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I
  SEVEN A.M.


  Two of them were outside the apartment because there were always two of them outside.


  Jamal Davis couldn’t remember their names. One skinny, one less skinny, but both mean-eyed, like they’d practiced it. He’d heard the skinny one’s dad’d been a famous OG, who’d made it to all of thirty-seven before he didn’t make it anymore.


  The block was brownstones, fronted by fire escapes, all rusting except for 414 West. Fresh paint on ironwork, fresh paint on the door, fresh paint on the window frames. Garbage and recycling clean and lined up perfect. The crew’s apartment on the second floor was rent free because Lester told the landlord they’d watch out and make sure nothing happened to the building. But the funny thing was that, because the building was the crib of the DS-12s, nobody moved in to the other units. Lester took the rest of them over.


  Jamal spotted Skinny and Less Skinny eyeing him from a distance. Nothing about him could give them much to worry about: a bulky olive-drab combat jacket that kept out most of the March chill. Jeans with cuffs, orange Reeboks—nice ones, more than he could afford. But sometimes you just had to. His hair was short and his body was round. Which he didn’t like, the round part. But his grandmother had always given him food and he kept eating food. When he was in high school, sometimes somebody made a comment. Jamal was only five seven, a regret, but God gave him muscle and after he broke a jaw or tore an ear or sent somebody on their fours, puking, the comments stopped.


  To the two wall-leaning outside 414, round and waddling Jamal was just any other nineteen-year-old in the ’hood. He kept his hands outside his pockets, of course.


  He joined them. “Yo.”


  “You Jamal?”


  He nodded and when he wasn’t looking around he looked at the two. Less Skinny didn’t seem quite right, talking to himself and playing with his joint in a twitchy way. Jamal didn’t want him to go off. Skinny was just smoking a cigarette. Calm.


  “Let’s see some ID. Gotcha passport, right?”


  Jamal blinked. Less Skinny giggled.


  Skinny: “Fucking with you. Do Jesus.”


  Jamal extended his arms, crucifixion like, and got frisked.


  “Go on up. Second.”


  As he stepped through the door he was jerked to a stop. Less Skinny had gripped his collar. He whispered, pot breath, “Careful, son. Don’t fuck up.”


  Son? He was Jamal’s age.


  The door to 2A was open. Jamal supposed if you had the whole apartment building to yourself, why bother to close it, let alone lock it?


  Still, he knocked.


  “Yeah?” a voice called.


  “Jamal.” He took a deep breath and stepped inside.


  He’d been in crew cribs before and this was like any of them. Table for cards and business and meals. Some matching chairs, some that didn’t match. A couch and two armchairs that looked years old, weird plaid, gray and tan, not even his grandmother would’ve liked it. A big-ass TV, of course. CNN was on, crisp and bright and muttering, the volume low.


  One bedroom door was closed. Another was ajar and through that one he could see a man sleeping on his back, snoring. He wore cargo pants but no shirt. A house-arrest monitor was attached to his ankle.


  Jamal looked around and didn’t see Lester anywhere. Then he heard the sound of pissing and noticed an open bathroom door, the shadow of somebody inside.


  Should he sit or stand?


  He stood.


  A flush. The sound of water from a faucet.


  Lester appeared in the doorway, drying his hands on a paper towel. Sleeveless white tee, cargos, Reeboks of his own, silver.


  Lester was as skinny as Skinny downstairs. But shorter. And he was muscled, rippling muscles. Jamal heard that at an initiation beatdown, Lester had cracked a kid’s skull with one punch, not the concrete he fell on. But the knuckles. Maybe it was the gold rings too. Lester wore four of them, two on each hand. They had to weigh a quarter pound total.


  “Appreciate this, you know, you getting up early for this,” Jamal said.


  “Shit, dog. You think I get up for you? Ain’t been to bed. We in an hour ago. My girl, she in that room there, the door closed, so keep your voice down.”


  “Sure, man. Yeah.”


  Lester’s hair was cropped close and razor-cut along his forehead, then ninety degrees straight down to his temples. Like the barber’d used a ruler. On his chin was a long, stringy goatee.


  “But I ain’t got leisure time here, you know what I’m saying? So let’s do this or not do this. My boys downstairs, they check you out, but I’ma ask you to strip.”


  Jamal didn’t move.


  “You mean—”


  “Fuck, dog, strip mean strip. So . . .” He lifted his palms impatiently.


  Jamal took a deep breath. He glanced at the closed door. Lester laughed. “She out for the count. And even she wakes up, you got nothing she ain’t seen before. Do it.”


  Jamal did. And though Lester didn’t ask, he turned around because that’s what he’d seen people do in the movies to prove they weren’t wearing a wire.


  Lester looked over the round body, saying nothing, not joking about the belly and thighs and man tits.


  “’Kay.”


  Jamal got dressed quickly. He was in fact terrified that Lester’s girlfriend would walk out of the bedroom and laugh.


  “I’ma ask you, dog. What you want it for?”


  “I just need it.”


  Lester’s eyes went dramatically wide. “Well now, that don’t answer my question, you think?” He walked to the fridge and pulled a beer out, drank half of it. Didn’t offer anything to Jamal.


  “All about the green. It’s a shit time for us. My grandmother, she got laid off. Doing cleaning now. She’s a smart lady but she’s sweeping and dusting like some Lat bitch snuck up here from Honduras. Fuck that. And I send MT what I can.”


  Lester sat down, stretched out his legs. “Why you never jump in with us?”


  Jamal kept standing. “Dunno. Guess ’cause I couldn’t risk getting fucked up. MT’s away for five more, even they give him the benefit of everything. And he’s got himself into trouble inside already. Hit a screw tried to feel him up.”


  Lester winced. “Aw, man, let ’em feel. Don’t hit. Thought your brother knew the rules. Bought him another year?”


  “Six months, one sol.”


  “Fuck solitary.” Lester’s face screwed up tight. “But here you come, dog, asking what you asking, which’ll put your ass right into the system, too, if you fuck up. Then what’ll Granny do?”


  Jamal’s voice nearly broke as he said, “I didn’t want it to go like this. I don’t have any fucking choice.”


  Lester finished the beer and pulled a toothpick from his pocket. Not a wooden one. Plastic, white. Or maybe ivory.


  “How much you got?”


  “Three.”


  Lester was frowning. “Three won’t get you shit.”


  “It’s all I got. Maybe three twenty.” He was going to add, “If I didn’t want to eat today,” but Lester might say not eating today’d be a smart move. The weight and all.


  Lester glanced at the TV—CNN, always busy. Rumor was he had a glass eye, or fake eye. Jamal didn’t know if they were made out of glass or what. He watched a minute of breaking news. A little boy had gotten lost in a construction site, a huge mall somewhere. Had he been kidnapped, fallen into a foundation? His name was Robert but the newscasters called him Bobby.


  Lester walked into the kitchen and crouched below the sink. He emerged with a brown paper bag. He collected a roll of paper towels and spray bottle of Windex. He walked to the card table and set everything down. He opened the bag and spilled out a pistol and a dozen bullets. The gun’s wooden handle was nicked and the blue metal parts were worn and uneven.


  “Three Cs ain’t buying you a Glock or anything fancy, dog. You didn’t think that, did you?”


  “I didn’t know.” He reached for the small revolver.


  Lester waved his hand abruptly and Jamal froze.


  The gangbanger picked up the gun using a paper towel, sprayed it with the window cleaner and then wiped it down, his flesh never coming in contact with the weapon. He set it down and did the same with each bullet. Jamal’s eyes slid to the TV. Still the story about the missing kid.


  Lester plopped down the last bullet. “’Kay, dog. The green?”


  Jamal dug the money out of his pocket and damn if Lester didn’t pick up the money, too, with a paper towel and put the wad in his pocket. He didn’t count it but Jamal supposed nobody ever in the history of the universe had fucked over Lester.


  “You mention my name and you’re gone and Grandma’s gone, too, you know what I’m saying?”


  “Sure, Lester.” Jamal started to load the gun.


  “Now get the fuck out.”


  When he was at the door Lester said, “Dog?”


  Jamal looked back.


  “Don’t never do a bank or check-cashing shop. You jack a car, I know a place’ll pay good green. Only cost you ten points to me. You do a house and end up with merch, I’ll move it. Cost you fifteen points there—riskier’n shit from cars, you know what I’m saying?”


  Jamal nodded, then swallowed.


  “Phone-card stores’re good. And remember, convenience stores, lotta times, put up cameras, you know, security? But they fake, to save money. An’ one last thing.” A nod toward the pocket where the gun rested. “Don’t use it ’less you for sure got to. Bullets—they change everything. But if you do, it’s pop, pop.” Lester reached up and poked Jamal hard in the temple twice. “Two. The head. Don’t bother no place else. You good with that?”


  “I can do it,” Jamal said.


  Lester looked him over and laughed. “Damn, dog, I b’lieve you can. Now, get the fuck out.”
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  “He say where he going?”


  “Nothing,” Sharpe told Lester Banks. “Punk ass looked me in the eye, like pushing me, you know.”


  Lester figured that Jamal could take Sharpe, skinny as an old rooster, one on one. Beatdown. Except if it came to metal, Sharpe had his Glock and Jamal had the Shit and Wesson.


  They were on the doorstep of 414 West, Lester and Sharpe. Doug, too, but he was hanging back. Lester scared him. Lester was watching Jamal’s receding form. Easy to spot. The orange shoes.


  Lester said, “I got some intelligence is interesting.”


  Sharpe asked what it was.


  “His brother’s in medium sec at Burlington.”


  “Yeah. MT, he solid.”


  “Do I care?”


  “Well, you—”


  “You don’t gotta answer.” Lester was thinking. “You see his face?”


  Sharpe was silent.


  “That you can fucking answer.”


  “Jamal, yeah. I seen his face.”


  “He got something in mind. Something big going down. I think his brother tipped to something, heard something inside. Told the dog about it, and he comes here playing closemouthed. Boy don’t want to share. Only reason I gave him that piece, find out what he’s about.”


  “I wondered why,” Sharpe replied. Then fell silent under Lester’s probing gaze.


  Lester asked, “What’s on about town?”


  “The Flatland?” Sharpe asked. “Only thing big I know about.”


  Lester hadn’t thought about that. There’d been talk of a crew across town getting a load of fent and oxy, a big load, up from North Carolina. They were in the Flatland neighborhood, near the docks. Bad fuckers.


  “Damn, punk takes the fent, tags the courier and anybody nearby. Worth, what? A couple hundred large.”


  Sharpe said, “Man, we could move that shit fast. Market always want it. But might be something else.”


  “Then I’ll cap his ass and take what he got. Get my Smittie back. Punk boy got no business playing with that. Something ’bout that dog I don’t like. Gimme yo Glock.”


  Sharpe instantly handed over the pistol.


  Lester checked the magazine and made sure a round was chambered. He looked up the street, where Jamal was turning the corner. He slipped the gun in his pocket.


  “Later.”
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  The crack in the plaster ceiling was different things at different times.


  It might be a map of an interstate, it might be a mountain range, it might be a woman’s voluptuous body.


  This morning, as he lay in his sagging bed, what Adam Rangel saw was something he’d never characterized the crack as in his eight months of living here: a pirate ship.


  Well, any old-time ship, he supposed, but for some reason Adam thought of it as a pirate ship. He remembered seeing that movie with Christie, Pirates of the Caribbean. Maybe that was it. Maybe he’d had a dream about the date.


  No, it wasn’t Christie.


  He couldn’t recall. Somebody blond. Christie wasn’t blond.


  Sometimes, lying in his rickety twin bed, looking up, Adam wondered if the crack was a risk. It looked pretty deep. Did it mean that the ceiling would come tumbling down on him? The building was ancient, built with plaster. Sheetrock didn’t fall. It rotted. And even if it did fall it wasn’t heavy. Plaster fell and it weighed a ton.


  But was it worth calling the landlord?


  Probably not a good idea. Adam hadn’t been so good about paying rent on time. The checks somehow never stretched the way they should. The fewer waves he made, the better. No lease here. He could be kicked out anytime. He knew he couldn’t find anything this cheap and he sure wasn’t going to pass a credit check for anything else. Just keep it down and keep it low.


  Sometimes Adam Rangel walked a very fine line.


  Besides, he’d never heard of anybody getting crushed to death by a plaster ceiling.


  He rolled upright, planting his feet on the green linoleum floor. He massaged his calf. This was out of habit, not to temper the pain. The five-year-old wound didn’t ache at the moment. Hadn’t for a long time. But massage it he did.


  Adam slept, as always, in boxers. And he glanced down now, over his forty-one-year-old body, which was in good shape. Unfair, considering he got very little exercise and his diet was a joke.


  Last year, Priscilla—he was sure it was Priscilla—had a chance to see virtually every square inch of that body and she’d told him she thought he was in his twenties. Sometimes he missed her and wondered where she was now. She’d traced her finger over the tattoo on his neck, an arrowhead in which a skyward-pointing sword was crossed by three lightning bolts.


  “Special Forces,” he had told her in answer to her question.


  “Oh, is that where that thing came from?” She had massaged the bullet-hole scar too.


  Thing.


  “Did it hurt?”


  “Did. Doesn’t now. Usually.”


  “Was it the Taliban?”


  “Friendly fire. Happens a lot. More than you’d think.”


  He slipped his feet into loafers and walked into the bathroom to pee. Debated brushing his teeth and decided to. Today the effort wasn’t too much.


  Pay attention to the little things, accomplish the little tasks. What doctor had told him that?


  Adam could remember former girlfriends’ names better, if only slightly better, than doctors’.


  He checked text messages. None.


  This both depressed and relieved him. When he had to respond he sometimes got tense. He might get it wrong, people might ask him to explain what he meant, might ask him questions whose answers didn’t come easily to him.


  He went online.


  Several e-mails but they didn’t bother him. E-mails were in a demilitarized zone. Texts were immediate, high-pressure, front line. E-mails you could stack up and let sit. You answered them on your terms.


  One was a response to an e-mail he’d sent to a big drug company that’d run an online ad looking for new hires. Adam had a BS degree, with some chemistry classes. For someone with his education, though, all they could offer was entry-level sales. And that meant desk, pushing paper and talking to people. Fuck.


  Delete.


  One was from his mother, no subject line.


  Delete.


  Another:


  Dear Adam:


  Thanks for your e-mail. I of course remember you. I appreciate your candor. I wasn’t aware that you were having some personal difficulties back then. No worries not getting back to me. We sometimes have openings for someone with your skills. Please contact Helen in our HR department. And thank you, too, for your service to our country.


  Adam was handy. When he was ten, he and his father had framed and drywalled a couple of rooms in their and his grandparents’ houses. He had a talent for it. After the service, he’d worked for a couple of contractors. But then he’d started not showing up. Fired. He’d gone to day labor, cash. That was better. For a while.


  Delete.


  He pulled on his gray slacks, a T-shirt and a plaid short-sleeved shirt, which he left untucked. As he dressed, he looked out the window. A typical March day, overcast and dim. He could feel the chill coming off the grimy glass. The weather cheered him. He hated the sun, hated heat.


  For such obvious reasons that it pissed him off. That made him feel predictable, made him a slave to the past in all the worst, clichéd ways. Almost funny.


  Then the wasp started. No, two of them.


  Two wasps. Little fuckers.


  Adam reached between the box springs and mattress and took out a Colt .45 semiautomatic pistol. It was an old military sidearm, though not the one he was issued in Afghanistan. The army made you give your weapons back. Anyway, he’d flown home commercial, so there was that. He’d bought this one on the street. For protection. And just in case.


  He pulled the slide back to put a round in the chamber and put the muzzle in his mouth. He tasted metal and oil and smelled gunpowder from the last time he’d fired it, at a range, a year ago. He’d never bothered to clean it.


  He turned slightly so that when the bullet exited the back of his skull, if it exited, it would slam into a thick, structural riser of the apartment and stop there, so no one else would be hit.


  Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . .


  Then, aiming the weapon elsewhere, he looked at it, admiring the shape, the feel, the weight. He pushed a button to drop the magazine out the bottom of the grip and pulled the slide to send the bullet that was in the chamber cartwheeling to the bed. He picked the slug up, slipped it back into the mag and reloaded the Colt. Set it on the unsteady table.


  Adam walked into the kitchen—that is, the five-by-ten-foot area divided from the rest of the single-room apartment by a half-high wall. He hadn’t changed the ceiling bulb, so he used a flashlight to see if the pizza from last night was untouched by anything with six legs. It was. He felt a thrill.


  And to drink . . .


  Oh, shit. Disaster.


  When he’d gone to bed last night around eleven he’d left the bottle of cabernet on the counter. His second of the evening. He’d poured only one glass from it, he was proud to say, and he was looking forward to the rest to have with the pizza for breakfast. But Adam’s hearing had been damaged during the war and he must have bumped the bottle, not hearing it fall, as he staggered to bed. Almost all had spilled onto the floor; only a mouthful of the cheap, tangy red wine remained.


  Fuck.


  He lifted the bottle and with what was left took his morning meds. He was about to fling the bottle across the room but controlled himself. There’d been enough complaints.


  Sitting on the bed, he massaged the scar on his calf again.


  And, naturally, here it came . . . What replayed a couple of times a day in his thoughts: He’s hunkered by himself behind a low wall, rising sometimes to look for a target. Others in the platoon behind their walls, or flat on a crumbling driveway or in the sand.


  Rising, squeezing off rounds, then low once more.


  And when that happens, utter fucking hell. The incoming, thunk, snap, snap . . . the bullets everywhere. From thirty or forty guns. Hitting the front of the wall, skimming over it, slamming into the old building behind. Stone cascading, fragments zipping. So fast, so fast, snappy and stinging and loud.


  They’re scattered throughout hills, the enemy. His platoon is in a vast open space, with only two goatherds’ shacks and three or four stone walls, a few feet high at the most, for cover.


  Adam rises and fires some bursts.


  “Where’s the fucking air?” somebody shouts.


  “En route. Medevac too.”


  One of the guys in the patrol’d been hit, bad. He rose at the wrong time. Face and shoulder.


  Bad.


  More bullets. They zip like steel wasps, they fall like red-hot fragments of meteorites.


  Adam is thinking:


  If it weren’t the fourth day of the relentless snap, snap, snap . . .


  If he didn’t wake up every morning trying to keep a big breakfast down, just so everybody thinks he’s just one them . . .


  If they could just take a few klicks of land in this god-awful outpost and hold it . . .


  If he hadn’t signed up solely for the sake of his father . . .


  If not for all those, then he might not do the unimaginable thing he’s about to do.


  But he has arrived at the end of the line.


  Adam has never been shot or hit by shrapnel moving fast enough to break the skin. But today he knows he’s going to be wounded. Because he’s going to do the wounding himself.


  He’s not stupid about this. He knows he’ll be suspect because it will be a nonlethal puncture of his flesh exactly in the place where one wishing to shoot himself to escape duty would shoot himself. (The calf is number one.) This is one of the most serious offenses in the military. The crime is malingering, which sounds as tame as loitering but it’s not. If you self-inflict an injury in combat you’ll face ten years of military prison and a dishonorable discharge.


  So Adam looks around to make sure no one can see him. His weapon has three modes: single semiautomatic, three-round bursts and fully auto. He clicks his rifle to single—one trigger pull, one bullet—because he doesn’t want his flesh turned to gravy. Adam pulls a large bandage from his MOLLE backpack; he presses this against his calf, so that if CID is in the mood to play forensics, they won’t find gunshot residue on his uniform or skin and will think the slug must’ve come from a distance. He’ll discard the bandage later.


  With no further prep, he shoots himself in the leg. The rifle he’s been issued fires a small bullet, a little under a quarter of an inch in diameter. But it moves fast as the dickens, two thousand mph, far faster than the jets that are coming to pound the enemy and drive them, temporarily, to cover.


  There’s a sting but no terrible rush of pain. The nerves are traumatized. Still he cries out, “I’m hit!” And he hides the bandage in a pocket.


  “Ahhh, ahhhh . . .”


  Adam freezes.


  And looks behind him.


  There was a gap in time from when he looked to see that he was alone and when he fired his weapon.


  And in that briefest of moments, a fellow soldier crawled up behind him.


  His best friend in the unit, Todd Wilshire. They joked, they played cards, they shared books and stories about women, snuck illegal hooch.


  The bullet slowed somewhat as it passed through Adam’s leg. But it still traveled fast enough to zip into Todd’s throat and neck and tidily open a vein.


  His eyes lock on Adam’s as he grips his neck, pointlessly, the red cascading, cascading.


  “Ahhhh . . . Ah . . .”


  For a moment, Adam debates. Todd saw, Todd would tell. But then: No, I can’t do it. He cries, “Medic! Medic.”


  Soon a shuffle of feet and the young man, hunched over, rolls into the spot between Adam and Todd. He glances at the wound on Adam’s leg and assesses it minor and then turns to the hemorrhaging soldier.


  Who can’t be saved.


  As his shivering death approaches, Todd tries to say something to Adam.


  The lips seem to form a P. But then he goes still.


  Every day for the past five years, Adam Rangel thought of the incident, thought of his friend’s eyes, thought that if he’d called for the medic sooner, Todd would be alive. What was he going to say that started with a P?


  He looked at the Colt sitting on the table.


  Then: Fuck. Out of wine.


  Most places that sold liquor weren’t open yet. He then remembered the Quik Mart on Ninth Street in the Nowhere District of town. He’d only been there once—it was a long hike—but he had a soft spot for the place, because the Indian clerk, Kari, the name badge said, used eighty cents of his own money when Adam couldn’t come up with the full amount for his bottle and the Hot Pocket. Kari was a huge fan of the Beatles.


  Quik Mart it would be.
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  “I’m Patrol, yeah. Sure. But I haven’t been on patrol, lowercase p, in years.”


  Fifty-nine-year-old Arthur Fromm was speaking to the watch commander of the 19th Precinct. A man who was twenty years Fromm’s junior. Short, intense, precise, as scrubbed as squash before going into the pot.


  The commander was confused. “On patrol?” But only for a moment. “Patrol Division, uppercase. Being on patrol, lowercase.”


  Fromm nodded his long head.


  “That’s funny.” Though the watch commander wasn’t smiling.


  Fromm was tall and because he never seemed able to gain weight he was as slim as the day he graduated from the academy, eons ago. A fact that irritated many a fellow officer. His uniform was perfectly pressed. He sent it out. For years, Martha had ironed and rolled off lint every morning. The last time she’d tried, the fire department got involved.


  The two men were in the hallway of the precinct house. Both started when a blast of March wind rattled the windows behind them. The building was 117 years old.


  “I wouldn’t ask this of you if it wasn’t important, Arthur.”


  “Yessir, I’m sure.”


  The commander was a captain, and even though the man resembled an Eagle Scout, Patrolman Arthur Fromm was respectful of authority. Always.


  Yessir . . .


  “I’m down two people in Riverside. We have to have it covered. The POS-Seven.”


  This was a requirement ginned up by some pencil pusher in headquarters, stating in clunky bureaucratic prose that every district in the city had to have a requisite number of “personnel on site,” the count varying depending on population, but never less than one.


  In this day of internet-connected squad cars, the requirement seemed antiquated. But there it was.


  “Only for today. Mahoney and Juarez’ll be back tomorrow.”


  It would be a black mark against the commander to let a district go unpatrolled. There was a reason more and more police departments were being called public-safety offices. The job of protecting the public was one of the reasons Fromm had signed on.


  “All right, sir. Yes.”


  The commander thanked him, though it had been an order more than a request.


  “Riverside,” Fromm said.


  Also known as the Nowhere District. Gentrification had largely passed the grim, pungent neighborhood by.


  “That’s right. Larkin from the bridge to the park and Ninth Street. There’ve been some car break-ins. Graffiti. Muggings. Drugs. Don’t worry. It’ll all come back to you, Arthur. Do the things you used to do. Talk to shopkeepers. Ask kids why they aren’t in school. Drugs? Don’t bother unless it’s packaged for sale. Or it’s fentanyl. You know how to run a test?”


  “No. It wasn’t a big drug back then.”


  “You suspect that’s what it is, call it in and somebody from Narcotics’ll get right over there with a kit.”


  “Yessir.” What he knew about fentanyl he knew from Discovery Channel true-crime shows.


  “You checked out on the new Motorolas?”


  “How different are they from the old Motorolas?”


  The commander thought for a moment. “Supply’ll let you know.”


  “I’ll get my coat and weapon.”


  Fromm walked to the large cubicle he shared with another officer, a squat, cheerful African American woman named Delores.


  “What’d Butch want?”


  The nickname for the watch commander, thanks to the buzz cut, which in Fromm’s opinion was a bad fashion choice.


  “He’s sending me out.”


  “For coffee?”


  “Ha. On patrol.”


  He opened the drawer and pulled his utility belt out. It held a Glock 9 mm pistol, a Taser, extra magazines for the gun, handcuffs and a flashlight. The flashlight worked fine. He’d get new batteries for the Taser. He put the belt on. The weight was both familiar and disturbingly alien.


  He asked Delores, “What’s the story on body cams? I read a memo but I don’t remember.”


  “Optional for now.”


  Fromm decided to pass. There was enough to think about with the rest of the gear.


  As he left, she called, “You be careful, Arthur.”


  He grunted her way and smiled.


  In supply he got the Motorola, which worked exactly like the older version, though the sound was better. He swapped out Taser batteries. Then put his coat on, heading for the precinct’s front door.


  Walking away from the comfort of his desk, he thought: Damn, damn, damn. I do not want to do this.


  In his career as a beat Patrol officer, Arthur Fromm had his share of run-ins with all sorts of perps. Druggies—they were called “cluck heads” back then—and muggers and bank robbers. None of the incidents troubled him more than one would normally be troubled talking a crazy-eyed perp into setting down the knife he was brandishing.


  But then, four years ago, Martha had started failing.


  Little things at first, just forgetfulness. Then worse and worse. Dangerous too. The burning-uniform incident. Boiling eggs without putting water in the pan. Cleaning the living room walls with gasoline.


  Of course, it was a complicated disease, layered. And there were the moments of crystal clarity and—eerily—memories of their early days together in far more detail than he could ever summon.


  But good symptoms or bad didn’t matter. She was his wife of thirty-six years and he was going to make sure that she was taken care of until the end.


  And so he’d transferred to Administration, where the odds were virtually nil that he’d be shot by a mugger or a husband in a domestic or one of the gangbangers from the crews that were moving into the precinct in increasing numbers.


  Fromm had one month and six days till retirement, with a nice pension. He’d be home all the time and could dispense with most of the expensive full-time day staff.


  Not religious by any means, he nonetheless occasionally prayed and he did so now.


  Please, let me get to the end of watch today alive and unwounded.


  Please, let me do nothing that would get me fired or brought up for conduct.


  Let me get home to my bride . . .


  He stepped outside into the damp, cool air, reflecting that at least the watch commander didn’t exactly cut him a break. The man could have juggled personnel and stuck Fromm anywhere in the precinct. But he’d given him Riverside. Part of Fromm’s job in Administration involved compiling statistics, and he knew that the Nowhere District was one of the meanest in the precinct—in the whole city, in fact. There’d been a murder there just last week—one gangbanger had killed another right in front of a middle school.


  He tried to think if a police officer had ever been shot in Nowhere.


  Three years ago, Arthur believed. The cop had lived but he’d be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life.


  He now headed for the Larkin Street Bridge.


  He’d spend some time there.


  And after that, Ninth Street, in the heart of Nowhere. Fromm recalled there used to be a great breakfast spot there, an old-fashioned diner. He hoped it was still there. That was one thing about walking a beat. You got to know the best places to eat.
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  She lay in bed, on her back, thinking of Michael.


  Picturing him.


  He was a handsome man—looking a bit like a younger version of the actor Harrison Ford, thick, dark hair, a solid face, broad shoulders. He was her age—midthirties—and in good shape; he, like she, enjoyed running and working out. He did some kind of martial arts but one of the unusual ones. Not karate or tae kwon do.


  Michael wore stodgy suits and his shirts had too much starch in them. They were like the dry marker boards Lanie used when she was brainstorming with the copywriters at her ad agency. Brilliant white and almost shiny. She’d teased him about it.


  Lanie Stone, though, didn’t always think this much about Michael’s appearance. She thought more about his kindness. His eyes, which radiated confidence and care. And his nature: calm.


  Important, during this time in her life, which was very, very un-calm.


  A snore from beside her. She eased away from the warm, heavy body of her husband. Henry had rolled onto his back during the night. Hence the guttural snort.


  She climbed from bed and walked silently over the thick carpet, comforting under her bare feet. And white as . . . white as the shirts that Michael wore.


  Stop that.


  Lanie slipped into the bathroom and pulled off the T-shirt she slept in, the cotton panties. In the mirror, she performed a fast examination of her profile. A pinch of the belly. A half inch more than she would have liked. But she wasn’t too hard on herself, not at the moment. She indulged in a sweet now and then. Why shouldn’t she? This was, hands down, the hardest time of her life.


  No. No tears.


  She had someone to save her.


  Michael would save her.


  Into the shower, the hottest water she could stand. Then she toweled off, dressed in a robe and blow-dried her short hair. She’d cut it recently. Michael said she should, and she had. Henry had blinked when she’d returned from the salon. “Oh. Short.” She didn’t know whether he liked it or not. “Why’d you do that?”


  She said only that she wanted a new look.


  “Good. It’s nice.”


  Which made Lanie feel particularly guilty. She almost told him about Michael right then and there. But no.


  As she dressed in a blue silk blouse and a navy-blue skirt and jacket, she wondered what today would bring.


  She’d told her secretary that she wouldn’t be in today, she had a doctor’s appointment—which was a good lie because you could always be a bit vague when it came to medicine, as if you didn’t want to go into personal details. Something private. Something down there.


  As for Henry, she hadn’t told him she’d be away. But he never stopped into the agency and he rarely called during the day. He was a busy man himself, doing IT security, working long stretches to keep the computers of major corporations hack free. If he did happen to call and Rose told him she was at the doctor, he’d probably bluster that he’d forgotten, so as not to be embarrassed. And because his brilliant mind was always churning, he might very well believe that Lanie had told him.


  A glance at her phone. Her stomach did a flip.


  Ms. Stone, the holiday ad proof will be ready at 8:30.


  Which really said something else altogether. It was a message via code she and Michael had laughingly come up with. It meant they would meet at the Holiday Inn on Tenth Street at the designated time.


  She texted back.


  Thank you, sir. I’ll look forward to reviewing.


  She did her makeup, just a bit of blush, pale-brown shadow, pink lipstick. A waft of perfume, not much today, never very much. She used the fragrance solely for herself; the perfume triggered memories of a time before all the un-calm.


  She looked at herself in the mirror.


  You’re really going through with this?


  And nearly lost it. Tears started to well. Some sorrow, some guilt.


  But mostly fear.


  This was so fucking risky. She stood on the precipice of disaster, the very edge. The smallest of incidents could tip her over. A coincidence, being spotted in the street where she should not be. A roving reporter catching her on video in the background. Being hit by a car crossing the street. Police, phone calls, questions.


  Disaster . . .


  But, breathing deeply, she got herself under control.


  She started out the bedroom door. She had to leave now. Her husband’s alarm was to buzz in three minutes.


  Lanie looked at his sleeping form.


  “I’m sorry,” she mouthed. Then the cloud lifted.


  She stepped to the front hall, pulled on her camel-colored wool overcoat. She locked the door behind her and hurried to the bus stop, looking forward to picking up a muffin and a latte.


  But mostly looking forward to seeing Michael.
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  Carlos stood at his kitchen window, overlooking the pleasant side of Carlyle Street.


  Over there, the houses were beautiful brownstones, built a hundred years ago when attention was paid to detail. The structure directly opposite him was crowned with a scrolly façade inlaid with a mosaic of a fox. People living in those apartments, the rich folk, had to look at the scuffed yellow siding and aluminum frame of Carlos’s building. Poor souls.


  The five-foot-six Carlos Sanchez was wearing what he usually did: jeans and a shiny jacket in a sports team’s colors. This was his trademark look. Today it was the Chicago Bulls, red and black. This was his favorite jacket (the first pro game he’d ever seen was the Bulls).


  His favorite and, he hoped, lucky jacket.


  Lucky enough to keep him out of jail.


  As he looked out the window into the somber, gritty morning, he was gripping his mobile, on which he’d dialed nine numbers. The phone waited patiently.


  Finally, he tapped the tenth and final number, “4,” and then “Call.”


  The man answered on the third ring. “Yes?”


  Carlos identified himself. “So. Can we meet? You said we could meet?”


  Silence.


  Please.


  “I’ve got a nine o’clock.”


  A nine o’clock? Oh, appointment, he must’ve meant. This man ran in a whole different world than Carlos, who was a foreman at an industrial plant on the waterfront. But did that mean he wanted to meet, or he was backing out?


  “Should I—?”


  “Be at my place at eight thirty. After that, I’m gone.”


  “That’ll work fine. I’m going to my daughter’s dance recital at school at—”


  Click.


  He turned from the window.


  Carlos stared at the TV. The CNN story, he noted, was about a child, a boy of about five, who’d wandered away from an older brother on their way to school. The mother was working. The boy was lost in a jobsite where a mall was being constructed. They thought he might be trapped somewhere or had fallen into a foundation pit. Carlos shut the set off.


  He thought, naturally, of Luna. Twelve. Presently on the bus to her middle school, nervous about her recital but excited too.


  He walked into the bedroom and sat on the bed, staring at the brown paper bag. The sack was identical to the one Luna had taken from him and slipped in her backpack twenty minutes ago. Hers contained a turkey-and-cheddar sandwich, a baggie filled with tiny carrots and a Little Debbie coffee cake.


  This bag contained something very different.


  Am I really doing this?


  Then on went the lucky jacket. He stuffed the bag into the pocket and stepped outside into the chill morning, the air fragrant with exhaust.
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  “It’ll be fine. Imagine it’s an audition for a part in a play.”


  “Oh, that’s not making me feel any better,” Brett Abbott said.


  “You acted in high school.”


  “I hated it and I was terrible.”


  “I’m sure you were great.” The petite blond kissed her husband hard.


  “Ick,” said Joey, thirteen. Soon he’d be more interested in the ick, though Brett supposed when it came to your parents, there was a perpetual ick factor.


  Bev gave the baby some more glop. Brett thought: Now that’s ick for you.


  They were in the kitchen of the family’s split-level, in a subdivision just on the edge of town. Brett was polishing his shoes, which he did every morning before he left for work. He hadn’t done this for two months and four days. It felt good.


  Bev said, “Mr. Weatherby seems nice.” The couple had met Brett’s new boss—potential new boss—several times, at a fund-raiser downtown, at the country club. And the charismatic man had taken Brett and Bev out to dinner once, as a sort of get-to-know-the-new-employee thing.


  Potential new employee.


  Bev said, “Maybe he can help us with a loan.”


  Brett’s coffee paused on his way to his mouth.


  “I’m joking, honey.”


  Weatherby owned W&S Financial Services and made good change from loans. And Weatherby himself made good change from W&S. He and the wife had driven a new Tesla, the fancy one, to the steak house.


  Brett shrugged. “Ah, he’d laugh if you told him something like that.”


  Bev fiddled at the sink. “You’re looking nervous.”


  “Really.” Brett Abbott, thirty-eight, generally didn’t give off nervous. He was six two, two-hundred-plus pounds, wide shoulders. He had a slow-moving way about him. He might look upset or angry and cagey at times but didn’t think he ever looked nervous.


  “What’s Dad nervous about?” Joey asked.


  Brett had learned that nothing gets past kids and when your wife phrases something so out there, well, of course he was going to ask.


  “It’s like your first day of school. You’re never sure how it’s going to go. Your dad’s trying out for this job.”


  Weatherby hadn’t gotten to be a multimillionaire by paying money to people who weren’t good at what they did. He offered Brett a probationary period. If he performed well, he could look forward to good pay.


  Joey said, “Your last job, you took me on that sixteen-wheeler.”


  “That was fun.”


  “What’re you doing for this new job? Something neat?”


  “Do you know what ‘vet’ means?”


  “Yeah, where we take Babe and Coffee.” He nodded toward the two labs presently chowing down breakfast in the corner.


  Bev and Brett laughed. He said, “That’s true. But it’s a verb too.”


  “A word that means to do something,” the boy said.


  “Good. Right. ‘Vet’ as a verb means to check people out and make sure they can pay back a loan before Mr. Weatherby’s company lends it to them. Have they paid money back in the past, how big are their assets . . . ?”


  This drew a snicker from the boy.


  “Joey!” Bev said.


  “Dad said it.” Then the boy was losing interest—financial services couldn’t compete with a big truck—and he returned to typing out texts.


  You’re looking nervous . . .


  Because he was.


  Nervous as hell.


  The family was in trouble. They’d foolishly listened to a small-time investment advisor, who’d managed to lose all their savings in two years. They’d run up massive debts. Brett had worked out agreements with banks and credit card companies to pay off the crushing sums that were owed. Bev was working, too, two jobs. But then recently—two months and four days ago—Carelli Transport went under. Brett had looked at bankruptcy but decided no. He would never do that.


  He had to do something. There was no margin in their life; they’d just been making ends meet with what Carelli paid him—and even that meant eating lousy food, driving junkers and having no health insurance, neither he nor Bev.


  The insurance was a big deal. Bev’s job involved a drive of two miles from home to the school where she worked. Brett’s took him all over the city, sometimes to dicey areas of town. If anything happened to him, an injury or accident, that could bankrupt the family. His brother had a minor heart problem. His two-day hospital stay had cost $65,000. Even now, the thought of that amount made Brett’s stomach twist.


  But he was optimistic about today. He’d pulled in some favors from people he’d met through the transport company and got an entry to Ed Weatherby. They’d met and the couples had met and the matter-of-fact man had said he liked the cut of Brett’s jib (he’d had to look it up later). Weatherby would try him out. If it worked, he’d sign on full-time. One thing in his favor, Brett knew: he was very, very good at his job.


  Brett looked at his watch, a big gold one that his father had given him for high school graduation. “Better go. Can’t be late for this.”


  Bev followed Brett out of the kitchen. They stepped into the front hallway and Brett pulled on his navy-blue wool overcoat.


  Coyly, Bev reached behind the other coats in the closet and handed him a shopping bag. It was heavy. “Got you a present.”


  He pulled out an alligator-skin briefcase. Beautiful.


  His first thought, he was ashamed to say, was how much had she spent. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I got it on eBay for seventy dollars. I held my breath for the last ten minutes of the auction.”


  He kissed her hard. “Thanks, babe. Gotta go.” He looked her in the eyes. “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to nail this thing.”


  “I know you will. Wait, you didn’t have a bite to eat, only coffee.”


  “There’s a place on the way that’s got breakfast sandwiches. I’ll pick one up there. How do I look?”


  He turned up the collar of his coat, held the briefcase at his side and cocked his head.


  “You can vet me any day,” she whispered.


  
II
  EIGHT A.M.


  Adam Rangel had been on the job for a half hour.


  The fruits of his labor were not stellar.


  He’d been standing outside in the cold, on Waterview Street, with his favorite paper cup and looking hopeful, saying, “God bless,” and, “If you can, please.” People who eyed him may have taken him for a soldier because of his age, build and haircut, but he didn’t play the veteran card when begging for money. Never would.


  For more than one reason, of course.


  He was still a few dollars shy of wine money. So near, so far. The Quik Mart was around the corner on Ninth Street, just two blocks away, beckoning. Well, he’d keep at it.


  This was supposedly a good corner to beg on. It was in shabby Riverside, that is, the Nowhere District, but businesspeople from nicer neighborhoods walked through, to catch busses and trains. This morning, however, they’d all treated him invisible. He’d also tried, “I’m hungry,” which was true, and, “I’m trying to get some breakfast,” which was also true, though the sustenance he wanted wouldn’t involve bacon or eggs.


  No generosity from the rich folks or the middle-class folks or the whatever-class. Adam never felt he was owed anything, not a single penny. Those people earned their money and deserved to keep it. They had no obligation to give him anything. But it was simple: he wanted to get drunk and he didn’t know how else to do it.


  Maybe he was putting people off because he was a little edgier than normal, fidgety.


  This was because of an incident a few minutes ago.


  He’d automatically lifted a cup toward somebody approaching. It turned out to be a fat black kid, around twenty, wearing a combat jacket and jeans. His shoes were bright orange. The kid had seemed edgy himself. He’d walked past Adam, then paused and looked back. Looking at Adam but not seeing him, focused instead on the street in the direction he’d just come from. Frowning. Adam felt uneasy suddenly. The look was like the kid wasn’t completely here, freaked out. Dangerous.


  Then the boy blinked and saw Adam, as if for the first time. He dug into his pocket and pulled out some change, dumping it in the cup. Not because he wanted to, but, Adam’s impression, because he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. Why had he stopped? somebody might wonder. Oh, just to give the poor asshole some coin.


  “Bless you,” Adam said, cut by the fact that the kid was a lot younger than he was. The kid didn’t respond. He continued to Ninth Street and turned right, with one more glance back.


  But that wasn’t what troubled Adam and set the wasps loose. Just after the kid had disappeared, a man in his thirties, a compact black man in a hoodie, strode along the street. The same direction the kid had been walking.


  He paused beside Adam, glanced at the cup and then looked around the sidewalk.


  “Yo, dog. Punk-ass kid come by here? Orange shoes. Orange like the benches in the McDonald’s over on Taylor.”


  The man’s eyes were snide and cold.


  Adam said, “No.”


  “He come this way. Why you ain’t seen him? Fucking orange shoes.”


  “I didn’t see him.”


  The man had marvelous gold rings on. One of them bridged two fingers. Adam saw an opportunity. He pointed the cup toward Hoodie Man.


  “Fuck.” Hoodie Man continued on and, pausing at the intersection, turned on Ninth in the direction the kid had walked.


  Something was happening. Something was going to happen.


  The wasps were hovering next to Adam’s ears. Not a buzz but the whine of a power saw cutting fragrant pine.


  He controlled his breathing and thought: I need my bottle. He returned to the task at hand. He was tallying in his mind. He had four dollars and twelve cents. He needed only three fifty-two more.


  The pedestrians came and the pedestrians went.


  “Please, can you help me out?” Adam said to their turned-away faces.


  “Have a blessed day,” he said to their receding backs.
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  Lanie Stone was walking down Ninth Street, her heels making a snappy sound on the concrete.


  If it weren’t for meeting Michael here, she wouldn’t come to Nowhere—the name a rip-off on other cities, which would shorten neighborhoods to be chic: SoHo and NoHo in New York or LoDo in Denver. But Nowhere was just that: run-down, scruffy. Like you wanted to take a power washer and scrub the dirt and grime off the sidewalks.


  Lanie was always aware of her surroundings. Looking about, seeing nothing of any concern, she was pleased that there were people nearby. Not far away a tall police officer in his late fifties or early sixties walked into a coffee shop across the street. On the same side she was on, a block ahead, was a short, stocky Latino, wearing a red-and-black satin sports jacket, walking toward her. His face seemed troubled. At the curb, a handsome businessman in a blue coat sat in the front seat of his Toyota, looking over what seemed to be a spreadsheet or other business document. He was on his cell phone. She noted beside him on the passenger seat something she’d never seen: an alligator-skin briefcase. She didn’t really approve, though she guessed it was probably fake.


  Lanie now walked into the Quik Mart and said good morning to the clerk, who smiled in return and went about his task of putting bakery goods into the glass case next to the register.


  She was examining the delicacies. Chocolate chip muffin? Walnut?


  Indulge . . .


  She received a text from Michael, asking when she’d be arriving. She texted she’d be there soon. She was getting coffee and a muffin. Did he want anything?


  He texted back:


  The Eagle has landed . . . and needs caffeine.
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  Carlos Sanchez was walking down Ninth Street on his way to a nondescript office he’d been to several times before.


  His hands were in the pockets of his Chicago Bulls jacket. This was both because it was cold and because he wanted to keep a grip on the paper bag.


  It contained $5,000 in cash.


  Am I really doing this?


  The money amounted to the vast majority of his life savings. He’d had more at one point but Valeria’s problem had taken much of it. And when she’d decided that she didn’t want his advice or intervention with the drugs and drinking, most of the rest of his money went to fighting the custody battle to keep Luna out of his ex-wife’s household.


  The battle was like World War I, a standoff.


  Oh, it was obvious that Carlos was the better parent: he didn’t drink and had never done drugs. Since the divorce, he’d dated only sporadically and never brought a woman home when Luna was there.


  Val, on the other hand, went to AA meetings for show and would stop in a bar on the way home. Her bed was occasionally occupied by two when Luna was home.


  But she was also quick as a snake. She played the mother card, the woman card, the how-can-a-man-raise-a-daughter card.


  His lawyer had told him the odds were about 55 percent that he’d ultimately prevail in the custody battle. But you never know about magistrates.


  Except that Carlos had a secret weapon.


  Alfonse Webber, a storefront lawyer—the man he was now on his way to meet, before he left for his important “nine o’clock.”


  Webber had called him a few weeks ago. He’d been out on a few dates with Valeria and had learned about the custody battle. He told Carlos that he’d seen Valeria snort coke when Luna was present, that she’d driven the girl while drunk and that she’d mentioned that one man, who she’d dated for several weeks, had showed “inappropriate” interest in the girl.


  Once Carlos had controlled his rage, he was filled with elation—Webber could tip the balance.


  Then the twist.


  It would only cost Carlos $5,000, cash.


  Shit. The guy was lying. But it was a lie that could save Luna’s life.


  He’d debated for several weeks, knowing that there was a small possibility that Webber and Valeria were setting Carlos up. Bribing a witness would probably guarantee that he’d lose custody.


  But in the end, he’d decided to go ahead with it. He knew in his soul that Valeria was toxic to the girl. Only he could save Luna from a mother who would drag the girl down with her.


  He was looking ahead on Ninth Street, noting a convenience store. Quik Mart. A moment ago, a blond woman with a pixie haircut had stepped inside. As he passed, he slowed to catch another glimpse of the pretty woman. What caught his eye, though, was a display of cut flowers. He and Luna had watched a concert on TV a few weeks ago, an Aretha Franklin tribute, and her eyes had glowed when she’d seen people bringing flowers up to the stage for the singer.


  Would she be embarrassed if her father brought a bouquet up to the stage at her high school?


  He debated.


  Whatever. He’d do it anyway.


  A businessman in a dark overcoat carrying a fancy briefcase—what was that? Alligator? Crocodile?—arrived at the same time. The man smiled and opened the door for Carlos. “After you.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Carlos stepped inside, beelining to the flowers and debating: Roses or lilies?
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  After opening the Quik Mart door for the short Latino in the Bulls jacket, Brett Abbott walked into the convenience store and looked around.


  He noted the Latino heading straight for the fresh-cut flowers and the clerk behind the counter making a coffee.


  Brett looked outside into the street. Deserted.


  Let’s do this.


  He opened the alligator attaché case—such a sweet present from his sweet wife, a woman who in her bubbling innocence knew nothing about his real job. He withdrew the Glock pistol, a silencer screwed into the tapped barrel. He stepped forward, aiming the gun toward the person he’d been hired by Ed Weatherby—his potential new boss—to kill, Lanie Stone.


  After her, he’d take out the clerk and the flower man, poor sucker . . . wrong time, wrong place. Then he’d rip out the video-cam drive, clean out the register and leave.


  Just another convenience-store heist gone bad. Nobody’d know the truth.


  Brett stepped through the aisle of packaged candies and crackers and raised the gun to the back of Lanie’s head.
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  Behind the counter of the Quik Mart, Jamal Davis was fixing up a latte for the nice woman with the short blond hair. She’d been coming in regular every day, this time, for the past week.


  He turned from the espresso machine and froze.


  The businessman in the blue coat—Jamal had seen him here earlier in the week too—was walking up on her with a gun!


  Breathing hard, his heart pounding so loud everybody in here had to hear it, he reached beneath the counter and grabbed the gun he’d bought from Lester just an hour ago. The businessman was concentrating on the lady and didn’t see him.


  Jamal had never fired a gun in his life. All he knew from movies and TV was that to fire one, you aimed and pulled the trigger.


  So he aimed and he pulled the trigger.


  The roar was astonishing, shaking cups and napkins and the lottery cards and straws. The kick stung his hand and he winced in pain.


  The businessman blinked in shock and touched the side of his chest, where the bullet had struck him. Jamal could see a tiny hole in the side of his coat. No blood. Just a hole.


  The woman screamed and dove for the floor. The man at the flower stand dropped into a crouch and covered his head with both arms.


  The businessman pointed the gun toward Jamal but he ducked and the two shots hit the wall. Then the businessman fired toward where the lady had been. The guy was staggering around in pain, though, and couldn’t aim very well. Jars and glass cases and bags of chips exploded. Jamal thought she screamed. But he was pretty deaf at this point.


  Now more angry than scared, Jamal rose to his feet and aimed and pulled the trigger again, twice. Damn, his hand stung. He hit the man at least once more, because he winced and, looking dazed, turned toward the door and pushed outside.


  It was then that Jamal realized he’d forgotten Lester’s advice. He’d been so frightened.


  It’s pop, pop. Two. The head . . .


  The man was alive and he still had a gun. He could still kill somebody outside.


  He scrabbled clumsily over the counter and ran toward the front door.
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  Carlos Sanchez rolled to his feet.


  He felt damp. Maybe rose water, maybe lily water. He might also have peed his pants, probably did. He didn’t care.


  He was watching the man in the overcoat out in front of the Quik Mart, the man who’d been going to shoot the pretty blond woman. He was on the ground, hurt but still holding his gun. The clerk, a pudgy African American kid in orange shoes, had just scrabbled over the counter and, holding a gun of his own, flung the door open and stepped outside.


  Carlos glanced out the window, across the street.


  Then back to the clerk.


  No, no . . .


  Carlos, too, ran to the front door, then pushed outside.
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  With a stain of fried egg on his police department uniform slacks, Patrolman Arthur Fromm was standing in front of the Ninth Street Diner.


  In front of the Quik Mart, a businessman, white, about six feet tall, dropped to his knees, shot, his back to Fromm.


  Running from the store was a black kid in a sweatshirt. And before Fromm could react, the kid pointed the gun at the businessman and double tapped him in the head. He went down hard.


  Jesus! No!


  The kid had been knocking over the place, and the white guy had tried to stop it.


  Fromm drew his Glock and aimed. “Freeze! Drop the weapon.”


  The boy stared. He did freeze but he didn’t drop the weapon, an old-style .38. It was pointed toward the sky but wavering.


  Shoot, Fromm told himself.


  “Drop it, or I will fire.”


  The boy was numb. Wide rabbit eyes. His arm was quivering, the muzzle going everywhere.


  Oh, how Arthur Fromm didn’t want to do this. He’d never shot anyone in all his years on the force.


  Goddamn Nowhere District . . .


  He aimed at the boy’s chest and began to squeeze the trigger.


  Then he stopped, as someone else, a Latino, about thirty-five, in a basketball jacket, ran from the Quik Mart and stepped in front of the boy. His hands were up, his eyes were wide.


  “No, no, don’t shoot him! Don’t!”


  “Get down. I will fire!”


  It was a team, Fromm thought. He’d read a report about that, Latino and black joining up. The older guy was an OG, the younger one was part of the crew. Maybe it was an initiation. They’d knocked over the store together.


  Just shoot Basketball Man, Fromm raged to himself. The kid working with him still had the piece in his hand.


  But: You nail an unarmed person of color, that’s seven ways of bad. Even if the Latino was in the worst crew in the city, Fromm’d pay.


  If he didn’t shoot and the boy nailed someone else . . .


  Crouching, chest tight as a knot, Fromm stepped to the side, looking for a clear shot at the boy.


  The kid still seemed paralyzed. Which didn’t mean his trigger finger was.


  Take him out. One dead already. No more.


  But just as he was about to aim and shoot, the Latino covered the kid again.


  “Get down. I will shoot!”


  If the kid’s muzzle moves one inch toward me, they’re both going down.


  Then: “He’s the one!” Basketball Man yelled, pointing at the dead businessman, blood circling out from his head. “He’s a fucking hit man, he tried to kill this lady inside.”


  Now, that was a bullshit story if Fromm had ever heard one.


  The door of the Quik Mart opened and a blond woman, a stunned look on her face, stepped out. She was spattered with flecks of food and bits of paper and dust. She gazed about and then spoke to Basketball Man.


  Motion of some kind . . . What . . . What was happening?


  Basketball Man, hands still raised, stepped away. The gangbanger kid was lying on the ground with his arms outstretched. The woman was holding the gun. She carried it in two fingers to the curb and set it down, not near either of them.


  “You,” Fromm snapped to Basketball Man. “Down too.”


  He complied.


  It was then that Fromm realized he hadn’t called the incident in yet. He reached for the transmit button of the Motorola, then recalled that, while he remembered how to work the radio, he didn’t recall the code for shots fired.


  He decided to go with 10-13, the universal code that meant “officer needs assistance.”


  Because, Lord knew, he did.
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  Arthur Fromm was slowly piecing together the facts.


  Eight official vehicles were present. Six squad cars from Central. And two unmarked. Ambulance, of course. Ten officers. But no detectives yet. Given his seniority, Fromm discovered that he was in charge. He tried to recall procedure as the younger cops looked his way.


  He tried, “Secure the scene, canvass witnesses.”


  Which apparently were the magic words. The others scattered to do just that.


  Fromm almost smiled.


  So what do we have? Fromm considered the cast:


  A man with a silenced Glock, Brett Abbott, a resident of a nearby suburb.


  An advertising executive, Lanie Stone, whose interest in the whole big tsunami wasn’t yet known, aside from the fact Abbott had tried to kill her.


  Another customer, Carlos Sanchez, who was the stupidest, bravest and luckiest man on earth, having saved the life of the fourth individual involved:


  The clerk at the Quik Mart, Jamal Davis, no record or warrants. He was the only one of the living participants still handcuffed, because he alone of those participants had pumped three, possibly four, rounds of .38 special ammo into a man.


  Fromm crouched beside him.


  “Hey.”


  The boy nodded. He was miserable.


  “I’m not arresting you. Not yet. Just tell me what happened. You don’t have to. But it’ll go a long way in your favor if you do.”


  “I’ll talk. I don’t mind. Okay. That white guy.” A nod to the medical examiner’s tarp covering the body. “He come here every day, the last couple days. He bought some shit. But it wasn’t like he really wanted it. I can tell. Us clerks always know. He was going to rob us. Pretending to buy some shit but really checking out the cameras and watching who come in and when. I told Mr. Friedman, he’s the owner, and he said what’s he look like?”


  “And you said a white guy in a suit. And he didn’t believe you.”


  “Yeah, man. That’s word. But that dude, if he comes back and jacks the store or customers? It’d be my ass Mr. Friedman’d get down on. I can’t lose this job. I’m helping out my grandmother, she got laid off. And sending money to my mother. She in rehab. Meth, you know. My brother’s doing time. It’s on me, sir. Hard to get a job pays like this. I been there for three years. I’m the manager.” This was said proudly. “I wasn’t going to let nothing happen to my store. A brother hooked me up with the piece. The thirty-eight.”


  “Hurt your hand to fire it, right?”


  “Like a bitch,” Jamal said, then shook his hand. “Had to convince him I was a mean-ass fucker. I’ma perp somebody, jack some wheels. Otherwise he wouldn’ta sold me shit. But, hey, I’m not givin’ up his name. That ain’t going to happen. Sir.”


  “I wasn’t going to ask.”


  “I’ma go to jail?”


  There were two witnesses—Carlos Sanchez and Lanie Stone—who could testify that the shooting was in defense of others, and self-defense.


  The problem was the gun.


  Possession of an unregistered weapon was a felony.


  “So where exactly on the street did you find the gun this morning?”


  “Where—?”


  “Because if you found it and just held on to it so no little kid’d pick it up and hurt himself or somebody with it, and you were going to call nine-one-one and report it but you didn’t have a chance, I don’t think you’d have anything to worry about.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I don’t think so. So where’d you find it?”


  “Uhm.” Jamal was looking around. “The curb?”


  “Good.” Fromm noticed a man walking in long, steady strides up the street. It was someone he recognized, Michael Fisk, the top organized-crime prosecutor in the city. The man was built like the football player that Fromm believed he had been at state university.


  He nodded. “Officer.”


  “Prosecutor Fisk.”


  Lanie Stone spotted him and walked up fast and they hugged briefly. She’d been crying.


  “How are you?” he asked.


  “It was terrible . . . ,” she said.


  Fisk’s face was dark with regret. “I don’t know how the hell he got on to you. We screwed up. Should’ve had a better protection detail on you.” He noted Fromm was looking on with, understandably, some confusion. He said, “Ms. Stone is the key witness in a homicide prosecution we’re running against Edward Weatherby.”


  “Don’t know him.”


  “Money launderer for the organization. Moves cash in and out, makes it look like loans. Mrs. Stone here saw him murder a prostitute, some dispute over the price, we assume. The forensics was fifty-fifty, but she was an eyewitness. We’ve been meeting for the past two weeks to put the case together.”


  He explained that he’d had her cut her hair and change her appearance as much as she could. They’d never met in his office at the DA’s but at hotels and motels around town. They’d change the meeting place every few days.


  Should’ve had a better protection detail on you . . .


  Guess so, Fromm thought.


  She said, “Michael even came up with a code, so my husband wouldn’t find out.”


  “He doesn’t know?”


  Fisk said, “We had to keep it as quiet as possible.” He nodded at the bloodstains where the hit man’s body had been. “You can see Weatherby was going to do whatever it took to find her.” He grimaced. “I should’ve thought about Abbott. He’s one of the best. He used to work for Carelli, the East Side. But the company went under a few months ago, after old man Carelli ended up under a truck that slipped the jack. Abbott was out of work. He talked his way into Weatherby and got the job. He was good. Never thought anybody’d find you.” A nod toward Lanie, then he glanced toward Jamal. “His story?”


  Fromm explained about Abbott checking out the Quik Mart. About how the clerk was worried what the guy was up to, but the owner didn’t believe him.


  Fisk said, “What part of the street did he find the thirty-eight in?”


  Fromm said, “The curb, I’m pretty sure.”


  “Damn weapons just falling from the sky. Well, my department won’t be going after him for it.”


  “Good of you.”


  “Not enough heroes in this world.”


  Fromm said, “Amen.”


  A car was pulling up. It had been moving fast, drawing the attention of all law enforcement present.


  Fromm turned to the Acura.


  Two uniformed officers from the local precinct did too. One officer, a rookie, lowered his hand to his holstered weapon.


  Fromm’s eyes narrowed. But Lanie Stone said, “It’s okay. It’s my husband.” To Michael, she said, “I told him.”


  “Now, doesn’t matter. We can put Abbott with Weatherby. Add a few other counts. Probably even hang felony murder on him for Abbott’s death.”


  A round man with thinning hair climbed out of the sedan. His face, with flushed cheeks and fear in his eyes, took in everyone.


  Lanie turned toward him and stepped forward fast. They hugged hard.


  “Honey,” the man said, looking around. “I got your call. What’s going on?”


  Lanie introduced Fromm and Michael to Henry Stone. She took his arm and they walked to a quiet corner of the sidewalk to have their talk.


  Michael Fisk wandered to the ME bus to talk to the tour doc.


  Fromm helped Jamal to his feet and undid the cuffs. The young man rubbed his wrists. “Okay if I clean up my store? Mess in there.”


  “Have to leave it as is for now. Crime scene’s got to process it.”


  “Yeah. Like CSI.”


  “That’s right. We’ll need a full statement. And I was trying to remember. You found that thirty-eight . . . Was by the curb, wasn’t that what you told me?”


  “Yessir. The curb.”


  Fromm then turned to Carlos, who was rubbing his wrists from the temporary cuffing. He’d been frisked and Fromm now gave him back the bag. It contained thousands of dollars in cash, twenties mostly.


  “You understand this never looks good?”


  Carlos sighed. “It’s mine, Officer. I can show you the checks from my bank where I took it out.”


  “Not a crime to have money, son. But I’m going to ask you why you have it. What were you going to do?”


  He was thinking of the fentanyl rule in the department, though Carlos had come back clean when he’d checked his record.


  The man sighed. “Was thinking of buying something.” He glanced at the bloodstains on Ninth Street. “But I changed my mind. I’m putting it back in the bank.”


  “Well, do it soon. You don’t wander around Nowhere with that kind of green on you.”


  Fromm wondered if that was still street slang for “money.”


  “Yessir. Can I go, sir? My daughter’s got a recital. I can still see the last half.”


  “Sure. Detectives’ll be in touch.”


  Carlos walked off, circling wide around the bloodstains.


  Fromm looked at the scene. He noticed Jamal was flexing and unflexing his hand. The gun had been a small-frame .38. Stung like hell to shoot.


  There was another convenience store up at the corner. He’d give the kid some money and have him buy a cup of ice and some baggies, for the pain.


  Fromm sent a text to Martha’s caregiver, explaining that he might be a little later than planned. Something had come up at work.


  Esmerelda texted back that was fine and he could take his time. Martha was having a good day. Another line followed.


  She say to tell her handsome husband she loves him.
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  Finally.


  Some kind soul had given him a ten.


  The woman, midfifties, trim and wearing shoes that matched her beige raincoat, explained that her son had served in Iraq. She’d deduced Adam was a vet too. Was she right?


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  He’d endured her rambling discussion of her son’s PTSD, how it slowed his advancement at an investment banking firm on Wall Street. He didn’t get the bonus he’d hoped for.


  “But he’s coping,” she’d said.


  Adam had struggled for patience, even asking polite questions about the man and successfully reining in his urge to scream. A ten is a ten.


  Ah, the things we do for the things we need . . .


  With Hamilton in his pocket, the wasps didn’t go silent but the keening buzz dipped a few decibels. Ever frugal, Adam slipped his paper cup into his jacket and walked toward Ninth Street, and the Quik Mart, where his breakfast wine awaited.


  But when he turned the corner, he stopped fast. The street was blocked off by police cars and ambulances and there were a number of cops milling about, along with reporters and camera people and spectators.


  A shooting.


  In the center was the orange-shoe kid who’d given him the money, talking to a uniformed cop, an older guy. A sign in the door said, “Closed,” though that wasn’t really necessary because the police had strung yellow tape all around it. And there were bloodstains on the ground.


  Adam felt his breath coming a bit faster, his heart tapping urgently. And, of course, the wasps were back, a whole fucking hive of them.


  God, I’m sorry, Todd. Forgive me.


  Tears welled.


  Breathe, breathe, breathe . . .


  Okay. Got it. Barely.


  Wine detail now. Quik Mart was out. But at the intersection where he stood was a chain convenience store. Much more expensive. His money wouldn’t go as far but at least he’d get his bottle.


  He paid for his purchases and started out, glancing at a TV behind the clerk. He stopped fast, staring at the story, a local report of a shootout on Ninth Street—at Quik Mart!


  On the screen was the kid in the orange shoes. He was Jamal Davis, the daytime manager of the shop. How our prejudices stay wound tight as a wet knot. Adam had been sure the kid was a gangbanger. Davis had shot and killed a man who’d been about to murder a customer. Possibly a robbery, possibly some other motive. The police were still investigating.


  Adam was thinking: Damn. If he’d gotten enough money for the bottle at Quik Mart forty-five minutes ago, he would have been inside when the shooting happened. Fate is one bizarre fucker.


  He stepped outside, unscrewed the bottle and had his first glorious sip of the day.


  Okay, one more.


  As he was about to turn around and head back to his begging station, he glanced across the street and noted some movement in an alleyway. Somebody was there, a man, in the shadows, hiding.


  Did this have anything to do with the shooting?


  The man stepped to the entrance of the alley. Well. It was the skinny black guy—Hoodie Man, the one who’d asked about the kid, Jamal.


  Hoodie Man stuck his head out and looked toward Quik Mart. Adam followed his gaze and saw Jamal taking some money from the cop and walking this way. Maybe to buy something at the convenience store. Jamal was on his mobile, not looking around. Hoodie Man ducked back into the shadows and drew a pistol from his pocket. A Glock, it looked like.


  He was going to kill the young man. Maybe he was a witness? Maybe the man Jamal had shot was Hoodie Man’s friend.


  Adam closed his eyes briefly. And he thought of what was sitting on his table in his apartment. His own gun, the Colt. Often, he carried it with him, just in case the moment came when he was in a park, at night, or by the river. Alone. The wine gone, the wasps buzzing louder and louder and louder . . . And he’d kiss the muzzle.


  Today he could’ve used it for something else.


  Ah, well . . .


  He took one long sip of wine and, as he charged toward Hoodie Man, flung the bottle into the alley, beyond him.


  It crashed onto the ground, and Hoodie Man turned toward the sound. But only briefly, then the wiry man’s instincts seem to kick in. He spun toward Adam, who was shouting, “Jamal, run!”


  Whether the boy ran or not, he couldn’t tell. Hoodie Man fired at Adam as he dove forward. He felt the hot gas on his cheek as he crashed into the man.


  In the army they teach you that hand-to-hand combat is nothing like the karate fights you see in the movies. It’s grappling, wrestling, struggling to use a weapon or take a weapon away. It’s kicking, biting, gouging.


  This is what Adam did now, fiercely gripping the man’s shooting-hand wrist, digging nails into his skin and flaying away with his left hand.


  The gun fired again.


  Like with the first shot, he didn’t know if he’d been hit or not. His face and neck were numb. From the fierce muzzle flash? Or had the 9 mm slugs actually torn into his body and opened vessels?


  No matter, he decided. Wounded or not, he still had strength, from some reserve somewhere, and his grip was sure. He controlled Hoodie Man’s shooting hand and kept the weapon pointed safely to the ground.


  “Motherfucker,” Hoodie Man muttered, then yelped in pain as Adam’s left fist collided with his nose. The gun fell to the ground and Adam dragged the man away from it. He smelled pot and sweat and some kind of biting aftershave lotion. His own unpleasant body scent too.


  He took a few oblique hits to the ear and cheek, and subdued Hoodie Man completely with an elbow to the face. But then the police were all over them, dragging them apart and cuffing both.


  Medics attended to them. Adam had not been shot, though he did have burns from the flash and powder embedded in his cheek. His right ear sang from the loud report of the gunshot—though a tone lower than the wasps. A young technician, a woman, sat close, ignoring the odor, and dabbed salve on the spot. After the treatment, he sat on the curb while the older police officer—a nice-enough guy named Arthur Fromm—checked his and Hoodie Man’s records. He listened to Adam’s story and ordered him unshackled. Jamal walked up and thanked him, looking him straight in the eye and shaking his hand.


  Adam nodded but gave no other response.


  Hoodie Man, whose name turned out to be Lester Banks, was apparently the head of a gang in a neighborhood not far away. He’d done time but had no current warrants, Adam heard. He was arrested for a handful of offenses.


  Officer Fromm asked Jamal, “You ever see him before?” And he asked it in the kind of way that told Adam that the cop was absolutely certain the boy and Lester had seen each other before.


  “No, sir.”


  An answer that, Adam was sure, Officer Fromm was absolutely certain he’d hear.


  “Okay,” the cop said.


  “I gotta get to my grandmother’s.”


  “You go on. I’ll be in touch. But put ice on that hand.”


  “Yessir.”


  With a look of utter hatred at Adam, Lester was escorted to a squad car and deposited in the back seat.


  Adam was mentally counting the remaining cash in his pocket, and the tally indicated a deficiency in the wine-purchasing department. Hell. He started back to his begging station.


  “Rangers,” Officer Fromm said to him.


  Adam turned, frowning.


  The cop touched his own neck. “That tat of yours?”


  “Oh. Yeah.”


  The officer was silent for a moment. Then he said, “My grandson was deployed.”


  Adam didn’t ask where. That was a question that he might have asked a long time ago. Now, no. He didn’t care.


  Officer Fromm said, “Had a rough time, Derek did. Rough over there, well, obviously. But back here too. Was worse in some ways. Got divorced, lost his job. He’s good now. Was in kind of a group thing. Veterans. You’ve heard this all before. He heard it, too, and it took him a couple of years to take the step. He can put you in touch with somebody. You have a phone?”


  Adam pulled it out. Officer Fromm blinked. It was a flip phone. He’d be thinking: They still make those?


  The officer dictated the number and Adam put it in. Hit “Save.”


  Without another word on that subject, Officer Fromm asked, “You have any money for breakfast?”


  The enticing smell of the spilled wine was strong in the heavy, damp air. Officer Fromm did not glance the way of the stain.


  “Not really.”


  “I’ll stand you to twenty,” Fromm said.


  “No, I—”


  “You pay it back. We’ve got to meet anyway, before trial.” He was nodding toward where the squad car, containing Lester Banks, had been.


  Adam nodded. He walked back into the convenience store and picked up another bottle of wine and two breakfast tacos. As the clerk rang him up, he glanced at the TV news again. Another story was on, about a youngster who’d gone missing in a big construction site. The boy, a five-year-old named Bobby, had just been located, unhurt. He hadn’t been abducted or fallen down a pit, as feared; he’d just wandered into a janitor’s closet and the door had locked behind him. A tearful reunion.


  Adam stepped outside the franchise and walked toward the Larkin Street Bridge, eating the tacos fast, four, five bites. It was maybe the best meal he’d had in his life.


  He walked halfway across the bridge, one of the older ones in town, stone, ornate. He stopped. He unscrewed the wine bottle and drank several mouthfuls. Then he leaned over the railing, looking down.


  The river was wide here, moving steadily, if not fast. It was a rich gray. He enjoyed watching a tugboat and barge as they muscled past, upstream.


  Another hit of wine.


  Thinking about the scar on his leg. Thinking about the pirate ship floating in the ceiling above his saggy bed. Thinking about the P word his friend and fellow soldier Todd had been trying to say as he died in a flood of crimson.


  This was the moment, Adam reflected, when he would climb the railing and swan dive into the chill water.


  Or when he’d pitch the bottle into the river, feeling his heart tighten with vibrant resolution.


  He chuckled to himself, not a mad laugh but a genuine one, and did neither. He took another sip, slipped the cabernet back into the paper bag and continued across the bridge, then turned onto the street that would take him home.
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