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Chapter One



THE DRUM ROLL OF RAIN against the roof of the car paused when John Coglin drove beneath the elevated subway track and started up again as he rolled out the other side. The first parking spot he lucked upon was directly across from the precinct house, and he downshifted his beat-up hatchback, eased into it, and cut the engine. In the rearview mirror, the Bronx skyline was indistinct, the mounds of low, rain-washed buildings like huge sculptures made of clay and paper bags. The only color at all came from the notches of yellow window light in the squat police station directly behind him. He listened to the rain drill down. Then he took a breath, lifted his midnight blue uniform shirt in its dry cleaner plastic off the passenger seat, grasped the inside door latch and got ready to run.

The day sergeant talking on the phone behind the massive, raised wooden desk nodded to him gravely as he pushed through the swinging door. The multicolored, plastic chairs in the reception area before the desk were empty, but Coglin noticed a cop sitting with an elderly man in one of the anterooms, filling out a report. He watched as the old man bent slowly in his chair and started sobbing into his age-spotted hands. The cop beside him put his pen in his mouth and began patting him tentatively on the back in an awkward gesture of comfort. When he spotted Coglin through the doorway, the cop shook his head and rolled his eyes.

Coglin pulled open a steel door and went directly to the back row of battered, green metal lockers that filled the low-ceilinged room. He popped one of the locks, hung his shirt and glanced at himself in the mirror affixed to the inside of the metal door. He blinked at his wet, lean face, his darkish gray blue eyes. He passed a hand briskly through the stubble of his light brown hair, shucking water to the floor and began removing his equipment and laying it on the worn wood of the adjacent bench: heavy vest and wide leather belt, handcuffs and flashlight, mace and gloves, memo book, hat.

He had his uniform on and everything correctly strapped and stowed before he pressed down the inside lever, popping open the top compartment. He shifted slowly under the reassuring weight of the Kevlar and gear, and took out the light, black plastic Glock17. It was already loaded, and he checked that the safety was on before he secured it in his holster. Then he removed the off-duty Smith &Wesson .38 that he wore at his ankle, placed it into the compartment where the Glock had been, and closed the small door with a click. Lastly, he retrieved a small, black velvet box from his jeans that now hung in his locker. Resisting the temptation to open it, he placed it in the breast pocket of his shirt, carefully buttoned the pocket and locked up.

Two uniformed officers, back early from the day shift, entered the locker room as Coglin was on his way out. One of them grabbed his arm.

“What? We don’t say hi anymore?” the cop said.

He was tall, slim and middle-aged and had a tan. His gray hair looked styled. His name was Martinelli and he’d been Coglin’s first partner out of the academy. Coglin smiled as he clasped his extended hand.

“Jimmy!” Coglin said. “Somebody said you were already gone.”

“Nah, nah. Six more months,” Martinelli said, grinning. He took cigarettes out of his shirt pocket and lit one with a match. “Then all you suckers can just kiss my ass.”

“Who would’ve thought you’d actually make the full twenty?” Coglin said, smiling and shaking his head.

“Same old Irish ballbuster,” Martinelli said, punching him in the arm. “Heard we had a couple of gun collars last month. Very impressive.”

Coglin looked off at the beat-up lockers and put up his hands.

“When you’re taught by the best, Jimmy, how could you expect anything less?”

Martinelli rolled his eyes.

“Word is, I’m not the only one who might be leaving our sorry ranks,” he said.

“Put in for Street Crimes,” Coglin said. “But I haven’t heard back yet.”

“You got a phone call?”

Coglin nodded. “Made it already,” he said. “Have to see.”

“You’ll get it,” Martinelli said. “If there’s any justice in this world, and I think there’s still a little, tiny bit left, you’ll get it.”

“Hope you’re right,” Coglin said. “You’re gonna have a bon voyage party, right?”

“Oh, we got major plans goin’ on,” Martinelli said. “Actually, tonight we’re throwing a little bachelor party for Robbie at the Dew Drop. If it’s slow, do drop by.”

“Maybe I will,” Coglin lied.

The veteran clouted him again on the shoulder and took a step farther into the room.

“Hey, just do me a favor, would ya?” he said. “When you make it down to One Police Plaza, bring your old partner back in a cushy consultant job or something.”

Coglin laughed.

“If you’re still breathing,” he said, opening the door, “I’ll see what I can do.”

Out in the hall, the desk sergeant squinted down at him.

“You Coglin?” he said.

Coglin nodded.

The sergeant moved something on the unseen desktop before him with slow, angry deliberation. Then he held up a piece of paper.

Coglin stepped forward.

“This ain’t a fuckin’ answering service,” the sergeant said as he sailed the paper down.

Coglin barely caught it. He looked up at the man’s tag. Oliver. He was new. What did the day guys call him? Was it onenut? No, Coglin thought. No-nuts. No-nuts Ned Oliver. Ride that desk, No-nuts, he thought.

Coglin smiled up at him and gave him a peppy thumbs-up.

“Welcome,” he said.

He thought it was from his girlfriend, but when he looked at the sheet it said “Clarke,” along with a number.

His phone call, he thought.

He turned immediately for the pay phones by the door.

“Midtown North Homicide, Clarke,” a voice answered on the third ring.

“Joe,” Coglin said. “Joe, how you doin’? It’s John Coglin.”

“John,” Clarke said. “There you are. Great news. You’re in. It’s set.”

“No,” Coglin said with an uncontrollable grin. “For real?”

“Bronx Task Force. Street Crime Unit. You’ll have to sit for the interview next week, but it’s just a formality. I didn’t even have to do anything really. It was your record. I just slid it on the right desk.”

“Holy shit,” Coglin said. His smile seemed cemented, permanent. Street Crimes, he thought. No more uniform. No more bullshit, where’s your hat? Just pure police work: undercover, action and making collars.

“Christ. Thank you,” Coglin said.

“Like I said, I…”

“Bullshit, Joe. I know how things work. I owe you big time.”

“You want to pay me back?” Clarke said. “Be successful. Make me and the department proud. Work your way up. Do it right and you’ll be working for me soon enough.”

“Yeah right,” Coglin said.

“Mark my words,” Clarke said. “Listen, I gotta go. Congratulations and call me next week.”

“Thank you.”

“Take care,” Clarke said and hung up.

Coglin stood unmoving, just holding the plastic receiver in his hand, relishing the moment. It was a good five years back since Coglin, then a carpenter, had installed cabinets in Lieutenant Detective Joe Clarke’s Upper West Side apartment. Clarke had been interested in carpentry, and they’d struck up a friendly relationship that Coglin had kept up after he’d replaced his hammer with a gun. He thought on the randomness of their meeting, the strange way that life sometimes worked out.

He finally hung up and as he was passing the sergeant’s elevated station, Coglin felt like jumping and clicking his heels together, but decided against it. Instead, to the old, gray face of the grim police clerk, Coglin just gave another thumbs-up and said, “Rock on.”

The muster room down the hall was empty. Coglin went to the vending machines and then brought his coffee over to one of the tables along the wall. It was darker now beyond the arrow-slit windows, as if night had already fallen. The rain was still pouring down. He took off his hat and picked up a newspaper that somebody had left on the table.

He was finishing his coffee when his partner walked in. His name was Baker and he was black and stocky and just turned twenty-five. He took Coglin’s paper away as he sat down beside him. He looked up from the sports section at the bulge in Coglin’s shirt pocket and raised an eyebrow.

“Do I see something?” he said.

“What are you nuts?” Coglin said, glancing quickly over his shoulder. “Wait till we get on the roll.”

Ten minutes later, the room was milling with cops. They quieted and quickly found seats when the two sergeants finally came in. One of the sergeants cleared his throat and began dispatching mechanically by precinct sector, car number and meal.

“Coglin, Baker,” he bellowed after a minute. “Alpha three, thirteen-eighty-seven, nine o’clock.”

They picked up their hats and stood. They retrieved their radios from the equipment room across the hall and descended the side stairwell to the garage. Once inside their patrol car, they simultaneously looked at the almost-empty fuel gauge. Outside the mouth of the garage, rain pounded down loudly on the gas pump.

Coglin took out a coin.

“Call it,” he said.

“Heads,” Baker said.

Coglin flipped the coin and slapped it down loudly on the back of his hand. He peeked at it.

“Lucky bastard,” he said.

Five minutes later, they pulled out of the precinct lot. Coglin drove slowly by the low, old, stone buildings. Having been in the construction trade, Coglin often marveled at the hidden architectural splendor they’d happen upon. Wrought iron spiral staircases in abandoned row houses. Scorched gargoyles grinning down from the tops of burnt-out buildings. Plaster ceilings in crack houses that, beneath the grime, had animals worked into them: fairy tale unicorns, griffins, seahorses.

Without discussion, they drove to the McDonald’s in their patrol sector, bought coffee at the drive-thru and idled in the corner of the lot. Across from them, on the corner, three young Hispanic males, wearing expensive ski jackets, hooded sweatshirts and baggy pants, exited a bodega.

“Check out the Puerto Rican ski team,” Baker said, gesturing across the street with his chin. “Probably looking for Vail. Must’ve made a wrong turn.”

“Are they anything like the Jamaican bob-sledders?” Coglin said as he watched one of them lean back against the colorful, product-lined window of the store, take out a box of cigars and begin to strip one of its tobacco. He would’ve started packing it with weed right then and there, if his friend hadn’t nudged him and pointed toward their cruiser with his chin.

“Kinda,” Baker said, lifting his coffee at them in a salute. “Only these guys here are in the Special Olympics.”

Coglin chuckled as the kid with the cigar glared back before pushing himself up off the window and strolling away with his companions into the rain.

“OK,” Baker said. “Enough play time. Let’s see it already.”

Coglin put down his coffee, took the box from his breast pocket and opened it. The diamond wasn’t huge, but even in the gloom of the cruiser’s cage, its fire was undeniable.

“Two months’ pay?” Baker said.

Coglin nodded gazing at it. “Closer to three,” he said.

“What’s that? White gold?”

“Platinum.”

“Saturday?” Baker said.

“Yep,” Coglin said.

“Well, like I said before,” Baker said, “good luck with it. I hope it all works out.”

Coglin squinted at him.

“Fuck’s that supposed to mean?”

Baker leaned back until his head was pressed against the plastic mesh of the cage.

“Nothing, man. Don’t listen to me…it’s…you been livin’ together how long now? Six months? Been goin’ out a couple more, right?”

“You bring this up now? Now?”

“When you want to hear it? When you get back from the honeymoon?”

Coglin shook his head. He was silent for a moment.

“I’ve known her since we were sixteen,” he finally said. “I told you that. We went out in fuckin’ high school.”

“Knew her when you were both sixteen,” Baker said. “Not since. There’s a difference. Lot changes from high school. She’s in finance, right? Wall Street? Got an apartment in the city, which, let’s face it, means she makes twice as much as you and me combined. I mean, I like Karen. She seems like a sweet, sweet girl. But she’s a modern woman. Full bore and hard core. I just got my doubts about your modern women.”

Coglin snapped the jewelry box shut. For a second, he felt like telling him about the promotion he was about to get. His ball-busting, prick partner couldn’t just feel happy for him? Yeah, well, fuck you then, pal. I’m out of here anyway.

He took a breath. Jesus. What the hell was he thinking? Daryl was going to be stuck here with some rookie, a ninety-pound woman no doubt, that he’d have to entrust his ass to as he broke her in. Chop breaker or not, Daryl was his fucking friend. His partner. There was plenty of time to break that harsh news to him later.

“You trying to fuck this up for me?” Coglin said.

“No, I…”

“Check it out,” Coglin said. “I got this ring and our child growing in the woman’s belly. Two days from now, when I take her home from dinner, this ring is gonna be sitting in the cradle I built with these two fucking hands, and I’m gonna get down on my knees and ask her to marry me. I may not be the professional pimp you are, my man, but that sounds like a pretty good plan to me.”

Baker shook his head.

“You fill me in on what I should do then,” Coglin said.

“Forget I said anything.”

“A proposal like that,” Coglin continued, “and I could get the fucking sarge to say yes.”

Baker smiled.

“Sarge is already spoken for, I think,” he said.

Coglin looked out at the grim, rain-soaked vista for a moment. Then he, too, smiled.

“Yeah, well,” Coglin said, stepping on the brake and bringing the transmission down into reverse. “What about that sweetheart at the desk there on days?”

“Oh, No-nuts?” Baker said. “That’s a different story. You bust out that rock on old No-nuts and he’ll go all weak at the knees.”

They pulled out. They patrolled silently, advancing cautiously through the dark, rain-slicked streets. The rectangles of light that began to appear in the old buildings seemed slightly crooked through the rain, Coglin thought, a bit off plumb. On a corner, two young black men turned around quickly toward the cruiser, their wary hostility apparent even beneath the shadowed hoods of their sweatshirts.

“New spot?” Baker said.

“Ahh, the unquenchable American entrepreneurial spirit,” Coglin said, slowing, letting the duo know they’d been made. “Write it down.”

“Fucker’s comin’ this far west?” Baker said, scratching on his note pad. He glanced in his side mirror and shook his head. “This is like the nice part of town. Starbucks ain’t beatin’ the door down or nothin’, but it’s actually fuckin’ habitable.”

“Hey, don’t worry,” Coglin said. “Didn’t you read the paper? Mayor said crime was way down.”

“Shit, I’m sorry I didn’t read it,” Baker said. “Pull over then. Let’s take a nap.”

The first call of the night was for a car accident. It involved a city bus and a gypsy cab at an intersection a block east of the El. The bus was completely unscathed, but the cabdriver was livid at the crumpled side of his pale blue Lincoln. When Baker explained in his hackneyed Spanish that having no insurance was a capital issue, the cabby decided to drop his complaint. The fat bus driver, un-budged from the elevated seat of his vehicle throughout the incident, shrugged his shoulders down at them after the cab had departed.

“Makes no difference to me,” he said. “I get paid either way.”

Back in the radio car, Baker took out his notepad again. He slid a pen from his pocket and checked his watch.

“You think I should quote him there? How about, ‘Bus operator asserted traffic incident failed to make significant impact upon him’?”

“Definitely,” Coglin said with a laugh. “You got to write down everything. ‘Corpulent civil servant made reference to his confidence in receiving proper compensation despite outcome.’”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” Baker said, scratching his signature at the bottom of the incident sheet. “‘Corpulent civil servant?’ They’ll think I’m talking about one of us.”

“You maybe,” Coglin said. “Speak for yourself.”

They pulled out. They rolled down an avenue on the southern perimeter of their patrol sector that was filled with auto body shops. Their low, bunkerlike structures seemed to Coglin as he looked them over like military buildings designed to survive the harshest environments: Antarctica, nuclear testing sites, the surfaces of other planets. He looked out at the continuous wave of graffiti that covered their steel shutters, block after block, color upon color, like some insidious, multihued moss. He looked at varying points within the mass, trying to distinguish something recognizable in the scrawled names and squiggles within it, but came up empty. Perhaps, it was like a mosaic whose meaning could only be gleaned from a distance, he thought. A message perhaps that could only be read by passing aircraft. He wondered what it would say. “YEAH, BOY!” he thought with a smile, or maybe, “BRONX IN DA HOUSE!”

Coglin looked out at one of the desolate establishments that had an electric cross erected on top of it. SIN, the red neon warned inside the cruciform, WILL FIND YOU OUT. Our Lady of the Chop Shop, some of the cops called it, or Immaculate Window Tinting. Coglin shook his head.

“You know what people in Manhattan used to call the Bronx?” Coglin said, pulling out.

“The place where you lay your rubber down after a Yankee game?” Baker said.

“They call it that now,” Coglin said. “No, I’m talkin’ a long time ago, a hundred years ago.”

“What’s that?” Baker said.

“The Great North Side,” Coglin said.

Baker guffawed.

“Well, it is north,” he said.

“I was watching this documentary about it on cable. See, a hundred or so years ago, all this shit was farmland and Manhattan was jammed with immigrants. After they built the subways, some nineteenth-century Donald Trump got the idea to build some housing up here. They built the buildings bigger and nicer and the apartments more spacious to attract people. They were saying some of the apartment houses on the Grand Concourse rival the nicest on Park Avenue.”

“The Concourse?” Baker said, looking at him. “The Yo-check-it-somebody-just-got-stabbed-up-on-the-Concourse Grand Concourse?”

“Think about it,” Coglin said. “Concourse. That’s like a flowery nineteenth-century bullshit word for road. The concourse to Hades, my good sir, is paved with grand intentions. Do tell, Watson. Why did the chicken ambulate across the concourse?”

“To get to the cockfight in the back of Manny’s bodega?” Baker said with a laugh. “Nineteenth century. That’s like eighteen hundreds?”

“Ah, yeah,” Coglin said.

“I got to watch me more TV,” Baker said, crossing his eyes. “Get me some learnin’.”

They were turning off the industrial strip when they heard a report of a suspicious person on the roof of a building, two and a half blocks away. It seemed no different from the chatter and feedback that had been streaming constantly from their radios as they sat there, but the proximity of the address had peaked their interest. Baker raised an eyebrow. Coglin nodded.

“Thirteen-eighty-seven responding, Dispatch,” Baker called into his radio.

A muscular black man in a cut-off T-shirt was standing in the vestibule of the address, staring out at them as they came to a stop. The man extended the large palms of his hands as they approached.

“I’m the super,” he said. “They’re up on the roof.”

He led them up five flights of stairs and pointed through the open threshold of the roof at the top landing. Coglin aimed his flashlight into the darkness and suddenly found himself bereft of speech. Huddled in the corner of the roof, instead of the rapist or crack addict or homeless person they’d expected, was a woman. A white woman in a thin nightgown that was plastered to her body by the rain. Her hair was platinum and her skin so pale, it seemed as if she emitted light. Even curled in the corner, she seemed tall, and there was an austere beauty to her middle-aged face. She put her head down, and started talking to herself.

“Damn crazy bitch,” the super said. “Lives on the second floor. All the time bugging me with her nutty shit. Says people using her bathroom, eating her food. Bitch claimed I switched the electric and phone lines on her because she can hear people talkin’ out the outlets.”

Coglin blinked.

“She live alone?” he said.

The super looked at him.

“What do you think?” he said. “Moved in two years ago. Said she grew up in the building. Shoulda known she was gonna be trouble a week later when she asked me where her parents were. She’d checked every room in her apartment she said, and she couldn’t find them. Asked if I could pry open the wall in back of one of her closets because she needed to talk to them.”

Coglin lifted his radio and called for an ambulance.

“What’s her name?” he said to the super after he put it back. “Her first name?”

“Wendy,” the super said.

“Wendy,” Baker said. “Looks more like Tinkerbell to me.”

Coglin watched the woman for a while, then looked at his partner.

“This job, Daryl,” he said, taking out his gloves from his rear pocket and pulling them on, “this job we have here is special. Because you see, it’s not just a job, it’s also an adventure.”

“I thought that was the navy,” Baker said, putting on his own gloves. “Besides, I thought two-for-one deals were supposed to be good.”

Coglin nodded enthusiastically.

“They are. That’s the beauty of it,” he said. “The adventure part is tossed in at no extra charge.”

The woman stood immediately as they stepped onto the roof. Behind her, the rooftops of other buildings lay black and slick in the rain like some blasted wasteland.

“Don’t take my baby,” the woman suddenly cried.

Coglin exchanged a glance with his partner.

“OK,” he said, trying his best to make his voice sound soothing. “Fair enough. We just want to get you out of the rain, Wendy. We don’t want you to get sick.”

His partner snickered.

“My baby,” the woman said. She took a step toward them. As she did so, her head dropped and her shoulders began hitching, as if she were about to break down in tears. Coglin put out a hand.

“My baby,” she said again softly. And then, as if some circuit tripped within her, her body stiffened and her eyes rolled up in her head as she rushed forward at them, a scream tearing from the black hole of her mouth.

Coglin wasn’t quick enough to avoid her clawed hand. Skin sliced beneath his eye. He dropped his flashlight and leaned into her before she could come back at him again, and he and Baker tackled her to the wet, rough tarpaper.

Coglin almost had to break one of her arms to get her cuffed. But after a minute of Coglin sitting on her back, she finally relented, the strength and madness leaving her just as quickly as it’d come. Coglin tapped at his cheek and looked at the blood on his gloved fingertips. Fuck, he thought. Blood wasn’t good.

“My babies,” she cried.

“Wendy,” Coglin said. “Tell you the truth, I’m starting to care less and less.”

She was calm as they took her down the stairs to the lobby. She sat dripping in one of the windowsills, looking at Coglin blankly—innocently—as if she was just waiting for a friend to pick her up, as if she hadn’t just tried to rip his eyes out.

“Shoo, shoo,” she said, waving her hands at him. “Under a hedge.”

Coglin took a deep breath and exhaled loudly out of his mouth. Baker looked at him.

“How you doing, partner? Want me to get the first aid kit?”

Coglin shook his head without taking his eyes off the woman.

“Why don’t you go up to her apartment?” Baker said. “See if you can find her a coat.”

Coglin took the super with him. The door was unlocked. Inside, all the lights were on, the walls bare, save for black electrical tape covering the outlets. A few paint-splattered aluminum chairs. A sheetless mattress.

He found a long coat underneath some tossed newspaper and stopped in the bathroom to see if he could find the medication she wasn’t taking. He turned on the light. She had smashed the mirror of the medicine cabinet and the old-fashioned porcelain sink beneath it was filled with the bright silver shards of its glass. There was more newspaper flung about the rancid bathroom, and as he stood there, a large, brown water bug peeked over the rim of the tub—its antennae wavering softly—and then retreated.

“How…” Coglin said in disgust. “Fuckin’ people.”

He was just about to turn the light off when he noticed the open photo album on the closed lid of the toilet. On the left-hand page was a yellowed film portrait of a young girl, seven or eight, in a red velvet dress. She was pretty and blonde-haired and there was a Christmas tree on the painted background behind her, snow-covered hills, an ice-covered pond. When it dawned on him that it was the woman downstairs, he felt the anger in him cool and settle heavily like lead in his stomach. He stared into the blue eyes of the young girl, at the sink of broken glass.

“You about done?” the super called from the front hall.

Coglin turned on the tap, the jagged shards loosening with a screech under the water. He put his hands under the cold stream and patted his face. There was nothing inside the shattered cabinet. He closed it carefully and turned off the light. He found a purse and keys on the table in the kitchen and an empty pill bottle, sitting in the garbage at the top of the pail. He took all of it with him, and waited while the super locked the apartment behind them.

The ambulance had already arrived as they came back downstairs, and Coglin gave everything to the EMTs. He watched silently as they guided the woman through the rain into the back of their truck.

“How you wanna write this up?” his partner said, giving him back his handcuffs in the car after the ambulance left.

“No way,” Coglin said, taking the cuffs and stowing them in their leather pouch around his back. “Grabbed her off the roof, put her in a bus.”

Baker studied him.

“OK,” he said. “Sure you don’t want a Band-Aid or something?”

Coglin shook his head.

“Nah,” he said. “It stopped bleeding. I’ll live.”

Baker checked his watch.

“Seems like it’s mealtime to me, partner. Whataya think?” he said. “On second thought, stow what you think. We’re gonna grab some food.”







Chapter Two



THE PLACE THEY WENT to eat called itself a diner, but it was little more than a large coffee shop. It was empty except for the old Spanish cook and the middle-aged waitress, his daughter, who turned from where she sat smoking at the front counter.

“Oh no, you again,” she said. It was what she always said.

They sat in the deepest booth and put their radios up on the table top next to the ketchup. They ordered burgers and ate them slowly. Nobody came in or out. The waitress took their empty plates and went for coffee. Baker shifted in the silence.

“If it’s about what I said about Karen,” he said.

“No,” Coglin said, looking out into the rain through the plate glass. “It ain’t that.”

“What then? That EDP? The lady?

Coglin turned from the rain to his partner.

“You notice how pretty she was?” he said.

Baker nodded.

“Now that you mention it.”

“Well, there was a picture of her in her apartment, when she was a kid. She looked like an angel, like a little girl in a fairy tale.”

“And?” Baker said.

Coglin placed his hands on the table in front of him and stared down between them as if some answer lay there in the paled swirls of worn linoleum.

“I guess I never really thought about how fucked up it is to be crazy like that,” he said quietly, “so alone and fucked up.”

Baker looked at him in shock. He was at a complete loss for a response.

“Does this have anything to do with that fancy TV you’re watching now?” he said.

Coglin gave him the finger as he looked back out the window. When the waitress brought the check, Baker grabbed it.

“Gotta try something radical to cheer your ass up,” he said, taking out his wallet.

A thin, hunched form appeared up the block, pushing a shopping cart as they exited the coffee shop. As the figure passed under a streetlight, Coglin could see that he was an older black man with a messed-up face: his nose a swollen bag; his eyes purple, puffed slits; his lips split.

“Is that Smilin’ Ronnie?” Baker said.

“Hey, Smilin’!” Coglin called, taking a step toward him. “Hey, Smilin’! What happened?”

The old man slowed for a moment, his pulverized face turning vaguely toward the sound of Coglin’s voice. Then he began to step quickly. The metal rattling of his cart off the breaks in the sidewalk was suddenly more rapid, like the clatter of a train skipping a stop.

“What the hell happened to him?” Baker said. “Took a spill?”

“Off a roof, maybe,” Coglin said.

“Ream knocked him out,” said a voice behind them.

They both turned. There was a recessed window in the old, dark building beside the coffee shop, and behind its rusting bars stood a small Hispanic boy of no more than seven. He gripped the bars with his little fists like a miniature, irate inmate. Blue television light flashed from the room behind.

“C’mon,” Coglin said. “You saw it? A little guy like you?”

“Shit, yeah,” the child said proudly. “Only happened right there on the corner. Ream and his crew, out drinkin’ forties, see the bum roll up, so they play them some Knockout.”

Coglin exchanged glances with his partner.

“Knockout,” Baker said. “What’s that?”

The kid rolled his eyes and shook his head with a “where the fuck you been?” expression.

“‘Knockout,’” he explained slowly. “It’s when you coldcock some sucka in his cranium an’ try an’ knock his ass out with one punch.”

“What happens after you knock ’im out?” Baker asked. “You rob him?”

“Straight up. Stomp his sorry ass, too. But they didn’t vic no bum.” The kid rolled his eyes again. “What they gonna take? His cans? Shit.”

“They stomped on him, though, huh?” Coglin said.

“Word,” the kid said. “Beat his old ass.” The dark child laughed for a second, the sound chilling for the unlikely innocence in it, a tickled baby.

“And they pissed on ’im. He was lyin’ on the ground and they whipped their shits out and showered the stinky old fuck.”

Coglin checked his desire to reach through the bars and wrap his hands around the kid’s throat.

“Little man,” Coglin said “I don’t believe a word of your bullshit. You believe him, Daryl?”

“He’s spittin’ lies,” Baker said.

“Hey, I seen it,” the kid whined. “I seen it right there.”

“Who did it then?” Baker said. “Who knocked him out?”

“Ream did it. Ream turned that old nigga’s fuckin’ lights out.”

“Who the fuck’s Ream?”

“Ream deals rock in the park across from Tubman. Ask anybody. Tall ass nigga with a red Lex. Got silver loops in his ears.”

“Yeah, we’ll see,” Coglin said, pushing himself off the wall.

“You playin’ us,” Baker said, “and we’re gonna be comin’ back.”

The kid kicked the bars with his small, sneakered foot.

“Dang,” he called after them, offended. “Why the fuck would I be lying?”

Back in the car, Coglin looked off in the direction the bum had gone, a tightness spreading through his body. Adrenaline injecting into his bloodstream at the anticipation of contact. He rolled his neck, his thoughts racing back to the crazy woman.

Maybe there were some problems that he or anybody couldn’t do anything about.

But luckily some punk kids torturing an old defenseless man wasn’t one of them.

“Whataya say we take a little spin by the park?” he said, starting the car. He stomped on the gas, making the engine roar.

Baker smiled and nodded his approval.

“Now, that’s my Coglin,” he said, grasping the dash as the car shot forward. “Let’s see how much Mr. Ream likes havin’ his own cranium cracked.”

The drug spot was empty when they pulled in front of the Harriet Tubman projects five minutes later. Normally, the wooden benches facing the street in the adjacent park would be filled with the dealers, circles of hooded young men glancing constantly about like some strange order of cautious persecuted monks.

“I think Harriet would have skipped this stop on the ol’ Underground Railroad, don’t you?” Baker said. “I think she would have taken the express right on past if she had the choice. Business is slow with this rain.”

Coglin took a deep breath and looked out at the desolate complex of dark stone high-rises, the pale cement paths crisscrossing the mud between.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve seen that red Lex around, though.”

“Me, too,” Baker said.

A train blasted past on the El two blocks away, and its electric spark’s soft blue glow lit up the dismal brick for a moment.

“You think it was what? Some kind of gang thing?” Coglin said.

“Yeah. Some kind of sick initiation,” Baker said. “At least the LA gangs have the decency to beat the fuck out of each other.”

They sat in silence.

“Fuck it,” Baker said after a while. “We’re gonna cross paths with the animal sooner or later. Hopefully sooner in one of these hallways with the back of his head opened up for him.”

He checked his watch. “It’s time anyway. We gotta get back.”

Coglin turned to his partner.

“Smilin’ ever show you his union card?”

“Used to be a plumber, right?”

“Steamfitter,” Coglin said. “He told me he used to be the house steamfitter at the Plaza hotel till he got fired.”

Baker shook his head grimly.

“Pissed on him, Daryl,” Coglin said. “Who does that? What species?”

“I agree,” Baker said. “That’s some bothersome prehistoric shit. But it’s still time.”

Coglin glanced out at the dark, desolate façades of the buildings. He blew out a pent-up breath loudly.

“You’re right,” he said quietly, shifting the transmission down into drive.

They pulled out and drove in silence, the rain on the roof a low, constant rattle.

“I just wish he’d been there,” Coglin said after a few blocks.

“Me, too, man,” Baker said. “Me, too.”

Back at the precinct house, they parked the radio car in the garage, handed in their paperwork and went up to the locker room. It took Coglin less than ten minutes to put away the belt and gear, change out of his uniform, and exchange his service automatic for his off-duty .38. He closed his locker and sat down next to Baker, who was still getting dressed.

“So you want me to bring the cradle tomorrow, right?” Baker said.

Coglin nodded.

“I appreciate you letting me use your basement to work on it,” he said.

Baker shook his head.

“You know I was just fuckin’ with you about Karen,” he said.

“No,” Coglin said. “I don’t know that. But I think I know what you were getting at. Don’t worry about it.”

“You gonna be OK,” Baker said with a grin, “or you want me to call the rubber-gun squad for you, maybe? Ask if they got any openings?”

“You’re a sensitive motherfucker,” Coglin said, shaking his head with a slight smile. “I ever tell you that? A real warm individual. It’s easy to share with you.”

Baker smiled widely.

“Glad to see you’re feeling better, partner,” he said.

“Shoo, shoo,” Coglin told him as he rose. “Under a hedge.”

Coglin left the locker room, walked out through the musty stationhouse and crossed the street to his car. He turned the engine over and waited, letting it warm. He glanced at the precinct, its narrow windows still burning with their grim but steady yellow light. He backed out.

He was passing under the elevated track on his way to the highway when he saw them: a group of teens—a half dozen or more—crowded in the roofed stairwell leading up to the El. At first, the older man in their midst seemed to be a friend of theirs, a concerned father maybe taking his son home. Then a forty-ounce malt liquor bottle crashed across the side of his head, and he buckled and fell.

Coglin was out in the rain and running almost before his fishtailing car had stopped completely. He was less than twenty feet away and closing when they noticed him. Young, hooded bodies spilled over the black-painted stair rail, through the thin opening, up the stairs. He caught the last one out—a squat, over-weight punk—with a slap that set him down on the pavement. The kid managed to push himself to his feet and then ran off.

The victim was middle-aged and Hispanic. He was wearing a suit that was wet and soiled, and he raised his bloodied head with a moan. Coglin looked up the stairs in time to see the sneaker soles of one of the pack gain the top landing. He helped the man into a sitting position and reached at his side for his radio that wasn’t there. The man spit a stringy gob of blood onto the worn metal rim of one of the stairs.

Coglin stepped over him, started up the stairs.

“Stay there,” he called back. “Wait for an ambulance. Don’t move.”

He sprinted up the long flight of stairs, across the wooden boards at the top of the landing and burst through the station door. It was empty. Being one of the last stops on the line, there was no token-booth clerk, just a barred, revolving turnstile that required a token he didn’t have. He pressed against the bars scanning the platform beside the tracks, but he couldn’t see anything. Then he heard something clatter above his head.

He ran back out the door to the top landing’s outside stair rail. Blinking up through the rain, he made out a drainpipe that snaked upward to the eave of the station’s sloped terra cotta roof. He squinted down at the sidewalk thirty feet below and listened for a moment to the ceaseless pounding of the rain. Then he leaned out and grasped the drainpipe.

By the time he swung himself onto the roof, he was completely soaked. He drew his gun from his ankle holster with a Velcro rip, looked around, but there was nothing. When he gained the crest of the roof, he was just in time to see a figure drop off the other side onto the platform.

He’d started down quickly and had almost reached the other eave, when he slipped. His left boot shot out from under him on some slick piece of flashing, and then the right one, and his face slapped against the wet stone. His gun flew out of his hand, slid away with a clatter and dropped off the eave. He was only a second behind it.

The platform smacked him hard and his breath was gone. Through his shock he registered that he’d landed on something hard and metal that might’ve cracked a rib.

Once, as a small kid, he’d caught a line drive in the chest while standing in foul territory at a men’s softball game, and he felt that same sensation now. The same torturously slow suffocation, same dancing spots of black and malignant nausea, dreamy death like a lead blanket swaddled around his chest.

Frozen needles of rain dashed unheeded off his unprotected face as he couldn’t breathe and couldn’t breathe and couldn’t breathe.

Then the rain suddenly stopped.

The face of the figure that stared down at him from an impossible height above was young and black and had eyes cold and glistening as the silver hoops in his ears. A chunky multifinger ring of gold, billboard-huge from where Coglin lay, was sprawled across the wide fist of his right hand.

R-E-A-M.

Coglin’s breath came back in a loud wheeze. Backbeat by his pumping heart, a single refrain began to play in his head as he unsuccessfully tried to move.

I should’ve stayed a carpenter I should’ve stayed a carpenter I should’ve stayed a carpenter.

He felt his wallet come free from the front pocket of his jeans. His badge flashed in front of his face.

“Five-O, bitch,” the dealer whispered in his ear. “’Gainst the wall.”

Coglin managed to jerk up slightly when the man went into his breast pocket for the engagement ring. The blow that fell an instant later crackled white fuzz across the insides of Coglin’s eyelids. The back of his head bounced up off the cement. Blood ran over his teeth, dripping down his throat in a copper stream.

Hurricane storm clouds of black arrived now, swirling above even blacker, crashing waves.

As Coglin was about to pass out completely, he felt a shudder that he feared was the final tremble of something vital failing in his body. He felt it again, this time accompanied by a far-off bleat, like an alarm clock through a dream. He wished the noise would stop, so he could get his much-needed rest. It dulled for a moment.

The platform shook again with the enormous weight of the approaching subway train. Its horn issued another short blast.

Ream was lifting Coglin’s legs when he managed to crack open his left eye.

“Yeahhh, bitch,” Ream said, starting to drag him across the cement.

“Train’s a comin, bitch,” he said.

And it was. Coglin could hear the wheels of the subway car clearly now, the rising metal screech of its approach like the sharpening of a thousand knives.

“Chugga, chugga, woo, woo,” Ream said, smiling. Even dazed, Coglin could see he was a handsome kid.

“Chugga, chugga, woo, woo.”

He’s going to throw me in front of the train, Coglin thought with the astonishing simplicity of panic. When he opened his mouth to protest, he found he couldn’t speak.

It took Coglin another second to notice that the piece of metal he landed on was moving with him. It was his gun. He raised himself off it slightly and managed to hook it with his elbow, dragging it along with him.

The rumble and horn of the train mounted an unbelievable notch higher, like an unstoppable tornado now down in the front yard. Ream stopped abruptly. He pulled Coglin parallel to the edge of the platform and dropped his feet. Coglin could feel the humming power of the train reverberating through the wet cement at his cheek. He stared down at the silver rail tops below.

He reached out blindly with his right hand and wrapped it around the hard rubber handle of his gun beneath his other elbow. He fumbled at the checkered metal safety with his thumb. It wouldn’t come. His thumb wasn’t working. His hand was too cold. He was too weak. Too weak to live. Please. No. Then the safety finally flicked down with an almost imperceptible snick.

Ream stepped away for a moment as if suddenly deciding to stop this insanity. Then Coglin felt the sole of his sneaker begin to push at his back, inching him off the platform. He passed the gun across his body, found the metal filament of the trigger with his finger and squeezed.

The shot was only a slight, muffled pop against the now rising roar of the train, but it caught Ream in the foot. The pusher looked down slowly at the mess that had blossomed across the flawless white leather of his Reeboks.

Coglin pulled the trigger of the suddenly heavy gun again, and the bullet bit out a piece of the platform between Ream’s feet with a whine.

Ream looked down at Coglin with puzzled annoyance, as if perturbed by the distraction from his newly interesting foot. Then Coglin squeezed and shot again, and the round went through Ream’s knee, and he dropped.

The driver of the train had the horn pulled in a constant scream as Coglin rolled himself away from the edge. When he looked back he saw Ream, a few yards away, gripping feebly at the platform, his bloody legs hanging over the space above the tracks. In the brightening light of the oncoming train, Ream’s expression had softened to a look of childish regret as he reached out a hand toward Coglin.

Then the train hit him.

One moment, he was there and the next instant, there was a sound, a kind of hollow sickening bump and like a magic trick, the dealer was gone, replaced by the flying metal wall of the train. Staring at the blurring steel with the darkness coming for him again, Coglin suddenly thought of the ring. He had to have it for Saturday. He patted at the wet concrete around him, probing the pocked cement blindly with his fingertips. Then he toppled over and passed out.

It was still dark and still raining when Coglin opened his eyes, but the train had stopped. It was sitting there at the station, right in front of him, with its doors open and its bright light spilling onto the platform. A black man in a transit uniform was stepping in and out of the doors, clenching and unclenching his hands. He was crying.

“Johnny! Johnny! Wake the fuck up!”

Coglin turned up to his left toward the voice. It took him a moment to recognize the face out of uniform. It was Martinelli. Martinelli, his first partner. His old friend.

“Are you shot?” Martinelli said.

Coglin shook his head.

“Who’s the kid under the train?”

“Saw him beatin’ an old man,” Coglin mumbled. “Chased him.”

“Did you shoot him?”

Coglin blinked, nodded slowly.

“Goddamn,” Martinelli said. “Goddamn…Here, sit up.”

Martinelli pulled him off his back. Coglin sat and wrapped his hands around his knees. There was blood on the sleeve of his coat. He looked up as Martinelli took a white handkerchief out of his coat pocket. He thought he was going to give it to him to stanch some wound, then he saw there was something in it. Black and heavy, gleaming with oil. A small automatic.

Coglin squinted at him, confused.

“Gotta drop it,” Martinelli explained somberly.

“What?”

“On the kid. The kid,” Martinelli said, annoyed now. “It’s the only way.”

“No,” Coglin said weakly. “That’s not the way it happened.”

Martinelli put a hand behind Coglin’s head and pulled him in until their foreheads touched. Coglin could smell the alcohol on his breath.

“You think that matters? That don’t mean shit. I got you covered, kid.”

Martinelli let go of him and walked quickly down the platform.

Coglin sat there watching him. At the front of the train, Martinelli stopped and took out the handkerchief.

“No,” Coglin said quietly as he watched the gun fall toward the tracks, tiny and black and irretrievable. He heard it click on the street below. A small, but portentous sound. Like the last punch on the timecard of a man clocking out on his very last day.
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