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November, 1982

Wolforts Roost Country Club

Loudonville, NY

 

It starts out so innocently like so many murders do. 

Just three inseparable teenage buddies together every day from the time they arrive at their country day prep school, throughout the day—same homeroom and classrooms, same long lunch table inside the old school’s basement buttery, then the same early afternoon study halls, and finally, the same practice football field. 

On Friday nights, they hang out together. On a special occasion, their parents allow the boys access to their country club, so long as they don’t sneak in a bottle of liquor to consume on the eighteenth green under cover of darkness—exactly what they’re doing on this particular late fall Friday night. A night so cold it’s downright freezing. 

“Fuck, it’s cold,” Jim O’Connell says, blowing warm air from his mouth into his bare hands. “It’s too fucking early to be this cold, you know?” Jim is the smart one. The one destined for an Ivy League college, then law school, then a full partnership at a major Manhattan law firm. The handsome, dark-haired, brown-eyed, Italian-Irish boy from Albany’s Pine Hills district already knows what he wants in life. It can be summed up in one word—it starts with an M and is as green as the trimmed grass they presently stand upon.

“Don’t be such a pussy,” Mark Mastrullo—the nasty one—says. He’s an average student who is sometimes forced to retake math during the summer school session. Short, stocky with a full head of black hair—he’s the boozer of the group. The drinker who sometimes sneaks off during lunch and downs a quart of Budweiser behind the school gym. He has no idea what he wants out of life. He’s content so long as he can drink and tear some poor soul up one side and down the other with his sharp-as-a-knife tongue.   

“Jim’s not a pussy,” Steve Long chimes in before taking a swig from the fifth of vodka he took from his physician father’s bar. A bottle Steve will replace tomorrow when he gets his older pothead brother to make a trek to the liquor store on his behalf. “He’s just pointing out the obvious. It’s freakin’ cold, man.” 

Long is the stoner of the group. The lover who actually had sex prior to his sixteenth birthday. The others falsely claim to have gotten laid long before their sixteenth. Long doesn’t quite have Jim’s brains, but he’s not the type to bull his way through life like Mark does, either. Instead, he floats . . . cruises. Just a notch above six-feet-four-inches, he is as thin as the eighteenth green flagpole. He’s not much of an eater, preferring a diet of cocaine, pot, and booze. He already smokes nearly a pack of Marlboro Lights per day. He’s the always smiling, always up for fun, and never-without-friends kind of guy. He has his sights set on a college known not for its academic graces, but instead for its Animal House-like party reputation—a college like Providence or BU or Bowdoin maybe. Definitely on the east coast where the recreational drugs are plentiful, and the girls love to cuddle up on cold winter nights. 

“You’re such a suck-up, Long,” Mark barks while making a V (for vagina) with his fingers, sticking his tongue through them, performing a disgusting snake-like licking motion. “Always got your face up Jim’s ass.” Then, extending the same meaty hand. “Now, pass the fucking bottle already.” 

Steve Long hands the stocky boy the bottle, reaches into a pocket on his blue blazer, pulls out a joint. He lights it with his Bic lighter, takes a deep toke, hands it to Jim who steals a couple of quick hits. Jim’s blazer is buttoned all the way, the knot on his red and black Albany Academy for Boys tie is tied perfectly, his tan chinos cleaned and professionally pressed, his black loafers bright and polished. Naturally, he’s not wearing socks. No one wears socks . . . ever. In fact, all three boys are wearing identical loafers, and all three are sockless on a night that is definitely going down below freezing. 

“Joint please,” Mark insists, handing Jim the bottle. The knot on Mark’s tie is pulled down revealing his hair-covered barrel chest. He couldn’t button the top button on his Oxford if he wanted to—his neck is that meaty, his shoulders that stocky. It’s just one of the reasons he made the local Times Union Newspaper All-City list as a defensive nose tackle. Like his sharp tongue, brute force strength comes naturally to him. He might not be tall, but he’s built like a Sherman tank. 

Mark smokes some of the joint. He hasn’t yet exhaled the hit into the cold night when he hears the commotion coming from the country club dining room located maybe one-hundred feet away. In fact, the commotion is loud enough for all three boys to stop what they’re doing to listen in. 

“I’m leaving!” the older middle-aged man barks at the younger woman he’s currently facing down. “You’ll hear from my lawyers, you bitch. You took me for a house, for my money, for my life. If I see you again before I die, it’ll be too soon.”

He’s a tall man with a paunch. A man who hasn’t seen the inside of a gym in decades. But she, on the other hand, is far younger. An early thirty-something attractive blonde known by the three boys as a cougar. A MILF. The type of woman they fantasize about when they hit the sheets at night and engage the services of Rosie Palm. 

“That’s Marty Finnegan and his hot wife, Tracy,” Jim points out. “God, they fight more than your parents do, Mark.”

“Fuck you, Jim,” Mark says. “My parents bicker but don’t fight. There’s a fucking difference, Mr. Fucking Perfect.” 

“Shut up, you guys,” Long says, puffing on his smoke. “I wanna hear what they’re saying.”

Tracy raises her hand and slaps Marty. Marty grabs her wrist with his left hand and makes a fist with his right hand. 

“Oh shit,” Long says not without a snicker. “He’s gonna belt her.”

But just when it looks like Finnegan is about to knock out her teeth, he lowers his hand. 

“You got what you wanted from me, Marty, and now you’re running away,” Tracy says, tears in her voice. “I want my money back, and I want you off the deed to my house. And you’re going to give it to me one way or another. You can’t just run away from your responsibilities.”

Marty turns, starts walking. 

“Fuck you,” he says. “Like I said, you’ll hear from my lawyer. I’m going to Vegas to make some money. You stay here and fuck all the boys you want. I’ve had it.”

“You emptied the bank account, Marty!” she screams. “A lot of that money is mine, and I want it now!”

“I dare you to come and get it,” he says, not without a bitter laugh. “There was hardly anything left as it is. I’ll be at the airport waiting for my flight, you bitch. You fucking cheating bitch.”

“You . . . bastard,” she says, just as Marty rounds the corner of the dining room and disappears into the night. 

The boys make out the sad sounds of Tracy’s weeping. But she quickly pulls it together, wiping her eyes with the backs of her hands while straightening her posture as if composing herself. By the time she heads back into the dining room, she’s planted a smile on her face. A false smile, but a smile all the same. 

“Hey, guess what, boys?” Long says, dropping what’s left of his cigarette onto the green, and stamping it out with the tip of his loafer. “I just might have me a date tonight.”

Jim nearly doubles over in laughter. Mark howls like a dog.  

“You’re fucking seventeen, asshole,” Mark spits. “Tracy Finnegan’s like twice your age. You’re just a snot-nosed kid to her.”

Long assumes a hurt expression. “I’m mature for my age. She likes me. She already told me she likes me. Besides, I’ve already fucked her. I betcha she’d fuck you, too, if you ask her.”

Jim takes a swig from the bottle, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. 

“When precisely did you engage in sex with her, Long?” Jim begs, his tone suspicious.

“During last year’s country club Christmas party,” Long explains defensively. “She called me a very handsome young man. There’s been other times, too.”

“Oh, that’s just a geyser of love, Long,” Jim laughs. “You’re out of your damned mind. High on something, anyway.”

“Can the both of you just shut the fuck up for a second,” Mark breaks in. The short, stocky boy has acquired a pensive look on his face. He’s not even blinking. “There goes old man Finnegan.”

In the distance, a black four-door Mercedes Benz is racing along the country club driveway past the first and second holes, toward the main road. The car is noticeably swerving as if Finnegan is too drunk to drive. Mark turns to the others, his pensive look now replaced by a shit-eating grin. 

“I’ve got an idea,” Mark says. 

“Good Lord, there’s a first,” Jim says. 

“We all hate Finnegan, right?” Mark goes on. “And look how upset he made Tracy.”

“So?” Long asks. 

“So,” Mark says, “maybe we can exact a little revenge on her behalf.”

“What did you have in mind, Mark?” Jim says. 

“He’s on his way to the airport, right?” Mark goes on. “Let’s follow him there.”

“And do what exactly?” Jim asks, the vodka bottle still gripped in his hand.

“I don’t know,” Mark says. “Throw a scare into him or something.”

“Hey wait,” Long says. “What if we demand he gives Tracy back her money? She just said he was taking off with their bank account. What’s left of it, anyway.”

“She was talking metaphorically, moron,” Jim says. “He’s not carrying all that money on him.”

“Okay,” Long says, “but I’ve seen that dude’s bankroll before, and it’s pretty fucking fat. Plus, he’s old and out of shape. My old man and big brother keep their deer hunting rifles in the back of the war wagon. Plus, there’s ski masks, hats, camo gear, Carhartt overalls. All sorts of shit for deer hunting season. We hold up Finnegan right in the airport parking lot, and he’ll never know it’s us. He gives us the money, we change back to our normal clothes, come back here, give Tracy her money. We’ll be heroes.”

Mark is nodding. “I fucking like it, Long. For once, you’re brilliant. Maybe she’ll blow us.”

Judging by the wide-eyed expression on his face, Jim is stunned at the idea but not un-intrigued by it. Long puts those long legs to use, starts speed-walking for the parking lot like he’s on a mission. And he is.  

“Where you going, Long?” Jim calls out. 

“Heading for the war wagon, boys,” he says. The war wagon being his physician dad’s Chevy Suburban. “I’m gonna be the hero and get Tracy’s money back.”

“Wait for me,” Mark shouts, jogging like a well-dressed preppy boar across the green toward Long. 

Jim shakes his head, starts walking, but takes it slow. Slow and dignified. A gate more fitting for a boy of his smarts and upper-class potential.   

“I’m coming too, so help me God,” he says out loud. But then to himself, “Why do I get the feeling this is a very bad idea?” 

He walks on, into the cold dark night. 
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Albany, NY 

Present Day

 

I found myself staring out the window of my second floor Sherman Street office a lot lately, now that Val had left me again. Staring at the cold, lonely city. The only thing capable of warming my insides—a glass of Jameson —had been biologically attached to my right hand for the past week. Val became the second love of my life after my first love, Fran, died in a hit-and-run more than twenty years ago. She’d left me for another man whom she claimed paid attention to her, loved her for who she was, took her to the movies, ate when she wanted to eat, didn’t drink so much, and was tender with his touch. Not overly macho or masculine. Or how did she put it? Boorish. 

“Tender,” I whispered to the city skyline. “Tender with his touch. Gee whiz, thanks for that, Val.”

 The way she described him to me over drinks—on what was to become our last night together—made him sound like the anti-Keeper Marconi. An intellectual by the name of Dr. James Moorehouse who taught philosophy at the state college and came from a wealthy family who owned a house in Palm Beach. All too often, my philosophical outlook came in the form of a fist to the gut or a bullet to the brain, or maybe a two-hundred-sixty-five-pound bench press, possibly a cold beer with a whiskey chaser. And no, I didn’t have a house in Palm Beach. I toughed the winters out right here in the heart of the concrete jungle. There weren’t that many of us around anymore. Real men. Women craved us but hated us too. Modern day women that is. Women who considered us boorish. Women who had the hashtag #metoo tattooed to their backside.   

The world was moving on and leaving me behind in its wake. 

I took another sip of whiskey, felt the warmth settle in my veins, and I pictured Val in the arms of another man—Dr. Moorehouse. I pictured them in bed together, their skin pressed against one another. It made me a little sick to think about it, but a part of me wanted to suffer through seeing it if only to convince myself that Val being with another man was a reality now. The only reality. It was happening whether I liked it or not. It was happening, and there wasn’t a goddamned thing I could do about it. 

I drank more whiskey. 

“Damn you, Val,” I muttered. “Damn you for stealing my heart then breaking it. Again and again.”

Drinking down the whiskey, I turned to my desk, poured another, and resumed looking out onto a city that was gray and freezing like my insides. I studied my vague reflection in the glass. The round face covered with salt and pepper stubble, the short—almost too short—crop of salt and pepper hair, the thick neck, the barrel chest. In the winter I liked to wear a black turtleneck over jeans. I still wore my usual worn brown leather cowboy boots. Some habits are hard to break. I concealed my .45 with a leather coat I bought at a vintage shop in Florence, Italy ten years ago. At the moment, it hung on the hat rack behind the desk. So did the gun. 

I sipped more whiskey but hadn’t yet swallowed when I heard the knock on the old glass and wood door.

“Mr. Marconi?” a man’s voice said. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

I turned slowly, the whiskey glass in hand. 

“Not at all,” I replied, hoping he was a client and not a salesman. “What can I help you with, pal?” 

I was a bit jumpy lately, and I kept one eye on him and one eye on the .45.

“Mind if I come in?” he asked, a half smile on his smooth, clean face. “I was hoping you might help me with some detecting.”

A client. I needed a client right about then, the bank account being what it was—redder than a Christmas candle and emptier than an old fruitcake tin. 

“Have a seat,” I said, gesturing with my free hand to the empty wood chair positioned in front of the desk. I sat down, set the whiskey on the desk beside the green bottle of Jameson. “Care for a drink?” 

He sat down, crossed his legs, and adjusted his round tortoise shell eyeglasses. I took note of his expensive charcoal suit under an even more expensive overcoat. The ball knot on his red and black rep tie was tied to perfection against a white Oxford. It was a contrast to his full head of dark hair, and his solid gold cufflinks must have set him back a couple grand alone. If it were the 1920s, he would have been the type to wear a bowler hat, leather gloves, and carry a cane. I smelled money on him like a hungry dog sniffs out people food. 

He pretended to glance at his watch. 

“It’s only eleven in the morning,” he said, a half smile painting his face. 

“Florence,” I said. 

“Excuse me?” 

“Florence,” I repeated. “Florence, Italy.” I glanced at my watch. “It’s five o’clock in Florence, Italy.”

He issued a pretend, if not confused laugh, re-crossed his legs and I couldn’t help but notice his polished black Florsheims. 

“Oh, I get it,” he said. “As in, it must be five o’clock somewhere.”

I pretended to laugh. “So, what can I help you with, Mister— . . .”

“O’Connell,” he said. “Jim O’Connell. He sat up, reached across the desk with his hand. 

I guessed I had no choice but to take the hand in mine and shake it. I squeezed. It was a small hand, smooth and warm, lacking in strength. Definitely a man who’d never worked a blue-collar job in his life much less lifted a few free-weights at the gym. That is, if you could still find a gym that housed free-weights. 

Our hands released and we both sat back in our respective chairs. I cathedraled my fingers, elbows on the desktop, assumed my best Jack Marconi smile. 

“So, what can I help you with today, Mr. O’Connell?”

“Oh, please, Jim. I’m a rather casual boy.”

And rich . . .

“Jim it is.” I pressed my lips together and went wide-eyed like I was waiting anxiously for him to spill whatever was on his mind.  

For a brief second or two, he looked up at the ceiling as though collecting his thoughts or trying to put words together in a very careful way. Too many individuals confuse private detectives for real cops. That said, we tended to make them nervous, especially when it came to sensitive subjects—like adultery, for instance. I was never a cop but instead, a prison warden, which is sort of like a cop who serves and protects the inside of a concrete and razor wire fortress. 
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