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  Praise for George V. Higgins and At End of Day




  ‘Higgins’s books are extremely stylized, but utterly realistic; poetic yet vernacularly down to earth. The epic struggles in them are entirely human’




  Boston Globe




  ‘Higgins deserves to stand in the company of the likes of Chandler and Hammett as one of the true innovators in crime fiction in the century gone, a writer who stripped

  away several layers of sentimental varnish from our view of those who broke the law. At End of Day shows that his extraordinary powers still propelled him at the finish line’




  Scott Turow




  ‘George V. Higgins writes very good books . . . He is the le Carré of classy sleaze and that is very classy indeed’




  New York Times
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  ‘Derelict,’ Naughton’s kid had said to Rascob on the evening of the third Tuesday in March at the Getty station, collecting $31.50 for an oil change and two

  new filters he said the old grey Lincoln Town Car badly needed. ‘Air and oil both,’ he said. ‘Took a chance and did it. Old ones’re both shot. Air filter looked like a

  gorilla wiped his arse with it. Oil filter – rollah toilet paper, brand new. Saved ’em, case you wanna see them – show you both of them, you like.’




  ‘Take your word,’ Rascob said. ‘Damn thing’s gotta run.’




  ‘Didn’t think you’d mind,’ Naughton’s kid said. He’d finished in the top fifteen percent on the police exam and was waiting out the next list of appointments

  to the academy.




  ‘Oh-kay,’ Rascob said. ‘Gonna hafta get a new one. But the Uncle likes it. Know how he is.’




  ‘Long’s ah radio works,’ the Naughton kid said, laughing. ‘“Don’t care ah fuckin’ thing looks like – runs anna radio works.”’




  ‘Right,’ Rascob said. ‘Radio. So – I’m covered. The radio works – it runs. Work McKeach, drive his kindah of car.’




  ‘Inconspicuous,’ McKeach had said. ‘Only way to travel. Al Castle says, way things’re goin’, Supreme Court, everything, pretty soon a bad excuse to stop

  you’ll be enough. Then if they find somethin’, courts’re gonna let ’em have it. Know your car, guys aren’t with us – know what we’re doin’, too. So,

  they know what you got in it. Give ’em half a chance, drag you down and search, knowin’ what they’re gonna find? And then when they find it, put your ass in jail? Not if you got

  half a brain. All you gotta do is tell ’em, “Hey, I didn’t put it in there. Didn’t know I had it – don’t belong to me.” Won’t lay a glove on you.




  ‘What they’ll do’s keep the money. “Unclaimed propty.” No one claims it for a year? Forfeit to the state. I go in and say “It’s mine,” I

  go to the jug.’




  ‘Best thing can happen, we lose a lotta dough. Worst thing – they figure out some way to tie it to me. Don’t like either thing. Make sure everything works. Turn

  signals. Brake lights – bulb above the license plate. And whatever you do, don’t go over the speed limit. Nothin’ – give ’em nothin’ –

  that way you should be all right.’




  Rascob tried his best to be on time for his weekly meetings with Dominic Frolio. Dominic was his last appointment of the morning, but meeting him took patience – and at least twenty-five

  minutes. Dominic joined him no less than eight minutes after he arrived and he would not hurry business. ‘Rushin’ does no good,’ McKeach said. It still made Rascob nervous; one

  January morning the trunk of the Town Car had held more than $817,000 in cash. The New England Pats had had a bad Sunday, losing the AFC Championship to the Denver Broncos; the Boston books’d

  done well.




  When Rascob had started meeting Dominic, in the early eighties, the house on the corner of Apthorp Street had been a neat and modest white five-room bungalow with green trim, a screened sun

  porch added on the front. Genevieve had been making noises about moving to a larger place, a better neighbourhood.




  Dominic said he wouldn’t. He and Genevieve had lived there since he went to work as a spot welder at the shipyard. ‘Endah World War Two – forty years ago. Yard’s really

  busy then. Anyone who wanted, wasn’t dead, could make a buck. Everybody building boats. Naturally – most the merchant fleet got sunk.’




  Then the shipyard went under. His job went away. ‘Anyway, my back was shot, killin’ me by then, workin’ onna stagin’.’ But he had the Beachside, at the traffic

  lights. ‘So it was okay. Made it good. Took up my time, you know? Kept me occupied.’




  In the Beachside he ran the action that Brian G. had watched over years before for a fee and McKeach now kept provisioned and protected, as he protected the old grey Town Car full of currency on

  its way into Boston and the back room at Flynn’s Spa, Beer & Wine, Superette, at Old Colony and B.




  ‘Once they knew who you were with: that was all they hadda know. No one bothered you. Safe’s you’d ah been in your dear mother’s arms.’




  Things stayed the same after Brian G. went down and McKeach took over. So Frolio could say now, as he did: ‘Nothing bad’s ever happened, me and Jenny, we bought that fuckin’

  house. It’s a lucky house, I think. Didn’t know it when I bought it but I think that’s what it is.’




  Jenny did not share his contented trust. After every hurricane season and severe winter she had to replace the azaleas killed by the salt water, muttering forebodings that some day the roaring

  storms would wash them and the house away. He did not listen. He never left the protection of it until he had made as sure as possible that it was safe to go outside.




  ‘Always try to take a piss, ’fore I go out. That way I don’t hafta look around, find a place to take a leak, ten minutes after I been out. An’ naturally I never leave it

  – any morning, whatsoever – ’til I’ve had a good shit for myself.’ Then he put on his cap and jacket, regardless of the season. On very hot days in August he

  didn’t zip the jacket. On very humid mornings, he sometimes wore the Bermuda shorts he put on before he went to sit outside on his green-and-yellow aluminium folding lawn chair in the early

  afternoons.




  ‘Take a little sun, you know? Don’t believe that cancer stuff, sun is bad for you. Father always liked the sun – he died, he’s ninety-two. What happened, all a sudden?

  Now it’s bad for us? Everybody’s trynah scare us. I figure it can’t hurt.’




  Leaving the house on the mornings Rascob came, Dominic would pick up the same small, dark blue canvas gym bag with black plastic handles Rascob had noticed the first day McKeach had introduced

  them. One day, several years later, Rascob mentioned to Dominic that the bag had lasted well, and Dominic had said, ‘All my things do. They should. I’m not hard on stuff.’ The

  last minute-plus was for walking out to meet Rascob.




  Fourteen years had passed since Nino Giunta went to what was then MCI Walpole with twenty-to-life in front of him, and Rascob succeeded him as Dominic’s contact. Thirteen and a half had

  passed since the first and last time Rascob had suggested that Dominic forget the eight-minute delay.




  ‘Yeah,’ Dominic said. ‘Never did like Nino. Most guys I’ve done business with, I have got along with good. Four of them so far, you’ve lasted the longest –

  and that’s not even counting you. The three before Nino, and then him. And then you.




  ‘When something’s happened to them – they got careless, trusted someone they shouldn’t’ve; did something they’re not sure of? Then they hadda go away? Or they

  just disappeared, during all the trouble here? I been, you know, sorry for them. Hoped whatever happened to them, not . . . too bad. They didn’t have much pain. Nothing I could do –

  ’cept wish they’d been more careful. But still, I did feel sorry. Bad they hadda go away.




  ‘Nino I did not. Very careless man. Loud about it, too. “Look at me, everyone, oh ho, I’m the big cheese inna thing. Everybody kiss my ass. I’m a great big city

  man.” Full of the big talk. Now Nino’s in Walpole – I’m right? Will be a long time. Don’t wanna be there with him. Always figured him for trouble. Never liked the

  guy.’




  In the rearview mirror this March day Rascob saw the grey aluminium storm door open at the front of the first-floor front room with the picture windows that had been the screened-in porch before

  Jenny’s compromise conversion. Dominic emerged and shut the door securely with both hands, the right one on the knob and the left, holding the gym bag, pushing on the wood above it. Those who

  live in the wind respect it.




  Dominic disappeared from the mirror when he reached the right rear quarter panel of the Lincoln. Rascob sighed and slouched, reaching forward with his right hand to shut off the ignition and

  remove his keys from the lock, then unlatching his seatbelt. Dominic appeared at the right front window, bending only slightly to peer in, raising his bushy grey-black eyebrows under the visor of

  his black leather cap, rapping with the knuckles of his right hand. Rascob nodded and slipped the seatbelt over his shoulder, in the same movement opening his door and getting out. By the time he

  had the door closed, Dominic had sidled around to the driver’s side through the narrow space Rascob had left between the seawall and the front bumper, shifting the bag to his right hand and

  steadying himself with his left on the warm hood. He left three hand prints that would remain visible in the obliquely angled afternoon light of late winter until the next downpour.




  Rascob went to the back of the car and used the key to open the trunk. Inside there was a black ballistic nylon duffel bag. Rascob reached in with both hands and unzipped it. It contained

  several brown paper bags with hand-written figures in green or black Magic Marker. Dominic put the gym bag into the trunk and unzipped it. He removed four brown paper bags with numerals hand

  written on them in blue Magic Marker and put them in the suitcase. He stepped back with the gym bag and Rascob closed the duffel. Increasing to $147,800 the running total for that day he kept in

  his head, for the amusement of learning later from his actual count how accurate his quick mental tallies had been, Rascob stepped back and slammed the trunk shut. He returned to the driver’s

  door, ready to use the ignition key. ‘You want to leave the bag?’ he said.




  ‘I think so, Max,’ Frolio said. ‘Cold today. Forgot my gloves again.’ He opened the left rear door and put the bag inside on the seat. He closed the door and put his

  hands into his pockets. Rascob locked the car. ‘Nice tah see you. Should take a little walk. Clears the lungs out. And – things to talk about.’




  ‘Dom,’ Rascob said, nodding once, ‘by all means. Always look forward to it.’




  They went north along the seawall until they came to a flight of four cement steps with green iron railings leading up to the platform at the top. To the right a flight of five more cement steps

  led down to the beach. Dominic went first, clenching the railings with his liver-spotted hands, assisting his leg muscles with his forearms.




  Rascob had once asked McKeach how old Frolio was. McKeach shrugged.




  ‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘Brian G.’s his original rabbi – unless it was Moses. He’s where he is when Brian got whacked, same place he is today. Doin’ the exact

  same thing, same way he does today. Knows from nothin’, anything that’s going on. Ask him something and he’ll tell you, he just owns ah liquor store. All that’s on his mind.

  Already’d been doing it for years back when I first run up against him. How many? Dunno. How old he’s then? When he got started? Who brought him in? Dunno that either. Didn’t ask

  him. See, by then I’m over thirty and I knew a couple things. Things you didn’t fuck with; you just hadda deal with – unless you liked a lotta grief. And so that was what you did.

  He was one of them, so you dealt with him.




  ‘Not the only one. Lot of guys to deal with. Same kind of position. Never really heard about them – how they wanted it. Never looking to move up in anything, never lookin’ to

  branch out. And also never took a bust. Not really that involved in things – what’s goin’ on in town, pickin’ sides or anything. Just trynah stay in business, you know?




  ‘For them the war was an inconvenience. Same as “The power’s out. Fuckin’ Edison fucked up, house’s dark, and now fuck, it’s gettin’

  cold – no way to make coffee.” People dyin’? Brian G. goin’ down, Rocco, all kinds of guys – to guys like Dominic it was all an inconvenience. Didn’t

  care who controlled things.




  ‘“Just gettah damn thing fixed, all right?” All they cared about back then; all they care about today. Doesn’t matter how it comes out, far as they’re

  concerned – work with anybody. Will, too. Sit tight ’til it’s over with – that was all was on their minds.




  ‘So I decide I oughta have a talk with Nick. Go and see the Frogman, all right? We always been all right. Find out which way he’s leaning; what he thought that we could do.




  ‘First I call. Those days, hadda be careful. Someone doesn’t know you’re comin’ and then he looks up and sees you? Might get the wrong idea. Could get dangerous, things

  got straightened out. So, I go and sit down with him. Back room down the Lamplight. And we talk, you know? Saw things the same way I did. This was something we could do, try to get things

  straightened out. Middle sixties, this was.




  ‘An’ that’s all it was, all right? Not like you may’ve heard some guys, we just come in, took over. Wasn’t what we had in mind – all came afterwards. No, it

  was just – we would see what we could do. Sort of date it all from then.




  ‘By then Dominic’s gotta be pushin’ eighty. Hasta be eighty, now. Bastard doesn’t look it. Tougher’n a pail of nails. Hate to be the guy who stiffs him. Dom takes

  care himself.’




  Brown kelp and bleached-out cardboard packaging washed ashore by the severest winter storms lay against the base of the seawall. Ragged lines of weeds and rubbish marked off the beach at

  intervals of about a yard leading down to the clean dark sand exposed beyond the high-water mark. A faded white sign with red lettering still attached to the broken end of one white post warned

  that diving and shellfishing were hazardous and therefore prohibited. Idly, as he had each week since he had first seen the sign, Rascob wondered who would have wanted to wade in water too polluted

  for safe swimming.




  ‘Things’re too good,’ Dominic said after they had walked about forty yards north of the steps. Ahead of them a woman in a blue hooded sweatshirt and sweatpants with white

  piping sat red-faced and breathing heavily on an overturned brown milk crate, staring out on the bay. To the north beyond her the Boston skyline rose indistinctly silver in a light haze, the

  sunlight approaching midday flat on the glass towers. At intervals of about two minutes big jets disturbed the air around them, then roared past, descending on their right.




  ‘President’s got problems,’ Frolio said. ‘Nobody gives a shit. Everybody’s all got work, much work’s least they need. Bringing paycheques home. That’s

  what they care about – should, too. Things’re good for them, their families That’s why it doesn’t matter, what he does, this one or the other one. Wife catches him again?

  Still stands up for him. She knows – all know – long’s she does this for him, he’s her fuckin’ employee. Must do what she says. President, United States.

  Slave to his pecker.’




  Rascob did not say anything. Frolio said: ‘No women, ever, on the job. That’s where he went wrong. Cannot mix pussy and work. Women stay home, take care of babies.




  ‘All this equality and shit, we hear all the time? Absolutely for it. Known a lot more smart women’n smart men. And I’ve known a lot more men – you know what that means.

  Only two women I have known who made big trouble for themselves by not thinking before they did something with sex, and that is all. Many men? Can’t count ’em. So that is why it is my

  rule – no women onna job I run.




  ‘There’s a woman inna building, matter how ugly she is, some man will lose his head. His woman’ll find out. Then you will have trouble.’




  ‘I see,’ Rascob said, not seeing at all.




  ‘Ford,’ Dominic said, ‘Charlie Ford.’




  ‘Yes,’ Rascob said, ‘the builder? Excellent prospect, I should think. He needs financing?’




  ‘Not him, no,’ Frolio said, ‘unfortunately. For him I would say Yes, at once. A good man, old Charlie Ford. This his son, young Charlie Ford. He came to me. I didn’t go

  to him. He was the only one.’




  ‘Well, even so,’ Rascob said, ‘he should be enough to do it, if what he’s got is big enough . . . Which wouldn’t be unusual, in that kind of thing. And even if he

  couldn’t use the whole of it, you know, two-forty or three hundred, well, we could live with that. The other sixty, someplace else – it wouldn’t be that hard.’




  ‘He asked me for a million six,’ Frolio said. ‘He asked me, could we do that.’




  Rascob whistled. ‘Quite a lot,’ he said, ‘but still, it would be doable, I think – he still reliable?’




  ‘Has been before,’ Frolio said. ‘Not that he has that much himself that he can get it from, but if a deal went bad for him, he could make it good. The thing is that the first

  time it was a little thing, a small matter of forty large for a little union problem. And the other time we did some business with him, the much larger matter. He was doing something else. That

  time for the fishing boat, taking guns someplace – Ireland, I believe.




  ‘Gut said No. Too many people; sentiment involved. Bad combination, sentiment and money. Coast Guard . . . we were lucky. Buyers paid – advance. Two anna quarter. Young

  Charlie’s father would’ve covered him, the nature of that deal, if the money hadn’t been there.




  ‘This time, the father wouldn’t. Not a business of this kind. Cocaine. Father would turn away.’




  ‘Would the father have to know?’ Rascob said. Two helicopters skittered in before the tallest buildings on the skyline, heading for the airport.




  ‘He would,’ Frolio said. The risk is big. His plan is not to use the planes again.’ He made a small gesture with his right thumb towards the sky above the water. ‘Too

  risky. To have the transporters swallow the condoms the day of the night that they come here from Puerto Rico, Mexico, whatever.




  ‘I say to him that I agree. “Won’t work. Ever since the time the rubbers burst inside the people, they got sick. At least one died. Now they watch the airplanes, getting on and

  off. Profiling – kind of people who they know would do such a thing for pay. You try a thing like that again and you lose all the money – drugs and people too.




  ‘“Besides, we do not do that. Family rule – we do not conduct such business.”’




  ‘Well,’ Rascob said, drawing the word out.




  Dominic looked grim. ‘“The man is dead,” young Charlie says to me. “The son is dead. The boss in jail.”




  ‘“Viva la Famiglia,” I say to him. “And the Family’s not in jail. The rule is of the Family, not the boss, who is in jail, or the son and father,

  dead.”’




  Rascob gazed straight ahead and said nothing. The wind gnawed at the back of his neck and he reached back with both hands, awkwardly, to pull his hat down on his head and tug up the collar of

  his trenchcoat.




  ‘You don’t agree,’ Frolio said.




  Rascob said, ‘Oh, I agree. The Family rule is as you say – of course we honour it. But as you know there’s been an exception made in recent years. Many times, in fact. For

  money to be made. The business has become so great – if we don’t participate we will lose control. So – conducting it is not allowed, but financing is permitted.




  ‘As I’ve understood it now to be arranged.’




  ‘I have not,’ Dominic said. ‘If you go to McKeach and report what I have said, and he tells you I am wrong and the money should be given, then you tell him I said that someone

  else must take it – put it on the street for this forbidden business. This one – if he decides to do this one, he does it himself. That is all I have to say.’
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  As casually as a regular visitor with an interest in the three-storey leasehold, Nick Cistaro just before noon the same day opened for the first time the low gate in the black

  iron fence on the sidewalk and walked onto the brick patio of Imaginings at 73 Newbury Street in Boston. He wore a black calfskin single-breasted safari jacket, a white merino turtleneck,

  custom-fitted stonewashed blue jeans, black Gucci loafers. His head was large, well furnished with carefully tended silver-grey wavy hair, the face below it expressionless behind the blue-lensed

  wraparound Vuarnet sunglasses. He latched the gate behind him and scanned the facade – half a flight of stairs led up to a portrait studio with a display window on the elevated first floor

  – before crossing the patio and descending the three flagstone steps to the Imaginings door. It was forty percent grey-tinted glass invisibly hinged at the left of the display window. The

  window contained a life-sized stuffed-toy tawny lioness posed resting but watchful under a broad swatch of gilded cat-o’-nine-tails, a small ivory card with black calligraphy reading

  ‘STIEFF COURTESY F.A.O. SCHWARTZ’ lying next to its left

  haunch.




  The door opened and closed silently when he entered. The shop was deep and narrow, eighteen feet across, carpeted with beige rush matting and illuminated by baby floodlights recessed into the

  ceiling. Along the right wall there was an elongated grouping of oversized green and gilded bamboo furniture – two wing chairs, a trunk, three tables, each with two straight chairs, a chest

  of drawers – arranged in front of a triptych screen depicting a porticoed walkway facing on a North African marketplace long-shadowed in late-afternoon light. An audio source played a Bach

  piano suite arranged for guitar; he did not recognize it. At the rear of the shop were two unoccupied kidney-shaped birch desks and tan chairs facing four beige leather director’s chairs and

  a love seat with beige hopsack cushions. Under the overhang of the mezzanine were four two-drawer brown-metal file cabinets set against a cocoa-coloured wall decorated with shiny chocolate-brown

  masks and crossed spears festooned with beige feathers. In the centre of the wall a dimly lighted narrow corridor opened into gloom. Steam rose from a squat brown mug on top of the file cabinet at

  the left of the door.




  To the left of the desks was a stainless-steel semicircular staircase with narrow black carpeted treads; it led up to and continued along the mezzanine above. There was one black arched door off

  centre to the left beyond the top of the staircase and another about twelve feet further over to the right. Cistaro sniffled, pushed the sunglasses up and back on his hair and started up the

  stairs. At five feet eleven, 218, he made the staircase flex and creak. He tried to rest his weight lightly and no longer than necessary on each tread.




  On the balcony Cistaro without knocking opened the first door. He found Crawford in the eight-by-twelve grey tweed cubicle behind it, recognizing him by the small Florida-shaped port-wine

  birthmark on his lower left cheek and jaw. Cistaro went in immediately, shutting the door behind him; it was hollow anodized aluminium and clinked like play money.




  Crawford, talking on the phone at his cluttered desk in shirtsleeves, had been looking down through gold half-frame granny glasses and doodling fairly good Snoopys with a hexagonal gold

  automatic pencil on a foot-square pad of bright yellow paper. He looked up, vexed and puzzled. ‘Uh huh, you’re Crawford,’ Cistaro said, nodding. ‘You’re Crawford and

  you’re late.’




  In the corners behind Crawford were two aluminium easels displaying hand-painted one-third-scale copies of paintings by Claude Monet, one sunset-golden-orange of the facade of the cathedral at

  Rouen, the other evening-blue of the Thames side of the Houses of Parliament. Crawford sat between them also carefully fashioned, a compact man in his early thirties with rather long bleached-blond

  hair parted precisely in the centre. He wore a lavender Egyptian cotton shirt with white French cuffs linked with gold sunbursts, a white collar with a gold collar pin, a navy blue tie with gold

  five-pointed stars, and navy blue suspenders with a wide gold stripe down the centre. He had never seen Cistaro before and, distracted by his entrance, only half-heard what he said. Therefore he

  had not understood what Cistaro had said – but instead of saying that, he scowled. He held up his right forefinger irritatedly and shook his head. Then, looking down, he nodded. ‘Yes, I

  know it is, Dee,’ he said into the phone, ‘and I know it’s annoying. And I know just what to do. But it’s like everything else – won’t take any time at all to do

  it, we go back out there together and I show you how. But I can’t go out there today, and if I try to describe it to you it’ll take me a while. So I’ll have to call you back

  – someone’s just come in.’ He stared up at Cistaro. ‘No, very unexpectedly.’ He frowned. ‘Yes, then, all right. See you.’




  He replaced the phone in the black desk set with his left hand and gazed at Cistaro with exasperation. Then he said, ‘Who are you?’ with the chill soft muted politeness that

  paralysed museum-quality finish carpenters; quailed temperamental artisans who worked with tile, intaglio and metals and haughtily refused to learn English; and partially compensated clients who

  had lots of money, modestly realized they did not have extreme good taste but could afford to buy, regally, as much as they felt they needed (more than their friends had), and rather expected

  condescending insolence from its more reputable purveyors.




  Cistaro smiled tightly, showing six teeth in the front row of his upper jaw. ‘I’m the guy you owe money to,’ he said. ‘You’re late – paying me.’




  ‘I owe lots of people money,’ Crawford said calmly. ‘I’ve never laid eyes on most of them in my life. Nor have I wished to – there’s no need. I’m sure

  I’m late on many of my accounts. It happens all the time. The kind of work I do? People who I do it for, fall behind on me. Happens to them all the time? Happens to

  me all the time. When they get caught up, I get caught up.’




  Cistaro said nothing.




  ‘The people I owe money to – they always get it. So they know they can trust me. You? I’ve never seen before, in my entire life. So you have no experience to go on,

  and simply don’t realize that. Are you pressed for cash? How much do you need? I’ll see if I can help you.’




  Cistaro showed more teeth. ‘I’m not pressed for cash,’ he said pleasantly. ‘People like you, who owe me – they are pressed for cash. Why they come

  to me, the first place get the cash they got to have, they haven’t got no cash. That’s what you did, you know it or not. Came to me referred, okay? Any other hurtin’

  puppy – guy you asked where you could find ninety large, right off? He said come to me.’




  ‘Oh, but I’ve never seen you before,’ Crawford said mildly.




  ‘You seen people, work for me,’ Cistaro said. ‘You seen them when you saw my money. Didn’t see my face then, but you seen Ben Franklin’s pictures and you

  seen the president’s. That means you seen me.




  ‘Six weeks ago, you fall in our laps, said you needed cash for two. Forty-five a week then, just like it is today. Which we told you, and you said you understood. An’

  – that even though it was a lot more’n you’re used to paying, it was acceptable. That was what you said to Tony. Next time Tony saw me, he told me you said that.




  ‘Kid never heard that one before. “‘Acceptable,’ he said.” Could not get over it. Well, what the hell, he’s just a kid. Hasn’t been around that much

  – you’re something new for him.’




  Crawford’s expression gradually changed. ‘Would this Tony be Anthony, the barber? The young fellow in the shop down on Broad Street? The guy that Mario took me to see, before the

  three-day weekend? He said he had another appointment coming in at three-fifteen, so he had to hurry.’




  ‘Look, he cuts hair – financial district,’ Cistaro said. ‘Why we took him on. Where he is, an’ what he does, and who he does it to. Good location for him? Good one

  for us, too. Every day he’s seeing people who at one time or another need some money in a hurry; so happens they’re tapped out; got no place to get it. People talk to barbers. Why this

  is I do not know. If this guy knows everything there is to know, you know? What’s he doin’ cutting hair? But they do it, all the time, all his people, just the same. They got something

  on their minds, who they go and tell it to? To him. There he is, he’s just a kid, all he knows’s cutting hair – so they ask him for advice.




  ‘Which day it was? Don’t know. Sometime last month. The deal was for two weeks. All our weeks end on Friday – ’til you miss one. Then all weeks end every day

  – so which day it was don’t matter. Two weeks was what you said you wanted. Then, well, apparently it’s taking longer’n you thought it would. Perfectly all right with us,

  long’s you’re all right. Keep it ten years, if you want, long’s you stay all right.




  ‘Three-four weeks, that’s what you were – perfectly all right. We sent a guy around, day you got the money, look you up and check you out? Here you were, just like you tell

  Tony – looked okay to him. But then week five – no cheque.




  ‘“Fuck happened?” we think. “Something go wrong with this guy? Well, we’ll give him another week – prolly come in then. Tell us what went wrong.” But

  six weeks was due last Friday – once again no cheque comes in. Now it’s seven weeks, today. Tony doesn’t hear from you, see you come around? Naturally he’s concerned –

  he calls us.’ Cistaro paused for a beat or two and scowled at Crawford. ‘Like he knows he hasta do.




  ‘Gotta understand the kid,’ Cistaro said. ‘Position you put him in, okay? Mario introduced you, right? This’s fine for Mario, but for Tony, not so fine. This’s all

  he knows about you – Mario says you’re all right. Okay, far as it goes. We’ll take Mario’s word on that, so long’s we see it’s true. But Mario’s a

  customer. He don’t work for us. He’s got no responsibility, you don’t turn out all right.




  ‘Tony works for us. He’s got the responsibility – but he knows you not at all. Even after a month or so, he don’t know you all that well. High-class neighbourhood here

  and all? Kind of people you got up here, this end of town? Look like they got lots of money – but hey, how does he know?




  ‘“Newbury Street? I don’t go there. This guy Crawford came to me – I didn’t go to him. I don’t know where he comes from. Never see the guy before. What the

  hell I do?”




  ‘Tony’s a good kid. Wants to do what’s right for everybody, not make some dumb mistake. So he asked me what to do. I told him, “Hey, don’t worry, kid. I’m

  over there from time to time. I’ll take care of it.” So that’s how come I’m here today, all right?




  ‘Put it to you, black and white – just connect the dots. Reason I am here today: You owe me one hundred and three thousand, nine hundred and fifty dollars. Me – not

  Mario. Not Tony. The original ninety; the forty-five hundred you owe week five, which you miss; plus the forty-seven twenty-five, week six; plus the forty-seven twenty-five you owe today. You made

  me nervous. Lots of guys would up you five points onna week-six ice, and five more in top of that this week, week seven, but I never been a guy saw any point in bumping up the count so high guy

  can’t see no way out. I leave that tah the government.’




  He laughed, one bark. ‘So, you can give me thirteen nine-fifty or one-oh-three nine-fifty, either way is easiest for you. Which’s it gonna be?’




  ‘Look,’ Crawford said, shaking his head, ‘what I said originally there, about owing people money? People owing me? There’s something that you have to understand about

  this business that I’m in. It all depends on exactly what it is that we’ve sold you – what we’re selling you, I should say. That determines when it is the buyer

  owes the money. All right? And even then he still has thirty days, of course, a chance to see it in the home – if it looks like we expected. It’s on approval, see? Everything

  we do – the kind of goods and services we deal in – it always works that way.




  ‘And rarities, all right? Antiquities we deal in? What was involved in the deal that we got you involved in, through the Tony that we heard about through Mario, all right? That’s

  what was involved. These’re artifacts we’re dealing in, genuine antiquities, one-of-a-kind things. And, well, it’s very difficult, for anyone, involved in

  any of these transactions, to say exactly when or how the whole deal will be . . . well, brought to fruition. Or sometimes – fairly often, actually – even if it ever

  will be. Brought to fruition, I mean. If you understand me.’




  Cistaro stared at him.




  ‘Half the time they have to be . . . well, sometimes the countries that they come from, see? We find that what we have to do is go outside regular channels, the normal export-import

  regulations that you have . . . they . . . that they would normally apply, would apply in these kinds of, ah, cases.




  ‘These things can be sensitive. These other countries – third-world countries, really, no use pretending otherwise – they’re not always keen on having them, well, having

  what we find removed. From the areas where we’ve found them – and this’s after, mind you, someone’s paid a good deal to have them prospected for,

  looked for. When no one even in these countries themselves was absolutely sure that they were there, even dreamed that they were there. And then if they’d been found, to dig

  them up. Or if they’d have any value if they did.’




  ‘Really,’ Cistaro said.




  ‘Yes,’ Crawford said. ‘So it all can be a very delicate, and time-consuming business and therefore very expensive, in and of itself. As well. And

  then the actual process of having them removed; you have to be exquisitely careful about how you go about having them do that. Because these things are so fragile. From the

  sites where they’re found, I mean – even those’re sensitive. Have to be careful how you dig. And then from the countries, God – when it

  comes to physically taking them out of the countries where they originate, well, it’s like having a tooth pulled.




  ‘I mean, hell, sometimes we have to spend as much as six or seven months, arranging transportation through another country, as backward as the first, maybe even two or

  three. The kind of provenance, a paper trail, that enables us to, you know, get them passed along, almost from hand to hand, really. Document specialists and so forth, just to get them into

  Switzerland, ultimately through Customs here, they finally reach New York. But once we get them as far as Switzerland, well, then we always feel as though we can breathe a little easier, the hard

  part’s behind us now. But it’s never really sure.




  ‘Now the buyer we go through this for, we acquire these things for – none of this’s his responsibility. Any of his concern at all. He’s completely apart from all of this,

  knows nothing about it. And that’s the way it has to be, as far as he’s concerned – the way he wants it. That’s why the huge markup. In this instance, for example, the

  artifacts involved in this deal that we’re financed with the money that I got from your man Anthony . . . well, the actual intrinsic value of the pieces, in the objective sense, I mean, is

  probably in the neighbourhood of thirty, thirty-five, forty thousand the outside.’




  ‘That much,’ Cistaro said, looking interested.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ Crawford said. ‘The rest? All eaten up by these imponderables. And the buyer that we have for them, the customer who ordered them, see if we could get them for him

  and’s been waiting several months now for the chance to get his hands on them, these pieces, well, this is so speculative, so uncertain a procedure, that he doesn’t

  owe the money until the artifacts are actually in his possession. In his home. That’s why they cost so much, when they actually do arrive.’




  ‘I see,’ Cistaro said.




  ‘So,’ Crawford said, ‘as you see, it isn’t simple, this kind of business isn’t. We deal in fairly large sums of money, but one way or the other, it’s

  always tied up. Pretty well tied up. So, it may surprise you to hear this, but I don’t keep that kind of cash—’




  Crawford was still talking as Cistaro dragged him out of his chair by his blue tie with gold stars and drew his chin down hard against and then across the surface of his desk, not with sudden

  impact but irresistible force and unpleasant friction, until his pelvis butted up against the back edge of the desk, so that he extended his neck to its limit and choked, and had to stop

  talking.




  ‘Nooo, Mister Crawford,’ Cistaro said pleasantly, over Crawford’s head, as though disciplining a generally good dog that had oddly misbehaved, ‘I don’t

  think you understand the kind of business you’ve been doing with us – sir. The only times I’m ever surprised is when I tell a broad to blow me and she says

  “sure” and puckers up, no fuckin’ argument.




  ‘I don’t care what kind of cash you got or where you keep it. Only kind I care about’s American, getting what’s owed to me. I don’t get it, first I get mad. Then I

  get worried. Start to think. “This gets around, Mister Crawford didn’t pay me, didn’t have the cash on hand, and I said, ‘Well, that’s okay – pay me when you

  can. It’s real convenient for you’? What if everyone who owes me hears about this, huh? And as a result he starts to think he now doesn’t have to pay me any longer,

  he’s s’posed to, huh? If it’s not convenient for him. I won’t do nothin’ to them?”




  ‘Trynah give you some idea, here – this is how I start to think when I begin to worry.’




  He paused. ‘I think, “If Mister Crawford doesn’t pay me, there is no two ways about it – I’ll have to do something to him.” That’s how I think when

  I’m worried.




  ‘Now, Mister Crawford, I don’t like bein’ worried,’ he said, still speaking pleasantly, gradually releasing his grip on the blue tie with the stars, now crumpled.

  Crawford used his hands on the desk to push himself straight up, his face red but growing pale. He waggled his head around, swallowing, and ran his right forefinger around the inside of his collar.

  He tugged his tie loose at his collar, then looked down at it as though he’d never seen it before and couldn’t imagine how it had gotten around his neck.




  ‘But even though you got me worried, I’m still gonna be nice to you,’ Cistaro said. ‘I got some things I got to do today after lunch, which I’m gonna have first,

  before I do them. So I won’t be back to see you again this afternoon ’til around five o’clock. Maybe a little after. But I will be back.




  ‘So, do me a favour, all right? Traffic can get bad that time of day. Wait for me, okay? Wait for me. Be here when I get back. Don’t let it slip your mind, and then when

  five o’clock comes, I haven’t made it back, just turn off all the lights, lock up and go home, as usual. Uh uh. You don’t want to do that. I won’t like it, you’re not

  here, I come back, a little after five, you’re not here. Get all upset, and we do not want that. Especially, you don’t.




  ‘Have the money for me. Thirteen nine-fifty will be fine. Whole wad’d be even better, both our points of view, you can manage that. That way you wouldn’t have to think,

  “Now he’s gone, I can relax, but only for a little while. He’s comin’ back in here next week, forty-five hundred more. Week after that, same thing.”




  ‘Because I am – you realize that. No more sendin’ cheque to Tony, or not sendin’ cheque to Tony, dependin’ on your mood or how things are in Switzerland. Every week

  from now on until you and me are even, you are gonna see me here and you’ll have cash money for me. Or else more will happen to you than your necktie gettin’ wrinkled – you should

  have that in mind. You might like it lots better, you could pay me off today. But anyway, the thirteen nine-fifty, that’ll do it for today. That’s the minimum, okay? Five P.M. this afternoon.’




  Crawford swallowed again and nodded.




  Cistaro left the office, closing the door behind him and treading as lightly as he could going down the creaking open staircase. There was a slim woman about forty in a black dress with a gold

  jacket fluffing her dark hair as she emerged from the corridor beneath the mezzanine as he reached the main floor. ‘Good afternoon,’ she said, smiling but frowning slightly.

  ‘Would there be something I could help you with?’




  ‘I don’t think so, thanks,’ Cistaro said, and smiled. He left the shop. Outside he looked to his left down Newbury Street towards the maroon Ford Expedition idling at the kerb

  next to the Burberry store and raised his right hand just slightly above his head. Then he turned to his right and walked west five doors down from Imaginings.




  The driver of the Expedition let several cars make the right turn off Arlington Street into Newbury, and then swung out between the cars double-parked on both sides of the street, all the way

  up, pulling up beside a hydrant about a hundred yards from the stop sign at Berkeley Street. Cistaro moved quickly off the sidewalk to the Ford, opening the door and springing up and in, pulling it

  shut after him.




  ‘Gettin’ up this fuckin’ street’s a fuckin’ bitch now,’ the driver said. ‘Been so long since I been on it here, I didn’t realize.’ He was a

  compact, wiry man in his middle fifties with a blade-shaped face set off by a sharply hooked nose, and his transparent skin, permanently tanned, featured dark sandpaper stubble. He had brown

  frightened-rabbit eyes that he knew revealed fear; they made him very plainly very dangerous, and that was why Cistaro employed him. ‘No tellin’ how much trouble Rico saves me,

  lookin’ like he’s about to go off.’




  Rico drove with his right hand on the wheel and his left resting on his left thigh, his left shoulder jammed against the outer bolster of the driver’s captain’s chair. ‘Like

  tah know how much ah cops rip off the people, stores, not to see ah double-parkin’.’




  ‘I think it’s legal now, actually,’ Cistaro said. ‘I think they got some wrinkle in the law, few years ago, says if you buy a permit, pay a certain amount of money, they

  can park in front your store.’




  ‘Oh,’ Rico said, ‘I didn’t know that.’ He drove up the block between Berkeley and Clarendon streets. ‘Mustah pissed the cops off, though, city pullin’

  that shit. Sellin’ allah double-parkin’ places out from under them.’




  ‘Probably did,’ Cistaro said. ‘Would’ve me.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Rico said, ‘but you, with you wount’ve made no difference – kept on chargin’ anyway.’




  Cistaro smiled. ‘Go the Terrace, have some lunch.’
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  Shortly after 1:00 in the afternoon, Rascob drove the old Lincoln up to the cement berm marking off the fourth row of the parking lot near Joey’s Clams At The Beach and

  shut off the ignition. ‘A little recon,’ McKeach called it. ‘Always do a little recon, ’fore you get into something. Know you’re getting into, first,

  ’fore you get into it. Maybe you decide you don’t want to – something doesn’t feel right – always an option. Trust your fuckin’ instinct.’ There

  were six other vehicles in the 221-car lot, all but two of them parked in the row closest to the edge of the beach and the clam shack.




  Five men with yellow hard hats, puffy khaki insulated jackets and tan work pants or blue jeans, two of them smoking cigarettes and all of them drinking coffee greedily, were taking shelter from

  the onshore wind in the lee of the clam shack. They would be the maintenance-and-repair crew from the two vacant white, khaki and blue Bell Atlantic trucks, the big one with a cherry-picker bucket,

  the small one with a trailer carrying a new utility pole about twenty-four feet long jackknifed across the two rows behind it.




  Through the Plexiglas storm windows enclosing the counter area of the shack, Rascob could see the short and stocky elderly owner in his grey fedora, jacket and white apron working the stand

  solo, moving back and forth, picking up and putting down, wiping, tidying and rearranging, never getting things quite right; as restlessly dissatisfied with his own work in the slow grey hours of

  winter as he was during the bright, busy days of summer with the efforts of the mouthy kids he hired out of the vast brick housing project across the boulevard.




  The maroon GMC Suburban isolated in the second row had heavily tinted grey windows; Rascob assumed it was occupied, probably by three men, all wearing black foam-padded, studio-quality

  earphones.




  The male passenger and the female driver in the silver Toyota Pathfinder with two ladders and staging planks lashed down on the roofrack were using disposable white plastic forks to eat –

  clams or shrimp, French fries or onion rings – from white cardboard containers they picked up and put down on a flat surface Rascob could not see. To him their diligent attention to the food

  indicated they were partners of some kind: parents happily married to other people, their jobs allowing them to enjoy selfishly one quiet meal a day without fussy children or a complaining spouse

  around; or an ambitious young couple reluctantly interrupting ten or eleven hours of honest daily work for a start-up company they owned, hocked up to the hilt and too busy now at the acquiring

  stage of life to think much or very often any more about the lovely bond of sexual attraction that had first drawn them together – now slowly vanishing, so that in five or six years, when

  there was idle time enough to notice its absence, it would be gone, beyond recovery, hardly missed at all.




  In the front seat of the green Jeep Grand Cherokee a man with a blond pigtail and a woman with long brown hair sat motionless without talking, slouched against the doors as far from each other

  as possible, staring out at the bay. To Rascob their posture and stillness said they were dealing with an enormous and insoluble problem that they shared and he did not; he was grateful for

  that.




  He remembered the last year with Brenda. Still technically married, in the first stages of the crisis they’d been too filled with fear and working too frantically, trying to repair what he

  had done at the credit union, to look after such a lighthearted thing as love. He had gone along with the chivalrous assumption made by the state police detectives and the young assistant AG: It

  had all been his idea, to play the regional real estate market, buying up options, doing it by ‘borrowing’ from idle funds deposited by customers foreseeing events years away. The

  market went down. Since then, while doing time, he had come to believe that from the beginning she had subtly encouraged and helped him to do it.




  ‘Our very own conspiracy,’ she called it, so simple and obvious it could not be illegal. ‘Going to be rich. What’s wrong with that? Everyone wants to be rich.’

  After the first three months or so in the Plymouth County House of Correction, he found it incomprehensible that he ever could have felt greed enough or found an emergency thrilling enough to make

  him forget about the sex that they’d had, what she liked him to do to her and liked to do to him, enough to risk it. ‘Another friendly animal in the dark,’ she would say and her

  delight would make her laugh; that was what they were and always would be to each other. So she said.




  After he had been locked up for six months she had divorced him, on the irrebuttable statutory grounds that he had been sentenced to prison – his mild punishment for grand larceny an

  indeterminate one-to-ten but still a prison bit; to make it easier for his family to visit him (she was it, then, in Massachusetts), he had been administratively allowed to serve his time in the

  House. He saw one planting season through to harvest on the Farm; his specialty, root vegetables. On his way out after eleven months the corrections officer in charge of counselling reminded him

  his accountancy certificate had been revoked on the basis of his guilty plea. ‘Doesn’t seem like they left you with much, I know, but do the best you can, willya? Don’t want to

  see you back in here again. Does no one any good.’




  That brought it home to him. As McKeach said about Giunta’s fall, ‘Well, at least if he hadda do it, Nino did it right – never fuck up small.’




  ‘The trouble with country music,’ Brenda said once when it was still a smart remark for them, ‘is the words’re always true.’




  McKeach in a faded black suede tanker jacket, jeans and black cowboy boots stood alone about thirty feet down the beach with his back to the parking lot, near the fourth sun- and salt-bleached

  redwood picnic table in the right arm of the eight-table crescent Cosy Bartoldi had installed around the clam shack back in ’74, when he bought the food-and-beverage operation from Blackie

  Brinkley.




  Having grown up in the neighbourhood, and knowing why he had been sole bidder – McKeach controlled the beach – Cosy would have known enough to ask how much if Blackie hadn’t

  told him he should also pay $200 a week during the summer to John Sweeney before lunch on Tuesdays, down at The Curragh at the circle. In 1977, after his wife Suzanne died at the age of fifty-one

  – in an accident on the afternoon of July 4, driving home to Jamaica Plain on Route 1 after visiting her mother in Saugus – Cosy winterized the shack, adding insulation and electric

  baseboard heat without asking anyone’s permission. ‘Hey, I got nothin’ else to do now but sellah hot dogs anna coffee, and it’s my ass I’m freezing off if I

  don’t put the heat in – which I pay for, I might add – how’s that someone else’s business? Why the fuck I hafta ask?’




  Rascob opened the door of the Lincoln against the wind and got out, using his left hip to keep the door open as a windbreak while he buttoned his trenchcoat and pulled his hat down firmly on his

  head. Then he shut the door and locked the car, making his way across the pavement and onto the beach, the wind making his eyes water. McKeach seemed to detect his approach, turning his head

  slightly to the right in order to verify it and then turning back again towards the bay.




  This day McKeach wore the black baseball cap with the white Chicago Cubs script C logo and, as always, gold-framed RayBan aviator sunglasses. His white hair was cropped short above his ears and

  the skin on his face was seamed and weathered. He was chewing while he stared out over the grey-green water whitecapped by the breeze, holding a hot dog with bright yellow salad mustard in a roll

  in his left hand. He had lifted it out of its cardboard serving sleeve when he took it from the counter. If someone had reminded him that the law had had his fingerprints on file for coming up on

  forty years, he would have said ‘Congratulations, bright boy – now you figured out the reason I don’t leave ’em anywhere. No need to make it easy, someone prove you been

  somewhere.’ There was a can of Sprite on the table near his left hand.




  ‘Still off the clams, I see,’ Rascob said, coming up on McKeach’s right. ‘What is it now, two or three years? Wasn’t that ban lifted?’




  ‘I dunno,’ McKeach said. ‘Still got me spooked. That E. coli shit, man, you imagine you ate that? Of all the things can kill you, Jesus, think if it was that. Spend your whole

  life lookin’ out for your ass, watchin’ what you do, start to think you’re pretty smart. And then some day you don’t feel good, you go and see the doctor. And he tells you

  that you’re dyin’ – you ate someone’s shit.’




  He put the last of the hot dog and roll in his mouth and chewed it fast. Swallowing, he picked up the Sprite can and emptied it onto the sand. ‘How smart do you look then?’ He handed

  the can to Rascob; Rascob put it in his coat pocket. McKeach started walking at a normal pace diagonally down the beach towards the high-water mark. Rascob went along, half a pace behind.

  ‘After that, you’d want to die, you’d feel so fuckin’ foolish. Ashamed of going out that way, anyone found out.’ He sucked food out of crevices between his

  teeth, using his left forefinger to nudge at stubborn bits. Then he put his hands into the pockets of his jacket.




  ‘Saw Rusty,’ he said, looking down at the sand.




  ‘Saw Rusty this morning, Rozzie Square,’ Rascob said. ‘Deal with him, way it looks now, still in the real early stages. “Just futzin’ around,” he says. So he

  isn’t really sure, but it still looks all right. Stage they’re in right now’s hotel rooms and scoutin’ locations. Are there rooms available? Many as they need, and if so,

  how much they cost. If there’re places they could use for locations around here, and if there are, will the people let them use them for an okay price.




  ‘“You say ‘the movies,’ people get crazy,” Rusty says. “All a sudden want twelve million dollars for a couple days’ use of their fuckin’ beach

  house— ’at’s worth at the very outside eighteen K, throw inna char grille inna back anna boat trailer, the side yard. If that’s where they’re comin’ from, Nova

  Scotia’s where the crew’s gonna end up – guaranfuckintee it.”’




  ‘Well, shit,’ McKeach said, interrupting, ‘they gotta be here to do it, don’t they? I diddun readah fuckin’ thing, but everything I heard about it, whole thing

  happens here. Fenway Park and that stuff? Shit, I mean, it’s gotta be here, you can’t do it no-place else. You tellin’ me a Sox game – shoot that in

  Halifax? A Bruins game? They could do that – any fuckin’ rink at all, all those places look alike, now the fuckin’ Garden’s gone, fuckin’ rats they had in that place,

  dead monkey inna rafters.’




  ‘Well, some of it, they gotta, yeah,’ Rascob said. ‘Assuming they don’t change it, which they can always do. Rusty says all they want’s the title, really, story

  that goes with it. “That’s what people know. Not they ever read it – just they recognize it.




  ‘“Man and woman love each other – love their little boy. Father takes him to the ball game? Okay – don’t hafta be the Red Sox, even baseball, far as that goes.

  Could be basketball instead, Bulls or Indiana Pacers – difference does it make? And then the kid gets sick, all right? It’s cancer inna book, but doesn’t have to be, the movie.

  And where they take him? Hospital – that’s all it hafta be, a hospital – any hospital. Doesn’t hafta be the Dana Farber, Jimmy-Fund-thing Hospital. Can be blood

  poisoning, HIV or something, and he goes any hospital Chicago or LA, and then gets kidnapped from there.”




  ‘You see I’m sayin’ here?’ Rascob said. ‘Basic story’s all they need. Rest of it they don’t. Inside of buildings, shit like that – well,

  it’s like you just said. Any hockey rink, or any street or beach, you know? Don’t want no palm trees inna pictures, hula girls or elephants, but otherwise, well, he was sayin’,

  alla rest is flexible.’




  ‘Yeah,’ said McKeach, ‘but that’s the whole point, what we’re doin’, why we’re doin’ this. They go to Canada – unions aren’t so strong

  up there. They get it done lots cheaper. But all the work they hafta do there, to make it look like here – don’t get that for free. Canucks up there may work for less, but you

  still gotta hire ’em – once you do that it takes dough, matter how you slice it. Can’t tell me they work for nothin’.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Rascob said, ‘well, that’s pretty much what he was saying. “It’s all feasibility now.” Can they do it here, workin’ with us

  – assumin’ that, of course, because that’s the only way, without us they know they can’t. But can they get enough hotel rooms at the time of year they want ’em? All

  the schools around here? Rooms already booked? For the graduations, see? If they are, then it don’t matter – kinda rates we get them – they can’t get the rooms.




  ‘So, they’d rather do it here; makes much better sense. But first they hafta find out if they can. Or should they start lookin’ someplace else.’




  ‘Well, but that’s what I’m saying,’ McKeach said. ‘Like: what other place? What do they mean when they say “other place”? They got any idea

  whatsoever of this? What he’s talkin’ about when he says this?’




  ‘I dunno,’ Rascob said. ‘I didn’t ask him that, you know? All I did was, I basically listened. I told you all he told me.’




  ‘Motherfuckers,’ McKeach said.




  ‘Yeah, I know,’ Rascob said.




  ‘Well, keep on top of him,’ McKeach said. ‘Rusty’s a good guy and all, but every now and then he’s been known to get it in his head he might do some freelance

  stuff. Slightest hint he’s doin’ that – you know, not tellin’ us about – well, you lemme know right off. I’ll go over, see the bastard. Get his memory

  improved.’




  ‘I’ll do that,’ Rascob said.




  ‘Yeah,’ McKeach said. ‘Now, that brings us our boy Jackie, everybody’s favourite pinup. What is goin’ on with him?’




  ‘He’s got three more trucks comin’ on line this week,’ Rascob said. ‘These’d be the break-and-lunch trucks go around from plant to plant, job to job, you

  know? Ones with quilted caps you see outside the factories, selling sandwiches and coffee. In this case, job to job.’




  ‘Where’s he gettin’ all these jobs?’ McKeach said. ‘Every month or so, it seems like, puttin’ on more trucks.’




  ‘Construction,’ Rascob said. ‘We had this mild winter, right? Construction’s startin’ early. Last year they didn’t finish all the roadwork. Guess once the

  money gets there, carries over, year to year, ’til the job gets done. Plus which, got the naval air base closin’, down South Weymouth there, shopping centre goin’ in. Means

  it’s just a matter ah time, demolition work gets started, and then as soon as that gets finished, they start puttin’ up the stores.




  ‘Comin’ down or goin’ up – all the same to Jackie. You bring those crews in, get ’em workin’, gotta have their coffee, Coca-Cola, bottled water, usually three

  times a day. The two breaks, morning, afternoon, and then once a day they stop, let ’em have a meal. These guys make good money, want a solid meal for lunch? Lots of them don’t wanna

  bother, bringin’ it from home. They do, somebody’s got to make it, right? Most of them, wives also workin’, don’t want to get up early making sandwiches their

  lunch.’




  ‘And they then buy our stuff too,’ McKeach said.




  ‘Jackie says his trucks didn’t have the stuff on paydays, be another fleet of trucks puffin’ in right behind him, “Pretty soon those guys’d be sellin’ coffee

  too. It’s a commodity now, like the Nabs and Drake’s Pound Cake. The way you get the stops is by bein’ reliable, on time, with good product. No excuses – truck broke down;

  the snow’s too deep; your route guy’s got the flu? You show up with ah coffee, Winstons and Marlboros. Fresh. Scratch tickets with the games they want. Bread inna sandwiches an’

  stuff is fresh. Always. Never missin’ a beat. Every day, day in, day out, truck is there on time. Boss on the job won’t be makin’ calls day after day – ‘Where

  the fuck’s the guy the truck? My guys’re goin’ apeshit here. Where the hell’s your man?’ If he’s my man, his truck’s there, and what those guys

  want is on it.”’




  ‘Including the stuff,’ McKeach said.




  ‘So he says,’ Rascob said. ‘He’s sellin’ benzos for two bucks a pill, his guys on the trucks. They sell three for eight to the guys on the job. Who then turn around

  and sell them to their friends that they work with for four bucks apiece. “And some of them then turn it around.” This’s what he can’t

  get over. “They buy more than they know they’ll use so they can sell it onnah street for six, eight bucks a pop.”’




  ‘Jesus Christ,’ McKeach said. ‘Many times I hear it, I’ll never get over it.’




  ‘“Strictly supply, demand,” he says,’ Rascob said. ‘Think about this, if you want, what the hell is goin’ on. The market’s not for anything.

  Nothing owns the market. It’s not for crack, not pot, not heroin; not hash, not coke, not ecstasy; Darvon, Demerol, or Dilaudid; knockouts or Special K. Whatever’s around –

  that’s what the market’s for, and I mean anything. You had a fuckin’ smorgasbord, all right? As much of any kind of drugs anyone could want? Choice’d be the benzos.

  But if capsules aren’t around, then the Darvon and Dilaudid, and the bags of marching powder. You got guys that look like they could tangle assholes with a buncha paratroopers, come

  out on the winning side? There they are takin’ Halcion like housewives with the screamin’-meemies. Buspar and Xanax – made for people with anxiety, and here’re these muscle

  builders fightin’ jackhammers all day, got arms on them like trees, and they’re woofin’ ’em down, fifty and a hundred times the normal dose. Wash ’em down

  with a ball and a beer. CC and a Coors Light on a fistful of Valium. You don’t have to fly to Florida see the magic kingdom.”’




  ‘So, we need more stuff,’ McKeach said.




  ‘From what Jackie tells me,’ Rascob said, ‘we will always need more stuff. No matter how much we get.’




  ‘So then this after,’ McKeach said, ‘you leave here, you hafta go and see the Box.’




  ‘You mean I got to go tah the office, count the money,’ Rascob said.




  ‘Right,’ McKeach said, ‘you got to go the fuckin’ office, an’ you count ah fuckin’ money. Don’t need me to tell you that, you count ah fuckin’

  money. You need me for is to tell you – after you count the fuckin’ money, then you go and see the Box.’




  Rascob sighed. ‘Mack,’ he said, ‘I hate doin’ that. I hate goin’ to the Box.’




  ‘So do I,’ McKeach said grimly, ‘but I’m the boss, and that’s why you hafta go.’




  ‘Maybe he won’t be home,’ Rascob said.




  ‘He’ll be home,’ McKeach said. ‘He works at home. He’s in demand. You’ll be lucky all he does is make you wait.’
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  Emmett Naughton for the fourth or fifth time wearing ‘one of my fancy new outfits’ – well-cut dark grey Donegal tweed jacket, a soft wool grey shirt open at

  the collar and dark grey flannel pants, all purchased by his wife, Caroline, on Nassau Street in Dublin; and tasselled black Bally loafers; she bought those on Grafton Street – knew that even

  in good clothes that fitted, he still looked like a man out of uniform and uncomfortable that way.




  Caroline had thought that the first time he wore any of the new clothes – ‘Oh, dear, still not quite ready to think about making the change.’ But she kept it to herself. The

  next time she talked to her sister, Marybeth, she said she realized lots of men love their jobs ‘just as much as Em does – they are what they do. So of course they

  find it hard, transitioning retirement. But he’s going to be a handful. Ever since the mandatory age was knocked out, he thinks if he keeps putting it off in his own mind, the day’ll

  never come.




  ‘Seventy’s what he’s saying now, but he won’t be ready when he’s ninety, if he lives that long. He’s never going to be ready. You know how

  often you’ve heard him say he was “born to be a cop.” I think he’s determined to be one the day he dies – and not a retired cop, either.’




  To him she said that maybe he could somehow persuade Matty at the barbershop to leave his hair ‘a little fuller, that might help a little.’




  ‘You mean “a little longer,”’ Naughton said. ‘Fuller’d be better, and Matty’s a hell of a barber, but fuller’s not within his

  powers. And if he did leave it longer, then when I’m in uniform I’d look uncomfortable, and for the selfsame reason – then the uniform wouldn’t look right.

  So I wouldn’t feel right. No, day comes when I decide, let them retire me, ten-eleven years from now, more important for me to feel right in the uniform than to feel right out of

  it.’




  With Jim Dowd, some years his junior, feeling the elder’s obligation to transmit wisdom he’d acquired on his own, he allowed himself to be more forthright. ‘Seen it happen,

  time and again – men I started working for. They moved up? I moved up too – no coincidence. Their time came to hang it up, they’d get this hangdog expression – tricked into

  havin’ their balls cut off. “Someday,” they’d always said; thinkin’ they’d get to decide later, “someday” ever came. Didn’t mean that;

  meant someone else’d make that decision for them, and had, and now someday’d come.




  ‘Probably true in any line of work, it’s sure true in law enforcement. The more a man loves it, better he gets at it. Better he gets at it, harder it is, put it aside. For

  anything – two weeks’ vacation, or a weekend with the family. Much less think about walking away from it forever; staying away? Sees himself getting older; pretty soon

  he’s gonna die.




  ‘Then all of a sudden, day arrives – he’s gone. Comes as a jolt.




  ‘Early part of his career, it’s all right. Home with the wife and family. His wife’s a good girl and she wants him to be happy, and he is. She sees his dedication, and it does

  have its rewards. Rank means more money. Seniority? A desk job. Less hazardous duty; better chance when he goes out the door in the morning, next time she sees him is, he comes back in that night.

  Not onna slab with a sheet over him – some young punk put a bullet in him. Or caught a breadknife in the belly from a husband and a wife perfectly happy fighting with each other, until he

  showed up and got between them. Plus the better hours – and, let’s not forget, more pay.




  ‘Policemen’s wives – and husbands, too, and domestic partners as well, mustn’t leave them out – fine and dedicated lot, salt of the earth. Taking nothing

  away from them when I say I’ve yet to meet a policeman’s wife who didn’t like to see him bringing home a bigger paycheque.




  ‘But still, the more successful the man is in his job, because he loves it, more his wife comes to see it as her rival. Gradually, over the years, she begins to compete with it, to fight

  it. She tolerates the fact that it takes him away from her – she says “all that time it takes from his family,” but she really means “from me.” So if

  you see him fairly regularly doing something else that doesn’t involve her – every day you see him doing it and he’s as happy as can be – you still have to

  understand it’s only because she’s lettin’ him. And also understand that somewhere down the line when she thinks he’s had about enough fun, going off by himself,

  doing things that don’t involve her, she’s gonna put her foot down and that’ll be the end of it.




  ‘Control’s what it’s about. When she decides there’s been enough of his horsin’ around – stamping out crime and making the world safe for democracy,

  whatever the hell he’s been doing – then forever and after he’s going to do what she wants. And that’s all, and that is it.




  ‘Which, naturally . . . most men who’ve gotten used to command, exercising power over other people, been doing it for years, the idea of someone else who’s not even a

  cop, a superior officer, telling them what to do all the time, when and where they’re gonna do it – their own wife? Does not appeal to them.




  ‘Maybe especially their own wife. Mere idea’s embarrassing.




  ‘Husbands don’t like it, kind of supervision shit – and so they fight back. That’s why you’ll see old doctors, old dentists, old lawyers – all kinds of old

  men who got that way running their own businesses, forty, fifty years, still going to work every day. Money’s not the issue; they’ve got all of that they need. They’re still at

  their desks because they hadda close look at their older friends, retired; saw how miserable they were; figured out in their jobs, nobody could kick them out or drag ’em out. So they

  didn’t leave.




  ‘And those wives who were so keen on their husbands getting through – they don’t like their men retiring either, once they’ve tried it for a while. That’s why you

  see so many stories in the paper all the time, letters, all these women writing in – husbands, sick, retired, always underfoot. In the way all the time, giving orders; trying to run

  everything around the house – which the women always ran before any way they liked because the boys were off at work. And then the other women writing in, tell them to stop complaining

  – least their husbands’re alive, get in their way and take them ballroom dancing and give them a little cuddle now and then – don’t hear much about that nasty sex

  stuff, though, except now and then there will be one, speaks for all the rest of them – “Thank God that’s over with,” and the day the old goat comes home with any

  of that Viagra stuff’s the day she’s out the door – because the women who’re now writing in to tell them to shut up, their husbands’re dead, and if they knew then?

  They’d be lightin’ the big candles in the sanctuary every single blessed day.




  ‘Caroline’s the light of my life and the mother of my children and I’ll always love her dearly, but I’m putting retirement off as long as I possibly can. I know what

  it’s gonna be like – I am not lookin’ forward to it. Even now, still years away, every so often I catch her warming up the engine when she thinks I’m not lookin’,

  payin’ attention, gettin’ ready, run my life soon’s I turn in the badge. Suppose it hasta come someday, but I’m not lookin’ forward to it. Could also be the day I

  start to see the end of my marriage comin’.’




  Except on ceremonial occasions, Detective Lieutenant Inspector James Dowd of the Special Investigations Bureau, Massachusetts State Police had been wearing plain clothes on the job for nineteen

  years. Arriving a few minutes late meeting Naughton for one of their very occasional lunches at the Terrace, on Soldier Field Road between Harvard Stadium on the Boston side of the Charles River,

  he thanked Eileen, the hostess, for showing him to Naughton’s table. ‘Never would’ve recognized him, all decked out like this.’




  ‘Wouldn’t recognize myself,’ Naughton said, trying to smile and not managing very well.




  ‘You get used to it,’ Dowd said, sliding into the other bench in the booth. ‘Only time I’m in full pack now’s when I have to go into a building where they’ve

  got someone freshly dead who was real important. Usually don’t mind it – disliked him enough alive, verifying that he’s dead makes it all worthwhile.




  ‘Eileen, since at least in theory I’m on a day off from a case driving me nuts, I do believe I’ll have a Guinness. You’re not on the clock ’til eight, right,

  Emmett? Interest you in one?’




  ‘Oh, might as well,’ Naughton said, pushing his iced tea aside. Eileen nodded, smiled and said, ‘Ettie’ll be right with you,’ and put two menus on the table as she

  went away. Dowd took one for himself and slid the other one in front of Naughton. Soon a dark-haired waitress in her early forties, her good looks in her mind seriously marred by an overbite that

  could have been corrected easily thirty years or so before, brought their pints of dark-brown Guinness with the café-au-lait-coloured heads of foam and set them on the table. ‘Hullo,

  Ettie,’ Dowd said, picking his glass up at once. ‘How’re all belongin’ to yah?’




  ‘Fine, thank you, James,’ she said, working a smile around the teeth and making a small curtsey. ‘And those in your own household – well too?’




  ‘No complaints, except with me,’ Dowd said. ‘And those no more’n the usual, I’m very glad to say.’




  She nodded. ‘And you, Superintendent Naughton,’ she said, inclining her head. ‘I trust you’ve been keepin’ well.’ Three years before, the first time

  he and Dowd had met for lunch after his promotion, she had as usual called him ‘Emmett’ instead of ‘Lieutenant,’ as he had requested several years previously, and Dowd had

  told her facetiously she mustn’t do that any more. ‘He’s no longer one of us ordinary mortals – he’s a superintendent now.’
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