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Members of the NYPD Bomb Squad respond to more than 1500 calls a year. Most of these are precautionary sweeps or false alarms. When they find unexploded bombs or dangerous explosives, Bomb Squad technicians remotely disarm them or remove them ninety-nine percent of the time with minimal risk to themselves and others.
Naturally, storytellers—and readers—aren’t so interested in the ninety-nine percent. It’s the unusual cases that call to us—the possibilities, the what-ifs, the dangers of tomorrow.

With the help of Mark Torre, who currently commands the NYPD Bomb Squad, Kevin Miles, who retired in 2013 as the FBI’s leading bomb technician, and other sources, I have made every effort to achieve technical accuracy in this book without compromising the safety of law enforcement personnel or the public. In the interests of storytelling, I have taken some liberties with regard to police procedures. I hope readers will make appropriate allowances for this. After all, no one wants to spend his leisure time watching cops fill out forms.

The real NYPD Bomb Squad, as many know, consists of fewer than forty individuals annexed to a police precinct in lower Manhattan. To avoid any confusion between the world in my head and the world “out there,” I have moved the Bomb Squad to an imaginary precinct on a different street.

This is indeed a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, events, and incidents are either a product of my imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is entirely coincidental. Like any novelist, I am ultimately not hunting facts here but the greater truths of the human condition.

The real-life heroes of the NYPD, the FBI and other members of the Joint Terrorism Task Force do their best to protect all of us from harm every day. At some point, if not all of the time, even real heroes must face their own troubles and demons. The difference between them and the rest of us is that they set aside those troubles every day to pursue the greater good.

In sum, this book isn’t factual. But you may find it true.
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1.

DAY ONE—Light
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It was a perfect day for a burn. Clear skies and cool. Just a hint of breeze out of the northeast. Nice day for a drive, too.
Lieutenant Joseph Capobianco kept the window of his Ford rolled down a quarter way and cranked the ringer volume on his phone to compensate for the sound of the rushing air. He rode the Bruckner through light traffic, the police radio just background noise, nothing that pertained to him. And for a change the phone wasn’t ringing.

He might look to the casual observer like a guy who didn’t have a care in the world, but the people who awaited him – his people – knew better. For Capobianco the city only had two states: on fire or not yet on fire, with the fuse lit, about to explode. And the sick thing was that he wouldn’t have it any other way. What would a man do with himself if the whole town looked like what you saw in Pelham when you left the expressway and headed toward the water?

On either side of the car, bare trees drifted by, an open vista or two, then the deceptively calm-looking waters of Eastchester Bay. If a careless boater allowed himself to drift aimlessly in that zone, he could easily find himself in that part of Long Island Sound that fed the East River channel, which led rapidly to currents so powerful on the east side of Manhattan that the area carried the name of Hell Gate.

It was like that, metaphorically speaking, at the Rodman’s Neck range where Capobianco was going. Bucolic as you could get within the confines of New York, yet one misstep from dangerous as hell. A handful of cops in fact had found that out the hard way. That was before Capobianco’s time but not soon forgotten, a pressure-cooker bomb crafted by Croatian terrorists. On that job, two guys got their names on the one wall at the Bomb Squad where nobody ever wanted to see himself.

There were a few cars at the last pull-off before the range gate, which stood open. Capobianco proceeded up the drive and came to a stop beside the first of four television vans, thinking, What the hell?

He found Cai Yong and Billy MacGregor making themselves busy on the perimeter of the berm while a forklift shuttled pallets of fireworks to the center of the bunker. The television crews had set up with their cameras raised to the limits of their tripods, looking down into the hole.

“Don’t tell me you let the cameras in,” Capobianco told his men.

“Negative,” MacGregor said, rubbing the back of his thick neck. “Take a closer look and you’ll see a certain deputy chief in the mix over there.”

Weinstein. The department’s lead flak. He didn’t just outrank Capobianco; he outranked him by a mile. They were on a speak-when-you’re-spoken-to basis, and Capobianco hadn’t been spoken to. He waved, and Weinstein, wearing a tan raincoat over a dark suit, nodded back.

As the forklift backed away, Cai came closer. He was short and slightly built, but he’d made the most of it through mixed marshal arts training, and the tight black Lycra shirt that he wore showed off his pecs and biceps to perfection. “We’re almost all set. I told them they’re downwind, but nobody wanted to hear it. Something about the angle of the light.”

Capobianco approached the colorful tower of boxed fireworks. Resting atop eight abutting wooden palettes and neatly stacked eight feet high, the items altogether looked more like a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle than a threat to the peace. He gave a shove to make sure the edifice was stable. When it didn’t budge he turned back to Cai.

“To hell with it then. Let her go.”

He and MacGregor and Cai retreated to the upwind side of the bunker. Then Cai called out, “Fire in the hole,” and hit the plunger on a small detonator that was wired to an igniter near the top of the pile. It burst into flames and began emitting clouds of sweet smoke, accompanied by popping sounds, blackish-gray contrails, and a series of whistles.

In two minutes it was all over. By then the cameramen and reporters had abandoned their equipment to escape the choking smoke, which still partially obscured them from across the pit.

Capobianco looked down at his beeping cell phone: a text from Weinstein. He turned to Cai and MacGregor. “They loved it. Go figure.”

Another text came through, Weinstein saying the reporters wanted to know why the whole thing didn’t just blow up.

“Low ratio of product to packagine = no detonation,” Capobianco texted back. “Tell them to Google DEFLAGRATION.”

Detective First Grade Cai Yong knew it was wrong. So wrong that he’d worked an excuse and thereby refused to meet Hank Gowen at One Police Plaza. Everybody knew that Gowen, his old boss, had become a consultant to the bigwigs in City Hall. That made him a hard man to refuse. But Cai wasn’t about to make it all look legitimate by walking through the door of One PP, when he knew that Gowen hadn’t cut Lieutenant Capobianco into the loop.
“Yongster!” Gowen greeted him with open arms on the corner of Hester and Mulberry.

Cai smiled but offered only a double fist-bump.

They started walking east together, the sun beginning to dip below rooftops behind them.

“The man we’re hear to see,” Gowen said, “is a friend of the Mayor’s name of Teddy Hsiao. That name mean anything to you?”

“Can’t say that it does,” Cai lied. Every Chinese with two ears knew Hsiao.

“You sure?” Gowen persisted. “He runs the business wing of the Mott Street Benevolent Association.”

“I live in Flushing myself.”

“You told your commander we were meeting here?”

“Not yet.”

“Best not. It’s a back channel and best to keep his hands clean. Fisco doesn’t know either. Certain powers, since that tragedy of a couple of days ago, want to know we’re doing everything that we can to get to the bottom of this. You know what I’m talking about.”

“I know exactly what you’re talking about.”

If you raised your nose in the air, you could smell the charcoal in the shell of the destroyed building, which lay just a few blocks from here. It was the third fire of illegal fireworks in as many months, though only the first with casualties. A family of five dead in the upstairs tenement apartment. Three others with severe burns. That elevated the case to a criminal investigation – not just the fire department anymore. It was homicidal negligence at the least, maybe something worse. In the eyes of the law there was no such thing as an accident when half a ton of illegal fireworks was involved, and if someone set them alight in a tenement basement on purpose that likely promised more mischief to come. The cameras at the burn this afternoon were the first part of the Mayor’s attempt to get out ahead of it. Gowen’s meeting with Hsiao was the second.

They came to a small office building with a square plaque by the door. Most of the signs in this neighborhood featured large Chinese characters and small English ones. On a few signs they didn’t bother at all with the English.

On the second floor – they took the stairs – pictures along the wall alternated between nightscapes of New York and some Chinese city.

“Beijing?” Gowen asked, pointing.

Cai shrugged. He might pose a guess, but why bother? Besides, he hated the message of divided loyalty.

They found Hsiao in a one-room office with no personal effects on the desk. A large calendar hung from one wall by a fancy red cord. On the other walls were bilingual come-ons from various local businesses. Hsiao, Cai had heard, verged on possessing billions. You’d hardly know it from these digs.

Gowen introduced the two men and they shook hands.

“Please sit,” Hsiao said in perfect English, not a hint of an accent. Like me, Cai thought, without permitting any further hint of empathy.

“I wish I could offer you some tea,” Hsiao said. “We might have met somewhere more [continue]
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2.

DAY ONE—Dark
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Capobianco stepped from the men’s room in sweatpants, polar fleece warm-up and Nike turf shoes. He fetched a black canvas duffle bag from his office, exchanged a few brief words of goodbye and goodnight with Patti Morris, the squad secretary, and exited the precinct house walking west, duffle slung over his shoulder.
Inside the bag clanked three aluminum bats, two gloves, and six softballs. In addition, Capobianco had a first aid kit, cloth tape, several batting gloves, an extra pair of shoes, spare laces, two baseball caps, and a pair of sunglasses. He preferred always to be prepared, even though he wouldn’t need the sunglasses today. The sky was overcast and night was falling fast.

When he got to Pier 40 at the end of Houston Street, they already had the field lights on and half the guys were there, gathering their equipment and stretching and pounding balls into their gloves. Some wives and girlfriends had set up lawn chairs on the promenade above, and Capobianco saw Jill and their teenage daughter, Samantha, among them. Made self-conscious by their proud smiles, he gave them an uncomfortable wave and turned his attention back to the field.

Their team was NYPD Finest, eighteen cops who played in the national Police Softball League, and they’d come to prepare for a tournament the following week in Las Vegas. Whether Capobianco could ultimately make the trip remained an open question—he’d missed last year’s tournament due to pressing Bomb Squad business, and this month already showed a jammed schedule, even without inevitable emergencies—but he planned to put on a brave face until the plane took off with or without him inside.

Their opponent for the warm-up game was New York Silver, the senior team, most of their players already gathered on the other side of the field doing half-speed sprints. The younger Finest had finished the summer season ranked first in the East, ten spots ahead of Silver. But Silver held first place just two years before, and both teams had committed to the Vegas tournament. Capobianco expected a competitive game tonight.

“I’m stoked,” he told Lance Brinkman, the husky team captain, who worked narcotics in Queens.

“How’s the shoulder feel?” Brinkman asked.

“Feels good. Feels ready to pitch.”

It was a slow-pitch league, no pitcher’s glory, but Capobianco liked being on the mound. He liked setting the pace and directing infield traffic. He liked leading.

“The thing is,” Brinkman said, “I need to give Martinez some work, too.” Martinez was fifteen years younger than Capobianco. He walked the beat in upper Manhattan, and he now stood at the plate hitting fungoes to the outfielders.

“I hear you,” Capobianco said, thinking that there were only a handful of activities that made a forty-one-year-old man feel old, and he’d chosen to spend many waking hours on two of them—policing and sports. Capobianco knew that he’d lost a step on the base paths, didn’t quite have the strength that he used to have swinging the bat. It depressed him to think that some kid would take his spot in the center of the infield one day soon. He’d worked for that damn spot, had owned it for years.

Capobianco fetched a couple of heavy donuts from his bag, slipped them over a bat and swung gently to loosen up his back. There was Martinez now with his legs spread, stretching his hamstrings with his forehead practically touching the ground. Flexible as all get-out, that son of a bitch. Capobianco hit the butt of the bat into the artificial turf, dropping the donuts, and raised it over his head with both hands, twisting his torso at the waist. He’d only chipped a couple of singles from the plate last week, grounded out twice and flew out more times than he could count. Today he planned to wipe out that memory, to prove it wasn’t the beginning of a trend.

Softball was only a game, Jill reminded him constantly. And she should know, working for the NBA. Jill herself hadn’t participated in a competitive game of hoops in more than a decade. But she also knew how competitive her husband could be. That was something they had in common.

He saw Hank Gowen across the field. A member of Silver who’d preceded Capobianco as leader of the Bomb Squad and had been a department superstar, Gowen defined the job for the modern age. Rather than retire to Florida and give the new man some space, he’d stuck around as a consultant to the big shots at One Police Plaza and City Hall. Sometimes Capobianco leaned on him for advice, but at other times he yearned to be left alone. For the high-profile cases he hoped inconsistently for both.

To add insult to injury, at sixty Gowen remained a perfect physical specimen. He had gray hair and a gray goatee that he’d grown upon officially leaving the force, but from the neck down he looked as fit and trim as a professional athlete—wiry like a tennis player or a cyclist. His second wife Vickie—half his age—stood near Jill on the promenade up above, her mane of coifed auburn hair fluttering in the breeze. When Silver took the field, she cheered and clapped like the Yankees had just won the World Series.

In the dugout area, Capobianco realized he’d worked himself into a state before the game even started. He took some deep breaths to calm himself down. Fact was he had the best job in the NYPD, as far as he could tell, and he was still starting pitcher for the Finest.

He went around and patted some asses, traded exhortations with his teammates, and by the time the game began he’d pushed all police matters far to the back of his mind. Over the first few innings, he made two unassisted plays on grounders up the first base line, snatched a line drive out of the air to strand a runner on third, and went four of five from the plate, including a triple into the right field gap. While running the bases he’d even returned a soccer ball from a neighboring game without breaking stride.

By the time Brinkman sat him on the bench, Capobianco felt pretty satisfied for the night, thinking maybe he still had it in him after all, maybe his body could get a few more years out of this sport, despite the wearing stress of the day job.

The game ended with the Finest on top by six runs. Capobianco planned to meet Jill and Samantha in the passageway to the street, grab some dinner at an Italian place on Christopher, then drive home in his department-issue Ford Taurus. He was packing up his duffel when Gowen eased up behind him.

“You got a minute, Cap?”

“Just. Dinner with the family.”

“It’s department business.”

“Can’t it wait for tomorrow?”

“No. But I only need a few.”

“Let’s discuss it as we walk.”

Together they went to the perimeter of the field and rounded the corner. Gowen looked straight ahead, like he was studying something. “We got a request for a bomb sweep at the Julius School uptown.”

“Yeah?” Capobianco stopped. “We don’t have the manpower for private sweeps. You know that, Hank. There are plenty of companies they can get.”

“It’s Julius—”

“You said that.”

Gowen resumed walking. “One of the mayor’s pets, the opera department. The school’s head of security, Magnus Transom, called me to ask the favor.”

“He called you—so you deal with it.”

Now Gowen stopped. “Don’t be like that.”

Capobianco shifted the duffel from one shoulder to the other. Lately the bag always felt heavier on the way home. It used to be the opposite. “Why are they asking?”

“They have a big shot coming to town, want to make sure everything’s locked down. I guess they don’t got the money for a private service. Tight budget. You know how it is with the performing arts these days.”

“It’s tough all over. I can’t spare the guys right now.”

“Sure you can. You’re just mad that he didn’t call you direct.”

Capobianco smiled. He said through his teeth, “No, I’m not. That guy would be out of line if he’d called me direct.”

“Precisely. Anyway, the head of the school’s board is tight with the mayor. If we deny the request where’s that gonna go? Just be the chief of detectives asking next—or the captain. They won’t be happy that they had to waste the time.”

A bunch of people near them started screaming. The men looked up—a breakaway in one of the soccer games. They watched the shot, which the goalie deflected with his fingertips. Just enough for the ball to glance off the goal post.

“That guy’s an athlete,” Gowen said.

Capobianco had no interest in soccer games. He didn’t even know which player Gowen referred to. “When’s this guy Transom need it?” he asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Capobianco threw up his hands. “Shit, Hank.”

“I know. He called me just before the game.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“That it was short notice.” Gowen paused a beat. “And that I’d ask you.”

Capobianco saw a twinkle in Gowen’s eyes. “No you didn’t. You told him flat out that we’d do it.” He watched Gowen break into a grin.

“Okay, yeah,” the older man admitted. “Technically. But I also told him it had to fit with your schedule. Will you get on it? Here’s the guy’s number.”

He pressed a piece of paper into the side pocket of Capobianco’s polar fleece jacket as they turned into the dark passageway.

Magnus Transom elevated his chin and strode across the marble floor of Lincoln Ristorante, putting on the best airs he could manage. The briefcase that swung by his side made him self-conscious. He felt its emptiness—only a prop, containing nothing of importance. It reminded him uncomfortably of his generally weak position.
In contrast, the restaurant projected great power by means of its opulent sleekness. Today the modern room made Transom feel as naked as a marmoset on the wrong side of the zoo glass. As he followed the maitre d’, he twisted beneath his overcoat and suit jacket. His clothes never hung right on him—no matter how long he owned them they felt plucked straight off the rack. And he similarly wore his own skin like an ill-fitting coat. He felt like an impostor wherever he went, but even more so in this intimidating place.

Transom had come to meet his uncle, who held court nightly from his perch on a blue damask booth in back. It was Uncle who’d landed Transom the job as Julius security director, Uncle who used his influence on the board to keep him in the cushy position.

They shook hands as they always did before Transom slid in beside him. Uncle’s fingers were cold—cold and thin. He insisted that they sit side by side, facing out together, his voice never rising above a whisper. Transom, whose left ear was half deaf from the firing range, had to lean in, straining to hear.

“Your mother?”

“She sends her regards.”

“As well she should.”

Transom’s mother possessed nothing beyond what her brother provided. Transom’s father had been a useless wretch and there was no family money. Uncle had built a business producing classical recordings and then sold out at the top of the market. A lifelong bachelor, he collected paintings and fine blown glass and Bordeaux wines.

And, Transom thought, he collected chits.

Uncle asked, “How are you doing at Julius?”

Transom rocked his head. “Just fine.”

“That’s not what I hear. I hear there have been break-ins, a snatched purse in front of the building, some graffiti on the side street.”

“It’s the budget. You sat through that meeting. I don’t have the resources.”

“They took a chance on you at my insistence.”

“We need more money.”

“You need to do better with what you have. Or come up with a better reason you need more. Touting your own incompetence doesn’t cut it.”

The meal came down. Uncle had ordered for both of them. The food sat on the plate as if it had descended from heaven. Pristine. Not a drop of sauce out of place. This would be the best meal to pass Transom’s lips all month, and he was too nervous to enjoy it.

“What about that problem you’re having with the tenor?”

“Anyone else know on the board?”

“No.”

Transom shrugged. “You gave me the name. I called him. We should be all set.”

He tried to say it with conviction, but his face felt like a mask of wet clay. There was an angle to be worked here and he was working it. Uncle would never know. In the end, Transom would get what he wanted for a change.

“Eat up,” his uncle said, ever issuing orders.

Transom nervously rolled some spaghetti onto his fork. A drop of tomato sauce splattered and he noticed that a tiny stain had blossomed on his uncle’s shirt cuff. He decided not to mention it. He lifted up his napkin and wiped his own chin.

The corner restaurant had its sliding doors open to Greenwich Street, but the Capobianco family deemed it too cold to eat outside. Jill led them to a table in back, where they sat and discussed the game over large paper menus.
“I thought you were great, Daddy,” Samantha said. She had long brown hair and a round face. Her teeth were perfect—she’d just had her braces removed.

“Thanks, sweetie.”

“You think you’ll make the trip to Vegas?” Jill asked.

“We’ll see.” Capobianco shrugged. “You know how it is.”

“Sure do, Joe. That’s why I bought you refundable tickets.”

They laughed together.

Capobianco wouldn’t feel that bad, he decided, if he didn’t make it out to the desert. He liked being around his two girls and they couldn’t accompany him on the trip no matter what—school and work conflicts. He spent his life mostly around guys already. Vegas would be a gas, but the last thing he really needed was more testosterone.

As the women talked about other things, Capobianco fished from his pocket the scrap of paper Gowen had given him. There were office and mobile numbers written there. He checked his watch and, excusing himself, stepped outside. On Christopher Street people filtered in and out of the PATH train station—commuters heading home, young men from Jersey coming into town to party.

The phone only rang twice before Transom picked up, seeming greatly relieved to get the call. He didn’t say that he’d been waiting all day, but his sigh when he heard the lieutenant’s name suggested it. Nevertheless, he paused to quietly excuse himself. It sounded like he was also out to dinner.

“Tell me why you want this,” Capobianco said, when he had Transom’s full attention again.

“We have a VIP coming for the rest of the semester, a famous tenor named Claudio Spotto.”

“Never heard of him.”

“You a fan of the opera, Lieutenant?”

“No.”

“Me neither. They say he may be the next Pavarotti.”

“That so? I’ve heard of him.” Capobianco stared at a splotch of gray gum on the sidewalk. He paced around it. “Why do you think someone wants to hurt this guy?”

“He’s a national treasure for the Italians and a local treasure here, an alum of Julius.”

“That makes him a target?”

“It’s my job to secure the place, that’s all.”

“He’s here to teach?”

“Yes. And to sing at the Met.”

Capobianco wondered. “Why isn’t the Met asking?”

“I don’t know. That’s their business. Maybe they’ve hired a service. As for the school, I was explicitly directed by a board member who knows the mayor—”

“All right.” Capobianco saw that the waiter had arrived at their table. “My dinner’s here. When’s this Spotto get to New York?”

“He’s already here, but I expect him to report to school for the first time tomorrow afternoon. I need his apartment swept, too.”

“Is it nearby the school?”

“Just a couple of blocks, Central Park West.”

“You’re pushing your luck.”

“The board member said—”

“With all due respect, Mr. Transom, the board member doesn’t run the police department.” Capobianco caught himself. He pebbled his chin. “Presuming there’s no emergencies, I’ll have an EDC team there tomorrow morning. First the school, then the apartment. I gotta tell ya, it’s pretty short notice.”

Transom paused. “I’m sorry. I was under the impression that the Bomb Squad always went on short notice.”

“Not by choice.” Capobianco’s jaw tightened. Requests for favors of this kind put him out of sorts. “Listen, Mr. Transom, private companies usually handle stuff like this, to tell you the truth. It sorta comes out of the blue.”

“No one informed you?”

“Your friend from City Hall informed me. That’s not the point. Is there anything else I should know about this matter? Anything maybe you didn’t think to tell me?”

Pause. “Of course not.”

“Okay.” Jill was waving at him. “My food’s here. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Appreciate it, Lieutenant.”

“No doubt,” Capobianco said, but only after he’d hung up. It still felt like an intrusion, but there was no percentage in protesting too much.

When he got back to the table, his wife and daughter were half finished and his dish had gone cold. He apologized and dug into the veal cutlet anyway. The game had worked up his appetite.
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2.

DAY TWO—Light
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Capobianco had an angle on the back of the Mayor’s head — the Mayor standing behind a podium that had been jury-rigged in the middle of Elizabeth Street for the occasion, reporters and cameras arrayed in front of him, flashes going off in spurts like they were catching.
To the other side of the Mayor stood the commish and several aides. Over Capobianco’s left shoulder he could hear his predecessor, Hank Gowen, breathing through his thick mustache. Next to him, Ray Fisco of the Arson & Explosion Squad rocked from one foot to another.

Shoulders squared, each one did his best to look supportive of the administration, but deep down inside they were waiting for a shoe to drop.

The damp chill air felt thick enough to grab between your fingers and sculpt into a ball. It had done a number on the Mayor’s black-dyed locks, which hung lifeless across his neck like the fringes of a bad rug. The sight of it tempted Capobianco to run his fingers through his own closely cropped salt-and-pepper hair, but if the camera caught him in the act he might look as if he was worrying. He slipped his hands into his pockets instead to remind himself to keep them quiet.

“My administration,” concluded the Mayor, “will not tolerate the use, storage or manufacture of fireworks within city limits. This tragedy was totally avoidable. I would urge all citizens in possession of fireworks to turn them into the Third Precinct for disposal by the Bomb Squad.”

There it was. Capobianco winced. He looked at Gowen, who gave a shrug — whether apologizing or questioning remained unclear.

The Mayor gestured at the burned-out building, site of the fire thirty-six hours ago that had killed a family of five and seriously injured two others. The pictures on the news would be dramatic for at least another week. Chinese funerals with mourners dressed in white. Relatives wailing in the waiting room of the burn unit at Bellevue. The associations — what used to be called the tongs — getting themselves organized for battle on behalf of their members.

A couple of representatives  from the bigger associations already stood off to the side, probably plotting their own runs for city-wide office in wake of all the publicity. You couldn’t swing a lucky cat without hitting some jerk who’d already let his personal ambition overcome any concern he once had for the little kids who got fried to a crisp two nights ago.

As the Mayor wrapped up, the police commissioner leaned over and whispered something in his ear.

“He’s telling him. See?” Gowen muttered so only Capobianco could hear. But Gowen was wrong or the Mayor had chosen to ignore it, because the press conference broke up without his making a correction about the fireworks. The policy was very much not to deliver them to the Third Precinct, forcing Bomb Squad detectives to waste their time shuttling fire crackers around town. The policy was for citizens to deliver stray fireworks to their nearest precinct, which had responsibility to sign them into evidence and get them over to the range in the Bronx on their own steam.

No way Gowen gLieutenant Joseph Capobianco had an angle on the back of the Mayor’s head — the Mayor standing behind a podium that had been jury-rigged in the middle of Elizabeth Street for the occasion, reporters and cameras arrayed in front of him, flashes going off in spurts like they were catching.

To the other side of the Mayor stood the commish and several aides. Over Capobianco’s left shoulder he could hear his predecessor, Hank Gowen, breathing through his thick mustache. Next to him, Ray Fisco of the Arson & Explosion Squad rocked from one foot to another.

Shoulders squared, each one did his best to look supportive of the administration, but deep down inside they were waiting for a shoe to drop.

The damp chill air felt thick enough to grab between your fingers and sculpt into a ball. It had done a number on the Mayor’s black-dyed locks, which hung lifeless across his neck like the fringes of a bad rug. The sight of it tempted Capobianco to run his fingers through his own closely cropped salt-and-pepper hair, but if the camera caught him in the act he might look as if he was worrying. He slipped his hands into his pockets instead to remind himself to keep them quiet.

“My administration,” concluded the Mayor, “will not tolerate the use, storage or manufacture of fireworks within city limits. This tragedy was totally avoidable. I would urge all citizens in possession of fireworks to turn them into the Third Precinct for disposal by the Bomb Squad.”

There it was. Capobianco winced. He looked at Gowen, who gave a shrug — whether apologizing or questioning remained unclear.

The Mayor gestured at the burned-out building, site of the fire thirty-six hours ago that had killed a family of five and seriously injured two others. The pictures on the news would be dramatic for at least another week. Chinese funerals with mourners dressed in white. Relatives wailing in the waiting room of the burn unit at Bellevue. The associations — what used to be called the tongs — getting themselves organized for battle on behalf of their members.

A couple of representatives  from the bigger associations already stood off to the side, probably plotting their own runs for city-wide office in wake of all the publicity. You couldn’t swing a lucky cat without hitting some jerk who’d already let his personal ambition overcome any concern he once had for the little kids who got fried to a crisp two nights ago.

As the Mayor wrapped up, the police commissioner leaned over and whispered something in his ear.

“He’s telling him. See?” Gowen muttered so only Capobianco could hear. But Gowen was wrong or the Mayor had chosen to ignore it, because the press conference broke up without his making a correction about the fireworks. The policy was very much not to deliver them to the Third Precinct, forcing Bomb Squad detectives to waste their time shuttling fire crackers around town. The policy was for citizens to deliver stray fireworks to their nearest precinct, which had responsibility to sign them into evidence and get them over to the range in the Bronx on their own steam.

No way Gowen got that wrong. He was the one who’d clarified the policy years ago.

“I’m going to take another look inside the building,” Capobianco said. “If you could get someone’s attention before we get buried in crap, that might be good.”

“We’ll straighten it out. Get the press to do something.”

“Sure. That should lead the news, right? How to dispose of your sparklers.”

“I give it a chance while the subject’s still—” He was going to say “hot,” but he cut himself off. “The Mayor — it’s an innocent mistake.”

“He wasn’t properly briefed.”

“He’s under a lot of pressure from the electorate on this.”

Politics, Capobianco thought. Without another word Gowen turned and walked off in the Commissioner’s direction.

Capobianco crossed the sidewalk, nodded to a PO by the police tape, and stood on the sidewalk by a missing window to the tenement building. He looked in at the charred shell, unrecognizable now as anything but the inside of a furnace. The remains of floorboards and wood framing had crocodiled, and the mess smelled like the breath of a dragon. His detectives had finished their share of the work yesterday, but a few guys from CSU still roamed the premises in Tyvek jumpsuits. Cai Yong was around here somewhere, too. He raised him on the phone.

“Hey. Meet me on the corner. I’d like to get your thoughts before you leave.”

“Roger, Lieutenant.”

They called him Yongster not just as a pun on his given name but because he had one of those uncreased Asian faces that never showed any age. Plus, he was short. But you underestimated the man at your peril. He walked on the balls of his feet and carried his hands in front of him, always ready to strike. Like a cobra.

“You pick up anything?” Capobianco asked him on the corner.

Cai shook his head. “It burned hot. Poor kids didn’t have a chance.”

“It’s negligent homicide at best. Fire department estimated half a ton of fireworks in that basement. What set it off? That’s my question. You hear anything on the street?”

“They know I’m a cop.”

“They’re not upset?”

“Sure, but that wasn’t penny ante stuff in there. It’s the third cache someone found in as many months, ain’t it, Cap?”

“No. Because no one found this one. It found them.”

“And you can bet whoever owned the load didn’t perish in that fire. We know it. The people on the street...they know it, too.”

Capobianco nodded. For a hundred and fifty years the first rule of Chinatown had been self-preservation.ot that wrong. He was the one who’d clarified the policy years ago.

“I’m going to take another look inside the building,” Capobianco said. “If you could get someone’s attention before we get buried in crap, that might be good.”

“We’ll straighten it out. Get the press to do something.”

“Sure. That should lead the news, right? How to dispose of your sparklers.”

“I give it a chance while the subject’s still—” He was going to say “hot,” but he cut himself off. “The Mayor — it’s an innocent mistake.”

“He wasn’t properly briefed.”

“He’s under a lot of pressure from the electorate on this.”

Politics, Capobianco thought. Without another word Gowen turned and walked off in the Commissioner’s direction.

Capobianco crossed the sidewalk, nodded to a PO by the police tape, and stood on the sidewalk by a missing window to the tenement building. He looked in at the charred shell, unrecognizable now as anything but the inside of a furnace. The remains of floorboards and wood framing had crocodiled, and the mess smelled like the breath of a dragon. His detectives had finished their share of the work yesterday, but a few guys from CSU still roamed the premises in Tyvek jumpsuits. Cai Yong was around here somewhere, too. He raised him on the phone.

“Hey. Meet me on the corner. I’d like
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