really safe, no matter how many protective walls we surround ourselves with.

         And to prove the point, I’ve got the same old nightmares despite the new house, the new car, the new tattoo.

         I had told Jackie that I was going to get inked, but she was stunned into silence when she saw the size of the glowing, sword-wielding Saint Michael on my leg, looking like a mural from a Mexican shrine. For the first few evenings she had insisted on dabbing the antibacterial cream herself, her fingers gentle but her face a mask of disapproval.

         I look into the mirror once more. Baring my teeth like a wolf, I think, Buck up, Betty. This is as good as it gets for a while.

         Flipping up the visor, I see my partner, Seth, standing in front of the car, his arms tightly folded, his brows crowded together with concern. He cocks his head to one side, wondering why I’ve been growling at myself in the mirror.

         In the harsh light of day he looks thinner than I’d remembered him, and worn, with three-day stubble on his chin. For months I’d seen him only after hours, in between his undercover prowling around alleys and beer halls, setting up buy-and-busts in the parts of town where nice white folks would ordinarily never venture. Not unless they were looking to score.

         Despite Seth’s scruffy appearance, his was the kind of masculine beauty, with an athlete’s body and Nordic Viking features, that pulled women in like an industrial-strength magnet, the rough edges of his undercover guise promising a bad boy with good manners. A passerby might never know that a month before my injury he’d been shot in the abdomen, spending his own time on leave from the force. But he’d beaten me back to active duty, and I am grateful for his welcoming committee of one. With a pain that’s sharper than the grinding, hobbling ache of my injured leg, I’ve missed his daily presence in my life. He crooks a finger at me and smiles, and the relief of seeing my strong, capable partner waiting for me—his blond hair artfully spiky, gleaming like platinum wire in the sun—is so intense it’s almost erotic.

         Seth walks to the window and I roll it down.

         “The hell you doing, Riz?” he asks, using the nickname that he alone can use. “You waiting for an engraved invitation?”

         “Just taking inventory,” I say, cutting the engine. The car interior goes abruptly silent.

         I get out and hug my partner. His arms feel good around my back.

         “Damn, Riz, you been working out? Your biceps are bigger than mine now.”

         I look down at my injured leg. “Yeah, well, compensatory displacement.”

         Daily, I spend hours in the gym: pull-ups, push-ups, leg lifts, the recumbent bike. Just no running. I can walk on the treadmill for short periods of time, sweating and cursing like a Marine—the requirement to pass the departmental physical—but the only fleeing suspects I’m going to catch will be sprightly octogenarians.

         “Okay, let me see it,” he says.

         “What?”

         “Jackie told me you got a tattoo that puts the Sistine Chapel to shame.”

         I dutifully turn around and pull up my pant leg, showing him the Saint Michael emblazoned on my right calf.

         “Holy shit,” he says. “I don’t know whether to run away or kneel down in wonder.”

         “Yeah, well, you can thank your guy, Tiny, for the special effects.”

         “Ready to go back to work?” he asks me, grinning.

         God, he’s so eager for me. Like a lonely kid finding a long-lost friend.

         “Sure,” I say and follow him into the building, trying to match his pace. Trying not to limp.

         I trail Seth down the familiar hallways toward the meeting room, nodding at fellow officers who smile, telling me “Welcome back,” waiting for me to get almost out of earshot before muttering about how bad I still look.

         But they’ve heard the stories, and they’re all replaying in their heads the reports of my escape from my kidnappers; ramming a shard of glass into one captor’s neck, disemboweling another with a Civil War–era bayonet.

         One rookie gapes openmouthed at me as I pass; the unruly red hair, my height, my Garb of the Underworld all working to disorient his sense of departmental order.

         “Beetlejuice,” I bark at him, and he startles.

         Half a dozen cops laugh at this and I flash them the victory sign before ducking into the meeting room filled with North Central Division narcotics officers.

         The first people I see, waiting for me by the door, are Kevin Ryan and Tom Craddock. Apart from Seth, they are the only remaining members of my original team now that Bob Hoskins is dead. My old sergeant, Verne Taylor, is gone too, a fatal heart attack sustained a few days after my kidnapping.

         Ryan shakes my hand, his shy smile warm against the harsh overhead lights of the meeting room. The past few months following my leave from the force have aged him. He now looks twenty instead of eighteen, although in reality he’s all of twenty-six. He had worked undercover with me, posing as a high school senior, setting up a bust for a heroin dealer selling his product to minors. I’d also heard that he’d gotten married just before Christmas; a week after that, a close family member had passed away.

         “Congratulations on your wedding,” I tell him. “I’m just so sorry to hear about your brother-in-law.”

         Ryan blinks a few times, his eyes averted, nodding his thanks. “Welcome back,” he manages to say before being elbowed out of the way by Craddock, who slaps me roughly on the back, then squeezes my shoulders reassuringly, like a coach encouraging a reluctant player right before the big high school game.

         “You look good, Betty,” he tells me.

         “I look like shit.” I laugh. I point at his sizable belly. “But it’s nice to see that you’ve been taking care of yourself, Tom. You bring the kolaches this morning?”

         “Hell, yeah,” he says. “You think I’d forget the return of the Polish Princess? I did bring the cream-cheese ones you like so much, but, uh…” Here he stops, does an exaggerated sweep of his head, and then whispers, “I ate them already.”

         He laughs in his weirdly stuttering, good-old-boy way, and I laugh with him. Following a trail of blood leaking from my wounded leg, Craddock and Ryan had tracked me to the place I’d stumbled upon after fleeing my captors’ house. Craddock, with his skills as a hunter, had spotted the signs, but it was Ryan who had saved me from my pursuers, taking the shot that dropped Tommy Roy as he rushed at me with a knife.

         “Can we get started with the meeting now?” A rumbling baritone from the front of the room.

         We all find our places, me next to Seth, and I sit with arms crossed, staring at Marshall Maclin, Verne Taylor’s replacement.

         “Good morning, Detective Rhyzyk,” Maclin says. “Glad to have you back again.”

         His appraising gaze and mocking tone, however, convey Nice that the funeral ended in time for you to make it to the meeting.

         “Good to be back.” I give him a tight-lipped smile.

         Maclin had transferred into the vacant sergeant’s position from Homicide. And following the events of the past few months—the pursuit of Mexican cocaine dealers and homegrown meth producers who left mangled bodies across Texas—the leap from the Murder Squad wasn’t that extreme.

         Both Taylor and Maclin were good, experienced cops. But Verne was rumpled and comfortably capable as sergeant, his door always open to his officers. Maclin’s all thrusting ambition, prickly edges, and freshly shined shoes, and the jury’s still out on what kind of team leader he’ll be.

         Verne’s burning hatred of the cartels and their dealers fueled a zealous commitment to cleaning up the streets. He took the fallout from the drug wars personally. It’s probably what helped kill him in the end. Maclin’s approach is purely tactical. The dealers aren’t even human. They’re just pieces to be taken off the board and out of play. Working homicide too long can do that to a person.

         Maclin gestures to the talking points written on the whiteboard behind him. “Last September, Alberto Carrillo Fuentes was arrested by Mexican authorities. Since then, hundreds of heads have rolled.”

         Fuentes was the leader of the Nuevo Juarez cartel, a serious rival to the larger Sinaloa cartel. I duck my chin, smiling sadly, remembering Bob Hoskins teasing me about Fuentes’s nickname, Betty La Fea: Ugly Betty.

         “Something funny about beheadings, Detective?” Maclin asks, looking at me.

         There’s a sharp intake of breath from Seth. He knows, and I know that Maclin knows, that I had an up-close-and-personal experience with a disembodied head: one of Fuentes’s top dealers, Tomás “El Gitano” (Gypsy) Ruiz.

         Written in bright red marker on the whiteboard behind Maclin is a laundry list of the cost, in dollars and lives, of a six-year period in the war on drugs: 60,000 people killed, 26,000 people missing, 6,700 licensed firearms dealers along the U.S.–Mexico border selling guns to Mexican criminals, 70 percent of guns recovered from Mexican activity originating in the United States, 90 percent of cocaine sold in the U.S. transiting Mexico first, $19 billion to $29 billion annual take by cartels, the streets of Mexican border towns littered with bodies and body parts.

         “Do I find something funny about beheadings?” I say, repeating Maclin’s question. “Not unless there are party favors inside.”

         There is dark snickering from the cops in the room, and I feel Craddock, sitting behind me, give me a congratulatory nudge at the small of my back with the tip of his shoe.

         It’s Maclin’s turn to give me a sour-lipped smile. He picks up a stack of papers from a nearby table and hands it to the officers nearest him to pass around.

         “Gathered statistics from last year. Most of it stuff we already know, or suspected. The good news first. Cocaine presence is down, but marginally. Now for the bad. There’s more heroin coming in from Mexico. A lot more. And for the first time we’re seeing labels on the balloons and baggies of black tar and powdered brown: Mud, Dog Food, Ace of Diamonds, and Hearts. They’re selling on street corners the way they used to sell crack. And this stuff is strong…”

         “…and cheap,” Seth says. He gets noises of agreement from the room.

         “And we’re not seeing overdoses just with the hardened users,” Maclin continues. “We’re seeing kids, especially high school age.”

         Maclin unbuttons his jacket and perches on the table at the front of the room.

         “And, as most of you already know, meth is now our second-most-frequent problem, exceeded only by marijuana. The liquid P2P meth coming from Mexico is stronger and more addictive than anything we’ve seen from the local shake-and-bake operations.”

         From the back of the room a Latino cop named Ortega says, “And you guys think we don’t have a good work ethic.”

         More laughter until Maclin stands up and points to the officer. “That’s right, Ortega—we know how hard you can work. That’s why I’m assigning you to head the buy-and-bust operations I want set up in North Dallas. The chief has made it absolutely clear that no more black-tar heroin poisons our kids.”

         “Especially the kids from the private schools,” Seth mutters to me.

         “You can pick your team, four from this room,” Maclin says, addressing Ortega. “We’ll be coordinating with DEA and our law-enforcement task force along the border, so we’ll know who the players are and when they’re coming. I’ll give you the particulars in my office at eleven hundred hours.”

         Ortega nods his head, serious as cancer, and gets a low five from his partner.

         Maclin turns to Seth. “Detective Dutton, you’ll be lead on the buy-and-bust heroin operations within our central district. You have the field experience, and you have the CIs in place. Craddock and Ryan, you’re on the team as well.”

         Then Maclin makes eye contact with me. “You can pick one more officer from this room.”

         Seth starts to turn toward me, but before he can say anything, Maclin says, “Not this officer.”

         The room goes silent.

         “I have something special in mind for Detective Rhyzyk.”

         I feel all eyes on me, but I keep my face a mask. His tone does not suggest anything pleasant, but hope springs eternal, even in my dark little Polish heart. Everyone in the room begins to stir, ready to start the day.

         “El Cuchillo,” Maclin says, addressing the group, holding us in our seats. “Anyone in this room ever hear of him?”

         Maclin looks over the blank expressions.

         “The Knife?” Ortega says. “Never heard of him.”

         Ortega has worked both gangland and narcotics, so if he’s never heard of El Cuchillo, the man must be a practiced ghost, expert at covering his tracks.

         “A guy was picked up off the streets by EMTs last night, skinned like a rabbit. He was still alive, barely, when they brought him to Baylor Hospital. Turns out he was a high-level dealer for the Nuevo Juarez cartel. He died, but not before telling a cop it was El Cuchillo who had carved him up. I checked with Don Haslett, special agent in charge at DEA, who got all hot and bothered at the idea El Cuchillo’s in the area.”

         “Who is he?” Seth asks.

         “El Cuchillo’s real name is believed to be Alfonso Ruiz Zena, but nobody knows for sure. He came up in the ranks of the Sinaloa cartel to head Los Antrax.”

         The silence in the room deepens from the routine quiet of a group of law-enforcement officers listening to a briefing to the weighted silence of dread. The skin on the back of my neck tightens. Los Antrax is the security force for the Sinaloa cartel leader, Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán. In a world of torturers and murderers, Los Antrax ranks next to Pol Pot in barbarity, if not in numbers. Even the Mexican army, filled with first-rate killers, is afraid of them.

         Maclin starts to pace, warming to his subject. “Zena has no wife, no children, no other family. He had two brothers, Ismael and Hector, who he reportedly killed with his own hands. He has no long-term lovers, male or female, and can evidently go for days without sleeping. Doesn’t drink or do drugs, which makes it hard to find his Achilles heel. No one’s really sure how old he is.

         “Whenever there’s a power play with a rival cartel, El Cuchillo is the fixer. He had five high-level enforcers from two different cartels delivered in pieces to their people. They had been skinned like cattle, while they were still alive. One of the tortured men had a tattoo of a scorpion on his arm. Another had a tattoo on his chest—a skull surrounded by thorns. The tattooed sections of their skin had been removed from the scene, and later it was reported by a DEA agent (who heard it from one of his captured bodyguards) that the Knife had made a pair of boots out of the dead men’s skin. Evidently he has several pairs of these boots.”

         For the briefest of moments I allow myself to hope that maybe Maclin’s special project for me involves tracking the Sinaloans.

         “Where the Knife goes,” Maclin says, “the bodies pile up. And until now, he’s never been reported outside Mexico. Catching him would be the next-best thing to capturing El Chapo. Keep your eyes and ears open. You hear anything about this guy, I want to know it.”

         Maclin walks to the door and opens it. “Detectives Dutton and Ortega, I’ll see you both in my office later. The rest of you, except for Detective Rhyzyk, can start your day.”

         Everyone gets up to leave. Seth gives me a reassuring nod and murmurs, “See you outside.”

         I stay seated until the room is empty except for me and Maclin.

         “Ready to get back to work?” he asks.

         “I’ve been given the go-ahead for duty by Medical,” I tell him confidently. “I’ve met with my peer-support team. I’ve been weapon requalified, cleared by the DA’s office. And my post-incident intervention counselor came back with a sterling report.”

         “I read the medical assessment,” he says. “The Fitness for Duty Report recommended light duty for a minimum of thirty days—”

         “I read it too,” I interrupt, ignoring Maclin’s scowl, “and it didn’t ‘recommend’ anything. It said that I passed all of the physical requirements—strength, range of motion, response time—and needed to be fully reinstated—”

         “Oh really? With that bad leg you can’t even break into a turkey trot. What are you going to do when your suspect runs? You gonna gimp along behind him, letting your partner do all the heavy lifting?”

         Right on cue, my right calf muscle twitches. I breathe in, willing the tension away, trying to tamp down my impatience.

         Maclin sits down next to me, crosses his arms, and stares at the whiteboard. He’s taken the manspreading pose, his closer thigh almost touching mine. Before he knew better he had asked me out, and after I’d refused him—telling him the reason—he’d attempted to bait and bully me; standing too close, engaging in staring contests, literally breathing down my neck. And when that didn’t work, he actually tried coming on to Jackie.

         While I was out on medical leave, I had heard that I was being considered for sergeant in Verne Taylor’s stead. I had also heard that Maclin, who badly wanted the position, trash-talked me to anyone who would listen.

         The truth of it is that he’s started with these intimidation tactics on my first day back because I intimidate him. I disturb his sense of The Ways Things Should Be. He can’t fit me neatly into a box that can be weighed, measured, and compartmentalized, the way I suspect he’s done with other females on the force. I talk back, loudly. I question him mercilessly. And his charm, such as it is, does nothing to sway me. He’s stuck with having to treat me the way he’d treat his male counterparts.

         Uncle Benny would have called his continual female-intimidation tactics “Boors’ Head Turkey.”

         I swivel in my chair, facing him. “I’m ready to go to work.”

         Maclin adopts a patronizing tone. “Glad to hear that, Detective. Listen, I know you’re eager to join the ranks again. But I have to take your safety into consideration, as well as the safety of the other officers. Let’s see how the next few days go. Get your desk in order. Catch up on emails. Come see me later today and we’ll talk about the best fit for you until you get your sea legs.”

         He lifts his right hand, and for a moment I think he’s going to pat me on the thigh. Reflexively, I pull away. He casually brushes lint from his pant leg.

         “You’ll be out in the field before you know it,” Maclin tells me.

         He grins humorlessly, stands, and walks toward the door.

         I glance at the board with its devastating statistics, the enormous cost in time and resources spent fighting a war that is without end, that can never be won, the wreckage of countless lives tallied in bloodred scribblings. The efforts of law enforcement failing to affect the numbers in any meaningful way.

         Before I can stop myself, I clutch at the strained calf muscle, cramping from sitting too long in one position.

         “By the way,” Maclin calls from the door. He gives me a pitying look, catching me massaging my leg. Then he circles one eye with a finger. “I’d rethink the vampire look. This isn’t Vice.”
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