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CHAPTER 1 HERO COMPLEX
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The snot-nosed, bubblegum-chewing crotch goblin wasn’t talking, no matter how hard Officer Reece Rokowski pressed. Reece wanted to be anywhere but towering over frightened schoolchildren, but he was a cop and had a job to do. 

He stared through his aviator glasses with stony indifference at the twelve-year-old boy.

The big bad cop. That’s how they saw Reece. Pig. Fuzz. Po-po. 

“Come on, son,” Reece prodded. “You can tell me.”

The kid stammered, “Uh, I don’t know.” 

“You don’t know?” Reece repeated in a tired monotone. There were a dozen restless kids, each one silent. “I’ll bet none of you know, right? Is that how it’s gonna be?”

Reece’s heart thumped quickly. Sweat rolled down his neck. 

Hello, anxiety. Right on time, Reece thought.

“It’s okay.” Reece’s voice softened. He focused on a girl in an Adventure Time T-shirt. “Maybe you can tell me about the ABCs of bicycle safety?” 

The girl shook her head. 

“Okay. Let me tell you.” Reece climbed off his mountain bike, his skinny legs poking out of his blue shorts like a wee lad from a Victorian storybook. He straightened the ugly plastic bike helmet, positioned the wireless radio clipped to his shirt, and forced a smile so wide, it made his mustache stretch thin over his top lip. 

Even though he was a ten-year police veteran, Reece’s uniform still felt itchy and ill-fitting. He ran his hands down the polo shirt and grazed the silver badge on his chest with jittery fingers. 

“A is for air. You need to check the air in your tires and that they’re inflated.” Reece knelt towards his mountain bike’s front tire and swept out his hands like he was a model on a TV game show pointing towards a new Chevrolet or dinette set. “B is for Breaks. You want to ensure those breaks are operating at maximum efficiency.” He grabbed the handlebars and pumped the brakes. “Finally, C stands for chains. You want to oil those chains and make sure they’re attached correctly.” Reece pointed to the bicycle’s chains, his forced smile still intact. “Any questions?” 

Adventure Time girl raised her hand. 

“What is it, little miss?” Reece cringed at his own words. 

“Do you ride a bicycle for the police department?’ The girl asked, all sweet-as-pie. 

Reece sniffed. He took a deep breath, and replied, “Yes, I do. The Modesto Police Department has a Bicycle Patrol Unit. It’s our job to keep citizens safe just like any other police patrol. We respond to calls for service, gang suppression, narcotics enforcement, community policing, traffic enforcement...”

“No. But what I mean is, why a bike? Why not a motorcycle?” the girl asked.

“We do have motorcycles in our Traffic Unit,” Reece said, the words catching in his throat. “That’s not what I do.”

He struggled to get the words out. His vision blurred at the little eyes silently judging him. 

“We also have an Equestrian Unit. Anyone here like horses?” he blurted. A numbness washed over Reece, and like several times before, his mind instantly transported him Someplace Else: 

He sits on the curb in his dark blue police uniform, hands in his face. Weeping comes in ugly waves. A torrent of tears blinds his eyes and runs down his cheeks. He wipes his face and shudders helplessly. Blood splatters his uniform, crimson blotches stain his silver badge and nameplate. 

He repeatedly utters the same phrase, burying his face in his hands. The sultry night presses in. Lights stab the darkness. Officers cluster around him. For a brief moment, everything spins away from Reece, the gunshot ringing in his ears again and again. 

Reece blinked. He was back in front of the children, bicycle by his side.

The teacher adjusted her glasses and removed a smartphone from the pocket of her flowery sundress. “Let’s show the Bike Patrol how much we enjoyed their presentation today,” she told her class.

The children gave the officers a half-hearted smattering of applause. 

“We enjoyed teaching you all about bike safety,” said Reece’s muscular sergeant, whose thick arms nearly burst from his uniform. Compared to the two chevrons Reece wore on his sleeve, the sergeant had three. 

“Maybe Sergeant Sabatini and Officer Rokowski can pose for pictures with the class?” The teacher brandished her smartphone. She flicked the touchscreen to the camera app while the children gathered around Reece and Sabatini.

Reece faked a smile and high-fived the kids. A tortured scream rang in his head. 

A motorcycle officer rode by, seated majestically atop a white and silver BMW R 1200 RT touring motorcycle bearing the Modesto Police Department’s logo in a crisply-detailed font.  His shiny white and black helmet reflected the sun, while his knee-high boots were meticulously spit-shined. He was the perfect embodiment of everything Reece wasn’t. 

The motorcycle roared as it passed, a mechanical belch that let you know what was coming. By comparison, Reece’s mountain bike was lackluster with its tiny leather saddle, grooved rubber tires, and pedals sporting toe clamps. 

A bicycle didn’t strike fear into the hearts of Modesto’s criminals like a motorcycle that sounded like an enraged wolverine. 

Reece and Sabatini climbed onto their bicycles and pedaled briskly through the park. Sabatini pointed into the air and shouted, “Single!” Reece scooted behind Sabatini and avoided a large crowd of pedestrians walking in the opposite direction. When the two officers cleared the group, Reece broke a single-file formation and glided beside his sergeant. 

“What was up with you back there, with the kids?” Sabatini asked. 

“Nothing, Sarge,” Reece replied. 

“Come on, Rokowski. You’re still pissed about motorcycle patrol,” Sabatini said. 

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“See, I think you do. I think you still have a chip on your shoulder that you weren’t chosen and still resent Bicycle Patrol.”

“I do not resent Bicycle Patrol.” Reece pumped his legs faster. 

“You’re riding angry,” Sabatini noted. “What have I told you about riding angry?”

Reece slowed down until he glided alongside Sabatini. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and kept pace with the sergeant until Sabatini braked. 

“It’s not that,” Reece kicked one leg out and propped up the bike. “I wanted motorcycle patrol, Sarge. Did you ever want something so bad that you had to have it, and then when it’s denied it feels like the universe is off?”

Sabatini chuckled. “Yeah. I wanted to be a homicide detective. Now I’m stuck in the Traffic Division. Not that I’m complaining, but they don’t make police procedurals about Bike Patrol.”

Reece bit his lip. “Guess it doesn’t matter what we want. We’re here to do a job.”

Great. Lie to yourself and your sergeant. Pathetic, Reece thought. 

They resumed their patrol, swerving around discarded fast food wrappers, hypodermic needles, and plastic bags. Modesto wasn’t without its blemishes. Reece grew up there, knew the streets, and witnessed firsthand a town eating itself alive. Gang activity escalated, and violent crime kept Reece and his fellow officers busy. 

But Modesto was Reece’s home, and he was dutybound to protect it, even begrudgingly. 

How could he not love a town where the largest employer was a wine company, a statue honoring George Lucas’s American Graffiti stood downtown, and the local Minor League Baseball team was called the Modesto Nuts? 

Sabatini’s radio crackled to life. A dispatcher trilled, “Squad 10?”

Sabatini mashed his finger on the handheld’s push-to-talk button. 

“Squad 10. Go ahead.”

“We have reports of a suspicious person in your area,” the dispatcher said. “White male, late-twenties, brown shirt, blue jeans. Last spotted in the vicinity of El Vista Avenue and Scenic Drive.”

“We’ll keep our eyes peeled. 10-4,” Sabatini acknowledged into the radio. 

They rode down another bike path, past pedestrians and cyclists until they veered off into a walking trail where the park spread out under a leafy canopy above sloping green grass.

Reece noticed an old man in a leather biker jacket with patches proclaiming “Legion of the Lamb.” The codger sported a shaggy mustache and five o’clock shadow and wore a beat-up cowboy hat. 

This town does have its share of weirdos, Reece thought. 

Reece continued riding along the trail when something strange caught his attention. He squeezed the handbrakes and the bicycle jerked to a stop at the summit of a hill. 

Below them several yards, an elderly woman struggled with a young man, whose hands wrapped around her purse. She tried yanking the purse towards her but to no avail. 

The young man had about twenty-five pounds over her and ripped the purse from the woman’s grasp. A few passers-by recorded the scene on their smartphones, but nobody intervened. The punk turned to sprint away but halted in his tracks when he spotted Reece astride the bicycle at the top of the hill. 

Both men froze. 

Reece’s upper lip trembled. Adrenaline seized him. Time slowed down. Reece’s cupped his radio and gently pushed the button.

“Squad 10 here,” he mumbled. 

“Go ahead Squad 10,” the dispatcher responded.

“Suspect cited, East La Loma Park. Will pursue,” Reece told her as if in a trance. 

“10-4, Squad 10.”

Sabatini doubled back and circled towards Reece.

“Hey, what’s up?” he called.

The young man broke into a full sprint. 

“We got ourselves a rabbit!” Reece cried, indicating the fleeing suspect. Before Sabatini could respond, Reece pushed off and pedaled after the robber. 

Chases brought the animal out of Reece, like a hungry panther pursuing its prey. The young man darted through the park, bumping into pedestrians, frantically looking for an escape route, but the dense vegetation along the paths funneled him towards one area; a short concrete staircase leading to the street. Reece had to close a forty-yard distance between him and the fleeing suspect in seconds. 

Eyes forward, legs pumping, he felt the bicycle underneath him vibrate and rush forward. His breathing belabored, sweat glazing his brow, Reece swerved past a few frightened joggers and skirted a man walking his dog, but still kept his balance and focus intact. 

The suspect came to the stairs and looked around. 

No other way but down. 

The robber clutched the purse with both arms and began descending, his heavy shoes clomping down the steps. 

Reece was nearly there but didn’t stop. He was coming in too fast, the momentum and velocity too great for him to fully brake. 

Heart beating, muscles tensing, Reece panicked. He bent his legs at the knees and shifted his weight to the back. With a feathery touch, Reece pressed the rear hand brake. Instead of descending the stairs, the bike became airborne, launching above the suspect. The young man looked back in horror at the officer bearing down on him. 

The bicycle’s front tire smacked the suspect in the face. He pitched backward, flung the purse behind him, and hit the ground with a crunching thud. Stunned, the young man clutched his face and groaned.  

Reece tumbled off of his bicycle and scraped his knee. A sharp pain ran down his left leg, but he didn’t care. He limped towards the suspect on the ground. 

Why do they always run? Reece thought. 

Blood gushed from the young man’s nose, first in a trickle from the nostril, then a crimson geyser. At the sight of blood, Reece screamed. It wasn’t a deep-throated, horrified manly scream, but a high-pitched, little-girl-saw-a-spider scream or housewife-from-a-1950s-cartoon-saw-a-mouse scream. A twitchy jig accompanied Reece’s outburst. 

Dozens of witnesses who recorded the incident on their smartphones chuckled at Reece’s reaction. He quickly regained his composure and handcuffed the suspect. Sabatini slid his bicycle to a stop nearby. 

“What happened?” Sabatini asked.

“Robbery. That purse over there belongs to a woman in the park.” Reece pointed to the open purse, its contents scattered on the grass. “Notify dispatch. Send an R.A.,” Reece said, using the abbreviation for Rescue Ambulance. 

Reece bent over and inhaled deep, cleansing breaths. He remained that way, every muscle frozen and stressed until the shrill sirens grew louder. 

“Hey, man. You all right?” Sabatini asked. “You look lost.” 

Reece stood up, sniffed, and leaned back. “I’m fine. I need a cold pack for my sprained knee.”

He hobbled towards his bike and removed his leather cycling gloves, a calming mantra silently repeating in his head. 

“What about him?” Sabatini pointed to the young man lying face down, hands handcuffed behind his back, nose bleeding in the dirt.

“Screw that guy.” Reece unzipped the pack on the back of his bicycle and rifled through for a first aid kit. “No cold pack for him.” 
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CHAPTER 2 COPAGANDA
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A shower room is the ultimate reveal; you discover who’s blessed downstairs and who’s compensating. Within those tiled walls, your defenses vanish and everything is on display. Tattoos reveal countless depths about a person; what they value, what they hide, who they miss. Reece encountered a fallen comrade’s name and badge number on someone’s shoulder, an American flag wrapped around an arm, and a conspicuous Norse rune hidden on a leg. White supremacist tattoos became disturbingly more frequent in recent years, a sight that repulsed Reece. 

Reece didn’t have any ink because needles frightened him, but he glanced discretely at any tats his colleagues had. 

Why make your feelings and prejudices permanent? Reece thought.  

Sabatini didn’t have any tattoos. He demonstrated his prowess another way. Sabatini slapped a musky cologne on his cheeks, dressed quickly, and stuffed a pair of socks down his pants so that the cottony lump created an impressive bulge. 

“I’m gonna make a move on Linda, that newbie in the Records Unit. I’ve been scoping her out for a month.” Sabatini preened in the mirror like a teenager with Saturday night plans. 

“So you like shitting where you eat? Interesting,” Reece toweled himself off at his locker. 

“It’s all about the chase, my friend,” Sabatini smiled.

For Sabatini, it was another notch on his headboard, a fanciful diversion from rigorous police work and lifting weights in the gym. 

“What happens when she reaches down and pulls out a sock instead of a cock? Or doesn’t it ever get that far?” Reece asked. 

Sabatini shrugged. “As I said, it’s all about the chase.” 

I’ll bet. She’ll chase you to HR, you unrepentant pervert, Reece thought. 

Reece changed into his blue uniform, polished the silver badge pinned to his chest – the one stamped “Modesto California Police, Est. 1884” – and brushed his mustache with a tiny comb. Not a hair on his head was out of place, each follicle shortened with precision. His shoes were spit-shined, and his utility belt rig tightened. Reece carefully checked every item in his rig: pepper spray, baton, holster, sidearm. 

“I believe in myself,” he said into the mirror.

He was ready for anything Modesto threw his way. On the surface, at least. 

Reece squirmed uncomfortably in the uniform like it didn’t belong on his skin. It wasn’t that the uniform was particularly ill-fitting or itchy; it felt wrong on him. 

“I heard about your arrest today.” A man with watery eyes and an aquiline nose shook Reece’s hand with a warm but firm grasp. “Congratulations, Reece.” 

Lieutenant Norman Gorski beamed at Reece, a congenial smile filled with kindness. Around the department, Gorski was a legend; a competent veteran who approached his profession with soft-spoken dignity instead of loud bravado. 

“Thanks, Lieutenant. I appreciate that,” Reece replied.

“You know, if it were up to me, I’d put you on Motorcycle Patrol,” Gorski said.

Reece shot Gorski a tentative look. “Okay, did Pasquale tell you to say that?”

“No. Why would he?” 

“Never mind,” Reece scratched his chin. “Motorcycle Patrol has always been my dream.”

“Well, talk to the captain. Now’s your chance to ask for what you want. Arrests like this come only once or twice in a career.” 

“I don’t think the captain is in a generous mood now or ever.” 

“Of all the people in this department, you live for police work,” Gorski told Reece. He would know. Gorski shepherded Reece from the police academy through those first awkward years as a rookie patrolman. After Reece’s marriage collapsed, Gorski was perched on an adjacent barstool and on the other end of the line late at night offering support. 

A real mensch, that Norman Gorski, Reece thought. 

“Unfortunately, Captain Hanley has his ideas. Maybe if you nudged him a little in my direction, sir,” Reece pleaded.

Gorski’s lip trembled. “Yes, well. There’s only so much one can do here. So much still left undone.” He removed a cord rosary from his pocket and twirled the beads between his fingers. “But you’re a rising star, aren’t you? That arrest on Bicycle Patrol today? People posted videos on social media.”

“It’s really out there, isn’t it?” Reece’s stomach somersaulted. 

“An excessive arrest,” Sabatini held up his smartphone. Reece gazed at a video of himself launching the bike off the staircase and smacking the young man’s face. The perp pitched backward and Reece tumbled off the bike. It looked like a stunt gone wrong, or a setup for an elaborate prank.

“Hey, that guy stole a purse. I had to stop him.” A sour taste coated Reece’s tongue. 

“Reece, that guy is in the hospital,” Sabatini said. “You gave him a concussion. If the media spins the story...” 

“Don’t worry about what the goddamn Modesto Bee prints, sergeant. Celebrate having this quick-thinking officer under your command. We all make snap decisions. This was Rokowski’s.” Gorski played with the rosary beads. 

Reece didn’t know if Gorski believed in God or if the rosary bead fixation was a compulsory habit. What he did know was his God took the form of Modesto Police Chief Theodore Quinn and Captain Rick Hanley. Both had the power to giveth and taketh away, but with strong emphasis on the latter. The duo resembled doppelgängers in uniform; both were barrel-chested, sported closely-cropped buzzcuts and had ruddy complexions. If someone typed the words “hard-ass cop” in a search engine, their photos would likely appear.

“Good job today, Officer Rokowski. Exceptional work.” Hanley shook Reece’s hand. Hanley oversaw the Operations Division and had a shark-like instinct for sensing blood in the water. In his mind, weak officers were inefficient ones. 

“Thanks, captain.” Reece’s stomach lurched. 

Quinn seemed larger than life when he approached Reece. With a four-star collar insignia and three silver stripes on his sleeve, Quinn’s impeccable uniform hugged his athletic frame. He reached for Reece’s hand and clasped it warmly. 

“Nice work...Rokowski, is it?” Quinn asked. “Sergeant Sabatini told me what you did, and I’ve seen the videos.”

“Thank you, sir,” Reece said, his tongue drier than sand. 

A career cop, Quinn ascended to police chief four years ago. Before that, he served as captain of the Investigative Services Division after an arduous climb as a detective in the Violent Crimes Unit. 

As Assistant Chief, Quinn handled the delicate tightrope walk between tending to the department’s concerns and impressing city hall. The rank-and-file thought he would shake things up for the better, but after Quinn was sworn in as chief, things lapsed into the same familiar patterns. The atmosphere of any given police department fluctuates between a stifling bureaucracy and a dumb frat house. Cruel pranks aside, the department was family, only if you played by their unwritten rules. 

Reece knew one of these rules was unwavering support for each other. 

Loyalty. 

Brotherhood. 

That includes bolstering the department’s public image. Reece’s actions in East La Loma Park made him a celebrity within the department, and Quinn called a press conference to tout Reece’s quick thinking. The department suspended its disdain for the press whenever it wanted publicity. They held press conferences, posed for photographs, and put a positive spin on the department’s personnel and progress. 

It was all for show, a pageant of glad-handing and ass-kissing, but news-starved reporters craved any morsel and Quinn served them a bullshit sandwich with each photo-op.  

Must be a slow news day if they’re covering this, Reece thought. 

He stood behind the podium, back ramrod straight and eyes forward. Weary reporters scribbled away as Quinn spun a tale of sweet copaganda that made Reece into an ultimate policeman. 

Quinn praised Reece’s effectiveness and noted the injury suffered during the arrest. The woman whose purse was stolen attended the press conference. Her face crinkled over in an embarrassed smile when Quinn introduced her. She hugged Reece and thanked him for his quick thinking and “heroic actions.”  Her overpowering perfume reeked of lilacs. A lipstick streak marred her front teeth. Reece clasped her hand and squirmed at her clammy fingers.  

“You’re welcome,” Reece muttered to the woman. 

He blinked into the cameras while journalists lobbed questions at him, ones he didn’t hear thanks to the cacophony reverberating in his head. 

Finally, Quinn asked the hero to say a few words. 

All eyes fell upon Reece. A heaviness filled his chest. Breathing came in shallow waves.

He faced the various microphones clustered around him.

Sweat beaded Reece’s forehead. 

“I made a snap decision.” Reece squeezed his hands behind his back so hard they turned red. “Sometimes that’s all you get. So you do your best. You know, this city gets a bad rap as a crime-ridden cesspool. Well, I got news for those critics. This city might be a crime-ridden cesspool, but it’s our crime-ridden cesspool. It’s our home, and it’s our job as police to make it better.” 

The ultimate you-could-barely-hear-a-pin-drop moment followed. Reece forced a smile, but the damage was already done. When grinning reporters wrote down his comments, he realized how badly he fucked up. 

Photographers recorded the attaboys, fist bumps, and other meaningless approbations between Reece and Quinn. 

“Did you say what I thought you said?” Hanley asked Reece after the reporters left. “You called this city a crime-ridden cesspool?” 

“Isn’t it? We have the statistics, captain,” Reece replied without a shred of self-awareness.

“And those media assholes have their story. Your shift is over. Go home, Rokowski.”

“Yes, sir,” Reece said obediently. He clutched his gut and left the station abruptly after clocking out.

Reece’s pickup truck was testosterone on wheels. The leather interior smelled like a recliner in a smoke-filled man cave. Peanut shells littered the floor, and the radio always blared 1980s hard rock. When he started her up, the engine growled like a grizzly bear with a hangover. 

Singing loudly to Guns N’ Roses, Reece drove to a sleazy motel on South Ninth Street – the kind that charges hourly rates – and waited in the parking lot.  

A woman exited the motel and climbed into the passenger’s seat, her leggings and halter top leaving nothing to Reece’s imagination. She ran her fingers through her strawberry blonde hair and cracked a smile. Deep wrinkles ran across her brow.

“You’re late today, officer.” Her sharp baby blues pierced Reece’s vision. 

“I’m okay, Crystal. How the hell are you?” Reece gripped the steering wheel with both hands and squeezed. 

“This old gal’s feeling a little wet in the basement if you catch my drift,” Crystal said. 

Reece dug into his wallet, pulled out a fifty-dollar bill, and slid it her way. Crystal grabbed the money with well-manicured hands, her long red nails clutching the bill like a vulture’s talons. She tucked Ulysses S. Grant in her pocket.

“Where do you want to go, stud?” She leaned back, making herself comfy. 

Reece drove behind the motel and parked the pickup near a retaining wall. 

“This is fine.” Reece’s hands drifted towards his pants. 

Crystal stopped him. 

“Look, Reece. I enjoy our little cat-and-mouse game, but it’s gonna stop sometime, right? You’re eventually gonna bust me. If not, why are you doing this?” Crystal asked.

“That no-good pimp of yours getting in your head?” Reece grappled with his belt buckle. 

“No. I do what I want.” 

“Then stop worrying. We’re cool, right? Just two consenting adults blowing off a little steam.” 

“I’m blowing off more than a little steam, Reece. You know I’m only doing this until my true crime podcast takes off.”

“I know. You’re a real entreprewhore. Just do your thing. Today’s a special day. I’m celebrating.” Reece wrapped his arm around her shoulder. 

“Congratulations. What’re you celebrating?” She slid closer next to him. Her hair reeked of herbal shampoo and cigarettes. 

“I’m a hero cop. I stopped a thief who robbed an old lady’s purse,” Reece said, scarcely believing those words came from his mouth. 

Crystal chuckled. “Yeah. Right. What else did you do? Rescue a cat from a tree?” 

Reece’s heart thumped fast. He didn’t appreciate being teased, but he was so used to being the victim of practical jokes in the office, he didn’t care anymore. The thick skin his father tried beating into him didn’t develop. 

“Just do your thing.” Reece pointed to his crotch. 

Crystal’s hands raced to his belt. She quickly unbuckled it and fumbled with his button-fly pants. Reece guided her hands towards his plump erection. Crystal wrapped her fingers around his stiff shaft and she pumped vigorously. Reece noticed her fingernails painted bright red. 

“New nail polish?” he grunted.

“Yeah. I go to that Korean nail salon downtown,” Crystal breathed.

“Looks cute. Suits you.”

“Shut up, Reece.” 

Reece shut his eyes. Everything around him melted away. He forgot the sleepwalking world he inhabited and the grinding path before him. In that sordid moment with Crystal, he wasn’t alone. 

Reece grunted and blew his load into Crystal’s hand. He passed her a wet wipe he procured from a fried chicken place. 

“Here you go. Who says chivalry’s dead?” He watched silently as she cleaned herself. 

“Think you got a bit of jizz on your pants there, cowboy.” Crystal pointed to a tiny white blob on Reece’s leg. 

“Damn it,” Reece hissed. “This is a work uniform.”

“I hear some club soda removes stains.”

“Well, thank you, Martha Stewart.”

“Fuck you.”

“Perhaps some other time.”

Crystal rolled her eyes and exited the truck. Reece watched as she walked around the front of the motel and disappeared. He stayed in the parking lot for several minutes after she left, the strange day repeating in his head. 

––––––––
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THE SUN-RAY APARTMENTS on Stanford Avenue stood across from a tire place and catty corner to a taco joint. The mouthwatering aroma of seasoned beef hit Reece’s nose at all hours, prompting him to keep his windows shut lest he’d be tempted into buying tacos. 

On the day of his big arrest, Reece didn’t want tacos. 

He wanted to go home and wash the grime from his soul. 

Reece parked his truck and walked towards the squat, concrete apartment building with its cantilevered roofline, palm trees, and cracked stucco siding. The entire place looked like a 1950s architecture workshop vomited brutalist overtones onto a grassy lot and paved whatever was left. 

Reece’s neighbor Sal, trash bag slung over his shoulder, passed Reece on the way to the dumpster. Judging by the stench wafting from the bag, Sal didn’t finish his leftover lasagna. 

“Hey, Reece.” Sal chucked the bag into the dumpster and brushed his hands on his undershirt that didn’t quite cover his round belly. 

“What’s happening, Sal?” 

“You’re all over the news today, man. Hero cop catches robber in the park. Way to go.” Sal scratched his unshaven chin and gave Reece a thumbs up.  

“Thanks, Sal. It’s all part of the job.” 

“A hero and humble to boot! Listen, me and some of the boys are throwing a poker game at my place. Why don’t you come on over? I’m sure they’d like to hear the hero cop tell them how you caught the bad guy.”

Reece shook his head. “Sorry, Sal. I’m exhausted. Not that it’s tempting. I do love talking about myself.”

“Hey, I understand. You’re probably beat. All them interviews and media attention,” Sal said.

“You got it.” 

“You hear from Maria? Boy, I’ll bet she’s regretting letting you go. Now that you’re a hero cop, she’s gotta be kicking herself.”

Reece’s eye twitched. He hated when it did that, but was self-conscious by this point when it happened. 

“Look, Sal, I haven’t talked to Maria in months. Ever since we...You know.”

Sal nodded. 

“I get it. Look, I’m sorry.”

“I haven’t even thought of her.” Reece puffed out his chest. “I mean, who has time, right? I’m busy keeping this city safe.”

Sal flashed his disturbing jack o’ lantern smile. “You’re right. Screw all exes!”

“Screw all exes, Sal.” Reece walked up a short flight of stairs to his apartment, unlocked the door, and disappeared inside. 

Reece’s apartment was a monument to angst and depression. A fist-sized hole marred the drywall, and a photograph of him and his ex-wife graced one table, the glass frame cracked. A copy of his divorce papers, embossed with the official court logo, lay nearby under a stack of overdue bills. 

Reece peeled off his clothes and let them fall to the floor. He ran the shower until steam fogged the bathroom mirrors. Under near-scalding water, Reece closed his eyes. Cloaked in water and bathed with steam, Reece wept. His sobbing echoed off the tile walls and through the door. 

After several minutes of crying, Reece shut the water, toweled himself off with pruned fingers, and slipped into a pair of tighty-whiteys. He grabbed a cold beer from the fridge, pounded it down, and surfed channels until he fell asleep on the couch for another restless night. 
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CHAPTER 3 TROUBLE COMES KNOCKING
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It was after one in the morning when the eyes came. Two disembodied eyes, their pupils wide, taunted Reece with an intense stare. Unblinking with brown irises, the eyes emerged through a murky void.

They were frightened eyes. 

Familiar eyes.

After they appeared, blood sprayed everywhere in a crimson geyser.

Reece couldn’t sleep once the eyes visited him in his nightmares. He tossed and turned with no relief. Sweat saturated his pillow. Sometimes he bolted upright, babbling about the blood. Alcohol helped him slumber. He’d chug beers until he passed out and the eyes vanished. 

Morning greeted Reece with a blast of sunlight. A sharp pain flashed in his neck. He rolled off the couch, where he had slept in his underwear. 

Someone pounded loudly on his apartment door.

His smartphone read six. Who the hell could that be at the ass crack of dawn? 

“Yeah, I’m coming,” he muttered, suppressing a stale beer belch.

He struggled into his pants, threw on a T-shirt, and headed for the door. On his way he noted the beer cans stacked into a pyramid on the kitchen counter.

Reece blinked through the peephole. Two jut-jawed men stood outside in the hallway. The taller of the two knuckle-draggers banged on the apartment door again. 

“Wakey-wakey, officer,” the short one cooed, his voice like a rock tumbler on fire. 

Reece exhaled. 

Not this bullshit again, he thought, and unlatched the door. 

More pounding.

“Rise and shine, officer. We got business,” the short one growled. 

Reece sympathized with his neighbors who endured this racket, so he swallowed, closed his eyes, and quickly opened the door.

The smaller of the two had a jagged scar across his face, one snaking from his chin to the left cheek. His right ring finger was missing entirely, severed in some accident Reece didn’t want to know about. The taller one was all jean jacket, jutting jaw, and a nose like a beefsteak tomato dragged behind a tractor. Both men looked haggard and rough like they had barely escaped a war zone.

“Good morning, officer,” the little one pushed his way past Reece and casually walked into the apartment like he owned the place. “Me and Niko here were getting worried. Thought something might have happened to you.”

“I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction of thinking that, Ramón. Or thinking anything in your case,” Reece said.

Ramón chuckled. “Still an asshole, I see.”

“Only when strangers drop by uninvited.” Reece closed the door. “What do you want?”

Ramón and the brute exchanged glances. 

“We’re here as a courtesy from our boss. Mr. Shakes is worried that you have not paid him the money you owe,” Ramón said. 

As Ramón spoke, Niko paced around the room. The big guy eyed Reece’s collection of vintage action and adventure videotapes and stopped at First Blood, The Terminator, and Top Gun. 

“Somebody likes the 1980s,” Niko muttered.

“Hey, leave those alone,” Reece insisted. 

“I’m only looking. With my eyes,” Niko grumbled. 

Reece took a deep breath. It was bad enough that he owed Mr. Shakes money, but now he had to deal with these goons. Reece shrugged his shoulders and regarded Ramón with a slight nod. 

“I don’t think you understand how patient Mr. Shakes has been. He’s waited a month. In that time you have not paid him the eighty thousand,” Ramón clarified.

“Expenses have gone up. Rent, utilities, truck payments. I promise I’ll get you the money once I have it,” Reece told him. 

“We’ve been over this. Mr. Shakes is a patient man, but his patience is wearing thin,” Ramón replied sharply.

“I told you I’m having trouble securing the money,” Reece said.

“That’s not my problem,” Ramón snapped.

“Not our problem,” Niko chimed in. 

Reece dealt with losers like these all the time as a police officer. They intimidate, invade your personal space, and never relent until they get what they came for.   

“I’m guessing you’re going to throw a few threats around. Break things. Say you’re going to kick my ass. That’ll scare me enough into finding the money, which, I assure you, I don’t have,” Reece said.

Ramón and Niko looked at each other. The big one smiled a mouthful of rotten teeth. Reece didn’t like that smile. 

Niko whipped around and punched Reece in the solar plexus. Reece doubled over with a stinging pain in his midsection. He collapsed, his hands over his belly. Niko’s booted foot rested on Reece’s neck. 

Coughing and spluttering, Reece beheld the two monsters that stood over him. 

“We don’t care if you’re a cop. Plenty of cops owed Mr. Shakes money over the years. They were smart enough to pay. You, on the other hand, don’t pay. Now you’re in agony. See the difference?” Ramón asked.

“I’ll...get...your money,” Reece wheezed. The pressure of Niko’s boot restricted his windpipe. 

Ramón smiled. “That truck outside. It’s yours, right?”

Reece tried speaking, but Niko’s foot prevented any intelligible sounds. Ramón nudged his colleague, and Niko removed his boot from the officer’s throat.

Reece sat up. His stomach burned and his throat ached. He inhaled deeply and rasped, “You mean...the Ford 4x4? Yeah, that’s mine.”

“How much is that hunk of toxic masculinity worth?” Ramón asked.

“Forty thousand,” Reece replied.

Ramón pointed at Niko, who whipped out his smartphone. After a few minutes of searching for truck prices, Niko confirmed the truck’s value was genuine. 

“It belongs to Mr. Shakes now,” Ramón said. “Where are the keys?”

“Come on, man. Not my truck,” Reece whined. “I just paid the damn thing off.” 

“This isn’t a negotiation. It’s settling your business with my employer.” Ramón straightened his jacket. 

“Keys are on the kitchen counter.” Reece closed his eyes and absorbed the pain. 

Ramón spotted the keys and scooped them up. “Congrats, officer. Your debt is now forty thousand. You’re halfway there. Got anything else of value?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe five grand in the bank.” Reece pulled himself to his feet. He wobbled a bit, then steadied himself against the kitchen counter. 

“So go get it,” Niko said.

“That requires me getting up and remembering my account number,” Reece explained. 

“Never mind. The truck is enough. For now.” Ramón tossed the keys to Niko, who caught them mid-air. “But Mr. Shakes isn’t happy. He wants the rest of his money.”

Ramón and Niko turned to leave.

“Tell that loan shark I’ll have his payment. It’ll take another month or so, but I’ll have it,” Reece said.

Ramón paused. “You have two weeks. Fourteen days and we collect in full. This is what happens when you gamble too much at the casino, officer. Bet with your head, not over it.” 

Reece slammed the door behind them. 

He despised owing anyone anything; his father instilled that value in him. Strong work ethic, clean living, moral compass. When the casino lured Reece with false promises of quick riches, those cherished values he once prized were lost like his money. Ramón and Niko came to restore the balance, and that meant either breaking Reece’s legs or taking Reece’s truck, his pride and joy. 

Exercise distracted Reece for an hour. He did sit-ups, push-ups, and chin-ups. His leg wasn’t one hundred percent healed, but he didn’t go gently; intermittent pain made him feel strangely alive. When he curled the dumbbells and wiped the sweat from his brow, his transformation from sad loner to buff testosterone king filled him with unbridled machismo. He grunted all the way to the bathroom, strutting for nobody.

After a shower, Reece slipped on his civilian clothes: a pair of cargo shorts and a T-shirt. Reece scrutinized himself in the mirror, brushed his mustache with a tiny comb, and flicked dandruff from his shoulders. 

He searched for his truck keys and realized taking the truck was no longer an option. His eyes wandered to one corner of the kitchen, where his aluminum-framed mountain bike stood propped against the wall. 

“Aw, shit,” Reece murmured to himself. 

He grabbed his helmet and riding gloves and rode to work on his bicycle, loathing every second of the commute. 

––––––––
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WHEN REECE REACHED the police station, sweat beaded his forehead and seeped through his shirt. Cycling miles to work and arriving late was not how Reece wanted to begin his day.  

Reece pedaled up to the employee entrance gate, swiped a plastic card from his back pocket, and waited while the gate opened. Once inside the building, Reece headed for the locker room. He showered again, found a fresh uniform in his locker, and quickly dressed.

Freshly cleaned and pressed, every angle perfect and precise, the uniform was a thing of utilitarian beauty. Dark blue, with a black necktie and silver tie clip, Reece’s uniform boasted a shoulder patch proclaiming Modesto’s motto, “Water Wealth Contentment Health” in a gently sloping arc, above “City of Modesto Police” in chunky letters. Reece fastened the silver star on his left breast, just above his heart. His regulation Glock G17 pistol, tucked into his holster, was ready for action. 

Suit up. Head out. Hope you come back alive.

That’s the silent mantra cops tell themselves before each shift. 

Sabatini approached him, face tanned and smile bright white. Reece saluted Sabatini, who responded to him with a curt nod. 

“Good morning, sir. Officer Rokowski reporting for duty,” Reece said.

“You’re ten minutes late. Rough night, Rokowski?” Sabatini asked. 

“Not especially. It’s the morning that took me by surprise. Not to pester you about this, but do you think I can get extra shifts? I could use the money.”

“Feel like working double shifts? That’s sixteen hours.”

“I know. It’s just that money is tight.” Reece’s eyes shifted to the briefing room.  

Sabatini said in a hushed tone out of the corner of his mouth, “Is this about the loan shark?”

Reece winced and looked around. “Not here. I told you that in confidence, Sarge.” 

“Don’t worry,” Sabatini muttered so the others wouldn’t hear. “I won’t say a word to anyone. We stick together, right? Brothers in blue, through and through.” 

Reece heard about the blue wall of silence, an unwritten code where cops refuse to report on the misdeeds or mistakes of their fellow officers. Instead, they deny everything, even in court. Better to perjure yourself than to rat out your colleagues, a practice Reece didn’t agree with on principle, until it involved him.  

The us-versus-them mindset, where loyalty is prized above honesty, made Reece cringe. Still, if Sabatini didn’t blab about the loan shark like he promised, Reece could keep that embarrassing personal tidbit to himself. 

About a dozen day shift officers milled around the briefing room. Reece found his seat with the others as Sabatini slumped against a podium. Captain Hanley lingered in one corner. After Sabatini conducted the roll call, he summarized the night shift’s activities: a firearm recovered during a routine traffic stop, a stabbing on McHenry and Granger, and a woman reporting a stalker near her Monte Verde home. Police matched her description of the stalker with a 45-year-old suspect wanted for a string of burglaries. Each item in the incident report was displayed on a flatscreen behind Sabatini.

As the sergeant spoke, Reece took notes in his notebook, focusing on the page instead of those around him. He learned early in his career the tiniest details mattered. 

“Get to the good stuff, Sarge,” one large lummox slouching in his chair called to Sabatini. 

“For you, Moose, I saved the best for last,” Sabatini distributed wanted posters to the officers assembled. Reece eyed the photograph of a long-haired, unshaven man, mid-thirties, with beady eyes and a perpetual scowl. The same photograph popped up on the TV screen behind Sabatini, showing that ugly mug in high-def. 

“This handsome fellow is Dragos Kaschak. You might have seen him on the news. He’s wanted in connection with a few murders in Mendocino County. We have it on good authority that he’s been spotted in Stanislaus County, more accurately right here in Modesto. Mr. Kaschak is over six feet tall, both arms heavily tattooed, hair black and long. He’s also extremely dangerous, so don’t approach him without backup,” Sabatini warned.

“Doesn’t seem too tough,” Moose said with a stupid grin. 

Sabatini exchanged the grin and eyed Moose. “He once chewed a man’s face off in front of his jailer, who will likely need therapy for the rest of his life. We’re talking more animal than human here. Have at it, Moose.”

A few of the officers chuckled warily. Moose shrunk in his seat. 

“Okay, if there’s nothing else, Captain Hanley has a few words.” Sabatini yielded the floor to Hanley. 

“Yesterday, one of our own made an arrest that went above and beyond,” Hanley began. “I’m talking about Bike Patrol Officer Rokowski, who witnessed a suspect robbing a pedestrian in East La Loma Park. Along with Sergeant Sabatini, who assisted with the arrest, Officer Rokowski apprehended the perp after chasing him on his bike. Their quick thinking and rapid response led to the arrest and the victim’s valuables recovered. Good job, Reece and Pasquale.” 

Hanley started clapping, and the rest of the room followed. 

“All right.” Sabatini turned to the officers, who fell silent like well-trained guard dogs. “Fall in for inspection.”

The officers stood against the wall while Sabatini checked their firearms and equipment. After making sure all weapons were loaded, the radios worked, and the body cameras activated, Sabatini asked, “Any issues or concerns?” When silence greeted him, he said, “Fall out. Check your assignments, and stay safe out there.”

Reece filed out of the briefing room with the rest of the officers. He was scheduled for Bike Patrol again and headed to the locker room to change, but Hanley intercepted him. 

“Could you come to my office? There’s something we need to discuss,” Hanley asked, his tone urgent.

“Yes, sir,” Reece responded and followed Hanley through a warren of desks and cubicles that led to a remote office, a quiet sanctuary isolated away from everyone else. Hanley sat down at his sprawling desk, around which lay the accouterments of a long law enforcement career; numerous commendations, plaques, and photographs of Hanley in uniform with several dignitaries. 

A woman in a police uniform sat across from Hanley. From the stripes on her shoulders, Reece knew she was a lieutenant. She forced a smile when Reece entered the room. 

“Rokowski, this is Lieutenant Iris Bracero, our public information officer,” Hanley said.

Lieutenant Bracero stood up and shook Reece’s hand. Her grasp was firmer than most handshakes Reece received, and he received his share of bone-crushing handshakes. 

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Reece said curtly.

“I’ve heard all about you, Officer Rokowski.” Bracero eased herself back down in the chair. 

“Seems like I’m the latest hero around here. Bike Patrol arrest yesterday? That was me,” Reece bragged. 

“That’s why I wanted to see you,” Hanley said. “It’s about our press conference yesterday.” Hanley reached for a newspaper on his desk blotter, the latest issue of The Modesto Bee. The captain flipped through the paper and showed Reece the headline: “Hero Cop Foils Robbery in Park.” A photo of Reece and Quinn shaking hands appeared below the headline. 

“I’m in the news.” Reece scarcely believed the previous day’s events. “I didn’t see that story, captain. Did those media assholes get it right?”

“For once they did. You’re quoted in here as saying Modesto is a crime-ridden cesspool.” Hanley’s tone was anything but congratulatory. 

“Sorry, Captain. I don’t know what came over me...” Reece began, but Hanley waved his hand and Reece fell silent. 

“Save it,” Hanley snapped. He flung the newspaper onto his desk. “You know what that says about this department? About this city? The chief has been fielding questions from the mayor since the TV news played a clip of your infamous quote last night. Jesus, Rokowski. What were you thinking?” 

Reece
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