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            Chapter 1

            Brooklyn, New York

            Monday, September 10, 2001

         

         Uncle Benny and the Homicide Squad from the 94th Precinct in Brooklyn had special code words they used to prepare later arriving officers for a murder scene: round, sirloin, rib, and chuck. Round meant there was no obvious external violence—little or no blood, perhaps a death by poison or overdose, or a discreet puncture wound to the back of the head by an ice pick. Sirloin was a single bullet wound, accompanied by a small amount of blood; rib, a knife wound with a bit more blood; chuck, multiple shot or stab wounds with lots of red.

         But beyond that was ground, reserved for the most violent, rage-filled deaths, and with that designation, you knew to forget eating for the rest of the day.

         When Benny asked me over the phone what the situation was in the fifth-floor walkup, I choked out the word: “Pureed.”

         “In the Janovicz apartment?” he asked, incredulous.

         “It appears to be Stephan,” I told him. “At least they think it’s him.”

         “Jesus,” Benny said. “Where’s Mrs. Janovicz?”

         “Out on the ledge,” I said.

         It would take twenty minutes for Benny to arrive at Kosciusko Street, which fronted the building, already blocked with local patrol cars, vehicles belonging to the homicide team from the 79th Precinct, as well as a fire truck and two ambulances. Just into my second year as a patrol officer, I had caught the radio call of a code 10-55, a coroner case, while driving up Bushwick Avenue, and recognized the address. The apartment of Stephan and Sophie Janovicz, the long-married Polish couple who owned two successful pastry shops, one in Williamsburg and one in Greenpoint, where I had grown up. Every birthday, anniversary, wedding, and retirement party my family ever celebrated was graced by a Janovicz cake. Their pierogi would have made the pope weep.

         Homicide had beaten me to the location, as the station was literally three blocks from the building. I walked up the four flights of stairs but was stopped at the open door of the apartment by a no-neck uniformed sergeant named Lou Lozario, who told me I didn’t want to see what was inside. When I explained that I knew the Janovicz family, he said, “Well, then, you definitely don’t want to be here.”

         He looked strong enough to throw down a bull but was as pale as a bucket of milk and wore a small, crusted patch on his jacket, a result, very possibly, of upchucking what had remained of his breakfast. He was wide but short, and over his head I could see the lower half of a man’s body, fully clothed, supine on the floor, his custom-made brogues neatly polished to a soft sheen. Where the head should have been was a pulpy mess; surrounding the body was enough blood to fill a bathtub. It was as though someone had upended a bucket of red paint all over the living room floor. There was no way for the detectives to explore the apartment without displacing the blood everywhere, and the sergeant’s footprints had tracked like arrows to the doorway where we stood looking at each other in shared disbelief.

         “We think it’s the old man,” he’d said.

         “You think?” I’d asked.

         A tic had started under his left eye. “Hard to tell at this point.”

         “Where’s Mrs. Janovicz?” I’d whispered hoarsely, not really wanting to know the answer.

         He’d jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward an open window where two detectives stood, talking to the air outside.

         “She’s out there, threatening to jump,” he’d said, and by the tone of his voice, he believed it to be a foregone conclusion.

         
              

         

         I met Benny on the sidewalk, and we exchanged a few tense greetings. But as soon as we approached the front of the apartment building, the stocky sergeant appeared in the entranceway like an oversize temple djinn.

         “What are you doing in the seven-nine, Ben?” Lozario asked. He was using his bulk as a barrier, trying to look like he wasn’t denying entry to a homicide cop from another precinct. “Things in the nine-four not hot enough?”

         “How’re you doing, Lou?” Benny asked, looking pointedly at the splash of vomit on the sergeant’s jacket.

         “Oh, peachy,” Lou said. “I appreciate your stopping by, but we’ve got it pretty well covered.”

         Benny pointed upward. “The Janoviczes, huh?”

         “Yeah, looks like.”

         Benny gestured to me. “Officer Rhyzyk here tells me Mrs. Janovicz is perched on the ledge, threatening to jump.”

         Sergeant Lou looked at me with a raised brow. There were only three Rhyzyk cops at that time in Brooklyn: Sergeant Bernard Rhyzyk, my uncle, who was standing before him, the notorious Phillip Rhyzyk, who happened to be my father, and me.

         “She’s been out there how long?” Benny asked.

         Lou shrugged. “About half an hour.”

         “No luck talking her back in?”

         “Nah, and she’s too far away to grab. And honestly, I’m not sure we’re getting her back into the apartment at this point.”

         Benny looped one arm through mine. “Oh, yeah? I got an idea that might help with that situation.”

         Lou crossed his arms and stared down at his size twelve double-wide shoes, frowning.

         “Look,” Benny said, “you gonna step aside, or do I have to use patrolwoman Rhyzyk here as a battering ram?”

         The sergeant moved to the side, sweeping one arm out in a “be my guest” gesture.

         I led the way up the stairs to the Janoviczes’ apartment, then paused outside the door, letting Benny and Lou enter first.

         I stared at Benny’s back as he gazed at what was left of Stephan, still lying undisturbed on the floor. The forensics crew seemed uncertain how best to bag his mortal remains.

         “The hammer’s in the sink,” Lou said. “Looks like she tried to wash it off. But the, uh, solid bits clogged the drain.”

         Benny pivoted on his heels, his face a careful mask of professional detachment, and walked to the doorway, where I was standing.

         “Did you see?” he asked, motioning with his head toward the body.

         “Not really…yeah, some,” I said.

         He took one arm and steered me into the apartment toward the window where the homicide detectives were still standing. “Don’t look,” he ordered as we passed Stephan.

         “What’s happening with Mrs. Janovicz?” Benny asked the older of the two.

         The detective shrugged. “She refuses to come in. She won’t even talk to us.”

         “We got a net coming for the street, but I don’t know if it’ll be here in time,” the younger detective said.

         Benny turned to me. “Betty, see if she’ll talk to you.”

         Suddenly I’d gone from being a spectator to being a participant. My heart began to thud in my chest. The most urgent coaxing I’d done thus far as a cop was to persuade a teenager to return a pilfered apple to an outdoor fruit stand.

         The detectives moved away, and I ducked under the raised window, the wood frame cracked and warped, craning my head to the left. On the ledge, about a foot wide and covered with pigeon droppings and feathers, sat Mrs. Janovicz. Most of her skin and clothing below her neck were covered in blood, but her face, at seventy, still had the unstained porcelain appearance of a Dresden doll; her gray hair rolled and pinned neatly against her scalp, the pink beads draped around her throat mirroring her petal-pink lipstick.

         She was staring off into the far distance, her lips moving slightly, as though talking to herself. Or in prayer.

         “Mrs. Janovicz?” I said softly. When she didn’t respond, I cleared my throat and called her name a little louder.

         She turned her head to me, her brow wrinkled in confusion, or displeasure. “Who’s that?”

         “It’s me. Betty Rhyzyk. Elizabeth, Phillip Rhyzyk’s daughter.”

         “Elizabeth?” In trying to focus on my face, she leaned forward slightly, away from the building.

         Instinctively, I held out a cautioning hand. “Be careful, Mrs. Janovicz. Don’t lean away from the building like that.”

         “Elizabeth with the beautiful red hair?” she asked uncertainly. Fifty years in the States, and her Polish accent was still prominent.

         I pointed to my hairline, turning my head so she could see the color of my hair; the hair my mother had laughingly called “hussy red.” “Yes, that’s me, Mrs. Janovicz.”

         “How are you? I haven’t seen you in the shop for such a long time.”

         I felt a slight pressure on the small of my back—Uncle Benny, standing behind me, prompting me to talk her back into the apartment.

         “I’m good, Mrs. Janovicz. Come back inside and we can visit some more.”

         She returned her gaze to the Brooklyn skyline, and took a breath. “No. I’m happy to sit here for a little while longer.” She smiled and looked back at me. “Why don’t you come out here and we can talk?” She patted the ledge like she was seated on the down-filled Victorian sofa in her living room. The sofa that was now spattered with her husband’s brain matter.

         Her lips began to quiver. “No one ever visits anymore.” She covered her face with both hands and began to cry in earnest, her body rocking back and forth perilously toward the edge. “I’ve been so lonely—”

         “Wait!” I said sharply. “I’m coming…I’ll come out to you. Just, for God’s sake, Mrs. Janovicz, stay still. Don’t move, okay?”

         Benny grabbed on to my belt with both hands, whispering hoarsely into my ear, “I’ve got you, but just sit right here. Don’t go all Spider-Woman on me.”

         I carefully edged my way out, making sure the cheeks of my backside were perched safely over the bottom of the window frame, while my legs dangled into the void.

         “Come closer,” she said. “I can’t see you so good. I left my glasses in my purse.”

         “That’s okay, Mrs. Janovicz. I’m good right here.”

         Her crying jag over, she slumped against the building, one cheek pressed to the brick wall. “Septembers in New York are the best, don’t you think?”

         “Absolutely. The best,” I said. “But, you know, it gets pretty chilly at night. Sunset is coming soon, and you don’t have a sweater. You want to come back inside and get something a little warmer?”

         “That’s good, Betty,” I heard Benny whisper behind me. “Keep talking to her just like that.”

         But she shook her head and raised one hand to her throat, her encrusted fingers stroking her necklace. I realized with a jolt that the rosy pink beads had, at some point earlier in the day, been white pearls.

         “They’re never going to believe me,” she said sadly.

         “What won’t they believe, Mrs. Janovicz?” I asked.

         “What Stephan’s been doing.”

         “Are you talking about Mr. Janovicz? Whatever it is, you can talk to me about it. Let’s have some tea, and sit at the table—”

         “No,” she said sharply, shaking her head. “No. You’ll take his side. Everybody always takes his side. ‘Stephan’ people say, ‘Stephan is so good, so hardworking. He’s a—’” She paused, and then said in Polish, “Porządny facet. You know what is this?”

         “Upstanding guy,” I said.

         “Right. Upstanding guy.” She laughed unpleasantly. “Standing up in filth, I say.”

         “Did he hurt you?” I ask.

         She muttered something in Polish. “Yes. He hurt me. But not as much as he hurt my granddaughter.”

         I could feel Benny shifting his weight behind me. “Ask her about her granddaughter,” he whispered.

         “Your granddaughter,” I say, desperately trying to remember the name of the little blond cherub whose photographs graced the wall behind the cash registers in the Janovicz bakeries. “You mean Anna?”

         “Yes, my Anna,” she said, and began crying again, her hands restless in her lap. “How could he do that to her?”

         I carefully scooted a few inches toward her on the ledge and felt a second set of hands grab on to my belt. Reaching out, I said, “Mrs. Janovicz, please let me help you. If you were to fall, what would that do to Anna? How would we explain it to her?”

         “Fall?” she said, her eyelids blinking rapidly, her gaze unfocused. “But I don’t want to come in. I don’t want to see him.”

         “The body’s been removed from the apartment,” Benny muttered behind me. “Tell her he’s gone.”

         “You won’t have to see him,” I told Mrs. Janovicz. “He’s not in the apartment.”

         Her dazed look was replaced by an expression of narrow-eyed suspicion. “He’s always there. He never gives me any peace.”

         Her hand shot out and she grabbed my outstretched fingers with an iron grip, yanking me toward her. I heard Benny swear, and he slipped one tense arm around my waist.

         “Don’t you side with him! Don’t you do it!” she said.

         “No, I won’t, Mrs. Janovicz. Look, I’m here with you, right? We’re sitting here talking. Just the two of us.”

         She leaned closer to me, her grip causing my fingers to whiten, but she smiled knowingly. “But I understand you, Elizabeth. I know you don’t fool with the men. You’re smart that way.”

         She gave another tug on my fingers. “Come with me. We’ll go together, okay?”

         The tug on my hand became more insistent, and she looked away from me, out toward the expanse of rooftops that were beginning to darken into the shadows of the coming night.

         “We’ll need to hurry,” she said, her chin lifting as though in preparation for flight.

         Then Benny’s voice harsh in my ear: “For Christ’s sake, Betty, we’re going to lose her. Say something…anything…”

         “Okay, okay, okay,” I managed, waving my free hand at her, like I was flagging down a bus. “But you can’t go yet…I’m…I’m hungry.”

         “Hungry?” she repeated, turning to face me, her brow wrinkled with concern.

         I had her attention again. “I didn’t get a chance to eat anything this morning, and now I’m really starving. Do you think I could have just a little something to eat, Mrs. Janovicz? You know…before we go?”

         She smiled at me. The grandmother whose greatest pleasure in life had been feeding people. “Of course, Elizabeth. Why didn’t you say something earlier? We’ll go into the kitchen, and I’ll make you something nice.”

         Still holding my hand, she started scooting toward me as Uncle Benny slowly eased me backward through the open window. With surprising alacrity, Mrs. Janovicz followed, letting the two detectives help her climb back into the apartment.

         She smiled graciously at the two men and asked, “Who’s ready for some Kołacz?”

         
              

         

         Later that night, I met Uncle Benny at Donovan’s, his favorite Brooklyn bar, for a few shots of forgetfulness. It was the place where he worked his magic—what he called “Reaping the Grim.” Reaping the Grim was always held within the revered walls of Donovan’s: a collective, boisterous, secretive ritual meant only for the male officers to let off some steam, and distance themselves from the horrors of the job. But Benny had encouraged me to create my own ritual for expunging the terrible emotional hangover that comes from the aftermath of violence. And for me, that day, it had been running eight miles, the intense workout emptying my mind of everything but my body’s response to the physical challenge.

         We sat in a booth at the back, away from the steady flow of off-duty cops who perched noisily at the long oak bar worn smooth by a century of elbows levering pints of Guinness and shots of whiskey to pour down exhausted or relieved or embittered throats. Benny had ordered two shots each of Jameson for us and waited until I had downed the first before asking me how I was doing.

         “Do you think she was right about Stephan?” I asked. “I mean, Jesus, it’s hard to think of him that way. What she said about Anna, his granddaughter? He seemed like such a nice guy.”

         Benny wagged his head from side to side. “The world’s full of nice guys who end up doing terrible things.” He picked up the second shot and toasted me. “You did good today.”

         “I thought I was going to lose her there for a minute.”

         “Yeah, but you didn’t. You instinctively knew to touch on the one thing that was at the core of who she was. Remember that. That’s the best way to work your way out of a bad situation.”

         “What’s going to happen to her?” I asked.

         “Hard to say. The kindest thing would be for a long, relaxing, medicated stay in the hospital.”

         I shook my head. “Maybe the kindest thing would have been to let her jump.”

         “Except then, instead of me sitting here commiserating with you commiserating with her, I’d be trying to talk you out of your guilt that she jumped. You did what you were supposed to do. What you were born to do. Protect good people. Some people would say Mrs. Janovicz owes you for saving her life. But the truth is that the burden now rests squarely on your shoulders, Betty. You saved her life. That makes you her guardian angel forever.”

         He takes a sip of his Jameson. “You know, if I’m being honest, I never liked Stephan. Between you and me and this table, I don’t care that Mrs. Janovicz aerated his brainpan. She was a good woman who was protecting her granddaughter. Anybody did that to you when you were a kid, I would have taken a chain saw to them, forget about the hammer.”

         “You always did look out for me,” I said.

         Sometimes more than my own mother, I thought. And certainly more than my father.

         “And I’ll always look after you,” he said. “Listen, drink up and get some sleep tonight. Tomorrow will be a better day.” He finished the last of his second shot of Jameson. “Here’s to September eleventh. The sun will rise, the buildings will stand, and we, Officer Rhyzyk, will always have a job to do.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Dallas, Texas

            Thursday, September 11, 2014

         

         Crawling out of my deep sleep is like swimming against a strong ocean current, the lingering sensations of the dream bleeding through into consciousness: the sounds of distant sirens, the thick cloud of smoke to the west, the incomprehension on my father’s face as he stands on the front stoop of our Brooklyn house, cradling a small transistor radio announcing the end of the world.

         The feeling of Benny’s hand gripping my arm, hard, telling me, “Betty, I know you. Promise me you’ll stay out of the city today.”

         And finally, his whisper in my ear, following me into wakefulness.

         “Betty, you can’t help the dead.…Save your strength for the survivors.”

         
              

         

         My eyes open to a brightly lit room. The clock on the bedside table reads six thirty-six. Jackie is already out of bed, her side of the mattress still capturing the warmth from her body. I can smell coffee percolating in the kitchen. Sitting up, I listen for any sounds coming from the guest bedroom, but there’s only silence.

         Inside my head I still hear the ghostly voice of Uncle Benny: “Save your strength for the survivors.” He’s been dead for several years now, but sometimes—when I run, when I dream, when I’m in distress—his voice speaks to me. Giving me advice, his homegrown Polish wisdom, his warnings. It comes from a place I don’t quite understand—stronger than memory, deeper than mere sentiment, more profound than wishful thinking. Whatever it means, I’m grateful to still have him with me.

         Running a hand through my hair, I walk barefoot down the hall and stand in front of the closed door, listening. Hearing nothing, I push the door open, and there’s Elizabeth lying on her belly in her crib, fully awake, looking at me with wide, unblinking eyes and a somber expression.

         “Hey, baby,” I say softly.

         She raises her head a little higher for a moment, her wet mouth open and slobbery, and then she lays her head back down on the mattress. She is exactly seven months old today.

         I walk closer to the crib and sit cross-legged in front of her, so that our eyes are level. One tiny finger goes into her mouth, and she works it with her gums, her gaze never leaving mine.

         The home birth back in February had gone smoothly. Mary Grace, the pregnant girl we had rescued from the streets, was in labor for only a few hours. The midwife had been happily surprised that someone so young, with such narrow hips—a girl who had been homeless for months, underfed, and exposed to the elements—could have given birth to a seven-pound baby with so few difficulties.

         The only person attending the labor who had panicked, paced, fretted, chewed her cuticles raw, gotten faint, and thrown up, not once but twice, was me. I was finally banned from the birthing room by both Jackie, who is a pediatric radiologist, and the midwife after I’d asked one too many times, “Oh God, is it supposed to, you know, look like that?”

         I was not invited back until the baby had been successfully delivered and cleaned up. The coppery tang of blood and mother sweat still permeated the air, but the baby no longer looked like a tiny perpetrator in a gruesome crime scene. I sat and stared at Mary Grace as she stared into her baby’s eyes, her face swollen, limbs trembling from the hours of effort, smiling triumphantly, and I thought that I might live my whole life and not know what it was like to have someone gaze at me with such utter and complete infatuation.

         Mary Grace smiled at me, and then asked the inconceivable.

         “Do you want to hold her?”

         A few years into my service with the NYPD, my patrol partner and I had come across a parked car in a snow-covered suburban shopping center parking lot. It was about five in the morning, the sky still dark, and the lot otherwise empty. But this car’s engine was on, the exhaust billowing a dirty vapor into the wintry air, and the driver’s side door was wide open. Approaching the car, we discovered that the driver, a male, and his passenger, a female, were passed out in what appeared to be a drug-induced stupor. With some effort we were able to rouse them toward consciousness, and we started searching for drugs. I found a small blue duffel bag on the back seat, but before I could unzip the bag, the man mumbled, “I wouldn’t do that.”

         “Oh, and why is that?” I had asked, bouncing the bag casually in my arms. “What am I going to find inside? Heroin?”

         “No,” the man had said, his drug haze retreating rapidly with the frisson of fear. “A bomb.”

         For about ten seconds I’d been completely paralyzed. I couldn’t move or speak or even form a cohesive thought. Even the fight-or-flight mechanism seemed to have frozen in the frigid predawn air.

         “Do you want to hold her?” Mary Grace had asked. For all of my alarmed hesitation, she might as well have been handing me the bomb in the blue duffel bag.

         I managed to get my arms under the little bundle and brought it to my chest without dropping it. Her. Without dropping her. I remembered to breathe, and Elizabeth looked at me with her large, liquid eyes, still vacant of any expectations or schemes or crushing disappointments…and then she began to wail.

         Now sitting in front of her crib, I realize we’ve managed a truce of sorts in the past few months. She still regards me with as much skepticism as a baby can summon, but at least she no longer cries when I walk into her room. Well, mostly not.

         Her head pops up again, her gaze shifting over my shoulder, and her mouth opens wide in a gummy grin. She waggles her arms and legs like a stranded starfish, and I know that Jackie has walked into the room. She sits down beside me, putting one arm around my waist, and sticks a finger through the bars in the crib, which Elizabeth grasps and tries to pull into her mouth.

         “Poor baby,” Jackie says. “Where’s your mommy?”

         It’s been ten days since Mary Grace has disappeared.

         For over six months, we—Jackie, Mary Grace, and I—had settled into a comfortable, amiable routine. I went to work at the North Central Dallas Police Department, Jackie went to work at the hospital, and Mary Grace stayed home with the baby, her every waking hour seemingly filled with all things Elizabeth. At the end of the workday, when Jackie and I returned home, Mary Grace was always ebullient, filled with energy, bursting with the joy of sharing every bit of developmental minutiae that the baby seemed to throw off hourly, like sparks from a runaway carnival bumper car.

         There had been no indication that anything was wrong; that Mary Grace had been unhappy. But then, one day—September 1, to be precise—Jackie and I woke to find her gone, her bed empty and tidily made. We had said our usual good nights to her the previous evening, and I could hear her murmuring softly to the baby well past the time we turned out our lights. There were no signs that she had been taken forcefully; there was no note left and there have been no phone calls from her since that day. I put out a priority request to the Missing Persons Bureau, but there have, as yet, been no leads. The general consensus is that she has returned to the streets. But all of the patrol searches and investigative leads, and the countless hours that Jackie and I have spent driving up and down the roadways of Dallas, large and small, have been fruitless.

         I’d contacted all my CIs, including Wayne, aka Flush, who had spent some time with her, living rough in Tent City, the gathering place of many of Dallas’s homeless, but no one had seen her or heard from her since she had the baby. Wayne told me that he felt somehow responsible for her running away from a secure home. He said that if he’d spent more time with her, encouraging her to get a steady job, and her own place—goals he was working toward since he got clean and sober—she might have had more motivation to stay off the streets. And although he’d never said so, I suspected that he still had hopes for them to be more than friends.

         He once asked me, his voice choked with worry, “If you can’t find her, man, what chance do any of us have?”

         Both Jackie and I had agreed it was time to hire private investigators to help find her.

         What we don’t talk about is what will happen if Mary Grace is not found. Or if she is found and has decided that motherhood, and all its demands and restrictions, is too much for her seventeen-year-old self.

         The doorbell rings, and Jackie says, “There’s Connie.”

         She kisses me, and stands up to let the nanny in. Connie had started working for us part-time shortly before Mary Grace disappeared; a way to give the young mother a few hours to shop or visit with friends. But I had a nagging feeling that those hours resurrected for Mary Grace the experience of being young, single, and free. Fortunately, Connie had been available to work for Jackie and me full-time.

         From the living room I can hear the TV announcer solemnly revisiting the horrors of 9/11 from the site of the Memorial Museum, newly opened this past spring. I’m pulled back to the memory of my mother, a cup of coffee forgotten in her hand, staring at the family television set with uncomprehending terror. A look I hadn’t seen on her face since my brother’s suicide. The image of the first building falling was the final capstone to her living tomb. She died a year later from cancer.

         A small, timorous squawk comes from inside the crib. Elizabeth’s face is pulling together into a red-faced mask of discontent. We’re a few seconds away from a serious crying jag.

         I quickly stand and awkwardly pat the baby’s bottom. “You hang in there, Elizabeth,” I tell her. “We’ll find your mama.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Oak Cliff, Dallas

            Thursday, September 11, 2014

         

         The neighborhood where the hostage standoff is taking place—just off Jefferson Avenue—is normally quiet and law-abiding. Small homes on small lots with detached garages are kept in good order, despite the cracking concrete on the driveways and the potholes that gouge the narrow streets, making them look like a lunar landscape. Most of the homes close to the avenue do not have bars on the windows, the barriers that come as standard issue on the buildings a few miles to the south. Local bicycle vendors pedal safely through the streets, selling fried chicharrón and real Coca-Cola, the kind sweetened with cane sugar, and kids sit on their front porches happily licking their way around melting paletas.

         But the peaceful neighborhood has now been invaded by a herd of bustling law enforcement agents: patrol officers, DEA, and Dallas SWAT, complete with full robo-cop gear, and a hulking SRT van. Curious neighbors gather as close to the human barricade as they dare, but there is no jeering, and no press, which would not be the case if the standoff were taking place in the rich, and white, neighborhoods of Park Cities. The locals speak quietly in Spanish and cross themselves with dedicated frequency.

         I park my car on the street and flash my badge to one of the patrolmen on the secured perimeter, and then again for the SWAT team leader, a senior corporal, so sleek and muscle-bound inside his black tactical gear that he looks like a lobster before boiling.

         I finally spot Manny Ortega standing with a couple of DEA agents, his shaved head gleaming a dark amber, wearing his usual undercover garb: dirty jeans, ragged T-shirt, and worn cowboy boots. He’s worked both Narcotics and Gangland, and there’s not a jujitsu junkie or MMA fighter in Dallas who would happily cross his path in a dark alley at night. He’s shorter than the DEA guys, but next to Manny they both look as menacing as TSA agents at the Lubbock airport.

         “Hey, hey, Detective Sergeant Rhyzyk,” he says. “Congrats on your promotion. How’s it going?”

         “Pretty good for a Thursday, except for all the paperwork I have to do now,” I say. “How’s Gangland?”

         “Slangin’ and bangin’. And your partner?”

         “Riot’s good. He’s running with me almost every weekend now. Seven a.m.”

         Manny makes a face. “White people, man. I thought the whole point of being legal and paying taxes is so you don’t have to run.”

         Manny knows that my partner, Seth Dutton, whose nickname is Riot, went through a health crisis six months ago and was off the job for several weeks. And I know that Manny suspects that Seth’s health crisis was in fact a hellish withdrawal from a heroin addiction. An addiction grown from the pain pills he was prescribed after being shot on duty. Seth’s now six months off narcotics, his sobriety bolstered by lots of running and gym time. He also meets with his NA sponsor several times a week.

         Manny says, “Tell Riot I said to tell his mother to stop calling me.”

         I bite down on a laugh. “I think I’ll let you tell him that yourself.”

         The DEA guys shift restlessly behind Manny. The SWAT team leader signals that they’re ready to go into breaching mode.

         “So, what’s going on?” I ask Manny.

         “Well, as you can see, the Boy Scouts are just about ready to tiptoe through the front door, but our guy inside’s made an unusual request.”

         I look at the house where the hostages are being held. Manny was vague about the details over the phone, telling me only that I needed to come to the site ASAP for a full explanation.

         “So, give me the rundown,” I say.

         “His name is Tomas Ezekiel Gomez, aka EZ. Honduran, twenty-five years old. He’ll tell you, when he doesn’t have a gun to his head, that he’s a short-order cook. Got a hairnet and everything. But he’s really here to set up a better heroin distribution channel from Honduras with the Sinaloa cartel.”

         “What’s going on inside the house?”

         “You ready for this? He’s holding seven people hostage, four adults and three children. Two of the adults and the three kids are family, though. The other two adults are doctors. Doctors he kidnapped at gunpoint from a local clinic, along with some vaccination drugs.”

         “Vaccination drugs?”

         “The house belongs to his uncle who’s out of work. He and his wife have three little kids and no money to get them vaccinated. So Tomas kidnapped the two clinic doctors so that they could vaccinate the kids.”

         I give him bug eyes. “You’re shitting me.”

         Manny shakes his head. “I shit you not. A modern-day Latino Robin Hood. He knew he was about to be arrested. So he figured the best way for us not to firebomb a house full of brown people, including himself, was to take some gringos hostage, thereby catching two birds with one stoner.”

         I glance over at the SWAT team corporal, who looks more than eager to commence a flash-bang order. “So, why did you need me? I don’t get my place in all of this.”

         “He’s told us that he’ll give himself up peacefully, but only after talking to you. In private. Inside the house.”

         I rear back, studying his face. It doesn’t look like he’s pulling my leg. “And get my head blown off by somebody I may have arrested in the past, someone whose name I’ve forgotten? I don’t think so.”

         He lowers his chin and speaks softly so that only I can hear. “He said he’s got a message to pass along from your Mexican friend with the boots.”

         “El Cuchillo?” The Sinaloan enforcer who makes cowboy boots from the tattooed skin of dealers who invade his territory. Skin removed with a knife while the interloper is still alive. The wound he gave me at the base of my throat—a shallow cut made with his skinning knife—throbs as if the scar will open up again. “How do I know Tomas is not just going to finish off what the Knife was unable to do to me six months ago?”

         “EZ said that he’d be facedown on the floor, hands behind his head. You agree to go in, and he’ll send out the doctors and his family.”

         “What’s to keep us from rushing him as soon as the people come out of the house?”

         “He knows me. EZ said that if I give him my word that he won’t be arrested until after he speaks to you, he’ll let everyone go and allow himself to be taken into custody.”

         “Why’s he doing this? He couldn’t just tell me over the phone?”

         “He was given instructions to talk to you in person by El Cuchillo.”

         “And what happens if I don’t go in?”

         “El Cuchillo kills EZ’s entire family. All fourteen of them.”

         I look around at all the law enforcement ready to put their lives at risk—and very possibly the lives of the three children inside—to neutralize Gomez. It’s a cool morning, but sweat is running down my spine and pooling at the small of my back.

         “Look,” Manny says. “EZ’s a dealer, but he’s as honor bound as these scumbags can be. He knows El Cuchillo will follow through with his threat.”

         The last time I’d been face-to-face with the Sinaloan enforcer, he’d shot and killed a police sergeant. The fact that said sergeant, Marshall Maclin, my predecessor, was close to being busted for illegal gambling and providing cover for the Sinaloa cartel did not merit his murder. I had no doubt El Cuchillo would make good on his promise to kill Gomez’s family.

         “Would you do this?” I ask Manny. “Walk in there alone?”

         He rubs a hand over the top of his head, and finally nods. “If EZ asked to see me with his solemn promise that afterward he’d give himself up? Yeah, I would.”

         “Does he speak English?”

         “Better than me, Jefe.”

         I take a breath. “Okay, I’ll do it. But Gomez has to first release the kids in the house, or no deal.”

         Manny pulls the SWAT corporal aside for a quick consult. While he’s talking, the corporal looks over Manny’s shoulder, giving me what Uncle Benny would have called the “stink eye.” He’s not happy about the change in plans, but he finally nods his assent. Manny walks toward the house, his hands up in the air. As he approaches, the front door opens a crack, and a frightened woman’s face appears on the other side.

         Twenty feet from the door Manny stops and yells, “Yo, EZ. Escuchame! Deja que los ninos se vayan primero y el sargento te hablara.”

         The door slams shut, and after a full minute of waiting, Manny turns to face me, and shrugs his shoulders. The door opens again. Three young children, two boys and a girl, come walking, blinking, out into the sunshine. They don’t look scared as much as confused. Manny scoops up the little girl and hustles the two boys toward the far side of the SRT van. As soon as the kids see the robo-cops in full attack gear, the terrified sobbing begins.

         A female police officer hands me her Kevlar vest, and I put it on. I check my service weapon for a live round in the chamber.

         “Okay, then,” I say, walking toward the house. “Viva la Raza.”

         The neighborhood crowd goes silent, watching the crazy redhead in the bulletproof vest approaching the house. I stand to one side of the door, my gun at the ready, and rap loudly on it with the back of my knuckles.

         “Mr. Gomez, this is Detective Sergeant Rhyzyk of the Dallas Police Department. Detective Ortega says that if I come in to talk to you, you’ll let all the hostages go. And then you’ll surrender yourself to me. I’m coming in alone, but not before you open the door for me.”

         After a few beats, the door is opened by the same woman. She frantically beckons for me to come inside, and when I step over the threshold, she quickly closes the door behind me. The entry hallway opens onto a small living room. My heart hammers as though I’ve just completed a mile sprint, and I do a rapid sweep with my gun. In the living room I see three adults squeezed together on the couch, one Hispanic man and two Caucasian men still wearing their white doctor’s coats. On the floor, facedown as promised, is a young Hispanic man, his hands clasped behind his head but with his gun close by.

         I kick the gun away, and then pick it up. It’s a Glock, one round in the chamber. The woman is trying to tell me something in Spanish, but the man lying on the floor tells her to shut up.

         “You four leave the house. Now!” I give the woman a gentle push to get her motivated.

         Keeping a close eye on Gomez, I make sure that the four adults make it to safety. From the front door I signal Manny, standing with the SWAT team leader, that I’m still breathing.

         “I’ve got his gun, and he’s on the floor,” I yell. “I’m going to have my little chat with Gomez. But if I’m not out in five minutes, tell SWAT to make themselves at home.”

         I leave the door open and return to the living room. Gomez is still on the floor, his neck craned so he can look up at me.

         “Can I get up now?” he asks.

         “Get up…slowly.” I make him lean spread-eagled against the wall so I can frisk him for hidden weapons.

         “Move over to the couch and sit, your hands in your lap where I can see them.”

         He eases his way to the couch and sits down.

         “It’s about time, yo,” he says. “My arms were going to sleep.”

         I stand facing him, my gun directed at his chest. He looks exactly like what he claims to be: a short-order cook. Skinny, bad skin, bad haircut, but he’s wearing a watch that costs more than my car.

         “What’s this all about, Mr. Gomez?”

         “El Cuchillo has a message for you.”

         “Okay, I’m listening.”

         “I’m going to stand up and turn around. In my back pocket is a phone. You only have to press the number one. It’s programmed to call him. He wants to speak to you, and only you.”

         “Where is he now?” I ask.

         He shrugs. “No se. Please, don’t ask me any more questions. Just call him. My family—”

         He stands and turns, and I pull a burner phone out of his pocket. I press “1” on the keypad and hear a ringing tone. I motion for Gomez to sit back down. A man answers the phone.

         “Hello, Sergeant Rhyzyk.” The voice is heavily accented, and relaxed-sounding. Almost friendly. But I know the words are passing through lips that rarely, if ever, smile.

         “I hear you breathing,” he says. “Me recuerdas?”

         “Oh, yes, I remember you.”

         “It seems you’ve been able to provide your colleagues with information about me that they’ve never before had.”

         “You mean your prints lifted from the knife you left for me. I still have it, by the way. It’s in my pocket now. I carry it with me always.”

         I had had two up close and personal encounters with El Cuchillo, the first at Delano’s Gym, which he had torched, hoping to get rid of me—and Mary Grace, who had unfortunately gotten caught up in the case. El Cuchillo had left the pocketknife behind to offer us a quicker death than being burned alive.

         “That’s very touching,” he says.

         “What is it you want? I’m kind of in a hurry now. I have an arrest to make.”

         “I have some information for you. Something I think will be of great interest.”

         “You going to give me a heads-up on your next shipment of drugs into the States?”

         “It’s more about another one of your acquaintances. Evangeline Roy.”

         I grip the phone tighter, remembering to slow my breathing. The year prior I had been kidnapped, tortured, and held hostage for days by the cult-like, drug-dealing Roy family before being rescued by my team.

         “I’m listening,” I say.

         “Her people have been interfering with our interests in Honduras.”

         “‘Our’ meaning the Sinaloa’s?”

         “I know that you have a special animosity for her. I’d like to offer some information.”

         “In exchange for what?”

         “In good time. The Roy family has set up several religious missions north of Tegucigalpa, but they are not there to help the poor orphans left there following your country’s CIA operations. They are a front, housing women and children but employing the men of the villages to shoot on sight anyone who is not with them, including the military, which is seriously inhibiting my business.”

         “Taking over your product delivery. Gee, that’s a shame.”

         That’s why there had been so few sightings of Evangeline in Texas, or anywhere else in the United States, immediately following the death of her sons. The remaining Roy clan had left for greener, more southerly pastures.

         “I know where Evangeline Roy is,” he says. “You want her out of business, and so do I.”

         “Why not just take care of her yourself, mano a mano?”

         “Because it pleases me for you to do it.”

         “If she’s in Honduras, I can’t do anything about it. Other than wait for the two of you to cancel each other out.”

         “But she’s not in Honduras, Sergeant. She’s in Texas, where, unfortunately, it would be unsafe for me to be right now, thanks to you. She will be well protected but not inviolable. My people are working on finding her exact location. As soon as I know where she is, then you will know as well.”

         Evangeline Roy is back in Texas. Months ago she sent me a threatening note, promising revenge for the death of her two sons. Reflexively, I grab for the Saint Michael medallion around my neck. I’ve almost forgotten the man on the other end of the line. He’s gone silent, but I can hear the sound of rain pounding against a metal roof. The kind of tropical rain that falls from the sky in heavy, relentless sheets.

         “You went very quiet, Sergeant,” he finally says. “I imagine this is not the best of news for you. But think of this. You bring down the Roy family, and perhaps they’ll make you a lieutenant.”

         “If I could bring you down, I might make division major. Sounds like it’s raining a lot in Culiacán today.”

         There are a few seconds of silence, followed by a long sigh, the kind of gratified exhalation that ends a satisfying meal.

         “Very good, Sergeant. Once I give you the location of Evangeline Roy, you’ll have two weeks to capture or kill her.”

         “Again,” I say, “why don’t you get one of your men to take care of it.”

         I hear his footsteps. He’s walking across a wooden floor, his boot heels striking hard against the planks. The sound of rain is louder now, as though he’s standing in front of an open window. “Do you remember me telling you of my fights in the boxing rings of Culiacán? Think of this, if you will, as a fond return to the blood sport of my youth. I happen to know that Evangeline is in Texas for two reasons. One, to set up operations. And two, to settle a score with you for the death of her sons. And she will want to make it as painful for you as possible.”

         He pauses a moment to let that sink in. “If I were betting, my money would be on you, Sergeant. I believe that you can win this battle. If you fail, yet manage to live, I will not kill you. But you will wish that you had died. Believe me. I need the Roy woman eradicated.”

         I hear him breathing raggedly into the phone. Almost as though he’s amused. “I hear congratulations are in order. You are now the guardian of a new infant. A baby girl. Felicitaciones.”

         There is another pause for me to metabolize the knowledge that he knows about Elizabeth. “By the way, Sergeant, don’t try tracing any of these calls. The phones will all be burners.”

         He disconnects, and I stare at the phone as I might a dosimeter after leaving a nuclear plant. He knows about the baby. He no doubt knows where I live. Which means he knows about Jackie, my colleagues, my schedule. A dark thought jabs painfully at my consciousness. The thought that El Cuchillo has had something to do with Mary Grace’s disappearance.

         I look at the young dealer sitting on the couch watching me intently. Gomez is going to jail, probably for a long time, and yet he’s the one with the pitying look on his face.

         “Now you the one wearing the clock, huh?” he says.

         “You know what my clock is telling me?” I say, pulling Gomez off the couch and cuffing him. “It’s telling me that you do not pass go, you do not collect two hundred dollars, and you do not have a get-out-of-jail card this time.”

         I lead him out the front door and across the lawn and hand him over to the DEA agents to make the official arrest. The bystanders break into polite applause and then disband, relieved that their neighborhood had not been decimated by gunfire. As the SWAT team packs up, I pull Manny Ortega aside, telling him of my conversation with the Sinaloan.

         He sucks thoughtfully on his teeth. “Well, your job just got a lot more interesting. You gonna request a special task force to deal with this?”

         “If Evangeline Roy is taking up shop again in Dallas, we’re going to need federal assistance, DEA for sure. But we’ll need more intel first. She may be operating out of Tyler, or Houston, for all I know. Can you let me know if there’s been any uptick in activity from the ABT?”

         “Man, the Aryan Brotherhood of Texas is toast. The ATF just got seventy-three convictions across five federal districts. And another twenty-three arrests pending. If the Roys are using gang distributors, they’ll have to choose another club. But I’ll let you know if I hear anything hinky.”

         We say our goodbyes, and I watch EZ Gomez as he’s being driven away by the DEA. The guy looks almost relieved to be under the protection of the federal government, even if it means incarceration. At least for today he knows his family’s safe from El Cuchillo.

         
              

         

         I call Jackie and tell her to make sure that the doors at the house are always locked and the security system armed, even when she’s home.

         “Why, what’s happened?” she asks.

         I don’t want to alarm her. Yet. But with Evangeline back in Texas, and El Cuchillo’s laser focus on me, I don’t want to take any chances.

         “Looks like I’ll be starting a new case. Dirtbags to the factor of ten.”

         “Will do,” she says. She says it lightly because she’s been through this drill before. I don’t tell her this is a whole other level of menace.

         “Seriously, Jackie. All eyes.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Dallas Police Department, North Central Division

            Thursday, September 11, 2014

         

         I’m back in my office for no more than five minutes when my partner, Seth, knocks on the door, walks in, and sits in the chair facing the desk. He puts a half-empty bottle of Jameson on my desk.

         “Manny Ortega called me,” he says. “Thought you might need this.”

         I look at the clock. “Not at ten thirty in the morning.”

         “So, what did our Mexican friend have to say?”

         I tell him about Evangeline Roy, her operations in Honduras, the conflict with the Sinaloans, and her alleged return to Texas.

         “You think she’s in Dallas again?” he asks.

         My partner’s nickname, Riot, comes from the old Texas saying “One Riot, One Ranger,” and he’s the bravest person I know. But sometimes recklessly so. The way a rescue cable glider in a hurricane is brave.

         “Don’t look so gleeful about it,” I say. “I need another shower and a new pair of underwear right about now. I’m giving an official update in the small incident room at two.”

         “You want me to start calling my CIs about any sightings of a maniacal redheaded harpy running around Big D?”

         “Yeah, that would be helpful. Just make sure they know you’re talking about Evangeline Roy and not me.”

         He grins and gives me a thumbs-up. “How’s Elizabeth?”

         “She’s good. Growing like a baby shark.”

         “Any word on Mary Grace?”

         I shake my head. The reminder of her absence grips me like the onset of a sudden fever. I had managed to forget about it for a full five minutes before Seth brought it up again. My partner has spent a lot of his own time poking into the dark corners of the city, looking for her.

         “Nothing yet,” I say. “We’ve decided to talk to some private investigators.”

         He gives me a questioning look.

         “Peg Bartles and her partner.”

         “You mean Rocky Bentner?” He whistles. “Well, that ought to be fun.”

         “They’re good.”

         “They’re insane.”

         I make a shooing motion to Seth, signaling that it’s time for him to stop the chatter and get back to work.

         “They get results,” I say. “And I really don’t care how they get them.”

         Seth laughs and stands to go. “And here I thought you were working hard to get the crazy out of your life. See you at fourteen hundred hours for the update.”

         He walks out of the office and saunters back to his workstation, which is in a direct line of sight from my desk. He swivels around in his chair so he’s facing me, leans back, and upends an empty water bottle over his head, miming taking a shower.

         I choke off a laugh, giving him a stern look, and then close the door. Seth and I first met the PI team of Bartles and Bentner while working a narcotics case involving the underage daughter of a wealthy tech inventor. The girl had become enamored of a dealer who sold heroin and cocaine to high school kids. My partner and I were chasing the dealer, and the PIs had been hired to track down the daughter. We traced the dealer to the home of his sister, a woman named JaeDee Ornell. She lived in a trailer in a run-down park not far from White Rock Lake. We were surprised to see Peg Bartles, all five feet four of her, answering the door instead of the dealer’s sister.

         Seth and I showed her our badges, and she invited us in. As she started to explain her and her partner’s involvement in the case, two things became apparent immediately. The trailer had evidence of drug paraphernalia, and someone in another room was moaning loudly, as though in pain.

         “That’d be JaeDee,” Peg had said calmly, sitting on the lone couch and flipping through an old magazine. “She’ll be back out in a minute.”

         “Is she all right?” Seth had asked, moving toward the muffled sounds.

         “JaeDee’s fine. She’s just taking a shower.”

         The moaning had gotten louder, reaching an almost operatic crescendo. Now we could hear two voices, both in the throes of some animal abandon.

         Seth and I traded incredulous looks. “You said you had a partner. Where is he?” I asked.

         Peg casually brushed some bit of lint off her pants, stretched tight over her generous thighs, and said, “My partner’s a she. And she’s taking a shower too.”

         Seth pulled me aside and muttered, “What the actual fuck, Riz?”

         “That about sums it up,” Peg said, grinning, without looking up from her magazine.

         A few minutes later, a diminutive Rocky Bentner joined us from the back room, fully clothed, her dark, shaggy hair still sopping wet. She looked to be no more than fifteen or sixteen years old, and was even shorter than Peg, but I found out later she was twenty-four.

         Rocky looked at her partner. “JaeDee told me where the girl is.” Then she looked at us and said, smirking, “She’ll be out in a minute. She’s just drying her hair.”

         Peg stood up laughing. “Okay, let’s go bring the girl back to her mama. JaeDee’s all yours now, Detectives. Good luck finding your dealer.”

         But JaeDee never would tell us where to find her brother, and despite all our efforts, including arresting her for manufacturing drugs, it took us another two weeks to track him down. I did some digging after our initial encounter and found out a few things about the PI team. Peg Bartles had served four years in the army, was twice married, and spent twenty years as a PI doing skip tracing and following marital cheaters. But her specialty became finding underage runaways once Rocky Bentner teamed up with her.

         Rocky had worked two years with the Houston Police Department and one year as an undercover agent with Vice, because she could pass for a teenager. She left the force after she shot and killed a creep who had tried to rape her. There was no PI team in Texas that had a better find rate of missing kids than Bartles and Bentner. Their effectiveness lay in their ability to go places, often posing as a mother-and-daughter team, and do things that police officers were not able to do. Their unofficial motto seemed to be “We lie better than the liars, cheat better than the cheaters, and will happily steal the truth right out from under you.”

         
              

         

         I put a call through to Bartles’s office and left a voice mail, giving them the general information about Mary Grace’s disappearance and asking them to call me back.

         I finish some incident reports, shift assignments, and a few personnel evaluation documents before calling my lieutenant to get the okay to contact the DEA about my conversation with El Cuchillo. Calling the DEA can sometimes feel like a “Who’s on first” scenario. Special Agent Don Haslett was out in the field—his area covers all of North Texas and Oklahoma—and I was put on hold half a dozen times as his staff attempted to track him down. I was told that the guy has five cell phones. I first met Don face-to-face following my escape from the Delano Gym fire. I provided him with an artist’s sketch of El Cuchillo, his fingerprints on the pocketknife, and the whereabouts of his hometown, the barrios of Culiacán. Information the Feds had never had before.

         Haslett’s voice finally comes on the line, and I give him a brief rundown.

         “And you think he was calling you from Culiacán?” he asks.

         “Can’t be sure,” I say, “but if you check your weather map, you’ll see it’s peak rainy season in Sinaloa Land. No rain in Texas today.”

         “Thanks for the update. Let us know if he contacts you again.”

         “You can count on that,” I say. “The next time I hear from the guy, my two-week countdown will have commenced.”

         After the call, I stand up a few times to ease the tension that’s caused my right calf muscle to cramp. After my abduction by the Roy family, Evangeline had sought to immobilize me and render me compliant by having a cable surgically inserted behind my Achilles tendon. The cable was then attached to a length of chain, the far end of which was fastened to a heavy stone. The injury had been life-altering, and the doctors had told me they weren’t sure I’d ever walk normally again. But the surgery to reattach the tendon was successful, and within six months I was running again.

         I eat my lunch without really tasting it while putting in a requisition for more surveillance equipment. By the time I’m finished with my daily reports, I’m ready to bang my head against my desk, not to mention crack open the bottle of Jameson that Seth has left in my office. Being sergeant affords better pay, but I’d rather have a root canal without anesthesia than do these required daily reports.

         One of my biggest concerns after being made sergeant was how my colleagues—Tom Craddock and his partner, Kevin Ryan—as well as Seth, would take to my elevated status. But everyone seemed genuinely pleased. The three of them had taken me out the first weekend after my promotion, and, with the exception of Seth, we got blind, stinking, joyfully drunk on tequila and really bad cop jokes.

         But in the days that have followed, I’ve wondered if I’m up for the job. I’d spent my whole career in the bullpen, taking pride in the relative freedom it offered when, often literally, running down suspects. And more than a little satisfaction in rubbing the powers that be the wrong way. Heavy is the head that wears the crown. And weary is the sergeant who’s mentally got one foot still in the trenches and one foot on the ladder.

         
              

         

         At two o’clock, I close my office door behind me and head for the incident room. A small wall-mounted television in the break room has been turned to a news broadcast revisiting the 9/11 memorial. A group of detectives, including Craddock and Ryan, are watching the solemn images—salvaged pieces of the Twin Towers, detritus from the civilians and rescuers who didn’t make it out alive, photos of the dead.

         Craddock’s face sags with the weight of the moment. He crosses his arms over his large belly, drawing my attention to the crumbs on his tie. Infinitely sadder than the expression on his face are the minute remnants of his sack lunch, lovingly prepared by his wife, still mourning the death of their only daughter. A death caused by a drug overdose.

         He senses my presence and turns to me. “You were in New York when it happened, right?”

         “Yeah. I was on street patrol then in Brooklyn. You could see the smoke for days.”

         Ryan asks, “Did you know anyone who didn’t make it?”

         I remind myself that Ryan would have been only about fourteen when the Towers fell. Old enough to remember, but as he’d never been out of Texas, the visceral, all-consuming horror of it was probably missed. It’s a cellular thing, this horror that, even a decade later, can reemerge like a malarial fever. The Twin Towers were a constant point of orientation for Manhattanites, a shrine to the best of New York’s hustle. The reality that such lasting monuments could be destroyed changed the psyche of New Yorkers forever.

         I catch Ryan studying me closely. “There wasn’t a neighborhood that didn’t have a somebody’s somebody who was killed,” I tell him.

         The truth was, I had known at least a dozen police officers and firefighters who had been called to the World Trade Center. Almost four hundred firefighters and police personnel died when the Towers came down. But not all of them died instantaneously. Some of them died slowly and painfully from cancer or breathing-related illnesses. Others, like my mother, died by inches from a soul sickness, which soon manifested itself like a rancid parasite, poisoning her from the inside out.

         “Let’s just put it this way, Kevin,” I say. “That was the day I stopped believing I was immortal.”

         I tap Craddock on the shoulder. “Okay, guys, it’s after two. Meeting time.”

         They follow me into the incident room, where Seth and two other narcotics detectives—newly transferred to North Central—are waiting. The room had last been used as a strategy staging area for what turned out to be a successful bust in North Dallas. A raid at an auto repair shop had netted twenty-one packages containing a total of two million dollars in meth, discovered under the dashboard of a Volkswagen Jetta. The Jetta had been in the shop for “repairs.” One of the two new detectives on my team, Joe Esparza, had helped make the arrest, earning him the nickname Jetta Joe.

         His partner sitting next to him, Danny Philbo, is a transplant from Chicago. It’s been a couple of years since he worked as a cop in the Windy City, but he narrows his eyes suspiciously at everything, as though he’s squinting into a squall blowing off Lake Michigan. No one has yet given him a nickname. This is his first close encounter with me. He crosses his meaty arms and scowls, pinning his gaze to a place just over the top of my head.

         “Good morning, Detectives,” I say, clearing a space to sit on the edge of a table at the front of the room. “First of all, before we start, congratulations again to Detectives Esparza and Philbo for the auto-shop raid.”

         “Thank you, Sergeant,” Esparza says. “Glad to be working with the North Central Division.”

         Philbo says nothing.

         “This morning,” I say, “I got a call from Detective Manny Ortega, currently with the Gangland Unit in South Central, asking me to come down to Oak Cliff, where a hostage standoff was taking place. The hostage taker, a dealer for the Sinaloa cartel, had demanded to speak to me. He gave me a phone with direct access to Alfonso Ruiz Zena, also known to law enforcement as El Cuchillo.”

         I happen to know that Philbo speaks fluent Spanish. But he looks quizzically at his partner, feigning ignorance, and Esparza translates by saying, “The Knife.”

         “Oh, right,” Philbo says, nodding, returning his gaze to the wall behind me.

         “El Cuchillo told me that Evangeline Roy and some of her people have returned to Texas from Honduras, where she’s been operational for the past year and is evidently disrupting the transiting flow of drugs to the Sinaloans in Mexico.”

         Craddock and Ryan exchange looks of concern.

         “Where was the Knife calling from?” Craddock asks.

         “My guess, it was from his base in Culiacán,” I say. “I spoke earlier to Don Haslett with DEA. As long as Zena is not in Texas, he’s not our problem. But if the Roys are in Dallas, it is our problem. Zena said he’s got feelers out. When he knows, we’ll know.”

         “So, we’re just going to wait until the cartel points us in the right direction?” Philbo asks. His mouth is all puckery, as though he’s been sucking on a lemon.

         “That’s an excellent question, Detective Philbo,” I say, getting up from the table and moving to stand behind his chair. “And the answer to that is no. We’re not going to wait. We’re going to start looking immediately. We’re going to tap all our resources, all our colleagues in other divisions, and all our CIs to find out if Evangeline Roy is in our city. We’re going to interface with DEA on this. And some of us, Detective Philbo, will be working the long, dark hours between midnight and eight in the morning to gather as much information as possible from our resident night-stalking citizens.”

         I know that Philbo is scowling, but he has too much invested in being the alpha male to turn around and lock eyes with me. Esparza—who will be partnering with him during the graveyard shift—gives him a dirty look.

         “Detectives Dutton, Craddock, and Ryan are all too familiar with Evangeline Roy. Detectives Esparza and Philbo, I would like you to spend the next few hours memorizing every record of the Roy family we have on file. I want Evangeline’s face to be as recognizable to you as your own mother’s. We don’t have any photos of her taken within the last decade, and she has aged significantly due to her past drug use. But there is an artist’s sketch that’s pretty close. Any leads, no matter how small, I want to know immediately.”

         I edge closer to the back of Philbo’s chair. Close enough for him to feel my body heat. “Any questions? Detective Philbo?”

         He sighs theatrically and says, “Not a one, Sergeant.”

         “Good,” I say. “Meeting adjourned.”

         
              

         

         I walk back to my office but stop just outside the door. It’s open. I know I closed it when I left for the meeting. Inside, sitting in my chair, craning her neck to read a report on my desk, is Peg Bartles. Her partner, Rocky Bentner, is sprawled across a visitor’s chair, one leg hooked over the armrest, looking the part of a brooding, angry teenager: dark eyeliner, piercings, wearing more black than a stagehand at a Coachella concert.

         “Man, your office is really boring,” Peg says.
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