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W. 46th Street
Manhattan, New York
October 5, 2014
2:25 a.m.

The ringtone shattered a dream about his son, dead now almost seven months. 
Alex opened his eyes and saw the iPhone skittering toward him on the tiny night-
stand. The blueish glow of  the screen illuminated his surroundings and the reality 
of  where he was. It settled into him like lead, and he let out a sigh— almost a 
gasp— of  sadness. Then he grabbed the phone and mumbled his last name.

“Greco.”
Silence on the other end, then a distant retching sound. Alex didn’t think he’d 

heard a person throw up on a telephone call before, but that’s what this sounded 
like. There was a “phwaa,” like someone clearing his mouth. Then panting.

“Alex,” he heard after that. The voice was vaguely familiar. “You there?”
“I am,” he said rubbing his eyes. He cleared his throat and looked at the clock 

on the nightstand. “I’m sorry, who is this?”
“It’s Raphael Aris. I’m the other lateral. We met in orientation a few weeks 

ago. I’m so sorry, I didn’t know who else to call.”
“Oh. No, it’s okay, what’s wrong?”
“I’ve got the beeper,” he said. That meant he was on homicide duty, still 

called “beeper duty” after the pager that used to summon ADA’s to crime scenes 
back in the day. “I… I’m at a scene. It’s a baby girl. I think they burned her. I’m 
so sorry. I don’t think I can see this through.”

“Is she dead?” he asked, sitting up in bed. Beside him, Dana or Deanna, he 
could not remember the name exactly, stirred in her sleep and fell quiet again, 
FXUOHG�XS�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZDOO��7KH�EHGURRP�LQ�KLV�IRXUWK�ÁRRU�WHQHPHQW�DSDUWPHQW�
wasn’t much larger than a jail cell. He had crammed a queen-sized bed in by 
shoving it, without a headboard, into the corner of  the room.

“The baby is dead, yeah.”
“Suspect?”
“Mother’s boyfriend. I think he’s the child’s father, I don’t know. She won’t 

say much. When we got there, the boyfriend had already left. I went in with the 
squad guys. The mother had the baby covered up. EMT’s pulled the blanket off  
and… oh, man. Alex, I’ve got a daughter that age. I don’t think I can do this. I 
should have called the supervisor, I know, but—”
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´,W·V�ÀQH��5DII\�µ�KH�VDLG��UHPHPEHULQJ�KLP�IXOO\�QRZ��´7HOO�PH�ZKHUH�\RX�
are.” Alex used the nickname Raphael had used to introduce himself  to Alex 
a few weeks back. They had been in orientation together, two “lateral” hire 
ADA’s, meaning experienced prosecutors hired by the Bronx District Attorney’s 
2IÀFH�WR�ÀOO�VHQLRU�SRVLWLRQV��$OH[�FDPH�IURP�DQ�RIÀFH�LQ�1RUWKHUQ�9LUJLQLD�
where he prosecuted mostly child abuse. Raphael was from Miami, Florida, 
where he prosecuted high-level gang cases.

“I’m in the four-two,” Raphael said, meaning the 42nd Precinct. When cops and 
prosecutors referred to one of  the eleven Bronx police precincts, they expressed 
them as two numbers side by side, so that the 42nd was the “Four-Two,” and so on.

“Is it a project or a row house?”
“Morrisania projects. I’m outside in a playground area. The body is on the 

WKLUG�ÁRRU�µ
“When you say, ‘they burned her,’” Alex said carefully. “You mean like chem-

ical burns, or boiled water?”
“Boiling water. Had to be. Her feet, her legs and the lower half  of  her bot-

tom. They’re hot pink. Like they dipped her in…. oh, God.”
“Give me the address,” Alex said. “I’ll be there in thirty and I can relieve you. 

No one has to know why.”
“But I’ve got to make a report in the morning, right?”
“Yes. We both will. We can explain it. We’ll say we were in touch earlier to-

night on something else and you called me on this one because you know I’ve 
seen these cases before, and your kid is sick or something. Believe me, whoever 
is supervising tonight will be happy they didn’t have to go out on it.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Raphael said. “I’m really grateful. I mean, we 
barely know each other, but I thought I could trust you.”
´<RX�FDQ�µ�$OH[�VDLG��ÀVKLQJ�IRU�KLV�ZULVWZDWFK��´,·OO�VHH�\RX�VRRQ�µ
He stood in the dark to dress and almost struck a cello case propped up in 

the narrow space between the bed and the opposite wall. What the fuck? Oh, shit, 
that’s right, she plays the cello. Dana, or Deanna, was a student at Julliard, the conser-
vatory up by Lincoln Center. Grad student��KH�FODULÀHG�WR�KLPVHOI��DV�LI �WKDW�PDGH�
it less absurd. He was 37. She was maybe 23. They had met at a bar on Ninth 
Avenue, around the corner from his apartment a few hours earlier. She was the 
ÀIWK�ZRPDQ�ZKR�KDG�VKDUHG�KLV�FUDPSHG�URRP�VLQFH�WKH�ÀUVW�ZHHNHQG�KH�KDG�
arrived in New York City. That had been early June. It was now early September.

The summer had been a blur of  grief, random sex, and culture shock. Not 
eight months earlier he had shared a king-sized bed with his wife, soon to be 



ROGER CANAFF

7

ex-wife, the woman who had been his high-school sweetheart and only lover. 
Their four-year-old son Jordan had slept in a room down the hall in their 
three-level townhouse with two cars in the driveway. Now, Jordan was dead and 
that entire life was behind him. The awful and sudden journey from that reality 
WR�WKLV�RQH�ZDV�VWDUWOLQJ��OLNH�DQ�ROG�KRXVH�VZHSW�DZD\�LQ�D�ÁDVK�ÁRRG�

“Bobby?” she said to the wall as he was pulling his slacks on from the day 
before. Her brown hair was a tangle over the sheet that wrapped her body. He 
smiled at her and whispered.

“It’s Alex, hon.”
“Oh shit.” She rolled over and pulled a pillow over her face. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay, D—. Don’t worry about it.”
“I’m a slut.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Where are you going, anyway?” She tossed the pillow aside and looked him, 

her brow knitted. What little light there was crept in from the one window in 
the room, above the cello case. The window looked out over an alleyway and a 
tiny garden behind the building. In the dim glow she looked pale and sweet, with 
a long neck and graceful, sloping shoulders. Below that were tangerine-sized 
breasts with dark little nipples.

“It’s a work thing, I gotta run. Go back to sleep. The door will lock behind 
you in the morning.”

***

The apartment building that housed the dead little girl was a twenty-story, mas-
sive rectangle of  brick and iron dotted with plain, square windows. In front were 
VHYHUDO�)RXU�7ZR�SROLFH�FDUV��D�ÀUHWUXFN�DQG�DQ�DPEXODQFH��%RUHG�ORRNLQJ�FRSV�
stood in front of  the building’s main entrance, an institutional set of  dull steel 
doors with wire mesh windows. A few young people, black men mostly, stood 
DURXQG�LQ�JURXSV�DQG�VWDUHG�XSZDUG�DW�WKH�WKLUG�ÁRRU�DSDUWPHQW�ZKHUH�WRQLJKW·V�
activity was. Alex spotted Raphael quickly, sitting on a bench to the side of  the 
project playground and looking utterly dejected.

“Alex, thank you,” he said. “I feel terrible about this.”
“Don’t.”
“It’s just… my daughter. She’s exactly that age. Shit, she’s Puerto Rican, too, 

I mean. She looks like her.”
“It’s okay. What was the baby’s name? Did you get it?”
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“Ariana.”
“And it’s her mother you were talking to?”
“Yes. Her name is Celeste. She wouldn’t say much to me.”
“Think she’s in shock?”
“No idea. She just seems blank to me.”
“Okay. I’ve got it from here. If  there’s anything you think of  on the way 

home, text me, okay? Or call.”
“Thank you again. For understanding.”
“Of  course.”
´<RX�JRW�NLGV"µ�5DSKDHO�DVNHG�ZLWK�D�VPLOH��OLNH�KH�IXOO\�H[SHFWHG�DQ�DIÀUPD-

tive answer. Alex opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again. He forced a smile.
“I don’t,” he said. “But I understand.”

***

“Who’s this?” a cop asked as Alex approached the building entrance. Next to 
him were two other uniforms, one black and one Asian. They seemed to look 
up to the older one, who was chunky and red-faced and had a sleepy, mean look.

$́OH[�*UHFR��'$·V�RIÀFH�µ�KH�VDLG��ÁDVKLQJ�KLV�EDGJH�
“Where’d the other one go?” the cop asked, but there was something bright 

in his voice, like he already knew.
“He’s not feeling well,” Alex said. “We talked about the case when they called 

it in. I’ve been out on these before.”
“I’ve never seen you.”
´,·YH�EHHQ�DW�WKLV�RIÀFH�IRU�DERXW�WZR�PRQWKV��,W·V�QRW�ZKHUH�,�VWDUWHG�µ
“So, where’d that other guy go? Home to cry?”
“He’s got a kid the same age,” Alex said under his breath. “Give him a break.”
“You look green to me. You gonna puke, too?”
“You know, we’re on the same side,” Alex said.
“You’re not on my side,” the cop said, shaking his head and looking him up 

and down. “You’re all the same. Defense attorneys in training.”
“I’ve been a prosecutor for twelve years.”
“Then you weren’t even good enough for the other side.” He folded his arms 

and smirked.
“Lieutenant!” Alex called out. He had seen the “white shirt,” which was cop-

speak for police brass, walking toward them at an angle. The lieutenant was 
GDUN�VNLQQHG�DQG�EDOG��´&DQ�\RX�DVN�2IÀFHU�&DQWZHOO�KHUH�WR�OHW�PH�E\"µ�+H�
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held his badge up. Now Cantwell’s eyes shot over to the lieutenant who barked 
like a drill instructor.

“What? Cantwell, what’s the problem?”
“No problem, sir,” the cop said, stepping aside. The mean look had vanished 

like smoke. “Just checking his ID. Never seen him before.”
´<RX�QHZ�WR�WKH�'$·V�RIÀFH"µ�WKH�OLHXWHQDQW�DVNHG�
“I am.”
“Did he give you grief?”
Alex looked at Cantwell, who was staring straight ahead, and then back to 

the lieutenant.
“No, he was just being cautious. You going up?”
“I am. Follow me.”

The apartment where the child had lived, been tortured and then murdered, 
smelled like cigarette smoke and old food. It was crawling with crime scene in-
vestigators, tired-looking detectives, and various supervisory level NYPD. There 
were also two people, a male and a female, from the Medical Legal Investigator’s 
RIÀFH��7KH\�ZHUH�DERXW�WR�VHDO�WKH�EDE\�LQWR�D�KLGHRXVO\�VPDOO�ZKLWH�ERG\�EDJ�
on a gurney in the living room. Alex could still see the baby’s face, sinking into 
the shadows just above the zipper.

“You the DA?” one of  the MLI techs asked.
“I am.”
“Want to see her before we zip up?”
“Just for a second, thanks,” he said, and kneeled down on his haunches be-

VLGH�WKH�JXUQH\�VR�WKDW�KLV�WLH�DOPRVW�WRXFKHG�WKH�ÁRRU��$OH[�DOZD\V�ZRUH�D�VKLUW�
and tie to a homicide scene, though there was no strict requirement for it. Part 
of  it, as he saw it, was out of  respect. When he dressed for work, he wore a tie. 
This was also work, and it wasn’t only living victims who deserved to see him 
look professional. But there was something else in the gesture, something just 
below conscious thought. Dressing like a courtroom lawyer to greet the dead 
was out of  respect for the dead, but it was also out of  a superstitious respect for 
death itself. Alex had no desire to offend it when in its presence.

The baby’s face was lovely, coffee-colored, round and plump with long, 
curved eyelashes. But Alex’s trained eyes could already see tell-tale signs of  child 
abuse, particularly for a child who was still an infant and not ambulatory, mean-
ing she wasn’t yet crawling or toddling. There was a thumb-sized, murky scar on 
her left cheek, and the ghost of  older marks on her forehead.
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“Thanks,” he said to the techs. He looked up at one of  the detectives who he 
hadn’t met but assumed was probably catching the case. He was typical for NYPD, 
DOPRVW�79�OLNH�ZLWK�D�UXGG\�IDFH�DQG�VZHSW�EDFN�KDLU��´+RZ�ROG�ZDV�VKH"µ

“About three months,” the detective said. Then he turned toward two women 
seated on a couch Alex hadn’t noticed before as his focus had gone completely 
to the body. “That right, Celeste? About three months?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Celeste said. She looked to be mid-twenties, thin and 
SDOH�ZLWK�ELJ��GDUN�H\HV��6KH�ZDV�VPRNLQJ�DQG�WKH�ÀQJHUV�WKDW�KHOG�WKH�FLJDUHWWH�
rested against her cheek. “She was born June sixth.”

So that’s the mother, Alex thought. Raffy was right about the blank look. And the 
baby’s birthdate. June sixth? Almost exactly when I got here. This little girl’s entire life lasted 
about as long as I’ve been in this city. There was something vaguely foreboding and 
nauseating about that. He stood and introduced himself  to the detective, a guy 
named Pat Murphy. Murphy told him Celeste’s last name was Diaz.

He also learned from Murphy that the suspect was the child’s father, a man 
named Roberto Colon who wasn’t on the lease but had been living with Celeste 
and the child since her birth. Child protective services, known in New York City 
as the Administration for Children’s Services or ACS, had twice before dealt with 
the family on suspicions about Colon and his treatment of  both Celeste and 
Ariana. Colon also had a record for domestic assault against another woman. 
When Alex asked about Colon’s whereabouts, Murphy rolled his eyes and mo-
tioned toward Celeste.

With those details in hand, Alex walked over to the couch. Celeste continued 
to stare straight ahead. The other woman, seated beside her, looked younger, 
college age, maybe, with quick, intelligent eyes. They moved back and forth be-
tween Alex and Celeste.

“Ms. Diaz?” Alex said. Again, he hunkered down, this time so as not to be 
standing over the person he was speaking to.

“Yeah?” She answered without looking at him. The cigarette burned between 
KHU�ÀQJHUV�
´0V��'LD]��P\�QDPH�LV�$OH[�*UHFR��,·P�IURP�WKH�'LVWULFW�$WWRUQH\·V�2IÀFH��

I’m so sorry for your loss.”
“Thanks.”
“The detectives will have a lot of  questions for you,” he said. “At some point 

I might also, and I apologize in advance for all of  this intrusiveness. For now, I 
just want you to know I’m a part of  the team here, the group of  people who will 
work with you to get justice for Ariana. We’re here to support you--”
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“Excuse me, are you a lawyer?” the younger woman said, interrupting him. 
Celeste continued to stare straight ahead, glancing down only to crush out the 
cigarette in an ashtray.

“I’m a prosecutor, yes.”
“Right. A lawyer. So, could you not speak to my sister, then?” Her eyes bore 

into Alex’s. She sat with her legs and arms crossed in jeans and a sweater.
“I’m sorry. Can I get your name?”
“No, you cannot.”
“Well, I’m not here to do anything but support your sister and the rest of  

\RXU�IDPLO\��,·P�MXVW�LQWURGXFLQJ�P\VHOI�µ�+H�WXUQHG�EDFN�WR�&HOHVWH��ZKR�ÀGJHW-
ed a little but otherwise did not move. She was in sweatpants and a T-shirt and 
sat with her knees together. “Ms. Diaz, do you understand what my role is here?”

“Excuse me, what did I just ask you?” the sister said. Alex paused and checked 
himself. Whatever attitude she was throwing at him, he would gain nothing by 
hurling it back. That said, he had a job to do.

“I’m not speaking to you,” he said to her, calm and low. He turned back to 
Celeste.

“Don’t talk to him,” the sister said. She got up and walked toward the kitchen.
“Is it okay if  I call you Celeste? You can call me Alex.” Celeste just shrugged. 

“Celeste, can we just talk about Ariana? I know she was still a baby, but she was 
a person. I’d love to know a little about her, and what she was like.”

“You don’t want to talk about Ariana,” Celeste said. She looked directly at him 
at last. The eyes were still blank, but to Alex it didn’t seem like she was in shock. He 
could only guess, but he had seen quite a few crime victims that way. This looked 
different. It looked more like just who she was. “You want to talk about Roberto.”

“The child’s father? Well, if  you want to, sure.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. Her eyes seemed to search his face. Every 

movement she made and syllable she spoke was slow, but deliberate. “You want 
to arrest Roberto. You want to burn him.” 

“Excuse me?”
“People get burned,” she said, as if  the fact was mundane. “Babies get 

burned. Maybe we all burn, you know, at some point.”
“Celeste, your daughter was burned. This isn’t just conversation. A child—

your child—is dead.”
“Right. And now, you want to burn Roberto for it. You don’t even know 

him.”
“If  he killed your daughter, I want to bring him to justice, yes.”
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“You don’t know what Ariana did, either.”
“What Ariana did? I don’t understand.”
“You don’t,” she said. “See? You don’t understand me. Or Roberto. Or 

anything.”
“If  Roberto harmed and then murdered Ariana, I will need to work with you 

to hold him responsible for it. Do you understand?”
“I really don’t want to talk to you.”
“I’m not sure what you’re afraid of, Celeste.”
“Who said I was afraid?” They were both silent for a moment, staring at each 

RWKHU��7KHQ�WKH�FRUQHUV�RI �&HOHVWH·V�PRXWK��ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�DV�ÁDW�DV�DQ�RFHDQ�
horizon, turned slightly upward. Her eyes never left his. Alex felt his blood go 
cold. He stood up.

“I will call a lawyer,” he heard from behind him. The sister again. She was 
angrier now, and the local accent was slipping out. Lawyah.

“Go ahead,” Alex said, turning to her. He wanted to say more, but knew it 
would be useless, and worse, unprofessional. She sat down again next to Celeste. 
He headed downstairs for a breath of  air and a quick cigarette. Seeing the one 
in Celeste’s hand had gotten him jonesing. He passed the same group of  cops 
from before, including the oddly confrontational one, and walked to the curb. 
The night air was cool and dry.

He had learned years before that in a child homicide case it was key to get 
the family, the so-called “non-offending caregivers,” on his side as soon as pos-
sible. Emotions were all over the place when abuse or neglect culminated in a 
911 call and a child got hospitalized or pronounced dead. Rumors and opinions 
ÁHZ�� VLGHV�TXLFNO\� WDNHQ��)RU� VRPHWKLQJ� WKDW� VHHPHG� VR� FXW� DQG�GU\�� IDPLOLHV�
were often torn to shreds over who to side with, who to blame, and who to shut 
out. He also knew what he was up against, and what he often represented in a 
place like the Bronx. He was white, male, tall and presentable-- the very picture 
of  privilege and the image of  the oppressor. Still, he had worked well with poor 
families of  color in Alexandria, a place that was a far cry from the Bronx but not 
Gold-Coast Connecticut either.

With this case and Celeste, though, he felt unbalanced. He was no stranger 
to shock, denial and early grief, but Celeste seemed more than just distracted. 
2U�HYHQ�FRQÁLFWHG��+H�ZDV�JHWWLQJ�D�GLIIHUHQW��GDUN�YLEH�IURP�KHU��6RPHWKLQJ�
disturbing. Something almost… complicit. He shook his head and crushed out 
the cigarette with his heel.

A few minutes later, the two lead detectives, Murphy and another, stout and 
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round-faced one named Tibbs, met with Alex to discuss the wrap-up of  their 
time at the apartment. They seemed like good guys, hard-working and thorough. 
There were a few search and seizure questions, and also some about obtaining 
medical records once they got to the hospital. Celeste had consented in writing to 
a search of  the apartment. Her cooperation going forward, however, was far less 
certain and Murphy and Tibbs had concerns about it, getting the same vibe Alex 
had gotten from her. He listened to their chatter on phones and radios, the search 
for Roberto Colon and the pinball-like, zig-zagging messages between levels of  
police command. Then the gurney holding the tiny, cursed body of  Ariana was 
being wheeled out of  the apartment and into the chalky light of  the hallway.

***

When they had wheeled the body of  Alex’s four-year-old son Jordan out the front door, Alex 
was still in shock and his father-in-law Jonah was calling the shots. Alex stood, numb with 
horror, in the entranceway of  his and Dara’s well-appointed townhouse in Alexandria, 
Virginia. EMT’s were the bearers of  Jordan’s little body. Unlike baby Ariana, now sealed 
LQ�D�EDJ��WKH\�KDG�RQO\�FRYHUHG�KLP�IURP�KHDG�WR�WRH��7KH�ÀJXUH�RI �KLV�RQO\�FKLOG��RXWOLQHG�LQ�
plain, white cotton, the peak of  his nose, the curve of  his belly. A vision he knew he would 
never escape until his own dying breath.

The truth, that Dara had snapped in a paroxysmal moment and pushed their profoundly au-
tistic son down a stairwell to his death, was unknown to anyone outside the circle of  Alex, Dara, 
and Jonah. In the EMT report, Jordan had rushed blindly into the open basement doorway and 
WKHQ�WXPEOHG�GRZQ�D�ÁLJKW�RI �VWDLUV�WR�WKH�FRQFUHWH�EHORZ��7KDW�ZDV�WKH�VWRU\�WKDW�-RQDK��ZLWK�KLV�
silver tongue and natural commanding presence, was selling to the responders with remarkable poise 
DQG�GHOLYHU\��7KH\�ZHUH�QRGGLQJ�DW�KLV�H[SODQDWLRQV�HYHQ�EHIRUH�KH�KDG�ÀQLVKHG�PDNLQJ�WKHP�
'DUD�ZDV�VWLOO�LQ�WKH�EDVHPHQW�ZKHUH�VKH�KDG�UXQ�WR�ÀQG�KHU�VRQ�GHDG�DW�WKH�ERWWRP�RI �

the stairs, paralyzed with grief  and guilt. Alex, nearly mute with shock, was following Jonah’s 
orders and mostly staying silent. He would eventually come to understand why he had called 
-RQDK�MXVW�PRPHQWV�DIWHU�KHDULQJ�'DUD·V�ÀUVW�VFUHDP�DQG�GLVFRYHULQJ�ZKDW�VKH�KDG�GRQH��HYHQ�
before calling 911. Jonah lived a few minutes away, was there in an instant, and seemed ready 
to handle things in a way that suggested he almost expected some horror like this from his 
GDXJKWHU��$OH[�NQHZ�LW�LQVWLQFWLYHO\��-RQDK��ZLWK�KLV�PRQH\�DQG�LQÁXHQFH��KLV�XQÁDSSDEOH�PLHQ�
and his undeniable ability to bend other men to his will would save them all.

 Legally, at least.
Alex’s father-in-law was self-made and rich, and there was a reason for that. He was 

also well-versed in covering for his daughter, a lovely and kind but also troubled and volcanic 
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woman never equipped to deal with a child like Jordan. He knew what to do from the moment 
he walked into their house and assessed the situation, his sharp eyes moving over the scene, the 
NLWFKHQ�WDEOH�ZLWK�WKH�VSLOOHG�FHUHDO�ERZO��WKH�RSHQ�GRRU�WR�WKH�EDVHPHQW��WKH�TXLYHULQJ�ÀJXUH�RI �
Dara on the concrete, screaming until her throat was raw.

The path from that moment, the end of  Alex’s life as a devoted husband and father to 
whatever he was now in this groaning, circus-sewer of  a place, had been short, and traveled 
with dizzying speed. There were other paths he could have taken, but Jonah seemed to know 
how to handle that too.

Jonah split his time between Alexandria and New York City and had many connections. 
+H�KHOSHG�IDVW�WUDFN�$OH[�WKURXJK�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�VWDWH�EDU�DQG�WKHQ�LQWR�WKH�'$·V�RIÀFH��$V�
the marriage crumbled fast, so did Jonah move to wrap up the investigation of  his grandson’s 
death and move his son-in-law, oddly beloved, to a new life. Jonah knew best, and after a few 
months in his new environment, Alex knew it too. He would forever be in the man’s debt.

And it had begun, all of  it, with that hellish vision of  Jordan’s body passing before him, 
out of  their home and into an ambulance on a lovely tree-lined street in the clean, ordered city 
Alex had been born and raised in. The city he had grown to love Dara Schwartz in, from 
FKLOGKRRG��ÀUVW�KLV�QHLJKERU��WKHQ�KLV�EHVW�IULHQG��WKHQ�KLV�ZLIH��7KH�FLW\�KH�QHYHU�LPDJLQHG�KH�
ZRXOG�KDYH�WR�ÁHH�

***

Closely guarded by the unnamed sister, Celeste emerged from the apartment 
after the baby’s body had been wheeled into the steel elevator down the hall. The 
GHWHFWLYHV�ZHUH�GLUHFWLQJ�SDWURO�RIÀFHUV�DQG�WDNLQJ�QRWHV��7KH�&ULPH�6FHQH�8QLW�
guys in their dark blue tactical uniforms were reviewing their work, thumbing 
through photos on heavy, black cameras. Alex was right outside the door in the 
bland, bleach-smelling hallway. The sister caught his eye and glared.

“Stay away from her,” she said.
“I’ll see you at the hospital, Celeste,” Alex said with a neutral tone, as if  he 

hadn’t heard the sister.
“No, you won’t,” the sister said, leaving Celeste and walking back to him. She 

SRLQWHG�D�ORQJ��VOLP�ÀQJHU�DW�KLP��KHU�H\HV�RQ�ÀUH��´<RX�GRQ·W�JHW�WR�UXQ�WKLV�µ
“If  you’re talking about the investigation into your niece’s death, then you’re 

wrong. I get to run it, and I am.”
“You don’t think I know your system? You’re a grunt, sent out in the middle 

of  the night. You replaced that little totito who threw up on his shoes. You really 
think we’re afraid of  you?”
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Alex again checked himself  before opening his mouth. There were three 
FKRLFHV�ZKHQ�LW�FDPH�WR�GLIÀFXOW�´FLYLOLDQVµ�LQ�KLV�ZRUN��ZKHWKHU�VXVSHFWV��ZLW-
nesses or family members: things he wanted to say, things appropriate to say, and 
things he could get away with saying. He had never lowered himself  to blurt out 
what he wanted to say, and he wasn’t going to now.

That said, he knew that neither Celeste nor her sister would ever willingly 
help him. He knew something else, too, something that had occurred to him 
in the seven or so minutes it took to smoke a cigarette. Alex smoked because 
he enjoyed it, but really it was a Faustian bargain: A slow, suicidal process that 
revealed more to him than any other.

“I don’t know what your sister is afraid of,” he said, mirroring her eye-fuck-
ing stare. “Maybe nothing. But I know what you’re afraid of.” He paused for 
effect and then nodded toward Celeste. “Her.”

“You don’t know Celeste,” she said. Her lower lip was trembling, but mi-
nutely. She was tough. “You don’t know us. You have no idea what it’s like to go 
through—”

“I do though,” he said, cutting her off. He kept his voice just above a whis-
per. “He was my only child.” Now the sister’s steely eyes grew wide and her 
mouth went still. Alex pointed toward the apartment door. “Wheeled out of  my 
front door the same way. His name was Jordan.” She swallowed audibly.

“Okay, so?”
“So, Celeste scares you. I know about that kind of  fear. Being afraid of  

someone you love. Someone who could have done something, been a part of  
something, really, really terrible.”

“You know nothing. Not even my name.”
“I don’t care what your name is. I know your niece’s name was Ariana. Maybe 

I am just a grunt sent out in the middle of  the night, but know this, whoever you 
are. I’ll remember everything your sister said to me and how she said it. I’ll be ready 
to testify to it when she becomes a suspect along with whoever else she’s trying to 
protect. It’s Ariana I’m here for. Not your sister. Not you. Not your family.”

“What did you do to him?” she asked, stressing the word “do.” Her eyes were 
softer now, less wild, more wily. “Your son?”

“It’s not what I did.”
“You know, I don’t think I believe that,” she said, searching his face much like 

Celeste had done earlier. She smiled, a tight, mean grin. “I think this is about you. 
About what you think you need to do to make up for something.” He grinned 
back.



“When Roberto and your sister are in prison for what they did to Ariana, you 
can ask them if  it matters.”
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