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      “The National Weather Service has issued a winter storm warning for the greater New York City area, with predicted snowfall in excess of twenty inches. Temperatures are expected to plummet well below zero, with a wind chill in the negative double digits. All residents are advised to remain indoors and refrain from unnecessary travel.”


The weatherman’s face was grim.

“We’re not joking, folks,” he continued. “This is going to be a nasty one. Stock up on food, make sure your heating is working, and hunker down.”

A chorus of groans and boos met the man’s words. Someone threw a crumpled-up napkin. It ricocheted off the big-screen TV that hung on the Barley Corner’s wall. Several anonymous voices expressed unflattering opinions of the weatherman’s appearance, personal habits, and sexual preferences.

“At least the kids can look forward to a snow day,” Erin O’Reilly said, swirling the half-empty glass of Guinness in her hand. She was sitting at the bar next to Morton Carlyle; boyfriend, reformed gangster, and friendly local pub owner.

“But not you poor blighters,” Carlyle observed. “Neither snow nor sleet nor gloom of night…”

“You’re thinking of the Postal Service,” she said. “But you’re right, the NYPD never closes. I’m just glad I’m not working Traffic. Those guys are going to have a nightmare.”

“I’d imagine that’s what’s got these lads all in a tizzy,” Carlyle said. “Two-thirds of them are truckers. They’ve cargo to move and their living to earn, whatever the weather boffins say. Have you ever tried handling an eighteen-wheeler on an icy highway?”

“No,” Erin said and shivered. All this talk of snow and ice was making her feel cold.

“Nor I,” he said. “But according to Wayne McClernand, it’s an experience best avoided. Are you sure you’re going out tonight? Wouldn’t you rather put your feet up with another bowl of Marian’s Irish stew?”

“You know I would,” she said, looking regretfully at the empty bowl on the bar in front of her. “But it’s not up to me. This is an important meeting. You know why.”

Carlyle nodded. “I’d be happier if you could do it over the phone, but I understand.”

Erin shrugged. “It’s the Job,” she said, standing up.

Rolf uncurled himself from the base of her stool. The German Shepherd stretched and yawned, opening his jaws amazingly wide. Then he positioned himself at Erin’s hip and stared up at her, waiting to see what she’d do.

“Call me when you start for home,” Carlyle said.

“I’m meeting my people, not yours,” she said quietly. “I’m in no danger.”

“Not from your folk, perhaps,” he said. “But there’s the weather to consider. There’ll be widows made on the roads tonight, I’ve no doubt.”

“In that case, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” she said, grinning at him.

“And why’s that?” he replied.

She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Because we’re not married,” she said. Then she winked and left the pub.
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“We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”

It was cliché, but the only thing Erin could think of to say. She was still tense from driving through the snow, and meeting with her undercover handler wasn’t exactly relaxing. Neither was the venue. Phil liked to meet in parks and other outdoor locations, preferably under cover of darkness, but the weather had wrecked that plan. So now they were standing on a subway platform, pretending they didn’t know one another, while Rolf hung out next to Erin and waited for something interesting to happen. The station was otherwise deserted, except for a homeless guy who sat against the far wall with his upturned hat in front of him, hoping for the charity of strangers. He appeared to be asleep.

“How was the drive?” Phil Stachowski asked. He didn’t look like an NYPD Lieutenant. He looked like a down-on-his-luck community-college professor, one who taught English Literature to bored freshmen. He was balding and slightly overweight. His mild, pleasant face was screened by wire-rimmed eyeglasses. He was wearing a shabby topcoat, and Erin knew if she looked under it she’d find an equally shabby tweed jacket with leather elbow patches and a pair of corduroys. If he even bothered wearing a gun, she’d never seen it.

“A little rough,” she said. “Not as bad as I thought. Most of the other drivers listened to the news and they’re staying home. I’m surprised the subway isn’t busier.”

“The city’s shutting down,” Phil said. “The snow’s coming pretty hard.”

“It’s as bad as I’ve seen it,” she said. “My niece and nephew are over the moon. The governor’s already closed the schools.”

Phil smiled. “Christmas comes a little early this year,” he said. “My girls are happy, too. When I left, they were already planning a whole family of snowmen they’re going to make in the park.”

“How old are they?” she asked.

“Nora’s ten and Grace is twelve,” he said. “I’m trying to enjoy the pre-adolescence as long as I can. I just know the next time I blink, they’ll be into boys and wanting to borrow the car.”

“So what’d you want to talk about?” she asked.

“We’re putting pieces in motion,” he said. “Finally. We’re setting up surveillance on the O’Malley leadership, round the clock. I’ve got a team of guys from my house.”

Since Phil had just been talking about his family, his reference to his house confused Erin for just a second. Then she realized that of course he was talking about his police precinct. The cold must be slowing her wits.

“Are they solid?” she asked.

“I’ve worked with them for years,” Phil said. “And they’re discreet. They’ve all worked undercover assignments for me, so they know the drill.”

“What do they know?” she asked. Paranoia was tickling the back of her neck.

“Nothing about you,” he assured her. “All I’ve told them is that we’re setting up a watch on the O’Malleys. I didn’t tell them about the upcoming arrests, and I haven’t breathed your name, or anything else that would compromise you. As far as they know, this is just a watchdog detail, gathering information.”

“What’s the real purpose?” she asked.

“To track their movements,” Phil said. “When we come down on Evan O’Malley and his underlings, we need to make sure we get all of them at once, or as many as we can. You know what’ll happen as soon as we start making busts.”

“Everyone else will scatter,” Erin said. “They’ll run or they’ll hide and it’ll take forever to root them out.”

“Right,” he said. “We’ll have a fair amount of manpower on this, so spreading some information around is unavoidable. Don’t worry, it’s compartmentalized. Like I said, you haven’t been mentioned, or even suggested.”

“You’re known for running undercover operations,” Erin said. She knew she was probably borrowing trouble, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Won’t they suspect you’ve got an informant in the O’Malleys?”

“Possibly,” Phil said. “But your position is rock solid. Remember, as far as the Mob knows, you’ve killed for them.”

“But what about Carlyle?” The worry showed in her eyes.

“Erin, it’s natural to feel some nerves at this point,” he said. “I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t any risk, but I don’t think either of you is in any more danger than you were a week or a month ago. This is just the next step.”

“I don’t like it,” she grumbled. “You may trust these guys, but I don’t even know them.”

“They’re good police,” he insisted.

“They’d better be,” she said. “You could be betting my life on them.”

“It’ll be okay,” Phil said. “I’m going to talk to some of them in person tonight. If anything feels off, I’ll take care of it. Remember, you can call me if anything comes up; anything at all. I’ve got your back, Erin. No matter what.”
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The drive back to the Barley Corner was worse. The snow was really coming down now, whipping across Erin’s windshield in lines of brilliant white. She couldn’t see more than a few yards. She went at a crawling pace, wondering if she might not be better off leaving the car somewhere and walking. Even though most of the other drivers were also being sensible and driving slowly, she still lost count of how many times she squeaked through close calls and near misses.

A big SUV tried to take a turn too tightly in front of her and spun out clean across the intersection, narrowly avoiding wrapping itself around a lamppost. Two taxis had somehow managed a head-on collision on a one-way street, though they appeared to have been going slow enough that no one had been hurt. An NYPD Patrol car was already on scene, two cops trying to separate the taxi drivers. Their muffled argument filtered through Erin’s window as she passed them.

When she finally saw the Barley Corner’s lights through the swirling blizzard, she breathed a sigh of relief. A drive that normally took twenty minutes had taken almost an hour. She steered into the parking garage across the street from the pub and eased the Charger into its designated space. Then she sat back in her seat and rubbed her hands. Her knuckles ached from gripping the steering wheel so tightly.

“That’s it,” she told Rolf. “I’m not going anywhere else tonight. I don’t care if Canada declares war on us. I don’t care if it’s the second coming of Christ Himself out there. The goddamn Rapture can wait till tomorrow.”

Rolf nosed her cheek and panted happily. He didn’t know what the big deal was. He loved snow.

Erin climbed out of the car, adjusted her jacket, and hurried across the street toward the warm welcome promised by the pub’s glowing windows. She was already thinking about a hot shower, or even better, a long soak in Carlyle’s tub. Maybe she’d forget about her usual evening glass of whiskey and have a cup of hot cocoa instead. Carlyle would be happy to give her a nice, relaxing back rub. Then they could curl up on the couch together and…

She opened the Corner’s front door and her happy train of thought went right off the rails. Waiting just inside was a wiry, dark-haired Irishman with a black glove on his right hand and horrible, puckered scars masking the right side of his face. His eyes, so dark brown they looked black, zeroed in on her like a pair of pistol barrels.

“Snake,” she blurted, reflexively using the man’s Mob nickname. “What’re you doing here?”

“O’Reilly,” Gordon Pritchard rasped. His vocal cords had been permanently scarred by the same gasoline bomb that had ruined half his body. “The boss is in back. We need to talk. We got a problem.”

Erin followed Pritchard to the back room, trying to hold down a sudden surge of uneasiness. She wished she was wearing her special bra, with its recording microphone stitched into the underwire. But she hadn’t expected an encounter with Evan. The O’Malley chieftain ought to be at home, riding out the storm like a sensible human being. Something really important must have happened.

She glanced down at Rolf. The dog padded along beside her; solid, warm, and reliable. He was a comfort.

The back room at the Barley Corner was a place for private card games and meetings. It was small, dimly lit, dominated by a heavy wooden card table topped with green baize. At the table, facing the door, sat Evan O’Malley. He was alone.

“Evening, sir,” Erin said, speaking as lightly as she could.

“Good evening, Miss O’Reilly,” Evan said. “Please sit down.” He spoke politely, but he remained seated, hands clasped on the tabletop. His eyes were midwinter blue, holding no hint of warmth or humanity.

“Rolf, sitz,” she said, giving the K-9 his German “sit” command. She slid into the chair opposite Evan, though it put her back to the door and to Pritchard, neither of which made her comfortable.

“It’s an unpleasant night for traveling,” Evan said. “Where have you been tonight?”

“Police business,” she said, giving what she hoped was a casual shrug. “Just meeting a contact. Who else are we waiting on?”

“Nobody,” Evan said.

She blinked. “What about Cars?” she asked.

“Mr. Carlyle is otherwise engaged,” Evan said. “It’s you I’ve come to see.”

Erin schooled herself to stay calm. It didn’t mean a thing. There might be any number of subjects Evan would want to talk to her about. But he had to at least suspect whatever he said to her would be repeated to Carlyle. The two of them were a unit as far as the O’Malleys were concerned.

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

Evan’s stare drilled into her like twin icicles, sucking the heat out of her heart. “You can tell me about Philip Stachowski,” he said.
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      Every month or so, Evan O’Malley held a poker game. All his senior bosses were expected to attend. The buy-in was one or two thousand dollars. Erin played with Carlyle’s money and reported her winnings or losses to Phil, so she had no real skin in the game. It was an opportunity to sit around a table with a group of violent sociopaths, drinking good booze and trying not to say or do anything that would get her killed.


These games held several purposes for Evan. He kept his fingertips on the pulse of his organization, getting a sense of the morale of his underlings. He could see who was getting along with whom and which gangsters weren’t on speaking terms with one another. He might spot any initial rumblings of discontent, so he could head them off before mutterings turned into rebellion.

But first and foremost, it let him observe his minions up close and learn their tells. By watching them play cards, Evan could find out how they reacted when they were lying. He could watch their reactions to surprises, both good and bad, and catalog them. Then, when something really important was on the line, he’d be able to read the truth in their faces.

Erin had played cards with Evan more than once, but never for stakes like these. She didn’t have a prayer of hiding her surprise at Phil’s name. Shock merged with a visceral jolt of pure terror, which turned instantly to despair. If Evan knew about Phil, it was safe to assume he knew everything; the undercover operation, the faked murder of a witness, Carlyle’s treachery. Carlyle might already be dead. It was over. She’d gambled and lost everything.

The only play left when you were holding lousy cards was to bluff, and bluff big. Her chips were already on the table, but just maybe Evan didn’t know every card she was holding. Carlyle had taught her that the best way to lie was to tell the truth, but to tell it in a way that would lead the enemy off the scent.

“You mean Lieutenant Stachowski?” she replied, somehow keeping the tremor out of her voice. “NYPD? Works out of the Ten?”

“That’s the very man,” Evan said. “You know him?”

“I’ve never worked out of the same house,” she said, keeping to the technical truth. “But I know the name.”

“Do you know what he does?” Evan asked.

She shrugged. “I’ve heard he runs undercovers,” she said. “It’s a tough gig, but they say he’s good at it.”

“Have you met him?”

Yeah, an hour ago, she thought. “I have,” she said. It was a dangerous thing to say, but a blanket denial would be more dangerous. If one of Evan’s people had seen her with Phil, he’d know she was lying, and that would be fatal. She was walking a tightrope, one with no safety net. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. Gordon Pritchard was behind her. He’d have a gun and she knew he’d use it. If she made one wrong move or said one wrong thing, the last thing she saw would be her own blood spraying across Carlyle’s nice clean tabletop.

“What’s your read on him?” Evan asked.

A faint glow of hope flickered to life in her heart. Was it possible Evan didn’t suspect her? But if so, why was he asking about Phil? “He’s a little strange,” she said. “He doesn’t look like a cop, or act like one.”

“How so?”

“He’s soft,” she said. “He struck me as kind of a wimp. Too much of a nice guy to be a hardcore street cop.”

Evan nodded. “But he’s smart,” the O’Malley boss said. “And he’s dangerous. Not in himself, but in what he can do. Is it true he’s never lost an undercover officer?”

“That’s what they say,” she said.

“He’s got somebody inside,” Evan said.

“Inside where?” she asked. It was a stupid question, she knew that as soon as it spilled over her lips. She saw the flash of contempt in Evan’s eyes and knew she deserved it. The answer was painfully obvious.

“Inside my organization,” he said.

“That seems unlikely,” she said.

“Why do you say that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I’d have heard if there was another cop,” she said, which might or might not be true. “How do you know? What did you hear?”

“I have sources,” Evan said. “But they’re frustratingly vague at times. Mr. Stachowski has poked his nose into my business. I need to know what he knows and who he has.”

“You want me to find an NYPD mole?” she asked, and she didn’t need to fake the disbelief in her voice.

“That’s precisely what you’re going to do,” Evan said coldly.

“There’s no way,” she said.

“You seem to be operating under a misapprehension of your position,” he said. “You’re going to do this for me, not because I’m telling you to, but because you’re doing it for yourself as well. Think about it; you’re a part of this organization. You’ve done things that will cost you a great deal more than that gold badge of which you’re so very proud. If we fail to unearth the traitor, I may go down, but I won’t be going alone. Do I make myself clear?”

Erin swallowed. “Perfectly, sir.”

He allowed himself a frigid smile. “Excellent,” he said. “I’ll expect prompt results.”

“I think you misunderstood, sir,” she said. “I wasn’t refusing. I was trying to tell you, I don’t think this is possible. Lieutenant Stachowski is in an entirely separate chain of command. I don’t report to him, and I sure as hell don’t outrank him. If he runs undercovers, he’s going to be a pretty cagey guy. He isn’t going to just spill the name of one of his officers, particularly if he already suspects me of being involved with you. That’s not exactly the best-kept secret in New York.”

“You have access to the NYPD’s inner workings,” Evan said. “Find a way. I have full confidence in you. If you succeed, you’ll have my gratitude. If not, my displeasure may be the very least of your worries.”

Erin licked her lips. “I’ll get right on it.”

“Excellent,” he said again. “I’ll let you get to work.”

He stood up and walked around the table, extending his hand. Erin got to her feet and shook with him. His fingers were cool to the touch. It was like taking the hand of a room-temperature corpse. He went to the door. Pritchard opened it for him and they left.

As the door clicked shut behind them, Erin leaned forward, her shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter. She wasn’t prone to hysteria, but this was genuinely funny. She’d heard of succeeding too well at a job. Now she’d done such a good job convincing Evan of her bona fides that he’d tasked her with tracking down the mole in the O’Malleys.

“Talk about putting the fox in charge of the henhouse,” she gasped to Rolf, who cocked his head curiously. He didn’t get the joke. But then, he’d never had much sense of humor.

The laughter died in her throat as fast as it had come. There was only one way Evan could have heard about the penetration of his racket. If he knew this much, it was only a matter of time before he learned the rest.

“Shit,” she said. “I have to tell Phil. He’s got a leak.”

Erin reached into her jacket pocket and came out with a cheap cell phone. It was a prepaid burner with only one number saved on it; Phil’s. She dialed it and listened to the ring tone, thinking what she needed to say. At least she knew he’d be awake. Not that it mattered; he always took her calls, no matter what time it was.

The phone rang a third time, then a fourth.

“Come on,” she muttered. “Pick up.”

A fifth ring buzzed in her ear. She answered it with a chain of quiet profanity.

The call connected. Erin thanked God and opened her mouth.

“Please leave your name and a brief message,” a recorded voice said. It was a neutral female voice, nothing to connect it to Phil. He was way too canny to attach his name or any identifying information to his voicemail.

“It’s me,” she said, trying to match the unemotional inflection of the recording. “Call me as soon as you can.”

Then she hung up and stared at the phone. Phil had never failed to answer; never. He’d promised he’d always be there.

“Now what?” she asked the world.

Rolf laid his chin against her leg, letting her know she wasn’t alone.

But it suddenly felt very much like she was.
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The bar had mostly cleared out, the Corner’s clientele making their way to whatever home or motel they’d chosen to ride out the storm. The few customers who remained were either O’Malley associates or guys who had nowhere else to go.

Erin didn’t care about the patrons. She scanned the room and saw the one face she’d hoped to see. The hard-faced young man with the cool, steady eyes was standing against the far wall, carefully positioned with lines of sight to both the front and rear entrances. His clothing was perfectly composed except for his sport coat, which hung open to allow easy access to the pistol she knew he was carrying.

“Ian,” she said, walking quickly across the room to meet him.

“Situation?” he asked, not wasting words. He didn’t miss much, and he knew her well enough to recognize her agitation.

“Where’s Carlyle?” she asked.

“Mr. Finnegan called him to a meeting,” Ian said. “Mr. Carlyle told me to stay here, keep an eye on things.”

“Any idea where?”

“No. Trouble?”

Her eyes darted around the room and back to Ian.

He nodded, though she hadn’t said anything. “Orders?” he asked quietly. In dangerous moments his Marine training, never far from the surface, took over.

Erin shook her head. “I don’t know what’s going on,” she said. “But we need to be ready.”

“Always ready,” he said. “Can call in a couple more guys if we need them.”

“Don’t stir anything up,” she said. “Just tell Carlyle to call me the second he gets back.”

“Affirmative. He may want your coordinates.”

“I don’t know where I’ll be,” she said. “But I’ll have my phone.”

He didn’t like it, she could tell by the slight narrowing of his eyes. He knew, or suspected, everything was a long way from okay. But Ian was a good Marine and didn’t protest. He just nodded and went back to watching the room while Erin zipped up her jacket and led Rolf back into the blizzard.

She’d told Ian the truth; she really didn’t know where to go. She had to get in touch with Phil, but she didn’t know how. The only thing she did know was that she couldn’t do it sitting around on her ass at the Barley Corner. Every street instinct was screaming that hours, maybe even minutes, were critically important.

She had to sort through her priorities and make the right decision. Leaving the voicemail had been a mistake. If Phil’s communications had been compromised, somebody else might be listening to his messages. She hadn’t left her name or any other information, and her phone was untraceable, but her voice was identifiable. Paranoid? Maybe, but she couldn’t afford to be sloppy.

Precinct 10, Phil’s house, would have his contact information. She knew the phone number she’d used was another burner cell; Phil was too good at tradecraft to use his personal phone for undercover work. She didn’t have his personal cell, nor his home phone. Or she could call Dispatch and ask them to patch her through. But either of those approaches would leave a trail through the NYPD. Dispatch would record the call, and she had to assume the mole on Phil’s team could access Departmental phone records. It wouldn’t be the first time a criminal had hacked into the NYPD’s database. She recalled an earlier incident which had led to an attack on a fellow officer’s home. She and Officer Firelli had barely survived a fight which had left a crooked detective dying on Firelli’s kitchen floor.

“Damn it,” she said under her breath. She hurried across the street, avoiding a sedan that skidded halfway through the intersection on the red light. Snow was already two inches deep and still falling fast. She ducked into the parking garage and started up the stairs to the second floor, where her Charger waited for her. Rolf took a moment to shake the snow from his thick fur and followed.

If she couldn’t safely go through police channels, she had one other option. It wasn’t a great one, but beggars didn’t have a whole lot of choices. She slid into the driver’s seat of her car, brought up her onboard computer, and punched in Phil’s name. The thought of the attack on Firelli’s house had given her an idea. The Stachowski family home was listed in the NYPD’s records.

“Great,” Erin muttered when she saw the address. “Just great. All this and now we’ve got to get to Jersey. In a snowstorm. At least there won’t be any snow in the Holland Tunnel. Why couldn’t he live in Manhattan?"

Rolf poked her ear with a very cold, very wet nose.

“Right,” she said. “The Island’s expensive, I know, and cops don’t make much money. Maybe I should just call them.”

She shook her head, dismissing the thought at once. “No. The drive is risky, and it’s going to take forever, but Evan’s got Phil under surveillance. If the bad guys are onto him, they might have his phone tapped. Damn it, they might be watching his house, too. Jesus.”

Rolf didn’t have any advice to offer, so he licked her ear instead.

“You’re right,” Erin said. “The weather’s so lousy, nobody’s going to be camped out at his house. Besides, we’re not talking about a huge number of bad guys. It’s not like they’ve got teams of surveillance guys with nothing to do but hang around in a storm. Let’s go.”

She put the car in gear and hoped she’d make it. Phil lived across the Hudson River in Hoboken. It’d take half an hour even under ideal conditions. Tonight that meant at least an hour, probably more like ninety minutes. She shouldn’t be driving to Jersey on a night like this. She shouldn’t be driving anywhere. But what choice did she have? Conditions would only get worse as the night wore on.

Did they really have Phil’s phone? Was she just being paranoid, and risking getting stuck or, worse, crashing her car?

She dialed Phil’s home phone number. If he picked up, that meant he was safe and she’d hang up. If his wife answered, she could pretend to be someone else and find out where Phil was.

A recorded voice said, “We’re sorry. Your call cannot be completed as dialed.”

“Damn it,” Erin said. Was it the storm? Had she misdialed? Or was the Stachowskis’ number wrong? It didn’t matter. All it meant was, she was going to Jersey whether she wanted to or not.

Erin gritted her teeth and started driving.
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      Getting to the Holland Tunnel wasn’t so bad; Erin had never seen less traffic on the Manhattan streets. After that, the tunnel itself was almost pleasant. The road was dry and she was able to turn off her wipers. But coming out on the New Jersey side of the river was awful. The snowfall seemed to have doubled in intensity while she’d been underground. She leaned forward, clutching the wheel and peering into the swirling white. Wasn’t white the color of death in China?


Visibility was so bad that she had to rely on her phone’s GPS to tell her which turns to take. She couldn’t see the street signs until she was practically on top of them. She steered by instinct and experience.

“This is nuts,” she said. “We’re going to crash into something and die.”

Rolf thrust his head between the seats and watched the snow, eyes bright, mouth slightly open. He’d never seen anything quite like it. He could feel Erin’s tension. This was an exciting drive.

Erin finally guided the Charger onto Ogden Avenue in Hoboken. The plows hadn’t come down this street yet and the snow was several inches deep. She blessed her four-wheel drive as she carefully drew up to the curb. She couldn’t leave the car on the street for long; the Hoboken cops were likely to give her a ticket.

She laughed quietly at the absurdity of the thought. She wasn’t getting a ticket, not tonight. The tow trucks would be busy all night hauling motorists out of ditches. Hoboken PD would have their hands full. Nobody would have time to mess around with a Manhattan cop who’d wandered into the wrong neighborhood. She left Rolf in the car and hurried up the stairs to the Stachowskis’ front porch.

The house was brick, about a hundred years old, lined up in the middle of a row of nearly-identical homes. The porch roof was supported by brick columns, overlooked by a bay window. Tasteful little white Christmas lights were strung around the window, twinkling into the snowy night. The front door was solid hardwood, pierced by a small window at eye level.

She rang the doorbell. After a moment, she heard the faint scrabble of claws on woodwork. Then a yellow, furry face sprang into view as a large golden retriever stood up on its hind legs to see who the visitor might be. It gave her a big, goofy grin before its breath fogged the glass.

The lock clicked and the door opened a few inches. The retriever’s muzzle worked its way out in the vicinity of Erin’s knee. A woman peered out at her.

“Yes?” the woman said.

“Ms. Stachowski?” Erin guessed.

“That’s right,” the woman answered. “I don’t think I know you.”

“I’m with the NYPD, ma’am,” Erin said, showing the gold shield at her belt. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m trying to get in touch with Phil.”

“He’s not home,” Ms. Stachowski said.

“Do you have any idea where he is?”

Phil’s wife considered her for a long moment. She had keen, intelligent eyes. “And what’s your name and shield number, ma’am?” she asked.

Erin approved of caution. On any other night, she would have silently applauded it. Now, however, all she felt was a rising impatience and concern. Did she dare tell this woman her name? Even that would be a breach of undercover protocol. But then, being here at all was a dangerous risk.

The best thing, she decided, was to come at the situation from another angle. “I’m Detective O’Reilly,” she said. “Major Crimes. Shield four-six-four-oh. I’m working a case I was hoping to get his help on. I need to talk to him tonight, if possible.”

“Don’t you have his phone number?”

“I actually don’t,” Erin said, offering a shamefaced smile. “I did try your landline, but it didn’t go through. And Dispatch is really busy on account of the storm, so I thought, as long as I was in the area…”

“Of course,” Ms. Stachowski said. “The landline is down. I think the storm must have done something to the lines. The city keeps saying they’re going to bury the cables, but there’s never enough money in the budget. Why don’t you come in for a minute? I’ll
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